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ROME: From the elderly Italian woman who routinely
lines up the glasses of water she sets herself to drink
every day, to the British composer leading a virtual or-
chestra, life for Europeans under coronavirus lock-
down is an uncharted mix of resilience and creativity.
Hundreds of millions of people have suddenly under-
gone the biggest change to daily life since World War
II as governments order them to stay at home in a bid
to beat the disease.

Amid disaster movie-like scenes of deserted streets,
the main challenge for many is simply keeping up their
spirits despite the boredom and isolation of being con-
fined at home. Whether it’s having evening drinks on
video phone, chatting to neighbors through open win-
dows, or joining in mass sing-alongs and applause,
staying connected with the outside world is key.

Rome 
Carla Basagni, 86, a retired artist living in Rome’s

Trastevere neighborhood, has made herself a routine to
get through the days alone. “Since I can’t go out, I do
gymnastic exercises in my house. I drink at least five
times a day: I’ve got five glasses of water lined up in my
kitchen so I don’t forget!” she told AFP. But she added
that she drinks “only a little wine, even if I love it!”

In Italy, which rolled out new restrictions at the
weekend after becoming the new epicenter of the dis-
ease, people need a special personal declaration to
leave the house confirming that it’s for work, grocery
shopping or a critical reason such as health. Anyone
caught breaching the lockdown risks three months in
prison and a 206-euro ($220) fine. Stuck in her house
for nearly 24 hours a day, Basagni says that she cooks
“nice little meals, I read, and sometimes I lie down for
a little sleep on my sofa or on my bed.”

Madrid 
Paula Perez, a 19-year-old medical student who

lives in a Madrid apartment with her mother, said she
was “very moved” the first time she heard the ap-
plause for health workers. In their little 50-square-
metre apartment, they follow the same ritual every
evening: at 8:00 pm, after the applause, neighbors
speak to one another out of their windows. “Our
neighbor above works in a hospital and tells us what’s
happening,” said Perez.

Spaniards are under strict lockdown and can
only leave home to work if they can’t do so at
home, buy medicines or food, or to briefly walk the
dog. Madrid’s usually crowded streets are now
practically empty. Instead, people play music from
their balconies or have lottery parties with their
neighbors, shouting out numbers from one window
to the other.

Perez’s mother Maria Jimenez, 48, an agricultural
engineer, works remotely from a table in the front
room after all her work visits were cancelled. She
speaks every day to her elderly parents in a village in
the southern region of Andalucia, while worrying
about her siblings, some of whom work in health or
for the police. She adds that sometimes she feels
“guilty” of being “useless”. “I read the newspapers
on the internet, we watch the TV news over dinner,”
adds Perez, “but I don’t want to think about the epi-
demic all day: that makes me anxious.”

Paris
Baptiste Saude, a freelance documentary director

in his 30s who lives in Paris, says that the “most diffi-
cult thing is the absence of any social life”. Normally
he would play sport or see friends in the evening, but

since the lockdown he’s been experimenting with a
“Skype apero” - an evening drink via video call - with
other locked down friends. France last week adopted
similar rules to Italy and Spain except that going out
for some “physical activity” is allowed. Violators face
a fine of 135 euros. Saude says he, at least, has previ-
ous experience of being under lockdown while he
was in the French military on a base in Mali. He’s also
helping elderly people in his neighborhood by calling
them for a chat, for example 84-year-old Odile, whom
he helps to record herself doing scales for a remote
piano lesson.

London 
Ben Morales Frost, a composer based in southeast

London, is using his self-enforced quarantine to
spearhead a global music initiative called “lockdown
orchestra”. He said that for most musicians “suddenly,
the rug’s been pulled from underneath them”. “So I
thought it’d be quite nice to set up a virtual orches-
tra,” he added. Britain has implemented a less strin-
gent shutdown compared to its European neighbors,
but last week ramped up its response, closing schools
and then ordering all cafes, pubs and restaurants to
close until further notice. — AFP 

Windows of hope: Life in 
Europe under lockdown

Governments issue ‘stay at home’ order to fight coronavirus 

GRASSOBBIO, Italy: A priest (left) reads prayers from the book of funeral rites by the coffin of a de-
ceased person in the cemetery of Grassobbio, Lombardy yesterday, as pallbearers stand by during a
funeral ceremony in the absence of quarantined relatives. — AFP 

Algeria streets empty
but protesters vow to
‘keep flame burning’
ALGIERS: The coronavirus pandemic has done
what the Algerian regime had failed to achieve for
more than a year - clear the streets of massive anti-
government protests. Now the “Hirak” citizens move-
ment - which brought down geriatric autocrat
Abdelaziz Bouteflika last April - has vowed to adapt
and reinvent its struggle for full civil rights and
democracy. “We will be back stronger than before,”
vowed independent journalist Khaled Drareni, who
has been arrested several times for covering the
demonstrations, on Twitter. “This is an opportunity to
go beyond the marches.”

