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Interior minister warns of  
curfew, expat deportation

11 new coronavirus cases in Kuwait • Ministries’ budget increased by KD 500m

KUWAIT: Expatriates returning from Egypt, Syria and Lebanon wait to be tested at the health ministry contain-
ment and screening zone for coronavirus at the Mishref fairgrounds yesterday. — Photo by Yasser Al-Zayyat

By B Izzak 
 
KUWAIT: Interior Minister Anas Al-Saleh yester-
day issued a stern warning that curfew could be 
imposed and some expats will be deported immedi-
ately in case people do not comply with measures 
to contain the coronavirus. The minister told Kuwait 
TV that he was unhappy about people venturing 
out unnecessarily, violating measures announced by 
the government to halt the spread of the coron-
avirus in the country, as new cases of the deadly 
disease were announced yesterday. 

“The government will not accept under any cir-
cumstance to see the collapse of the health regime 
in the country just for failure to comply with official 
guidelines and instructions,” the minister said. He 
stressed that obeying government instructions is a 
must and the government will resort to other deci-
sions if citizens and expatriates disobey orders and 
endanger the health regime. Saleh noted that many 
expatriates showed honorable abidance, but regret-
tably, the behavior of some others has to be faced 
with legal measures. 

“Let me be very clear - the government will not 
hesitate to impose curfew or the immediate depor-
tation of violating expatriates if there is no compli-
ance with instructions,” the minister said. Saleh said 
the government has repeatedly appealed to people 

not to venture out of homes except for necessity, 
insisting that food reserves in the country are plenty 
and sufficient. The minister’s warning comes a day 
after the government floated the idea that imposing 
curfew in the country was one of the options and 
appealed to the public to stay at home.  

The Council of Ministers meanwhile approved 
toughening penalties against violators of a 1969 law 
that governs measures of safeguarding the country 
against an epidemic. The Cabinet also discussed 
ways to repatriate some 9,000 Kuwaitis from 
abroad, which is linked to preparing quarantines for 
them. The Cabinet also increased the budgets of 
ministries and governmental departments by KD 
500 million for the fiscal year 2020/2021 to face the 
coronavirus. It also established a temporary fund 
for receiving financial contributions to support the 
government’s efforts to fight the virus.  

The ministry of health meanwhile reported 11 new 
coronavirus cases - 10 Kuwaitis and one Egyptian 
woman who returned from Egypt, raising the num-
ber of infections to 123. Of the 10 Kuwaiti cases, one 
had returned from Iran, one from the US, four from 
the UK, one from Qatar and three who came in con-
tact with those who returned from the UK. 

The health ministry said three new cases have 
recovered, bringing the number to 12 who have 

Continued on Page 16 

News in brief

Renewal without car inspection  
 

KUWAIT: The interior ministry said Sunday 
car owners can now renew insurance docu-
ments of their vehicles without the need for 
technical inspection, amidst the current excep-
tional circumstances. The ministry’s general traf-
fic department said car owners should keep the 
insurance documents inside their cars in case of 
accidents. — KUNA 

Man kills wife, dumps body 
 
KUWAIT: A Kuwaiti man killed his wife and 
dumped her body in Salmi desert a week ago. 
The citizen had lured his wife to Ardiya follow-
ing a dispute, then hit her on the head, killing 
her in the process. He then took her body to the 
Salmi desert, wrapped it in a sleeping bag and 
dumped it. The man was arrested after his 
mother-in-law had suspicions about her daugh-
ter’s absence. The suspect confessed and led 
authorities to the body. — Hanan Al-Saadoun

Biden commits to female VP mate  
 

WASHINGTON: White House hopeful Joe 
Biden yesterday committed to picking a woman 
as his vice presidential candidate should he win 
the Democratic nomination. “If I’m elected 
president, my cabinet, my administration, will 
look like the country, and I commit that I will in 
fact appoint a woman to be vice president,” 
Biden, himself a former vice president, said dur-
ing a debate against his leftist rival Bernie 
Sanders. — AFP (See Page 6) 

2 dead in Jordan prison riot  
 

AMMAN: Two inmates have been killed in a 
prison riot in Jordan, the state news agency said 
Sunday, after family visits were banned for two 
weeks to tackle coronavirus. The two died in a 
riot at a facility in Irbid province, the Petra 
news agency said. Health minister Saad Jaber 
announced six new cases of COVID-19 on 
Sunday, taking the total number of infections to 
seven. Four French tourists were among the new 
cases, he said. — AFP 

RIYADH: A man walks outside a closed restaurant in the Saudi capital yesterday. — AFP 

DUBAI: A picture taken on Sunday shows a general 
view of Dubai. — AFP 

DUBAI: Bahrain reported the Arab 
Gulf’s first death from the coronavirus 
yesterday and Saudi Arabia urged its 
citizens to stay at home as the region 
broadened measures to shield popula-
tions and economies from the out-
break. Nearly 1,000 people have now 
tested positive for the virus in the six-
nation Gulf Cooperation Council, and 
member states have restricted entry 
and movement. 

Saudi Arabia, which along with 
Kuwait suspended all international 
flights and closed most public spaces, 
said it was considering suspending 

work for the private sector after doing 
so for the government sector, except 
health and security. “We hope citizens 
will stay at home and not go out unless 
needed,” Saudi Health Minister Tawfiq 
Al-Rabiah told a news conference yes-
terday. The kingdom ordered the pri-
vate sector to give two-week mandato-
ry sick leave for pregnant women and 
employees with conditions that leave 
them vulnerable, state media reported. 

The 65-year-old Bahraini woman 
who died from the coronavirus had 
underlying health conditions, Bahrain’s 
health ministry said on Twitter. Bahrain 
has reported 221 cases, including 
dozens among citizens evacuated from 
Iran last week. Bahrain state media on 
Sunday showed footage of a quarantine 
center set up on a barren island con-
nected to the mainland by a causeway. 
Dozens of beds ready for patients 

Continued on Page 16 

Gulf’s first 
virus death  
in Bahrain

TEHRAN/CAIRO: Iran said yesterday that the 
novel coronavirus had killed 129 more people, a new 
record high for a single day in one of the world’s 
worst-hit countries. “Our plea is that everyone take 
this virus seriously and in no way attempt to travel 
to any province,” health ministry spokesman 
Kianoush Jahanpour said in a televised news con-
ference. The latest deaths bring the overall toll to 
853 fatalities since Feb 19, when the government 
announced Iran’s first two deaths from the COVID-
19 disease. 

Jahanpour also reported 1,053 confirmed new 
cases of infection in the past 24 hours, raising the 
total to 14,991. Tehran province had the highest 
number of new infections with 200 cases, about 50 
fewer than the day before. The central province of 
Isfahan followed with 118 cases, with Mazandaran in 
the north of Iran coming next with 96. Khorasan 
Razavi province, home to the holy Shiite city of 
Mashhad, was not among the reported provinces 
with fresh cases. It had recorded 143 the day before. 

Continued on Page 16 

129 new deaths 
in Iran; Egypt  
to stop flights 

DUBAI: Gulf central banks cut interest rates yes-
terday, a day after the US Federal Reserve slashed 
its rates to near zero in an effort to ease the impact 
of the coronavirus outbreak. Kuwait’s Central Bank 
cut its deposit rate by 100 bps to 1.5 percent, its 
lowest level in history. It also cut its overnight, one-
week and one-month repo rates by 100 bps to 1 
percent, 1.25 percent, and 1.75 percent respectively. 
The bank lowered the rate as part of a series of pre-
cautionary measures “for the consequences of the 
outbreak of the coronavirus and its implications for 
the national economy and the local market”, it said 
on Twitter.  

Stock markets in the energy-rich Gulf states tum-
bled yesterday as oil prices extended losses amid 
unprecedented measures against the coronavirus. 
Oil prices, the main source of Gulf revenues, skidded 
to their worst level since early 2016 amid a price war 
between Russia and Saudi Arabia, the second and 
third world producers. Boursa Kuwait continued to 
bleed with the Premier Index sliding 5.0 percent and 
the All-Shares Index dropping 3.9 percent. 

Continued on Page 16 

Kuwait, Gulf cut  
rates; bourses, 
oil prices tumble
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It is unfortunate that in every global crisis,
there are many victims who have done noth-
ing wrong except that they were the weak-

est link in the chain. This article is about cafe
workers in Kuwait and the impact of the coun-
try’s new regulations on their work and on busi-
ness owners as well.

Marginal laborers are those whose salary
does not exceed a hundred dinars, and they are
likely to be exposed to the loss of this small
income in the event of the continued negative
impact of the coronavirus on businesses, cafes
and restaurants. Some reports said a number of
these workers may be fired or sent on long
leaves as a result of the repercussions of the
precautionary measures that were imposed by
the state to face the coronavirus outbreak.

The most prominent example was the deci-
sion by the Municipality to ban shisha in restau-
rants and cafes, with intensified campaigns
against barbershops and health centers based
on the recommendations of the ministry of
health, which led to a decrease in the number of
customers. So business owners will be forced to
lay off some workers, which affects these peo-
ple negatively, as they will lose their meager
income.

I think the decision to ban hookahs in cafes
constituted a great calamity for cafe owners,
especially as it is the basis of financial profit,
and a great excuse for social gatherings and
entertainment, especially since Kuwait does not
have entertainment spots and many young peo-
ple, especially the youth, find smoking shisha as
a way of relieving pressure and having fun.

I know that some people find the ban on
shisha and closing all cinemas and even wed-
ding halls as an opportunity to lecture the pub-
lic about the adverse health effects of smoking
and crowding. But the absence of social enter-
tainment makes cafes in Kuwait the sole such
outlet. Also, the recent government measures
due to the fear of the spread of coronavirus
caused a drop in sales at restaurants by more
than 50 percent, which is a sharp decline in rev-
enues even as operating expenses remain the
same, especially high rents.

So, reducing the number of employees or
giving them leave is an option, but this is indeed
a problem for marginal and low-income work-
ers. What is more pessimistic is that a million
workers out of 1.67 million expatriates working
in the private sector receive salaries of less than
KD 125 a month, according to government sta-
tistics published last April. 

I hope this crisis will end soon as it is likely
that restaurant revenues will continue to decline
without clarity on the time period this situation
may take or when it will end, especially with the
continuation of the same rate of expenses and
the pressure of rents and workers’ salaries. It is
even possible that the number of workers - even
sanitation workers - will be reduced to cut
costs. These are possible scenarios if this issue
of coronavirus continues. All options are bad for
both the employer and low-income laborers,
and also for customers.

I know that caution is required in terms of
following up health instructions, maintaining
personal hygiene and avoiding crowds, but
turning this issue into one of panic, depression
and preventing people from even going out is
something I see as encroachment on personal
freedom, and I personally reject it. It saddens
me that owners of shops, restaurants and cafes
will lose without clarity for the future or when
this matter will end, with more losses for the
poor workers.

Cafe workers

Muna@kuwaittimes.net  

By Muna Al-Fuzai 

local spotlight

By Nawara Fattahova

KUWAIT: The Public Authority for Manpower
(PAM) in cooperation with the Ministry of
Interior, Kuwait Municipality, and the Ministry
of Commerce went on inspection tours in
Jahra, Ahmadi and Farwaniya governorates to
check adherence to precautionary measures
taken by the government against the potential
spread of the coronavirus (COVID-19). The
inspections focused on various violations
including gathering, violating stores and busi-
nesses, illegal vendors, visa violators and oth-
ers. Kuwait Times went with an inspection
team to Jleeb Al-Shuyoukh in Farwaniya gov-
ernorate.  

This exceptional situation requires more
intens ive inspect ions  by PAM and other
authorities. “Our inspectors issued citations
to various businesses including cafes and

salons. Strict legal action is taken against all
violators, both institutions and individuals.
We spread awareness and receive complaints
from the public around the clock through the
official channels of all
the  author i t ies  in
charge,” said Deputy
General Director of the
Manpower Protection
Department Mubarak
Al-Khafour in a press
statement  before the
tour.

The sanctions include
deportation of violating
expats, store closures
and withdrawal of licenses of violating compa-
nies. “We received 289 complaints and the
teams went to check them. This included the
closure of 12 stores. And we are continuing our

inspections and dealing with complaints. The
ministry of commerce inspects businesses that
should be closed in this period according to the
decisions of the Cabinet,” stressed Khafour.

Regarding employers
who decided to cut the
salary of employees, he
assured that according
to the labor law, this is
i l legal . “During this
exceptional period, we
have to wait until this
situat ion passes to
decide the procedure
taken against them. We
advise all employers to

cooperate with us - the majority of them are
cooperating,” he pointed out.

General Director of Security Department of
Farwaniya Governorate Maj Gen Abdullah Al-

Ali said this inspection tour is one of the regu-
lar tours of various areas of the governorate.
“We aim through this tour to eliminate the
gathering of people in cafes, restaurants and
other places. This is a hard time that may
affect them psychically, but they should be
patient, as it’s for their own good,” he said.

These inspections also include checking res-
idency status of expats. “Sanctions will be
applied on illegal residents, absconding cases
and other violators of the law. This period is
not a chance for them to be moving freely,” Ali
told Kuwait Times. 

The government decided to close all shop-
ping malls, beauty salons and barber shops as
part of its measures to prevent the spread of
the coronavirus. The government also allowed
restaurants to host a maximum of five people at
a time and in case there are lines, the distance
must be at least one meter between people. 

Kuwait authorities tour Jleeb to check
adherence to measures against COVID-19

Deportation of violating expats, store closure, withdrawal of licenses

Coronavirus
‘stigma’ follows
people in Kuwait
By Ben Garcia 

KUWAIT: The global coronavirus pandemic has
led to anxiety, worries and even paranoia. Kuwait
has assured the public that authorities are on top
of the situation and people will be safe if they fol-
low government instructions. But there are some
issues regarding people who are in direct or indi-
rect contact with coronavirus patients. Most of
them are medics and their coworkers, friends and
acquaintances. 

“We are on the frontline of this situation and I
am afraid for my family. I work in the hospital and I
don’t know who is infected or not. I pray God grants
me good health, especially for my family whom I
love the most and the reason why I am working
hard. May God grant us enough strength to deal
with the situation and the challenge we are dealing
with every day,” said Violy. 

Ron works in a company that was identified on
social media to have a worker infected with coron-
avirus. The report went viral on social media imme-
diately, so when he went home, the owner of the flat
where he used to stay told him to vacate his room.
“We were brought to the hospital and checked, but
since there is no facility to hold us there, they told
us to go home and self-quarantine,” he said. 

But Ron, unlike many of his colleagues, lived in a
separate accommodation. “When I went home, all
the people in the flat told me to find another place
and come back after 14 days,” he said. “Who will

allow me to rent an apartment for two weeks? So I
decided to vacate the place and transferred to
accommodation of the company instead,” he said.
“My point is, what if there was no available space in
the company accommodation? Where would I
stay,” he asked. 

Meanwhile, two areas in Farwaniya have been
identified to have two positive cases, worrying
nearby residents. “Of course we are very worried,”
said Norma, a mother of three. “That place identi-
fied by a newspaper is just a stone’s throw away
from our building, so we are very concerned. I have
three kids and I want them to be safe,” she told
Kuwait Times. “I don’t allow them to go out any-
more. I don’t want them to get sick.” 

Norma’s husband is still working, so she is strict-
ly implementing house rules. “When my husband
enters the house after work, I tell him to remove his
shoes and clothes and go straight to the bathroom
for a shower. He is now doing this regularly. I am not
taking any chances. I frequently clean the living and
dining areas and bedroom with disinfectant and
wipe the handles of doors with alcohol or sanitizer.
This is a way to keep us away from the coron-
avirus,” she said. 

No shortage
in agricultural
supplies: Minister
By Meshaal Al-Enezi 

KUWAIT: Minister of Information and Minister of
State for Youth Affairs Mohammed Al-Jabri stressed
that agricultural supplies are abundant and denied
any shortages. Speaking to the press during a tour
of Andalus vegetable market on Sunday, Jabri hailed
the role played by the Kuwait Farmers Union in pro-
tecting national food security at all times, especially
during the current circumstances. He added that the
Public Authority for Agricultural Affairs and Fish
Resources (PAAAFR) had prepared a special study
to support the animal husbandry and agricultural
sector and that the study will be soon submitted to
the Cabinet pending implementation. 

Meanwhile, chairman of the farmers’ union
Abdullah Al-Dammak stressed that the union
stopped all auctions of agricultural products and
prioritized direct sale to co-ops. “Interested co-ops

can call and make their orders of fruits and vegeta-
bles and receive them at 9 pm the same day,” he
underlined, pointing out that the union has stopped
price manipulation and urged farmers to increase
their produce. 

Free meals 
In collaboration with the Awqaf Secretariat

General, Kuwait Food Bank announced providing
meals free of charge to all state employees and the
public undergoing COVID-19 tests at Kuwait
International Fairgrounds in Mishref. Speaking dur-
ing a visit he made to the site, the food bank’s man-
ager Salem Al-Hamar hailed the efforts exerted by
health and interior ministries, adding that the bank’s
efforts come as part of its social responsibility
activities and within the framework of national
efforts to fight the coronavirus. 

“The food bank volunteers are working side by
side with health ministry staff at Mishref interna-
tional fairgrounds,” Hamar said, stressing that the
bank will spare no efforts in fighting the spread of
the virus and safeguarding both citizens and resi-
dents. Hamar called for combining all efforts, avoid-
ing rumors, following instructions regarding staying
at home, avoiding crowds, avoiding hoarding food-
stuff and not taking the issue lightly. 

KUWAIT: Shops closed at the often busy ‘Barayeh
Salem’ district in Salmiya. —Photo by Ben Garcia

KUWAIT: Minister of Information and Minister of State for Youth Affairs Mohammed Al-Jabri, wearing a pro-
tective facemask, is seen during a tour of Andalus vegetable market. —Photo by Fouad Al-Shaikh

Coronavirus in 
Kuwait: What 
we know so far
KUWAIT: Kuwait has so far recorded 123 cases infect-
ed with the novel coronavirus (COVID-19). With the
exception of four cases in critical condition, all cases
are in stable condition and are recovering in quaran-
tined locations designated by the government for this
purpose, while hundreds have been discharged after
exhibiting no symptoms during their 14-day quarantine
period, the Ministry of Health confirmed. Meanwhile, 12
people have recovered completely after previously
been infected with the virus, the ministry said. Kuwait is
taking measures to test Kuwaitis coming from infected
areas for potential infection, as it has already tested
thousands of people, the overwhelming majority of
them have returned from Iran. Meanwhile, Kuwait
requires all expatriates who arrived from travel on
March 1 and beyond to visit Kuwait International
Fairground where the Ministry of Health has set up a
center at Hall 6 to test people for possible infection.

Precautions
Kuwait halted all commercial flights to and from the

Gulf Arab state starting March 13 and until further
notice, with the exception of cargo flights. Authorities
also announced a public holiday in the country from
March 12 to March 26, with work resuming on March
29, while entities providing vital services will remain
open. The government decided to close all shopping
malls, beauty salons and barber shops as part of its
measures to prevent the spread of the coronavirus.
The government also allowed restaurants to host a
maximum of five people at a time and in case there
are lines, the distance must be at least one meter
between people.

State departments have been on high alert to take
precautions against the potential spread of the virus.
The Ministry of Commerce and Industry has taken
measures to make sure that facial masks, hand sanitiz-
ers and other goods remain accessible to the public.
Meanwhile, the Ministry of Education has suspended
classes for March at all public and private schools (for
both students and teaching staffs); first from March 1 to
March 12, and later extended it until March 29. In the
meantime, the Civil Service Commission suspended the
biometric fingerprint system for staff attendance until
further notice. 

Visa suspension
Kuwait suspended issuing entry permits and visas

unless those issued through diplomatic missions.
Previously, authorities have stopped issuing all kinds of
visas (visit, work, etc) for Egyptian nationals, while
allowing those who already have a visa to enter only
after they take tests in Cairo before coming to Kuwait.
In the meantime, Iraq has suspended flights from
Kuwait, whereas Saudi Arabia stopped issuing umrah
visas for all nationalities as a precautionary measures. 

The Civil Service Commission directed all govern-
ment agencies to bar employees placed under any
form of quarantine from resuming work. The ban is
applicable on Kuwaiti and non-Kuwaiti employees.
Salary payments will continue as usual to all Kuwaiti
and non-Kuwaiti employees under all kinds of compul-
sory quarantine.

Types of quarantine
All arrivals to Kuwait from Egypt, China, Hong Kong,

South Korea, Italy, Iran and Iraq are to be placed under
quarantine for 14 days. Meanwhile, all arrivals to Kuwait
International Airport coming from other countries must
enter 14-day mandatory home self-quarantine. 

Hotlines
* The Ministry of Health has set the following hot-

lines to receive inquiries about the coronavirus 24/7:
24970967 - 96049698 - 99048619.

* The Education Ministry set the following hotlines
to receive inquiries on school closures related to the
anti-coronavirus measures:

l 24970967 (24/7 hotline)
l 51575591 (Capital Educational Zone)
l 51576117 (Hawally Educational Zone)
l 51576576 (Farwaniya Educational Zone)
l 51577055 (Jahra Educational Zone)
l 51577655 (Ahmadi Educational Zone)
l 51577951 (Mubarak Al-Kabeer Educational Zone)
o 51578171 (Religious Studies Department)
o 51588599 (Private Education Department)
o 51592515 (Services Department)
o 51594544 (Public Relations Department)

Employers
urged to 

cooperate
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CAIRO: Needs of Kuwaiti citizens who are still in Egypt
are being attended until further arrangements are made
to ensure their safe return home, Kuwaiti Ambassador to
Egypt Saleh Al-Thuwaikh said yesterday. The
Ambassador’s statement came during a press conference
dedicated to provide updates on Kuwaitis in Egypt amid
the coronavirus (COVID-19) scare.

Ambassador Thuwaikh indicated that an emergency
and operation room was established in the Kuwaiti
embassy since February 27 to monitor latest develop-
ment concerning the coronavirus in Egypt. Last week, the
embassy worked on an arrangement to bring back a
batch of citizens to Kuwait, said the Ambassador, adding
that the second batch was paused until Kuwaiti health
authorities saw it fit to return
the stranded nationals.

The Kuwaiti embassy and
its diplomatic bureaus is col-
laborating with the Kuwaiti
mission to the Arab League
to make sure that the remain-
ing citizens would be com-
fortable until their departure,
said Ambassador Thuwaikh,
revealing that some 160
Kuwaitis were put into hotels
and are in continuous contact
with the embassy. The embassy had located some 90 per-
cent of its citizens in Egypt and efforts will continue to
contact others, he said, urging those left to contact the
embassy on the 01210444448 and 01210444449 to get
updated with the latest developments.

