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The Assembly speaker said that MPs have asked 

the defense minister to repatriate Kuwaitis from 
abroad and to provide them with all the facilities while 
they are in other countries. The government is prepar-
ing more quarantines in order to repatriate some 
8,500 citizens currently living abroad, MP Saleh 
Ashour said. 

The health ministry yesterday completed coron-
avirus testing for Egyptians, Lebanese and Syrians 
living in Farwaniya governorate who had returned 
from March 1 onwards. The ministry starts today test-
ing the same nationalities residing in Hawally gover-
norate. Sanad said the screenings of thousands of 
expatriates at the fairgrounds in Mishref have all been 
negative so far after four days of extensive tests. 

Gulf shares dropped yesterday amid unprece-
dented shutdowns to ward off the spread of coron-
avirus, despite tens of billions of dollars in stimulus 
packages announced by oil-rich governments. 
Boursa Kuwait was the biggest loser with the 
Premier Index sliding 6.5 percent and the All-Shares 
Index shedding 5.5 percent as the country 
announced stringent virus containment measures. 

The Saudi Tadawul market, the region’s largest, 
dropped 1.1 percent despite the kingdom announc-
ing a $13.3 billion stimulus package to help the 
national economy cope with the effects of the virus 
and a low oil price. The market was also impacted by 
a 20.6 percent dive in 2019 net profit of energy giant 
Saudi Aramco whose shares ended down 1.0 per-
cent. UAE’s bourses in Dubai and Abu Dhabi ignored 
a $27.2 billion stimulus package announced by the 
central bank, mainly directed at banks which were 
asked to delay debt payments of customers for up to 
six months.  

Dubai shares dipped 3.4 percent, sliding below 
the 2,000-point mark for the first time since 2013, 
and the Abu Dhabi stock market ended the day 

down 1.9 percent. Bahrain Boursa was down 1.5 per-
cent while the markets of Qatar and Oman bucked 
the trend, rising 1.0 percent and 0.4 percent respec-
tively. Last week, the seven bourses slumped to mul-
ti-year lows as the coronavirus hit the oil market 
hard and oil producers waged a price war that sent 
prices crashing.  

Gulf Arab states expanded measures to contain 
the spread of coronavirus yesterday with Oman 
banning open ship-to-ship transfers with Iranian 
vessels, Abu Dhabi’s bourse closing trading halls and 
Dubai shuttering cinemas, gyms and arcades. An 
American living in the Saudi capital Riyadh said his 
parents - in their 60s and 70s - cut short their visit 
and departed the kingdom on Saturday night before 
the flight suspension went into effect at 0800 GMT 
yesterday. “I’m glad that they’re off even though it 
means 24 hours in the airport hotel in Dubai. Given 
their age and medical issues it’s definitely better than 
stuck here for weeks,” he told Reuters. 

Saudi Arabia, which has locked down its eastern 
Qatif region where many infections were recorded, 
has 103 cases of the virus. Two gated compounds in 
the capital Riyadh housing hundreds of expatriates 
have each reported one case among residents, 
according to emails from management seen by 
Reuters. The Saudi health ministry did not immedi-
ately respond to a request for comment and it was 
not clear if the two cases were already included in 
the kingdom’s total count. 

Many of the coronavirus cases recorded in Gulf 
Arab states have been linked to travel to Iran, which 
has emerged as an epicenter for the disease in the 
Middle East. Oman, across the Gulf from Iran, asked 
open-deck boats to immediately halt ship-to-ship 
trade with Iranian boats, state news agency ONA 
said yesterday.  

In the UAE, regional tourism and business hub Dubai 
joined other emirates in shuttering cinemas, arcades and 
gyms. Dubai’s large Global Village shopping and enter-
tainment market, which runs from November to March 
each year, said it was closing early. The UAE capital Abu 
Dhabi shut down public beaches and parks. The Abu 
Dhabi Securities Exchange said yesterday it was clos-
ing all its trading halls until further notice, a day after 
Kuwait’s bourse said it would do the same. 

