
Thursday, March 26, 2020

7
I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Established 1961 

Gangs call curfews 
as coronavirus 
hits Rio favelas
RIO DE JANEIRO: The “baile funk” dance parties have
been called off. Some open-air drug markets are closed
for business. Gangs and militias have imposed strict cur-
fews. Coronavirus is coming, and Rio de Janeiro’s lawless
favelas are gearing up for the onslaught. City of God, a
sprawling complex of slums made famous in a hit 2002
movie of the same name, registered the first confirmed
case of coronavirus in Rio’s favelas over the weekend.

Now, with the state government woefully under-
funded and Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro widely
criticized for a slow response to the outbreak, criminal
gangs that have long held sway across Rio’s favelas are
taking their own precautions against the virus, accord-
ing to residents and press reports. According to well-
sourced Rio newspaper Extra, City of God gangsters
have been driving round the slum, blaring out a record-
ed message to residents. “We’re imposing a curfew
because nobody is taking this seriously,” the message
said, according to Extra’s Tuesday story. “Whoever is in
the street screwing around or going for a walk will
receive a corrective and serve as an example. Better to
stay home doing nothing. The message has been given.”
City of God residents, who declined to give their names
for fear of retribution, confirmed an evening curfew and
other restrictions.

The gangs’ concern over the outbreak echoes fears
nationwide about the fate of Brazil’s nearly 15 million
favela residents confronting what some have dubbed
“the disease of the rich”. The coronavirus landed in
the country with wealthier Brazilians returning from
Europe, but is quickly migrating into poorer commu-
nities, where crowded quarters, informal labor and
weak public services threaten to accelerate its spread.

Drug gangs or rival paramilitaries often act as de
facto authorities in the favelas. With little or no govern-
ment presence in the neighborhoods, gangs enforce
social contracts. They also engage in regular shootouts
with each other and police forces. Across Brazil, some
40 million people lack access to the public water sup-
ply, while 100 million - nearly half the population - live
without a connection to sewage treatment, according
to the country’s National Water Agency.

“Basic sanitation is terrible,” said Jefferson Maia, a
27-year-old resident of the City of God. “Sometimes,
we don’t even have water to wash our hands properly.
We are very concerned with the coronavirus issue.”
Thamiris Deveza, a family doctor working in Rio’s
Alemao complex of slums, said residents had been
complaining for the last two weeks about a lack of
water in their homes, making it difficult for them to
clean their hands and protect themselves from the fast-
spreading virus. She said many pharmacies in the
neighborhoods had run out of hand sanitizer. When
available, it was prohibitively expensive.

Coronavirus cases are expanding quickly in Brazil.
The country had 2,201 confirmed cases on Tuesday,
with 46 related deaths, according to the Health
Ministry. Rio state, where around a fifth of the popula-
tion lives in favelas, now has 305 cases. Governor
Wilson Witzel warned on Friday that the state’s public
health system was in danger of “collapse” within 15
days. Rio Mayor Marcelo Crivella has said that offi-
cials will deposit free soap at entrances of the city’s
favelas and relocate older people with health prob-
lems to hotels. The city has already signed a deal to
secure 400 rooms, he said. —Reuters

QAMISHLI, Syria: Deprived of cross-border aid
and already low on medical supplies, northeast
Syria is grappling with the threat of a virus out-
break that aid groups and officials fear could rav-
age the region. Home to sprawling displacement
camps hosting some 100,000 people, including the
families of the Islamic State group, the Kurdish-
held northeast has yet to declare a single infection.
But with the region severely under-equipped, local
officials have started to sound the alarm after
Damascus announced the country’s first coron-
avirus case on Sunday.

“Even before the novel coronavirus arrived, our
needs were huge, and
now, in light of the out-
break, we need even
more support” from the
international community,
said Jawan Mustafa,
head of the Kurdish
administration’s health
department. “We don’t
have the means to do
this on our own.” Nine
years of war have bat-
tered healthcare across
Syria, but the situation in the Kurdish-held north-
east is particularly critical, especially in massive dis-
placement camps such as Al-Hol, which is home to
tens of thousands of people. 