Stranded in New York
Meanwhile, a number of Kuwaiti citizens, who were

stranded at JFK airport due to cancellation of flights,
praised Sunday the Kuwait Consulate General for taking
care of them by providing accommodation at the con-
sulate’s expense. The citizens, in statements to KUNA in
the hotel they were staying in New York City, thanked the
consulate for arranging accommodation along with three
major meals. Consul General Hamad Al-Hazeem said in a
press statement that the government would spare no

effort in addressing problems facing citizens abroad. He
said Kuwaitis should be extra careful amidst the rapid
spread of coronavirus, citing the state of emergency in the
US. The consulate, which was monitoring situation in east-
ern US states, was keeping a close contact with Kuwait
Embassy in Washington D.C. and the Consulate in Los
Angeles to arrange return of Kuwaiti citizens, he said.
Hazeem said Kuwaiti nationals could contact the con-
sulate round the clock at: +191-7242- 6688.

Citizens in Jordan
In the meantime, Kuwait’s Embassy in Amman called

on citizens in Jordan to comply with government authori-
ties’ instructions aimed at preventing spread of coron-

avirus, also known as
COVID-19. The embassy
urged citizens to stay indoors
unless it is an emergency to
leave, stay away from crowd-
ed places and abide by the
health instructions. It
renewed calls for all citizens
who need help to contact the
following numbers:
0 0 9 6 2 6 5 6 0 5 1 3 5 ,
0 0 9 6 2 6 5 6 0 5 1 3 6 ,
0096265605137. They can

also use WhatsApp with this number: 00962798376226.
The Jordanian government suspended schools and uni-
versities for two weeks, as well as air travel.

Kuwait’s support
In other news, Palestinian Prime Minister Mohammad

Shtayyeh yesterday lauded Kuwait’s support to
Palestinian efforts to fight the novel coronavirus. “The
State of Kuwait has offered $5.5 million in contributions
to our fight against this disease,” the prime minister told a
cabinet meeting. He added that Kuwait and several Arab
and European countries had helped the Palestinian
National Authority in its ongoing efforts to control coro-
navirus. Meanwhile, he said a new coronavirus case was
reported, bringing the total number of confirmed virus
cases in Palestinian territories up to 39.  —KUNA

Kuwaiti embassy attends to needs
of citizens in Egypt: Ambassador

Kuwaiti Consulate arranges accommodations for citizens in New York

Palestine 
praises

Kuwait’s 
support CAIRO: Kuwaiti Ambassador to Egypt Saleh Al-Thuwaikh speaks during a press conference in

Cairo yesterday. —KUNA

14 websites
face legal action:
Info Minister
KUWAIT: Kuwaiti Minister of Information and
Minister of State for Youth Affairs Mohammad Al-
Jabri said yesterday the admins of 14 websites have
been referred to the public prosecution for violating
the e-media regulation act 8 (2016). “A recent sur-
veillance of the content of some electronic journals
and websites showed that they committed irregular-
ities by disseminating inaccurate news and rumors
that were later refuted by the competent state

agencies,” the minister said in a press release. The
misinformation circulated by such websites sparked
confusion and controversy, thus hampering the gov-
ernment’s efforts to combat the novel coronavirus
(COVID-19), he revealed.

Reaffirming that the commitment of the Ministry
of Information to helping the local mass media
deliver their message and convey truth to the peo-
ple, Jabri said the ministry would never tolerate
deviation or misconduct that might mar the coun-
try’s image and tamper with the state’s interests. He
called on everybody to shoulder their national
responsibility particularly under the current excep-
tional conditions in the country and the world at
large due to COVID-19, expressing the best wishes
for the leadership, the government and people of
Kuwait.  —KUNA

Interior Ministry
urges public to
use e-services
By Hanan Al-Saadoun

KUWAIT: Due to the extraordinary
circumstances the country is going
through, and the precautionary and
preventive measures being imple-
mented by the security establishment
to confront the spread of the novel
coronavirus, Assistant
Undersecretary for Residency Affairs
Maj Gen Talal Ibrahim Maarafi calls
upon citizens, expats, company own-
ers and establishments to benefit
from the electronic services through
the interior ministry’s website:
www.moi.gov.kw. He said residencies

of domestic help (article 20) and pri-
vate sector workers (article 18) can
be renewed online. He said using e-
services speeds up processing and
saves time and effort, in addition to
preventing mixing with people in
order to ensure their health and safe-
ty. He confirmed that the services are
free of charge.

Trio arrested
In an explanatory statement

regarding a video on social media
showing three persons carrying
cleaning material and leftovers in
Jaber Al-Ahmad, the interior ministry
said security patrols arrested the
three Arabs. They said they work in
the area and the material they had
was collected from garbage contain-
ers for resale. The materials were sent
to the forensics lab for analysis as
legal procedures are being taken
against them.

KUWAIT: Kuwait is set to take deliv-
ery of as many as 400,000 instru-
ments for coronavirus detection
tomorrow, said a senior health official.
“The devices will be brought to the
country on Wednesday and they will
be distributed on Thursday. They will
be in use as of next Sunday,” Assistant
Undersecretary of the Health Ministry

for Medicine and Medical
Preparations Dr Abdullah Al-Bader
explained. Once delivered, Kuwait will
be the first country in the region to
use these coronavirus detection
instruments, which can help in deter-
mining check findings, be they posi-
tive or negative, in just five or ten min-
utes, Bader added.  —KUNA

400,000 coronavirus detection
devices arrive tomorrow

Zakat House
donates KD 1
million to fight
COVID-19

By A Saleh

KUWAIT: Minister of Justice and
Minister of Awqaf and Islamic Affairs
and the Chairman of Zakat House Fahd
Al-Afasi announced that Zakat House
and the Awqaf Secretariat General have
donated KD 1 million to support the
Ministry of Health’s (MoH) efforts to
contain and prevent the spread of the
coronavirus (COVID-19). Afasi added
that the donation was made in view of
the significance of combining all official
and private efforts in supporting MoH
and various relevant state bodies in
combating the spread of the virus. 

Hate speech
Former minister of Awqaf and

Islamic affairs Nayef Al-Ajmi called for
an immediate halt to abusing and
insulting Egyptians. “Egyptians are our
partners in building the nation and our

community. We cannot blame a com-
munity of over 500,000 for individual
mistakes. Erroneous individuals should
be held accountable and deported,” he
said, pointing out that along with their
Kuwaiti peers, Egyptian doctors and
nursing staff are on the frontlines in
combating the coronavirus and that
such slander and negative talk under-
mines their spirits. 

Ajmi also wondered about the media
buildup of hate and repeated provoca-
tive speeches, reminding that many
Kuwaiti students are still stranded in
Egypt after the closure of airports.
“Would we accept that they get treated
in the same way?!” he exclaimed, not-
ing that whoever promotes such speech
of hate actually works against both
countries. 

Rumors denied
The Public Authority for Food

Nutrition denied closing a restaurant at
Qurain and Mubarak Al-Kabeer Co-op
after discovering that some of its work-
ers were infected with the coronavirus.
Mubarak Al-Kabeer municipal inspec-
tion manager Abdullah Abbas stressed
that the information about closing the
restaurant is untrue and reassured con-
sumers that municipal inspectors work
around the clock to inspect facilities
and take immediate measures against
violators.
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KUWAIT: Workers tested at a Kuwait National Petroleum Company building.

Photo of the Day

KUWAIT: A man wearing a protective mask looks at his phone while standing outside closed stores in Kuwait City on March 15, 2020. Kuwait announced closing all malls and shopping centers, except for grocery
stores, until further notice to prevent the spread of the coronavirus (COVID-19). —Photo by Yasser Al-Zayyat

By Nawara Fattahova

KUWAIT: Many employees working in stores
closed due to the instructions of the Cabinet as a
precautionary measure against the spread of the
coronavirus have been informed by their employ-
ers that their salaries will be deducted for this
period of closure. 

Kuwait Times contacted the public relations
department of the Public Authority for
Manpower (PAM) to ask how can the workers
protect their rights. The PR officer said they
can’t give an answer at the moment as the situa-
tion is not clear. “We are waiting for decisions
taken by the Cabinet after they meet. This is def-
initely an important issue and there will be a
solution,” she noted.

Attorney Mohammed Al-Jasim said it’s ille-
gal to threaten employees of cutting their
salaries due to the closure of stores which is
out of their will. “According to article 61, the
employer should pay ful l  salar ies to his
employees if he closed the store by his will or
if the store was closed totally or partially for
any reason that employees are not responsible
for, if he wants them to still work for him,” he

explained.      
Meanwhile, the ministry of commerce and

industry published a new post on their official
social media accounts mentioning the closure of
three stores at Salam co-op, Khaitan co-op, and
in Farwaniya for various violations. They
announced that inspections are going on in all
areas of Kuwait. Yesterday, 575 complaints were
filed, 467 field inspections were held, 51 report-
ed to the prosecution, six stores and booths
reopened and two commercial licenses were
canceled.  

Cutting employees’ salaries due
to store closure illegal: Lawyer

KNPC pursues
extra measures
against virus
KUWAIT: Kuwait National Petroleum Company
(KNPC) said Sunday that it was taking additional
preventive measures in order to fend off looming
coronavirus ramifications. KNPC’s Deputy CEO
for Projects Abdullah Al-Ajmi said all workers of
Mina Abdullah and Mina Al-Ahmadi refineries

were checked for the novel coronavirus before
entering their workplace. He added that the com-
pany had also obliged its contractors to check
their workers’ health conditions before going to
work. The fresh precautionary measures are part
of ongoing efforts exerted by all state agencies
and authorities in order to fight the deadly virus in
the country. In addit ion, the company has
equipped clinics at all its facilities and sites, work-
ing round the clock so as to handle any emer-
gency in a swift and efficient mode, the KNPC’s
senior official added. He also underlined his com-
pany’s eagerness to provide the local market with
all types of fuel.  —KUNA 

KUWAIT: A number of shops closed in Kuwait City.
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Expatriates wait to be tested at the center. A health ministry worker writes down the information of expatriates
to be tested at the center. Expatriates wait to be tested at the center.

Health ministry workers sterilize chairs inside the center. Expatriates wait to be tested at the center.

This photo released by the Interior Ministry yesterday shows
Undersecretary Lt Gen Esam Al-Naham and other ministry officials
posing on the sidelines of their visit to the testing center.

Interior Ministry Undersecretary Lt Gen Esam Al-Naham tours the
center.

Interior Ministry Undersecretary Lt Gen Esam Al-Naham enters the
center.

Interior Ministry Undersecretary Lt Gen Esam Al-Naham is seen
during the tour.

A police officer looks on as expatriates wait to be tested at the center. Expatriates arrive to be tested at the center.

KUWAIT: Expatriates returning from Egypt, Syria, and Lebanon wait to be tested at a Kuwaiti health ministry containment and screening zone for COVID-19 coronavirus disease in
Mishref yesterday. —Photos by Yasser Al-Zayyat

By Hanan Al-Saadoun

KUWAIT: Interior Ministry
Undersecretary Lt Gen Esam Al-
Naham, accompanied with
Assistant Undersecretary for
Traffic and Operations Affairs Maj
Gen Hatem Al-Sayegh, visited the
expatriates’ testing site for coron-
avirus at Kuwait International
Fairgrounds in Mishref yesterday.
He was welcomed by Hawally
Security Director General Brig
Khaled Al-Kandari and other offi-
cers. Lt Gen Naham conveyed
greetings of Deputy Premier and
Interior Minister Anas Al-Saleh to
police officers at the site. He was
then briefed on the process during
which expatriates who returned to
Kuwait recently are organized to
enter the halls, wait for their turn
before they are tested, and how
efforts are taken to prevent
crowding and keeping distances
between those seeking to be test-
ed. The health ministry’s medical
team also briefed Lt Gen Naham
on the precautionary and preven-
tive measures taken at the site.

Interior Ministry officials inspect expats’
testing site for coronavirus at Mishref
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RIYADH: Photo shows a closed shopping mall in the Saudi capital Riyadh. Saudi Authorities decided closure of malls, restaurants, and public gardens as a precaution against COVID-19
coronavirus disease. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: The United States on Friday
summoned China’s ambassador after a senior offi-
cial in Beijing tweeted the “ridiculous” suggestion
that the US military started the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, the State Department said. David Stilwell, the top
US diplomat for Asia, issued a “stern representa-
tion” to Ambassador Cui Tiankai a day after foreign
ministry spokesman Zhao Lijian tweeted the con-
spiracy theory. “China is seeking to deflect criticism
for its role in starting a global pandemic and not
telling the world,” a State Department official said.
“Spreading conspiracy theories is dangerous and
ridiculous. We wanted to put the government on
notice we won’t tolerate it, for the good of the
Chinese people and the world,” the official said.

Zhao, in tweets in both Mandarin and English
that gained wide traction on Chinese social media, a
day earlier suggested that “patient zero” in the
global pandemic may have come from the United
States-not the Chinese metropolis of Wuhan, where
cases were first reported in late 2019. “It might be
US army who brought the epidemic to Wuhan. Be
transparent! Make public your data! US owe us an
explanation,” tweeted Zhao, who is known for his
provocative statements on social media. 

His comment came as President Donald Trump’s
administration, which has faced increasing criticism
over its own coronavirus response, has increasingly
highlighted the illness’s foreign origins, with
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo dubbing it the
“Wuhan virus.” Cui, in contrast to Zhao, is known
for his diplomatic approach. A day before he was
summoned, Cui tweeted that China hoped to work
closely with the United States to fight COVID-19
for “a more prosperous shared future.”

Scientists widely believe that the pandemic
started in a market in Wuhan that sold exotic ani-
mals for human consumption. Trump, speaking to
reporters to announce a state of emergency over
the pandemic, also dismissed the Chinese conspira-
cy theory when asked about it. “They know where
it came from. We all know where it came from,” said
Trump, who also voiced confidence that the row
would not affect a first-phase deal to resolve a
trade war.—AFP

RIYADH: Saudi Arabia has closed public spaces and
announced a pause in most government operations
while Qatar and Oman imposed entry restrictions as
Gulf Arab states broadened efforts to contain the
spread of coronavirus and support their economies.
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Oman and
Qatar reported new cases, raising the total number in
the six-member Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) to
963, with no deaths reported.

Qatar, which now has 401 cases, said it would ban
non-Qatari passengers from entering the country for
two weeks starting on Wednesday. It announced
measures to shield its economy, including 75 billion
riyals ($20.5 billion) in incentives for the private sec-
tor and more state investment in the local bourse.
Oman said that as of Tuesday it would allow in only
GCC citizens, and ordered the suspension of Friday
prayers, social events such as weddings and closure of
public parks.

Saudi Arabia reported 15 more coronavirus cases,
taking its total to 118. Local municipalities tweeted
directives for the closure of malls, restaurants, coffee
shops and public parks, while exempting supermar-

kets, pharmacies and food delivery. Al Arabiya TV
said the measures would apply across the country.
State news agency SPA reported that government
operations were suspended for 16 days except for the
health and security sectors. The justice ministry said
earlier non-urgent judicial
hearings were postponed
indefinitely.

Regional tourism and
business hub Dubai joined
the UAE capital Abu Dhabi
in closing cinemas, arcades,
spas, gyms and parks,
prompting a rush on super-
markets where many shop-
pers wore masks and gloves,
residents said. The Abu
Dhabi Securities Exchange closed trading halls until fur-
ther notice, a day after Kuwait’s bourse did the same.
The UAE recorded 12 more travel-linked infections
among various nationalities — South African, Australian,
Chinese, Filipino, Italian, Lebanese, British, Iranian,
Emirati and three Indians — raising its total to 98.

Drastic measures
Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, which previously can-

celled the Umrah pilgrimage and locked down its east-
ern Qatif region, have taken the most drastic steps
among Gulf states by halting international passenger

flights. The UAE and Qatar
have restricted entry visas.
Emirates airline suspended
more flights. Saudi Arabia’s
central bank will intervene
to support the kingdom’s
economy if liquidity is tight
or credit is affected, its gov-
ernor said, reiterating a
commitment to the riyal’s
dollar peg. An American liv-
ing in the Saudi capital

Riyadh said his parents cut short their visit ahead of the
kingdom’s two-week flight ban which went into effect
at 0800 GMT.

“I’m glad that they’re off even though it means 24
hours in the airport hotel in Dubai,” he said. Two gated
compounds in Riyadh housing hundreds of expatriates

each reported one case among residents, according to
internal emails seen by Reuters. Some compounds
restricted residents’ movements and guest access.

Citizens and residents in Kuwait, which went into
virtual lockdown on Thursday, had their temperatures
tested before entering bank branches, where long
queues formed on Sunday.

Rivalries
Many cases in the Gulf are linked to travel with Iran,

which on Sunday raised its toll to 724 dead and more
than 13,900 infected. Iranian President Hassan Rouhani
said on Sunday the government had no plans to quaran-
tine cities, state TV reported. Saudi Arabia and Bahrain,
both adversaries of Iran, have criticized the Islamic
Republic for allowing their citizens to enter without
stamping their passports. However, the outbreak has
also seen rivalries sidelined. In a rare phone call, UAE
Foreign Minister Abdullah bin Zayed Al Nahyan told his
Iranian counterpart Mohammad Javad Zarif the UAE
was ready to help, state media said on Sunday. Iranian
media said Zarif thanked the UAE, which has facilitated
medical supply shipments.— Reuters

Gulf limits entry as virus spreads
Saudi restricts movement, shuts eateries, malls, others

963 cases in 
Gulf Arab states,

many linked 
to Iran travel

Biden, Sanders
attack Trump 
on virus - and 
spar on record 
WASHINGTON: White House hopefuls Joe Biden and
Bernie Sanders launched a joint attack on Donald
Trump’s response to the coronavirus pandemic as they
faced off in a high-stakes debate Sunday, accusing the
president of undermining his own scientists with misin-
formation. The two rivals also sparred about their record,
taking advantage of the first one-on-one format of the
marathon campaign to engage in extended - though civil
- policy clashes on everything from universal health care
and climate change to deportations and foreign policy.

But with Biden appearing to have a good night, riding
high as the frontrunner following three weeks of strong
performances in multiple primaries, the 77-year-old
made a splash by saying he will “commit” to picking a
female running mate if he is the Democratic nominee.
Sanders said he would “in all likelihood” do the same,
following the most diverse nomination contest in US his-
tory that saw no fewer than six women in the running to
take on Trump in November.

Going head to head days before four large states
hold Democratic primaries, the two main candidates left
in the race stood six feet apart and elbow bumped one
another at the start of a televised debate held with no
live audience as a virus precaution. Sanders, the 78-

year-old underdog, took a stinging shot at the president,
accusing him of fomenting confusion and eroding public
trust in a time of crisis.

“We have to shut this president up right now because
he’s undermining the doctors and the scientists who are
trying to help the American people,” Sanders added,
referring to multiple Trump statements at odds with
expert views. “It is unacceptable for him to be blabber-
ing unfactual information that is harming the American
public.” Biden essentially agreed, saying: “the existential
threat to the United States of America is Donald Trump.”

With the debate overshadowed by the fast-moving
health crisis, Biden and Sanders spent the first half-hour
on how to address the pandemic which has already
caused almost 70 deaths and more than 3,600 coron-
avirus cases nationwide. “We’re at war with the virus,”
said the former vice president. “I would call out the mili-
tary. Now,” he added, warning that the Pentagon and the
Federal Emergency Management Agency must step in
immediately to dramatically expand the number of inten-
sive care beds. “The present system can not handle the
surge that is likely to come,” he said. Sanders called for
“aggressively” ramping up testing but also for expanding
the safety net to make sure Americans are not pushed
deeper into economic crisis. “What happens if I’m sick?
It’s going to cost thousands of dollars for treatment. Who
is going to feed my kids?” Sanders said, putting himself
in the shoes of a workingclass parent.

This 11th Democratic debate has placed the most
intense spotlight yet on the duel between the former vice
president and the leftist US senator from Vermont. Of the
four states voting Tuesday, Florida, Illinois and Ohio have
among the largest troves of Democratic delegates at
stake.

‘Weakness and dysfunction’ 
Both candidates have cancelled planned rallies, and

on Sunday they acknowledged shifting from live gather-
ings to televised or online events - and that they are
each taking precautions like routine hand-washing to
avoid getting infected. Scrapping live events could pose
a particular handicap to Sanders, who has consistently
mobilized large and enthusiastic crowds.

He may find one advantage. The pandemic “exposes
the incredible weakness and dysfunction of our current
healthcare system,” said Sanders, who advocates a gov-
ernment-run system that expands coverage to all
Americans. Biden, after a near-calamitous start to the
primary season, has staged a spectacular comeback. The
states voting Tuesday, which all show Biden with double-
digit leads in polling, should help him consolidate his
lead, particularly in Florida where he holds a 40-point
advantage. Sanders was the campaign’s putative leader
just weeks ago, but he is the clear underdog now. “If I
lose this thing, Joe, I will be there for you,” Sanders said,
in a revealing moment. But he expressed worry that
Biden would not be able to rally young and Latino vot-
ers, two crucial constituencies. “I have my doubts that
Biden’s campaign can generate that energy and excite-
ment and voter turnout,” Sanders said.

For some, Sanders’ continued campaign was a way to
gain a last bit of leverage before finally dropping out - to
help advance elements of his “political revolution” and
bring some of his progressive ideas more firmly into the
mainstream. But as Sanders repeatedly promoted his
Medicare for All plan, Biden pushed back saying it was
unlikely to pass Congress. “We have problems we have
to solve now,” Biden said. “What’s the revolution going
to do? Disrupt everything in the meantime?”— AFP 

Debate in time 
of coronavirus: 
An elbow bump 
WASHINGTON: Joe Biden smiled and reached his
elbow out to touch his rival Bernie Sanders’ arm on
Sunday, an unusual greeting that started a
Democratic presidential debate during the coron-
avirus pandemic. Sanders and Biden, vying for their
party’s nomination to face Republican President
Donald Trump in the November election, met in a
Washington television studio with no live audience
in the room, a move also made to limit possible
exposure to the virus. 

The hands-free gesture opened a debate marked
by fear of what one of the debate moderators called
a “national emergency” connected with the virus

that has killed 65 Americans, infected nearly 3,000,
roiled financial markets and upended daily
American life. Globally, more than 162,000 are
infected and over 6,000 have died. 

The US Centers for Disease Control  and
Prevention advised Americans to stop shaking
hands and instead “use other noncontact meth-
ods of greeting” to stop the virus spreading.
Trump violated that guidance when he shook
hands freely with business executives who
appeared alongside him at coronavirus news
conference on Friday.

“I’m not shaking hands,” Sanders said when
asked what steps he was taking to protect himself
from the coronavirus. “Joe and I did not shake
hands.” Sanders, 78, had a heart attack last October.
Coronavirus is believed to be especially deadly in
older victims and those with chronic medical condi-
tions. “Fortunately I don’t have any of the underly-
ing conditions,” said Biden, 77. “I wash my hands
God knows how many times a day.” —  Reuters 

US summons Chinese
envoy over COVID-19
conspiracy theory 

WASHINGTON: Democratic presidential hopefuls for-
mer US vice president Joe Biden (left) and Senator
Bernie Sanders greet each other with a safe elbow
bump before the start of the 11th Democratic Party
2020 presidential debate. — AFP 
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NEW YORK: Bars, restaurants, theatres and movie
houses in New York and Los Angeles were ordered to
shut down to combat the spread of the coronavirus
pandemic as central banks around the world took
aggressive steps to cushion the economic impact of the
disease. The US Federal Reserve slashed interest rates,
for the second time in less than two weeks, to near zero
and other central banks followed suit but stock markets
and the dollar continued to tumble.

