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KARACHI: Islamic religious students wearing facemasks as a preventive measure against the spread of the COVID-19 coronavirus, attend their final examination at an Islamic Jamia Binoria
seminary in Karachi yesterday.—AFP 

JOHANNESBURG: South Africa re-imposed a nation-
wide curfew on Sunday while Spain’s Catalonia region
forced hundreds of thousands of residents back into lock-
down as coronavirus cases accelerated in many parts of
the world. Since the start of July nearly 2.5 million new in-
fections have been reported, a record level since the first
outbreak of the disease in China last year, according to
an AFP tally. In just a month-and-a-half the number of
cases worldwide has doubled, according to the count
based on official figures.

South African President Cyril Ramaphosa said his
country faced a “coronavirus storm” that was “far fiercer
and more destructive than any we have known before” as
he re-imposed a night-time curfew and also a ban on al-
cohol sales lifted barely six weeks ago. “As we head to-
wards the peak of infections, it is vital that we do not
burden our clinics and hospitals with alcohol-related in-
juries,” Ramaphosa said. New coronavirus infections have
topped 12,000 per day-or 500 per hour-in South Africa
in recent days, making it the fourth-biggest contributor
to new worldwide cases after the United States, Brazil and
India.

The government of Spain’s Catalonia region on Sunday

told residents in and around the northeastern town of
Lerida to go back into home confinement. “The people
must stay at home,” regional health official Alba Verges
said. The area, with a population of more than 200,000,
had already been isolated from the rest of the region last
weekend. US President Donald Trump meanwhile wore a
face mask in public for the first
time, during a Saturday visit to
wounded veterans in a hospital
outside Washington.

Surveys show most Americans
are unhappy with how Trump,
who is trailing Democrat Joe
Biden in opinion polls ahead of
the November election, has han-
dled the public health crisis. The
United States is the world’s
worst-hit country with 135,171 deaths from 3,301,820
cases. Despite the resurgent infections, the Trump admin-
istration is pressing for full reopening of schools, with Ed-
ucation Secretary Betsy DeVos warning that “families
need for kids to get back in the classroom. And it can be
done safely.”  London-based charity Save the Children

warned that the pandemic has caused  an “unprecedented
education emergency” with up to 9.7 million children af-
fected by school closures at risk of never going back to
class. Across the planet, the pandemic has infected nearly
13 million people, killed over 566,000 and triggered mas-
sive economic damage in the seven months since it was

detected in the Chinese city of
Wuhan. Mexico became the
country with the fourth-highest
number of COVID-19 fatalities
in the world on Sunday, climbing
to a total of 35,006 deaths and
surpassing Italy. The latest-high
profile personality to test posi-
tive for COVID-19 was Bolly-
wood superstar and former Miss
World Aishwarya Rai.

Despite Sunday’s lockdown move in Spain, life in parts
of Europe has been returning to some semblance of nor-
mality, although the continent remains the worst affected
with more than 202,000 deaths from over 2.8 million
cases. Elections were held in Spain and Poland on Sunday
after being postponed because of the virus, with strict hy-

giene measures in place. The tourism industry across Eu-
rope has been battered, with many businesses forced to
shut because of the impact of punishing lockdowns.
“Everything’s dead,” said Jesus Maldonado, owner of the
Santos Bar just across from the Mesquite, the mosque-
cathedral in the Spanish city of Cordoba. In neighboring
France, where reopened bars and restaurants are bustling
in the summer heat, officials have warned of rising cases
as the death toll topped 30,000.

The French government said it plans to introduce sys-
tematic testing at airports for visitors from so-called cat-
egory “red” countries where COVID-19 is still prevalent.
In Paris, demonstrating nightclub workers demanded a re-
opening of their venues, arguing that strictly-controlled
club visits would be safer than unregulated beach parties.
Across the border in Germany, Berlin offered financial
help for the city’s famous nightclubs which have remained
shut for four months. In Iran, the supreme leader Ayatollah
Ali Khamenei said the situation was “truly tragic” and
urged all citizens to help stem what has been the Middle
East’s deadliest outbreak. There is little chance of a 100-
percent effective coronavirus vaccine by next year, a
French expert meanwhile warned Sunday. —AFP 

Virus surge sparks S Africa curfew 
Spain’s Catalonia region under lockdown
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Coronavirus
cases accelerate

in many parts 
of the world

TEHRAN: Iran’s supreme leader Sunday called the resur-
gence of the novel coronavirus in the country “truly tragic”
and urged all citizens to help stem what has been the re-
gion’s deadliest outbreak. “Let everyone play their part in
the best way to break the chain of transmission in the short
term and save the country,” Ayatollah Ali Khamenei said in
a video conference with lawmakers, according to his office. 

Iran has been struggling to contain the outbreak since
announcing its first cases in February, and has reported
more than 12,800 deaths since then. Khamenei’s speech
was his first to MPs since the new parliament took office
at the end of May, dominated by conservatives and ultra-
conservatives elected in February polls. According to his
official site, Khamenei praised healthcare workers for “their
sacrifices”.

But he also strongly criticized “some people who do not
even do something as simple as wearing a mask”, saying
he felt “ashamed” of such behavior. Khamenei’s comments
came as infections have again been on the rise in Iran since
early May. According to figures announced Sunday, 194
deaths from the COVID-19 disease and 2,186 new cases
were recorded in the past 24 hours. The health ministry an-
nounced a record 221 deaths in a single day on Thursday. 