In a flurry of ideas being floated on the internet,
activists have proposed a “virtual” Hirak on the web,
or mass demonstrations held on balconies. “Many
proposals are being circulated on this subject - stay-
ing completely off the streets on Fridays, a (pot-
banging) casserole protest, intensifying social media
communications ... all while keeping hope of resuming
protest marches as soon as possible,” said political
scientist Mohamed Hennad. “It is crucial that the
flame of Hirak keeps on burning.”

For now a major focus has been to harness the
mass movement to help combat the pandemic threat
and plug the gaps of the public health care system.
The North African country by Monday had 201 con-
firmed infections and reported 17 deaths. Many med-
ical professionals fear the already strained hospitals
will soon be overwhelmed. Hirak’s role should be one
of “solidarity and, if need be, national mobilization
against corona,” said Said Salhi of the Algerian
League for the Defense of Human Rights. “We can set
up solidarity, relief, aid, education groups,” he wrote.

‘Health the top priority’ 
The Hirak movement erupted on February 22 last

year and scored a spectacular success when, within
weeks, it forced the ouster of Bouteflika, now aged
83. Bouteflika had announced plans to run for a fifth
term after 20 years in power, despite being debili-
tated by a 2013 stroke. The emboldened demonstra-
tors stayed on the streets, demanded the dismantling
of the wider power structure Bouteflika had built,
which they decried as a self-serving and corrupt
state. A December election that installed one-time
Bouteflika premier Abdelmadjid Tebboune in the
presidency was marred by more protests and very
low turnout of around 40 percent, according to offi-
cial data. Since then the Friday rallies of the non-vio-
lent and leaderless Hirak movement continued — until
last week. 

As the virus has swept the world, the government
banned demonstrations last Tuesday. But the protest-
ers didn’t need to be told and independently sus-
pended rallies on public health grounds. An initial
claim made the rounds on social media that the virus
was a regime plot to end Hirak - but this was soon
dismissed by most protesters. “Requesting a suspen-
sion of Hirak is not treason”, wrote journalist Akram
Belkaid in the Quotidien d’Oran daily newspaper. “It

is to recognize that in life, there are priorities - the
first being people’s health.” 

‘Anger will come back’ 
The decision by the protesters to suspend their

rallies “revealed a maturity and political conscious-
ness,” said Louisa Dris-Ait Hamadouche, a political
scientist at the University of Algiers. “This self-ac-
countability signifies that Hirak is a citizen movement
engaged in a process of building a new order, rather
than just tackling the old order.” President Tebboune,
meanwhile, faces huge political risk in the event of a
botched response to the outbreak, said Jean-Pierre
Filiu, a historian at the Sciences Po university in Paris.

“Tebboune draws for now an unprecedented
prestige as a head of state acting to forestall the cri-
sis,” said Filiu. But “he risks paying very dearly for
possible failures in the public response to the pan-
demic - failures which, as soon as they come, could
rejuvenate the protest movement.” Yamina Rahou, a
researcher at Oran’s Centre of Research and Social
Anthropology, agreed that “the coronavirus will not
kill Hirak but will lay bare the problems in our coun-
try’s health sector”. — AFP 

ALGIERS: An empty street in the Algerian capital Algiers. A total of 82 cases of coronavirus COVID-19
have been confirmed in Algeria, according to the health ministry. — AFP 

Parking pain: Airlines,
airports hunt for
space; pandemic 
idles planes
SYDNEY: As airlines idle thousands of aircraft for
which there are no passengers, they are hitting an un-
precedented problem: finding a place to park them.
Taxiways, maintenance hangars and even runways at
major airports are being transformed into giant park-
ing lots for more than 2,500 airliners, the biggest of
which takes up about as much room as an eight-story
building with a footprint 3/4 the size of an American
football field. 

