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MUMBAI: India closed the Taj Mahal, its principal
tourist site, and the financial hub of Mumbai ordered
offices providing non-essential services to keep half
their staff at home in increased measures to curb the
coronavirus in South Asia. Mumbai, a metropolis of
18 million people, also authorized hospital and airport
authorities to stamp wrists of those ordered to self-
isolate with indelible ink reading “Home Quarantined”
and displaying the date the quarantine ends. 

There have been concerns that over-stretched
health systems in India and
the rest of the region could
struggle to handle a surge
in cases. New Delhi has al-
ready taken measures in-
cluding suspending most
visas into the country. In-
dian health authorities are
analyzing data from more
than 1,000 patients who
had not travelled to coro-
navirus-affected regions
or known to have come in
contact with confirmed cases, to determine whether
the disease has begun spreading through the country,
a senior official from the Indian Council of Medical
Research said. “That will tell us whether it has already
reached in-community, or we are still in the earlier
stage where the disease is limited to the traveler and
close contacts,” the official told Reuters.

Restrictions mount
India’s western state of Maharashtra, home to

Mumbai, has been the hardest hit with 39 confirmed
coronavirus cases, or about a quarter of the 126 cases
in the country. A patient there died after contracting

the virus yesterday, Praveen Pardeshi, who heads
Mumbai’s civic body, told Reuters. It was the third
death in India.

Along with the Taj Mahal, dozens of other monu-
ments and museums including the Ajanta and Ellora
caves and religious sites such as Mumbai’s Siddhiv-
inayak Temple were closed.

The curbs in Mumbai come just days after the city
shut down schools, cinemas, malls and gyms, and also
banned mass gatherings. India expanded its travel re-

strictions on Monday, ban-
ning passengers from
countries of the European
Union and European Free
Trade Association, Turkey
and the United Kingdom -
including its own citizens.
Neighboring Sri Lanka said
it would suspend all interna-
tional flights for two weeks
beginning Wednesday. In-
dian airline GoAir sus-
pended all international

operations and asked some of its employees to take
unpaid leave.

Pakistan rise
Pakistan reported the number of confirmed cases

had more than doubled for a second consecutive day,
reaching 195. Officials said the jump was largely due
to errors in testing and quarantine of travelers who
recently returned from Iran through a border crossing
in Balochistan province.

“If the arrangements were better we could have
saved these people from the virus,” Saeed Ghani, a
minister in the provincial Sindh government where

many of the cases were detected, told a television
channel on Monday night. Pakistan postponed its
Pakistan Super League cricket tournament. Authori-
ties in South Asia have struggled to get travelers to
self-isolate or stay quarantined in medical facilities
that many view as poor and unhygienic.

At least 38 Afghans who recently returned from
Iran and were in isolation escaped from a facility in
western Afghanistan on Monday after breaking win-
dows and attacking hospital staff. At least one of them
was confirmed to have the coronavirus. The country
currently has 22 confirmed cases. Separately, in Navi
Mumbai, a suburb of India’s financial hub, local media

reported that 11 people, who had been isolated after
returning from Dubai, also fled the hospital, forcing
police to launch a manhunt.

With the overnight rise in Pakistan, the overall
number of confirmed cases in South Asia is now ap-
proaching the 400 mark. Sri Lanka, which is heavily
reliant on tourism for foreign exchange, saw its cur-
rency hit a record low against the dollar yesterday.
Pakistan’s stock market slid again a day after record-
ing one of its biggest ever one-day declines. Its cen-
tral bank cut its policy rate by 75 basis points
yesterday ahead of an expected decline in inflation
due to the virus. — Reuters

India shuts Taj Mahal and 
boosts coronavirus testing

Cases in Pakistan rise to 195 after testing errors

AGRA: Visitors wearing facemasks as a preventive measure against the COVID-19 coronavirus have
their picture taken outside Taj Mahal following its closure yesterday. — AFP 

Iran ‘temporarily’ 
frees prisoners as 
virus toll mounts 
DUBAI: Iran has temporarily freed about 85,000
prisoners, including political prisoners in response to
the coronavirus epidemic, a judiciary spokesman said
yesterday. The death toll in Iran from the coronavirus
has reached 988 and a total of 16,169 people have
been confirmed infected across the country, one of
the worst national outbreaks outside China, where the
new virus originated. 

“So far, some 85,000 prisoners have been re-
leased ... Also in the jails we have taken precautionary
measures to confront the outbreak,” judiciary
spokesman Gholamhossein Esmaili said. He did not
elaborate on when those released would have to re-
turn to jail. A day after Iran released 70,000 prison-
ers in early March, the UN Special Rapporteur on
human rights in Iran, Javaid Rehman, said he had
asked Tehran to free all political prisoners temporarily
from its overcrowded and disease-ridden jails to help
stem the spread of coronavirus. 

