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The people will remain in isolation for 14 days to 

make sure that no one is infected with COVID-19, as 
more Kuwaitis are expected to be repatriated from Iran, 
including 140 students of religious studies in the holy 
city of Qom and their family members.  

Kuwait has already banned flights and shipping from 
the Islamic republic, where 12 people have died, and 
extended the ban to neighboring Iraq, which also report-
ed its first case of the virus. Kuwait also banned the 
entry of legal foreign residents who have been to Iran, 
Iraq or China. The ban also applies to those who have 
obtained visas. The Iraqi authorities also closed the 
Safwan land exit border with Kuwait upon Kuwait’s 
request. Coastguard patrols announced foiling an 
attempt by eight Iranians to infiltrate into Kuwait by sea. 
They were arrested to be subjected to medical tests 
pending deportation.  

Health Ministry Undersecretary Mustafa Reda 
affirmed yesterday that all citizens who arrived from 
Tehran and Qom are subjected to compulsory quaran-
tine in order to ensure their health and protect society 
from COVID-19. He added in a joint press conference 
held at Seif Palace that all citizens have been placed in 
quarantine for 14 days after applying medical protocol. 
He stressed all citizens were aware of these measures 
before boarding the plane. Reda said they are healthy 
and have not yet shown any symptoms of the virus, 
adding those showing any symptoms will be transferred 
to hospital in order to receive appropriate treatment.  

Kuwait Oil Company cancelled its celebration of the 
national holidays while many others are expected to fol-
low suit. Kuwait Football Federation said it had cancelled 
an Asian club game between a Saudi and Iranian clubs 
that was due to be played in Kuwait because of a sports 
ban on Iranian teams.  

Prices of masks shot up immediately by more than 
double, although the commerce ministry set the prices of 
regular surgical masks at 100 fils and the more advanced 
N95 masks at KD 1.320. Minister of Commerce and 

Industry Khaled Al-Roudhan also issued a decision ban-
ning the export or re-export of all sanitizers, all types of 
medical gloves, facemasks, virus testing chemicals 
including 0.5-5 percent cholorohexidine and 70-95 per-
cent ethanol, and preventive attire. The ban also includes 
coronavirus testing requirements such as RNA process 
control kits, nasopharyngeal swab-viral transportation 
medium, Wuhan CoV E-gene, Wuhan CoV N-gene, 
Wuhan CoV RdRP-gene and EAV extraction control.  

The ministry added in its statement that the depart-
ment of commercial supervision and consumer protection 
has devised a plan to monitor prices of medical supplies 
at pharmacies and medical centers to ensure adherence 
to the standard criteria and regulations. Special teams 
have been assigned to inspect prices of medical products 
in the local market, it said, urging citizens and residents to 
call on the hotline 135 to report any irregularities in this 
respect. Health officials warned that they will close phar-
macies that increase prices and violate the law. 

Like most issues in the country, the coronavirus has 
turned into a political row. MP Saadoun Hammad 
claimed five suspected cases are being tested at Jaber 
Hospital, and called on the health ministry to be trans-
parent regarding the disease. He said that the govern-
ment should stop repatriating Kuwaitis from Iran and 
instead should house them in a hotel and test them there. 
MP Saleh Ashour however said that under the constitu-
tion, no one can stop a Kuwaiti citizen from returning to 
his country. 

Some MPs however criticized the health minister for 
allegedly allowing some of those who returned from Iran 
to leave quarantine, but the minister Sheikh Basel Al-
Sabah categorically denied the accusation. MP 
Abdulkarim Al-Kandari said after the current crisis is 
resolved, he plans to file to grill the health minister for 
bowing to pressure by some MPs to let some people 
leave the quarantine. MPs Adel Al-Damkhi, Farraj Al-
Arbeed and Hamdan Al-Azemi immediately declared 
their support of the grilling. 

MP Mubarak Al-Hajraf said people should be kept 
in a well-prepared quarantine at a hospital and not at 
a hotel, adding that the political price of such behavior 
will be heavy. MP Majed Al-Mutairi also said the 
health ministry with its multibillion-dinar budget failed 
to prepare a proper quarantine for the people and 
kept them at a hotel. 

National Assembly Speaker Marzouq Al-Ghanem 

called on the government to take all necessary and pre-
cautionary measures to prevent the spread of the dis-
ease in the country. MP Mohammad Al-Mutair threat-
ened to question the prime minister if he does not stop 
repatriating more Kuwaitis from Iran, saying the govern-
ment should rent a hotel for them and look after them 
there. He said that authorities should quarantine all those 
who returned from Iran recently, along with their family 
members, friends, colleagues and visitors of their 
diwaniyas to prevent the disease from spreading. 

Bahrain, Iraq and Oman also reported their first cases 
of the disease, joining the United Arab Emirates which 
has so far discovered 13 cases, all of them foreigners. 
Oman’s health ministry said two Omani women were 
diagnosed with the virus after arriving from Iran. Iraq 
said the new coronavirus was detected in an Iranian the-
ology student in Najaf, who entered the country before it 
banned the entry of non-Iraqis coming from Iran. The 
Bahraini health ministry said a Bahraini citizen who 
arrived from Iran had been diagnosed with the virus. 