Speaker says no 
plans for curfew...
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In Qatar’s capital Doha, the usually bustling market 

in the heart of the tourist center was eerily quiet, while 
Riyadh’s shopping district also lay barren. The Gulf 
countries have shut down cinemas and other enter-
tainment centers - some even closing gyms and spas - 
as well as halting one of the region’s favorite pastimes, 
smoking shisha in cafes.  

Residents in the Omani capital of Muscat told AFP 
there had been much “fear and panic” over what many 
of them have termed “corona phobia” at a time when a 
small bottle of disinfectant is in almost everyone’s 
pockets or bags. They said many people have stopped 
shaking hands or kissing each other on the cheeks, a 
common greeting across the Arab world. In Saudi 
Arabia, 60-year-old Abu Abdulrahman said he felt 
awkward about the rapidly changing social norms. “Do 
I shake hands and kiss or do I not? I don’t know,” he 
said. “I try not to do that, but I get embarrassed. What 
if the other person puts their hand out first?”  

Meanwhile, both the UAE and Qatar have advised 
their citizens to stop the traditional “nose to nose” 
greeting, with Abu Dhabi instructing residents that a 
wave would suffice. Measures to combat the spread of 
the virus have also impacted the way many Muslims in 
the Gulf worship. After Saudi Arabia suspended the 
“umrah” year-round pilgrimage, it advised residents 
against praying in mosques if they have any symptoms 
of the virus.  

Kuwait took additional steps and banned all mass 
prayers, an unprecedented move in a country where 
hundreds of thousands pray side-by-side every day. 
“Pray at home, pray at home,” an imam preached in a 
recording that went viral on social media on Saturday. 
In the Sunni Muslim-dominated Gulf, there are hun-
dreds of thousands of Shiite Muslims, many of whom 
travel to Iran regularly for pilgrimages. Despite ongo-
ing tensions between some GCC countries and Tehran, 
there have been no reports of heightened social fric-
tion between the different sects. 

This comes amid Saudi Arabia’s decision to cordon 
off the mainly Shiite district of Qatif, where the majority 
of coronavirus cases were reported. “This is a time for 
unity locally, regionally and globally,” Zainab Abdul 
Amir, a Bahraini parliamentarian, told AFP. “There is no 
room for hatred, anger, discrimination or sectarianism.”  

Meanwhile, the Arab world has looked to laughter 
to counter the worst of the fear and speculation 
swirling around the coronavirus pandemic. Among 
the treatments are a TV show starring coronavirus 
as guest of honor, a parody COVID-19 Twitter 
account, and song and dance designed to lampoon 

the panic over the illness. From Egypt to Iraq and the 
Gulf to Tunisia, satirical hot takes have spread 
almost as fast as the virus across a region where 
authorities have resorted to increasingly draconian 
containment measures. 

“What do you say to all the people who are scared 
of you?” an Egyptian television presenter asked an 
actor wearing a green virus costume. “Wash your 
hands and sneeze away from others!” commands the 
character with a grotesque green face mask studded 
with spikes to mimic the coronavirus cell. On Al-
Hayah, a popular commercial channel, the coronavirus 
complains of “unjust treatment” because of wide-
spread “exaggeration”, accusing social media of hyp-
ing the epidemic’s severity and calling on viewers to 
follow basic hygiene rules. “Stay clean, is it that hard?” 
he asked with a broad Egyptian accent. The interview, 
described by the host as “extraordinary”, has spread 
like wildfire on Arabic social media. 

Online in the Arab world, the new coronavirus has 
spawned social media parodies harnessing pop-cul-
ture GIFs and memes to prick po-faced attitudes to 
the outbreak. One such Twitter account has gone 
viral, attracting over 60,000 followers. “The new 
coronavirus denies rumors concerning the existence 
of a health ministry in Egypt,” said one tweet earlier 
this month at which point the authorities had yet to 
report a confirmed case, raising questions about their 
transparency. 

