
BEIJING: Italy, South Korea and Iran reported sharp
rises in coronavirus infections yesterday, triggering
concern from the World Health Organization (WHO),
but China relaxed some curbs on movement, including
in Beijing, as the rate of new infections there eased.
The virus has put Chinese cities into lockdown, dis-
rupted air traffic to the workshop of the world and
blocked global supply chains for everything from cars
and car parts to smartphones. 

The surge of cases outside mainland China trig-
gered steep falls in global share markets and Wall
Street stock futures as investors fled to safe havens.
Gold soared to a seven-year high, oil tumbled nearly
4% and the Korean won fell to its lowest level since
August. But US Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin
cautioned against jumping to conclusions about the
impact on the global economy or supply chains, say-
ing it was simply too soon to know. 

The World Health Organization (WHO) said it no
longer had a process for declaring a pandemic, but
that the coronavirus outbreak remained an interna-
tional emergency. “We are specially concerned about
the rapid increase in cases in ... Iran, Italy and the
Republic of Korea,” WHO head Tedros Adhanom
Ghebreyesus told a news conference in Sweden via
video link from Geneva.

South Korea reported 231 new cases, taking its
total to 833. Many are in its fourth-largest city, Daegu,
which became more isolated with Asiana Airlines and
Korean Air suspending flights there until next month.
Iran, which announced its f irst two cases last
Wednesday, said it had confirmed 43 cases and eight
deaths. Most of the infections were in the Shi’ite
Muslim holy city of Qom.

Elsewhere in the Middle East, Bahrain and Iraq
reported their first cases and Kuwait reported three
cases involving people who had been in Iran. Saudi
Arabia, Kuwait, Iraq, Turkey, Pakistan and Afghanistan
imposed restrictions on travel and immigration from
Iran. Afghanistan also reported its first case, officials
said. The WHO has been saying for weeks that it
dreads the disease reaching countries with weak
health systems. Europe’s biggest outbreak is in Italy,
with some 150 infections - compared with just three
before Friday - and a fifth death.

‘Severe and complex’
Scientists around the world are scrambling to ana-

lyze the virus, but a vaccine is probably more than a
year away. “Worryingly, it seems that the virus can
pass from person to person without symptoms, mak-
ing it extremely difficult to track, regardless of what

health authorities do,” said Simon Clarke, an expert
in cellular microbiology at the University of Reading
in Britain.

China postponed the annual meeting of its parlia-
ment in Beijing. But there was a measure of relief for
the world’s second-largest economy as more than 20
province-level jurisdictions, including Beijing and
Shanghai, reported zero new infections, the best
showing since the outbreak began. President Xi
Jinping urged businesses to get back to work, though
he said the epidemic was still “severe and complex,
and prevention and control work is in the most diffi-
cult and critical stage”.

Excluding the central Hubei province, centre of the
outbreak, mainland China reported 11 new cases, the
lowest since the national health authority started pub-
lishing nationwide daily figures on Jan 20. The coron-
avirus has infected nearly 77,000 people and killed
more than 2,500 in China, most in Hubei. Overall,
China reported 409 new cases on the mainland, down
from 648 a day earlier, taking the total number of
infections to 77,150 cases as of Feb. 23. The death toll
rose by 150 to 2,592.

Outside mainland China, the outbreak has spread to
about 29 countries and territories, with a death toll of
about two dozen, according to a Reuters tally. Xi said

on Sunday the outbreak would have a relatively big,
but short-term, impact on the economy and the gov-
ernment would step up policy adjustments to help
cushion the blow. Mnuchin, speaking to Reuters in the
Saudi city of Riyadh, said he did not expect the coro-
navirus to have a material impact on the Phase 1 US-
China trade deal. “Obviously that could change as the
situation develops,” he added.

In northern Italy, authorities sealed off the worst-
affected towns and banned public gatherings across a
wide area, halting the carnival in Venice, where there
were two cases. Austria briefly suspended train serv-
ices over the Alps from Italy after two travelers com-
ing from Italy showed symptoms of fever. Both tested
negative for the new coronavirus but Austrian Interior
Minister Karl Nehammer said a task force would meet
to discuss whether to introduce border controls.

Japan had 773 cases as of late Sunday, mostly on a
cruise ship quarantined near Tokyo. A third passenger,
a Japanese man in his 80s, died on Sunday. In South
Korea, authorities reported a seventh death and dozens
more cases yesterday. Of the new cases, 115 were
linked to a church in the city of Daegu. Drone footage
showed what appeared to be hundreds of people queu-
ing in a neat line outside a Daegu supermarket under
the winter sunshine to buy face masks. — Reuters
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BEIJING: Security officers and residents wearing protective facemasks to protect against the COVID-19 coronavirus stand at the entrance of a residential compound where temperature and special cards access are needed to enter
or exit yesterday. — AFP 

Virus cases rise in Italy, Korea, Iran 
Investors flee to safety as coronavirus spreads outside China

‘No one cares’: 
Wuhan residents 
adapt to find food
BEIJING: The lockdown of Guo Jing’s neigh-
borhood in Wuhan-the city at the heart of
China’s new coronavirus epidemic-came sud-
denly and without warning. Unable to go out,
the 29-year-old is now sealed inside her com-
pound where she has to depend on online
group-buying services to get food. “Living for
at least another month isn’t an issue,” Guo told
AFP, explaining that she had her own stash of
pickled vegetables and salted eggs.

