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SRINAGAR/NEW DELHI: India blocked roads
in Kashmir yesterday after the insurgency-torn
region reported its first case of coronavirus, as
several other parts of the country imposed re-
strictions on public gatherings in attempts to pre-
vent its spread. Elsewhere in densely-populated
South Asia, Sri Lanka postponed parliamentary
elections as the coronavirus epidemic spread in
an area that had been relatively unscathed com-
pared to elsewhere in the world.

New cases in India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka are
all accelerating, with the total across the region
nearing 600. Six people have died in the region
after contracting the virus. Authorities worry that
these countries could be especially at risk should
the virus begin to spread locally, due to poor
health facilities and infrastructure.

In Kashmir, dozens of people told Reuters they
had been prevented from leaving their neighbor-
hoods yesterday because roads were blocked by
police and paramilitary units. Srinagar’s senior su-
perintendent of police Haseeb Mughal told
Reuters that road blockades across the valley had
been imposed to prevent the spread of the virus.
“I had to go to take my mother to hospital in Sri-
nagar but the police has closed the road,” said
Mohammed Ayub, from the nearby town of
Budgam.

“I am waiting here for the last two hours. I can’t
even go home now as the road is blocked due to

a traffic jam.” Muslim-majority Kashmir has been
relatively unaffected by the virus, reporting its
first case on Wednesday evening. But the pictur-
esque valley of seven million is one of most mili-
tarized places on earth due a decades-long
insurgency against Indian rule, and its residents
have been subject to prolonged curbs on freedom
of movement. An internet shutdown that began in
August following sweeping constitutional changes
in Kashmir has only just been eased. 

All incoming international flights to India will
be banned for one week starting Sunday, the gov-
ernment said yesterday as it announced the latest
raft of measures to combat the spread of the
coronavirus pandemic. Ahead of a national ad-
dress by Prime Minister Narendra Modi, the gov-
ernment said in a statement that “no scheduled
international commercial passenger aircraft shall
be allowed to land in India from March 22”.

All citizens above 65 and children under 10
were advised to “remain at home”.

States were also directed by the national gov-
ernment to enforce work from home policies in
the private sector, apart from those in emergency
or essential services. Some government employ-
ees are set to stagger their shifts and alternate
working in the office.

New Delhi has already suspended the visas of
all incoming tourists and barred passengers of
flights from the European Union, the European

Free Trade Association, Turkey and the United
Kingdom.

Travellers from several countries are also sub-
ject to a 14-day quarantine when they arrive in
India.

Most schools and entertainment facilities, in-
cluding cinemas, have already been closed across
India, the world’s second-most populous country

with 1.3 billion people.
The Taj Mahal and other monuments have

been closed to visitors. The government says
there have been 173 positive cases and four
deaths from the virus. Lav Agarwal, joint secre-
tary at the health ministry, said yesterday there
was “no community transmission of the virus in
the country”. —Agencies

India locks down Kashmir over 
virus, Sri Lanka shelves election

Delhi bans incoming international flights for a week over virus

SRINAGAR: Soldiers patrol along an alleyway with closed shops following restrictions imposed as a preventive
measure against the COVID-19 coronavirus in Srinagar yesterday. —AFP

India’s biggest 
airline cut 
employee pay 
NEW DELHI: India’s biggest airline IndiGo
has cut the salaries of most employees by
between 5 percent and 20 percent in re-
sponse to the coronavirus outbreak, which
has paralyzed air travel and dented its rev-
enues, an internal memo seen by Reuters
said. In the letter to its employees, IndiGo
CEO Ronojoy Dutta said the virus’ impact
on the aviation sector has been particularly
severe and the company must reduce costs
in line with the fall in revenues.

“With the precipitous drop in revenues,
the very survival of the airline industry is
now at stake. We have to pay careful atten-
tion to our cash flow so that we do not run
out of cash,” Dutta said. He said he would
take a 25 percent pay cut from April 1. In-

diGo did not immediately respond to an
email seeking comment.

The coronavirus has infected more than
218,900 people and caused some 8,900
deaths across the world, triggering emer-
gency lockdowns and injections of cash not
seen since World War II. In India more than
165 people have been infected and three
have died.

India is planning a rescue package of up
to $1.6 billion for the aviation sector, which
is likely to include a temporary suspension
of taxes. Dutta said global travel restrictions
have resulted in a virtual shutdown of its in-
ternational flights. Domestic bookings are
also around 20 percent lower, with the sit-
uation likely to worsen before it improves.

Indian budget carrier GoAir has asked
some staff to take leave without pay on a
rotational basis to help it deal with the re-
duction in capacity. Vistara, a joint venture
between Singapore Airlines and India’s Tata
Group, said earlier this week it has not con-
sidered sending employees on forced or un-
paid leave.  —Reuters

Four Delhi bus
gang-rapists 
to hang today
NEW DELHI: Four men convicted of the 2012
gang-rape and murder of a New Delhi student will
be executed today, the victim’s lawyer said after a
court dismissed a final last-minute petition to
delay the hangings. The brutal attack on Jyoti
Singh aboard a city bus sparked nationwide
demonstrations and shone a spotlight on the
alarming rates of sexual violence in India.

A trial court in Delhi, which had already post-
poned the hangings three times, on Thursday dis-
missed another plea to delay the executions
scheduled for 5:30 am (0000 GMT) today. “The
court rejected their petition and said they have ex-
hausted all their legal rights. The hangings will take
place on Friday at the scheduled time,” Singh’s
lawyer Seema Kushwaha told reporters. Singh’s
mother Asha Devi welcomed the ruling and said
her “daughter’s soul will finally rest in peace”.

The convicts had filed numerous petitions seek-
ing delays to the executions. One challenged the
rejection of his mercy plea by the president, the last
remedy available to death-row convicts in India.

The Supreme Court said it found no reason to
interfere with the president’s decision and rejected
his petition. Yesterday’s ruling came amid wide-
spread support for the executions. The media has
also been full of grisly details about the hangings,
including that the nooses will be smeared with ba-
nana and clarified butter to soften them. Singh, 23,
was returning home from the cinema in the
evening with a friend when they boarded a bus,
thinking it would take them home.

The five men and one juvenile knocked the
friend unconscious and dragged Singh to the back
of the bus and raped and tortured her with a metal
rod. The physiotherapy student and the friend
were then dumped on the road. Singh died 13 days
later in a Singapore hospital from massive internal
injuries. —AFP
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