
Church coronavirus 
restrictions hit the
African faithful
LAGOS: Nigerian police with megaphones struggled to
keep the faithful in bustling Lagos away from church on
Sunday, as worshippers in Africa faced tough restric-
tions aimed at halting the spread of coronavirus. “Go
home, coronavirus is not a joke,” a uniformed officer
shouted at a crowd in the tightly-packed slum Makoko.
Authorities in the city of around 20 million have limited
religious gatherings to no more than 50 people - a
miniscule number compared to the thousands who reg-
ularly pack out churches.

Tensions rose as worshippers clustered at the gate
of Makoko’s Celestial Church of Christ only to find
policemen handing out fliers on the dangers of the virus
blocking their way. “No-one told us that the churches

were closed,” shouted Judith, a young woman dressed
up in her best Sunday outfit of a sparkling dress. “We
want to pray, coronavirus is not here - it is the whites
who brought it to us.” Florence Uche, a regular at the
Methodist Church of the Trinity on Lagos island, said
she would not miss the Sunday service for “anything in
the world”.

But she still had her temperature taken at the
entrance and insisted she was not hugging her fellow
worshippers any more. “God told me three days ago to
spread the word that the spirit of coronavirus is dead.
We will soon attend its funeral,” she said, brandishing a
bottle of hand sanitizer.  Some 30 kilometers away in
neighboring Ogun state, thousands of believers flocked
to one of Nigeria’s largest Pentecostal churches despite
similar limitations from local authorities.

“Coronavirus cannot stop God’s children, but I
assure you that the solution will be found this week,”
Bishop David Oyedepo told those gathered at the
Living Faith World Outreach Ministries. The roughly
10,000 people praying and singing was still far short of
the 50,000 that the church can hold as worshippers

were told to gather in homes and local church branches
to follow the service on television. “Our markets are
open so there is no way to curb this but only God can
save Africa from this pandemic,” the bishop said.

‘For our health’ 
From Kenya, to South Africa, to Nigeria, authorities

across the continent have imposed draconian limits on
their deeply religious populations to curb the rising
number of confirmed infections. Nigeria, Africa’s most
populous nation of some 190 million people, currently
has 27 recorded cases, but testing has been limited.
Most places of worship were closed in Kinshasa, the
chaotic capital of the Democratic Republic of Congo,
for the first time in living memory. 

“Since we were born we can’t remember anything
like this,” Catholic priest Father Michel from the shut-
tered Notre Dame de Fatima said.  “But it is for our own
good, for our health.” Services were broadcast over the
internet and radio, and donations were made online
after religious leaders told citizens to take the new virus
as seriously as the Ebola epidemic that has ravaged the

country.  “It is quite shocking as Sunday is the day ded-
icated to Jesus,” said 16-year-old high school student
Deborah. “But we understand that it is for our own
security.”—AFP

Robot helps save lives on the frontline
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WUHAN: A volunteer operates a remote controlled disinfection robot to disinfect a residential area amid the COVID-19 coronavirus outbreak in Wuhan in China’s central Hubei province. —AFP

SHANGHAI: Researchers at one of China’s top universi-
ties have designed a robot they say could help save lives
on the frontline during the coronavirus outbreak. The
machine consists of a robotic arm on wheels that can
perform ultrasounds, take mouth swabs and listen to
sounds made by a patient’s organs, usually done with a
stethoscope.

Such tasks are normally carried out by doctors in
person. But with this robot, which is fitted with cameras,
medical personnel do not need to be in the same room
as the patient, and could even be in a different city.
“Doctors are all very brave,” said Tsinghua University
Professor Zheng Gangtie, the robot’s chief designer.

“But this virus is just too contagious ... We can use
robots to perform the most dangerous tasks.” The idea
came to Zheng around the turn of the Lunar New Year.
Wuhan had just been put on lockdown and the number
of cases and deaths was rising rapidly every day.

As an engineer, Zheng wanted to do something to
contribute to the relief effort. On the first day of the
Lunar New Year, he heard from his friend, Dong
Jiahong, executive president at Beijing’s Tsinghua
Changgung Hospital, that the biggest problem was that
of frontline workers getting infected. Gathering a team,
Zheng set to work converting two mechanised robotic
arms with the same technology used on space stations

and lunar explorers. The robots were almost entirely
automated, and could even disinfect themselves after
performing actions involving contact, Zheng said.

