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NAIROBI: African countries have been among the last
to be hit by the global coronavirus epidemic, but as
cases rise, many nations are now taking strict measures
to block the deadly illness. Here is a snapshot of the sit-
uation on a continent plagued by weak health systems
and shortages of doctors and hospital beds, but where
many countries have top-level expertise in fighting
contagious disease.

Slow to arrive, but now spreading 
The first case in Africa was recorded in Egypt on

February 14, and by early March there were only two
more cases in Algeria and Nigeria. Experts initially
wondered why the continent appeared to have so few
cases-and some speculated whether the virus was
spreading undetected. Since then, confirmed cases have
spread steadily and in a little over a week, more than 20
new countries have been infected, bringing the total to
30 of 54 African nations with 450 known cases of the
virus. The worst-affected countries are in North Africa,
where local transmission is now taking place and 10
deaths have been confirmed. 

Egypt has recorded 166 cases and four deaths, and
Algeria 60 cases and also four deaths. Sudan and
Morocco each have one death. Economic powerhouse
South Africa has 62 cases, many of which were import-
ed, although the virus is now spreading in the communi-
ty. In East Africa, home to hubs Ethiopia and Kenya,
there are a total of 20 cases across six countries.
Senegal is the worst-affected in West Africa with 27
cases-most of whom were infected by a single citizen
who had returned from Italy.

Travel restrictions 
Watching from afar as disaster unfolds in Asia and

Europe-where many are suffering the consequences of
being slow to act-some African countries have wasted
no time in taking drastic measures. Air traffic in particu-
lar has been hard hit as nations across the continent
realized their first cases had
come from citizens returning
from travel abroad in infect-
ed countries.

In comparison to many
countries in the West, meas-
ures have been decisive and
very strict. Morocco has
stopped all international
flights “until further notice”,
aside from special planes
authorized to repatriate
European tourists. Somalia, a
country riven by decades of conflict, also banned all
international flights-including for cargo-after confirm-
ing its first case. Humanitarian flights, however, will be
allowed to proceed.

Chad, where no cases have been reported, has also
shut its airports and borders with affected Sudan and
Central African Republic. Similarly, neighboring Mali,
also with no confirmed cases, has announced all com-
mercial flights from virus-affected countries will be
stopped. Guinea-Bissau is also set to halt all flights in
and out of the country. Cape Verde is due to stop flights
too, from virus-hit European countries, as well as
Senegal, Nigeria, Brasil and the United States. 

Others are banning flights and travelers depending
on their origins. Senegal has blocked air links with sev-
en European countries and the Middle East. Togo and
Madagascar have taken similar measures.

Others like Kenya, Ghana, South Africa and Ivory
Coast have blocked foreigners from high-risk countries-

in some cases allowing those
in who hold resident permits.
Zambia, Nigeria, Ghana and
Equatorial Guinea are
among those insisting on
self-quarantine for travelers
from high-risk countries.
Tourism has been hard-hit,
including the cruise industry,
with ships blocked by many
countries including
Madagascar, Senegal,
Seychelles and Mauritius.

Bans and cancellations 
At least 13 countries on the continent have closed

or are preparing to shut down their school systems all
the way up to university level. This includes Kenya,
Rwanda, Morocco, Egypt, Senegal, South Africa,
Zambia, Equatorial Guinea and Ivory Coast. To add to
this measure, Kenya has encouraged working from
home, which has seen thousands streaming from the
capital to their rural houses. Some countries have also
taken strong measures regarding religious gatherings.

In Senegal, the powerful Muslim brotherhoods have
suspended religious festivities planned for this month.

Tunisian authorities have suspended group prayers,
including on Fridays. Major sporting and cultural
events have also been hit by the wave of bans. The
annual Bushfire music festival in Eswatini has been
cancelled, while in South Africa, the popular
AfrikaBurn festival will also not go ahead, while a
plethora of sporting events have been blocked. Tunisia
meanwhile is continuing with sporting events without
spectators.

