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Panama hospitals on 
verge of collapse as 
COVID cases surge
PANAMA CITY: Hospitals in Panama are on
the brink of collapse as coronavirus cases
spike in the Central American country worst
hit by the pandemic, where doctors are
already exhausted. With a population of four
million, Panama has gone from 200 cases a
day to 1,100 over the last few weeks. “Our
daily number of infected patients has been
increasing in a sustained way to the point of
passing 1,000 cases,” David Villalobos, head
of the intensive care unit at the Arnulfo Arias
Madrid Hospital in Panama City, told AFP.
“There are no hospitals that could sustain
such a number,” he said.

The sharp increase has forced authorities
to adapt existing hospitals and look for new
spaces, like convention centers, to boost a
health system with a range of problems
including long waiting lists. “The fear of the
collapse of the public system in our country
is evident if the number of cases remains the
same,” Domingo Moreno, coordinator of a
coalition of healthcare workers’ unions, told
AFP. “In the next two weeks we probably
won’t have anywhere to put beds.” With
42,000 cases and 839 deaths, Panama has the
worst official tally of coronavirus infections in
the region.

‘It’s exhausting’
According to official figures, close to

20,000 people are in isolation at home or in
hotels. Another 1,000 are receiving hospital
treatment, 159 of whom are in intensive care.
Authorities estimate that of every 100 peo-
ple infected, 20 end up in hospital-meaning
that at the current rate, 200 people a day
are being admitted to hospital, and 50 to
intensive care. “It’s exhausting, sometimes
we have to go back at night for admissions.
But here we are,” Giselle Sanchez, a doctor
caring for the most serious COVID-19
patients, told AFP.

Doctors and nurses around the country
have protested in recent weeks demanding
medical supplies and protective equipment.
“There’s fear of infection, of being in a situa-
tion that puts your life at risk. This is a war of
attrition,” said Moreno. President Laurentino
Cortizo recently pledged to carry out 4,000
tests a day to find and isolate those infected.
But some people, like Silda Idalia Rios, are
afraid of taking the test because of rumors
circulating about the pandemic. The virus
“has come to attack us”, she told AFP, con-
ceding that “you need to accept that you
have to take a test to see if it’s positive”.

Health Minister Francisco Sucre said he
was aware of a significant group of people
continuing to go out despite knowing they
had contracted COVID-19, making it harder
to get the outbreak under control. “We are
directly dependent on what the people can
do or prevent in the street. The people really
need to understand that we’re going to col-
lapse,” said Malena Urrutia, from the
COVID-19 coordination team at the Arnulfo
Arias Madrid Hospital. Cortizo said: “As
president I would like to tell you that it’s
over, but it isn’t. We still don’t have a vaccine.
The battle goes on.” — AFP 

MAARET MISRIN: After surviving months of
bombardment, Nasr Sultan now fears his 10 chil-
dren may starve or catch coronavirus as a divided
UN holds up a renewal of cross-border humanitar-
ian aid to rebel-held northwest Syria. A UN
Security Council resolution authorizing aid deliver-
ies through the Turkish border expired on Friday as
Russia and China vetoed an extension. The world
body’s failure to agree on a compromise formula
has threatened humanitarian assistance to an esti-
mated 2.8 million people who depend on such
handouts. 

Germany and Belgium are still working on an ini-
tiative to rescue the authorization in place since
2014, with hopes of bringing it to a vote this week-
end. But regime-ally Russia is pushing for reduced
access on the grounds of sovereignty, prompting
outrage in northwest Syria’s Idlib province, which
this week recorded its first coronavirus cases. In a
crowded Idlib displacement camp, 45-year-old
Nasr said life without aid would plunge into hunger
many of those who had already lost their homes in
Syria’s nine-year war.  “We have abandoned our
home, our land and our livelihoods. The aid they
give us is all we have,” he said from inside his tent
near the town of Maaret Misrin. “If the assistance is
scrapped, we will face famine.”

‘Coronavirus will get us’ 
The Idlib region, Syria’s last major opposition

bastion, is home to some three million people, near-
ly half of whom have been displaced from other
regions. Nasr’s family fled their hometown in south-
ern Idlib to safer areas near the border with Turkey
after a regime offensive that displaced nearly a mil-
lion people between December and March.  A truce

has stemmed the Russia-backed campaign on Idlib,
a region dominated by Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS),
a jihadist group led by Syria’s former Al-Qaeda
affiliate, and their rebel allies.