Europe’s main stocks markets plunged more than
6% in brutal opening trad-
ing while Wall Street
futures for the S&P 500
index had hit their down-
limit in the first quarter-
hour of Asian trade as
investors rushed for safety.
At an emergency meeting,
the Bank of Japan further
eased monetary policy by
ramping up purchases of
exchange-traded funds and
other risky assets. 

Leaders of the G7 coun-
tries will hold a video conference at 1400 GMT on
Monday to discuss a joint response to the coronavirus
outbreak, officials have said. New York Mayor Bill de
Blasio said on Sunday he was ordering restaurants,
bars and cafes to only sell food on a take-out or deliv-
ery basis. He also said he would order nightclubs,
movie theatres, small theatre houses and concert ven-
ues to close.

“These places are part of the heart and soul of our
city,” he said. “But our city is facing an unprecedented
threat, and we must respond with a wartime mentality.”
Los Angeles Mayor Eric Garcetti issued similar orders.
Any restaurant, bar or cafe selling food will only be
able to do so via delivery or take-out, officials said.
“The worst is yet ahead for us,” said Dr Anthony Fauci,
the top infectious diseases expert in the United States.

“It is how we respond to that challenge that is going to
determine what the ultimate end point is going to be.”

The worldwide coordinated policy actions were remi-
niscent of the sweeping steps taken just over a decade
ago to fight a meltdown of the global financial system,
but this time the target is a fast-spreading health crisis
with no certain end in sight that is forcing entire societies
to effectively shut down. “The issue for investors that still
remains is that the virus’s economic impact is still not
known, if this is a one-month event or if this is a one-year

event, and how deep the cut-
back in consumer spending is
going to be,” said Rick
Meckler, partner at Cherry
Lane Investments in New
Vernon, New Jersey.

Airlines around the world
said they would make more
drastic cuts to their flying
schedules, shed jobs and seek
government aid because of
sweeping global travel restric-
tions. Several countries
imposed bans on mass gather-

ings such as sports, cultural and religious events to com-
bat the disease that has infected over 169,000 people
globally and killed more than 6,500.

The virus was first identified in the central Chinese
city of Wuhan in December but there have now been
more cases and more deaths outside China than inside.
Tracking the spread, France and Spain joined Italy in
imposing lockdowns on tens of millions of people while
Australia ordered self-isolation of arriving foreigners.

Australia’s central bank pumped extra liquidity into a
strained financial system and said it would announce
more policy steps on Thursday. South Korea’s central
bank cut its benchmark interest rate by 50 basis points to
a record low 0.75%. New Zealand’s central bank slashed
interest rates by 75 basis points to a record low on
Monday following an emergency meeting. The Bank of

Japan and four other central banks cut pricing on their
swap lines to make it easier to provide dollars to their
financial institutions facing stress in credit markets.

“This cannot prevent the economic fallout from social
distancing,” said Ray Attrill, head of FX strategy at
National Australia Bank in Sydney, referring to a method
being used by many countries to try to slow the spread
of the virus. “That will require some fiscal spending and
something from the government to make sure small com-
panies are funded.” China said industrial output contract-
ed at the sharpest pace in 30 years in the first two
months of the year as the disease disrupted the world’s

second-largest economy.
The International Olympic Committee will hold talks

with heads of international sports organisations on
Tuesday in response to the pandemic, a source close to
an international federation briefed on the issue said, amid
growing doubts that the Tokyo 2020 Olympics starting
July 24 can proceed. Nations in South and Central
America ramped up measures to contain the infection,
with Panama banning entry of non-resident foreigners
and Honduras closing its borders to passenger traffic for
a week. The leaders of Argentina and Peru also
announced border closures. —  Reuters

Nations in South, 
Central America 

close borders

Virus hits ‘heart and soul’ as NY, 
LA bars, theatres forced to close

New York mayor calls for ‘wartime mentality’ to fight virus

7

NEW YORK: A man reads a coronavirus prevention tip displayed on a LinkNYC box as the
coronavirus continues to spread across the United States in New York City. — AFP

Saudi desert 
offers respite 
from lockdown
JEBEL FIHRAYN: As Saudi Arabia suspended inter-
national flights and shuttered entertainment venues
this weekend over coronavirus fears, locals and resi-
dents once again turned to wide-open desert spaces
for recreation, including the breathtaking ‘Edge of the
World’. The conservative kingdom only recently lifted
bans on public entertainment, including cinemas and
concerts, as part of social and economic reform efforts,
but the virus’ spread has prompted authorities to
pause such activities again.

Getaways to the rugged desert just outside the
capital Riyadh are witnessing a surge of interest,
guides say. Those seeking isolation away from home
can make the two-hour drive northwest from the capi-
tal Riyadh to ‘The Edge of the World’ site, where 300-
metre-high cliffs offer expansive desert vistas. “I came
to enjoy trail hiking because many places are closed:
cinemas, public spaces and we cannot travel,” Khalid
Al-Harbi, a Saudi from the Eastern Province, told
Reuters.

Sarah, a Briton living in Riyadh, said the metropolis
had gone quiet nowadays. “But here is an incredible
place to come, lots of fresh air, you’re outside. There

are lots of people here but there’s such a lot of space,”
she said. Saudi Arabia has reported 103 coronavirus
cases but no deaths. It suspended the umrah pilgrim-
age and locked down its eastern Qatif region where
many infections are located. The authorities have shut-
tered sports, entertainment and wedding halls, asked
people to avoid shaking hands, and urged the popula-
tion of 30 million to limit their movements. Buses and
4x4s transport families and young people to the desert
site for a day of trekking and a campfire barbecue with
music, dancing and waterpipes. —Reuters

Lagos explosion 
death toll hits 17 
LAGOS: Authorities in Nigeria’s largest city Lagos said
yesterday that the death toll from a suspected gas explo-
sion had risen to 17 as emergency services dug bodies
from the debris.  The blast next to an oil pipeline
destroyed buildings, lorries and cars as it tore through a
residential area of the sprawling megacity on Sunday. “17
bodies have so far been recovered from the rubble while
25 injured people are being treated for injuries at the
site,” the Lagos state government wrote on Twitter. 

The toll was an increase on the figure of 15 given by
the authorities on Sunday. The Lagos state government
said workers from all its rescue and recovery agencies
were “still clearing the debris of the incident”. “Efforts are
on to determine the cause of the explosion that has left
many homeless,” it said.  The incident happened at
around 8:00 am (0700 GMT) on Sunday and destroyed

around 50 buildings in the residential district of Abule
Ado. The state-owned Nigerian National Petroleum
Corporation (NNPC) said preliminary indications
showed the initial blast was caused by a truck that “hit
gas bottles stacked up in a gas processing plant”. “The
impact of the explosion was so huge that it led to the col-
lapse of nearby houses and damage to an NNPC
pipeline,” the company added. Managing Director Mele
Kyari said a fire spewing from the pipeline was put out
late Sunday and maintenance crews were working to fix
the damaged section. 

Lagos state government said “secondary explosions
occurred at the location of the fire and caused significant
damage to multiple buildings”, razing a church and hitting
the domitory of a girls’ school.   Pipeline and tanker truck
explosions are common in Nigeria, where most people
live in poverty even though the country is the biggest
producer of oil on the continent, with around two million
barrels per day. Some incidents happen when residents
try to siphon off oil or petrol from pipelines or when
tanker drivers have accidents on the country’s ill-main-
tained roads.— AFP 

RIYADH: A woman walks next to a closed restaurant in
the Saudi capital Riyadh. Saudi Authorities decided clo-
sure of malls, restaurants, and public gardens as a pre-
caution against COVID-19 coronavirus disease. — AFP 

VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis celebrates a private mass at
the Santa Marta chapel in the Vatican. — AFP 

LAGOS: People gather near the scene after a gas explosion destroyed buildings and killed
at least 17 people, in Nigeria’s commercial capital Lagos on March 15, 2020.— AFP 

Pope prays at Great 
Plague church as 
Italy toll mounts
ROME: Pope Francis left Vatican City on Sunday to
pray in a Rome cathedral for coronavirus victims as
Italy’s death toll hit a one-day high of 368. The 83-
year-old pontiff’s unannounced visit to a church with a
crucifix from the times of the Great Plague came with
Italy’s hospitals running out beds and the entire nation
of 60 million under effective lockdown.

Only occasional joggers and a few locals carrying
grocery bags could be seen on the streets of Rome in
what has fast become Italy’s biggest crisis in several
generations. Official data showed the number of fatali-
ties in the Mediterranean country shooting up by 368
to 1,809 - more than half of all the fatal cases recorded
outside China.

The Vatican took the drastic step of cancelling
Easter week celebrations that were set to begin on
April 5 as the country braced for the worst. Pope
Francis has been suffering from a cold for more than
two weeks and communicating with the world’s 1.3 bil-
lion Catholics via livestream.

But the Vatican said the pontiff appeared at Rome’s
Santa Maria Maggiore basilica and then walked “on
foot, as if on a pilgrimage” to the San Marcello al
Corso church. It explained that the pope selected the
church because it holds a “miraculous crucifix which,
in 1522, was carried in procession through city dis-
tricts” to mark the end of the Great Plague. The pope
prayed for “the end of the pandemic that affects Italy
and the world, imploring for the healing of the many
sick, and remembering the many victims,” the Vatican
said.

‘Getting worse’ 
Milan’s Lombardy region governor Attilio Fontana

said the situation in areas around the Italian financial
hub was only “getting worse”. “We are close to the
point where we will no longer be able to resuscitate
people because we will be out of intensive care unit
beds,” Fontana told Italy’s Sky TG24 channel. “We
need those machines (doctors) use to ventilate lungs,
artificial respirators that unfortunately we cannot find,”
Fontana said.

The Lombardy region has recorded 1,218 of the
Italian deaths officially attributed to COVID-19 over
the past three weeks - more than the rest of Europe
combined. The region of 10 million - slightly smaller
but more economically productive than neighboring
Switzerland to the north - also has 13,272 reported
infections and 767 people in intensive care. Milan
mayor Beppe Sala said he had managed to secure
shipments of surgical masks from China to help cover
a growing shortage.—AFP

Coronavirus:
Main measures
taken in Europe 
PARIS: Quarantine, schools, shops and borders
closed, gatherings banned, here are the main meas-
ures being taken in Europe to fight the spread of
the novel coronavirus.

Confinement 
Italy’s population of 60 million has to stay at

home until April 3, but can go out to work, for health
reasons or to buy food. In Spain, four parts of the
northeastern region of Catalonia have been quaran-
tined, as have two communes in the Austrian region
of Tyrol.

Austrians returning from Italy will be confined.
People returning from the main coronavirus
hotspots must stay at home for two weeks in
Croatia, Latvia, Russia and Slovakia, Norway and
Russia. Portugal and Spain have banned cruise ships
from disembarking, a measure also taken by several
Norwegian and French cities. In France,
Luxembourg and Portugal visits to retirement
homes have been suspended, while Belgium and
Sweden have also imposed restrictions.

Borders controlled or closed 
The Czech Republic, Cyprus, Denmark,

Lithuania and Slovakia have announced the almost
total closure of their borders to foreigners, with
Slovakia making an exception for Poles. Germany
has stepped up border controls with France.
Ukraine plans to close its borders to foreigners for
at least two weeks. Russia will halt flights from the
EU yesterday. Poland has imposed health checks at
all it borders. Austria has suspended rail links, and
almost entirely closed its border with Italy. It has
also suspended air links with France, Italy, Spain
and Switzerland.

Several European countries have also suspended
flights from Italy. Slovenia has set up health vetting
measures at the border with Italy. Switzerland has
put strict limits on who can cross over from Italy,
and looking at entries from the Schengen zone on a
“case-by-case” basis. Serbia on Sunday banned
entry for foreign nationals from the worst-hit coun-
tries, while neighboring Bosnia announced it was
setting up quarantine tents near its borders.

Schools closed 
Schools and universities are closed in Austria,

Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Greece,
Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Norway,
Poland, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Turkey and
Ukraine. Pupils will also stay at home next week in
Belgium, Croatia, France, Portugal, Spain and
Switzerland, and in most German regions.

Gatherings banned 
In Belgium, Cyprus and Italy all gatherings have

been banned. The Czech Republic has banned
meetings of more than 30 people. Denmark and
France are to drop the threshold to 100 people.
Iceland, from midnight on Sunday, and the
Netherlands and Switzerland have outlawed gath-
erings of more than 100 people as have Austria,
Hungary and Romania for indoor meetings, with
500 for those outdoors. Finland and Sweden have
set the bar at 500 people.—AFP
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China tightens 
quarantine for 
new arrivals 
BEIJING: China tightened quarantine measures for
international arrivals yesteray as the country worries
about a rise in imported cases of the deadly coron-
avirus and anger rages online at how Europe and the
United States are handling the pandemic. After declar-
ing they had “basically” curbed the spread of the dis-
ease within China, where the virus first emerged,
authorities have now ordered international arrivals into
the nation’s capital from yesterday onwards to go into
centralized quarantine locations for 14 days. 

About 20,000 people, one-tenth of them foreigners,
have been entering China by plane each day on aver-
age since the World Health Organization declared a
pandemic on March 11, according to an immigration
official. Airline passengers are now being transferred to
an exhibition centre near Beijing’s main international
airport for medical screening before heading to quar-
antine facilities. 

People in protective suits and police officers guard-
ed the centre yesterday while ambulances waited out-
side on standby. Travelers had previously been allowed
to undergo the mandatory isolation at home but now
only those with “special circumstances” will be allowed
to do so. People sent to the facilities must pay for their
stay. Authorities have given few details but at least
three hotels told AFP they were designated to receive
quarantined passengers. 

Staff wearing medical suits stood guard at hotel
entrances. People over 70 years old, minors, pregnant
women, those who live alone, and people with underly-
ing medical conditions can quarantine at home, Beijing
city officials said. Outside the transfer centre, diplomats
from Germany and the Democratic Republic of the
Congo told AFP they were exempt from the centralized
quarantine because they were diplomatic staff.

Mayanga Kabibi, the DRC embassy employee, said
she had been waiting for a driver for several hours after
her flight from Paris landed at 6am. “None of the driv-
ers from my embassy want to pick me up because
they’re scared,” she told AFP. A Chinese national arriv-
ing from the US who wished to remain anonymous said
he was being allowed to quarantine at home with his
family because they had a newborn.

“How the hell can we be put into centralized quar-
antine with a 10-day-old baby?” he shouted, while
frantically packing a car with luggage. At least two
other regions in China have also imposed a 14-day
centralized quarantine on all foreign arrivals, state
media reported Sunday.  Shanghai previously
announced a mandatory isolation period at home or in
centers for people coming from countries badly hit by
the pandemic. A total of 123 cases from abroad have
now been reported in China after 12 more were dis-
covered yesterday.

Online anger 
Imported cases have now outnumbered domestic

infections for three straight days. Chinese social media
users yesterday criticized Europe and the United States
over how they have handled the pandemic, which has
spread rapidly on their shores in recent weeks. One
coronavirus-themed hashtag was viewed 55 million
times on China’s Twitter-like Weibo site, with many
users saying they wished US President Donald Trump
was infected and others calling for “strict” controls to
prevent imported cases. —AFP

NEW DELHI: For years, Hindus and Muslims lived and
worked peacefully together in Yamuna Vihar, a densely
populated Delhi district. But the riots that raged through
the district last month appear to have cleaved lasting divi-
sions in the community, reflecting a nationwide trend as
tensions over the Hindu nationalist agenda of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi boil over.

Many Hindus in Yamuna Vihar, a sprawl of residential
blocks and shops dotted with mosques and Hindu temples,
and in other riot-hit districts of northeast Delhi, say they
are boycotting merchants and refusing to hire workers
from the Muslim community. Muslims say they are scram-
bling to find jobs at a time when the coronavirus pandemic
has heightened pressure on India’s economy.

“I have decided to never work with Muslims,” said Yash
Dhingra, who has a shop selling paint and bathroom fit-
tings in Yamuna Vihar. “I have
identified new workers, they
are Hindus,” he said, standing
in a narrow lane that was the
scene of violent clashes in the
riots that erupted on Feb 23.
The trigger for the riots, the
worst sectarian violence in
the Indian capital in decades,
was a citizenship law intro-
duced last year that critics
say marginalizes India’s
Muslim minority. Police
records show at least 53 people, mostly Muslims, were
killed and more than 200 were injured.

Dhingra said the unrest had forever changed Yamuna
Vihar. Gutted homes with broken doors can be seen
across the neighbourhood; electricity cables melted in the
fires dangle dangerously above alleys strewn with stones
and bricks used as makeshift weapons in the riots.

Most Hindu residents in the district are now boycotting
Muslim workers, affecting everyone from cooks and clean-
ers to mechanics and fruit sellers, he said.

“We have proof to show that Muslims started the vio-
lence, and now they are blaming it on us,” Dhingra said.
“This is their pattern as they are criminal-minded people.”

Those views were widely echoed in interviews with
25 Hindus in eight localities in northeast Delhi, many of
whom suffered large-scale financial damages or were

injured in the riots. Reuters also spoke with about 30
Muslims, most of whom said that Hindus had decided to
stop working with them.

Suman Goel, a 45-year-old housewife who has lived
among Muslim neighbors for 23 years, said the violence
had left her in a state of shock.

“It’s strange to lose a sense of belonging, to step out of
your home and avoid smiling at Muslim women,” she said.
“They must be feeling the same too but it’s best to main-
tain a distance.” Mohammed Taslim, a Muslim who operat-
ed a business selling shoes from a shop owned by a Hindu
in Bhajanpura, one of the neighborhoods affected by the
riots, said his inventory was destroyed by a Hindu mob. He
was then evicted and his space was leased out to a Hindu
businessman, he said. “This is being done just because I
am a Muslim,” said Taslim.

Many Muslims said the
attack had been instigated by
hardline Hindus to counter
protests involving tens of
thousands of people across
India against the new citizen-
ship law. “This is the new nor-
mal for us,” said Adil, a
Muslim research assistant
with an economic think tank
in central Delhi. “Careers, jobs
and business are no more a
priority for us. Our priority

now is to be safe and to protect our lives.” He declined to
disclose his full name for fear of reprisals.

Emboldened by Modi’s landslide electoral victory in
2014, hardline groups began pursuing a Hindu-first agenda
that has come at the expense of the country’s Muslim
minority. Vigilantes have attacked and killed a number of
Muslims involved in transporting cows, which are seen as
holy animals by Hindus, to slaughterhouses in recent years.
The government has also adopted a tough stance with
regard to Pakistan, and in August withdrew semi-
autonomous privileges for Jammu and Kashmir, India’s
only Muslim-majority state.

In November, the Supreme Court ruled that a Hindu
temple could be built at Ayodhya, where a right-wing
mob tore down a 16th-century mosque in 1992, a decision
that was welcomed by the Modi government. The citizen-

ship law, which eases the path for non-Muslims from
neighboring Muslim-majority nations to gain citizenship
in India, was the final straw for many Muslims, as well as
secular Indians, sparking nationwide protests. Modi’s
office did not respond to questions from Reuters about
the latest violence.

Night vigilantes
During the day, Hindus and Muslims shun each other in

the alleys of the Delhi districts that were hardest hit by the
unrest in February. At night, when the threat of violence is
greater, they are physically divided by barricades that are
removed in the morning.

And in some areas, permanent barriers are being erect-
ed. On a recent evening, Tarannum Sheikh, a schoolteacher,

sat watching two welders install a high gate at the entrance
of a narrow lane to the Muslim enclave of Khajuri Khas,
where she lives. The aim was to keep Hindus out, she said.
“We keep wooden batons with us to protect the entrance
as at any time, someone can enter this alley to create trou-
ble,” she said. “We do not trust the police anymore.”

In the adjacent Hindu neighborhood of Bhajanpura,
residents expressed a similar mistrust and sense of insecu-
rity. “In a way these riots were needed to unite Hindus, we
did not realize that we were surrounded by such evil minds
for decades,” said Santosh Rani, a 52-year-old grand-
mother. She said she had been forced to lower her two
grandchildren from the first floor of her house to the street
below after the building was torched in the violence,
allegedly by a Muslim. —Reuters

Hindus erect physical, economic barricades to boycott Muslims

In Indian capital, deadly riots 
deepen Hindu-Muslim divide

NEW DELHI: Women wearing facemasks, amid concerns over the spread of the COVID-19 novel
coronavirus, walk in a market as they shop for groceries in New Delhi. —AFP

Lebanon announces 
two-week lockdown 
over coronavirus
BEIRUT: Lebanon has urged people to stay at home
for two weeks and prepared to close its main air-
port to stem a novel coronavirus outbreak that has
killed three people in the country. The COVID-19
virus has officially infected 99 people in the
Mediterranean nation. Information Minister Manal
Abdel Samad ordered “citizens to remain at home
and not go out except out of extreme necessity”
until March 29. 

The Beirut international airport will close from
Wednesday until then, while no one will be allowed
in through maritime or land ports of entry during
that period, she said. Diplomats, UN peacekeepers,
employees of international organizations and goods
shipments would still be permitted entry, she cited a

cabinet decision as saying.
Most institutions and businesses would remain

closed. Security forces, health institutions, utilities
companies and shops selling food will be exempted.
Lebanon’s novel coronavirus outbreak is the latest
crisis to hit a country reeling from a severe economic
crunch and mass anti-government protests. Since ear-
ly March, the government has progressively ordered
schools, universities, bars and restaurants closed.

President Michel Aoun earlier in the day
announced a “health emergency” and also called on
Lebanese to stay at home. “All of us are called upon
to continue our work from home,” he said in a tele-
vised speech. In recent days, Lebanese media and
social media users have launched a campaign call-
ing for social distancing, under the Arabic-language
hashtag “Stay at home”. Streets in Beirut have been
largely empty in recent days.

Dozens however flocked to a seaside promenade
in Beirut to stretch their legs on Sunday, prompting
the municipality to dispatch police to ask them to
go home. Tomorrow, Lebanon said it would suspend
all trips to and from Italy, South Korea, Iran and

China, countries hit hardest by the virus. It also said
it would stop all travel to and from France, Egypt,
Syria, Iraq, Germany, Spain and the United
Kingdom for at least a week from yesterday. Muslim
authorities - both Shiite and Sunni - have suspend-
ed prayers in mosques until further notice. —AFP

TRIPOLI: A Lebanese man sits next to a closed store in
the northern city of Tripoli. —AFP

Japanese sentenced 
to death for murder 
of 19 at care home 
YOKOHAMA: A Japanese man was sentenced to death
yesterday for the stabbing murder of 19 disabled people at
a care home, in one of the country’s worst mass killings.
Satoshi Uematsu never disputed his involvement in the
grisly rampage but his lawyers entered a plea of not guilty,
arguing the 30-year-old was suffering a “mental disorder”
linked to his use of marijuana. The court ruled that the for-
mer employee of the facility deserved no leniency over the
2016 attack, which shocked the country. “The lives of 19
people were taken away. This is profoundly grave,” chief
judge Kiyoshi Aonuma told the court. 

