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Mongolia closed its vast border to vehicles from China 

while Germany urged its citizens to avoid travelling to the 
country and Malaysia banned people from central Hubei 
province, where the pneumonia-like virus emerged, from 
entering its soil. 

In a sign of the mounting official concern, Premier Li 
Keqiang visited ground zero to oversee containment 
efforts in Wuhan, a city of 11 million people where the 
disease first appeared late last month. The government 
has sealed off Wuhan and other cities in Hubei province, 
effectively trapping tens of millions of people, including 
thousands of foreigners, in a bid to contain the virus as 
the Lunar New Year holiday unfolds. 

The Communist government decided to extend the 
holiday, initially due to end on January 30, for three days 
to limit population flows and control the epidemic. US 
President Donald Trump said the United States has 
offered China “any help that is necessary” in combatting 
the virus. Beijing’s  health commission said a 50 year-
old-man who visited Wuhan died of respiratory failure 
yesterday, only 20 days after visiting the city. 

More than 700 new infections were confirmed in the 
country, while the number of suspected cases doubled 
over a 24-hour period to nearly 6,000. The youngest 
infected patient was a nine-month-old baby being treat-
ed in Beijing. In Wuhan, AFP reporters saw construction 
workers making progress in the building of one of two 
field hospitals that China is racing to complete by next 
week to relieve overcrowded facilities swamped with 
people waiting hours to see doctors. 

On day five under quarantine, residents shouted “Go 
Wuhan” from their windows, according to videos posted 
online, and AFP journalists saw a building with the words 
lit up in red in front of the Yangtze river. “I’m getting 
more concerned every day,” Do Quang Duy, a 32-year-
old Vietnamese masters student in Wuhan, told AFP. 

Landlocked Mongolia, which is heavily dependent on 
trade with China, closed the border with its huge neigh-
bor to cars. Mongolian schools and universities will be 
shut until March 2, while public gatherings involving 
sports and entertainment are also suspended. Malaysia 
banned visitors from Wuhan and its surrounding Hubei 
province. Turkey advised its citizens to avoid non-essen-

tial travel to China altogether. 
In Germany, Foreign Minister Heiko Maas said the 

government was holding crisis talks with health experts 
to discuss the spread of the virus. “Travellers should 
consider delaying or cancelling any unnecessary trips to 
China,” Maas said. A US-bound flight is scheduled to 
leave Wuhan today with consular staff and some 
American citizens. France plans to fly citizens out of the 
city in the middle of this week. Japan will also bring its 
citizens home. Belgium, Bangladesh, India and Spain said 
they were working to repatriate their nationals, while 
Germany was considering the possibility.  

The World Health Organization last week stopped 
short of declaring the outbreak a global emergency, 
which could have prompted international trade or travel 
restrictions. But the world body said yesterday that the 
global risk from the deadly virus in China was “high”, 
admitting an error in its previous reports that said it was 
“moderate”. WHO chief Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus 
headed to Beijing for discussions with Chinese officials.  

Global stock markets and oil prices plunged yesterday 
over coronavirus fears. The virus is believed to have 
jumped to people from animals in a Wuhan market that 
sold a wide range of exotic wild game. China on Sunday 
banned all wildlife trade until the emergency subsides. The 
virus has caused global concern because of its similarity 
to Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS), which 
killed hundreds across mainland China and Hong Kong in 
2002-2003 and was also traced to the wild game trade. 

Authorities around China have already imposed 
aggressive curbs on transport during the usually high-
traffic Lunar New Year season to keep the virus from 
spreading. At Beijing’s main international airport, almost 
all passengers wear masks. Fever checks are conducted 
at subway and railway stations. Typically, hundreds of 
millions of people crisscross China in jam-packed buses 
and trains during the holiday, a time for family reunions. 

But the festivities have been ruined this year by coro-
navirus, which can be transmitted between humans, with 
people told to avoid gatherings. Countless popular pub-
lic attractions and seasonal festivals have been shut 
down. Several Beijing malls shortened their opening 
hours, according to state media.  

