
Indonesia 
orders more
virus tests as
deaths climb
JAKARTA: Faced by a rising death toll
from coronavirus and a big jump in infec-
tions, Indonesia’s president yesterday
called for testing to be stepped up imme-
diately in the world’s fourth most populous
country. Less than three weeks since the
country of more than 260 million people
announced its first case of the virus, its
death toll had reached 25 - higher than in
any other Southeast Asian country.

The number of infections in Indonesia
jumped by 82 to 309, which together with
daily rises of 110 in Malaysia and 60 in
Thailand sent the number of reported in-
fections across Southeast Asia to well over
2,200 - up more than 15 percent in one day.

“I ask that the number of testing kits and
the number of test centers are increased
and we get more hospitals involved,” Pres-
ident Joko Widodo said. The presidential
palace said both he and his wife had tested
negative for COVID-19.

Indonesia has faced criticism from med-
ical workers for a slow start to testing that
might have more quickly revealed the scale

of the problem in an archipelago that spans
a distance wider than the continental
United States. The head of Indonesia’s Red
Cross told Reuters the number of infections
was likely far higher than reported.

“If the tests are low, then the cases are
low,” said Jusuf Kalla, a former vice presi-
dent. Indonesia had carried out only 1,592
tests as of Thursday - only a few hundred
more than Cambodia despite having over
16 times as many people and being far
wealthier.

South Korea, which has been praised for
testing that has helped to stem its outbreak,
has been carrying out an average of more
tests every two hours than Indonesia has
done in total. It has carried out over
290,000 tests. A health ministry official said
nearly all of the dead in Indonesia had other

medical conditions, such as diabetes, high
blood pressure or chronic heart problems.
The youngest’s age was given as 37.

In a measure to curb the spread of the
virus, the capital Jakarta will suspend all re-
ligious gatherings for two weeks, the gov-
ernor said. Indonesia is the world’s most
populous Muslim-majority country.

A rally of Muslim pilgrims that had al-
ready drawn thousands of people to the
South Sulawesi province was cancelled
under pressure from local authorities after
a similar event in Malaysia led to hun-
dreds of infections. After stating “we are
more afraid of God” than the coronavirus
on Wednesday, organiser Mustari
Bahranuddin said he would cancel the
rally, but it would be hard for pilgrims to
leave quickly. — Reuters

HONG KONG:  With commercial airlines en-
gulfed by the maelstrom of the coronavirus pan-
demic one sector of the industry favored by the
wealthy is thriving: private jets. Fears of massive
bankruptcies and calls for emergency bailouts
have swept global carriers in recent days with
one top US official warning that the outbreak
threatens the industry even more than the Sep-
tember 11 attacks.

But for Richard Zaher, CEO of a US-based
private jet charter company, the emails and
phone calls just keep coming. “Inquiries have
gone through the roof,” he told AFP, noting his
company Paramount Business Jets had seen a
400 percent increase in queries, with bookings
up roughly 20-25 percent.

“It is completely coronavirus,” he added. “We
are seeing our regular private jet clients flying
as they normally do. However, we have this surge
of clients coming our way and the majority of
them have never flown private.” Across the world
airlines have been slashing capacity and passen-
gers cancelling travel plans as countries block
arrivals to stem the spread of COVID-19.

ForwardKeys, a travel analytics company, es-
timates as many as 3.3 million seats on transat-

lantic flights alone are disappearing. Zaher said
many new bookings were from clients who had
emergencies and either could not find seats on
commercial routes or did not want to risk them. 

One recent booking involved a woman who
flew her elderly mother across the United States. 

“Her mum was on oxygen and needed to be
flown coast to coast,” Zaher said. 

“They felt it was necessary to pay a premium
in order to avoid flying commercial and to be to-
gether during this uncertain time.” 

Customs without the crowds 
Costs vary hugely depending on the aircraft,

region, number of passengers and duration of
the flight. A round-trip charter on a 12-seater
plane from London to New York can be around
$150,000. Hong Kong to Japan costs around
$71,000 one-way.  But booking a private flight
from the UK to the south of France can set you
back just over $10,000.

In Asia, where the outbreak originated, charter
companies said the past two months had seen a
sustained increase in new customers, as people
who fled the virus in January returned in March
from places now experiencing their own epi-

demics. Commercial flights to and from China have
dropped by around 90 percent in the past two
months. A spokeswoman for Air Charter Service
in Hong Kong told AFP they had seen a 70 percent

increase in fixed bookings from the financial hub,
Shanghai, and Beijing in January and February, and
had recorded a 170 percent jump in new cus-
tomers during the same period. —AFP
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Demand for private jets is soaring as the coronavirus pandemic spreads. — File photo

Fears of bankruptcies, calls for emergency bailouts sweep global carriers 

Wealthy flock to private jets as 
pandemic spreads, airlines tank 

Muslim event in 
Indonesia stopped 
JAKARTA: A rally of Muslim pilgrims that is drawing thou-
sands of people to Indonesia has been stopped amid fears
that it could help spread the new coronavirus, an official said.

But elsewhere in Indonesia, a Christian gathering went
ahead with more than 1,000 people despite official discour-
agement of big religious meetings. The world’s most popu-
lous Muslim-majority country has reported less than 300
coronavirus cases but there are suspicions many have gone
undetected and medical workers have accused the govern-
ment of a “half-hearted” response.

For days, authorities had been trying to persuade Ijtima
Asia, part of the global Tablighi Jama’at movement of evan-
gelical Muslims, to halt the event at Gowa near the city of
Makassar in South Sulawesi province after a similar event in
Malaysia led to hundreds of infections.

“Alhamdulillah (Praise be to God), Ijtima finally agreed to
postpone/cancel,” the head of Gowa regency, Adnan
Purichta Ichsan, posted on social media late on Wednesday.
The pilgrims already there would be isolated while they
make arrangements to leave Gowa, he added. More than
8,500 people from across Indonesia, Asia and the Middle
East had converged on the area.

After resisting the closure of the event and defiantly stat-
ing “we are more afraid of God” than the coronavirus on
Wednesday, organizer Mustari Bahranuddin said he would
follow the directive to cancel the prayer rally. But he said it
would be difficult to quickly disperse the crowd, many of
whom had arrived by ferry. — Reuters

SURABAYA: People stand on designated areas to ensure social distancing inside an elevator at a shop-
ping mall in Surabaya yesterday amid concerns of the COVID-19 coronavirus outbreak. — AFP


