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In Kosovo, 
coronavirus breeds 
political maladies 
PRISTINA: As Europeans take to their balconies
to cheer on health workers every evening,
Kosovars have joined the chorus for a different
reason: to protest a political debacle threatening
to bring down the government in the middle of
the coronavirus crisis. Unable to gather en masse
on the streets, Pristina residents have been bang-
ing pots and pans from their terraces to express
anger at politicians accused of exploiting the
health emergency for personal gain.

“I could not imagine such misfortune in my
worst dreams,” 30-year-old economist Azra
Marmullaku, who has been joining the nightly
noise-making, told AFP by phone. Kosovo has
“very modest resources to cope with a pandemic
that has brought world powers to their feet,” she
lamented. “And now, instead of mobilizing all of
our potential in the fight for survival, we are wast-
ing our time and energy with a power struggle.

What a shame!
Across the globe, governments have been

clicking into crisis-mode to protect citizens from
the rapid spread of the virus, which has already
claimed more than 11,000 lives. But in Kosovo, a
young and unstable European democracy, the
new governing coalition is on the cusp of col-
lapse, mired in squabbling, and with the junior
partner threatening to leave. While only some 22
cases of the new coronavirus have been detected
among the population of 1.8 million, testing has
been limited and many fear a major outbreak
could easily cripple impoverished Kosovo’s
already weak healthcare system.

‘The Snake’ 
The government only took office two months

ago, marking a historic defeat of former rebel
fighters who have dominated Kosovo since it
broke away from Serbia 20 years ago. Yet the
alliance of the left-wing Vetevendosje party,
whose leader Albin Kurti is prime minister, and
its centre-right partner, the LDK, has been shaky
from the start. Weeks of tension boiled over on
Wednesday when Kurti sacked an LDK minister
for breaking rank by supporting calls for a state
of emergency because of the new coronavirus.

LDK called it the final straw and has submit-
ted a no-confidence motion to parliament.
Analysts say the turmoil is playing straight into
the hands of President Hashim Thaci, the former
guerilla leader whose nom de guerre was “The
Snake”, who has been at the centre of Kosovo
politics for over a decade. Critics accuse him of
miring Kosovo in corruption and poverty and the
new prime minister has made it clear that he
wants Thaci unseated at the next presidential
poll in 2021.

But the coronavirus appears to have handed
Thaci an opportunity, according to Belul Beqaj, a
political science lecturer at Pristina’s UBT col-
lege. He said that Thaci was now trying to claw
back power by dividing the governing coalition
and pushing for the state of emergency - a meas-
ure that would put him back in charge. He “is try-
ing to exploit the difficult health situation to
restore his dominant role in the political scene”,
Beqaj said. “The initiative to declare a state of
emergency is the main evidence for this.” —AFP

BEIJING: China yesterday reported 46 new cases
of coronavirus, the fourth straight day with an
increase, with all but one of those imported from
overseas, and further stepped up measures to inter-
cept cases from abroad as the outbreak worsens
globally. While China says it has drastically reduced
the number of domestically transmitted cases - the
one reported yesterday was the first in four days - it
is seeing a steady rise in imported cases, mostly
from Chinese people returning from overseas.

In a sign of how seriously China is taking the
threat of imported cases, all international flights due
to arrive in Beijing starting Monday will first land at
another airport, where
passengers will undergo
virus screening, govern-
ment agencies said yester-
day, in an expansion of
existing measures.
International flights that
were scheduled to arrive in
the capital will land instead
at one of 12 airports.
Passengers who clear
screening will then be per-
mitted to reboard the
plane, which will then fly to Beijing, the regulator
said.

Separately, Shanghai and Guangzhou both
announced that all arriving international passen-
gers will undergo an RNA test to screen for coro-
navirus, expanding a program that previously only
applied to those coming from heavily-hit countries.
Among the new cases from abroad reported yes-
terday, a record 14 were in the financial hub of
Shanghai and 13 were in Beijing, a decline from 21
the previous day.

The new locally transmitted case was in the

southern metropolis of Guangzhou and was also the
first known case where the infection of a local per-
son was linked to the arrival of someone from over-
seas, according to Guangdong province. The latest
figures from China’s National Health Commission
bring total reported coronavirus cases in the coun-
try to 81,054, with 3,261 deaths, including six on
Saturday. On Saturday, China reported 41 new
coronavirus cases for the previous day, all of them
imported.

Back to a kind of normal
China is trying to revive an economy that is

widely expected to con-
tract deeply in the current
quarter, with life slowly
returning to normal in
cities such as Beijing and
Shanghai, albeit with
everyone wearing masks
in public. Still, numerous
shops and restaurants
remain shut - many have
gone out of business - and
factories and other work-
places are still not operat-

ing at full capacity. Yesterday, a central bank official
called for stepped-up global policy coordination to
manage the economic impact of the pandemic. He
said China’s recent policy measures were gaining
traction, and it has capacity for further action.