A video of “Masks, we don’t have them” sung in an 
Iraqi dialect has also swept the web. The singers 
berate the dearth of masks in the country where the 
price of those that are available has shot up. Lebanese 
and Jordanians sporting scrubs and masks have also 
taken to singing to break the tension caused by virus 
fears. In North Africa, a young Tunisian has written a 
song with a message - featuring harmonized hygiene 
tips. In a calm voice set to guitar music, the singer 
intones the “necessity of masks and disinfectant gel”. 

In the Arab world, sarcastic or good-natured 
humor can sometimes stray into what might be con-
sidered racist territory. On one YouTube channel, an 
Egyptian “electro-shaabi” singer has racked up 3.5 
million views of a clip in which he wonders aloud over 
popular street music why the Chinese eat bats and 
dogs. Saudi oil giant Aramco faced racism allegations 
online after a photo emerged of a South Asian man 
wearing a hand sanitizer dispensing sandwich board, 
apparently at one of the company’s sites. Aramco dis-
tanced itself from the images. 

In the neighboring United Arab Emirates, police 
have warned that making jokes or spreading rumors 
about the virus could lead to legal action, a pro-gov-
ernment newspaper reported. But in Kuwait, where 
authorities have enforced some of the strictest con-
tainment measures including the suspension of all 
inbound and outbound passenger flights, keyboard 
warriors have delighted in creating and sharing memes 
referencing dystopian sci-fi films. — AFP 

Virus changes Gulf 
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“This evening I received confirmation that the 
test is negative,” the president’s physician Sean 
Conley said in a Saturday memo. 

Trump, 73, had dismissed concerns over his 
exposure to the disease which has killed at least 51 
Americans and upended the rhythm of daily life 
across the country, with millions working from 
home and schools shut. New York, the most popu-
lous US city, saw its first coronavirus death on 
Saturday, as store shelves were stripped bare after 
days of panic buying. 

Across the Hudson River in Teaneck, New Jersey, 
Mayor Mohammed Hameeduddin called for a city-
wide self-quarantine after 18 cases were confirmed 
in the township. “What we are saying is that we are 
ground zero,” Hameeduddin said. “Expect or act as 
though you’re going to infect somebody or some-
body is going to infect you.” 

Vice President Mike Pence announced further 
curbs on travel to the United States, saying a ban 
imposed on European nations over the pandemic 
would be extended to the United Kingdom and 
Ireland tomorrow. The restrictions threw airports 
across the country into disarray, with incoming 
travelers forced to wait hours for medical screen-
ings before passing through customs. 

Illinois governor JB Pritzker said the long lines at 
Chicago’s O’Hare airport were “unacceptable”. “The 
federal government needs to get its s@#t together. 
NOW,” he tweeted. Acting Homeland Security sec-
retary Chad Wolf said his office was working with 
airlines to improve screening times. Trump advised 
against non-essential travel and said officials were 
also considering imposing domestic restrictions. “If 
you don’t have to travel, I wouldn’t do it,” Trump 
said at a White House news conference. “We want 
this thing to end.” 

In an official proclamation, he also named 
Sunday a national day of prayer “for all people who 
have been affected by the coronavirus pandemic”. 
Trump declared a national emergency on Friday, 

freeing up some $40 billion in disaster relief funds. 
The US House of Representatives also passed a bill 
-crafted by Democrats in consultation with the 
Trump administration - to provide billions of dollars 
for free virus testing, emergency paid sick leave and 
family leave. It is expected to pass the Republican-
majority Senate. 

The coronavirus pandemic has claimed more than 
5,800 lives in at least 137 countries. Repeatedly 
attacked for sending out mixed signals on the health 
crisis, the president raised eyebrows on Friday when, 
contrary to medical advice, he was seen shaking 
hands as he gathered his coronavirus response team 
at the White House. On Saturday, he blamed habit - 
“people put their hand out... you don’t think about 
it” - but said it would have to change. “Maybe peo-
ple shouldn’t be shaking hands for the long term,” 
said Trump, a self-declared germophobe. 

