
Turkey sets shop, 
bus restrictions as 
death toll hits 37
ISTANBUL: Turkey imposed restrictions
yesterday on grocery store opening hours
and numbers of shop customers and bus
passengers, adding to steps to combat the
spread of the coronavirus after the coun-
try’s death toll from the illness rose to 37.
Ankara has already closed schools, cafes

and bars, banned mass prayers and indefi-
nitely postponed matches in its main
sports leagues, as well suspending flights
to many countries as it looks to limit the
spread of the virus.

Health Minister Fahrettin Koca
announced the new death toll overnight
and said the number of confirmed cases
rose by 293 on Monday to 1,529, with a
total of more than 24,000 tests carried
out on people. In the latest moves, the
Interior Ministry said grocery stores and
supermarkets’ opening hours will be limit-
ed to between 9 am and 9 pm, with a

maximum of one customer for every 10
square metres of shop space.

Buses within towns and between cities
will not be allowed to exceed 50% of the
vehicle’s capacity, with space to be kept
between the passengers, the ministry
statement said. Separately, the Turkish
Competition Board said on Monday night
there had been opportunist, excessive food
price rises, notably for fruit and vegetable
products, and said it would impose severed
fines on those found to be responsible.

On Monday evening, the health minis-
ter said that Turkey will hire 32,000 more

medical staff and stop exporting locally
made face masks so its own services can
use them as the coronavirus spreads
across the country. He said Turkey had
ordered rapid testing kits from China, as
well as medicine that he said he been used
to treat coronavirus patients - though he
did not give details on the treatments.
“We have activated the rapid test kit.
Today, 50,000 arrived from China. On
Thursday, 300,000 additional kits will
come, and we have made arrangements to
use up to one million kits,” Koca told a
news conference. —Reuters
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Coronavirus kills 
2 senior military 
officers in Egypt
CAIRO: A second senior military officer in Egypt
has died of the new coronavirus, state television
reported Monday, as the officially declared death
toll stood at 14 from 327 cases recorded nation-
wide. Major General Shafee Dawood, head of
major infrastructure projects at the military engi-
neering authority, became the latest high-ranking
figure in Egypt to die from COVID-19 in hospital.
His death comes after Major General Khaled
Shaltout, the army’s chief of water management,
died from the virus late Sunday. State television said
that Shaltout contracted the disease after having
taken part in “sterilization” procedures to stave off
the virus. Other high-ranking military officials have
also been confirmed to have tested positive for the
disease, security sources told AFP. The army
released a video last week showing tanks spraying
disinfectant in major Cairo sites including the central
metro station in Tahrir Square, epicenter of the 2011
revolt that toppled former autocrat Hosni Mubarak.

For decades, the military has played a key,
though opaque, role in Egypt’s economy. Its engi-
neering arm has been behind the construction of
a new administrative capital, 50 kilometers east
of Cairo, as well as highways and roads. Health
ministry spokesperson Khaled Megahed said on
Sunday that infections from the COVID-19 virus
have been identified in 24 of the country’s 27
governorates. President Abdel Fattah El-Sisi said
Sunday his government has dealt with the pan-
demic with “full transparency” and denied the
true infection rate is being suppressed.

On social media, Egyptians have been critical of
the government’s perceived slow handling of the
pandemic. Authorities have imposed tough meas-
ures to limit social interaction in the country of
100 million inhabitants. They have closed schools
and universities, ordered cafes, restaurants, night-
clubs, sporting clubs and malls to close by 7:00
pm, and trimmed the civil service workforce.
Religious institutions have also shut down church-
es and called off prayers in mosques to stem the
spread of the virus. —AFP

TEHRAN: Iranian workers set up a makeshift hospital inside the Iran Mall, northwest of Tehran, amid the coronavirus outbreak. —AFP

PARIS: Even according to official figures, the coronavirus
epidemic has killed over 1,800 people in Iran, prompting
unprecedented measures that have included closing holy
Shiite shrines. But could the authorities in the Islamic
republic be underplaying the severity of the COVID-19
epidemic and the challenge in fighting it? The crisis has
come as the country faces one of its most troubled peri-
ods since the overthrow of the Shah in 1979, with Iran
increasingly estranged from the international community
and its economy battered by American sanctions.

Going by official data, Iran is the fourth-worst hit
country after Italy, China and Spain. Health ministry
spokesman Kianoush Jahanpour has described an uptick
of 50 new cases per hour and a new death every 10 min-
utes. But Persian language media outside Iran, citing fig-
ures from regional sources, claim even this grim toll is a
lowball. On Saturday, the Prague-based, US-funded
Radio Farda said at least 660 more people have died
than the official tally. And the exiled National Council of
Resistance of Iran (NCRI), outlawed in Iran, has claimed
the real death toll could be as high as 8,800.