Chen Yulu, a deputy governor at the People’s
Bank of China (PBOC), also said he expects signifi-
cant improvement in the Chinese economy in the
second quarter. And while the virus will continue
putting upward pressure on near-term consumer
prices, there is no basis for long-term inflation or
deflation, he told a news briefing. Globally, roughly

275,000 people have been infected with the virus,
and more than 11,000 have died, according to a
Reuters tally, with the number of deaths in Italy
recently surpassing those in China.

“Now I think the epidemic has been controlled.
But this definitely doesn’t mean that it’s over,” said a
25-year-old woman surnamed He who works in the
internet sector and was visiting the vast Summer

Palace complex in Beijing on Saturday. “I’m willing
to come out today but of course I am still afraid,”
she told Reuters. The central province of Hubei,
where the outbreak first emerged late last year in its
capital Wuhan, reported its fourth straight day of no
new cases. China has used draconian measures to
contain the spread of the virus, including locking
down Hubei province.  —Reuters

China reports 46 new virus cases, up from 41 the day before

China scrambling to curb rise 
in imported coronavirus cases

SHANGHAI: A woman wearing a facemask amid concerns over the spread of the COVID-19 novel
coronavirus, arranges the chairs of a restaurant in Shanghai yesterday. —AFP

Crisis-hit Venezuelans 
turn to homemade 
remedies to fight virus 
GUIRIA: Faced with the coronavirus pandemic on
top of an economic crisis that has left shortages of
medicines and medical supplies, Venezuelans are
turning to homemade remedies to protect them-
selves. Whether it’s hot drinks infused with lemon,
salt, garlic or onions, cash-strapped Venezuelans
are cooking up concoctions handed down from one
generation to another.

No sooner had Venezuela announced its first
coronavirus cases than Dilia Zorrilla ran to the
shops to buy face masks, anti-bacterial gel, alcohol
and chlorine, but also onions for the hostel she runs
in Guiria, a remote village in the northwest, 600
kilometers east of the capital Caracas. She asked
her employees to place the onions in a glass bowl at
the feet of a statue of the Virgin Mary, who is par-
ticularly venerated on the Caribbean coast. “And
that is not too many,” she said. Local legend has it
that onions can ward off illnesses. When new guests
arrive at the hostel, which smells of onions, Zorrilla puts
a drop of antiseptic gel in their hands and advises them
to go out and buy gloves and face masks. She also
serves them a citric herbal tea. “You must drink it,” she
orders. In this remote area, Zorrilla feels cut off from
information. Television and telephone signals are unre-
liable. “Here, everything we know has come from social
media,” the 42-year-old told AFP.

‘Part of the desperation’ 
In this region infested with drug-traffickers and

armed groups, these elixirs form part of the secrets
handed down from one generation to the next. For
surgeon Jaime Lorenzo from the United Doctors
NGO “these measures are part of the desperation”
caused by a pandemic that has already killed
13,000 people worldwide, but which has affected
just 42 people so far in Venezuela. “As scientists, all
remedies need to be based on scientific evidence,”
Lorenzo told AFP. While these concoctions may
have been passed down through generations, none
of them has been scientifically tested, Lorenzo said.
The best advice, as espoused by President Nicolas
Maduro, is to stay at home.

Since the beginning of the week, Venezuela has
been under a near-total lockdown. People are only
allowed out to buy food or medicines. Schools are
closed and most air transport links suspended.
Police and soldiers patrol the roads to ensure the
decree is respected. But long before COVID-19
arrived in Venezuela, the health system had already
collapsed and it was often hard to get hold of medi-
cines, either due to their exorbitant cost or scarcity
in pharmacies.

‘We’re not prepared’ 
People have turned to homemade remedies even

to treat cancer. So “we’re just not prepared” to
face a pandemic, said 53-year-old trader Alodia
Anton, who turned up at the Guiria hospital to have
her blood pressure taken. But it wasn’t possible
“because they don’t have a blood pressure meter
on the emergency ward.”

Her biggest fear is that she or someone close to

her would need emergency medical care: the main
hospital in the region is in Cumana, a six-hour drive
away on poorly surfaced roads. So Anton makes do
with “advice” her sister sends her by WhatsApp
from the United States, such as “drink hot tea” with
lemon, camomile or “whatever,” wash the floor with
vinegar and keep onions in her room.