Unlike Syria’s rebel-held northwest, where UN
aid enters via Turkey, the northeast is deprived of
cross-border channels for UN medical assistance.
Deliveries from within Syria, on the other hand,
require permission from the central government in
Damascus, which has yet to extend relief. “With the
UN no longer able to provide medical supplies
from across the border, the ability of many humani-
tarian organizations to meet the healthcare needs
of those in camps such as Al-Hol... has already been
compromised,” the International Rescue Committee
warned Monday.

No tests 
Mustafa of the Kurdish administration said nine

centres across the northeast are being equipped to
hold suspected cases. The IRC said three hospitals
among these have been identified to quarantine
and treat suspected cases, but two of them are not
fully equipped. Only 28 beds are available in inten-
sive care units across these three hospitals, and
only two doctors trained to use the scarce ventila-
tors available, the organization said. Mustafa
echoed similar concerns, adding that the region
does not have access to diagnosis tests.

As a result, samples from suspected cases were
being sent to labs in
Damascus for testing,
rendering the Kurdish
authorities increasingly
reliant on the help of a
regime bent on stripping
them of the semi-auton-
omy they have achieved
during Syria’s war. But
displacement camps,
according to the health
official, are the gravest
concern. 

Social distancing measures, enforced world-
wide to stymie a coronavirus spread, cannot be
applied in such settings, Mustafa warned. “The
camp is, in and of itself, a social gathering and
this is the problem,” he said. To prevent the
virus from reaching the overcrowded settle-
ments, Mustafa said officials have restricted the
entry of relief workers except in urgent cases.
In the event of an actual outbreak, a large tent
in each settlement will be transformed into a
quarantine zone, he added. “There isn’t much
else we can do.”

Water cuts  
Amid the alarm, the Kurdish administration on

Monday enforced a 15-day lockdown. “The risk of

a virus outbreak here is very high,” warned
Mazlum Abdi, the head of the Kurdish-led Syrian
Democratic Forces, urging residents to stay home.
But the United Nations children’s agency UNICEF
has warned that water cuts are further putting hun-
dreds of thousands at risk of contracting the coro-
navirus. The Allouk water station near Ras al-Ain, a
border town controlled by Turkey and its Syrian
proxies, has not pumped water to the region for
days in an interruption that a war monitor and the
state news agency SANA blame on Ankara.

Both the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights

and SANA accuse Turkey of deliberately turning
off taps at the pumping station, which UNICEF
said supplies water to around 460,000 people at
a time when hygiene can save lives. “The inter-
ruption of water supply during the current
efforts to curb the spread of the coronavirus dis-
ease puts children and families at unacceptable
risk,” UNICEF’s Syria representative Fran Equiza
said. “Uninterrupted, reliable access to safe
water is essential to ensure children and families
in the area don’t  have to resort  to unsafe”
sources, she said. —AFP

Displacement camps are the gravest concern

Aid-deprived and under-equipped, 
northeast Syria faces virus threat

QAMISHLI, Syria: A health volunteer wearing a protective mask hands out pamphlets warning people
about the coronavirus along a market street on March 22, 2020. —AFP

Cruise passengers 
hold hopes of 
reaching land 
SANTIAGO: More than 1,800 people stuck
onboard a cruise ship off the Pacific coast of South
America, with 42 complaining of flu-like symptoms,
are desperately hoping to be allowed to dock -
somewhere. “Testing times,” Australian couple
Dimiti and Neal Bates wrote on Facebook. “Please
don’t forget us.” The Zaandam liner run by Holland
America left Buenos Aires, Argentina, on March 7
and was supposed to arrive last Saturday at San
Antonio, near Santiago in Chile.

