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BEIJING: China’s lockdown of an entire city to con-
tain a virus outbreak stands in contrast to its handling
of the deadly SARS crisis two decades ago, when it
was criticized for being secretive and indecisive. The
new virus has killed 17 and infected more than 500
other people, with most cases found in Wuhan, the
central city of 11 million people where outward flights
and trains were indefinitely suspended yesterday.

Like SARS (Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome),
China’s new disease is contagious between humans,
and is part of the same family of coronaviruses. But
unlike the 2003 SARS epidemic, when China drew in-
ternational condemnation for covering up cases, Bei-
jing is taking a starkly different approach to contain
the new disease, experts say. 

“Chinese authorities express the willingness to
collaborate more transparently and more quickly than
for (the) SARS outbreak,” Antoine Flahault, deputy
director of the Swiss School of Public Health, told AFP.
“This is (a) tremendously different attitude from 2003,
although there are some pending questions regarding
the exact number of cases and potential for underre-
porting.” The consequences of the information black-
out during the SARS outbreak were keenly felt in
China. Nearly 650 people died across the mainland
and Hong Kong from the disease. During the SARS
epidemic, the Chinese government took months to re-
port the disease and initially denied World Health Or-
ganization (WHO) experts access to southern
Guangdong province, where it originated.

But Beijing - well-aware its response will be com-
pared with the legacy of SARS - seems determined
not to repeat the mistakes of 2003 with the new coro-

navirus. Even state media has admitted that “govern-
ment agencies cannot hide information even if they
want to” in the age of social media. “The whole nation
has sharpened its vigilance,” said Zhong Nanshan, a
renowned scientist at China’s National Health Com-
mission, state television reported Monday. “The SARS
epidemic of 17 years ago will not be repeated.” The
disease has also spread to other countries, including
the United States, South Korea, Thailand, and Japan.

‘Effectively controlled’ 
The Chinese government has published regular

updates of the new virus since announcing its appear-
ance at the end of December, the exact opposite to
its response in 2003. The country saw its first case of
SARS in November 2002, but Beijing waited until
February to officially acknowledge the disease, which
it downplayed then as “effectively controlled”. Chi-
nese authorities also repeatedly failed to coordinate
with the WHO, which urged “full and open” reporting
of cases. In addition to Guangdong province, WHO
experts were also blocked from accessing Beijing mil-
itary hospitals with suspected SARS patients. By early
June 2003, more than 300 people in China had died
from the disease, while another 5,329 remained in-
fected. In contrast, the head of the WHO, Tedros Ad-
hanom Ghebreyes, on Wednesday hailed the “very,
very strong measures” taken by China this time
around. He praised its openness about the current
outbreak as “commendable”. Tedros spoke after the
global body held a meeting on Wednesday to decide
whether to classify the outbreak as a global health
emergency. 

Transparency concerns 
In Washington, a US State Department official

said on condition of anonymity that there have
been “encouraging signs that the Chinese gov-
ernment has understood the gravity of this prob-
lem”. But the official added: “we’re still concerned
as far as transparency in the Chinese govern-
ment.” Prioritizing social stability over public
health may have thwarted an earlier response to
the Wuhan virus, said Dali Yang, a political sci-
ence professor at the University of Chicago. At

the beginning of January, when Wuhan officials
held an annual political meeting, the local govern-
ment tried to “project this atmosphere of stability
and calm in the region”, he told AFP. The mayor
of Wuhan has also faced scrutiny for allowing a
massive Lunar New Year banquet - involving
40,000 families - to take place on Saturday. In
an interview with CCTV Tuesday, he defended
the decision by saying it was made before
human-to-human transmission was officially con-
firmed on Monday. —AFP
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NANCHANG, China: This photo taken on Wednesday shows staff members disinfecting the Yingtan North Rail-
way Station in central Jiangxi province. —AFP

Studies suggest role 
of bats, snakes in 
outbreak of virus 
BEIJING: A new strain of coronavirus that
emerged in China may have originated in bats or
snakes, according to genetic analysis of the virus
that has so far killed 17 people. The theories are
based on examination of the genome sequence of
the virus released by authorities in the wake of the
outbreak, with two studies pointing to the likely
role of bats in the outbreak. One study, published
Tuesday in the journal Science China Life Sci-
ences, which is sponsored by Beijing’s Chinese
Academy of Sciences, looked at the relations be-
tween the new strain and other viruses.

