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WUHAN, China: A 61-year-old man has become
the first person to die in China from a respiratory
illness believed caused by a new virus from the
same family as SARS, which claimed hundreds
of lives more than a decade ago, authorities said.
Forty-one people with pneumonia-like symp-
toms have so far been diagnosed with the new
virus in Wuhan, with one of the victims dying
yesterday, the central Chinese city’s health com-
mission said on its website on Saturday. Seven
others remained in serious condition, two were
discharged from treatment, and the rest were
stable, it added.

The episode has caused alarm due to the
specter of SARS, or Severe Acute Respiratory
Syndrome, which in 2002-2003 killed 349 peo-
ple in mainland China and another 299 in Hong
Kong, whose economy was hit hard by the epi-
demic’s devastating impact on tourism. The
Wuhan health commission said the man who died
had purchased goods from a seafood market in
the city identified by authorities as the centre of
the outbreak. It was closed on January 1.

The man, who also had underlying health is-
sues including chronic liver disease, died in hos-
pital on Thursday of “respiratory failure and
severe pneumonia”, the commission added. 

No new cases have been detected since Jan-
uary 3 nor any “clear evidence of human-to-
human transmission”, it said. People in white
hazmat suits were seen spraying liquid on the
market floor late Saturday, while a number of
guards sat outside the perimeter of the facility’s

two sections without masks on. Chinese scien-
tists investigating the outbreak said last week
they believe the pathogen is a previously un-
known type of coronavirus, a broad family rang-
ing from the common cold to more serious
illnesses like SARS.

Scientists in Hong Kong’s Department of
Health said Saturday that genetic sequencing of
the virus found in one of the Wuhan patients and
published online by a Chinese expert indicated
it was 80 percent similar to SARS found in bats.
Speaking at a news conference in Hong Kong,
they said it was too early to conclude definitively
that it was a SARS strain, adding that the city
needed to stay vigilant.

“We will remain alert as we believe the epi-
demic will continue to develop,” said Wong Ka-
hing, director of the department’s Health
Protection Centre. Hong Kong authorities have
taken a range of precautions including stepping
up the disinfection of trains and planes, and
checks of passengers.

Travel rush looms 
On Saturday evening, there was little sign of

alarm in Wuhan outside of the seafood market,
which had been cordoned off. Few people at
the city’s airport wore masks, and no extra
monitoring measures were visible at the air-
port’s terminals. A restaurant on the outside of
the building housing the seafood market was
still open for business.

One man, a dry goods seller at the mar-

ket surnamed Dai, attempted to enter the
market around midnight but was turned
away by the guards.

He told AFP he was not worried about getting
infected. “I haven’t heard that this disease is con-
tagious,” Dai said, adding that he believed the
illness was caused by a fire at the market in mid-
November where items including plastic mate-
rials and chili peppers were burnt.

The WHO said Thursday it was not recom-
mending any specific measures for travellers or

restrictions on trade with China, and expressed
confidence in the ability of Chinese authorities
to contain the virus.

China has entered its annual Lunar New Year
holiday travel rush, raising concerns about the
mass movement of people serving as a vector for
the pathogen. In the world’s largest annual
human migration, hundreds of millions will pack
into trains, buses and planes to travel for the fes-
tival in late January. China has not announced
any travel restrictions. —AFP

China reports first death from 
mystery pneumonia outbreak

Illness believed to have been caused by a new virus from SARS family

A new coronavirus has already given rise to 41 pneumonia-like cases and one death in China. —AFP

New obstacles 
ahead in China’s 
pollution fight
NEIJING: China’s fight against pollution faces
new threats from rising levels of harmful ozone
gas despite an “impressive” reduction in other
airborne particles, according to a report re-
leased yesterday.

The country cut its national average level of
airborne PM2.5 — tiny particles that can pene-
trate the lungs and enter the bloodstream-by 27
percent between 2015 and 2019, according to
the Finland-based Centre for Research on En-
ergy and Clean Air (CREA). China also reduced
its average sulphur dioxide levels by 55 percent
during this period, which CREA said was “very
impressive progress”. However, levels of ozone
gas, which is linked to drops in cognitive per-
formance and educational outcomes, rose 11
percent over this period despite national efforts
to fight pollution, the report said.

Ozone, along with nitrogen dioxide, “could
be the next frontiers in China’s war on pollution”,
CREA said. China’s air quality gains were mostly

achieved through “end of pipe” measures that
filter out pollutants right before they enter the
environment, CREA lead analyst and the report’s
author Lauri Myllyvirta said.

In the past few years, “most of the existing
coal-fired power plants have been retrofitted to
comply with new emissions standards, and cur-
rently the focus is on implementing similar retro-
fits in the iron and steel industry,” Myllyvirta
said. But “once these retrofits are completed, if
coal consumption keeps rising, it will be harder
and harder to make progress on air quality”.

Ozone and nitrogen dioxide are also “harder
to control with filters”, according to the report,
which said exposure to the two gases caused
hundreds of thousands of premature deaths in
China every year.

China built enough new coal-fired plants
between January 2018 and June 2019 — nearly
43 gigawatts worth of capacity-to cancel out
the decrease in the rest of the world, a report
in November by US-based Global Energy
Monitor found. The country also plans to add
an additional 147.7 gigawatts of coal plants,
nearly as many as the European Union’s entire
gigawatts of existing capacity, the report said.
In September, Swiss air purification technology
company IQAir said Beijing was expected to
drop out of the list of the world’s 200 most pol-
luted cities in 2019. —AFP

Bull-taming 
event injures 
32 in India
CHENNAI: Thirty-two people were in-
jured as bulls targeted tamers and specta-
tors at massive ‘Jallikattu’ event in Tamil
Nadu’s Madurai city on Wednesday. The
traditional bull-taming sport event, which
was organized as a part of harvest festival
Pongal, kicked off on Wednesday. Four of
them, who suffered serious injuries, have
been shifted to Madurai government hos-
pital, said officials.

More than 2,000 bulls would be
brought to the event which will be held in
Madurai district over the next two days
and several thousand others in the state till
January 31.  The Supreme Court refused to
entertain a petition challenging the Madras
High Court order on conducting ‘Jallikattu’
in various districts of the state. The top
court asked the petitioner to approach the
Chennai Bench of Madras High Court and
dismissed the petition. He had demanded
that the event must be conducted under the
supervision of the district collector.

In 2014, the top court had banned the

traditional bull-taming sport after a plea
was filed by the Animal Welfare Board of
India and the People for the Ethical Treat-
ment of Animals (PETA) but the state gov-
ernment insisted that ‘Jallikattu’ was a
crucial part of its culture and identity. The
ban was later lifted in January 2017 with
an amendment to the law after massive
protests in Chennai. Though the state
government has put in place systems to
check animal cruelty and ensure the
safety of spectators and bull tamers fol-
lowing the court orders, animal rights ac-
tivists allege that animal cruelty still
continues. 

MADURAI, India: Participants try to control bulls during the
annual bull taming ‘Jallikattu’ festival in Palamedu village
on the outskirts of Madurai in the southern Indian state of
Tamil Nadu yesterday.—AFP