Lorenzo warns against believing “myths” that
hot drinks can weaken COVID-19, but that mes-
sage isn’t getting through. “We’re drinking boiled
water with garlic and lemon,” says a tearful Rosa
Solangel through a face mask. The 56-year-old
cook fears for the health of her three children who
have left the country for Brazil, Peru and Colombia
- 4.9 million people have fled Venezuela’s economic
meltdown since the end of 2015 according to UN
data. —AFP

GUIRIA: Deteriorated medical equipment is seen at the
Guiria hospital, in Guiria, Venezuela. —AFP

North Korea 
praises Trump but 
warns on relations 
SEOUL: Donald Trump has sent a letter to Kim
Jong Un detailing a plan to develop ties, state
media reported citing the North Korean leader’s
powerful sister, but she warned their good per-
sonal relationship is not enough, as a hiatus in dis-
armament talks drags on.

The statement by Kim Yo Jong came a day
after the nuclear-armed North f ired what
appeared to be two short-range ballistic missiles
off its east coast on Saturday, the latest such
action it has taken this year.

“In the letter, he (Trump)... explained his plan
to propel the relations between the two countries
of the DPRK and the US and expressed his intent
to render cooperation in the anti-epidemic work,”
an apparent reference to the coronavirus pan-
demic, Kim Yo Jong said in the statement carried
by the North’s Korean Central News Agency
(KCNA) on Sunday.

A senior administration official confirmed
Trump sent a letter to Kim Jong Un, “consistent
with his efforts to engage global leaders during
the ongoing pandemic”.  “The President looks for-
ward to continued communications with Chairman
Kim”, the official said. While the letter reflects
“excellent” ties between the two leaders, Kim Yo
Jong warned that broader relations between their
two nations are different.

“We try to hope for the day when the rela-
tions between the two countries would be as
good as the ones between the two top leaders,
but it has to be left to time and be watched
whether it can actually happen,” the sister said.
Analysts say the North has been continuing to
refine its weapons capabilities more than a year

after a summit between Kim Jong Un and Trump
broke down in Hanoi. The deadlock is over sanc-
tions relief and what North Korea would be will-
ing to give up in return.

Pyongyang - which is under multiple sets of
United Nations sanctions over its weapons pro-
grams - has repeatedly said amicable ties between
the leaders were not enough. Kim Yo Jong praised
Trump’s efforts to maintain good relations with
her brother but added: “Nobody knows how much
the personal relations would change and lead the
prospective relations between the two countries,
and it is not something good to make hasty con-
clusion or be optimistic about it.”

If the US continued to pursue its “unilateral and
greedy intention”, she said, relations between the
two countries would continue to deteriorate.
Trump, whose closeness to the North Korean
leader and other global strongmen has raised con-
cerns at home, is  seeking re-election in
November’s US election. Pyongyang set
Washington a unilateral end-2019 deadline to
offer fresh concessions, and in late December Kim
declared the North no longer considered itself
bound by its moratoriums on nuclear and inter-
continental ballistic missile tests.

‘Tactical guided weapon’ 
Rachel Minyoung Lee, senior analyst with spe-

cialist site NK News, said the statement from Kim
Yo Jong - which followed a new weapons test by
Pyongyang - was well-timed to clearly show the
North’s intentions. “Bottom line: Kim-Trump per-
sonal ties are great but are not enough, and we
will press ahead with our weapons development
agenda,” she said.

On Saturday Kim Jong Un observed “the
demonstration fire of (a) tactical guided weapon”,
to showcase the characteristics “and power of a
new weapon system to be delivered” to army
units, KCNA reported yesterday. In addition, he
spoke of “tactical and strategic weapon systems in
the development stage”, the report said. Late last

year, the leader had threatened a demonstration of
a “new strategic weapon” soon.

Photos carried by the official Rodong Sinmun
newspaper showed Kim, in a black leather trench
coat with a broad smile, surrounded by cheering
officers in an observation post. None of the officers
were wearing face masks, in contrast to recent
drills, when all but Kim donned face coverings
against the coronavirus outbreak. North Korea
insists it has not yet seen a confirmed case on its
soil. Shortly before the latest launch, KCNA report-
ed that the rubber-stamp parliament, the Supreme
People’s Assembly, would convene on April 10.

The event would involve gathering nearly 700
officials in one place, analysts said. Such events
have been banned in many parts of the world to
curb the spread of new coronavirus. Leif-Eric
Easley, a professor at Ewha University in Seoul,
told AFP earlier that Pyongyang is likely strug-
gling with the pandemic, even though the regime
has not reported any cases. The UN Security
Council has said it would make humanitarian
exemptions to sanctions on North Korea to help it
fight the coronavirus. —AFP

PRISTINA: Municipality workers wearing protective
face masks deliver free meals for the people in need
in Pristina amid the spread of the novel coronavirus
(COVID-19). —AFP

All but one of 
new virus cases 

imported from 
abroad


