
OUAGADOUGOU: Sub-Saharan Africa has
recorded its first COVID-19 death, a high-rank-
ing politician in Burkina Faso, as the head of the
World Health Organization urged the continent
to “prepare for the worst”. “Africa should wake
up,” Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus told a news
conference in Geneva on Wednesday, pointing
out that “in other countries, we have seen how
the virus actually accelerates after a certain tip-
ping point”.

Africa has lagged behind the global curve for
coronavirus infections and deaths, but in the
past few days has seen a significant rise in cases.
Experts have repeatedly warned about the perils
for the continent, given its weak health infra-
structure, poverty, conflicts, poor sanitation and
urban crowding. Medical authorities in the poor
Sahel state of Burkina Faso announced Wednes-
day that the number of infections there had risen
by seven to 27 — and that one of them, a 62-
year-old diabetic woman, had died overnight. 

The country’s main opposition party, the
Union for Progress and Change (UPC), said in a
statement that the victim was its lawmaker
Rose-Marie Compaore, the first vice president
of the parliament. South Africa, the continent’s
most industrialized economy, reported a more

than one-third jump in cases, with 31 new infec-
tions bringing its tally to 116. Nearby Zambia an-
nounced its first two confirmed cases - a couple
that returned to the capital Lusaka from a 10-
day holiday in France. As of Wednesday, a tally
of reported cases compiled by AFP stood at
more than 600 for all of Africa.

Of these, 16 cases have been fatal: six in
Egypt, six in Algeria, two in Morocco, one in
Sudan and one in Burkina Faso. Those figures
are relatively small compared to the rest of world
- the global death toll has passed 8,800 with al-
most 210,000 total infections. WHO chief Tedros
said sub-Saharan Africa had recorded 233 infec-
tions, but warned the official numbers likely did
not reflect the full picture. “Probably we have
undetected cases or unreported cases,” he said.

‘We live day-to-day’ 
Watching from afar as disaster unfolds in Asia

and Europe, some African countries have wasted
little time in ordering drastic measures. Air traffic
has been particularly hard hit, as many of Africa’s
initial cases were detected in people who had
returned from affected countries in Europe and
the Middle East. Some countries, such as Soma-
lia, Chad, Guinea-Bissau and, most recently, the

island of Madagascar have moved to stop all
flights into their countries.

On Wednesday, Cape Verde - a tropical ar-
chipelago off Africa’s west coast that is heavily
dependent on tourism - and the continent’s most
populous nation, Nigeria, joined others in ban-

ning flights from the countries most affected by
coronavirus. Burkina Faso has ordered the clo-
sure of all schools and barred all public and pri-
vate gatherings until the end of April. There was
concern on the unusually quiet streets of the
capital Ouagadougou on Wednesday. — AFP 
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OUAGADOUGOU: People wearing face masks are seen leaving the funeral of the first victim of the
COVID-19 coronavirus in sub-saharian Africa, in Ouagadougou. — AFP 

‘Prepare for worst,’ WHO warns 

Sub-Saharan Africa records 
the first coronavirus death 

In Jerusalem’s
Old City, virus
‘worse than war’
JERUSALEM: Munib Abu Assab, a tour op-
erator in Jerusalem’s Old City, has seen de-
serted streets before, but he said not even past
conflicts over the contested land compare to
the impact of coronavirus. The 56-year-old
Palestinian has lived though the 1967 Six Day
War, the 1973 Yom Kippur War, the threat of
Iraqi scud missiles in the 1991 Gulf War and
two Palestinian intifadas, or uprisings. 

So far 2020 “is the worst year I have had in
my life,” said Assab, who currently spends
most of his time cancelling tours after Israel
imposed tight travel restrictions to contain the
pandemic. Israel has 433 confirmed cases of
COVID-19, with another 44 in the occupied
Palestinian territories and tens of thousands in
self-isolation. It has banned non-essential
movement and ordered the closure of all
leisure and entertainment venues.

