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BANGKOK: Father Paul Nettham (center), wearing a face mask as a preventive measure against the spread of the COVID-19 novel coronavirus, greets devotees after a mass at the Holy Redeemer church in Bangkok yesterday.  —AFP

BANGKOK: Thailand’s confirmed coronavirus cases rose by
a third to nearly 600, the kingdom announced yesterday, as
fears of a full-blown crisis take hold in a country largely
spared until now. Thailand’s health ministry announced the
spike was mainly in the capital, but warned residents of
Bangkok not to leave and risk spreading the virus around
the country.

“We would like you to stay home. Do not travel upcoun-
try,” said health ministry official Taweesin Visanuyothin.
Southeast Asia has so far been spared the worst of the pan-

demic that has swept the world, confining nearly one billion
to their homes and killing more than 13,000. But that could
be about to change. With a boxing stadium and night club
among the likely transmission sites, Bangkok has now
imposed tough restrictions. 

Virtually all public spaces have been shuttered, from
shopping malls and beauty parlours to golf courses and
swimming pools. Residents packed out supermarkets over
the weekend to stockpile food, fearing a full lockdown.
Transport links are also slowly being severed. A frontier

crossing point near northern city Chiang Rai saw thousands
of Thai and Myanmar citizens rushing to get home before
land border closures came into effect.

Bangkok Airways and Thai AirAsia have cancelled all
international flights while Thai Lion Air has grounded its
fleet entirely. Yet elsewhere in the tropical tourist destina-
tion, life continued unabated with beaches in Pattaya and
Phuket thronged with sun-seekers. One doctor at
Bangkok’s Chulalongkorn hospital warned tougher meas-
ures were needed-even calling for three weeks of martial

law to force people to self-isolate.
The nation is “on the verge of a crisis” and heading for

the Italian model, a doctor told AFP, adding hospitals are
already straining under the pressure. Meanwhile Vietnam on
Saturday imposed a blanket ban on all foreigners entering
the country, even though the number of confirmed cases still
hovers below 100. In under-developed Myanmar and Laos,
there is increasing scepticism about claims of zero cases as
fears grow for the their decrepit healthcare systems and
fragile economies. —AFP

Fears of a full-blown crisis amid pandemic

Bars closed?
House parties
and happy hours
move online 
LOS ANGELES: Coronavirus lockdown or
not, Amaya Howard plans to unwind after a
hard day’s work by sharing a few glasses of
wine with her friends. But with bars closing
across the United States, they have started
meeting online via Houseparty - one of sev-
eral group video apps doing a roaring trade
during the pandemic.

“The idea came about of doing a happy
hour - we just get on the app and just drink
wine and talk,” she said. “Mostly it’s about a
lot of randomness, but occasionally someone
will say, ‘I just can’t believe how crazy what’s
going on is.’” She is not alone. Downloads of
similar apps - where each person who logs
in to a group chat appears in their own
“window” on the screen of a phone, tablet
or computer - have gone through the roof.

Just this month downloads of Houseparty,
which was highly popular with teens a cou-

ple of years ago, have surged tenfold to
210,000 per day, according to Apptopia.
Others such as Zoom, used mainly for
remote working, and Google Hangouts,
Skype and Rave have also seen upticks. For
Esmee Lavalette, a Dutch film student in Los
Angeles, the lockdown has presented a
chance to hang out with friends back in the
Netherlands - although the time difference
has necessitated some “daytime drinking.”

“They always have a weekly drinks
nights, but now since everything’s canceled,
they decided to do it on Houseparty,” she
said. “And now for the first time in like a
year-and-a-half, I could join them. So I was
drunk at like 2:00 pm.” The call ended when
the night grew too late in Europe - and
Lavalette returned to her homework. Even
drinks for her graduation, which was set to
take place this week, are now being shifted
to cyberspace. “I still have a lot of beer left-
over so that’s what I ’m gonna drink,”
Lavalette said. “And some vodka.”

‘Girl’s night’ 
As well as a chance to catch up and blow

off some steam, users say the apps are good
for their mental health in these anxious
times. Rachel Chadwick, a local government
worker in Leeds, England, has struggled
with anxiety and depression. “I’m quite

extroverted... so obviously this self-isolating
is really difficult for me,” she said. Chadwick
and her friends usually meet for a “girls
night” once a month, which is now being
played out on the app. “Tomorrow night
we’re doing a little pub quiz where each of
us has a category, but we all have drinks and
snacks,” she said. “We can keep it light-
hearted so you don’t feel like you’re losing
the plot.”