Nigeria bans entry 
Nigeria will from Friday ban entry to arrivals from

13 of the countries worst affected by the coronavirus
epidemic, its Centre for Disease Control (NCDC) said.
All countries on the list have more than 1,000 cases,
and include the United States, Britain, Germany, China,
Italy, Iran, South Korea and Japan, it said in a Twitter
post yesterday. “We urge the public to restrict all non-
essential travel to these countries,” it said, adding that
the government was temporarily suspending the
issuance of all visas on arrival. Nigeria has recorded
eight confirmed coronavirus cases, health ministry offi-
cials said yesterday.

Several governments in Africa, where the virus pres-
ent in at least 26 countries but has spread more slowly
than in Europe and Asia, have closed borders, cancelled
flights and imposed strict entry and quarantine require-
ments. The NCDC said the entry ban would operate for
an initial period of four weeks, and that anyone arriving
in Nigeria who had visited any of the 13 countries in
recent days would be subject to supervised self-isola-
tion and testing for 14 days. —  Agencies 
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LONDON: Britain has unveiled sweep-
ing emergency powers to deal with the
spiraling coronavirus outbreak, includ-
ing proposals allowing police to detain
potentially infected people to be tested.
Details published on Tuesday night out-
lined sweeping new laws to be intro-
duced in parliament that will give vari-
ous public bodies tools and powers to
respond to the pandemic.

There have been 1,950 confirmed
cases and 71 deaths in Britain.
Developed in partnership with devolved
governments in Scotland, Wales and
Northern Ireland, as well as opposition
parties in London, the legislation will be
time-limited for two years. It will allow
the authorities to “switch on” the new
powers when needed and switch them
off again once they are no longer nec-
essary, based on the advice of top med-
ical officials.

“The Emergency Coronavirus Bill...
will only be used when it is absolutely
necessary and must be timed to maxi-
mize their effectiveness,” Health
Secretary Matt Hancock said. The
measures “give the government the
powers it needs to protect lives”, he
added. Some measures are not expect-
ed to come into force immediately, the
health department said. It called the
proposals “temporary” and “propor-
tionate”, and insisted they would “only...
be in place for as long as required to
respond to the situation”.

‘Wartime government’ 
Britain has ramped up its response to

the COVID-19 pandemic, after initially
taking a more cautious approach than
other countries. Chief scientific adviser
Patrick Vallance said Tuesday it was
“reasonable” to estimate that 55,000
people inside the country could now
have the virus. On Monday Prime
Minister Boris Johnson’s government
recommended household isolation,
home-working and an end to mass
gatherings to try to stem the rapidly
accelerating outbreak. 

It followed up with a huge package
of support for businesses to help them
survive the tough new social measures,
including government-backed loans of
at least £330 billion ($395 billion, 360
billion euros). Johnson said his adminis-
tration was now on a war footing.

The emergency powers will enable
action in several key areas, from
increasing the available health work-
force and “easing the burden” on front-
line staff to “managing the deceased
with respect and dignity”. Other meas-
ures include giving people who volun-
teer to help care for patients in the
health and social care sector additional
employment safeguards enabling them
to “pause” their main jobs for up to four
weeks. Britain’s Border Force will be
able to suspend operations at airports
or transport hubs if there are insufficient
resources to ensure security.—AFP

Social distancing, 
super-spreaders: 
Coronavirus lingo 
goes viral
PARIS: Social distancing, fourteen-ine, super-spreader:
as the novel coronavirus balloons across the globe, new
vocabulary associated with the illness is taking hold.  Here
is some lingo - both new and old - linked to the pandemic.

COVID-19
The current epidemic first broke out in late December

in the central Chinese city of Wuhan. It is caused by a new
strain of the coronavirus. The illness it causes in humans
has been named COVID-19 for “coronavirus disease
2019” by the World Health Organization (WHO).