Trump’s virus test came after contact with the 
Brazilian delegation as well as US lawmakers and 
political leaders who have gone into self-quarantine 
over potential infection. Republican National 
Committee chairwoman Ronna McDaniel was on 
Saturday awaiting results of a virus test after she 
came down with flu-like symptoms. She reportedly 
attended an event in Florida with Trump on Monday 
and flew back to Washington on Air Force One. 

On Saturday a 30-day US ban took effect on all 
travel from the EU’s Schengen border-free zone, part 
of a global clampdown on travel to curtail the virus. 
Pence said the ban would include Britain and Ireland 
as of midnight EST today (0400 GMT tomorrow). 
Both countries had been excluded from the initial 
ban. “Americans in the UK or Ireland can come home. 
Legal (US) residents can come home,” Pence said. 

Trump also aimed a new jab at the US Federal 
Reserve, saying he wanted it to be “much more 
proactive” in moving to protect Americans from 
the widespread economic dislocation caused by 
the pandemic. But the president seemed other-
wise subdued during Saturday’s briefing, unchar-
acteristically offering praise to Democrats includ-
ing House Speaker Nancy Pelosi. Trump also 
tweeted that he had a “nice conversation” with 
Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau and that 
it was “great to hear that his wonderful wife 
Sophie is doing very well”. Trudeau has been 
tele-governing since his wife was diagnosed with 
COVID-19 on Thursday. — AFP 
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place yesterday and officials made no mention of the 

measure. Members of the Basij, a volunteer militia loyal 
to Iran’s establishment, were involved in helping people 
by handing out sanitary items on Tehran’s streets. 
Several politicians and officials, both sitting and former, 
have been infected with the virus, and some have died 
from the illness. 

The latest suspected case was Ayatollah Hashem 
Bahtayi Golpayegani, a member of the Assembly of 
Experts, which is tasked with appointing and monitoring 
Iran’s supreme leader. President Hassan Rouhani denied 
lockdowns had been imposed on entire areas, and said 
provincial officials were not allowed to decide on the 
issue. “Neither today, nor during Nowrouz and before or 
after it, we have no quarantine and all businesses are free 
and government services will continue,” Rouhani said at 
a televised news conference with business-owners. 

“Provinces are under no circumstances allowed to 
decide regarding closures,” he added, noting all deci-
sions would be made by the Tehran-based headquarters 
tasked with fighting coronavirus. Rouhani announced a 
set of measures designed to ease pressure on business-
es, including later deadlines for the payment of taxes, 
loans and bills. Cash handouts of up to six million rials 
($38) would go to three million impoverished house-
holds whose main breadwinners are “peddlers” or in 
temporary jobs. Another four million households would 
receive low-interest loans from between 10-20 million 

rials ($63-$127) with the government subsidizing part of 
their payment. 

Jerusalem’s Al-Aqsa Mosque and Dome of the Rock 
will shut their doors until further notice, religious author-
ities said yesterday, in a move to protect worshippers at 
Islam’s third holiest site. Prayers will still be held on the 
huge open area around the two shrines and other 
Muslim prayer sites on the sacred compound known to 
Muslims worldwide as Al-Haram Al-Sharif, or The Noble 
Sanctuary.  

“The Islamic Waqf department decided to shut down 
the enclosed prayer places inside the blessed Aqsa 
Mosque, and until further notice, as a protective meas-
ure to prevent the spread of coronavirus,” Sheikh Omar 
Al-Kiswani, the Director of Al-Aqsa Mosque, told 
Reuters. “All prayers will be held in the courtyards of Al-
Aqsa mosque and doors will remain open to all worship-
pers,” he added. 

Al-Aqsa Mosque was built in the 8th century and 
Muslims regard it as next only to Makkah and Madinah 
in importance. The latest measure follows a series of 
ever-stricter restrictions imposed by political and reli-
gious authorities in the Holy Land to contain the spread 
of coronavirus. Israel’s Chief Rabbinate said last week 
that Jewish worshippers should not come to the Western 
Wall or pray en masse there. The wall was built by Herod 
the Great as a restraining wall for the compound housing 
the Jewish temples of antiquity and is a sacred place of 
prayer for Jews. 

