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BEIJING: China is withdrawing the press credentials of 
American journalists at three US newspapers, intensify-
ing a bitter fight between the world’s top two economies 
that has widened to include the coronavirus outbreak 
and media freedoms. Beijing announced yesterday what 
it said was retaliation against US restrictions on Chinese 
journalists that includes revoking the accreditations of 
American correspondents with the New York Times, 
News Corp’s Wall Street Journal and Washington Post 
whose credentials expire by the end of 2020. 

The move is a sharp escalation of a dispute that saw 
Washington last month force Chinese state media firms 
to register as foreign embassies. Beijing then expelled 
three Wall Street Journal correspondents - two 
Americans and an Australian - following an opinion col-
umn by the newspaper that called China the “real sick 
man of Asia.” Washington then slashed the number of 
journalists permitted to work in the United States at four 
major Chinese state-owned media outlets to 100, from 
160 previously. It cited a “deepening crackdown” on 
independent reporting inside China. Beijing said the 
expelled journalists would not be permitted to work in 
mainland China, Hong Kong or Macau. It said they must 
hand back their press cards within 10 days. 

The expulsion is expected to affect at least 13 jour-
nalists, according to the Foreign Correspondents Club 
of China, which said it “deplores” China’s decision. 
China’s foreign ministry did not immediately respond 
to a faxed request for comment on how many journal-
ists are affected. Beijing also said the China branches 
of the three papers plus the Voice of America broad-
caster and Time magazine must “declare in written 

form information about their staff, finance, operation 
and real estate in China.” 

 
War of words 

The latest development follows a war of words 
between Washington and Beijing over the outbreak of 
the new coronavirus, which causes a highly contagious, 
sometimes fatal, respiratory illness COVID-19. The virus 
originated in the Chinese city of Wuhan late last year 
and has so far killed 7,400 people globally, bringing nor-
mal life in many parts of the 
world to a standstill. 

US Secretary of State 
Mike Pompeo told reporters 
at a State Department news 
conference that Beijing’s 
move yesterday would 
deprive the world and the 
Chinese people of informa-
tion in “incredibly challeng-
ing” times brought about by 
the coronavirus. “I regret 
China’s decision today to fur-
ther foreclose the world’s ability to conduct the free 
press operations that frankly would be really good for 
the Chinese people,” he said. “This is unfortunate... I 
hope they’ll reconsider.” Media executives denounced 
the move. 

“We unequivocally condemn any action by China to 
expel US reporters,” Washington Post Executive Editor 
Marty Baron said in a statement. “The Chinese govern-
ment’s decision is particularly regrettable because it 

comes in the midst of an unprecedented global crisis, 
when clear and reliable information about the interna-
tional response to COVID-19 is essential.” Dean Baquet, 
executive editor at The New York Times, also con-
demned the decision. “It is a grave mistake for China to 
move backwards and cut itself off from several of the 
world’s top news organizations,” he said. 

Matt Murray, editor in chief at The Wall Street 
Journal and Dow Jones Newswires, said: “We oppose 
government interference with a free press anywhere in 

the world. Our commitment 
to reporting fully and deeply 
on China is unchanged.” 
Time Editor in Chief and 
CEO Edward Felsenthal said: 
“We oppose any effort by 
the Chinese government or 
any other government to 
expel reporters or intimidate 
those whose job is to pro-
vide accurate information, 
especially during this crucial 
period for the world.” A rep-

resentative of Voice of America was not immediately 
reachable. 

 
‘One country, two systems’ 

A striking aspect of Beijing’s move was its decision to 
bar the journalists from working in Hong Kong and 
Macau, two semi-autonomous territories of China with 
their own media accreditation rules. In the past, foreign 
journalists kicked out of China were allowed to work in 

Hong Kong. That raised questions about Hong Kong’s 
autonomy under the “one country, two systems” agree-
ment that still prevails between the territory and the 
mainland. 

“There’s no precedent for China dictating who can 
and can’t report from Hong Kong openly,” said Steven 
Butler, the Committee to Protect Journalists’ Asia pro-
gram coordinator. “It very seriously erodes Hong Kong’s 
autonomy and freedom of the press.” The Foreign 
Correspondents’ Club in Hong Kong said it was alarmed 
at the decision to expel the journalists and even more 
concerned that they would be banned from working as 
journalists in Hong Kong. 

It said Hong Kong must provide assurances that for-
eign journalists working in Hong Kong and those apply-
ing to work in the city will continue to be issued employ-
ment visas without interference from the Chinese gov-
ernment. Beijing said yesterday that its actions “are 
entirely necessary and reciprocal countermeasures that 
China is compelled to take in response to the unreason-
able oppression the Chinese media organizations expe-
rience in the United States.” 