Apart from food insecurity, Idlib has recorded
at least three cases of COVID-19 since Thursday,
sparking fears of a health catastrophe if the pan-

demic hits overcrowded displacement camps.
The confirmed cases are all medical personnel
working in hospitals near the Turkish border. “If
medical assistance is not delivered to the camps,
then we will be finished” said Nasr. “The coron-
avirus will get us.”

Abed al-Salam Youssef, also displaced, said
camp residents will be more vulnerable to the
coronavirus if aid is halted, especially since many
will have to venture out to seek food and work.
“How can we commit to confinement inside the
camps if people can’t even secure their basic daily
needs without humanitarian assistance?” he asked.
“Most of the displaced rely entirely on monthly
food baskets” distributed by aid groups to survive,
Youssef added.

Save the Children also condemned the UN’s fail-
ure so far to renew the authorization for aid distri-
bution to the displaced without having to pass
through Damascus. “The border crossings were the
only meaningful way for vital humanitarian aid ... to
reach families in northwest Syria,” it said in a state-
ment. “If the border crossings are not reinstated,

many families will not be able to eat, will not receive
healthcare, and will not find shelter” said the chari-
ty’s CEO, Inger Ashing.  

European countries and the US want to maintain
two crossings on the Turkish border-at Bab al-
Salama, which leads to the Aleppo region, and Bab
al-Hawa, serving Idlib. — AFP

A divided UN holds up a renewal of cross-border humanitarian aid 

We face famine or COVID: Syria’s 
displaced alarmed at aid impasse 

In crisis-hit Lebanon, 
will French-language 
schools survive?
ZAHLE: Inside the French-language school she has
run for years in east Lebanon, Sister Colette
Moughabghab welcomed parents devastated by the
news the century-old establishment was locking up
its classrooms. Books are stacked by the stairs lead-
ing to the playground that will no longer see pupils
flood in autumn, after the school became the latest
victim of a crippling economic crisis. “I did every-
thing to obtain financial aid... but in vain,” said
Moughabghab, who has run Our Lady of Lourdes in
the eastern town of Zahle for four years. “It’s like
closing up a home,” added the nun, visibly upset
about closing a school that had welcomed Christian
and Muslim pupils since 1885. Lebanon, where
Arabic is the official language, has a long tradition
of education in French.

The first French schools were set up by Christian
missionaries in the 19th century before the country
came under French mandate in 1920 until its inde-
pendence in 1943. Until recent years, Lebanon’s
French-speaking schools, mostly private and a
majority of them Catholic, taught 500,000 chil-
dren-equivalent to around half of all pupils nation-
wide. But the country’s worst economic crisis since
the 1975-1990 civil war has left them battling to

stay afloat as parents struggle to pay fees. “It’s cat-
astrophic,” says Father Boutros Azar, secretary gen-
eral of a network of 331 Catholic schools.

“Fifty to 70 schools in our network risk closing”
by September, Azar said. “Without the Catholic
schools, there will be no French-speaking education
in Lebanon.” Up to 80 percent of the schools in his
network teach primarily in French and a quarter of
the students who frequent them are Muslim. Fees
there are up to half those of high-end private secu-
lar schools, which are also struggling to survive. The
French Secular Mission that runs five private teach-
ing institutions has already laid off 180 teachers and
expects more than 1,500 students to leave over
their inability to pay school fees.

Lebanon’s economic crisis has seen tens of thou-
sands of Lebanese lose their jobs or take pay cuts
since the autumn. With banks capping dollar with-
drawals, the Lebanese pound has lost up to 80 per-
cent of its value on the black market, sparking
alarming inflation and plunging a large segment of
the population into poverty. In Sister Colette’s office
in Zahle, the parents of seven-year-old Julien and
his younger brother are worried about the future.
Other parents plan to send their children to other
private schools when the new term begins, but
Julien’s father Samer said he is cash strapped.

“I make about 1.2 million Lebanese pounds a
month, which is now worth just a little more than
150 dollars,” instead of 800 a year ago, said Samer,
who declined to give his surname. “I won’t be able
to pay for my second son to go to (private) school
next year,” said the 47-year-old. — AFP
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At border with Iran, 
Iraq PM vows to fight 
customs corruption 
MANDILI BORDER CROSSING: Iraqi Prime
Minister Mustafa al-Kadhemi launched a new cam-
paign on Saturday against corruption at the country’s
borders, saying millions of dollars were being lost by
not properly taxing imported goods.  Speaking at the
Mandili crossing on the border with Iran, Kadhemi
said Iraq’s frontier had become “a hotbed for corrupt
people”. “This is the beginning of our promise to
combat corruption. The first phase is to protect bor-
der crossings with new security forces,” he said. “The
second is to fight ‘ghosts’ trying to blackmail Iraqis,
and the third is to automate the crossing with new
technology,” the premier said, standing alongside
Border Crossing Commission head Omar al-Waeli. 