Assab noted that business was, not surpris-
ingly, low during the Second Intifada that en-
gulfed Israel from 2000-2005, which included
waves of suicide bombings and deadly Israeli
responses. But he said that even then he had a
day or two worth of income each week. Now
Jerusalem’s ancient alleyways, typically
crammed with tourists visiting sacred sites or

wandering through shops and markets, are all
but empty. “The crisis now is new,” he said.
“We are killed with corona. We have zero per-
cent income,” he added, warning that he may
have to lay off two of his four employees. 

Old City, ‘dead city’ 
More than three million people visit

Jerusalem each year, most of whom pass
through the walled Old City, which encloses in
less than a square kilometre sites holy to
Christians, Jews and Muslims. Last year,
Tzoghig Karakashian celebrated the 100th an-
niversary of her family’s ceramics shop in the
Old City. Speaking to AFP on Monday, before
the ban on non-essential movement came into
force, Karakashian said her employees had
preferred to stay home to avoid contracting
the virus. 

But the chatty woman of Armenian origin
said she could not bring herself to close the
store-not that staying open did much good. “I
haven’t seen a single customer today,” she
said, sighing. “The Old City is a dead city. Why
should they come? There is nothing to do.”

She said people were more afraid now than
they were during the intifadas. Those “were
political,” she told AFP. “This is not political.
Now it’s a health issue. That’s very different.”
Her brother Moses Aintablian, who owns a
shop nearby, agreed that people were more
fearful now than during the past conflicts.
“People are more scared of the virus. People
know the war starts and will finish,” he said.
“But this one, nobody knows if it’s going to fin-
ish, or get worse, nobody knows.” — AFP 

Lagos closes
schools; virus
shadow lengthens
over Africa
LAGOS: Sub-Saharan Africa’s biggest city,
Lagos, announced yesterday it would shut
schools and limit religious gatherings to help
fight the spread of coronavirus. A day after
Burkina Faso announced the first virus fatality
south of the Sahara, authorities in Nigeria’s
sprawling economic hub also declared curbs on
gatherings.

“After consulting with our healthcare profes-
sionals over COVID-19, we are closing down
schools and limiting religious gathering,” Lagos
state governor Babajide Sanwo-Olu wrote on
Twitter. “We are limiting gatherings and events
to no more than 50 people and appropriate so-
cial distancing must be observed.” The state
government said schools in the city of some 20
million people would be shut from Monday.

Africa’s most populous nation-home to
around 200 million people-has so far recorded
just eight confirmed cases of COVID-19 and is
following other countries on the continent in
ratcheting up its response to the global pan-
demic. The central government on Wednesday
announced an entry ban on 13 countries worst-

hit by the new coronavirus. The continent’s
largest oil producer has also said it will slash
spending worth billions of dollars from its
budget as a collapse in crude prices hammers its
revenues. 

Enforcement problem    
Imposing the new restrictions on the chaotic

and overcrowded streets of Lagos will be a
major challenge for the authorities. The city is
home to an array of so-called “megachurches”
where thousands of worshippers typically
gather each weekend for services.

Meanwhile, the Sahel state of Burkina Faso,
which on Wednesday reported the first death
from coronavirus in sub-Saharan Africa, said the
number of detected cases had risen to 35. The
national coordinator for the fight against the dis-
ease, Martial Ouedraogo, said yesterday most of
the infections had been reported in the capital
Ouagadougou. Others were in Hounde 250 kilo-
meters away and in Bobo Dioulasso, the coun-
try’s second largest city. “The spread is in peaks
and troughs,” Ouedraogo told reporters.

On Wednesday, Ouedraogo said the tally of
cases stood at 27, including a fatality-a 62-year-
old female legislator who had been suffering
from diabetes. Coronavirus has been slow to
spread-or be detected-in sub-Saharan Africa,
which experts fear is deeply vulnerable to the
disease. Africa has 675 known cases of the virus,
according to a tally compiled by AFP. Health
specialists say the continent is a potential breed-
ing ground for the virus, given poor sanitation,
poverty, urban over-crowding and creaking
medical systems. — AFP 