The three Gulf countries yesterday halted all flights to 
Iran, with UAE also banning its citizens from traveling to 
Iran and Thailand because of the disease. With yester-
day’s announcements, only Saudi Arabia and Qatar are 
still free of the coronavirus that has already killed over 
2,600, the overwhelming majority of them in China, the 
epicenter of the disease. Qatar Airways said yesterday it 
would ask passengers arriving from Iran and South 
Korea to remain in home isolation or a quarantine facility 
for 14 days.  

Meanwhile, Iran’s government vowed yesterday to be 
transparent after being accused of covering up the dead-
liest coronavirus outbreak outside China, dismissing a 
lawmaker’s claim the toll could be as high as 50. The gov-
ernment announced Iran’s coronavirus death toll had 
jumped by four to 12 - by far the highest outside China. 
But Ahmad Amirabadi Farahani, a lawmaker from the holy 
city of Qom, south of Tehran, alleged Iran’s government 
was “lying” about the death toll. “As of last night, about 
50 people have died” from the COVID-19 outbreak in 
Qom alone, he was quoted as saying by ILNA news 
agency after a closed session of parliament on the crisis. 

The government rejected the claim. “I ask our brother 
who declared this figure of 50 deaths to provide us with 
a list of their names,” said Deputy Health Minister Iraj 
Harirchi. “If the number of deaths in Qom reaches half or 
a quarter of this figure, I will resign.” Iran has been 

scrambling to contain COVID-19 since Wednesday when 
it announced the first two deaths in Qom, a center for 
Islamic studies and pilgrims that attracts scholars from 
abroad. Authorities have ordered the closure of schools, 
universities and other educational centers across the 
country as a “preventive measure”. 

But it has not all been doom and gloom. A video has 
gone viral of young men greeting each other by tapping 
their feet together to avoid infection, instead of shaking 
hands or the increasingly common fist-bump. The gov-
ernment also vowed to be open about the disease’s 
spread. “We will announce any figures (we have) on the 
number of deaths throughout the country. We pledge to 
be transparent about the reporting of figures,” 
spokesman Ali Rabiei said. 

Assadollah Abbassi, a spokesman for Iran’s parlia-
ment, announced the latest four deaths among 61 infec-
tions after yesterday’s session. Citing Health Minister 
Said Namaki, he said “the cause of coronavirus infec-
tions in Iran are people who have entered the country 
illegally from Pakistan, Afghanistan and China”. After 
reporting two deaths in Qom, Iran has yet to give a 
breakdown of where the other patients died. 

The province worst hit by infections is Qom, with 34 
cases, according to official figures. The others are in 
Tehran with 13 infections, Gilan with six, Markazi with 
four, Isfahan with two and one each for Hamedan and 
Mazandaran. The health minister said one person who 
died in Qom was a businessman who had made trips to 
China. Namaki said direct flights between Iran and China 
had been suspended, but the Qom businessman had 
travelled there “on a connecting flight”. Iran’s Mahan Air 
said it had stopped China services this month, apart from 
eight flights to deliver virus aid to China and return peo-
ple under the health ministry’s supervision.  

The World Health Organization yesterday said the 
new coronavirus epidemic had “peaked” in China but 
warned that a surge in cases elsewhere was “deeply con-
cerning” and all countries should prepare for a “potential 
pandemic”. WHO chief Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus 
said the peak in China occurred between Jan 23 and Feb 
2 and the number of new cases there “has been declining 
steadily since then. “This virus can be contained,” he told 
reporters in Geneva, praising China for helping to pre-
vent an even bigger spread of the disease through 
unprecedented lockdowns and quarantines in or near the 
outbreak’s epicenter.
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US President Donald Trump in January gave a green 

light for Israel to declare sovereignty over all of Jerusalem 
as part of his Middle East peace plan. The plan proposes 
making Abu Dis - a rundown neighborhood on the out-
skirts of Jerusalem - the capital of a Palestinian state. Key 
US ally Jordan, the custodian of Muslim holy sites in 
Jerusalem, is one of two Arab countries along with Egypt 
to sign a peace treaty with Israel. More than half of the 
kingdom’s population is of Palestinian origin.  — AFP 
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“The whole world knows what President Trump has 

done to fulfill the dreams of America.” 
Excited spectators had queued from 4:00 am for the 

“Namaste Trump” rally, reciprocating a “Howdy Modi” 
event in Houston last year where Trump likened Modi to 
Elvis. Workers rushed to finish the stadium and erect a 
wall along the route that locals said was to hide a slum. 
Stray dogs, cows and monkeys were also kept away. 
“Events like these will galvanize people to start to cooper-
ate in new initiatives,” said Pramit Maakoday, an Indian-
American in the stadium. 