Uematsu planned the murders and had “an extreme
intention to kill”, he added. Prosecutors had sought the
death penalty — which in Japan is carried out by hanging
— and argued that the defendant was capable of taking

responsibility for the violence at the Tsukui Yamayuri-en
centre, just outside Tokyo. Uematsu was impassive as the
verdict was announced, looking straight ahead at the judge
as he was sentenced. He wore a black suit with his hair in a
long ponytail down to his waist, and was flanked by six uni-
formed court officers wearing surgical masks. Uematsu, who
faced six charges including murder, reportedly said before
the trial that he would not appeal any verdict, though he
argued he did not deserve the death penalty. He has report-
edly said he wanted to eradicate all disabled people in the
horrifying attack that also left 26 people wounded.

‘I hate you so much’
He turned himself in to police after the assault, carrying

bloodied knives. It later emerged he had left his job at the
home just months earlier and been forcibly hospitalized
after telling colleagues he intended to kill people at the
centre. But he was discharged after just 12 days when a
doctor decided he was not a threat. He had also written a
letter outlining plans to attack the home, claiming “dis-
abled people only create unhappiness”. Among the few
victims to be identified publicly was a 19-year-old woman,
Miho, whose mother said  Uematsu “didn’t need a future”.

“I hate you so much. I want to rip you apart. Even the most
extreme penalty is light for you. I will never forgive you,”
the mother said before the verdict, according to public
broadcaster NHK. “Please bring back my most precious
daughter... You’re still alive. It’s not fair. It’s wrong.” “I
demand capital punishment,” she added. —AFP

YOKOHAMA: Journalists gather outside the Yokohama
district court yesterday after the court sentenced
Satoshi Uematsu, accused of murdering 19 disabled
people at a care facility in the town of Sagamihara in
2016, to death. —AFP

Muslims forced 
out of jobs and

businesses

Oman to ban 
single-use 
plastic bags 
from next year
MUSCAT: Oman will ban single-use
plastic bags starting next year as part
of efforts to reduce pollution and pro-
tect the environment, Muscat
announced on Sunday. Located in the
south of the Arabian Peninsula, Oman
stands out among its Gulf neighbours
for its exceptional natural mountain-
ous landscapes and rich marine life.

“Companies and establishments are
prohibited from using single-use plas-
tic bags with the aim to protect the
Omani environment,” the ministry of

environment and climate affairs said in
a statement. It warned that violators
would face fines of up to 2,000 Omani
rials (4,600 euros) when the ban takes
effect on January 1, 2021, with repeat
offenders “getting fined double the
amount”.  According to the United
Nations, Oman - which had become
renowned as a travel destination for its
desert camping and turtle-watching -
attracted 2.3 million tourists in 2018. 

“Plastic bags are often ingested by tur-
tles and dolphins who mistake them for
food,” the United Nations Environment
Program (UNEP) has warned. “High con-
centrations of plastic materials, particular-
ly plastic bags, have been found blocking
the airways and stomachs of hundreds of
species.” A number of countries, including
recently the United Arab Emirates, have
taken measures to curb single-use plastic
bags. Last week, Abu Dhabi announced it
aims to ban their use in the UAE capital
by 2021.  —AFP

5 arrested over 
prank eggplant
rain video 
TEHRAN: Iranian police have arrested five
people over a prank video that shows egg-
plants falling from the sky in front of a
Tehran landmark, state news agency IRNA
said yesterday. “A video showing eggplants
raining down in the capital was published
yesterday on social media, and the police
immediately identified and arrested those
behind it,” IRNA quoted a Tehran police
official as saying. “They claimed they were
conducting research in special effects
when one of these clips was accidentally
posted on social media,” Ali Zolghadr said.

The five had “emphasized that they
belong to no specific group or movement”,
he added. IRNA did not specify what

offence the arrested men were accused of
perpetrating. One of the viral clips shows a
man trying to pose for a photo with
Tehran’s iconic Milad Tower in the back-
ground when suddenly a hail of eggplants
starts coming down. IRNA said that
according to online speculation, the video
was made by someone “named Amin
Taghipour, an Iranian living in Canada pro-
ficient in special effects who works in
Hollywood”.

“He had visited Iran for his father’s
funeral but his flight back was cancelled
over the coronavirus outbreak and now he
is trying to have fun,” the agency added.
Iran has been scrambling to contain the
rapid spread of coronavirus in the country
which so far has infected nearly 14,000
people and killed more than 720, according
to official figures. Some of Iran’s neighbors
have closed their borders with the country
in the wake of the outbreak and many inter-
national flights to and from the Islamic
republic have been cancelled. —AFP



NEW YORK: Traders work during the opening bell at the New York Stock Exchange (NYSE) yesterday at Wall Street in New York City. Wall Street trading halted after the opening bell on deep losses. — AFP
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Digitization and logistics  
providers help SMEs 

LuLu charters flight to import  
Indian fruits and vegetables 

LONDON: Stock markets and oil prices went into 
freefall yesterday as interest rate cuts and fresh 
stimulus measures by central banks failed to lift 
confidence, with analysts warning that the Federal 
Reserve may have reached the limits of its power to 
fend off recession as the coronavirus spreads. 

Brent North Sea oil plunged more than ten per-
cent to a four-year low, as a price war between 
major producers Saudi Arabia and Russia added to 
sliding crude demand caused by the virus. 

The euro surged one percent against the dollar 
after the Fed on Sunday slashed borrowing costs to 
almost zero-its second emergency cut in less than two 
weeks.  The US central bank also unveiled a massive 
asset-buying program, similar to measures put into 
place during the global financial crisis more than a 
decade ago. The Bank of Japan joined in yesterday, 
saying it would ramp up its bond-buying program. 

New Zealand’s central bank also slashed rates to 
record lows in an attempt to cushion the economic 
blow, while the People’s Bank of China has injected 
vast sums into financial markets to ease liquidity 
worries. In joint action coordinated with the 
European Central Bank, Bank of England, Bank of 
Japan, Bank of Canada and the Swiss National Bank, 
the Fed moved to counteract global “dollar funding 
pressures” according to its boss Jerome Powell. 

But traders were left unimpressed, with the virus 
showing no sign of letting up, while the head of the 
World Health Organization chief Tedros Adhanom 
Ghebreyesus said it was impossible to tell when it 
would peak globally.  

The drastic manoeuvres were aimed at cushion-
ing the economic impact as the breakneck spread of 
the coronavirus all but shut down more countries, 
but they did little to calm panicky investors worried 
about firms surviving a prolonged recession.  

Trading on Wall Street was halted immediately 
after the opening bell yesterday, as stocks posted 
steep losses following emergency moves by the 
Federal Reserve to try to avert a recession due to 
the coronavirus pandemic. Just after the opening 
bell, the S&P 500 was at 2,490.47, a drop of 8.1 
percent and beyond the seven percent loss that 
automatically triggers a 15-minute trading halt. 

The Dow Jones Industrial Average fell 9.7 per-
cent, or around 2,250 points, to 20,935.16, while the 
tech-rich Nasdaq Composite Index tumbled 6.1 
percent to 7,392.73. 

European stocks plunged close to 10 percent in 
brutal trading conditions that also sent volatility 
gauges surging to record highs and had Wall Street 
traders expecting more major damage when US 
markets reopen. 

Futures had quickly hit their down limits overnight 
but the SPDR S&P 500 exchange traded fund was 
pointing down 10 percent, while shares of Bank of 
America Corp, JPMorgan, Goldman Sachs and 
Citigroup fell between 14 percent and 17 percent in 
premarket trading. Technology heavyweights such 
Apple , Microsoft and Amazon were together set to 
lose over $400 billion in market value. “The central 
banks threw the kitchen sink at it yesterday evening 
yet here we are (with deep falls in stock markets),” 

said Societe Generale strategist Kit Juckes. 
“There is a great sense that central banks are 

going to get to grips with the issues of getting mon-
ey flowing ... But the human problem, the macro 
problem, there is nothing they can do about that.” 

Almost everything was walloped. Oil, already 
reeling from a price war, slumped 11 percent to 
almost $30 a barrel, metals buckled and even tradi-
tional safe-haven gold dropped 5 percent as 
investors fretted about the impact its global demand. 
There were moves in Europe to curb short-selling of 
stocks, while bond markets tried to juggle both the 
risk to vulnerable countries but also that a fiscal 
spending splurge might impact safe-haven debt. 

Airlines and tourism groups were the biggest 
fallers after slashing capacity, with TUI down by a 
third and British Airways-parent IAG crashing 23 
percent. The car sector also slid as Italian-American 
automaker Fiat Chrysler said it was suspending 
production at most of its European plants until 
March 27. “While these (central bank) moves may 
go some way to easing any potential blockages in 
the plumbing of the financial markets, they won’t 
adequately compensate for the upcoming economic 
shocks that are about to come our way,” said CMC 
Markets analyst Michael Hewson. 

The scale of the crisis was laid bare by data 
showing Chinese industrial production for January 
and February shrank 13.5 percent, the first contrac-
tion in around 30 years. 

Equity markets continue to be whipsawed by the 
disease, which has now infected almost 170,000 

people and killed more than 6,000 with several 
countries going into lockdown as Europe becomes 
the new epicenter of the outbreak. 

 
Asia meltdown  

 Sydney’s stock market led losses in Asia-Pacific, 
tumbling 9.7 percent in its worst daily drop on 
record, while Manila shed nearly eight percent and 
Bangkok and Mumbai dropped more than five per-
cent. Hong Kong, Singapore, Taipei and Jakarta all 
lost more than four percent. Wellington and Seoul 
were more than three percent off. 

Shanghai tumbled 3.4 percent after the release of 
the industrial production data, which came a week 
after news that Chinese exports had collapsed. 

Tokyo ended 2.5 percent lower, after a rally 
sparked by the Bank of Japan’s support measures 
announcement fizzled. The broad retreat followed a 
tumultuous week that saw some stock markets suf-
fer their worst days in decades and in some cases 
their worst ever. 

And experts said there was a concern that the 
Fed might be running on empty with regards to fur-
ther action. Sunday’s move “raises the question of 
whether the Fed has anything left in the tank should 
the spread of the virus not be contained”, said 
Kerry Craig at JP Morgan Asset Management. 

“Our view is that the drag on the services sector 
from social distancing policies and shock from the 
fall of the oil price on the energy sector will be 
enough to tip the US into recession, but not neces-
sarily a long one.” —  Agencies 

Fed move fails to ease fears
Wall Street halts trading as stocks post steep losses; Asia meltdown unabated

KUWAIT: The Central Bank of Kuwait’s Board of Directors has 
decided on 16 March 2020 to cut the discount rate 1 percent (from 
2.5 percent to 1.5 percent) effective from 17 March 2020. This deci-
sion is part of the preventative measures the CBK has taken to con-
tain the negative impact of the COVID-19 outbreak on the global 
and national economic growth, in addition to the steep decline in oil 
prices and its impact on Kuwait’s fiscal position, and the 15 March 
2020 Federal Reserve decision to cut interest rates by 1 percent. 

This historical low interest rate aims to reduce the cost of bor-
rowing across economic sectors for both individuals and corpora-
tions, to foster an atmosphere conducive to sustainable economic 
growth, and to maintain monetary and financial stability. 

The CBK also decided to cut the repo rate and all monetary 
policy instruments by 1 percent. This aims to increase liquidity 
between the banking and non-banking sectors of the economy 
and to ensure the attractiveness of the Kuwaiti Dinar as a reliable 
store for domestic savings. 

In a statement, Governor Dr Mohammad Y Al-Hashel noted that 
this discount rate cut comes following the 4 March 2020 quarter 
percentage point reduction. This second cut comes as the margin 

in interest rates is widening in favor of 
the Kuwaiti dinar after the Federal 
Reserve cut their rates. 

Dr Al-Hashel remarked, Kuwaiti 
banks are in a strong position and are 
able to withstand external shocks due 
to the strong financial buffers and 
financial soundness indicators. He 
added, despite current pressures, the 
banks are able to continue to serve 
the national economy with great effi-
ciency, assisted by the State’s guaran-
tee of deposits underpinning the sta-
bility of the banking sector and boost-
ing confidence in the position of the 
Kuwaiti dinar. 

He added, the banking sector’s strength has been bolstered 
by prudent monetary and regulatory policies implemented by 
CBK; namely, maintaining a stable exchange rate regime, main-
taining interest rates fitting local economic needs, managing liq-
uidity levels, strengthening banks’ capital, and application of 
precautionary provisions and regulatory financial buffers. This 
has been commended by the IMF and international credit agen-
cies. The governor concluded his statement by adding; “CBK is 
vigilantly monitoring the developments in the global economy 
and their impact on local markets and the banking sector, and 
will not hesitate to take the necessary decisions to ensure mon-
etary and financial stability”.

CBK cuts its discount 
rate by 1% from  
2.50% to 1.50%

Dr Mohammad Y Al-Hashel

BRUSSELS: European Union 
finance ministers plan to agree on a 
coordinated economic response to 
the coronavirus pandemic, which the 
European Commission says could 
push the EU into recession. 

The action would be in addition 
to national measures and step up the 
EU’s response, so far composed of a 
variety of moves by the 27 member 
states and a suspension of any EU 
limits on national government spend-
ing if related to the epidemic. 

“The bulk of the initial policy 
action lies in the capitals, but I will 
lead our group to agree on compre-
hensive and coordinated EU eco-
nomic policy response to this health 
crisis,” said Mario Centeno, the 
chairman of euro zone finance minis-

ters. The ministers will discuss by 
videoconference how to deploy new 
ways of tackling the effects of the 
epidemic, which has led to lock-
downs in Germany, Italy, Spain, 
Denmark, the Czech Republic and 
Poland, and caused curbs on busi-
nesses and the movement of people 
in many countries. 

“We need governments to step in 
right now, we need coordinated action 
in Europe to provide state guarantees, 
to provide liquidity for companies 
facing insolvency,” said Carsten 
Brzeski, economist at ING bank. 
Euro zone officials said the ministers 
would discuss the possibility of 
involving the European Investment 
Bank’s balance sheet to keep the 
economy working. —Reuters 

EU FMs to discuss big  
coordinated response
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Global markets are in turmoil as COVID-19 
continues to spread to all corners of the 
globe. Our efforts to halt its progress have 

thus far failed, owing to certain characteristics of this 
new virus, such as its very high transmissibility and 
the way it is able to spread between persons even 
when the infected are asymptomatic. 
 

Shocks to both supply and demand 
Markets are currently scrambling to price-in the 

consequences of both the supply and demand 
shocks that are seizing the globe. Governments are 
proceeding - one after the other - to shut down all 
non-essential parts of their economies while encour-
aging their citizens to self-isolate in order to contain 
the virus. Crude oil has been hit more severely than 
many other assets in the wake of China shuttering its 
industry in the New Year. China is the world’s largest 
oil importer; the knock-on effects of the measures it 
has taken are far-reaching and will take many 
months to be fully revealed. West Texas Intermediate 
has gone from highs of over $65 per barrel at the 
start of the year, to lows just over $27, putting it 
firmly into bear market territory. At the time of writ-
ing the article it was trading at $31.99 per barrel. 

 
OPEC+ breakdown 

Crude oil prices fell 10 percent on Friday, March 
6th when OPEC+ talks broke down as Saudi Arabia 
failed to convince Russia to increase production 
cuts. It fell again by over 33 percent on Monday, 
March 9th following an announcement by the Saudis 

that they would be slashing prices and increasing 
production. Leading the other Gulf states, Saudi 
Arabia is now engaged in a price war with Russia in 
an attempt to gain market share in this new environ-
ment of lower prices and curbed demand. Kuwait 
recently announced that it would also be cutting the 
price of its own April crude sales by $6 per barrel, 
the same amount as Saudi Arabia. 

 
Libyan disruption 

The recent blockade of Libyan export terminals by 
rivals to the country’s head of state, Fayez Al-Sarraj, 
initially supported the price of crude. By mid-February 
the country’s output had slowed to a trickle, going 
from 1.2 million barrels per day to just over 160,000. 
However, this supporting effect is already being nulli-
fied by the market’s reaction to the prospect of over-
production by the Gulf states and Russia. This new cli-
mate of reduced demand and increased supply is only 
likely to send prices even lower. 

 
Kuwait’s oil dependence 

It is estimated that Kuwait holds around 10 percent 
of the world’s oil reserves, a fact that has contributed 
to it becoming incredibly wealthy since it first started 
exploiting those resources in the middle of the 20th 
century. Despite being more open and liberal than its 
counterparts in the Persian Gulf, Kuwait’s economy is 
not as diversified as the other Gulf states. 

 In recent years, Kuwait has done an incredibly 
good job of increasing the contribution of travel and 
tourism to its GDP. The travel and tourism industry 
has gone from 3.5 percent of the country’s GDP in 
2014 to an impressive 10.4 percent in 2018. While 

these changes are certainly encouraging, they are 
unlikely to insulate the country from the economic 
fallout of the coronavirus, as this is yet another sec-
tor that we are expecting to be hit particularly hard, 
at least in the first half of 2020. 

 
Response to the crisis 

Despite sharing a maritime border with Iran, 
which has been one of the four global epicenters of 
the outbreak, Kuwait has yet to see the virus spread-
ing into triple digits. At the time of writing, Kuwait 
has reported a total of 80 coronavirus cases and no 
deaths. The country’s response to the crisis in the 
wake of the World Health Organization declaring 
Covid-19 a pandemic has been swift and uncompro-
mising. All commercial flights in and out of the coun-
try have been cancelled except those evacuating 
Kuwaitis from abroad. Public gatherings are prohib-
ited and employees have been given a two-week 
holiday and told to stay home. 

 
The bottom line 

The International Energy Agency has recently cut 
its base case for global oil demand by 1.1 million bar-
rels per day. The agency expects that in 2020 oil 
demand will fall for the first time since 2009. Global 
demand will be down year-on-year by 2.5 million bar-
rels per day, with China accounting for the lion’s share 
of this slump, its own demand set to fall by 1.8 million 
barrels per day. 

Kuwait’s All-Share index was down 4 percent in 
February, despite its oil and gas sector being the best 
performer for the month. Nevertheless, the index’s loss-
es haven’t been as pronounced as those of Qatar, Saudi 

Arabia, Dubai and Abu Dhabi. We have to keep in mind 
that all markets are currently in panic mode, everything 
is being sold indiscriminately as investors vacate risky 
assets in favor of cash until the dust settles. Only when it 
does, will we be able to know what we’re dealing with. 

One thing that most of the Gulf states have in com-
mon is relatively low debt to GDP. With the exception 
of Bahrain, all the Gulf states have debt to GDP per-
centages that are well-under 100. At 17.78 percent, 
Kuwait has the lowest debt to GDP percentage of all 
the Gulf states and one of the lowest in the world. So, 
while Kuwaiti oil may not have the lowest external 
break-even price, its fiscal break-even price is signifi-
cantly lower than all the other Gulf states except Qatar. 
This means that Kuwait is able to tolerate selling oil at 
these reduced prices for a sustained period of time. 
This will be extremely important if the global economy 
dips into a prolonged recession, as many other players, 
particularly Canada and the US, have the onerous 
combination of both high debt and high break-even 
costs to contend with. 

Finally, you can expect high oil-consuming nations 
to want to stock up at these low prices, which will also 
play into the hands of the Gulf states who are cutting 
their prices. It is rumored that Chinese officials are 
already considering beefing up the country’s strategic 
oil reserves at these discounted levels. Recently, 
Bloomberg announced that oil lobbyists in the US are 
also pressuring President Trump to do the same thing. 
China on its own is in a position to support oil prices 
were it to opt to buy this dip. If other large oil-con-
suming nations were to follow suit, it could provide a 
much-needed, if temporary, boost to oil producers. 
Note: Giles Coghlan is chief currency analyst at HYCM

How Kuwait will be affected as coronavirus impacts oil prices

WASHINGTON: Faced with a growing economic 
shutdown from the global new coronavirus pandemic, 
the US Federal Reserve on Sunday announced drastic 
emergency measures to shore up confidence and keep 
the financial sector running, including slashing the key 
interest rate to virtually zero. 

The Fed made its second emergency rate cut in less 
than two weeks, cutting the benchmark borrowing rate 
to a range of 0-0.25 percent, where it was during the 
2008 global financial crisis, and pledged to keep it 
there “until it is confident that the economy has weath-
ered recent events.” 

The central bank also announced massive asset pur-
chases, opened its discount lending windows to banks 
and urged them to use it to help businesses and house-
holds.  In another move, it removed bank reserve 
requirements to allow them to use cash backstops. 
President Donald Trump, who has been critical of the 
independent Fed for not acting more aggressively, 
praised the moves. “What’s happened with the Fed is 
phenomenal news,” Trump said at a regular briefing of 
his coronavirus task force. 

“It’s a tremendous thing that took place just now,” 
he said. “I can tell you, I’m very happy. I didn’t expect 
this. And I like being surprised.” In addition, the Fed 
joined forces with other major central banks to guar-
antee the global financial system has enough cash to 
continue to operate. The action was coordinated with 
the European Central Bank, Bank of England, Bank of 
Japan, Bank of Canada and the Swiss National Bank. 

“The swap lines are available standing facilities and 
serve as an important liquidity backstop to ease 
strains in global funding markets,” a statement said. 
The massive show of financial force as more countries 
are on lockdown due to the spread of the COVID-19 
illness aims to contain the economic fallout as busi-
nesses are forced to shut their doors, in an already 
sluggish global economy. 

“The coronavirus outbreak has harmed communi-
ties and disrupted economic activity in many coun-
tries, including the United States,” the Fed’s policy-
setting Federal Open Market Committee said in the 
statement following the emergency meeting. 

It said it “will use its tools and act as appropriate to 
support the economy,” though what tools it has left is a 
question. One FOMC member dissented from the vote. 
Cleveland Fed President Loretta Mester objected only 
to the move to take the federal funds rate nearly to zero.  

Meanwhile, new governor Andrew Bailey promised 
that the Bank of England would deliver further 
“prompt action” when needed to help Britain’s econo-

my weather the hit from the global coronavirus pan-
demic. Bailey, who succeeded Mark Carney as gover-
nor yesterday, told BBC News that the BoE was “very 
keen” to ensure that short-term damage to the econo-
my did not permanently damage Britain’s longer-term 
growth prospects. “That’s why you saw prompt action 
last week, that’s why you will see prompt action again 
when we need to take it, and the public can be assured 
of that,” he said in his first public comments since tak-
ing over as governor. On Wednesday last week, the 
BoE launched emergency credit measures to prevent a 
wave of corporate bankruptcies, and cut its key inter-
est rate to 0.25 percent from 0.75 percent. A few 
hours later, new finance minister Rishi Sunak 
announced a surge in public spending . 

On Sunday, the BoE joined the US Federal Reserve 
and four other major central banks to make it easier 
for banks to access US dollar liquidity. Investors are 
watching for signs that the BoE will take further meas-
ures to help the world’s fifth-biggest economy before 
its next scheduled announcement on March 26, even 
though its room for manoeuvre has been reduced by 
last week’s action. 

