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These pictures show women wearing face masks dancing at a park in Beijing.—AFP photos

A food delivery man crosses the street in Times Square in Manhattan on
March 17 in New York City.

A food delivery man crosses 1st Avenue in Manhattan on March 17, 2020, in
New York City.— AFP photos

Restaurants are reopening, traffic and fac-
tories are stirring, and in one of the
clearest signs yet that China is awaken-

ing from its coronavirus coma, the country’s
“dancing aunties” are once again gathering in
parks and squares. As the rest of the world runs
for cover, China — where the virus first
emerged — is moving, guardedly, in the oppo-
site direction as domestic infections fall to nil
following unprecedented lockdowns and travel
restrictions. But ordinary life is far from normal.

Masks and temperature checks are essential
to enter most places and many eateries are
banning diners from facing each other in a mass
“social distancing” campaign — no easy task in
the world’s most populous nation. Beijing
retiree Wang Huixian was among a dozen
women practicing the national pastime of danc-
ing in unison to music from portable speakers
in a public park — but now with a gap of three
meters (10 feet) between them. “During the
epidemic, everyone was very tense and afraid.
So we want to relax now,” said Wang, 57.

But she added: “Everyone is cautious and
keeping a distance from each other to avoid
getting infected.” Alongside more than 3,200
deaths and over 81,000 total infections, the
coronavirus outbreak has left further scars.
China, the world’s second-largest economy,
was shut down for weeks, with factories silent
and massive cities locked down. The pain from
that is expected to persist, with a surge in job-
lessness and many businesses gone bust.

Sense of relief 
Most of the country is now slowly lifting

restrictions and people are returning to work,
unlike many Western countries where govern-
ments have ordered sweeping restrictions not

seen during peacetime. Many European coun-
tries are in near-total internal lockdown, and
popular tourist spots are deserted. But after
weeks of empty streets and citizens sheltering
at home for safety, Shanghai has transformed in
recent days. Cafes and some tourist sites have
reopened, and residents of China’s biggest city
are re-emerging for tai chi in the park, or to
take selfies along the riverfront under bright
spring sunshine. “I was very scared. A sense of
fear persisted,” said 50-year-old Zhang Min,
the owner of an office-supply company, while
strolling in a Shanghai park. “But now all is
good... not like the people overseas who are
engaged in panic-buying.”

The flow of daily commuters into Shanghai’s
financial district is picking up and some inter-
provincial travel restrictions have eased.
However, many provinces and cities like
Shanghai now require citizens to show a down-
loaded QR code on their mobile phone that
rates them as “green”, “yellow” or “red” —
based on tracking of whether they visited a
high-risk zone — before entering many busi-
nesses. “My feeling is that people with (virus)
issues can’t come out, but people who can are
safe, so we’re reassured,” child-care worker Lai
Jinfeng, 41, said while strolling the Shanghai’s

famous Bund. People shrink from an offered
handshake, many restaurants have removed half
their chairs to disperse customers, and other
restrictions on large gatherings remain in place.

And the now-ubiquitous face mask is being
worked into cosmetics routines, with online
beauty influencers instructing millions of
women on applying make-up only to the upper
half of the face, without staining the mask itself.
President Xi Jinping declared during a March
10 visit to the still locked-down epicentre city
of Wuhan in Hubei province that China had
“turned the tide,” and a top economic official
said Tuesday that 90 percent of businesses
outside Hubei were operating again. But as
China emerges from the worst of the virus on
its soil, the costs of the pandemic will become
clearer in the coming weeks and months, ana-
lysts say. “Basically before the epidemic, last
year, my business was very good, but not now,”
said Cai Qizhen, 52, who runs a small cobbler’s
shop in Shanghai. “Now basically I don’t come
in the morning... and I’m finished by 3 pm with
nothing left to do.”—AFP

US actor Tom Hanks, the wife of
Canadian Prime Minister Justin
Trudeau, and Arsenal coach Mikel

Arteta are among the rich and famous
infected by the coronavirus:

Entertainers 
Tom Hanks and his wife, actress and

singer Rita Wilson, are the first
Hollywood stars to announce they are
infected.  They have been placed in
quarantine in a Gold Coast hospital in
Australia. Hanks has urged the public to
heed the advice of experts.

Best-selling Chilean writer Luis
Sepulveda, who lives in northern Spain,
has also been infected, showing symp-
toms of the new Coronavirus in
February, after he had returned to his
home from a literary festival in neighbor-
ing Portugal.

Sport 
England’s football Premier League,

the richest in the world, is badly affect-
ed: Arsenal’s Spanish manager Arteta
and Chelsea winger Callum Hudson-
Odoi, who is British, have both contract-
ed the coronavirus. Italian football team
Juventus has announced that one of their
players, defender Daniele Rugani, has
tested positive.

French basketball player Rudy
Gobert has become the first US National
Basketball Association player to test
positive, prompting the NBA to abruptly
suspend the season.

Utah Jazz star Gobert has apologized
for potentially exposing people to the
coronavirus, after triggering scorn on
social media for pointedly touching
every microphone and voice recorder on
a table in front of him at a media avail-
ability on Monday.

A second Utah player, Donovan
Mitchell, has also been confirmed to
have tested positive for COVID-19.