The nationwide measures threaten to put a dent in an 
economy that was already slowing down. Beijing and 
Shanghai were among places mandating stringent 
checks and 14-day observation periods for people arriv-
ing from Hubei. Wuhan’s mayor Zhou Xianwang said 
around five million people had left the stricken city dur-
ing the new year travel rush in January, highlighting fears 
the virus could spread further. — AFP 
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peninsula, which borders Israel and which the Jewish 

state occupied for 15 years after the 1967 war. 
The spokesman said IS leader Quraishi was “deter-

mined, and has encouraged his mujahideen brothers in 
all provinces, and Muslims across the world,” to launch 
“a new phase”. That new focus “is fighting the Jews and 
reclaiming what they have stolen from the Muslims, and 
this cannot be reclaimed except through fighting”, he 
said. Islamic State has not been a player in the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. But the comments appeared to be 
an attempt by the group to stay relevant and resonate 
with Muslims by sounding concerned about the issue, 
said H A Hellyer of the Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace. 

Trump was from yesterday hosting both Israeli Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and the premier’s rival 

Benny Gantz in Washington ahead of unveiling his “peace 
plan”. The IS spokesman made a direct reference to the 
“Trump plan”, which has already been rejected by the 
Palestinians, who ironically call it the “Deal of the 
Century”. “To Muslims in Palestine and across the world... 
be the warhead in fighting Jews and foil the so-called 
‘Deal of the Century’,” Abu Hamza Al-Quraishi said. 

He urged IS fighters, especially those in Syria and 
Sinai, to turn Jewish settlements into “a testing ground” 
for their weapons. Some 600,000 Israeli settlers live in 
the West Bank and Israeli-annexed east Jerusalem 
among around 2.9 million Palestinians. Israel captured 
the Golan Heights from Syria in 1967 and annexed the 
territory in 1981. On its southern coast, Israel imposes a 
crippling blockade on the Palestinian territory of Gaza, a 
strip which is controlled by the Islamist movement 
Hamas and shares a border with Egypt’s Sinai region. 

Since coming to office, Trump has already gifted 
Netanyahu - who is running for re-election - a 
number of political presents. These include break-
ing with  d ip lomat ic  consensus to  recognize 
Jerusalem as Israel’s capital, recognizing Israeli sov-
ereignty over the Golan Heights and ending US 
opposition to settlements. — Agencies  
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Nawaf Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah and HH the 

Prime Minister Sheikh Sabah Al-Khaled Al-Hamad Al-
Sabah also sent cables to Trump extending their con-
dolences to him and the families of the deceased.  

“Laker Nation, the game of basketball & our city, 
will never be the same without Kobe,” former Los 
Angeles Lakers star Magic Johnson tweeted. American 
football star Tom Brady wrote simply: “We miss you 
already Kobe.” At the Australian Open, Australian tennis 
player Nick Kyrgios wore a Lakers jersey before he 
took on Rafael Nadal. 

At the Staples Center in Los Angeles, crowds of 
shocked fans gathered to pay tribute as the venue 
which witnessed many of Bryant’s career highlights 
hosted the music industry’s Grammy Awards. Hundreds, 
many wearing purple and gold Lakers shirts, placed 
flowers and candles at a makeshift memorial for their 
hero. “This dude is everything to me man. It makes no 
sense,” said distraught Lakers fan Bobby Jimenez. 

Singer Alicia Keys paid a somber tribute at the 
Grammys. “To be honest with you, we’re all feeling 
crazy sadness right now,” Keys told the audience. “Los 
Angeles, America and the whole wide world lost a hero. 
And we’re literally standing here heartbroken in the 
house that Kobe Bryant built.” Across the NBA, tributes 
were held at several of the eight games played Sunday. 
Denver Nuggets fans began chants of “Kobe, Kobe” as 
a minute’s silence was held before their game against 
the Houston Rockets. 

In New York, Madison Square Garden was lit up in 
purple and gold alongside a giant image of Bryant cap-
tioned: “Kobe Bryant, 1978-2020.” The crash came only 

hours after Bryant was passed by current Lakers star 
LeBron James for third on the all-time NBA scoring list 
in a Saturday game at Philadelphia. Bryant’s final post 
on social media had been a tweet congratulating James. 
“Continuing to move the game forward @KingJames,” 
Bryant wrote. “Much respect my brother #33644.”  

Bryant was a five-time NBA champion in a career 
that began in 1996 straight out of a high school and 
lasted until his retirement in 2016. He also was a two-
time Olympic gold medalist, helping spark the US 
squad of NBA stars to titles in 2008 in Beijing and 2012 
in London. Bryant bowed out of the NBA in 2016, scor-
ing 60 points in a fairytale farewell appearance at the 
Staples Center. 