Economists say the BoE could trim rates to just 
above zero and expand its purchases of government 
bonds and corporate debt. Some have even raised the 
prospect of more radical policies such as “helicopter 
money”-giving newly created money directly to 
households-depending on the severity of the down-
turn. Bailey, who was accused by lawmakers of being 
slow to react to banking and fund management scan-
dals in his old job as head of Britain’s Financial 
Conduct Authority, told parliament this month that he 
was nimble and dextrous enough to be BoE governor 
during times of global strife. 

He pointed to his record during the financial 
crisis, when he spearheaded the BoE’s bank res-
cue packages. — Agencies

US Fed cuts key interest rate  
to 0-0.25% amid pandemic 

New BoE governor Bailey promises more ‘prompt action’ when needed

In this file photo US Federal Reserve Chairman Jerome 
Powell gives a press briefing after the surprise 
announcement that the FED cut interest rates in 
Washington, DC. — AFP

The Central Bank of Kuwait (CBK) announced 
the most recent issues of CBK bonds and related 
Tawarruq at a total value of KD 290 million for 
three months with rate of return at 2.250 percent.

CBK bonds and  
related Tawarruq

TOKYO: The Bank of Japan yesterday unveiled a 
series of emergency monetary policy measures to 
shore up the world’s third-largest economy, as the 
coronavirus pandemic threatens a global recession. 

In a meeting brought forward by two days, the 
BoJ said it would double its annual capacity to pur-
chase exchange-traded funds and Japan real estate 
investment funds, the latest global central bank to 
take emergency action. The moves sent Japanese 
markets whipsawing, with the Nikkei-225 initially 
surging two percent but then falling rapidly back 
into the red as traders digested the statement. 

The bank said it had decided unanimously to 
“actively” purchase ETFs (exchange-traded funds) 
and J-REITs (investment funds tied to Japanese real 
estate) with an annual upper limit of 12 trillion yen 
($112 billion) and 180 billion yen respectively. Seiichi 
Suzuki, senior market analyst at Tokai Tokyo 
Research Institute, said: “What’s big is 12 trillion yen 
of ETFs buying, which means one trillion yen each 
month. What investor could ignore this?” “It was 
quite a drastic step,” Suzuki told AFP. “Those who 
wanted to buy jumped on the occasion.” 

Previously, the bank was buying a maximum of 
six trillion yen of ETFs and 90 billion yen of J-REITs 
per year. The BoJ said it would also introduce a new 
operation to provide loans against corporate debt 
and raised its annual limit for corporate bond pur-
chases by one trillion yen to 4.2 trillion yen. 

But it left its main interest rate unchanged at 
minus 0.1 percent and also kept its upper limit for 
purchasing government bonds at 80 trillion yen. 

“There have been significant uncertainties over 
the consequences of the outbreak of COVID-19 and 
over the size and persistence of their impact on 
domestic and overseas economies,” said the bank in 
a statement. BoJ chief Haruhiko Kuroda said hours 
afterwards that the body expects the impact of the 
virus to “continue for some time”.— AFP 

BoJ unveils  
emergency  
measures 

TOKYO: Bank of Japan Governor Haruhiko Kuroda ges-
tures at a news conference in Tokyo yesterday. —AFP

HARARE: Zimbabwe’s annual infla-
tion soared to over 500 percent in 
February, the country’s statistical 
agency said yesterday, releasing its 
first consumer price data since June 
last year. 

“The year-on-year inflation rate for 
the month of February as measured 
by the all-items CPI (consumer price 
index) stood at 540.16 percent,” the 
Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency 
tweeted. 

Zimbabwe last year suspended the 
publication of annualized consumer 
price data in June, when inflation at 
176 percent. The local currency has 
fallen from parity against the US dol-
lar a year ago, to around 18 
Zimbabwean dollars (ZWL) per 
greenback although on the black mar-
ket the rate is over 30. 

In February 2019 Zimbabwe 
launched currency reforms including 
reintroducing the local currency and 
banning the use of the US dollar in a 
bid to solve a chronic monetary crisis. 
The US dollar had been the national 

currency since 2009 when the coun-
try trashed its own worthless currency 
when hyperinflation reached 500 bil-
lion percent. 

The latest inflation figures are 
stoking fears of a return of the kind of 
hyperinflation that wiped out savings 
10 years ago when the economy col-
lapsed and prices of goods and serv-
ices skyrocketed everyday . President 
Emmerson Mnangagwa, on taking 
over from long-time ruler Robert 
Mugabe, promised to revive the econ-
omy. But nearly two years later, the 
economy is floundering with many 
goods including fuel, medicines, and 
the staple cornmeal in short supply 
and many Zimbabweans saying they 
are worse off than they were under 
Mugabe. —AFP

Zimbabwe  
inflation  
soars to 540%

HARARE: Zimbabwe’s annual inflation 
soared to over 500 percent in 
February. —AFP

SINGAPORE: When the US Federal 
Reserve cut interest rates to near 
zero on Sunday, the dollar fell, since 
the move blew away the yield on 
owning dollars and with it much of 
their attraction. 

Yet few are willing to bet on a pro-
longed decline. Pandemic fears are 
roiling markets, driving a scramble for 
both safety and funding in the world’s 
reserve currency. 

Analysts are already discounting the 
dollar’s slide as modest and maybe 
temporary, given the scale of the Fed’s 
emergency move. They are also draw-
ing a distinction between the unwind-
ing of the dollar’s yield and what hap-
pens next. “We had this very, very bold 
move by the Federal Reserve,” said 
Paul Mackel, head of emerging markets 
FX research at HSBC in Hong Kong. 
“(But) if you look at the reaction of 
markets, it’s very mixed if not under-
whelming. And in the currency market 
specifically, the dollar funding still 
remains quite tight.” 

He said the dollar was drawing sup-
port for all kinds of reasons, from 

investors seeking safety from wild 
trading in other asset classes to busi-
nesses who want to be cash-rich in 
uncertain times. 

“Whenever you have a big enough 
financial shock, the scramble for liquid-
ity and the reserve currency in the 
world, which is the dollar, typically 
intensifies,” Mackel said. So in spite of 
the Fed’s 100-basis-point cut and 
aggressive liquidity measures, the cost 
of borrowing dollars internationally - 
reflected in cross currency swaps - has 
kept rising. 

Japanese banks were yesterday 
paying 10 times the average price to 
swap yen for one-month dollars. 

The dollar has historically gained in 
spot markets whenever there is an off-
shore funding squeeze, since it is 
almost always against a backdrop of 
global uncertainty and market volatility 
that tends to hurt the balance sheets of 
non-dollar economies. This time, the 
dollar’s yields are also higher than 
those in the euro zone or Japan. In the 
spot market, the euro rose 1 percent 
against the dollar yesterday and the 
yen nearly 2 percent as US yields 
dived after the Fed announcement. 

But both stayed below recent 
peaks and the dollar surged against 
commodity and emerging-market 
currencies, adding to already massive 
gains as pandemic headlines flowed 
across screens. —Reuters 

After the Fed,  
the dollar may  
not subside



KUWAIT: Every year, the holiday season
serves as a huge opportunity for regional
organizations, irrespective of their size, to
connect with new customers, expand to new
markets and create new avenues of growth.
Despite a growing local e-commerce land-
scape, the availability of products from inter-
national e-tailers is giving consumers the
chance to source products from all over the
world, presenting both opportunities and
challenges to businesses. A PwC report1
states that retail peaks such as Black Friday,
or White Friday as it is known in the Middle
East, are becoming more and more popular
with consumers in the region. 

Today, as a result of digitization and inter-
connectivity seeping through every aspect of
life, consumers can easily access global and
regional marketplaces and shopping plat-
forms. This offers shoppers various choices
of products and services, personalization of
retail experience, and convenience, instantly
raising customer expectations. 

Unmet customer needs can make or
break an SME retail business, especially
during peak or holiday seasons.
Digitization gives consumers the power to
control the way retailers and technology
approach them and equally enables those
SMEs which invest and adopt digitization
to respond to the growing need for cus-
tomization and capitalize on peak season
trends.  

Digitization enables SMEs to sell their
products on multiple overseas e-commerce
websites, offering them access to the same
customer groups as larger more estab-
lished players. Digitization also extends to
inventory through the Internet of Things
(IoT) technology, where SMEs can leverage
planning tools, particularly to manage cus-
tomer demands and fulf i l l ing shopper
expectations when it comes to seeing stock
availability. This is one area where SMEs
can collaborate with their logistics service
provider to boost their e-commerce poten-
tial throughout the year, especially during
the heavy-traffic peak seasons. 

Logistics service providers can help
SMEs to build a solid integrated supply
chain that can provide value-added servic-
es such as package tracking, and to identify
technology or process gaps. Adoption of
technology by SMEs in their retail opera-
tions and processes also supports better
integration with the services of the logistics
provider when every stock keeping unit has
a distinct digital identity.

Technology can also be a game-changer
in the economic contribution of SMEs.
SMEs constitute around 90 percent2 of
registered companies in the Middle East
and North Africa region, but they only

make up 15 to 30 percent of the region’s
GDP. To grow this share, they need to digi-
tize faster and move online. 

SMEs must look at joining the e-com-
merce marketplace as a fast track to
growth, and make the most of retail cam-
paigns such as Dubai Shopping Festival or
the peak season e-commerce promotions
such as Black Friday. 

As consumers increasingly turn to e-
commerce for their shopping needs, faster
delivery and transparency isn’t just an
option; it’s the expectation of the online
shopping experience. If SME retail busi-
nesses want a shot at market share, a focus
on delivering what, how, and when the
shopper wants is a critical part of building
a satisfied customer who is likely to return
again, and again. 

KUWAIT: LuLu Hypermarket, the region’s leading
retailer, has chartered special flights to bring in tons
of Indian fruits and vegetables to Kuwait in order to
meet the urgent needs of the market.

The first chartered flight with 16.5 tons of fruits
and vegetables touched down at Kuwait
International Airport on 15 March at 2.15pm. The
‘Spicexpress’ jet cargo included all major categories
of Indian fruits and vegetables and is intended to

increase the availability of agriculture produce in
local markets. 

Despite the consignment arriving on special cargo
flights, LuLu Hypermarket has ensured customers
that prices will not be expensive, as the aim is also to
stabilize agriculture produce prices in the country.

“Our first charter cargo flight has arrived from
Kochi Airport, India carrying 16.5 tons of bananas,
mangoes and fresh vegetables, including ginger,

turmeric, gooseberry, drumsticks, snake gourd and
pumpkin among many others,” said a spokesperson
for Lulu management in Kuwait. “We will ensure that
there is no shortage of food stuff in the country and
are prepared to charter even more flights if the need
arises in the coming days,” the management added.

LuLu management noted that there was
absolutely no need for any panic with regard to
food stocks in the country. “Our current food stocks

are more than sufficient to last for over six months,
and the items we are getting through charter flights
are only perishable products that were earlier
brought in through sea and road transport.”

In the current circumstance, LuLu Hypermarket
has been exerting the utmost efforts to achieve its
paramount goal of providing and sustaining best
quality products at the most affordable prices in the
market.
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LuLu charters flight to import 
Indian fruits and vegetables 

Spicexpress’ jet cargo includes all major categories of Indian fruits and vegetables 

Mr. David Varghese 
(Manager – Treasury) 

 
on the sad demise of his

Brother
May his soul rest in peace and may 

 
God grant comfort and strength to the 

 
bereaved family members

By Brian Pinnock 

The World Health Organization and gov-
ernments around the world are grappling
with the Coronavirus (now named Covid-
19) that has, as of end-February, infected
more than 83,000 people in 53 countries.
Predictions are that it could cause in
excess of  $1 trillion of economic damage. 

In 2017 the NotPetya virus became a
global cyber-pandemic that spread
around the world in a few short hours, par-
alyzing organizations, crippling shipping
ports and shutting down government
agencies globally. It caused over $10 bil-
lion in damages. 

One reason for the seismic disruptions
caused by both medical and cyber
pathogens is the interconnectedness of the
global economy. Supply chains now span
multiple continents. Air travel passenger
volumes have doubled. Disruption in China
is leading to disruption everywhere. 

Similarly, digital supply chains span
continents and cloud computing has
become ubiquitous, leading to a digital
interconnected web which is fragile and
can be easily broken.

The coronavirus has brought into stark
relief some elements of basic human
nature that come into play in both a health
crisis and a cybersecurity incident. A
deeper look shows striking similarities
between the human responses to the
coronavirus outbreak and cybersecurity
incidents. 

Risky behavior exposes everyone
Reports suggest that the coronavirus

originated from animals such as bats, pan-
golins or civets. Cross species transfer
possibly occurred in a market in Wuhan.
Researchers found that the tolerated risky
behavior of consuming exotic animal parts
triggered a single introduction into
humans, which was followed by human-to-
human spread. Similarly, employees
engaging in tolerated risky behaviour, such
as visiting adult or dark web sites or
downloading files from non-work-related
portals, can let malware into the organiza-
tion that spreads from one user to another. 

Transparency is critical
Too often, keeping silent exacerbates

the situation and puts business communi-
ties at risk. China has received some back-
lash, with reports emerging that the
Chinese government at first played down
the risk of outbreak and later the extent of
the problem. Transparency is a major con-
tributor to effectively managing the poten-
tial fallout from a viral disease. Even today,
we are unsure of the extent of the coron-
avirus outbreak.

Similarly, by the time senior manage-
ment are made aware of a serious cyber
incident, the infection has usually been
incubating and spreading in an organiza-

tion for weeks or sometimes months. The
organization can become the source of
further infection via their own email sys-
tems. Coverups mostly don’t work and
hide the extent of the problem to the wider
community which leads to misinformed
complacency about risks. Many organiza-
tions don’t share threat intelligence effec-
tively or at all. Cybercriminals therefore
employ the same attack method repeated-
ly against multiple organizations because it
keeps working. We enable criminals by
staying silent and ineffectually sharing the
symptoms and preventative measures of
the cyber disease. 

The importance of 
basic (security) hygiene

Demand for face masks is surging. But
face masks aren’t as effective as most peo-
ple think. Unfortunately, people are drawn
to visible controls rather than invisible
ones. But medical authorities suggest that
basic practices, like regular handwashing,
are more effective at preventing the
spread of the virus.

The equivalent in cybersecurity is
focusing on basic controls first. Have
effective and regular patch management
practices, implement controls to detect
and prevent the spread of malware, adopt
regular employee awareness training to
equip people with the appropriate knowl-
edge to avoid risky behavior. It is mostly
invisible, but it is a critical layer in the
defense against cybercrime.

Herd Immunity and 
Misinformed Complacency

Organizations who can’t or won’t patch
and protect their systems or train their
people are the equivalent of the those who
won’t or can’t vaccinate their families. An
expectation of herd immunity is often mis-
placed both when it comes to human
health and for cybersecurity.

In the UK an auditor general report on
NHS disruptions caused by the WannaCry
virus, showed they all had unpatched or
unsupported operating systems. In addi-
tion, other security controls would have
prevented the rapid spread and subse-
quent deaths and fiscal costs. But they
were incorrectly configured which allowed
the virus to spread.

We can never prevent all infections and
we can never anticipate every eventuality.
Diseases will continue to jump the species
barrier and zero-day malware will contin-
ue to appear. What we can do however is
become more transparent, be more com-
munity focused and make ourselves more
resilient. If not, we remain exposed to a
“Disease-X” - either in the medical or
cyber domains - with no known treat-
ments or vaccines and at the risk of devas-
tating economic and human losses.

— Brian Pinnock, Cybersecurity
Specialist at Mimecast

Digitization and logistics providers help SMEs 

Nathalie Amiel-Ferrault, VP customer experi-
ence and marketing for MEISA at FedEx
Express

What virus outbreak can
teach us about cybersecurity

IMF chief calls for 
more fiscal stimulus 
to limit damage
WASHINGTON: International Monetary Fund
Managing Director Kristalina Georgieva yesterday called
on governments to take coordinated fiscal and monetary
stimulus measures to stop the coronavirus from causing
long-term economic damage.

In a blog message posted on the IMF website,
Georgieva said the global lender has received interest
from about 20 additional countries for financing pro-
grams and will follow up with them in the coming days.
She did not identify any of them.

The IMF stands ready to mobilize its $1 trillion in
lending capacity to aid its 189 member countries, she
said. “As the virus spreads, the case for a coordinated and
synchronized global fiscal stimulus is becoming stronger
by the hour,” Georgieva said.

The IMF chief suggested that coordinated fiscal
action on the scale of the 2008-2009 financial crisis may
be necessary. She said that in 2009 alone, Group of 20
countries deployed about 2% of their GDP in stimulus, or
about $900 billion in today’s money, “so there is a lot
more work to do.”

She said that governments should continue to priori-
tize health spending and provide support to the most
affected people and businesses with policies such as paid
sick leave and targeted tax relief.

On the monetary policy front, she said central banks
“should continue to support demand and boost confi-
dence by easing financial conditions and ensuring the
flow of credit to the real economy,” citing emergency
actions by the US Federal Reserve and other central
banks on Sunday as an example. She applauded the
opening of swap lines between major central banks,
adding that such swap lines may need to be extended to
emerging market countries in the future. She said central
banks’ policy actions will need to balance the difficult
challenge of addressing capital outflows from emerging
markets and commodity price shocks, citing recent
record outflows of $42 billion reported by the Institute of
International Finance last week.—Reuters 

LONDON: Hedge funds continued
selling petroleum in anticipation of a
sharp downturn in oil consumption,
even before major governments
announced tougher travel restrictions
late last week.

Hedge funds and other money man-
agers sold another 58 million barrels of
petroleum futures and options in the

six major contracts in the week to
March 10, exchange and regulatory
data showed. Total sales since the start
of the year have reached 637 million
barrels - in two waves, the first lasting
roughly from Jan. 7 to Feb. 18 (457 mil-
lion over six weeks) and the second
since Feb. 18 (180 million over three
weeks).—Reuters

Hedge funds turn ultra-bearish
amid volume war 
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ROME: School is out but the bars and 
nightclubs are closed and there is 
nowhere for the teens of Rome to hang 
out during the coronavirus pandemic. 
And to most of them — anxious and dis-
oriented like the rest of Italians by an 
invisible threat potentially lurking in any-
thing they touch or anyone they meet — 
that is just fine. 

“I went out yesterday for a run and 
saw an old man. And I stopped far away 
from him — for his sake, not for mine,” 
18-year-old Claudia recalled. “At first I 
didn’t understand, I underestimated the 
problem. But when the government took 
all these measures, I panicked and sud-
denly realized how stupid I had been.” 

Claudia’s high school closed along 
with all the others when Italy’s official 
death tol l  was sti l l  around 100 on 
March 5. It reached 1,809 by Monday 
and has been rising by the hundreds for 
well over a week. The Italian restrictions 
are gradually being adopted by the rest 
of Europe and some places in the 
United States. 

But the Italian example suggests 
teenagers — despite their rebellious 
reputations and adventurous spirits — 
are happy to comply with the various 
bans and restrictions at t imes of 
extreme national stress. A poll by the 
Laboratorio Adolescenza (Adolescence 
Laboratory) youth research center 
showed 86 percent of adolescents 
agreeing that the government’s meas-
ures were fair. 

Dazed and confused 
The teenagers AFP spoke with 

sounded both worried and confused by 
such sudden and monumental changes to 
every facet of life. “I wonder what the 
meaning of all this is,” said 19-year-old 
high schooler Luka. 

“I stay at home but my mother works 
with 30 other people. Then she goes to 
the supermarket and stands in line. And 
then she comes home. To me, this makes 
no sense,” he said. “Maybe I will go out 
and see a friend but I am afraid of the 
police checks. I don’t know how I can 
explain my presence on the streets.” 

Everyone in Italy must now carry a 
signed paper explaining their official 
reason for being outside. The govern-
ment allows people to go to work or do 
shopping. It encourages outdoor exer-
cise such as jogging — but not in groups 
or in parks. “My initial concern was not 
contaminating my grandmother,” said 
Luka. “But now I am more anxious, espe-
cially when I think about how long this 
can all last.” 

 
Girlfriend trouble 

The one thing worrying some kids 
AFP spoke with more than others is how 
their young relationships will survive 
what feels like an interminable suspen-
sion of normal life. “Yesterday, I went out 
for a ride on a scooter — I gave myself 
the excuse of seeing my girlfriend,” 19-
year-old Gianpaolo said. “But today, we 
told each other on the phone that we 

won’t be able to see each other for a 
long time.” Gianpaolo said many of his 
friends suddenly realized that they will 
not be seeing their girlfriends “until the 
end of the month.” Many end up wallow-

ing away the time by playing their vari-
ous video game consoles online. 

But Gianpaolo sold his a year ago and 
feels like he is reverting back into child-
hood by waking up and just watching TV 

all day long. “A year ago, nobody played 
(video games) any more so I sold mine. 
Now I’m kicking myself. I’m fighting 
boredom by studying a little in the morn-
ing and just watching TV.”  — AFP 

Italy’s kids alright with 
new virus restrictions

ROME: People wave and clap their hands, during a flash mob “Una canzone per l’Italia” (A song for Italy) at Magliana district in Rome 
on March 15, 2020. — AFP
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iley Cyrus has called for compassion amid
the coranvirus pandemic. The 27-year-old
pop star has urged the American public not
to stockpile food amid the health crisis,

warning that “the more we hoard the more expensive
and sparse necessities will become”. Miley wrote on
Instagram: “NO ONE needs every soup in the store,
the more we hoard the more expensive and sparse
necessities will become, leaving many without essen-
tially. “This is a great time to practice restraint... it’s
incredibly difficult to make smart decisions while pan-
icking. (sic)” Miley - who has 105 million followers on
Instagram - insisted there is “enough to go around if
we take care of one another”. She wrote: “But think
twice before following fear and being inconsiderate.
There is enough to go around if we take care of one
another. This is a beautiful time to LEAD! (sic)”
Meanwhile, Lady Gaga recently announced she has

decided to self-quarantine and “not hang out with
people over 65” amid the coronavirus crisis. The 33-
year-old singer took to Instagram to reveal how she’s
coping with the global health crisis and to offer some
supportive words to her followers. Gaga wrote on the
photo-sharing platform: “So I talked to some doctors
and scientists. It’s not the easiest for everyone right
now but the kindest/healthiest thing we can do is self-
quarantine and not hang out with people over 65 and
in large groups. I wish I could see my parents and
grandmas right now but it’s much safer to not so I
don’t get them sick in case I have it. I’m hanging at
home with my dogs. I love you world; we’ll all get
through this. Trust me, I talked to God —she said
we’re gonna be ok. (sic)”

M

ua Lipa is urging her fans to donate to the
The United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees organisation amid the coron-
avirus pandemic. The ‘Physical’ hitmaker -

whose Kosovar-Albanian parents escaped from the
conflict in the Balkans in 1992 - has asked her 40.5
million followers to think of those “less fortunate” than
themselves and to give what they can to the UN’s
emergency appeal to get food and health care to the
“vulnerable” refugee community. Alongside a picture
with her Italian fashion designer friend Giuliano Calza
on New Year’s Eve 2019, she wrote on Instagram:
“wow on this night we really thought 2020 was gonna
be the one... thinking of you all during this difficult and
confusing time. “Stay safe, wash ur hands, be with your
loved ones and most importantly remember and think
of the ones less fortunate than you. “Refugees are
some of the most vulnerable on this planet, often living
in crowded places with limited health services. “UN
agencies are working hard to make sure these people
are supported. “I know during this difficult time some
of you might not be able to donate to the UNHCR
emergency appeal but if you can it really makes a dif-
ference to protect refugees and their host communities
from COVID-19. Love link is on my story x (sic)” The
24-year-old pop star previously opened up about vis-
iting a refugee camp with UNICEF in Lebanon last
year, and how “emotional” it was for her to meet young
children with parents just like her own, who had fled
war-torn countries. She said: “I’ve had the most eye-
opening experience.” This is personal for me. “My par-
ents fled a war-torn region and built a life for them-
selves in a new place.” And each one of the refugee
children I met has parents just like my own, who have
tried to make the best decisions they could for their
families.”

