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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...
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 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...
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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  
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“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...