Its plight is the latest affecting the global cruise
industry, which has seen vessels refused entry to
ports and others locked down after new-coron-
avirus cases were confirmed onboard during the
pandemic. Along the way, the Zaandam docked in
Punta Arenas, in Chile’s far south, before leaving
there just days before Chilean President Sebastian
Pinera closed the country’s borders on March 18.

Soon after, the company suspended all its cruis-
es due to measures including the closure of land,
air and sea borders imposed by governments all

over the world to prevent the pandemic’s spread. It
headed back to Punta Arenas in a bid to arrange
for its more than 1,200 passengers and almost 600
crew to take flights back to their home countries.
“Despite previous confirmations that guests could
disembark in Punta Arenas, Chile, for flights, we
were not permitted to do so,” Holland America said
in a statement on its website. “No one has been off
the ship since March 14 in Punta Arenas.” The 42
showing flu-like symptoms are quarantined.

‘Locals throwing rocks’ 
“We heard that one ship that managed to dock

at Punta Arenas was greeted by locals throwing
rocks!” Bates, who boarded the Zaandam in Buenos
Aires in a group of 20 Australians, said on
Facebook. The ship sailed to Valparaiso in Chile
where it remained at anchor last Friday to Saturday
while taking on fuel, provisions and medication
before continuing to San Antonio. Rear Admiral
Yerko Marcic, the head of Chile’s national defense
at Valparaiso port, said eight Chileans were allowed
to disembark, along with two French people for
humanitarian reasons because “they had a high risk
chronic illness and their medication was not going
to last until the ship reached land.”

There are more than 100 French passengers
aboard. The ship has asked all passengers to
remain in their rooms “out of an abundance of cau-

tion” where they are provided their meals by room
service. “Since it is flu season, and COVID-19 test-
ing is not available on board, it is difficult to deter-
mine the cause of these elevated cases at this time,”
said Holland America. Since then, the ship has con-
tinued northwards and by Tuesday was off the
coast of Peru, where local authorities told AFP the
liner would not be allowed to dock in the port of
Salaverry. Peru closed its borders last week and
“already prohibited the entry of two other cruise
ships,” official Peruvian sources told AFP under
condition of anonymity. —AFP

PUNTA ARENAS, Chile: The Zaandam cruise ship with
1,800 people on board is seen on March 16, 2020. —AFP

Short on doctors, 
Balkans brace for 
worst of coronavirus 
SKOPJE: With hospitals lacking equipment and low
on doctors who have been steadily moving abroad,
Balkan countries fear the worst as they watch the
new coronavirus ravage their far richer European
neighbors. “If much bigger and wealthier countries
couldn’t contain the sharp increase of infections,
what can be expected from ours?” Zoran
Hristovski, a Skopje resident in his late 40s, said. It
is a widely held concern across the Balkans, where
many are nervously waiting for the coronavirus to

peak in one of Europe’s poorest corners. Since the
first case of COVID-19 was detected in the region
one month ago, some 25 people have died and
known infections have increased to more than
2,000 - a likely underestimation given limited test-
ing. Should the Balkans follow the steep curve
playing out in places like Italy and Spain, doctors
warn that underfunded healthcare systems will be
pushed to the brink. 

The region is already afflicted by a brain drain
crisis, with tens of thousands of people - including
doctors and nurses - moving abroad every year,
lured by better wages and less corruption in the
West. In North Macedonia, up to half of medical
school students annually pack their bags after gradu-
ation and head for countries like Germany, said
Nikola Brzanov, a 38-year-old emergency room doc-
tor, who leads an organization of young medical pro-

fessionals. “And usually it is the best quality doctors
who go abroad,” he added.

Balkan states have some of the lowest density rates
of doctors in Europe, according to available data from
the World Health Organization (WHO). Albania is the
worst off, with only 1.2 physicians per 1,000 inhabi-
tants, followed by Bosnia and Romania with 2 and 2.2
respectively, the WHO says. The number of nurses in
Bulgaria, where they have recently protested being
overworked and underpaid, has been slashed in half
over the past 30 years.