“But the feedback from doctors was that it would be
better for there to be less automation, as a personal
presence would comfort and calm the patient,” he said.
The team now has two robots, which have been trialled
by doctors at hospitals in Beijing. One is still at the
team’s lab at the university, but the other is at the
Wuhan Union Hospital, where doctors started training
to use it on Thursday. If all goes to plan, the robot may
be put to use on coronavirus patients in Wuhan from
Sunday, Zheng said. It would be joined on its ward

rounds by a nurse or other member of staff.
Zheng would like to build more such robots but

funding from the university has run out. The robots
cost RMB 500,000 ($72,000) a piece to make. He
does not plan on commercializing his robot design but
hopes a company comes along to take that on. China
has sent tens of thousands of medical workers to the
epicenter of the outbreak, Hubei province, state media
say. More than 3,000 medical workers had been
infected by late last month, including whistleblower Li
Wenliang, whose death in early February sparked a
brief and rare outpouring of grief and rage on Chinese
social media. —Reuters

‘We can use robots to perform the most dangerous tasks’

‘We are at war’: 
Spain seeks 
extended state of
emergency
MADRID: The Spanish government sought
to extend until April 11 a state of emer-
gency that it has imposed to try to control
Europe’s second-worst outbreak of coron-
avirus while some regions on Sunday asked
for harsher confinement measures to com-
bat the pandemic. Spain’s death toll jumped
to over 1,700, with more than 28,000 cases
of infection. 

“We are at war,” Prime Minister Pedro
Sanchez told a news briefing, calling on
Europe to launch a massive, coordinated
public investment program like the post
World War Two Marshall Plan. The nation-
wide state of emergency, announced on
March 14 and intended to last 15 days, bars
people from all but essential outings.

An extension would need to be approved
by parliament but that is guaranteed after
the main opposition party, the conservative

People’s Party, said it would support it, giv-
ing enough votes to Sanchez’s Socialist
Party and its far-left government coalition
partner Unidas Podemos. Sanchez said he
hoped all parties would support the exten-
sion. It would be the first time in Spain’s
four-decade democracy that a state of
emergency would be prolonged.

Parliament has a scheduled plenary ses-
sion tomorrow. Sanchez praised Spaniards’
commitment to home confinement, and
defended the need to extend the state of
emergency, saying, “We hope that with this
so drastic, dramatic and hard measure ... we
can bend the coronavirus’  curve”. The
death toll from coronavirus rose to 1,720
on Sunday from 1,326 the day before, while
the number of registered cases rose to
28,572 from 24,926, according to Health
Ministry’s data.

Of those, 54% are hospitalized and 12%
are health staff, a figure officials described
as worrisome given that they are at the
frontline of the virus’ response. Of the total
number of cases, 2,575 people have been
cured. Officials cautiously highlighted that
the number of new daily registered cases
had dropped by 26% from Saturday to
Sunday. “The general trend towards stabi-
lization can give some hope but we need to

be very cautious,” said Fernando Simon,
head of Spain’s health emergency commit-
tee, at an earlier briefing.

The death rate from the illness is around
6% in Spain, said Simon, but he suggested
the rate is actually lower because the num-
ber of cases of infection is in fact likely
higher than those recorded. Authorities aim
to have a more realistic picture in the com-
ing days as they start distributing hundreds
of thousands of fast testing devices. Priority
for those tests will be given to the regions
most hit by the pandemic, hospitals and
health personnel, Simon added.

Regional criticism
Spain’s 17 regions manage health care

but, under the state of emergency, the gov-
ernment is central izing al l  decisions,
prompting some such as Madrid to suggest
that the government is slowing down the
arrival of equipment from abroad. Sanchez
held on Sunday a video call with all the
regional leaders but that did not prevent
some regions, such as Catalonia and Murcia,
from insisting later in demanding a total
shutdown of all economic activity except
essential services. 

Murcia’s government even issued an
order in that regard, which was later

rebuffed by Spain’s Health Ministry, arguing
it was the only authorized to take such a
decision. The Spanish Armed Forces will
expand its role in dealing with the outbreak

by moving patients to less overcrowded
hospitals, transporting health equipment and
helping Spaniards abroad return home,
Sanchez said.—Reuters

LAGOS: The Apostolic Church headquarters is closed to wor-
shippers in compliance with government directive on social
gatherings at Ojota in Lagos yesterday.  —AFP

MADRID: Photo shows a general view of the temporary hospital set up at a pavilion in Ifema
convention and exhibition center in Madrid. —AFP