Jerusalem’s Old City is sacred to Judaism, 
Christianity and Islam, the three great monotheistic 
faiths. Christians revere it as the place where they 
believe that Jesus Christ preached, died and was resur-
rected, and the Holy Land church authorities have 
changed some worship practices to protect mass cele-
brants.  — AFP 

Iran closes shrine  
as 113 more die...

BEIRUT: Syria’s brutal conflict entered its 10th 
year yesterday with President Bashar Al-Assad’s 
regime consolidating its hold over a war-wracked 
country where foreign powers are flexing their mus-
cle. When Syrian anti-government demonstrators 
first took to the streets on March 15, 2011, they 
could scarcely have imagined their protests would 
turn into a complex war entangling rebels, jihadists 
and outside forces. 

At least 384,000 people have since died, includ-
ing more than 116,000 civilians, the Syrian 
Observatory for Human Rights war monitor says. 
The war has left cities and villages in ruins, shat-
tered the economy and displaced more than 11 mil-
lion people internally and abroad, with many seek-
ing refuge in neighbouring countries and Europe. 
“We’ve lost everything,” said one of the displaced, 
Hala Ibrahim, a rights activist from Aleppo who now 
lives in Idlib province, the last rebel stronghold. 

“I left my university, my house which was 
bombed,” said the woman in her 30s. Nine years of 
revolution illustrate the extent of the suffering we 
have known, between exile, bombings and deaths.” 
Assad, with the military support of Russia, Iran and 
Lebanese militant group Hezbollah, has clawed back 
control of over 70 percent of the war-torn country. 
Neighboring Turkey, which supports local armed 
groups, has deployed its troops across the border in 
Idlib province, now the last rebel bastion and 
refugee of millions of displaced people. 

‘Collective failure’  
Syria’s latest fragile ceasefire came into effect 

there earlier this month, and Turkish and Russian 
forces on Sunday kicked off joint patrols in Idlib, 
Russian and Turkish media said. The first patrol was 
however very brief and largely symbolic, as the 
route was “shortened because of provocations”, 
Russia’s defense ministry said. An AFP correspon-
dent, covering a protest against the patrol some five 
kilometres away, said it never arrived on that sec-
tion of the M4 highway. 

Around 200 protesters had gathered on the road 
near the town of Nayrab, some setting tyres alight 
or piling tree branches across the thoroughfare. The 
March 5 ceasefire has for now stemmed a deadly 
Russia-backed military campaign on Idlib. The 
assault has killed nearly 500 civilians since 
December, the Observatory says, and forced nearly 
a million to flee their homes and shelters, according 
to the United Nations. 

Among those displaced, Siham Abs and seven 
of her children have been living for the past two 
months in a camp near Bardaqli, not far from the 
Turkish border. Among the tents lined up along 
muddy paths, Abs said she and her family would 
like to wash, but don’t know where. “I am 50 years 
old and I’ve never known such difficult times,” she 
said. Many of those unable to find space in camps 
have been sleeping in fields or have sought shelter 
in schools, mosques and unfinished buildings.  

The UN special envoy for Syria, Geir Pedersen, 
on Saturday said the enduring war was “proof of a 
collective failure of diplomacy”. “The suffering of 
the Syrian people during this tragic and terrible 
decade still defies comprehension and belief.” 

The Syrian conflict was born of unprecedent-
ed ant i-government  demonstrat ions  in  the 

southern city of Daraa. The protests spread 
across Syria, but a violent crackdown soon saw 
rebels take up arms and wrest key areas from 
government  contro l . J ihadist  groups a lso 
emerged, notably the Islamic State group which 
swept across large parts of the country and 
neighboring Iraq in 2014. — AFP 
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AN NAYRAB, Syria: Protesting Syrians climb atop a Turkish military M60T tank and infantry-fighting vehicle 
(IFV) as they attempt to block traffic on the M4 highway in this village about 14 km southeast of the city of Idlib 
and seven kilometres west of Saraqib in northwestern Syria yesterday. — AFP 