The number of planes in storage has doubled to
more than 5,000 since the start of the year, accord-
ing to Cirium data, with more expected to be parked
in the coming weeks as carriers like Australia’s Qan-
tas Airways Ltd and Singapore Airlines Ltd proceed
with further announced cuts to flight schedules. In
Frankfurt, Germany’s biggest airport is a ghost town
of silent airliners. Its northwest landing runway, in-
cluding taxiways and bridges, has been converted to
an aircraft parking lot for Lufthansa, Condor and
other airlines. Lufthansa brand Swiss has rented
parking spots at a military airport close to Zurich.
Similar crowds of planes are parked at other major
airports, including Hong Kong, Seoul, Berlin and Vi-
enna as well as traditional desert parking lots in Vic-
torville, California, and Marana, Arizona, according to

data from flight tracking website FlightRadar24.
In Manila, some Philippines Airlines jets are parked

in the Lufthansa Technik Philippines hangar, an airline
official said. Even some smaller airports have been
converted to parking lots. Avalon Airport west of
Melbourne expects to take 50 planes from Qantas
and its low-cost offshoot, Jetstar, according to the
airport’s chief executive, Justin Giddings. “It is sad for
everyone, the whole industry,” he told Reuters of the
groundings, which have led Qantas to put 20,000
staff members on leave.

Qantas is sending 30 engineers to Avalon help

maintain the planes so they can re-enter service in
three to seven days when demand returns, accord-
ing to a source with knowledge of the matter. The
carrier is also parking about 100 other aircraft at
major airports around Australia and its five ageing
747s at a desert storage facility in Alice Springs, the
source said. Qantas declined to comment. Asia Pa-
cific Aircraft Storage (APAS) in Alice Springs is also
home to SilkAir and Fiji Airways 737 MAX jets as
part of a year-long global grounding that has
placed further pressure on the ability to find spots
to put other jets. — Reuters

PANAMA CITY: A Copa airlines plane taxis on a runway as others sit on the tarmac at Tocumen Interna-
tional Airport during the global pandemic of the new coronavirus, COVID-19. — AFP 

Fear as Trump says
virus restrictions
could ease soon
NEW YORK: Anxiety ratcheted up Monday
across an eerily deserted New York, America’s
coronavirus epicenter, but President Donald
Trump said he’d soon call for lifting the lockdown
in some parts of the country. Trump-who faces
reelection in November and is keen to avoid ex-
tended economic damage-told reporters he
would be “opening up our country to business
because our country was meant to be open.”

The relaxation could be announced early next
week when a 15-day period recommending tight
restrictions on social distancing expires, he said,
stressing that governors would make final deci-
sions in their own states. Health officials and state
governors dealing with the worst outbreaks have
said they expect restrictions will have to con-
tinue for some time-and New York’s mayor
called for a nationwide lockdown. As the number
of deaths in the United States from COVID-19
soared to 560, with almost 44,000 declared
cases, the Big Apple found itself the US bullseye
of the global pandemic.

With millions of residents ordered to stay
home and non-essential businesses and schools
closed, the city that never sleeps is bedding
down for an uncertain slumber. For Christian
Hofer, and his wife and two young children, the
hardest is not knowing how long the unprece-
dented measures are going to last. “It goes from
a range of emotions, from feeling very nervous
about the situation to feeling like how absurd it
is,” the 42-year-old Wall Street trader said.

New York City has now seen more than
12,000 confirmed cases and almost 100 deaths
in the outbreak, which first appeared in the
United States in Washington state. With only es-
sential workers, such as pharmacists, grocery
store workers, nurses and doctors, headed to
work Monday, rush hour in the city was more like
a trickle of traffic. New York’s yellow cabs were
out but passengers appeared few and far be-
tween with sidewalks virtually deserted. Under-
ground, normally packed subway cars trundled
along close to empty.

‘Scared’
“I’m scared for me and patients that this could

go on” for months, said Lauren, a psychologist
who declined to give her surname. Anxiety and
depression “all gets heightened at a time like
this,” she added, one of the few souls out and
about on Manhattan’s Upper East Side. On the
New York Stock Exchange, the opening bell,
usually greeted by cheering and clapping, was
met with silence as the first day with no floor
trading took place. 

Only electronic trading occurred as stocks
plunged deep into the red before recovering
somewhat, with both the Dow and the S&P 500
closing down around three percent. In Congress,
efforts to advance a nearly two-trillion-dollar
rescue of the economy failed for a second
straight day after Democrats said the Republican
proposal insufficiently protected workers.

Trump said he wanted to get restrictions on
movement lifted where possible, so that people
can get back to work. He acknowledged that
medical advisors focused more on public health
than the economy may not agree with his deci-
sion. “The doctors, if it were up to them, they
may say ‘let’s keep it shut down, let’s shut down
the entire world,’” said Trump. — AFP 