The son of former NBA player Joe “Jellybean” 
Bryant, the Lakers legend was born in Philadelphia 
while his father played for the 76ers. The elder Bryant 
played from 1984 to 1991 in Italy, giving young Kobe a 
global worldview as he grew up dreaming of following 
his dad into the NBA. He would eventually join the 
ranks of professionals at the age of 17, jumping directly 
into the NBA, only the sixth player to make such a leap. 

At 18, Bryant became, at the time, the youngest play-
er or starter in an NBA game and the youngest winner 
of the NBA Slam Dunk Contest. With Bryant paired 
alongside Shaquille O’Neal, the Lakers captured three 
NBA crowns in a row from 2000-2002, returning the 
team to glory days unseen since 1988.  

Bryant’s career was almost derailed in 2003 when he 
was arrested in Colorado over a sexual assault com-
plaint filed by a 19-year-old hotel employee where 
Bryant was staying ahead of knee surgery. Bryant was 
accused of rape. He admitted to adultery but said he did 
not commit rape. The case was dropped in 2004 after 
the accuser refused to testify in a trial. A separate civil 
suit was settled under terms kept private. After his play-
ing career, Bryant successfully branched out into the 
entertainment industry. In 2018, he won an Oscar for his 
animated short film “Dear Basketball”, a love letter to 
the sport which brought him fame and fortune. — AFP 
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BANGALORE/MUMBAI: Indian Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi got a thunderous reception when he 
addressed a crowd of more than 50,000 Indian-
Americans in a stadium in the US city of Houston last 
September. But four months after the event dubbed 
“Howdy Modi!”, intended to deepen relations with the 
wealthy Indian-American minority which has influence 
in India, some members of the diaspora have been 
protesting against a new citizenship law. 

In the past month, small demonstrations from 
Harvard to San Francisco have underlined criticism of 
what detractors say are Modi’s divisive identity politics. 
The law, which was promised by Modi before he was 
re-elected and was approved in December, in effect 
granted Indian citizenship to non-Muslim religious 
groups fleeing persecution from three neighboring 
Muslim-majority countries. 

Critics say it is a prelude for the marginalization of 
Muslims and an affront to India’s secular constitution. 
“It is still only a minority, but the disenchantment (in the 
diaspora) is real and deep,” said a 50-year-old sociolo-
gist who gave her name only as Nidhi to avoid straining 
relations with older relatives who attended Modi’s rally 
in Houston. 

Nidhi emigrated to the United States when she was five 
and has taken part in demonstrations against the citizen-
ship law in the US state of Texas. “If we as Indo-Americans 
don’t raise our voice, we are complicit,” she said. The latest 
protests were outside Indian diplomatic missions on 
Sunday, India’s Republic Day. A large proportion of the ral-
lies attract student, academics and religious minorities -
groups that have long been worried by Modi’s rise. 

Many in the diaspora cheered Hindu nationalist Modi 
to an election victory in 2014, convinced he would trans-
form India into an economic powerhouse. But India’s 
economy has been sputtering because of an ailing bank-
ing sector and tepid rural demand, while protests in 
India, in which at least 25 people have been killed, have 
revived the specter of social unrest after years of stabili-
ty under Modi. Microsoft Corp’s India-born CEO, Satya 
Nadella, told Buzzfeed News this month the citizenship 
law was “bad”. Even so, a significant chunk of Indians 
abroad remain die-hard Modi supporters who have 
staged their own rallies in favor of the law. 

Vijay Chauthaiwale, chief of the foreign affairs 
department of Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), said 
overall diaspora support was intact. “People believe in 
the conviction of Mr Modi. Some transient issue will 
not affect his popularity,” Chauthaiwale said. The BJP 
has launched a social media push with the diaspora, cir-
culating testimonies from “persecuted minorities in 
Pakistan” who could benefit from the citizenship law. 

But Modi’s critics say cracks are appearing in his 
overseas support. “Those who are educated are saying, 
‘Hey, this is not what we were expecting’,” said Sam 
Pitroda, the opposition Congress party’s head of over-
seas affairs. Chicago-based Pitroda was unable to pro-
vide data, but said he was getting many calls from wor-
ried Indians abroad. 

