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Coronavirus thumps Brazil, prompting 
nationwide cries of ‘Bolsonaro Out!’

Senate president, two ministers test positive for coronavirus

RIO DE JANEIRO: The coronavirus outbreak ham-
mered Brazil on Wednesday, crushing local markets,
infecting more members of the country’s political
elite and prompting loud protests against President
Jair Bolsonaro, whose son waded into a diplomatic
spat with China. Bolsonaro’s national security ad-
viser, the mines and energy minister and the head
of the Senate all tested positive for the virus on
Wednesday, as the death toll rose to four dead with
428 people infected. 

Bolsonaro has come under mounting criticism
for his lax handling of the outbreak, which he ini-
tially labeled a “fantasy.” The virus’ spread repre-
sents a major threat for the far-right populist, who
was already struggling to resuscitate the country’s
weak economy. On Wednesday night, Brazil erupted
to the sound of banging pots and pans and shouts
of “Bolsonaro out!” with housebound protesters ex-
pressing their anger toward the president. 

The protests took place in major Brazilian cities
and even included projections of “Bolsonaro out!”
onto the sides of buildings, according to social
media videos. Bolsonaro says he has twice tested
negative for the coronavirus, but 14 people in his
entourage to Florida 10 days ago have tested pos-
itive. The fallout from the trip, in which he met US
President Donald Trump, haunts him.

In a fresh headache late on Wednesday, his son
Eduardo, a federal lawmaker who also traveled to
meet Trump, sparked a diplomatic dust-up with
China, Brazil’s top trade partner. In a tweet, he
likened China’s role in the coronavirus outbreak to
that of the USSR during the Chernobyl nuclear dis-
aster, alleging a cover-up. “It’s China’s fault and
freedom is the answer,” he tweeted. His comments,

which echoed those of Trump, sparked an angry re-
sponse from the Chinese embassy, which said he
had contracted a “mental virus” while in the United
States.

“Sadly, you are a person without any interna-
tional vision or common sense,” it tweeted at him.
“We suggest you don’t rush to become the US
spokesman in Brazil, or risk an ugly fall.” With crit-
icism mounting, the president held an afternoon
news conference with ministers - all wearing masks
- to announce emergency measures to contain the
virus and buttress the economy, including assis-
tance for poorer families and support for a strug-
gling aviation industry. Financial markets were
rattled by the fast-spreading virus that causes the
COVID-19 respiratory disease.

The benchmark Bovespa stock index closed
10% lower, bond yields spiked and Brazil’s currency
hit an all-time low of 5.2 per dollar before central
bank measures in foreign exchange and bond mar-
kets helped to pare losses. After markets closed, the
central bank cut its benchmark interest rate to an
all-time low of 3.75% and pledged “to deploy its
arsenal of monetary, exchange rate and financial
stability policies to fight the current crisis.”

In a fresh blow to many retail stocks, Sao Paulo
Governor Joao Doria on Wednesday recommended
the closure of shopping malls in the metro area of
the country’s biggest city, while Sao Paulo city hall
also ordered commercial establishments closed to
the public from Friday until April 5, with some ex-
ceptions. Airline association ABEAR said the sud-
den halt in travel was the worst crisis ever faced by
Brazil’s aviation sector. Demand for domestic flights
in the second half of March fell 50% and interna-

tional bookings were 85% down, ABEAR said.
Bolsonaro said Brazil was considering closing all

its land borders, following a decree closing its bor-
der to Venezuelans, citing contagion risks and
strains on the public health system. The decree,
published on Wednesday, does not apply to trucks
shipping goods or cross-border humanitarian aid
previously authorized by health officials. 

The 15-day ban on Venezuelans entering Brazil
could be extended, it added. In another restriction
of border traffic, land transport regulator ANTT
suspended for 60 days all international bus services.
Seven cities neighboring Sao Paulo, Brazil’s biggest
metropolis, said they would begin reducing munic-
ipal transportation until a total shutdown from
March 29 onward.—Reuters

RIO DE JANEIRO: Brazilian graffiti artist Aira Ocrespo finishes an art piece featuring Brazil’s President
Jair Bolsonaro reading “Bolsonaro’s mask against the Coronavirus” at his studio in Rio de Janeiro,
Brazil, on Wednesday. Bolsonaro gave a press conference yesterday wearing a facemask as he spoke
about the COVID-19 coronavirus pandemic. —AFP

GENEVA: The head of the World Health Organi-
zation on Wednesday called the new coronavirus
an “enemy against humanity”, as the number of
people infected in the pandemic soared past
200,000. Worldwide fatalities topped 9,000 and
more deaths have now been recorded in Europe,
the new virus epicenter, than in Asia since the out-
break first emerged in China in December. “This
coronavirus is presenting us with an unprece-
dented threat,” Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus
told journalists in a virtual news conference.

He stressed the need for countries everywhere
to “come together as one against a common
enemy: an enemy against humanity.” Sub-Saharan
Africa has only recorded 233 cases and four
deaths, making it the least affected region. But
Tedros warned the situation could quickly shift.
“In other countries, we have seen how the virus
actually accelerates after a certain tipping point,
so the best advice for Africa is to prepare for the

worst, and prepare today,” he said. “Africa should
wake up.”

‘Solidarity trial’ 
Tedros said the WHO was speaking daily with

decision-makers worldwide “to help them prepare
and prioritize.” “Don’t assume your community
won’t be affected. Prepare as if it will be,” he said.
The WHO has called for every single suspected
case to be tested. In countries where that was not
possible due to soaring numbers of infections,
Tedros insisted there were measures to reduce the
burden on healthcare systems and make epi-
demics more “manageable”.

He urged states to introduce physical distanc-
ing measures, including cancelling sporting events,
concerts and other large gatherings, to slow down
transmission. But Tedros added that the only way
to suppress and control epidemics of the virus was
for countries to “isolate, test, treat and trace.” If

countries fail to do that, he said, “transmission
chains can continue at a low level, then resurge
once physical distancing measures are lifted.”
Tedros hailed that the first vaccine trial had al-
ready begun just two months after China shared
the genetic sequence of the virus, calling it “an in-
credible achievement.”

He also said WHO was launching a “solidarity
trial” of five proposed treatments for the virus
across 10 countries to figure out which was most
effective. But an actual roll-out of a vaccine re-
mains far off. Tedros called on all countries to use
a “comprehensive approach, with the aim of slow-
ing down transmission and flattening the curve.
“This approach is saving lives and buying time for
the development of vaccines and treatments.”

Not just the elderly 
Michael Ryan, who heads WHO’s emergencies

program, cautioned against downplaying the dan-

ger of COVID-19 for younger people. “This isn’t
just a disease of the elderly,” he said, stressing that
“a significant number of otherwise healthy adults
can develop a more serious form of the disease.”
He called for the close observations of “even the
mild cases for any signs of clinical progression to-
wards a more serious disease.” 

Maria Van Kerkhove, who heads the WHO’s
emerging diseases unit, stressed that while chil-
dren appear to be less affected, they too risked
becoming seriously ill. One child had died in China,
she noted. “We need to prepare for the possibility
that children can also experience severe disease,”
she said. Asked about large variations in death
rates being recorded in Europe, Ryan said there
were several explanations. Germany, which has so
far recorded 8,198 cases but just 12 deaths, has
taken a very aggressive approach to testing he
said, suggesting “they may be detecting more mild
cases as a proportion of all cases.”—AFP 
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