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WUHAN, China: China locked down
nearly 20 million in two cities at the
centre of a deadly virus outbreak yes-
terday, banning planes and trains from
leaving in an unprecedented move
aimed at containing the disease which
has already spread to other countries.
The respiratory virus has claimed 17
lives since emerging from a seafood
and animal market in Wuhan, infected
hundreds of other people nationwide
and been detected as far away as the
United States.

Streets and shopping centres in
Wuhan, a major port city in central
Hubei province with a population of 11
million people, were eerily quiet after
authorities told residents not to leave
town “without a special reason”.
Trains and planes out of Wuhan were
indefinitely suspended, tollways on
roads out the city were closed, lead-
ing to fear and panic for those who
were trapped.

Hours later, authorities in neigh-
boring Huanggang announced that
public transport and train services
would be suspended at midnight,
while people were told to not leave
the city of 7.5 million. All of Huang-
gang’s cinemas, Internet cafes, and the
central market will close. A third city,
1.1 million-population Ezhou, an-
nounced the train station had been
temporarily closed earlier in the day.

“We are feeling as though it is
the end of the world,” said one
Wuhan resident on China’s Twitter-
like Weibo platform, voicing con-
cerns about shortages of food and
disinfectant. Another described
being on the “verge of tears” when
the de facto quarantine was an-
nounced, with the misery com-
pounded by it coming on the eve of
the Lunar New Year holiday. 

Large-scale Lunar New Year
events in Beijing have been cancelled
as part of national efforts to control
the spread of the virus. Chinese au-
thorities have been telling people to
avoid crowded places over the busy
Spring Festival holiday. The city gov-
ernment said it would call off events
including temple fairs - which have at-
tracted massive crowds of tourists in
past years - urging citizens “to
strengthen prevention and support”.
In a post on China’s Twitter-like plat-
form Weibo, city authorities added
that the move was to help epidemic
prevention and control. Beijing’s city
government said they would provide
more information “as the epidemic sit-
uation evolves”.

Empty streets 
Wuhan’s train station and airport,

which should have been packed with
people coming travelling for holiday

family reunions, were almost empty
except for workers yesterday after-
noon. The few people wandering in
the streets of the city were wearing
masks as mandated by police. At a
shopping centre that would have been
packed in normal times, a man who
works there said he understood the
government’s measures. “Even if we
can’t celebrate the New Year this year,
there’s always next year,” said the man
surnamed Sun. Taxis in Wuhan tripled
their fares, a driver admitted. “It’s very
dangerous to be outside at this mo-
ment but we need to earn money,” the
driver told AFP. 

Confusion, alarm
More than 570 people have been

infected with the virus across China
- with most cases found in Wuhan,
where a seafood market that illegally
sold wild animals has been identified
as the epicentre of the outbreak. The
coronavirus has caused alarm be-
cause of its similarity to SARS (Se-
vere Acute Respiratory Syndrome),
which killed nearly 650 people
across mainland China and Hong
Kong in 2002-2003. Like SARS, it
can be passed among people
through the respiratory tract.

The first case of the new virus was
confirmed on Dec 31, and it has since
been detected in Japan, Hong Kong,

Macau, South Korea, Taiwan, Thailand
and the United States. The 17 people
who died in China were aged from 48
to 89, and had pre-existing health
conditions, Chinese health authorities
said yesterday. The World Health Or-
ganization on Wednesday delayed a
decision on whether to declare a
global health emergency - a rare in-
strument used only for the worst out-
breaks.

The emergency committee was
to meet again yesterday, after ex-
perts were split over declaring a
public health emergency. WHO chief
Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus said
“more information” was needed but
he also praised China’s “very, very
strong measures” that will help con-
trol the epidemic and “minimize the
chances of this outbreak spreading
internationally”.—AFP 

China locks down two cities 
to curb coronavirus outbreak 

BEIJING: Hairdressers wear protective masks as they cut the hair of cus-
tomers yesterday. — AFP 

WUHAN, China: Wuhan residents called for
help and shared worries of food shortages yes-
terday, with streets in the virus-hit central Chi-
nese city left deserted after it was put on
lockdown. Planes and trains out of the city - the
epicentre of a new SARS-like virus - were can-
celled, with public transport suspended and
residents ordered not to leave in a bid to con-
trol the spread of the disease. Streets deco-
rated for Chinese New Year festivities in the
city of 11 million were empty, with the few who
ventured outside wearing masks as ordered by
authorities.