Pompeo said he did not think Beijing’s latest move 
was a balanced response. “This isn’t apples to apples,” 
he said, charging that the Chinese journalists who had 
faced restrictions were part of “propaganda outlets.” 
China has repeatedly denounced the Wall Street 
Journal’s “sick man” column as racist and, after the news-
paper declined to apologize, revoked the visas of the 
three reporters in Beijing. Another reporter with the 
paper had to leave last year after China declined to 
renew his visa. — Reuters 
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Coronavirus makes  
Taleban realize they  
need health workers  
alive not dead 
 
KABUL: Scared by the prospect a coronavirus epi-
demic in parts of Afghanistan under their control, the 
Taleban have pledged their readiness to work with 
healthcare workers instead of killing them, as they have 
been accused of in the past. Back in September, the 
Taleban lifted a ban on the World Health Organisation 
and Red Cross from operating in militant-held territory, 
having warned them off in April because of suspicions 
over polio vaccination campaigns. 

Whatever reservations the militants held over eradi-
cating that crippling disease, they have clearly grasped 
the dangers posed by coronavirus pandemic sweeping 
the rest of the world. “The Islamic Emirate via its Health 
Commission assures all international health organiza-
tions and WHO of its readiness to cooperate and coor-
dinate with them in combating the coronavirus,” said 
Suhail Shaheen, the Taleban’s spokesman, on Twitter, 
using the term the group uses to describe itself. 

In a report in December, the World Health 
Organization refrained from naming the Taleban or any 
other militant group as it counted the human and 
social cost of targeted attacks on healthcare during 
2019. At least 51 healthcare workers, patients and sup-
portive staff were killed and 142 others wounded. As a 
result of the attacks 192 health facilities were closed, of 
which only 34 were re-opened. The Taleban denied 
responsibility for the attacks that Afghan authorities 
have blamed on their fighters. 

Afghanistan currently has 22 confirmed coronavirus 
cases, with concerns growing particularly over the 
danger of infections among the thousands of Afghans 
crossing the border with Iran - one of the worst-
affected nations. The country’s woefully inadequate 
health system would undoubtedly be overwhelmed if 
the virus were to take hold. Moreover, after 18 years of 
war the government only controls about half of the 
country. 

The rest is either controlled or contested by the 
insurgents, who have agreed a peace deal with the 
United States, but have yet to open talks with the gov-
ernment. Communities in ethnic Pashtun rural areas 
where the Taleban hold sway could suffer from the loss 
of access to health support in their villages as a result 
of past militant action. Access can be even worse for 
women in these communities due to conservative 
Pashtun attitudes on gender.—Reuters 

PESHAWAR: Afhan trucks line up as they wait to cross the Pakistan-Afghanistan closed 
amid concerns over the spread of the COVID-19 novel coronavirus, in Torkham some 54 
kms fron Peshawar. — AFP  

AMRITSAR: A Sikh priest (center) reads the Guru Granth 
Sahib (Sikh holy book) as he offers prayers with other 
devotees for the relief from the spread of the COVID-19 
novel coronavirus at the Diwan Hall Gurudwara Manji 
Sahib of the Golden Temple in Amritsar. — AFP  

 
 

Coronavirus crisis  
could last 6 months,  
Australia warns  
 
SYDNEY: Australian Prime Minister Scott 
Morrison yesterday declared a “human biosecuri-
ty emergency” and said the country’s citizens 
should abandon all overseas travel because of the 
coronavirus epidemic that he warned could last at 
least six months. The formal declaration gives the 
government the power to close off cities or 
regions, impose curfews and order people to 
quarantine, if deemed necessary to contain the 
spread of the virus.  

The upgrade in official advice to an unprece-
dented “Level 4: Do not travel” to any country in 
the world, was accompanied by a ban on any non-
essential indoor gatherings of more than 100 peo-
ple. “Life is changing in Australia, as it is changing 
all around the world,” Morrison said during a tel-
evised news conference. “Life is going to continue 
to change, as we deal with the global coronavirus. 
This is a once in a hundred year type event.” 
Australia has recorded more than 500 coron-
avirus infections and six deaths, a relatively small 
number compared to other countries, but officials 
are growing increasingly concerned about the 
prospect of an exponential rise in cases. 

New South Wales, the country’s most popu-
lous state, reported its biggest one-day surge in 
new cases yesterday, along with the country’s lat-
est death, an 86-year-old man who died in a 
Sydney hospital. Morrison said the tighter ban on 
indoor social gatherings, down to 100 people 
from 500 people, did not include essential servic-
es like schools, public transport and shopping 
centers. The Australian leader cited expert health 
guidance as the rationale for keeping schools 
open, a strategy that has been questioned by 
some experts. Several private schools have made 
the unilateral decision to close ahead of the 
upcoming Easter break. Morrison reiterated the 
need for social distancing and good hand hygiene 
to curb the spread of the virus and announced 
restricted access to aged care homes. Anybody 
who travels during a Level 4 ban is warned that 
the Australian government may not be able to 
assist if they get into trouble while abroad, 
according the government’s official 
SmartTraveller website. It also recommends peo-
ple already in a “do not travel” area consider 
leaving. —Reuters 

Indian guru’s tips to  
ward off coronavirus  
anger professionals 
 
MUMBAI: Indian healthcare professionals are ques-
tioning claims by popular yoga guru and entrepreneur 
Baba Ramdev who said he has found an ayurvedic rem-
edy that would help ward off coronavirus. In a promo-
tional video made public this week, Ramdev, in his 
trademark saffron robes and clutching a sample of the 
medicinal plant produced by Patanjali, the company he 
co-founded, says: “We’ve done scientific research and 
found Ashwagandha ... doesn’t allow blending of corona 
protein with human protein.” 