Rehman said only those serving sentences of less
than five years had been freed, while prisoners
charged with heavier sentences and those linked to
their participation in anti-government protests re-
mained in jail. Iran has released at least a dozen po-
litical prisoners in the past days, according to activists
and rights groups. But prominent political prisoners
still remain in jail. The United States has called for the
release of dozens of dual nationals and foreigners
held mainly on spying charges in Iran, saying that
Washington will hold the government directly re-
sponsible for any American deaths.

‘Committing suicide’
Iran’s clerical rulers have rejected locking down

cities despite the rising death toll and the rate of new
cases but they have urged people to avoid travelling

ahead of Iranian new year on March 20 amid con-
cerns over further spread of the virus. Many Iranians
have ignored calls by the health authorities to stay at
home, and shops and restaurants remained open in
the country. “Stay at home ... Shopping for the new
year is like committing suicide these days,” a health
ministry official told state television.

Mass Friday prayers have been cancelled across
the country, it added. In a rare move, the establish-
ment has closed the holy Shiite Muslim sites and
shrines in Mashhad and Qom, the epicenter of Iran’s
coronavirus outbreak. Police dispersed a group of
hardline demonstrators who gathered on late Mon-
day at Imam Reza Shrine in Mashahd and Masumeh
Shrine in Qom to protest against their closure, state
media reported. Two protesters had been arrested.

Officials have blamed US sanctions, reimposed on
Tehran since Washington quit Iran’s 2015 nuclear
agreement with six powers, for hampering Tehran’s
fight against the coronavirus. Tehran has called on
other countries to back its call for lifting of US sanc-
tions. Sources told Reuters on Monday that Wash-

ington was unlikely to ease sanctions on Iran despite
an appeal from China that it do so because of the
coronavirus pandemic.

Last week, Iran said it had asked the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) for $5 billion in emergency
funding to combat the outbreak. The United Arab
Emirates, a rival of Iran, has put aside differences to
lend support by sending two planes carrying 32 tons
of medical supplies, including gloves and surgical
masks. Other countries in the Middle East have im-
posed strict measures such as closing their borders
and suspending flights.

Kuwait’s health ministry yesterday reported seven
new cases, all among Kuwaitis who had been to
Britain to take the country’s toll to 130. Bahrain on
Monday reported the Arab Gulf region’s first death
from the disease as the number of infections in the
six-nation Gulf Cooperation Council crossed 1,000.
Oman, which lies across the Gulf from Iran, said any-
one entering the sultanate as of yesterday would be
quarantined. It had earlier imposed restrictions on
entry to allow only Gulf Arab citizens. — Reuters

QOM: A child rides his bicycle near the Fatima Masumeh shrine in the holy city of Qom, about 130 kilo-
meters south of the capital Tehran. Iran closed four key Shiite pilgrimage sites across the Islamic republic
on Monday in line with measures to stop the spread of the new coronavirus. — AFP 
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Robbery suspect extradited 

SINGAPORE: A suspect in a rare Singapore
bank robbery is set to face charges in the Asian
city-state after four years avoiding extradition to
the country as he attempted to reach his native
Canada, authorities said yesterday. Singapore po-
lice and the country’s public prosecutor said in a
joint statement that David James Roach had been
sent back by Britain after being detained there in
2018 en route to Canada. His arrest followed an
earlier spell in a Thailand jail on charges related to
carrying stolen cash after Roach initially fled Sin-
gapore for Bangkok in 2016, the statement said.
Thai authorities refused to send him to Singapore
as the countries do not have an extradition treaty.
He is scheduled to be charged in court later with
robbery and money laundering related to allega-
tions that he stole Sg$30,000 ($22,000) from a
Standard Chartered bank branch after strolling in
and presenting a threatening note. — AFP 

COVID-19 cases at WHO

GENEVA: Two cases of COVID-19 have been
registered at the World Health Organization head-
quarters, a spokesman said yesterday. The WHO,
based in the Swiss city of Geneva, is coordinating
the international response to the new coronavirus
pandemic, which has infected more than 180,000
people and killed more than 7,000 across 145
countries. “We do have two staff confirmed with
symptoms of COVID-19,” spokesman Christian
Lindmeier told reporters at a virtual press confer-
ence. “This was last week, Friday and Thursday.
They both have gone home. They have self-iso-
lated. They showed symptoms. “Colleagues in the
office have been checked and we’re waiting for
further information on those. Everything so far
seems OK with them. He said all but essential staff
were working remotely. — AFP 