One of the friends has “borrowed” a
whiteboard from work to keep scores on.
The Houseparty app also features built-in
games such as trivia, drawing and wordplay.
This is a draw for Fiama Liaudat, a Spanish
teacher from Argentina l iving in North
Carolina. She and fellow teachers dotted
across the state would typically explore
bars together, or meet at someone’s home to
play board games before the virus. “For us,
the app means we can continue, but on our
phones,” she said.

Up until four 
“The weather is perfect here and the

night is warm, so I can imagine being on the
balcony with a beer playing with them,” she
said. “But I have to make a new online shop
now!” The surge in video group chats has
even presented the opportunity to make
new friends. Howard, now back home in

Dallas, used to chat with strangers through
travel meet-up apps while l iving in
Philadelphia, where she worked with non-
profits .  They recently logged into
Houseparty where they all met for the first

time face-to-face. “We were probably on it
until four in the morning, five in the morn-
ing... everybody had their own drinks,” she
said. “They definitely don’t  feel  l ike
strangers to me now.” —AFP

JOUNIEH: A woman on her balcony reaches out to catch a
rose delivered to her via a drone on Mother’s day, in the
Lebanese coastal city of Jounieh, north of the capital Beirut
yesterday, as people remain indoors in an effort to limit the
spread of the novel coronavirus. —AFP

Flying roses: Drone 
fetes Lebanon mothers 
despite coronavirus 
JOUNIEH: In a quiet Lebanese town under lock-
down over the novel coronavirus, a drone buzzed
towards a balcony on Saturday to deliver a red
rose to a mother grinning in surprise. The COVID-
19 pandemic may have put a damper on Mother’s
Day in Lebanon this year, but three students have
come up with a new service to celebrate the
occasion without f louting social  distancing
restrictions. Down in the street in the coastal town
of Jounieh, 18-year-old Christopher Ibrahim texts
a teenager who has ordered a flower drop-off for
his mother, asking him to bring the family onto the
balcony.

He slips a single rose in a ring hanging under
the aircraft and it lifts off into the air to carry the
flower to its intended recipient. “It’s Mother’s Day
and everything’s closed,” said the engineering stu-
dent, wearing a light blue face mask. For almost a
week, most Lebanese have been ordered to
remain at home to stem the spread of COVID-19.
The airport has closed and all non-essential busi-
nesses have been told to shutter. Lebanon has
recorded 206 cases of the novel coronavirus so
far, and counted four deaths.

“I wanted to think of something that would
enable people make their mothers happy in the
safest way - without there being contact with
anyone,” Ibrahim said. Ibrahim, who has filmed
weddings using a drone and also volunteers for
the Lebanese Red Cross, decided on the idea of
an airborne rose. “I thought if it was delivered by
drone, there would be zero contact,” he said. But
beyond cheering up mothers in lockdown, Ibrahim
says the unconventional flower delivery service

also aims to support medical workers battling the
pandemic.

“Everything we make from this project will go
to the Red Cross,” he said. Each rose delivery
costs between 10,000 and 20,000 Lebanese
pounds ($6.60-$13 according to the official
exchange rate) depending on the location.
Lebanese officials fear an increase in COVID-19
cases would overwhelm local hospitals, in a coun-
try already reeling from an economic crisis and
mass anti-government protests.

Lebanon has been largely quiet in recent days,
although food stores have remained open and
there have been some vehicles in the streets.
Ministers and lawmakers have called for a full cur-
few, and Prime Minister Hassan Diab was expect-
ed to speak on Saturday evening. An estimated
900 million people are now confined to their
homes in 35 countries around the world - two
thirds by government lockdown orders, according
to an AFP tally.—AFP

LOS ANGELES: Homeless people make shelters on the sidewalk in front of the Midnight
Mission at Skid Row in downtown Los Angeles, California. Officials in California are scram-
bling to protect the state’s huge homeless population from COVID-19 amid warnings that
should the virus spread within that community it could prove impossible to contain.  —AFP