He did not provide evidence for the research, which he 
said had been sent to an unspecified international journal. 
There are currently no vaccines or drugs approved to 
treat or prevent COVID-19, only investigational COVID-
19 vaccines and treatments under development. 

“These kinds of messages give a false sense of securi-
ty. People who are not well educated, they are the ones 
who will get misled,” said Dr Giridhar Babu, a professor 
of epidemiology at the Public Health Foundation of India, 
urging the government to ban such advertisements. Even 
potentially harmless tweets about immunity risk confus-
ing people, Babu added. Multiple calls and emails seeking 
comment from Patanjali and Ramdev went unanswered. 

In a series of tweets, Ramdev also urged Indians to 
take up yoga to boost immunity, using the hashtag 
#YogaForCorona. Ayurveda is an ancient system that 
includes herbal medicines, exercise and dietary guide-
lines practiced by millions in India. Patanjali, one of 
India’s most well-known ayurvedic brands, and several 
other such firms have been touting their products to 
fight coronavirus in the densely-populated country of 1.3 
billion people.—Reuters 

Coronavirus may  
be ‘greater than’  
tsunami: Malaysia  
 
KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia warned of a fresh wave of 
coronavirus infections if people did not follow two-week 
movement restrictions that started yesterday after cases 
in the country spiked to the highest in Southeast Asia. It 
has so far reported two coronavirus deaths, including a 
man who attended a mass Muslim gathering linked to 
nearly two-thirds of the country’s 673 infections. 
Thousands of the attendees still remain to be tested, rais-
ing the risk of an even greater spread of the virus. 

“We have a slim chance to break the chain of COVID-
19 infections,” Noor Hisham Abdullah, director general of 
Health Malaysia, said in a Facebook post. “Failure is not an 
option here. If not, we may face a third wave of this virus, 
which would be greater than a tsunami, if we maintain a 
“so what” attitude.” 

Malaysia and the Philippines, which has quarantined 
about half its 107 million population, have imposed the 
toughest restrictions on movements of people in 

Southeast Asia, causing early confusion and chaos, 
although capital markets in both countries will stay open. 
Hours before the movement curbs kicked in at midnight in 
Malaysia, thousands of people queued up at bus stations 
to go back to their hometowns. Hordes of Malaysians who 
commute daily to Singapore for work crossed the border 
to spend the next two weeks there.—Reuters 

BANGKOK: Millions of homeless people and those living 
in informal settlements across Asia are at heightened risk 
of contracting the coronavirus due to their dire living con-
ditions, housing experts said yesterday. The coronavirus 
has infected about 180,000 people worldwide and killed 
more than 7,000, according to a Reuters tally. 

While the data does not show how many lived in slums, 
the high density of settlements and meagre facilities raises 
their vulnerability, said Cecilia Tacoli, a researcher at the 
London-based International Institute for Environment and 
Development. “Proximity is an important driver of infec-
tion, and low-income settlements in many cities of the 
Global South are very densely populated,” she told the 
Thomson Reuters Foundation. 

“Given that new infectious diseases will likely continue 
to spread rapidly into and within cities, low-income settle-
ments need more effective infrastructure,” she said. 
Globally, about 1.8 billion people live in inadequate hous-
ing and homelessness, according to the United Nations. 
While handwashing is a basic precaution against the 

coronavirus, about 40% of the world’s population do not 
have such a facility with water and soap at home, accord-
ing to UNICEF, the UN’s children’s fund. 

Isolation is also hard when space is constrained and 
rooms are often shared, said Annie Wilkinson, a research 
fellow at research organization the Institute of 
Development Studies. “Slums’ informal or illegal status 
often undermines both the collection of data and the 
implementation of policies to improve health,” she said. 
“There is a real risk that the impacts on the urban poor 
will be considerably higher than elsewhere,” she said. 

In Hong Kong, where thousands of people who have 
recently visited China or may have had contact with 
patients, are confined to their homes under quarantine 
orders, it is particularly risky for those who live in parti-
tioned flats. These units generally have poor ventilation 
and drainage, and residents are more vulnerable because 
of the shared kitchen and toilets, said Choyu Cheung, a 
community organiser at the Society for Community 
Organization, a non-profit.—Reuters 

In slums and windowless apartments,  
Asia’s poor bear brunt of coronavirus

PENANG: A rickshaw driver looks for passengers in Penang 
during the first day of a partial lockdown in Malaysia with 
most businesses and schools closed amid fears over the 
spread of the COVID-19 coronavirus. — AFP 


