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Mapping coronavirus: South Koreans 
turn to online tracking as cases surge

SEOUL: As the new coronavirus spreads in South
Korea, private software developers have set up
websites and apps to help people track cases and
shun places where infected people have been in
the hope of avoiding the fast-spreading virus. The
government, stung by criticism of how it handled
past outbreaks, initially released very detailed
information on confirmed cases, including the age,
gender and daily routes infected people took
before being quarantined. Identities were not
published but the information that was enabled
web developers to build detailed maps tracking
the movements of patients.

“We experienced a public backlash after a
mass infection took place during the MERS out-
break five years ago, because we didn’t make
public where those patients had gone,” a health
official, who declined to be identified because of
the sensitivity of the matter said. A button on one
of the sites, Coronamap.live, is labeled “See
whether I am safe”. A click shows users if there
are any known coronavirus cases in their vicinity.

Many South Koreans have been logging on to
the sites, with some saying the thought of becom-
ing infected and appearing on an online map is so
mortifying it keeps them from going out. Seo Su-
sung, a 21-year-old student who finds
Coronamap.live the most useful, said the more
information, the better for everyone. “It keeps
society at ease to avoid the contaminated areas
when you can,” Seo said. “Otherwise I could not
only harm myself, but also others around me.”

Ryan Jun-seo Hong, 19, a computer science
major who set up the Coronamap.live site while
waiting for his mandatory military service to
begin, said more than 300,000 people have
been viewing the site every day. But the increase
in cases over recent days with confirmed infec-
tions surging from 31 to more than 763, including
seven deaths, in less than a week, has made it
nearly impossible to keep up. “Currently adding
600+ places,” said a message yesterday on
Coronamap.live, which offers an interactive map
in Korean, Chinese and English.

‘Taking a toll’
Health authorities also just can’t keep up with

the new cases and in recent days have been forced
to publish more general summaries and regional
information on cases. Still, the government regular-
ly releases updates and discusses cases in briefin-
gs, and Hong said he uses a wide range of other
open-source resources like news reports to sup-
plement official data. “I gather all kinds of informa-
tion for updates, and I include personal feedback
from users,” Hong said. Another developer, Kwon
Young-jae, runs a similar site with his wife, Ju
Yeun-jin, who is also a software developer, but
they’ve been overwhelmed by the surge in cases.
Their Wuhanvirus.kr shows a real-time tally of the
infections, deaths and discharged patients from
both South Korea and the world. But Kwon said the
soaring numbers meant he and his wife were hardly
getting any sleep. “It was easy to update the page
up until the beginning of last week,” he said. “But
with tens of new patients every few hours, it’s start-
ing to take a toll on us.” — Reuters

JOHANNESBURG: A South African
inquiry into the forced sterilization of
dozens of HIV-positive pregnant women
said yesterday that their rights had been
breached and called for government
action. The investigation was launched in
2015, when two women’s rights organi-
zations approached South Africa’s
Gender Equality Commission (CGE) with
48 documented cases of coerced sterili-
zation. CGE obtained sworn affidavits
from the complainants on the alleged
procedures. 

“All the women who had lodged the
complaint were black women who were
mostly HIV positive,” CGE head Keketso
Maema said in the report released yes-
terday. “Just before giving birth... they
were coerced or forced to sign forms
that they later learnt through various
means were consent forms allegedly
permitting the hospital to steril ize
them.” Investigators found that hospital
staff threatened to deny women med-
ical attention if they did not sign the

paperwork. Some of the complainants
said they were given the forms in
moments of “extreme pain” during
which they could not fully grasp the
content, the report said. The commis-
sion concluded that the women suf-
fered several rights violations and were
subjected to “degrading treatment”. It
also accused medical staff of breaching
their “duty of care”. The report, which
has been sent to the health ministry,
advises the government to review ster-
ilization paperwork.

A cooling-off period between the
signing of consent forms and the opera-
tion itself was also recommended. The
health ministry’s spokesman did not
immediately respond to requests to
comment. The total number of people
living with HIV in South Africa increased
to 7.97 million in 2019 from around 4.64
million in 2002, according to government
statistics. Around 13.5 percent of the
total population was found to be HIV
positive last year. — AFP 

CAIRO: A retired doctor and the parents of a 12-year-old girl who died after
female genital mutilation (FGM) surgery are to stand trial in Egypt, with child
rights campaigners calling for jail terms to deter others from the illegal practice.
Egypt’s Prosecutor General Hamada El-Sawy this weekend ordered the referral
of the trio to the criminal court. Doctor Abdel Fadeel Rashwan and the parents
of Nada Hassan Abdel-Maqsoud were arrested last month after her death at a
private clinic in Manfalout, close to Assiut in southern Egypt, but then released

on bail, causing public outrage. “It is a serious step towards putting the defen-
dants behind bars,” said Randa Fakhr El Deen, executive director of the NGOs’
Union Against Harmful Practices on Women and Children, hoping a tough pun-
ishment would discourage other cases of FGM. Genital cutting of girls was
banned in Egypt in 2008 but a 2016 survey by the UN Children’s Fund found
87% of women and girls aged 15-49 had undergone the ritual, which typically
involves the partial or total removal of the external genitalia. — Reuters
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