Barrier gestures 
Used to describe the measures people can take to

reduce the risk of infection. Regular hand washing, cough-
ing and sneezing into one’s elbow and using a tissue only
once are three signature barrier gestures recommended
to prevent the spread of the virus. 

Social distancing
People are also advised to carry out “social distancing”

measures to minimize contact with other people to dimin-
ish the risk of contagion. In countries across the globe,
people have been advised against stop shaking hands and
kissing to say hello - common greetings in many parts of
Europe. People are also advised to stay at least one meter
away from others and avoid gatherings, including dining
our or attending sports matches or concerts. 

Super spreader 
This refers to a person who has infected a large num-

ber of other people. Unless protective measures such as
isolation are taken, it is estimated that an infected person
will transmit the illness to at least two or three other peo-
ple. The notion of “super spreader” is relatively old - the
term was applied in the US during the AIDS epidemic of
the 1980s. Then as now, they are hard to pin down. “It is
possible that what we call ‘super spreaders’ do exist,” said
Eric Caumes, head of the infectious diseases service at the
Pitie-Salpetriere hospital in Paris. “The problem is we can
not manage to find them”.

Cluster 
In medical terms, ‘cluster’ means several people infect-

ed in a specific place. In the case of an epidemic a cluster
is a disease hotspot. 

Fourteen-ine 
This term stems from the word quarantine, which origi-

nally referred to the 40-day isolation period for people
suspected of having the plague. The COVID-19 incuba-
tion period - the time between infection and the appear-
ance of symptoms - is estimated at between one and 14
days, according to the WHO. Most governments around
the world have imposed 14-day isolation periods for sus-
pected cases. But the WHO says infected people could
still be contagious after they stop feeling sick and recom-
mends isolation for at least two weeks after symptoms
disappear.—AFP

BRUSSELS: Russian media have
deployed a “significant disinformation
campaign” against the West to worsen
the impact of the coronavirus, generate
panic and sow distrust, according to a
European Union document seen by
Reuters. Pushing fake news online in
English, Spanish, Italian, German and
French, the Russian campaign uses con-
tradictory, confusing and malicious
reports to make it harder for the EU to
communicate its response to the pan-
demic, the report said. 

There was no immediate comment on
the document by Russia, which has pre-
viously denied accusations that it has
been spreading fake news about the
coronavirus on social media. “A signifi-
cant disinformation campaign by Russian
state media and pro-Kremlin outlets
regarding COVID-19 is ongoing,” said
the nine-page internal document, dated
March 16, using the name of the disease
that can be caused by the coronavirus. 

“The overarching aim of Kremlin dis-
information is to aggravate the public
health crisis in Western countries ... in
line with the Kremlin’s broader strategy
of attempting to subvert European soci-
eties,” the document produced by the
EU’s foreign policy arm, the European
External Action Service, said. A specialist
EU database has recorded almost 80
cases of disinformation about coron-
avirus since January 22, it said. 

The EEAS declined to comment
directly on the report, but a spokesman
said the EU was in contact with Google,

Facebook, Twitter and Microsoft to “to
discuss the spread of disinformation
around the outbreak of COVID-19.” The
EU and NATO have accused Russia of
covert action, including disinformation, to
try to destabilize the West by exploiting
divisions in society. 

Russia denies any such tactics, and
Russian President Vladimir Putin has
accused foreign foes of targeting Russia
by spreading fake news about the out-
break to sow panic. Russian media in
Europe have not been successful in
reaching the broader public, but provide
a platform for anti-EU populists and
polarise debate, analysis by EU and non-
governmental groups has shown.