Las Vegas grinds to halt 

LOS ANGELES: Slot machines switched off,
blackjack tables deserted... several of the biggest
casinos in Las Vegas shut their doors yesterday to
tackle the spread of the new coronavirus. The
sweeping closures will deal a heavy blow to tourists
and gamblers-and many of the city’s vulnerable
contract workers. The virus claimed its first victim
in Nevada on Monday, with a death reported in
Clark County, which encompasses the Las Vegas
Strip, a street packed with world-famous hotels and
casinos. With US authorities now recommending
that mass events with 10 or more people be can-
celed, MGM Resorts said it would temporarily sus-
pend operations until further notice. — AFP 

Virus hits Somalia, Tanzania

DAR ES SALAAM: Tanzania and Somalia on
Monday became the latest East Africa countries to
confirm their first cases of coronavirus, as neighbor-
ing countries shuttered borders and schools as fears
of contagion rose. As the global pandemic takes root
in Africa, Chinese billionaire Jack Ma announced he
was donating 20,000 testing kits, 100,000 masks
and 1,000 protective suits to each of the continent’s
54 countries. “We take precautions and get pre-
pared ahead of time, as Africa can benefit from the
experience and lessons of other countries that were
earlier hit hard by the virus,” he said in a statement
on Twitter. In a little over a week, 21 new African
countries have reported cases, bringing the total af-
fected to 30. In West Africa, Liberia and Benin also
recorded their first cases Monday. — AFP 

CHENNAI: Every evening at the end
of his shift, Anil Sharma heads to a rally
ground in the Indian city of Chandigarh
to join hundreds of colleagues protest-
ing a new initiative that lets the local
administration keep track of city work-
ers using GPS watches. A municipal
gardener in the capital of the northern
Punjab state, Sharma has been protest-
ing against the watches that city em-
ployees are being told to wear to track
their efficiency, a move he called “hu-
miliating” and “unethical”. 

“I have worked for 25 years to keep
this city beautiful and now they want to
make me a bonded laborer and humili-
ate me,” Sharma said. “Besides, we
have supervisors who monitor our
work and this tracking cannot be
forced on us. It is unethical,” he said in
a phone interview.

As India pushes ahead with its plan
to turn 100 urban centers into smart
cities, local governments are using
technology like GPS watches to pro-
vide data they can use to improve effi-
ciency and tighten budgets. But city
employees, campaigners and technol-
ogy experts have raised concerns
about privacy and the potential misuse
of that data, as well as the susceptibility

of the watches to failure like weak GPS
signal or the devices switching off.

For three months Sharma and his
colleagues from various departments
like horticulture, sanitation and health
have been gathering to demand that of-
ficials in Chandigarh, hailed as one of
India’s cleanest cities, stop using the
GPS watches. They are among a grow-
ing number of municipal workers in a
dozen cities across India who are
protesting the linking of surveillance
data to performance and salaries.

Under the project, which launched in
Chandigarh in February, workers are
mandated to wear the GPS watches
during their working hours. The
watches feed a stream of data to a cen-
tral control room, where officials mon-
itor the movements of each employee.
If workers remove their watches, they
are penalized, although there is no
comprehensive data available on how
many workers have been fined so far, or
by how much.

“The efficiency trackers seem like an
over-reach,” said Nandini Chami,
deputy director at IT for Change, a
Bangalore-based non-profit. “Given
the nature of the employer-employee
relationship, it is essential to know what

are the boundaries of this surveillance
and what will be a worker’s right to ap-
peal any data they want to contest,”
she said. Municipal commissioner K K
Yadav, Chandigarh’s top civic official,
said in a phone interview that the pro-
gram is about improving efficiency.

“This is an efficient way to check if
our workers are on the ground doing
their jobs,” added Yadav, who said he
also wears a watch, to set an example.
“Their salaries will be linked to this
tracker and all the data will be put in
the public domain eventually for in-
creasing accountability.” Yadav noted
that there is no expectation of privacy

for government employees while they
are at work and that complaints and
appeals would be dealt with on a case-
by-case basis.

Suresh Kumar Sharma has been
driving a sewer-cleaning machine for
over two decades, unclogging street
drains throughout Chandigarh. He said
he has raised questions with his super-
visors and other senior officials as he
tries to understand the need for GPS
surveillance. “Sometimes we receive
five complaints (of blocked drains) in a
day, but are able to attend to only one
because cleaning blocked drains takes
time,” he said. — Reuters

CHENNAI: Security personnel stand at the entrance of a shopping mall
closed amid concerns over the spread of the COVID-19 novel coronavirus,
in Chennai yesterday. — AFP 

Under watch: City workers
protest digital surveillance