Colombian cyclist Fernando Gaviria,
is doing well after being admitted to
hospital in the United Arab Emirates 10
days ago. He is the second of two
cyclists at the UAE Tour to have been
identified with the virus after Russian
Gazprom cyclist Dmitry Strakhov.

Politicians 
Canadian premier Trudeau has been

placed in isolation for two weeks after
his wife Sophie Gregoire Trudeau tested
positive. Spain’s equality minister Irene
Montero has tested positive and has
been quarantined along with her partner,
deputy prime minister and radical left
Podemos leader Pablo Iglesias.

French Culture Minister Franck
Riester is staying in his Paris home after
contracting the coronavirus earlier this
week.  British MP Nadine Dorries, a
minister in the health department who
helped craft the legislation to fight the
bug, has tested positive, the first British
politician to do so.—AFP

With New York restaurants closed
because of the coronavirus pan-
demic, residents unused to eating at

home are increasingly relying on the city’s
army of bicycle delivery people for their din-
ner. The 40,000 workers, almost always
immigrants without health insurance or legal
papers, are playing a critical role since all
eateries and bars were ordered shut on
Monday until April 1.  The riders, who zip
around the Big Apple on pedal and electric
bikes with parcels of takeout hanging from
handlebars, fear contagion but say they have
no choice but to continue working. “While
others are at home, we face the risk of get-
ting COVID-19. This truly worries me,”
Alberto Gonzalez, who has no health care
coverage, told AFP. “I have a wife and four
children at home, they are all taking steps to
stay inside, but what good is it if I put them
at risk for being on the streets?”

The closures allow New Yorkers to order
a delivery or pick-up a takeout, just not sit in
restaurants, providing some consolation to
the millions stuck at home. Gonzalez, who
lives in Brooklyn and also works with the
pro-immigrant organization Make The Road
New York, says the riders “need more pro-
tection.” “It is not clear who has priority for
the tests, and whether those without insur-
ance or legal status will have to pay for the
tests and treatment,” he said. The drivers are
trying to eliminate as much as risk as possi-
ble so they don’t catch the virus which has
killed more than 7,000 people worldwide
and brought cities grinding to a halt.

Many wear gloves and masks and regu-
larly apply disinfectant gel while some have
even taken to wrapping plastic bags around
the handlebars of their bikes. “Every time I
deliver food I put sanitizer on my hands and
change my gloves,” Mexican delivery driver

Luis Ventura told AFP as he got off his elec-
tric bike in the central Manhattan. The 30-
year-old lost his job as a chef at a Greek
restaurant a few days ago due to plummeting
business sparked by the fast-spreading out-
break. Some restaurants are closing and let-
ting staff go after a collapse in orders have
left them struggling to pay rent and wages.

Ventura continues to work for food deliv-
ery company Postmates, where he makes $9
an hour, less than New York’s $15 minimum
wage.  “Honestly this month the money will
not reach me,” he lamented.  Abdoulayle
Diallo, from Guinea in West Africa, says he
takes extra care when touching doorknobs

and elevator buttons in customers’ buildings.
“You don’t know who could be sick,” said the
19-year-old, who has worked for delivery
company Seamless for two years.  “I am
going to continue working because I have no
choice. If I sit at home I don’t get paid at all,”
he added. The delivery men are part of
America’s gig economy: they receive no ben-
efits and only get paid for the work they do.

Some New Yorkers on social media have
called on residents to increase tips for deliv-
ery people out of solidarity.  But about a
dozen dealers interviewed by AFP said they
hadn’t seen an uptick in citizens’ generosity.
“The job is down too much, 70 percent,” said
60-year-old Mexican Martin Balderas, a
delivery man for Manhattan fried chicken
restaurant Atomic Wings. “I pray to God to
avoid contagion, but we are all at risk,” said
Balderas, who earns $8 a hour and has no
health insurance. 

Balderas, who supports his wife in New
York, and sends money to children and
grandchildren in Mexico, says he also cannot
afford to self-isolate. “The family has to eat,
and the rent is not forgiving here,” he said.
New York Mayor Bill de Blasio offered inter-
est-free loans of up to $75,000 for business-
es with fewer than 100 employees that prove
they have lost at least 25 percent of their
income.  But it cannot save many restaurants
burdened with sky-high rents. For Ousmane
Savadogo, a 33-year-old delivery man from
the Ivory Coast, it all depends on how long
the crisis goes on for. “If this lasts two weeks,
that’s fine. But if it lasts longer, things get
complicated!” he told AFP.—AFP

Many New York delivery men wear gloves and
masks, while some have even taken to wrapping
plastic bags around the handlebars of their bikes.

This combination photo shows (clockwise from top left) Arsenal’s Spanish head coach Mikel
Arteta, Canada’s Prime Minister Justin Trudeau’s wife Sophie Gregoire Trudeau, Utah Jazz star
Rudy Gobert, Chelsea’s English midfielder Callum Hudson-Odoi, Australia’s former home
affairs minister Peter Dutton and US actor Tom Hanks. Arteta, Gregoire Trudeau, Gobert, Hanks,
Dutton and Hudson-Odoi have all tested positive for the COVID-19 novel coronavirus.—AFP