The EEAS report cited riots at the
end of February in Ukraine, a former
Soviet republic now seeking to join the
EU and NATO, as an example of the
consequences of such disinformation. It
said a fake letter purporting to be from
the Ukrainian health ministry falsely stat-
ed here were five coronavirus cases in
the country. Ukrainian authorities say the
letter was created outside Ukraine, the
EU report said. “Pro-Kremlin disinfor-
mation messages advance a narrative
that coronavirus is a human creation,
weaponised by the West,” said the
report, first cited by the Financial Times.
It quoted fake news created by Russia in
Italy, the second-most heavily affected
country in the world, that health systems
would be unable to cope and doctors
would choose who lived or died because
of a lack of beds.—Reuters

British govt unveils sweeping
coronavirus emergency laws 

LONDON: A picture shows phone boxes on a quiet street in Westminster in
London on March amid the coronavirus outbreak. The British government
yesterday unveiled a raft of emergency powers to deal with the coron-
avirus epidemic, including proposals allowing police to detain potentially
infected people to be tested. — AFP

GAZA CITY: A Palestinian health worker checks the body
temperature of a child at a United Nations Relief and
Works Agency for Palestinian Refugees school as prepa-
rations are underway to receive, examine and isolate vic-
tims of the Covid-19 coronavirus. — AFP 

AMSTERDAM: Tourists wearing facemasks gather in the Red Light District
of Amsterdam, The Netherlands. The World Health Organization’s (WHO)
regional office for Europe said there is a need for bold measures in all
European countries, calling the continent the ‘epicenter’ of the new coron-
avirus pandemic. — AFP 

Russia feeding ‘disinformation’
to sow panic in the West: EU

Militia ‘sect’ wreaks 
havoc in remote DR 
Congo region
BUNIA: With three fingers chopped off his left hand,
Father Guy-Robert Mandro bears physical witness to
a resurgence of violence in DR Congo that has gone
widely unnoticed in a world fixated by the coronavirus
pandemic. Since the start of the month, around 50
people have been killed in the eastern province of
Ituri, 15 of them overnight Sunday alone, according to
local sources. Bloodletting in this troubled region has
already claimed some 700 lives since late 2017 - a tale
of trauma and sexual violence blamed on a little-
known militia. 

Mandro, the parish priest in Fataki, about 80 kilo-
meters north of the provincial capital Bunia, said he

was attacked after mass about a week ago.  “A group
of young people came up to me. They hit me about the
head with machetes. I protected myself and that’s how
I lost three fingers,” he said. The injured man was
flown by helicopter to Bunia, where he underwent
lengthy surgery. A local priest gave him a room on the
bishop’s premises to convalesce, with both hands
bandaged.

Rape 
Valerie, a Fataki woman of 44 going by an assumed

name for her safety, said she cowered beneath a parish
building as the priest was assaulted. But the young
men found her. “Three of the attackers raped me, tak-
ing turns,” she said. One of Bunia’s many displaced
people, Valerie spoke at the headquarters of the
Sofepadi, a medical non-governmental organization
that “repairs women” victims of sexual violence. It is
modeled on the famous Panzi clinic in Bukavu, in South
Kivu province, managed by gynaecologist Denis
Mukwege, the 2018 Nobel Peace laureate.

The Bunia clinic, however, is so poorly equipped
that it even lacks an operating theatre. Another rape
victim, Tania, 34, said she gave birth on February 16,
just a week after her eldest daughter Sofia, a schoolgirl
of 17. Again the names have been changed. Tania said
that she and her daughter were both made pregnant
during a gang rape near Bunia. The assailants behead-
ed her nephew in front of their eyes. “Sofia wanted to
kill herself when she was told that she was pregnant,”
Tania said. 

The young girl recovered the strength to resume
her last year in school and gave birth to a boy
“whom she looks after really well”, said her mother,
who has four other children. Tania does not remem-
ber the precise day of the attack, but places it in
late May or early June 2019, during a long spell of
violence that resumed in December 2017. In addi-
tion to more than 700 dead, thousands of people
have been displaced in the region, according to the
United Nations, which has condemned a potential
“crime against humanity”.—AFP