“I try my best to stay home and only come
out to buy the necessary goods when needed,”
a man surnamed Sun told AFP from a small su-
permarket, which already had a few empty
shelves. The neighboring city of Huanggang
was also placed on lockdown from yesterday
night, while the train station was closed at an-
other nearby city, Ezhou.

But near-empty trains and planes still
headed into Wuhan, with hardy passengers
donning surgical masks and gloves to brave the
journey. The lockdown comes on the eve of the

Lunar New Year holiday, when hundreds of mil-
lions of Chinese take to planes, trains and roads
to visit relatives in what is the world’s biggest
annual movement of people.

The search term “Wuhan is sealed off” had
been read over 1.2 billion times on China’s Twit-
ter-like Weibo platform by yesterday evening
with some 376,000 discussion posts. “We con-
sciously avoid going out, disinfect diligently
and wear masks,” wrote one Wuhan resident in
a Weibo post. “But there is a lack of food and
disinfectants, and we need more resources. We
hope everyone can understand that we are feel-
ing as though it is the end of the world.”

The number of confirmed deaths has risen
to 17, with more than 570 confirmed infected,
officials said. — AFP 

WUHAN, China: This photo taken on Wednes-
day shows medical staff members wearing
protective suits at Zhongnan Hospital. — AFP 

‘End of the world’: 
Wuhan residents 
react to quarantine

TOKYO: Passengers who made it out of epi-
demic-hit Wuhan just before quarantine meas-
ures effectively sealed off the Chinese city of 11
million spoke yesterday of shuttered stores and
empty streets. Authorities have banned planes
and trains in or out of the major transport hub
in a bid to contain the coronavirus that has al-
ready claimed 17 lives, infected hundreds and
spread beyond China.

One Japanese traveller arriving at Tokyo’s
Narita Airport described a deserted city in
lockdown and said he did not know how he
would get back in. “All stores have been shut
since yesterday and no-one is in the streets. All
the people are wearing masks,” said Minoru
Okada, a Japanese auto industry businessman
in his 50s, who was returning for the Lunar
New Year holidays.

“Buses and subways have all stopped serv-
ices,” he added, voicing concerns for his com-
patriots now stranded in the city. “I’m supposed
to return (to Wuhan) after the Lunar New Year
but I don’t know how it will actually turn out.”
He said everyone on the three-and-a-half-hour
flight was, like himself, wearing masks to avoid

becoming infected. Asked what he had been
doing to prevent infection, he said: “I wear
masks and gargle.”

Kazuyuki Kamei, 60, also in the car manu-
facturing industry, said he had been in Wuhan
for three weeks, and travels to and from the
Chinese city for business. “I’m supposed to go
back there next month but I have no idea if it
will be possible,” he said. He told AFP his family
were concerned about him staying in the epi-
centre of the virus. “They’ve been worried
about me. It wasn’t a big issue when I went
there,” he said. Kamei said his firm had given
staff instructions on hygiene and avoiding in-
fection. “We are being careful... I have a lot of
masks!”

Passengers arriving into Sydney on one of
the last flights out of Wuhan were greeted by
biosecurity officials, as a global effort to con-
tain the outbreak ramps up. The mask-wearing
travellers were briefed on the symptoms of the
novel coronavirus and handed leaflets explain-
ing how to respond if they noticed symptoms
of the contagious disease. “They suggested
(that) everyone wear their masks, and actually
everyone was (already) wearing their masks...
even the flight crew,” said Kevin Ouyang, a 40-
year-old father-of-two who was returning to
his Sydney home after a business trip to China.

Australia’s chief medical officer, Brendan
Murphy, said no ill passengers had been found
on the flight, which left Wuhan shortly before
Chinese authorities placed the city under quar-
antine and barred all departing aircraft. —AFP 

Fear, uncertainty 
on last flights 
from Wuhan 