Retired engineer Krishna Vavilala, 82, was excited 
by Modi’s rise and recounted being photographed at 
“Howdy, Modi!” - which took its name from what is a 
popular greeting in Texas - because his beard made 
him look like the Indian leader. But recent develop-

ments have given him pause. He suggested that Modi, 
who has not answered questions at a press confer-
ence in India since coming to power six years ago, 
speak to more reporters. Vavilala also urged Modi to 

clarify “perceptions” that he wants to sideline 
minorities. “His heart is in the right place,” said 
Vavilala. “But the euphoria of “Howdy, Modi!” has 
lost its shine.” — Reuters 

4 months after ‘Howdy, Modi!’,  
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HELSINKI: A group of Indian citizens living in Finland protest against the Indian government’s Citizenship 
Amendment Act CAA on Sunday. — AFP 

RIYADH: A picture taken Jan 20, 2020 shows family members watching Qatar’s beIN sport channel at their home 
in the Saudi capital. — AFP 

RIYADH: Diehard Barcelona fan Abdulrahman had to 
find a creative way to keep watching football matches - 
paying his subscription via Kuwait to dodge a diplomat-
ic rift between Riyadh and Doha that separates Saudis 
from their favorite sports. Subscribing to Qatar’s beIN 
Sports, the Arab world’s leading sports channel which 
has exclusive rights to Spain’s LaLiga and other key 
tournaments, has become extremely difficult for Saudi 
fans since the kingdom’s 2017 boycott of Qatar. 

Just days after Riyadh and its allies cut ties, Saudi 
Arabia banned the sale and distribution of beIN 
receivers and blocked Qatari websites as well as all 
transactions with its former ally. For Abdulrahman, a 
young lawyer who preferred to use his first name due to 
the sensitivity of the issue, the diplomatic divide became 
a major inconvenience, forcing him to search for a solu-
tion. “I had to transfer money to a friend in Kuwait so he 
can renew my subscription from there,” said 
Abdulrahman, who was fortunate enough to possess a 
receiver before the ban. 

Alongside LaLiga, the sports channel has exclusive 
football rights for the top English, Italian, German and 
French leagues, as well as the Champions League and 
World Cup. It also shows basketball’s top flight, the US 
National Basketball Association, the EuroLeague and 
many other competitions across tennis, boxing, volley-
ball and more. “beIN Sports covers all tournaments and 
championships. It is everything... in sports,” 25-year-old 
Abdulrahman told AFP. “I cannot forsake beIN Sports, 

which plays at home practically 24 hours a day.” 
Others in the kingdom, such as Egyptian national 

Abdulmonem, use a virtual private network (VPN) to 
renew their subscription online. “I bypassed the block of 
the beIN website by using a VPN and bypassed the ban 
on transactions (to Qatar) by using PayPal to renew my 
subscription,” he told AFP. Demand for beIN in Saudi 
Arabia, which itself is investing heavily in sports events 
to exert soft power and relay a more positive image 
abroad, remains high despite the boycott. To meet that 
demand, a black market for subscriptions has emerged - 
at inflated prices.  

Satellite services shops line Al-Hamdani Street in 
Riyadh, an area known for decades to conservative 
Saudis as “Devil’s Street” due to its sale of equipment 
giving access to pornographic or other illicit content. 
Salesmen, mostly Asian expatriates, swarm the area, 
muttering discreetly the same question to passersby: 
“Want to renew your beIN subscription?” 

The shops carry no signs or logos of the Qatari 
broadcaster, and while the annual cost of the subscrip-
tion should only be 1,125 riyals ($300), the best offer on 
Devil’s Street was 1,400 riyals. “We cannot deal directly 
from Saudi Arabia with the network in Qatar, so we act 
as middlemen,” said one shopkeeper, who spoke on con-
dition of anonymity. “But we can renew existing sub-
scriptions through agents abroad or provide new ‘smug-
gled’ receivers,” he told AFP. 

Saudi authorities did not reply to AFP’s request for 
comment on the ban of beIN subscriptions and whether 
there was any plan to review it. beIN has alleged that 
since Aug 2017 a vast and sophisticated Saudi bootleg-
ging network known as “beoutQ” has been illicitly trans-
mitting programs via Riyadh-based satellite provider 
Arabsat - a claim Saudi Arabia denies. BeoutQ stopped 
airing on television in August but is still available online. 
Many Riyadh cafes broadcast beoutQ to meet the 
demands of their customers.— AFP 
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