Before the speech, Trump and First Lady Melania visit-
ed independence hero Mahatma Gandhi’s ashram, where 
Modi gifted him a “see no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil” 
three wise monkeys statue. Later Trump and Melania - in 
an off-white jumpsuit and sash alongside her husband in a 
buttercup-yellow tie - flew to the Taj Mahal for a pre-sun-
set tour before heading to Delhi ahead of the main talks 
today. Parts of the Taj Mahal, the marble monument to love 
that UNESCO calls a “jewel of Muslim art”, were given a 
mud-pack facial to remove stains, while efforts were made 
to lessen the stench of the adjacent river. 

Behind the platitudes and blossoming bromance 
between the two leaders lies a fraught relationship as 
Trump’s “America First” drive collides with Modi’s 
“Make in India” mantra. Trump has slapped tariffs on 
Indian steel and aluminium and suspended duty-free 
access for certain goods, prompting India to raise duties 

on US produce such as almonds. Trump has called India 
the “tariff king”, and said before his visit that Asia’s 
third-largest economy had been “hitting us very, very 
hard for many, many years”. 

Rather than a wide-ranging trade deal, reports said 
Trump and Modi may instead sign smaller agreements 
covering products such as Harley-Davidson motorcycles 
and US dairy products. “We are in the early stages of dis-
cussions for an incredible trade agreement,” Trump told 
the rally, calling Modi a “very tough negotiator”. “I am in 
no rush,” he told reporters later. 

With the US and India sharing concerns about China, 
the two men were expected to sign a number of defense 
deals during the visit, and to discuss the supply of six 
nuclear reactors. Russia, however, remains India’s biggest 
supplier in arms, with India having agreed to buy 
Moscow’s $5.4-billion S-400 missile defense system 
despite the threat of US sanctions. 

The US has pressured India to stop buying Iranian oil, 
while US businesses have raised concerns over New 
Delhi’s plans to force foreign firms to store Indian con-
sumers’ personal data inside the country. India has bristled 
at Trump’s offer to mediate in the Kashmir dispute with 
Pakistan which a year ago again brought the two nuclear-
armed neighbors close to war. 

In Washington, India has faced criticism over its clam-
pdown in restive Kashmir, and the recently passed citi-
zenship law that has led to ongoing protests across the 
nation, including in New Delhi yesterday. A senior US 
administration official told reporters Trump would raise 
concerns about religious freedom in the Hindu-majority 
nation during the trip, “which is extremely important to 
this administration”. Trump also ridiculed Modi last year 
for “constantly telling me he built a library in 
Afghanistan”. “That’s like five hours of what we spend,” 
Trump said. — AFP 
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Despite speculation that Mahathir was driving the 

attempts to form a new coalition, Anwar and other coali-
tion partners insisted he was not involved. Anwar - who 
has a famously stormy relationship with Mahathir - said 
the premier assured him “he played no part” in the plot, 
and was “very clear that in no way will he ever work with 
those associated with the past regime”. The proposed 
new coalition was reportedly set to include the United 
Malays National Organization (UMNO) - the party of dis-
graced ex-leader Najib Razak which was ejected from 
office two years ago. 

Anwar and Mahathir had put their differences aside 
and joined forces to take on a corruption-plagued coali-
tion led by UMNO at the 2018 polls. Mahathir, who previ-
ously served as premier from 1981 to 2003, had made a 
pre-election pledge to hand power to Anwar but refused 
to fix a date. Lim Guan Eng - a senior member of the 
Democratic Action Party, which formed part of the “Pact 
of Hope” alliance - said Mahathir resigned in protest at 

the “nefarious attempt” to topple the government. 
“Mahathir clearly stated that he cannot work with 

UMNO when we worked so hard to reject UMNO suc-
cessfully in the 2018 general elections,” he said, adding his 
party would nominate Mahathir to continue as prime min-
ister. As political tensions surged, Mahathir’s Bersatu party 
quit the ruling coalition and several lawmakers resigned 
from Anwar’s party, leaving the Pact of Hope in tatters and 
fuelling suggestions efforts could be underway to form a 
rival alliance. Mahathir also quit as Bersatu chairman. 

Ibrahim Suffian, who heads independent polling firm 
Merdeka Centre, said Mahathir could come back as pre-
mier and the crisis may ultimately work in his favor. “It 
gives him an opportunity to reshape the ruling coalition,” 
he told AFP. The final outcome of the drama is far from 
clear, however, with analysts saying a snap election could 
be called. Anwar had teamed up with former nemesis 
Mahathir to oust the government of Najib, who had 
become embroiled in the massive 1MDB graft scandal. 

The pair’s difficult relationship has dominated 
Malaysia’s political landscape for over two decades. 
Anwar was sacked from government in the 1990s by 
Mahathir and then convicted of corruption and 
sodomy, in what his critics said was a politically moti-
vated case, and they only reconciled before the elec-
tion two years ago. — AFP 

Turmoil in Malaysia 
as Mahathir...

A picture taken yesterday shows an explosion following an Israeli airstrike on Gaza City. — AFP 