D

aley Cuoco and Karl Cook have moved in
together - nearly two years after getting
married. The 34-year-old actress - who
married Karl in June 2018 - has taken to her

Instagram account to reveal that she and her husband
have finally decided to live together, sharing a photo of
Karl kissing her on the cheek as she confirmed the
news. Kaley simply captioned the image: “HOME (sic)”
The ‘Big Bang Theory’ star previously admitted she
was excited to move in with her husband, saying she
could hardly wait to “open the door” to their newly
built home. She said: “[I] haven’t lived in it yet so when
I get home that’ll be the first time that I’m in it. We’re
so excited. “Neither of us have spent one night in the
house. We haven’t been there. It looks ready to go. I
can’t wait to open the door. We are really excited
about that.” Kaley is also looking forward to having “a
little staycation” in her own home. She explained: “I
kind of want to have a little staycation. I’m really excit-
ed to have the space for - [to settle]. I’ve never done
that. “We’ve been together for almost four and a half
years [and] we’ve never done that.” The actress insist-
ed she isn’t scared to enter the next chapter of her life
with Karl, as she believes they’re “totally ready” to live
together. Kaley - who was previously married to tennis
star Ryan Sweeting from 2013 until 2016 - gushed:
“I’m actually excited. We’re totally ready, you know.
We do both travel a lot, which I think is very healthy.
“Our time at home is minimal, which makes us super
appreciate it.”

K

lga Kurylenko has tested positive for
coronavirus. The 40-year-old actress
- who is best known for starring in
‘Quantum of Solace’ in 2008 - has

urged her fans to take the pandemic seriously
after revealing via social media that she’s been
struck down with the virus. Alongside an image
of a window inside her house, Olga wrote:
“Locked up at home after having tested positive
for Coronavirus. I’ve actually been ill for almost
a week now. Fever and fatigue are my main
symptoms. Take care of yourself and do take this
seriously! (sic)” Fellow Hollywood star Tom
Hanks recently revealed he is taking things “one-

day-at-a-time” after his coronavirus diagnosis.
The 63-year-old actor and his wife Rita Wilson
entered isolation after being diagnosed with the
virus whilst in Australia, and Tom subsequently
took to Instagram to deliver an update of their
health situation. Alongside a photograph of him-
self and Rita, Tom wrote: “Hello folks. @ritawil-
son and I want to thank everyone here Down
Under who are taking such good care of us. We
have Covid-19 and are in isolation so we do not
spread it to anyone else. There are those for
whom it could lead to a very serious illness. We
are taking it one-day-at-a-time. There are things
we can all do to get through this by following the
advice of experts and taking care of ourselves
and each other, no? Remember, despite all the
current events, there is no crying in baseball.
Hanx (sic)” Tom was on the Gold Coast with his
wife, working on the pre-production of Baz
Luhrmann’s untitled Elvis Presley biopic, when he
was struck down with the illness. Annastacia
Palaszczuk, the Premier of Queensland and
Minister for Trade, subsequently said the actor
was having a “wonderful time” in Australia before
he was diagnosed with coronavirus. Annastacia
shared: “Tom has been having a wonderful time
on the Gold Coast and we are so lucky to have
Tom in Queensland. “These people who’ve come
in very close contact with him in recent days and
what they will do now, is our experts will work
very closely with him, with Baz and all of the
crew and then they will self-isolate those people
who’ve been in that close proximity.”

O

aylor Swift is “concerned” her fans are still
partying amid the coronavirus pandemic.
The ‘You Need to Calm Down’ singer has
urged her Instagram followers to stay away

from mass gatherings as much as possible in order to
prevent the spread of the respiratory disease, even if
they are feeling well in themselves. She wrote on her
Instagram stories: “I follow you online and I love you
guys so much and need to express my concern that
things aren’t being taken seriously enough right now.”
I’m seeing lots of get togethers and hangs and parties
still happening. “This is the time to cancel plans, actu-
ally truly isolate as much as you can, and don’t assume
that because you don’t feel sick you aren’t possibly
passing something on to someone elderly or vulnera-
ble.” The 30-year-old singer - who is dating actor Joe
Alwyn - admitted the current climate is a “really scary
time” but stressed the importance of “social sacri-
fices”. She added: “It’s a really scary time but we need
to make social sacrifices right now.” Taylor’s comments
echo similar sentiments expressed by Ariana Grande
over the weekend. The ‘7 Rings’ hitmaker urged her
young fanbase to change their “we will be fine” mind-
set. She tweeted: “I understand that is how u felt
weeks ago, but please read about what’s going on.
Don’t turn a blind eye. “The ‘we will be fine because
we’re young’ mindset is putting people who aren’t
young and/or healthy in a lot of danger. you sound
stupid and privileged and you need to care more
about others. like now.  “like your hip hop yoga class
can wait i promise (sic)” The 26-year-old pop star
went on to apologize to anyone she may have disre-
spected who still needs to go out to work, despite US
President Donald Trump declaring a national state of
emergency in response to the outbreak, and insisted
she “entirely supports their frustration”. She contin-
ued: “well some of us have to work!” i understand and
entirely support your frustration. i do not mean to dis-
respect anyone who doesn’t have the privilege of can-
celled work or being able to call out of their work. but,
this is a national emergency and a pandemic of global
proportion. (sic)”

rnold Schwarzenegger has urged his
Instagram followers to “ignore the morons”
amid the coronavirus pandemic. The 72-
year-old actor has posted a video message

on the platform, revealing he’s gone into self-quaran-
tine amid the health crisis and is set to spend the com-
ing days having fun with his pets - including a mini
horse and a llama - at his home in California. In a video
message in which he is seen feeding his pets,
Schwarzenegger explained: “The important thing is
that you stay at home, because there’s a curfew now.
No one is allowed out - especially someone who is 72
years old. “After you’re 65, you’re not allowed outside
the house any more, you’ve got to stay at home.”
Schwarzenegger - who has more than 19 million fol-
lowers on Instagram - captioned the video message:
“Stay at home “Stay at home as much as possible.
Listen to the experts; ignore the morons (foreheads).
We will get through this together. (sic)” Meanwhile,
fellow Hollywood star Reese Witherspoon recently
admitted she feels “stressed” and “confused” about
coronavirus. The Oscar-winning actress - who has kids
Ava, 20, Deacon, 16, and Tennessee, seven - feels as
though she’s been “flooded by opinion” amid the
ongoing health crisis. She said: “I’m feeling everything
that everyone out there is feeling: confusion, stress.
“I’m trying to look for the most scientific facts and not
listen to too much opinion. I feel flooded by opinion.
(I’m) talking to friends who I find very grounding.”
Reese, 43, has discussed the issue with her mother -
but she concedes “we’re all in new territory”. The
‘Morning Show’ star reflected: “It’s never happened in
my lifetime. Talking to my mother and hearing a histor-
ical perspective is interesting from her. But I think
we’re all in new territory.”

A

T

avina McCall is planning to launch an
underwear line. The 52-year-old presenter
was encouraged to start her new venture
after using lingerie to boost her mood in the

aftermath of her split from husband Matthew
Robertson in 2017. She said: “I’m sampling different
things in life. I’m going to start a YouTube channel, and
I’m launching an underwear range. That was all born
out of me being single and still wearing the sexiest
underwear ever. Not because I was dating but
because it was an act of self-love every morning.”

Davina - who is now dating hairdresser Michael
Douglas - explained how her own moods have always
been echoed by her choice of underwear. She told the
Sunday Mirror newspaper: “Throughout my life I’ve
been able to tell lots about my mood from my under-
wear. If I was down, I would wear underwear that just
wasn’t worthy of me.” After 16 years, the former ‘Big
Brother’ presenter’s deal with Garnier has made her
the UK’s longest-serving beauty ambassador and she
admitted she still gets “excited” when they send her
new products. She said: “I get really excited when I
receive their new things to try. I think they’re doing all
the right things – natural superfood ingredients,
organic products, recyclable packaging. Plastic waste
really grates on me these days.” The ‘Long Lost Family’
host has embraced being in her 50s and wants to set a
good example to younger women. She said: “Fifties are
the new thirties! When I was a kid, women in their
fifties looked like they were in their 70s. It was like,
‘I’ve shut up shop’. “It could not be further from the
truth now. I’m really proud of being 52. “I feel I’m quite
good fun still, and I look good for a bird my age. So I
owe it to anybody under 40 to live my best life and to
show them it’s all going to be OK.”—Bang Showbiz

D
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A woman walks past a herbalist’s shop selling medicinal plants at Souk el-Blat, in
the Medina (old city) of Tunisia’s capital Tunis. — AFP photos

Haj Mohamed, a Tunisian herbalist, shows a sample of a medicinal herbs at his
shop at Souk el-Blat.

A customer listens to Tunisian herbalist Haj Mohamed (right) as he explains about
medicinal plants at his shop at Souk el-Blat.

A Tunisian man walks past a herbalist’s shop selling medicinal plants at
Souk El-Blat.

This handout picture released by the Argentine Antarctic
Institute shows a jointed wing of a 43 million-year-old
penguin found at the Marambio Island, Antarctica,
Argentina. — AFP

There is no known cure for the new coronavirus, but in
the medicinal herbs souq in Tunis, anxious Tunisians
are consulting with herbalists and stocking up on tra-

ditional remedies. “I am afraid for my father, who is old and
sick, so I have come here to look for plants to boost his
immunity,” said Baya, a 43-year-old civil servant. Tunisia
has reported 20 COVID-19 cases since March 2. While no
deaths have been reported, authorities have taken tough
measures to halt the spread of the disease and fewer cus-
tomers are crowding the paved alleys of the capital’s
ancient medina.

But in the heart of the old city, Tunisians continue flock-
ing to the Souk El-Blat and its herbalist stalls, where flasks,
powders and dried herbs are stacked high. Local and
imported herbal medicines are traditionally valued for
warding off winter flu, which shares some symptoms with
the new coronavirus — a respiratory infection that has
killed more than 6,000 people worldwide.

Fear of contagion has seen a rush on garlic, sending the
price soaring to 25 dinars (eight euros) a kilo, while other
customers look for plant remedies that are effective and
affordable. “I can understand people falling back on tradi-
tion,” said Hedi Oueslati, a pharmacologist and Tunisia’s
director general of health. “But there is currently no medi-
cine nor miracle plant effective against the new coron-
avirus.” He continued: “If we’re talking about a grandma’s
remedy that is not dangerous and poses no problems, ok.”
But, he added, “you have to be careful not to fall for quack-
ery.”  Some people were profiting from public anxiety to
sell “concoctions” with unknown ingredients, he warned.

‘Ancestral remedies’ 
“What can I take for coronavirus?” Hanen Oueslati (no

relation to the health director) asked a vendor at a stall sell-
ing fresh rosemary and oregano. “I want plants to sterilize
the home and others for making herbal infusions,” said the
38-year-old woman. “The goal is to protect us, that’s all,
especially since there is no medication against the virus,”
she said.

Fethi Ben Moussa, a 61-year-old herbalist, explained:
“Tunisians love everything traditional and natural: in times
of panic they trust in the remedies of our ancestors. “People
are asking for things to prepare at home like thyme, ginger
and moringa,” he said, claiming that they were “good for
immunity and fighting viruses.” At another shop, Haj
Mohamed offered preparations of ginger, jujube honey and
tumeric that he claimed, without evidence, are “100 per
cent effective against viruses.” A second generation herbal-
ist, he claimed these are “magic ingredients for fighting all
kinds of flu”. But Dr Chokri Hamouda, the director general
of healthcare in Tunisia, has a warning: “Just because it’s
natural doesn’t mean it’s not harmful.”—AFP

Haj Mohamed displays his medicinal plants at his shop at Souk El-Blat.

A customer listens to Tunisian herbalist Haj Mohamed (right) as he explains about medicinal plants
at his shop at Souk el-Blat.

A worker pushes a cart of boxes past a Tunisian herbalist’s shop selling medicinal
plants.

A sculpture of a bird carved
from soapstone was tem-

porarily moved from a
museum at the same site to

be placed back in its original
position at the Great

Zimbabwe monument.

A sculpture of a bird carved from soapstone was temporarily moved from a museum at the
same site to be placed back in its original position at the Great Zimbabwe monument.

A general view of the Great Zimbabwe monument near Masvingo is seen. — AFP photos

43-million-year-old
fossil of penguin
skin found in
Argentina

Argentine researchers have announced the dis-
covery of fossilized skin on the remains of the
wing of a 43-million-year-old penguin on

Marambio Island in the Antarctic. The fossil was actu-
ally discovered during a research mission in 2014. The
fossil was then studied at the La Plata Museum by
Argentine paleontologist Carolina Acosta
Hospitaleche, the agency for scientific disclosure at
La Matanza National University said on Friday.

The fossilized skin belongs to the Palaeeudyptes
gunnari, one of the many extinct types of penguins
that lived in Antarctica during the Eocene period,
which lasted from around 56 to 34 million years ago.
At that time, Antarctica was covered in woodland and
boasted a diverse fauna. “The fossilization of the skin
of this wing is unique because it’s the first conserved
example in the world of a penguin with skin,” said
Acosta Hospitaleche. “The skin was conserved as a
fossil on both surfaces of its wing, enveloping the
bones that have remained articulated in their original
position,” she added.

They figure on Zimbabwe’s national flag,
banknotes and official documents —
birds representing stone statues taken

by colonialists more than a century ago.  The
eight original sculptures hold great spiritual
value for people of the southern African
nation and have been made into national
emblems. Six of the large carvings were
stolen from the ruins of Great Zimbabwe, an
imposing stone complex built between the
11th and 13th centuries and attributed to pre-
colonial King Munhumutapa.

The palatial  enclosures are now a
UNESCO world heritage site situated in
the southeast of Zimbabwe, 25 kilometers
(16 miles) from the present day city of
Masvingo.  Almost all of the prized green-
grey soapstone birds that were looted have
now been returned to the country.  Only
one remains in South Africa, where it is
kept in the house of 19th century British
mining magnate and imperial ist  Ceci l
Rhodes. In a rare move last month, four of
the statues were temporarily set on the
original plinths from where they were
stolen at the Great Zimbabwe monument.

The heavy figurines — some standing at
about 1.5 meters (4.9 feet) — were moved

from an on-site museum and placed out-
doors on pedestals for a photo shoot. Their
pictures were taken for a book on ancient
African art - “Zimbabwe: Art, Symbols and
Meaning” — to be published in September.
The country marks the 40th anniversary of
independence from Britain next month. The
book will be co-authored by a Zimbabwe-
born duo, mother and son — Gillian
Atherstone and Duncan Wylie — who now
respectively live in Britain and France.

“The birds are among the most symbolic
cultural objects of our time,” the head of
Zimbabwe’s national museums Godfrey
Mahachi, told AFP. “They connect the pres-
ent with our past.” Great Zimbabwe ruins
curator Munyaradzi Sagiya said the statues
are kept inside the museum for security rea-
sons. “Not everyone who visits a museum is
there to admire the displays,” he said.
Africa’s former colonial powers have recently
come under pressure to send looted arte-
facts back to their home countries. Germany
returned the chopped off pedestal of one of
the birds in 2003.

Zimbabwe’s late ex-president Robert
Mugabe said at the time that the piece had
“a very eventful if not troubled existence

during its almost 100 years in exile.” South
Africa returned five other birds in 1981, one
year after Zimbabwe’s independence. The
eighth remains in Rhodes’ Cape Town
home. Retrieving that statue could be com-
plicated, said Sagiya, as Rhodes left his
estate to the South African government
after his death.—AFP   
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 been discharged. Of the remaining 111 cases, 

four are in the intensive care unit. In the meantime, 
564 people have been released from ministry quar-
antines after they were proved to be healthy. The 
ministry said it placed under quarantine more than 
200 mostly Asian residents of a building in 
Farwaniya after an Indian tested positive for coron-

avirus. The health ministry also continued to test 
Egyptians, Syrians and Lebanese who arrived back 
from March 1 onwards. Today, testing will be for 
such residents of Ahmadi governorate. 

MP Abdulkarim Al-Kandari called on the gov-
ernment to pay citizens an additional month’s pay to 
help them cope with the economic fallout of the 
coronavirus. He also called for asking banks to stop 
deducting installments for their loans. MP Osama 
Al-Shaheen called for deferring the payment of all 
commercial and consumer loans until the end of the 
crisis. He also called on the government and charity 
societies to provide expatriate workers who work 
on a daily basis with food throughout the crisis, 
because they have been hit hard by the coronavirus.

Interior minister 
warns of curfew...

Continued from Page 1 
 
 lined large marquees with air conditioning units, 

cupboards and colorful carpets. 
Across the Gulf, patriotic Twitter hashtags and 

social media images circulated with the phrase “We 
are all at home for the sake of ...” using the relevant 
Gulf country and its national flag. In the United Arab 
Emirates, the government issued a tweet reassuring 
people about supplies of goods after a rush on super-
markets. The UAE will stop issuing visas, except for 
foreign diplomats, from today, state news agency 
WAM has reported.  

Dubai, the region’s tourism and business hub, 
ordered bars and lounges to close until the end of 
March, according to a government circular issued 
yesterday, and advised people not to hold parties and 
weddings at home. Burj Khalifa - the world’s tallest 
building and one of the most popular tourist destina-
tions in Dubai - said it was temporarily closing its 
observation decks. A day earlier, Dubai joined Abu 
Dhabi in closing gyms, public gardens, arcades and 
spas. Bourses in both emirates shut trading halls. 

While restaurants remain open in the UAE, other 
Gulf states are now only permitting food delivery. 
Qatar yesterday banned people from eating at 
restaurants and cafes, state media said, joining Kuwait 
and Saudi Arabia in doing so. Oman yesterday sus-

pended Friday prayers held weekly by Muslims and 
cancelled all non-urgent surgery in hospitals. 

Qatar will bar entry to arriving air passengers 
except citizens from tomorrow, the government said as 
it announced a $23 billion economic stimulus in 
response to the new coronavirus. The country is the 
worst affected in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), 
with 401 confirmed cases of COVID-19 as of Sunday. 
It has not reported any fatalities but has closed univer-
sities, schools, gyms and cinemas as well as cancelling 
many public events including the MotoGP. 

“We’ve taken a number of decisions, including sus-
pending inward flights to Qatar starting from 
Wednesday evening for two weeks,” assistant foreign 
minister Lolwah Al-Khater told media in Doha. The 
measure could be extended at the end of the initial 
two week period, she said, and will be accompanied 
by a $23 billion economic stimulus package that will 
include $2.75 billion to shore-up the stock market. 

Khater said “transit flights, cargo flights and 
Qatari nationals who want to come back to the coun-
try” would be exempted from the new measures. 
Outbound flights will be unaffected. Khater also said 
that all public transport in Doha would be suspended 
from 1900 GMT on Sunday. The principal user of 
Doha’s Hamad International Airport is state-run 
Qatar Airways, which mostly operates the transit 
flights exempt from the new measures. Passengers of 
the airline will still be able to fly between third-coun-
try destinations but will be unable to enter Qatar 
during their transfer. Visas on arrival had already 
been suspended for travellers from Italy, France, 
Spain and Germany as Qatar urged its citizens 
abroad to return home. — Agencies 

Gulf’s first 
virus death...

Continued from Page 1 
 
Meanwhile Abu Dhabi, the capital of the UAE, 

launched a slate of economic measures aimed at 
shielding the private sector from a slowdown due to 
the spread of the virus, which has hit vital sectors of 
the UAE economy such as tourism and aviation. Most 
Gulf central banks tend to follow the US Fed because 
their currencies are pegged to the US dollar. 

The UAE central bank trimmed its interest rate 
on one-week certificates of deposit by 75 basis 
points and other rates by 50 bps. The Saudi Arabian 
Monetary Authority cut repo and reverse repo rates 
by 75 bps. The Qatari regulator slashed its deposits, 
lending, and repo rates. Bahrain’s central bank cut 
overnight, weekly and monthly deposit rates, in 
addition to its lending rate. The cuts follow stimulus 
packages launched by the Saudi, Qatari and UAE 
central banks over the past few days worth a com-
bined $60 billion to contain the impact of the virus. 

But such moves have not stopped a plunge in 
regional equity and debt markets, which are also 
pricing in the effects of a market share war between 
Saudi Arabia and Russia on crude prices. The slide 
was led by the UAE bourses of Abu Dhabi and 
Dubai which dived by 7.8 percent and 6.2 percent, 
respectively, both trading at multi-year lows. The 
two bourses ignored further financial support 
announced yesterday by some countries on top of a 
$27.2 billion stimulus unveiled the previous day to 

support the economy against the fallouts of the 
coronavirus. The Saudi Tadawul market, the region’s 
biggest, was trading 3.3 percent lower despite a 
$13.3 billion stimulus announced the by the kingdom 
to support the economy.  

Bahrain bourse dropped 1.4 percent and Muscat 
market ended 1.8 percent down. Qatar Stock 
Exchange bucked the trend for the second day after 
the gas-rich emirate announced a $23 billion stimu-
lus in addition to $2.7 billion to support the stock 
market. Oil prices extended losses yesterday with 
US benchmark West Texas Intermediate (WTI) 
briefly dipping below $30 a barrel, or 5.5 percent, 
in morning Asian trade before regaining its footing. 
The Brent global benchmark was down 3.28 percent 
at $32.74 a barrel. 

UAE stock markets have tanked over the past 
three weeks, with Dubai’s main index tumbling 
nearly 30 percent and Abu Dhabi sinking around 25 
percent in the same period. Abu Dhabi allocated 1 
billion dirhams ($272.26 million) to support the local 
stock market, it said yesterday. Some further 3 bil-
lion dirhams were allocated for a credit guarantee 
scheme for small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs) and another 5 billion dirhams to subsidize 
utility bills. 

Several fees were scrapped or reduced, includ-
ing for real estate registrations, or for start-ups and 
the tourism and hospitality sectors, the government 
said on Twitter. Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Sheikh 
Mohammed bin Zayed Al-Nahyan (MbZ) said on 
Twitter UAE authorities would support the econo-
my by easing investment laws and regulations. He 
said there would be no interruptions on approved 
capital expenditure and development projects in 
the emirate. — Agencies 

Kuwait, Gulf cut  
rates; bourses...

KARACHI/KABUL: Health authorities across 
South Asia reported rising tallies of coronavirus 
cases yesterday, raising the prospect of rapidly 
spreading outbreaks overwhelming poor medical 
facilities in a region that is home to a quarter of the 
world’s people. South Asia has been relatively light-
ly hit by the virus compared with neighbors to the 
east, like China and South Korea, and to the west 
like Iran and parts of Europe. 