It found the coronavirus that emerged from
China’s Wuhan was closely related to a strain that ex-
ists in bats. “Bats being the native host of the Wuhan
CoV (coronavirus) would be the logical and conven-
ient reasoning, though it remains likely there was in-
termediate host(s) in the transmission cascade from
bats to humans,” the researchers from several insti-
tutions in China wrote in the paper.

That study did not speculate about which ani-
mal could have been an “intermediate host,” but a
second study published yesterday in the Journal of

Medical Virology identifies snakes as the possible
culprit. “To search for (a) potential virus reservoir,
we have carried out a comprehensive sequence
analysis and comparison. Results from our analysis
suggest that snake is the most probable wildlife an-
imal reservoir,” the paper says.

The researchers caution that their conclusions
require “further validation by experimental studies
in animal models”. Neither study explained how
the virus may have been transmitted from animals
to humans. But they could offer clues to Chinese
authorities as they hunt for the source of the out-
break that has sickened hundreds of people in the
country and has been confirmed as far afield as the
United States. The food market where the deadly
virus surfaced offered a range of exotic wildlife for
sale, including live foxes, crocodiles, wolf puppies,
giant salamanders, snakes, rats, peacocks, porcu-
pines, camel meat and other game. Gao Fu, direc-
tor of the Chinese centre for disease control and
prevention, said in Beijing on Wednesday that au-
thorities believe the virus likely came from “wild
animals at the seafood market” though the exact
source remains undetermined.

Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome, or SARS,
was linked to Chinese consumption of civet meat.
Many exotic species are still widely consumed in
China or other Asian countries where they are
considered a delicacy - like the civet or some rats
or bats - or for purported health benefits un-

HK holiday camps 
become quarantine 
zones as fears spike 
HONG KONG: Hong Kong has turned two holiday
camps, including a former military barracks, into
quarantine zones for people who may have come into
contact with carriers of the Wuhan virus, officials an-
nounced yesterday. The international financial hub
has been on high alert for the virus, which has killed
17 people since the outbreak started in central China.
The same sites were used as quarantine facilities dur-
ing the deadly Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome
(SARS) outbreak 17 years ago.

Nearly 300 people in Hong Kong were killed by
SARS, a tragedy that left a profound psychological
impact on one of the most densely populated places
on earth. So far, two people in the city have tested
positive for the new coronavirus - which is similar to
the SARS pathogen. Both had visited Wuhan in re-
cent days and are being treated on isolation wards in
hospital. Yesterday evening Hong Kong officials can-
celled a five-day Lunar New Year festival in a public
park that had been due to open tomorrow.

The gambling hub of Macau - hugely popular
with mainland tourists - also confirmed two cases this
week, and earlier yesterday Macau’s tourism bureau
announced it was cancelling all official Lunar New
Year celebrations in response. City officials also an-
nounced two parks usually used by campers and hol-
idaymakers had been prepared to isolate any

potential cases while they await test results.
“We will have a full team of staff to operate the

quarantine camps,” Wong Ka-hing, the director of
the Centre for Health Protection, told reporters.
Wong said three people who had come into close
contact with the two confirmed cases would be
taken to a camp in rural Sai Kung district. Another
holiday camp, a former British military barracks on
Hong Kong island, was being prepared to serve as a
quarantine facility.

Local news network RTHK said one of the first
people to be transported to the quarantine site in Sai
Kung was an Australian visitor who had stayed at the
same hotel as a man who tested positive for the virus.
“I feel so good right now,” RTHK quoted the uniden-
tified man as saying. When asked what he had been
told about why he was being placed in isolation, the
visitor replied: “I have no idea why. I was just living
in the hotel.” —AFP

HONG KONG: Commuters wearing face masks as a precau-
tionary measure to protect against the possible spread of
a SARS-like virus outbreak ride an escalator at an MTR
subway station yesterday. —AFP