In response to a question by AFP, Kadhemi added:
“We encourage businessmen (importing goods) to
pay the customs, not the bribes.” “This will serve as a
message to all corrupt people.” Iraq imports virtually
all of its consumer goods from either its eastern
neighbor Iran or its northern neighbor Turkey. But
government officials, foreign diplomats and business-
men have long complained that the import process at
both borders is complicated and rife with corruption.
They accuse customs offices of getting kickbacks
from traders in exchange for charging no or low
import duties.

In June, Finance Minister Ali Allawi said the gov-
ernment would seek to boost its non-oil revenues,
including through import duties, to make up for the
collapse in state income from falling oil prices.  “The
ports should give us revenues of seven trillion Iraqi
dinar a year. We only get one trillion right now,” he
told reporters at the time.  “To close that gap, we’ll
need a string of reforms to the customs administra-
tion,” he said. Mandili was established in 2014 and is
currently controlled by a mix of intelligence forces
and the Hashed al-Shaabi, a state-sponsored network
of groups including many close to Tehran. There was
no noticeable activity at the border on Saturday, as all
of Iraq’s 32 crossings remain officially closed to stop
the spread of the novel coronavirus. Hashed fighters
could be seen standing in the blistering midsummer
sun. Iraq is ranked one of the top 20 most corrupt
countries in the world according to Transparency
International, with some $450 billion in public funds
vanishing into the pockets of shady politicians and
businessmen since 2003. Every premier has pledged
new measures to fight corruption but few have been
able to make a dent in the deep-rooted practices
across the public and private sector. — AFP 

ZAHLE: Photo shows an empty classroom at Our Lady of Lourdes school in the Lebanese city of Zahle, in the
central Bekaa region. — AFP 

Body of Bangladesh 
newborn dug from 
grave and dumped 
DHAKA: Leaders of a minority Muslim sect in
Bangladesh on Saturday accused “fanatics” of dig-
ging up the body of a baby girl from a cemetery
grave just hours after being buried and dumping it
by a roadside. The incident, which has sparked out-
rage on social media, is the latest targeting Ahmadi
Muslims who many mainstream Muslims consider
“infidels”.

The three-day-old girl was buried in a cemetery
in Ghatura in the eastern district of Brahmanbaria
on Thursday, local Ahmadi leader, S.M. Selim said.
“Fanatics” dug up the child’s body shortly after and
left it by a roadside, he added. A photo of the body
laid on a straw mat on a road has been widely
shared and drawn angry comments. “Her crime is

she was born to an Ahmadi Muslim family,” said
Selim. Police in the district said no complaint had
been made however and one officer said the inci-

dent had been resolved “peacefully”. A local coun-
cilor, Azad Hazari, said he had intervened with
police and the child was finally buried another
graveyard some 10 miles away. A local cleric Munir
Hossain denied the body had been exhumed but
said local Muslims prevented the parents from
burying the baby at the cemetery. “It is against the
Sharia to let an infidel be buried in a Muslim grave-
yard,” he told AFP. “The pious Muslims of the vil-
lage would never let it happen.” The Ahmadis are an
offshoot of the mainstream Sunni Muslim branch
but are controversial because they believe their
founder was a prophet.

They have faced attacks and had religious rights
taken away in some Muslim majority countries,
including Pakistan. The 100,000 Ahmadis in
Bangladesh have come under regular attack. In
recent months, hardline Muslims have threatened to
hold protests demanding that the sect be declared
“non-Muslims” by the authorities. In 1999, a bomb
at an Ahmadi mosque in the southern city of Khulna,
killed at least eight worshippers. A 2015 suicide
blast at an Ahmadi mosque in the northwestern
town of Bagmara injured three people. — AFP 

DHAKA: Workers clean the huge Arabic word ‘Allah-hu’
atop of the Baitul Mukaram national mosque in Dhaka.
Leaders of a minority Muslim sect in Bangladesh on July
11, 2020 accused ‘fanatics’ of digging up the body of a
baby girl from a cemetery grave just hours after being
buried and dumping it by a roadside. — AFP

MA’ARRATMISRIN, Syria: Photo shows an aerial view of tents at the Azraq camp for displaced Syrians
near the town of Maaret Misrin in Syria’s northwestern Idlib province, sheltering several hundred families
displaced by conflict from the northern Hama and southern and eastern Idlib countrysides. — AFP 