In total, 257,303 cases have been reported in the coun-
try, including 12,829 deaths, health ministry spokeswoman
Sima Sadat Lari said Sunday in a televised press confer-
ence. The rising toll has prompted authorities to make
masks mandatory in enclosed public spaces and to allow
the hardest-hit provinces to reimpose other measures
against the virus. Iran had closed schools, cancelled public
events and banned movement between its 31 provinces in
March, but the government progressively lifted restrictions
from April to reopen its sanctions-hit economy. On Satur-
day, President Hassan Rouhani said the country could not

afford to shut down the economy, even as the outbreak
worsened. Iran must continue “economic, social and cultural
activities while observing health protocols”, Rouhani said
during a televised virus taskforce meeting. But he reminded
Iranians that restrictions, such as a ban on public and pri-
vate gatherings, remained in place. “Gatherings, whether
for funerals, weddings, parties, seminars or festivals are all
harmful” to public health, Rouhani said. Authorities have
previously reported the spread of the virus in areas where
such bans had been ignored.

On Sunday, Khamenei also told lawmakers that “parlia-
ment has the right to question... but is not permitted to insult
or slander government officials”. His comments came a
week after a session in which MPs heckled Foreign Minister
Mohammad Javad Zarif, largely over his key role in nego-
tiating a 2015 nuclear deal with world powers. The deal had
given the Islamic republic relief from international sanctions
in return for limits on its nuclear program, but Iranian con-
servatives staunchly opposed the multilateral agreement,
arguing the US could never be trusted. The US unilaterally
abandoned the accord in 2018 as a prelude to reimposing
biting sanctions. — AFP 

Iran’s Khamenei urges 
fight against ‘tragic’ 
virus resurgence 

DUBAI: Yemen’s Houthi rebels have given UN inspectors
the green light to inspect a decaying oil tanker abandoned
off the coast with 1.1 million barrels of crude on board which
experts say could rupture at any time. A breach of the ves-
sel would have disastrous results for Red Sea marine life
and tens of thousands of impoverished people who depend
on fishing for their livelihood. The 45-year-old FSO Safer
is anchored off the port of Hodeida under the control of the
Iran-backed Houthis, who have previously blocked efforts
to send inspectors to assess its condition.

The UN Security Council will hold a special meeting on
July 15 to discuss the crisis, after water entered the vessel’s
engine room “which could have led to disaster”, UN
spokesman Stephane Dujarric said on Friday. Dujarric said
prospects had been revived for an inspection team to con-
duct light repairs and determine the next steps, and a UN
source said Sunday that the Houthis had agreed to the visit.
“They officially approved the visit of the UN assessment
and repair team to the tanker,” the source told AFP on Sun-
day. Effectively a floating storage platform, the Safer has
had virtually no maintenance for five years since war broke
out in the country where the Houthis have seized much of
the north from the internationally recognized government.
The Yemen government has warned the Safer could ex-
plode and cause “the largest environmental disaster region-
ally and globally”. Top Houthi leader Mohammed Ali
Al-Houthi said on Twitter last month that the rebels want
guarantees the vessel will be repaired and that the value of
the oil on board is used to pay salaries of their employees.

The market value of the oil is now estimated at $40 mil-
lion, half what it was before crude prices crashed, although
experts say poor quality could push it even lower. Like
other economic and aid issues in Yemen, the plight of the

tanker has become a bargaining chip, with the Houthis ac-
cused of using the threat of disaster to secure control of
the value of the cargo. Yemeni Prime Minister Maeen Ab-
dulmalik Saeed on Thursday said the money for the oil
should be spent on health and humanitarian projects.

‘Ticking time bomb’
Apart from corrosion to the ageing vessel, essential

work on reducing explosive gases in the storage tanks has
been neglected for years. Experts said the latest problem
emerged in May with a leak in a cooling pipe. “The pipe
burst, sending water into the engine room and creating a
really dangerous situation,” said Ian Ralby, CEO of IR Con-
silium, a global maritime consultancy which follows the ves-
sel closely. 

A team from Yemen’s Safer Exploration and Production
Operations, a public oil company partly controlled by the
Houthis, sent divers in to fix the leak, narrowly avoiding the
ship sinking, Ralby said. US Secretary of State Mike Pom-
peo warned last week that if the tanker ruptures “it will dev-
astate the Red Sea ecosystem” and disrupt key shipping
lanes. “The Houthis must grant access before this ticking
time bomb explodes,” he said.

Hodeida port is a lifeline for northern Yemen with 90
percent of all supplies coming through it. Any disruption
would inflict further hardship on a country which is again
on the brink of famine after long years of conflict. If the ves-
sel ruptures “you’re going to have two catastrophes”, said
Lise Grande, the UN’s humanitarian coordinator for Yemen.
“There’s going to be an environmental catastrophe that’s
bigger than almost any other similar kind ... and it’s going to
be a humanitarian catastrophe because that oil will make
the port of Hodeida unusable,” she said. Independent
Yemen-based environmental group Holm Akhdar - Arabic
for “Green Dream” - warned an oil spill could stretch out
from the Red Sea to the Gulf of Aden and into the Arabian
Sea. The region’s ecology would need over 30 years to re-
cover from an oil spillage of that size, it said in a recent re-
port, adding that about 115 of Yemen’s Red Sea islands
would lose their biodiversity and natural habitats. In a coun-
try where the majority of people already rely on aid to sur-
vive, an estimated 126,000 fishermen, including 68,000 in
Hodeida, would lose their only source of income.—AFP 

Houthis allow UN 
team to visit ‘time 
bomb’ tanker

TEHRAN: A handout picture shows Iran’s Supreme
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei wearing a protec-
tive mask amid the COVID-19 pandemic, during a
virtual meeting with lawmakers in the capital
Tehran. — AFP 