But measures that have reined in epidemics in 
China, where the coronavirus emerged late last 
year, and South Korea are unlikely to work in poor, 
crowded parts of South Asia, health officials say. “As 
compared to developed countries like the United 
States and China it will be difficult to (enforce) 
social distancing, especially in slum areas,” said 
Giridhara R Babu, an epidemiologist at the Indian 
Institute of Public Health in the city of Bengaluru. 
“The living environment itself is crowded and it may 
not be practical to ask them to maintain minimum 
distance from each other.” 

Pakistan recorded a sharp rise in coronavirus 
cases yesterday, up 40 to 94, according to a 
Reuters tally of statistics from central and provincial 
governments. The majority of new cases were in the 
southern province of Sindh in patients who had 
recently travelled from Iran - which has one of the 
world’s worst outbreaks. Saeed Ghani, a cabinet 
minister in the Sindh government, told reporters 
yesterday existing quarantine facilities in Pakistan’s 
Baluchistan province on the Iranian border were 
inadequate, resulting in large numbers of coron-
avirus cases. “Out of 100 plus samples, 50 resulted 

positive, which is a huge number,” he said. 
 

Afghan panic 
Afghanistan saw its tally rise to 21 with the major-

ity of cases in the western province of Herat, which 
borders Iran and where thousands of Afghans cross 
back into their home country every day, some after 
being deported and others to escape a worsening 
Iranian economy. Transport costs from the Iranian 
border to Herat city have quadrupled since the out-
break of the virus, officials said. “We beg politicians 
and the central government to take this matter seri-
ously,” said Herat governor Abdul Rahim Qayomi. 
“We need food, we need medicines and we need all 
the basic facilities to be able to handle this problem.” 

Afghanistan’s health infrastructure has been devas-
tated by decades of war and a lack of funds and 
would be hard pressed to mount any sort of concert-
ed action against a coronavirus epidemic. Matin 
Noorzai, a wholesaler in the one of the main markets 
in the Afghan capital of Kabul, said he had seen 
unprecedented demand and soaring food prices in 
recent days as worried shoppers stocked up. “If the 
situation continues like this, I am sure in the coming 
week there will be no food left in the market,” he said. 

 
Closures continue 

Elsewhere, Sri Lanka reported a near-doubling 
of cases to 18 from 10. India’s tally rose to 110, while 
total cases in the Maldives and Bangladesh rose to 
13 and 8, respectively. New Delhi followed several 
other Indian states by ordering the closure of night 
clubs and gyms, and banning gatherings of 50 or 

more people. Bangladesh, like other countries in the 
region, cancelled international cricket matches and 
shut schools until the end of the month. 

On Sunday, Indian Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi offered $10 million from India to get a region-
al emergency fund going. Speaking to fellow South 

Asian leaders via video conference, Modi said India 
would also offer rapid response teams and other 
expertise to deal with the crisis. Around the world, 
the coronavirus has infected nearly 170,000 people 
and killed more than 6,500, according to a Reuters 
tally of official data.  — Reuters 

Crowded, poor South Asia sees  
steady rise in coronavirus cases

CHENNAI: A health worker checks the body temperature of a policewoman amid concerns over the spread of the 
COVID-19 novel coronavirus yesterday. — AFP 

LONDON: Major world airlines yesterday axed 
almost all flights on a temporary basis as the worsen-
ing coronavirus crisis sparks travel bans, ravages 
demand and sends shares into freefall, triggering 
pleas to help carriers survive. IAG, owner of British 
Airways and Spanish carrier Iberia, announced it 
would slash flight capacity by 75 percent during April 
and May owing to the COVID-19 outbreak. The 
London-based carrier’s share price crashed nearly 27 
percent in mid-afternoon deals. 

Other airlines tumbled, with Germany’s Lufthansa 
erasing almost 11 percent in value and Air France wip-
ing out 17 percent on similar announcements. Britain’s 
Virgin Atlantic added that it has decided to park 75 
percent of its total fleet - and in April this will rise as 
high as 85 percent. Virgin has reportedly called upon 
the UK government to inject emergency support 
totalling 7.5 billion pounds ($9.2 billion, 8.3 billion 
euros) to help keep Britain’s aviation industry flying. 
In Germany, Lufthansa has been forced to scrap 
around two thirds of its flights in coming weeks as 
several countries including the United States ban 
travellers from Europe. 

 
‘Deteriorating at pace’  

“Last week saw a rapid acceleration of the impact 
of COVID-19 on global aviation and tourism,” Virgin 
Atlantic warned in a statement. “The situation is dete-
riorating at pace and the airline has seen several days 
of negative bookings, driven by a huge volume of can-
cellations as customers choose to stay at home.” 
British no-frills carrier EasyJet warned it may have to 
ground “the majority” of its fleet, urging governments 
across Europe to help their airlines maintain access to 
liquidity.  

EasyJet CEO Johan Lundgren added: “European 
aviation faces a precarious future and it is clear that 
coordinated government backing will be required to 
ensure the industry survives and is able to continue to 
operate when the crisis is over.” Irish budget carrier 
Ryanair meanwhile did not rule out a full grounding as 
it unveiled stinging flight cutbacks. 

As part of its drastic action, IAG said it was “cut-
ting non-essential and non-cyber related IT spend, 

freezing recruitment and discretionary spending, 
implementing voluntary leave options, temporarily 
suspending employment contracts and reducing 
working hours”. IAG added that a management 
shake-up had been put on hold, noting that Willie 
Walsh would remain as chief executive. Walsh had 
been due to step down on March 26, to be replaced 
by Iberia CEO Luis Gallego. 

Air France will meanwhile slash flight capacity by 
70-90 percent over the next two months, while 
Austrian Airlines will suspend all flights from 
Thursday, and Finnair is cutting 90 percent of capaci-
ty until the situation improves. The German govern-
ment yesterday said it is planning to shield companies 
from going under because of the pandemic, by sus-
pending legal obligations for firms facing acute liq-
uidity problems to file for bankruptcy. German 
tourism and hotel group TUI said it was applying for 
state aid to keep it afloat, as it suspended the “majori-
ty” of its operations. 

 
‘This is not 2008’  

Back in London, a spokesman for British Prime 
Minister Boris Johnson signalled that the government 
would examine help for affected businesses, not just 
airlines, via Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs 
(HMRC) — which is Britain’s tax authority. “HMRC is 
ready to help all businesses including airlines experi-
encing temporary financial difficulties due to coron-
avirus,” Johnson’s spokesman told AFP. Stephen Innes, 
markets strategist at AxiCorp, drew a contrast with 
the global financial crisis which sparked bank bailouts.  

However, as G7 finance ministers prepared to dis-
cuss the crisis later yesterday, Innes argued that air-
lines were not the only strategic companies calling for 
assistance this time. “This is not 2008. Back then it 
was the banks, this time the banks’ balance sheets are 
fine,” Innes said. “But this is a global economic crisis 
which needs swap lines to airline companies, oil com-
panies and retailers. “Airlines might be at the top of 
the list for directed fiscal help, but virtually every 
global industry is facing pressure without a govern-
ment bailout,” he added. 

US airlines have also announced drastic reductions 
in flights after President Donald Trump’s administra-
tion banned foreign travellers arriving from Europe. 
United Airlines said it would announce a cut in capac-
ity of around 50 percent for April and May, as the 
United States ramps up restrictions to try and contain 
the spread of the coronavirus. “We also now expect 
these deep cuts to extend into the summer travel 
period,” said United chief executive Oscar Munoz in a 
letter to employees published Sunday. — AFP 

Global airlines slash  
almost all flights as  
virus spreads wings Continued from Page 1 

 
“If we judge cautiously, it seems that the overall 

efforts by the people and interventions by the health 
system... are slowly showing their effects in Qom and 
Gilan,” Jahanpour said. The holy city of Qom in cen-
tral Iran, where the virus was first reported, had 19 
new cases that took the total to 1,023. And confirmed 
infections in Gilan reached 858, with 18 new ones. The 
northern region is a popular tourist spot and among 
the worst-hit of Iran’s 31 provinces. 

Iran’s coronavirus outbreak also killed a member 
of the clerical body that appoints the supreme leader, 
state media said, taking the death toll among serving 
and ex-officials to at least 12. Ayatollah Hashem 
Bathayi Golpayegani, who was 78, died two days 
after testing positive for the COVID-19 disease and 
being hospitalized, state news agency IRNA reported. 
The official represented Tehran in the Assembly of 
Experts, an 88-strong body of clerics that appoints 
and monitors Iran’s supreme leader. 

At least 12 Iranian politicians and officials, both sit-
ting and former, have now died of the illness, and 13 
more have been infected and are either in quarantine 
or being treated. The virus also killed a prominent 
economist and political activist yesterday, according 
to the semi-official news agency ISNA. Fariborz Rais-

Dana, 71, succumbed to the illness after being hospi-
talized for six days, ISNA reported. A prolific writer 
with a PhD from the London School of Economics, he 
had spent time in prison after being convicted of 
spreading propaganda against the system. 

Meanwhile, Egypt said yesterday all flights would 
be suspended until the end of the month to stem the 
spread of the coronavirus, in a move expected to hit 
the key tourism industry. “Flights will be suspended 
from Thursday until March 31,” Prime Minister 
Mostafa Madbouly told a televised news conference. 
He said the move was necessary to lessen social inter-
action especially among “tourists coming in or out of 
Egypt”. 

Losses from a flight shutdown are expected to 
reach more than 2.25 billion Egyptian pounds ($130 
million), the prime minister said. The tourism industry 
is key to Egypt’s economy, with revenues growing to 
$12.6 billion between 2018 and 2019, compared to 
$10 billion the previous year, according to the central 
bank. Tourism had taken a beating after the 2011 rev-
olution and the 2015 downing of a Russian airliner by 
the Islamic State group hit visitor arrivals. 

But it has shown signs of recovery in recent years. 
Though still far off the 14.7 million recorded in 2010, 
Egypt welcomed 11.3 million arrivals in 2018, com-
pared with just 5.3 million in 2016. Egypt has not been 
spared from the spread of the novel coronavirus. 
There are 126 confirmed cases, including of foreign-
ers, and the country has recorded two deaths - a 
German tourist and an Egyptian woman, according to 
authorities. — AFP 

129 new deaths 
in Iran; Egypt...
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Yesterday’s SolutionDaily SuDoku

A creative project, perhaps one that could 
earn you some money, might well be the primary focus of 
your attention today. Perhaps you’ve been doing some 
writing or intend to teach a class. You might want to give 
the idea some thought, Aries, if you haven’t already. Your 
physical and mental energies are high. Success is strongly 
indicated if you start the ball rolling.

Aries (March 21-April 19)

STAR TRACK

Taurus (April 20-May 20)

Gemini (May 21-June 20)  

Cancer (June 21-July 22)

Leo (July 23-August 22) 

Virgo (August 23-September 22) 

Libra (September 23-October 22) 

Scorpio (October 23-November 21) 

Sagittarius (November 22-December 21) 

Capricorn (December 22-January 19)

 Pisces (February 19-March 20)

Aquarius (January 20- February 18) 

Your physical energy is high and your ambition 
even higher, Leo. You’re likely to want to turn your mind to 
new projects that can advance your socioeconomic status. 
You could spend a lot of time today gathering information 
and sending it out, doing whatever it takes to accomplish 
your goals. A number of short journeys in your neighborhood 
are definitely on the agenda. 

Practical abilities that you didn’t know you pos-
sessed might suddenly appear today, Virgo. You could be 
working behind the scenes on a project of some kind, per-
haps involving earning some extra money or raising funds for 
a worthy cause. Your intuition is operating at a high level, so 
don’t be surprised if you tune in to the thoughts of others. 
Your imagination and inspiration are also on target.

If you’ve been thinking about trying some new 
investments or starting a new savings plan, this is the day to 
get started, Capricorn. You’re a lot more mentally focused than 
usual. People around you might have ideas that you should 
consider. You might experience some intuitive insights, so go 
with your gut. Don’t let your mind get in the way. Tonight, 
keep a notebook by your bed to record your dreams!

Partnerships, possibly business related, are on the 
agenda, Aquarius. You might find yourself in discussions dealing 
with such partnerships, as well as contracts and other paper-
work. You might also set aside time during which you can con-
centrate on a romantic relationship, a new one or current one 
that’s changing and growing. This is a good time to make deci-
sions, as your mind is particularly focused now.

Paperwork regarding finances, possibly those 
connected with your job, might take up a lot of your time 
today, Pisces. You should be feeling especially strong, confi-
dent, and focused, so if you’ve been thinking about looking for 
a new position, this is the day to check the ads. Advancement 
through your own efforts is strongly indicated by the aspects 
in force today.

A couple with a child might visit you today. 
One or both of these people could be connected with you 
in a business capacity. Whatever the connection, Taurus, a 
lot of interesting discussion should take place, and promis-
ing plans for the future could well be made. Take care not to 
stay up too late, however. Your mind could go a thousand 
miles an hour and you’ll need to unwind so you can sleep!

A lot of paperwork involving new plans for your 
business interests could need immediate atten-

tion. Getting it done properly is probably going to require a lot 
of ingenuity on your part, Gemini, but you’ll manage it. Your 
mind is particularly quick, sharp, and focused today, so you’ll be 
able to accomplish a lot in whatever you try. In the evening, 
attend a concert, lecture, or other event in your community.

A new business opportunity may come your 
way, Cancer. You aren’t likely to want to commit to a perma-
nent involvement, but you might take it on temporarily simply 
for the sake of the money. Perhaps you want to make some 
changes in your home, such as new furniture or paint. 
Whatever comes your way, you’ll probably put a lot of energy 
into it and accomplish it all. Go for it!

 The completion of a long-term goal might have 
you feeling enthusiastic, energetic, and happy. You’re also 
likely to be looking to the future, Libra, formulating ideas for 
other projects and discussing them with friends. Group 
activities could benefit you at this time and put you in touch 
with new people who could possibly become close to you. 
In the evening, go to an exciting movie. 

Career matters are at the forefront of your con-
cerns today, Scorpio. Opportunities for advancement may 
suddenly appear that you weren’t aware of yesterday, and 
you’ll need to make snap decisions and go for what you 
want right away. Don’t be surprised if someone you’d near-
ly forgotten about is of great help today. The presence of 
people dear to you is going to be significant.

Travel that is possibly related to business could 
come up for you, Sagittarius. A friend or colleague 

may accompany you. Expect the unexpected where your career 
is concerned. Unusual developments may open new doors so 
you can pursue different goals. You might want to take a course 
of some kind for pleasure or advancement. Your mind is especial-
ly sharp, so you’re likely to retain whatever you study now.
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Australia’s NRL 
mocked for govt 
funding plea
MELBOURNE: Australia’s National Rugby
League has been pilloried by fans and media
pundits for making a public plea for govern-
ment funding as it grapples with the fall-out
from the coronavirus.

The NRL, the most popular spectator sport
in Australia’s eastern states, said on Sunday it
faced “catastrophic” losses after being forced
to ban fans from games following the first
round of matches over the weekend.

Rugby League Commission chief Peter
V’landys said: “The government has to assist
us in this crisis because it is not of our doing.
The game, as we know it, is in jeopardy.”
Although an avid NRL fan, Australian Prime
Minister Scott Morrison gave short shrift to
V’landys’ demand, which came just over two
weeks after the league reported a A$30.1 mil-
lion ($18.6 million) surplus for the 2018/19
financial year.

“The NRL is not high on the list at the
moment,” Morrison told local radio station
2GB yesterday, listing hospitals, health workers
and small business support as the govern-
ment’s top priorities.

The coronavirus has infected over 160,000
people globally and killed more than 6,000.
Australia has recorded nearly 300 cases of
coronavirus and authorities fear a rapid rise in
infections. Former New South Wales coach
Phil Gould questioned how the NRL lacked
reserves to weather the crisis after a decade
marked by rising revenues and record broad-
casting deals.

“We’ve got to learn from what we’ve done
in the past and ask ourselves why we are so
vulnerable as a code right at the moment,”
Gould, a prominent rugby league broadcaster,
said on Channel Nine’s ‘Today Show’.

The Australian Rugby League Commission
set up a “sustainability fund” in 2014 under
former chief executive Dave Smith and
planned to have A$80 million invested by the
end of 2017.

But the fund was liquidated in 2017, in part
to help the NRL finance a costly digital strate-
gy under current CEO Todd Greenberg. The
NRL did not respond to Reuters’ requests for
comment and details on their funding.

Greenberg bristled at a media conference
yesterday when asked how the NRL found
itself vulnerable.

“Of course, it’s going to be a catastrophic
situation if 65 percent of your revenues
aren’t paid,” he told reporters at the NRL’s
Sydney headquarters. “In any industry ... if
the revenues don’t come into a business
where your costs are fixed you’re going to
have a problem.”  —Reuters

PARIS:  Silent stadiums and empty venues made for
a gloomy weekend for sports fans but the fear yes-
terday was it could only get worse amid the widen-
ing coronavirus pandemic. With governments opt-
ing for increasingly stringent bans on the size and
number of public gatherings, most major sports
events across the world have been suspended or
scrapped.

What happens next may become clearer today
when UEFA officials meet to discuss whether foot-
ball’s showpiece European championships, the
year’s biggest sporting event along with the Tokyo
Olympics, should go ahead.

Hope that the event would be spared an increas-
ingly Europe-wide virus
lockdown was hard to
sustain as the death toll
and the number of
COVID-19 cases spi-
ralled and the continent
became the new epi-
centre of the disease.

The fact became
even clearer when
Chinese footballers
from Wuhan, where the
virus first emerged late
last year, were seen
fleeing back home from Europe, where they had
initially exiled themselves to escape the illness.

The public mood has also apparently shifting
from disappointment that sport has been sacrificed,
to support for measures aimed at staying healthy
and saving lives. A social media backlash hit organ-
isers for allowing the showpiece Cheltenham
Festival to go ahead last week with more than
250,000 spectators attending, one of the few
recent events escaping bans.

The shift in mood was illustrated too by the
apology from Rudy Gobert, the Utah Jazz centre
and the first NBA player to test positive for the

coronavirus. He was guilty of making light of the
virus when the subject came up at a press confer-
ence a week ago — two days before he tested pos-
itive and the entire NBA season was suspended.

“I wish I would’ve taken this thing more serious-
ly and I hope everyone else is going to do so
because we can do it together. Take care and stay
safe,” the 27-year-old Frenchman said Sunday.

SAVE LIVES 
Many European governments are taking no

chances about the spread of the virus and there are
those who believe football’s Euro 2020, scheduled
to take place in 12 countries across the continent

from June 12 to July 12,
should also be post-
poned.

Italy coach Roberto
Mancini said on Sunday
the focus should be on
saving lives. “Let’s wait
to see what UEFA
decides, but I adapt to
everything, right now
the priority is to save
lives,” he said. The
Azzurri are set to host
the opening match in

Rome on June 12, but for the moment all sport has
been suspended with the nation’s 60 million inhab-
itants in lockdown.

“The fact is that the problems we are having
now other nations will have shortly,” said Mancini,
the former Manchester City and Inter Milan boss.
“First of all we need to protect people’s health, we
have to wait for the peak, then when this situation
begins to ease off we could start talking and decide
everything later.

Europe’s top football competitions have already
suspended their seasons and Liverpool’s first stab
at winning the Premier League after a 30-year-

wait passed them by yesterday. They could have
picked up the trophy at Goodison Park if
Manchester City had lost to Burnley on Saturday
— but the feat remains hypothetical as neither
match was allowed to take place.

Meanwhile there were signs of a change of tone
in Japan about the Tokyo Olympics, with opposi-
tion growing to holding the Games as scheduled.
Until know the International Olympic Committee
and Japanese officials have indicated preparations

for the event set to be held between July 24 and
August 9 should continue as planned.

Public opinion may be wavering, however. A poll
on Monday showed 69.9 percent of the Japanese
population believed the Games would not be held
as scheduled. Koki Miura, a 27-year-old employee
at an internet company, told AFP they should be
delayed or cancelled.

“We cannot sacrifice people’s lives for it,” said
Miura.  —AFP

European govts taking no chances about the spread of the virus

Gloomy outlook for sport 
with focus on saving lives

BRISBANE: In this photo taken on March 14, 2020, sparse crowds watch the Super Rugby match
between Japan’s Sunwolves and New Zealand’s Crusaders at Suncorp Stadium in Brisbane. Super
Rugby, the southern hemisphere’s premier rugby union club competition, is suspending its season
after this weekend’s games due to the coronavirus pandemic. —AFP

British athlete 
calls for Games 
to be postponed 
LONDON: The International Olympic
Committee (IOC) must give athletes
some “clarity, transparency and flexi-
bility” by postponing the Tokyo Games
over the coronavirus pandemic, British
athlete Guy Learmonth has said.

The flu-like virus which originated
in China late last year has already
killed over 6,000 people globally and
infected more than 160,000. It has
wreaked havoc on the global sporting
calendar and sparked concerns over
the viability of the July 24-Aug 9
Games.

On Saturday, Japanese Prime
Minister Shinzo Abe reiterated that
his country continued to prepare to
host the Games as planned. “Purely
from an athlete’s point of view, we
need clarity, transparency and flexi-
bility,” Learmonth, who hopes to
compete at Tokyo in the 800 metres
event, told The Guardian.
https://www.theguardian.com/sport/

2020/mar/15/british-athlete-calls-
on-ioc-to-postpone-2020-tokyo-
olympics

“The press conference I saw from
the Japanese prime minister didn’t
exactly fill me full of confidence that
these Games are going to go ahead...
We have no idea how bad this is
going to get and what we’ve seen so
far might be the tip of the iceberg.

“Of course the IOC and the whole
world wants a successful Olympics.
But for that to happen I strongly
believe the event needs to be post-
poned - unless the authorities can
guarantee it’ll be business as usual,
which I don’t believe they can.”

Learmonth said he expected quali-
fying events to be hit and called for
the Games to be postponed until at
least October. “If the British govern-
ment are saying the peak is going to
hit us around May or June there
might not even be any Olympic trials,”
Learmonth added.

“I’d be happy if they postponed
(the Games) until at least October - or
maybe later to 2021 or 2022. At least
that would give athletes time to plan,
train, and more importantly, time for
this virus to settle down.” —Reuters

Racing in UK to 
carry on behind 
closed doors
LONDON: Racing in Britain is likely
to carry on but behind closed doors,
the sport’s regulatory authority the
British Horseracing authority said.
The sport attracted criticism for
allowing the showpiece Cheltenham
Festival to go ahead last week with
over 250,000 spectators attending
despite the coronavirus outbreak.

Many of the Cheltenham racego-
ers were Irish, which provoked a
social media backlash in Ireland, but
racing authorities saying they were
following British government advice
in maintaining the meeting.

However, with the Premier
League football and other sports
suspending their seasons, racing is
to take measures of its own with
the sport’s top officials to meet
with other interested parties later
on Monday.

“Racing industry leaders are
preparing to hold race meetings

without spectators and to ensure
that the competitors and partici-
pants attending only do so under
s t r i c t  cond i t ions ,”  read  the
statement.