But what scares her most is the lack of con-
trol-first, the entire city was sealed off, and
then residents were limited to exiting their
compound once every three days. Now even
that has been taken away. Guo is among some
11 million residents in Wuhan, a city in central
Hubei province that has been under effective
quarantine since January 23 as Chinese author-
ities race to contain the epidemic. Since then,
its people have faced a number of tightening
controls over daily life as the death toll from the
virus swelled to over 2,500 in China alone.

But the new rules this month barring resi-
dents from leaving their neighborhoods are the
most restrictive yet-and for some, threaten
their livelihoods. “I still don’t know where to
buy things once we’ve finished eating what we
have at home,” said Pan Hongsheng, who lives
with his wife and two children. Some neighbor-
hoods have organized group-buying services,
where supermarkets deliver orders in bulk.

But in Pan’s community, “no one cares”. “The

three-year-old doesn’t even have any milk
powder left,” Pan told AFP, adding that he has
been unable to send medicine to his in-laws-
both in their eighties-as they live in a different
area. “I feel like a refugee.” The “closed man-
agement of neighborhoods is bound to bring
some inconvenience to the lives of the people”,
Qian Yuankun, vice secretary of Hubei’s
Communist Party committee, said at a press
briefing last week.

Grocery groups 
Demand for group-buying food delivery

services has rocketed with the new restrictions,
with supermarkets and neighborhood commit-
tees scrambling to fill orders. Most group-buy-
ing services operate through Chinese messag-

ing app WeChat, which has ad-hoc chat groups
for meat, vegetables, milk-even “hot dry noo-
dles”, a famous Wuhan dish. More sophisticat-
ed shops and compounds have their own mini-
app inside WeChat, where residents can
choose packages priced by weight before
orders are sent in bulk to grocery stores.

In Guo’s neighborhood, for instance, a 6.5-
kilogramme (14.3-pound) set of five vegeta-
bles, including potatoes and baby cabbage,
costs 50 yuan ($7.11). “You have no way to
choose what you like to eat,” Guo said. “You
cannot have personal preferences anymore.”
The group-buying model is also more diffi-
cult for smaller communities to adopt, as
supermarkets have minimum order require-
ments for delivery.  — AFP 

WUHAN: Medical staff transfer a patient infected by the COVID-19 coronavirus at a hospital
in Wuhan in China’s central Hubei province. Authorities in Wuhan yesterday reversed a
decision that would have allowed some people to leave the quarantined city at the centre
of China’s deadly virus epidemic. — AFP 

Human rights
under assault
worldwide
GENEVA: UN chief Antonio Guterres
launched a “call to action” yesterday
against rising attacks on human rights,
highlighting the persecution of minorities
and “alarming levels of femicide”.
“Human rights are under assault,” said
the secretary-general as he opened the
UN Human Rights Council’s main annual
session in Geneva. “People are being left
behind. Fears are growing,” he said,
pointing to swelling divisions and politi-
cal polarization in many countries.

“A perverse political arithmetic has
taken hold: divide people to multiply
votes,” he said, warning that “the rule of
law is being eroded”. Guterres said civil-
ians were being “trapped in war-torn
enclaves, starved and bombarded in clear
violation of international law” as well as
“human trafficking, affecting every
region in the world, preying on vulnera-
bility and despair”. He also said women
and girls were being “enslaved, exploited
and abused”, “activists tossed in jail, and
religious and ethnic minorities groups
persecuted”. 

UN rights chief Michelle Bachelet also
stressed the need for urgent action on
human rights. “Let us not deliver to our
young people and to their children an
uncontrollable firestorm of intersecting
and escalating human rights crises,” she

told the council. Guterres launched a
“call to action” to “people everywhere”
to take action in seven areas-including
halting violence against women and girls,
boosting protection for people trapped
in conflict and recognizing the challenges
created by the climate crisis and new
technologies.

‘We will speak out’ 
“We see a pushback against women’s

rights, alarming levels of femicide, attacks
on women human rights defenders, and
the persistence of laws and policies that
perpetuate subjugation and exclusion,”
Guterres said. He said work towards
gender equality “starts within”, stressing
that the UN had already achieved gender
parity across its most senior ranks and
promised to achieve the same throughout
the UN system by 2028.

Guterres, who mentioned no countries
by name, has faced criticism for not
speaking out more forcefully against
rights violations carried out by powerful
countries like the US, Saudi Arabia and
China-appearing to opt instead for
behind-the-scenes diplomacy. Former
UN rights chief Zeid Raad al-Hussein told
Foreign Policy magazine this month that
historians might interpret Guterres’s
reluctance to speak out as weakness
rather than prudence. Kenneth Roth of
the Human Rights Watch NGO welcomed
the call to action but said it would suc-
ceed only if Guterres “does not shy away
from naming abusers”. Guterres said the
UN could sometimes work alongside
governments, behind the scenes or at
other times “we will speak out, identifying
both violations and violators”. — AFP 