‘Only when it got serious’ 
“This is a regime that is founded on keeping things

hidden,” said Azadeh Kian, a professor of sociology at
the University of Paris. “It is only when it became very
serious that they started to even talk about the coron-
avirus.” She said she had been told by Iranian sources
that the first deaths were officially ascribed to breathing
difficulties and not coronavirus. 

Deputy health minister Reza Malekzadeh has himself
admitted Iran was not quick enough to admit the pres-
ence of the virus, which was only acknowledged on
February 19 despite having been in circulation since
January. Iranian authorities have recently been accused
by governments and activists of hiding the truth on a
succession of issues.

Tehran has been charged with failing to disclose an
allegedly significant death toll in a crackdown on anti-
government protests in November, and of only admitting
the downing in January of a Ukrainian airliner once the
evidence and pressure became too overwhelming to
ignore. Its economy has been pushed to the brink of

catastrophe by American sanctions, which Iranian offi-
cials denounce as criminal amid the coronavirus epidem-
ic. Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif has
described restrictions on Iran’s ability to import medicine
and medical equipment as “economic terrorism”. “It was
one of the best health systems but now there are no
longer the means to buy the vaccines, the masks and
essential health products,” said Azadeh Kian. Supreme
leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei has batted away US offers
of help - which have not included relaxing sanctions -
saying the Americans could “bring into our country a
drug that will keep the virus alive”.

‘Can’t hide any more’ 
Thierry Coville, Iran specialist at the French Institute

for International and Strategic Affairs, said the authori-
ties initially tried to hide any sign of weakness amid
mounting tensions with the United States. But he said the
COVID-19 crisis appears to have been taken more seri-
ously in recent weeks. “I have the impression that we
hear the health officials more and more and not the

politicians,” he said. “The government is beginning to
understand that you have to let the specialists talk.”

President Hassan Rouhani last month accused the
United States of spreading “fear” over the virus, and
insisted Iran had the situation under control. Moreover,
despite the restrictions of Iran’s theocratic system,
debate can sometimes be surprisingly open with some
moderate newspapers prepared to criticize the govern-
ment and a well-educated population plugged into the
Internet. “If the crisis turns into a catastrophe, they will
not be able to hide it any more,” said Coville.

The threat became even more acute as Iranians cele-
brated New Year on March 20 - a time devoted to family
meetings and travel which risk spreading the virus. “It
does appear they are probably understating, publicly
anyway, the severity of the crisis,” said Seth Jones, direc-
tor of transnational threats at the Center for Strategic
and International Studies in Washington. And even if the
government is honest with the numbers, many fear it
could be covering up the scale of the challenge of
responding to the crisis. —AFP 

Coronavirus epidemic kills over 1,800 in Iran

Hammered by virus 
lockdown, the India’s 
poor fear for future
MUMBAI: Shaikh Bahaduresha, 31, lived on Mumbai’s
streets for two months last year, unable to make ends
meet on his meagre taxi-driving profits of roughly $5 a
day. After he got married in December, his wife put
some money towards renting a small apartment, and
they moved in together. But with much of India now
under lockdown to f ight  the coronavirus ,
Bahaduresha’s newfound stability could come crashing
down. He has no more taxi customers, which means he
cannot afford food beyond rice and lentils, and will not
be able to pay his rent.

“I have no savings. My wife and I will be on the
street again,” said Bahaduresha as he waited in vain next
to shuttered stores for a cab owner who he said owed
him a deposit. “The USA is a VIP country, you can block
it for a month and it’s okay, but in India you have to take
care of the poor.” Prime Minister Narendra Modi has
urged India’s 1.3 billion people to stay home and the
majority of the country is under lockdown. As of
Monday, India had reported 471 cases of the virus and
nine deaths. A dozen Indians living in Mumbai’s sprawl-
ing Dharavi slum said they supported the clampdown,
but wanted government support.

The issue highlights how difficult it is for countries to
tackle the virus without destroying livelihoods - a chal-
lenge that is especially acute in developing nations with
significant populations living hand-to-mouth. “So far, the
prime minister’s intervention has put the onus of respon-
sibility on citizens ... but it has fallen short of explaining
clearly what the state is going to do,” said Gilles Verniers,

a political science professor at Ashoka University near
New Delhi. “There is nothing that looks like a national
plan on the social front.” The prime minister’s office did
not immediately respond to a request for comment.

Some markets near the slum were closed and ven-
dors still selling vegetables on the pavement said their
distributors were no longer supplying them. Dharavi

residents said they were stretching out meals and for-
going pricier foods such as mutton. Khatun, a frail 70-
year-old, wept on her bed as she recounted that her
son, who does odd painting jobs, was out of work. Ajay
Kewat, 21, said his family only had provisions for a few
more days: “I’m afraid that after a week, there won’t be
food.” —Reuters

MUMBAI: This aerial picture shows a deserted road during a one-day nationwide Janata (civil) curfew imposed as a pre-
ventive measure against the COVID-19 coronavirus in Mumbai. —AFP