“The sport’s tripartite leader-
ship, including racecourses, partici-
pants and the governing body, the
British Horseracing Authority, will
yesterday discuss an approach rec-
ommended by the industry’s
COVID-19 group.

“It is likely to mean that racing
moves behind closed doors later in
the week, initially until the end of
March. Racing’s fixture list will also
be considered.” Should they agree
to the end of March it would mean
the three-day meeting at Aintree
racecourse near Liverpool which
climaxes with the Grand National
on April 4 would provide a real test
as it takes place in front of enor-
mous crowds.

Interest would potentially be
even higher this year as Irish runner
Tiger Roll is bidding for an historic
third successive victory — Red
Rum won three but not consecutive-
ly — in the world’s most famous
steeplechase. —AFP

McLaren employee 
recovering after 
virus positive
LONDON: A McLaren Formula One employee
who tested positive for the coronavirus in
Australia is showing no signs of symptoms
while 14 other staff in quarantine in Melbourne
are doing wel l , the team said yesterday.
McLaren had already pulled out of the sea-
son-opening Australian Grand Prix as a result
of the test before last weekend’s scheduled
race was cancelled. Formula One has post-
poned the next three races and is hoping to
start the season in Europe at the end of May,
which would mean the Dutch and Spanish
Grands Prix not going ahead as planned with
Monaco also uncertain.

“I’m happy to report that our team member
affected with the virus is recovering well and the
symptoms have gone and our people in quaran-
tine are in good spirits,” said McLaren CEO Zak
Brown.

“The support they have been getting from
their team mates, our partners, members of the F1
community and fans from around the world has
been fantastic and our thanks go out to all of
them.”

Brown said the team had been continually
“scenario-planning’ before heading to Australia
and had already agreed what to do if there was a
positive test in the garage. “As a racer it was the
hardest decision I’ve had to take but as CEO it
was the easiest,” he added.

The McLaren employees must stay in quaran-
tine at their Melbourne hotel for two weeks in
accordance with health directives. Team principal
Andreas Seidl, who has now returned to Europe

to plan the coming weeks, said racing director
Andrea Stella and other staff had voluntarily
stayed in Australia to support those kept behind.

The rest of the travelling race team were
being kept away from the factory for 14 days.
Racing drivers Carlos Sainz and Lando Norris
were well but also being kept physically away
from the rest of the team while remaining in
constant communication.

Norris took part in a virtual ‘Not the Aus GP’

race on Sunday. “It’s great to see how the entire
team stuck together in these difficult hours, help-
ing and supporting each other,” said Seidl. “We
also appreciate our fellow teams in the paddock
who offered immediate help on Friday to disman-
tle the garage and pack the freight, which was
obviously a challenge for us missing 14 of our
core guys.

“This is the spirit of F1 and racing we all
embrace.”  —Reuters

MELBOURNE: File photo shows members of the Ferrari team arrive to pack up their equipment after the
Formula One Australian Grand Prix was cancelled in Melbourne on March 13, 2020 over fears about the
spread of coronavirus after a McLaren team member tested positive. —AFP
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NORTH CAROLINA: No changes are planned to
the Olympic golf qualifying system, the International
Golf Federation (IGF) which runs the event said after
the sport shut down due to the coronavirus.

This could deal a hammer blow to the chances of
Tiger Woods qualifying for Tokyo 2020, and for Park
In-bee’s hopes of being eli-
gible to defend her title from
Rio 2016. Based on the cur-
rent rankings, Woods
(United States) and Park
(South Korea) would not
qualify for their respective
teams.

However, scrambling the
equation is that even if the
Olympics go ahead, many
golfers could opt out, much
as they did from Rio 2016
due to concerns over the zika virus.

Eligibility for the Tokyo 2020 men’s and women’s
events will be determined by world ranking points
compiled over almost two years from July 1, 2018 until
June 22 (men) and June 29 (women) this year.

The list essentially mirrors the world rankings in
determining the 60-player fields, with a maximum of
two players from any single country (four if inside the
top 15).

But the halting of the professional tour schedules
for an undetermined time frame will have winners and
losers, because there will be little week-to-week flux
in the rankings.

Those on the outside looking in will for the most
part continue looking in, and vice-versa. “This has
proven to be a fair and equitable system,” the IGF said
of the qualifying system in an email to Reuters.

“The IGF is monitoring the challenges faced by our
athletes to participate in events, which continues to
change daily, and we currently believe that the system
still remains fair to all athletes who are vying for quali-
fication to the Tokyo2020 Olympic Games.”

In other words, bad luck if you’re outside the quali-
fying cut line and hoping
to play your way in.
Though Park is 11th on the
overall women’s world list,
she is only the fifth-ranked
Korean behind Ko Jin-
young, Park Sung-hyun,
Kim Sei-young and Lee
Jeong-eun.

The LPGA Tour has
cancelled three tourna-
ments in Asia, and post-
poned three US tourna-

ments that were scheduled over the next month. Even
if rescheduled, it is unlikely these American tourna-
ments will be played before the Olympic cut-off.

LAST OLYMPIC CHANCE
An even bigger question from a global marketing

aspect is what the PGA Tour shutdown, at least
through next month’s Masters, means to Woods’s
hopes.

He is sixth on the American list, behind Brooks
Koepka, Justin Thomas, Patrick Cantlay, Webb
Simpson and Patrick Reed. Dustin Johnson has ruled
himself out, citing a busy schedule, though he could be
joined by others wanting to keep their travel to a mini-
mum unless the coronavirus abates quickly.

Woods, 44, has often stated his desire to play in
what would likely be his only chance of being an

Olympian, though he has more important matters on
his mind given that he was unable to enter last week’s
Players Championship due to a stiff back.

He has played only twice this year. The 15-times
major champion plays such a limited schedule at the
best of times that even if, under a best-case scenario,

the PGA Tour cranks back up again in mid-April, there
are only a handful of events he will contest before the
Olympic deadline.

The Olympic golf tournaments are scheduled to
take place from July 30-Aug. 2 (men) and Aug. 6-9
(women) at the Kasumigaseki course. — Reuters

Woods, Park outside Olympic 
qualifying as tours halt

‘IGF monitoring challenges faced by our athletes’

‘No changes 
are planned’

AUGUSTA: File photo shows Tiger Woods of the USA tees off at the 15th on the final
day of the US Masters at Augusta, Georgia. — AFP

Chinese football 
teams rush home 
to avoid virus 
SHANGHAI: Most Chinese Super League (CSL)
clubs fled abroad when the deadly coronavirus hit
the country but they are now rushing back again
as it takes hold elsewhere. The national side is still
training in Dubai — where many CSL teams also
went in recent weeks — but they too are now
making hasty arrangements to get home as soon
as possible.

Wuhan Zall, from the city at the epicentre of
the outbreak, had been training in Spain since late
January but left at the weekend because of the
worsening situation in Europe, now the focal point
of the pandemic. Wuhan will reportedly continue
their chaotic pre-season preparations in
Shenzhen. Wuhan itself is still in lockdown,
despite virus numbers in China reducing. The CSL
season was supposed to begin on February 22 but
was indefinitely postponed. It could start behind
closed doors in May, according to reports.

Leo Baptistao, Wuhan’s Brazilian attacker, told
Chinese media before departing Spain that the
situation “has flipped”. “We are more in danger
(here). It now appears... better to leave,” he said.
Fabio Cannavaro’s CSL champions Guangzhou
Evergrande, who were in Dubai, and runners-up
Beijing Guoan are among the clubs that have
recently returned to China.

Guangzhou R&F, coached by former Arsenal
and Barcelona star Giovanni van Bronckhorst, on
Monday became the latest club to say they were
cutting short their Dubai training camp. However,
getting back to China is not straightforward
because of flight disruptions and strict quarantine
rules when coming home.Wuhan Zall were
stranded in Frankfurt, Germany on Sunday,
according to Chinese media, and their current
location was not immediately available. The
Beijing News reported that Li Tie’s national team
were curtailing their stint in Dubai and had
planned to fly back to the Chinese capital from
Dubai.

However, their return is also becoming compli-
cated, as Beijing authorities are now sending all
international arrivals in the capital to quarantine
facilities. After declaring it had “basically” curbed
the spread of the disease within the country,
China is now worried about an influx of infections
from other countries. There have been more than
6,400 confirmed deaths globally from the coron-
avirus, which emerged in Wuhan in December.
Many prominent sports competitions across the
globe have been halted. — AFP

Man Utd’s Fernandes
named league’s 
player of the month 
LONDON: Manchester United’s January recruit Bruno
Fernandes beat the likes of Marcos Alonso and Pierre-
Emerick Aubameyang to be named the Premier
League’s player of the month for February after an
exceptional first month with Ole Gunnar Solskjaer’s
side. Portuguese midfielder Fernandes joined United for
an initial fee of 55 million euros ($61.44 million) and he
has thrived as a playmaker in the middle of the park,
winning over the fans to also be named the club’s player
of the month.

The 25-year-old has been pulling strings in United’s
attack to bag two goals — against Watford and Everton

— and three assists in the league since his debut last
month, helping the club beat top four opponents
Chelsea and Manchester City.

“Since I was a kid it was a dream to play for Man
United, and to be there at Old Trafford is the biggest
dream of my career,” Fernandes said https://www.pre-
mierleague.com/news/1644143.

“When you come to a new club you always want to
score, and the first goal is special. It doesn’t matter how
the goal is scored, but important is the goal’s worth. I’m
happy with my start but from now I need to give more
to be better.”

His instant impact has allowed United to go unbeaten
since his debut and they have given their Champions
League qualification hopes a shot in the arm by moving
up to fifth in the standings, three points behind fourth-
placed Chelsea. However, the Premier League has been
suspended until April 4 due to the coronavirus pandem-
ic which has been responsible for an unprecedented
shutdown of world sport. — Reuters

Coach Mancini 
ready to play 
Euros in 2021
MILAN: Italy coach Roberto
Mancini said Sunday he was ready for
the European Championship to be
postponed until 2021 amid the coron-
avirus pandemic. “We would have
won the European Championship this
summer, we can also win it in 2021,”
Mancini told Italian television station
Rai Sport. 

“Let’s wait to see what UEFA
decides, but I adapt to everything,
right now the priority is to save lives.”
European football’s governing body
meet on Tuesday to discuss all
domestic and European competitions,
as well as Euro 2020, which is due to
take place from June 12 to July 12.

Italy are set to host the opening
match in Rome on J12, in a tournament
which will be played in 12 countries
across the continent. All sport in Italy

has been suspended until April 3 with
the nation’s 60 million inhabitants in
lockdown to avoid the spread of the
virus which has killed 1,809 and
infected over 24,000.

“The fact is that the problems we
are having now other nations will have
shortly,” continued the former
Manchester City and Inter Milan
coach.  “First of all we need to protect
people’s health, we have to wait for
the peak, then when this situation
begins to ease off we could start talk-
ing and decide everything later.

“When we return to our normal
life, to football, we will be happier,
we’ll find freedom, be able to go back
to matches at the stadium, have fun,”
added the 55-year-old. “These dra-
matic situations can make you
become better. I hope so.”

Italy won al l  10 of their Euro
2020 qualifying matches as they
roared back under Mancini’s guid-
ance having failed to qualify for the
2018 World Cup. They approach
Euro 2020 searching for just their
second European title after winning
in 1968. — Reuters

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

UEFA CHAMPIONS LEAGUE
Manchester City v Real Madrid CF 23:00
beIN Sports

Juventus FC v Olympique Lyonnais 23:00
beIN Sports

Australia v Uzbekistan 17:00
beIN SPORTS

United Arab Emirates v Kyrgyzstan 19:00
beIN SPORTS Roberto Mancini

Serie A campaign 
could be spread 
over two seasons
ROME: The President of the Italian football federa-
tion (FIGC), Gabriele Gravina, said that the 2019/20
Serie A campaign could be spread over two seasons
in order to bring the league to a conclusion.

All sports events in Italy have been put on hold
until April 3 due to the coronavirus outbreak, put-
ting the completion of the Italian football season in
doubt.

At a FIGC meeting on March 10, the body con-
firmed that the option of holding playoffs to decide
the champion and relegated teams was being con-
sidered, as well as declaring the current standings
as final or not declaring a champion at all. But with
Italy in complete lockdown to fight the spread of
the virus, it is looking ever-more likely that the sus-
pension of football matches will be extended.

There are currently 12 rounds of league action
left to be completed, although eight Serie A teams
have 13 fixtures remaining. “If it isn’t possible to
bring the leagues to a conclusion, we will opt for
other decisions,” Gravina told Radio 1 Rai.

“It isn’t ruled out that the current season could
be spread out over two different seasons. “I under-
stand that there is a lot of curiosity, but today
nobody is in a position to say what our future
holds.”

Gravina also revealed that he will back calls for
Euro 2020 to be postponed when representatives of
national federations, European leagues and clubs
hold an emergency video-conference call today.

European club football has ground to a halt as
countries across the continent look to stop the
spread of the virus. Euro 2020, which is set to start
on June 12 and take place for a month across 12 dif-
ferent nations, could be pushed back by a year to
give the national leagues a chance to finish.

“The postponement of the European
Championships is the idea to follow,” said Gravina.
“Tomorrow we will ask for an act of responsibility
from UEFA and all the Federations, to follow a path
that seeks to protect the health of the athletes and
fans across the world.” — Reuters

LAHORE: The final leg of Bangladesh’s tour of
Pakistan, which involved a test match and a one-day
international next month, has been postponed due to
the coronavirus pandemic, the cricket boards said yes-
terday. Bangladesh were due to reach Karachi on
March 29 to play the one-dayer on April 1 and the sec-
ond test match which was to begin four days later at
the port city.

“The two boards will now work together to identify
a future opportunity to complete the ICC World Test
Championship commitment,” the Pakistan Cricket
Board (PCB) said in a statement.

Bangladesh toured Pakistan in January to play three
Twenty20 Internationals before returning last month
to play the first test in Rawalpindi which the hosts won
by an innings and 44 runs. The PCB has also indefinite-
ly postponed the domestic Pakistan Cup one-day tour-
nament which was to start from March 25.

Earlier yesterday, New Zealand Cricket (NZC) can-
celled the last two rounds of the Plunket Shield due to
the pandemic and awarded the title to league leaders
Wellington Firebirds. Chief executive David White said
NZC took the “difficult decision” after receiving
expert medical advice and following the government’s
move to tighten border controls.

“We’re informed the risk is very real; the pace of

change is great - and we have a duty of care to not
only our staff and players but our communities as
well,” White said in a statement. The Wellington
Firebirds clinched the 2019-20 title thanks to their 26-
point lead over Central Stags.

NZC has also cancelled its March 30 annual award
ceremony scheduled in Auckland. “Hopefully, this is
something we can stage at a later and more appropri-
ate date - but at the moment it would be far too much
of a risk to hold the event in a fortnight, as scheduled,”
White added. New Zealand’s schedule upheaval fol-
lows Cricket Australia’s decision to cancel the final
round of the Sheffield Shield season in an effort to
reduce travel. CA was yet to decide if the March 27
final will take place as scheduled.

Australia and New Zealand’s limited overs tours
have been postponed in the wake of new travel restric-
tions announced by the New Zealand government.
Australian limited-overs specialist Chris Lynn will head
home after guiding Lahore Qalandars to their maiden
semi-finals in the Pakistan Super League on Sunday.
“Unfortunately in these circumstances I’ve chosen to
head home. I’ve always said there is more to life than
cricket and this is certainly one of these cases,” Lynn
wrote on Instagram after smashing a 52-ball century in
an empty Gaddafi Stadium in Lahore. — Reuters

Final leg of Bangladesh’s 
Pakistan tour postponed
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Doubts grow in Japan over Tokyo Olympics
TOKYO: Doubts are growing in Japan about the Tokyo
Olympics, with growing opposition to holding them as
scheduled and some urging officials not to risk lives by
pressing ahead during the coronavirus emergency.

Officials like Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe
and International Olympic Committee chief Thomas
Bach have repeatedly insisted preparations should con-
tinue to light the Olympic flame on July 24. But with
events from the Premier League to NBA basketball
scrapped, and Japanese sport also at a standstill, even
US President Donald Trump has suggested putting the
Olympics on hold.

Japan has seen relatively few cases, with 814 testing
positive and 24 dead. But some people on the streets of
Tokyo voiced concern for the fans that would pour in
from abroad. Koki Miura, a 27-year-old employee at an
internet company, told AFP: “To be honest, even if
Japan overcomes this crisis, we wouldn’t receive visi-
tors from the world. I think we’d better not hold it.”

“We cannot sacrifice people’s lives for it,” added
Miura, who said the Games should be postponed — if
not cancelled outright. Public opinion in Japan appears
to be moving against the Games. A poll for public
broadcaster NHK taken March 6-9 suggested 45 per-

cent were opposed to going ahead as planned, with 40
percent in favour.

And a new poll of more than 1,000 people released
yesterday by Japan’s Kyodo news agency showed 69.9
percent of respondents believe Tokyo will not be able
to hold the Games as sched-
uled. Tokyo governor Yuriko
Koike has said it is “unthink-
able” to cancel the Olympics
but the decision rests with
the IOC, which is planning
emergency talks with inter-
national sports federations
on Tuesday, according to an
IOC source.

Bach has stressed the
IOC will follow World Health
Organization recommenda-
tions regarding a possible
postponement. But he has also acknowledged that the
cancellation of qualifying events was posing “serious
problems”.

At the beginning of March, Bach said the IOC would
show “flexibility” regarding qualifications for the Tokyo,

and encouraged “all athletes to continue to prepare”
for the Games.

‘LOOK AT THE PANIC’ 
Masao Sugawara, a 90-year-old pensioner, told

AFP: “Personally, I think it would be safer to postpone
the Olympics for a year, just
as President Trump said.
Look at the panic.” “Of
course it would be disap-
pointing, though,” he admit-
ted.

Manfred Otto, 45, a half-
Japanese, half-German
lawyer, said he was “wor-
ried” about the Games and
stressed: “We really need to
be careful.” “If the outbreak
does not get controlled by
June or July, I think we

should postpone it,” said Otto.
The betting odds are increasingly shifting towards

the opening ceremony not taking place on July 24.
Bookmaker Paddy Power is offering 4-1 against the
Games opening on time.

This comes as the virus — which has killed 6,400
people worldwide — shreds the international sporting
calendar, with almost no elite sporting action taking
place last weekend. Preparations for the Games have
already been affected, with qualifiers cancelled, test
events scaled back and the Olympic torch arrival and
relay altered.

Plans have been scrapped to involve hundreds of
children in the torch’s arrival ceremony, while an exhibi-
tion and three events to display the flame have also
been axed. Cancelling the Olympics would be a heart-
breaking decision for Tokyo residents who rushed to
buy tickets, and authorities whose preparations have
won widespread praise — with the majority of venues
ready well ahead of schedule.

Hisaya Suzuki, 47, said he had tickets to see base-
ball, Japan’s most popular sport. “It’s a once-in-a-life-
time opportunity, so I really wanted to take my son,” he
said, but added: “If there will be negative conse-
quences, it may be wiser to pause it (the Games).”

Sugawara said the magnitude of the coron-
avirus trumped sporting considerations. “I am 90
years old. Except for wartime, I have never felt so
worried.” —AFP

BANGKOK: A woman wearing a facemask, amid concerns over the spread of the COVID-19 coronavirus, sits at a bus stop in front of a Tokyo 2020 Olympics advertisement in Bangkok yesterday.  —AFP

NFL league
year will 
start on time
NEW YORK: The league reportedly
sent a memo to all 32 teams confirming
the schedule will not be changed due to
the coronavirus pandemic.

The news comes following reports
earlier Sunday that there was a change
of heart among people around the NFL,
many of whom initially expected the
league year to be delayed. The league
and the NFL Players Association
reportedly had talks earlier Sunday
about the possibility.

With the approval of the new collec-
tive bargaining agreement on Saturday
night, players would have had to sign off
on any changes to the scheduled start of

the league year. Delaying the start
would have put free agency on hold and
perhaps pushed back the draft, which is
currently scheduled for April 23-25 in
Las Vegas.

According to ESPN’s Adam Schefter,
the NFL said the NFLPA would not pro-
vide consent to delay the league year.

However, the decision might not yet
be set in stone. Pro Football Talk and
The Athletic each reported late Sunday
night that the NFL and NFLPA will
resume discussions on Monday morning.
A separate ESPN report said “there is a
continued (and even growing) sentiment
in league circles that (free agency will)
still be curtailed.”

The point of no return is rapidly
approaching. The last chance for teams
to use either their franchise or transition
tag on pending free agents is currently
set for 11:59 a.m. on Monday, one minute
before the start of the legal tampering
period. That period allows agents to

speak to other teams about their clients
and negotiate contracts, starting at noon
ET today and running until free agency
officially begins at 4 pm ET tomorrow.

Deals can become official on
Wednesday, as can any trades previous-
ly agreed upon, but some have concerns
about conducting physicals with players
in order to finalize deals.

Multiple teams have shut down facili-
ties and ordered employees to work
from home, including the Cincinnati
Bengals, amid the coronavirus pandemic.
The Bengals have the No. 1 overall pick
in the 2020 draft.

Saints head coach Sean Payton said
during an interview Saturday that he
expected the start of the league year to
be pushed back.

The CBA, approved by a narrow vote
from NFL players, creates an immediate
impact for teams that had hoped to use
the franchise tag and transition tag. The
new CBA allows teams to use one of the

tags, but not both.
Among teams impacted by the

change are the Dallas Cowboys and
Tennessee Titans. Dallas is attempting to
retain marquee offensive players, includ-
ing quarterback Dak Prescott and wide
receiver Amari Cooper, and the Titans
are in limbo with running back Derrick
Henry and right tackle Jack Conklin set
to hit free agency. According to reports
Sunday morning, the Titans are prepar-
ing a “big” contract offer to Henry.

The Titans reportedly agreed to
terms with quarterback Ryan Tannehill
on a long-term contract Sunday. While
they did not release terms, multiple
outlets reported it’s a four-year deal
worth $118 million, with $62 million ful-
ly guaranteed.

Meanwhile, draft prospect visits to
NFL teams, who typically are allowed to
host 30 players between the end of the
NFL Scouting Combine and mid-April,
are prohibited by the NFL. Instead the

league ordered teams to conduct video
or telephone interviews with draft-eligi-
ble players until further notice.

If the league year were to be delayed,
several major roster bonuses would be
pushed back with it . The largest,
according to NFL Network are:

Rams QB Jared Goff - $21 million
Steelers QB Ben Roethlisberger -

$12.5 million
Jets MLB CJ Mosley - $10 million
Packers OLB Za’Darius Smith - $9

million
Eagles QB Carson Wentz - $8 million
Rams RB Todd Gurley - $7.55 million

(and a $5.5 million base salary guaran-
tee)

Bears CB Kyle Fuller - $7.5 million
Lions QB Matthew Stafford - $6 mil-

lion
Packers QB Aaron Rodgers - $5.24

million
Vikings WR Adam Thielen - $5 mil-

lion.  —Reuters

Don’t 
sacrifice 

lives
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