There are also severe staff shortages in impoverished
Kosovo, where many residents normally travel to neigh-
boring countries for better treatment - an option no
longer available with borders shut. “The situation is
alarming, we must not hide it,” said Blerim Syla, the
president of Kosovo’s health unions, who estimates the
sector lacks some 5,000 medical professionals. —AFP 

We don’t have 
the means to do 
this on our own

‘Corona time’ in 
Europe’s main 
migrant camp 
LESBOS, Greece: In Europe’s biggest
asylum seeker camp of Moria, on the
Greek island of Lesbos, authorities are
trying to keep residents apart from a
population with at least three coron-
avirus cases. But in a sprawling, over-
stretched facility that was already a
health hazard before the virus made
landfall in Greece, there is widespread
concern. “As you all know we are in
corona time and... the (biggest) problem
that we have is overcrowding inside
these camps,” Mohamed Omid, an asy-
lum seeker from Afghanistan posted on
Facebook Tuesday from inside Moria.

There have been 20 recorded deaths
and 743 officially announced infections
from the coronavirus in Greece, which
has a population of 11 million. Three of

the cases have been reported among
Lesbos islanders. There are nearly
38,000 people crammed into over-
stretched refugee centres on the islands
of Lesbos, Samos, Chios, Leros and Kos.
Moria alone has over 19,000.

‘No chance of social distancing’ 
The European parliament’s civil liber-

ties, justice and home affairs committee
this week called for urgent measures to
relieve pressure on the camps. “Many of
those in the camps are already in precar-
ious health situations due to the bad
conditions in which they have lived for a
long time,” said Juan Fernando Lopez
Aguilar, a Spanish socialist MEP who
chairs the committee. “There is no
chance of isolation or social distancing,
nor is it possible to ensure appropriate
hygienic conditions,” he said, adding that
there are only six intensive care beds
available on Lesbos. As the island camps
were originally intended to handle
around 6,000 people, many sleep out-
doors in makeshift shelters with minimal
access to hygiene.

‘Health bomb’ 
The situation was recently termed a

“health bomb” by government spokesman
Stelios Petsas. In Moria, not everyone has
access to water and refuse routinely piles
up. With staff and police now called away
because of the lockdown, many residents
are fearful. “The virus has brought chaos...
the police are not here, staff do not come,”
said Sayed Nasid Haidari, an Afghan who
used to work for the government in Kabul.

“Moria is divided into two groups.
Around 20 percent are scared and hiding in
their tents, and 80 percent are still walking
around as if nothing is happening,” said
Haidari, who has been at the camp with his
son and pregnant wife since November.
“Before this is over, fear will bring more
problems than the virus itself,” he added.
“We are afraid for our lives,” said ?brahim
Mohament Hussein, a Somali former journal-
ist who has been at the camp for six months.
“The food is not enough for all. We cannot
go to market. We cannot feed our children.”
“The majority of the asylum seekers are
aware of the coronavirus and stay at their
tents, They also (hear) from relatives in other

countries and they are scared,” the camp’s
deputy manager Dimitris Vafeas, told AFP.

Nationwide lockdown 
In recent weeks, asylum-seekers have

begun banding together to protect them-
selves and others in the camp. With help
from Stand By Me, a Greek aid group, a
group of Afghan women has sewn reusable
cotton masks, as there is a nationwide
shortage in protective gear. Omid is part of
MCAT, the Moria Corona Awareness Team,
a Facebook group formed to help fellow
asylum seekers stay ahead of the virus with
information.

In the past week, refugee groups have
also created different language teams
denoted by a badge-white for Arabic, blue
for Dari and Farsi - to organize orderly
access to local supermarkets for the vari-
ous nationalities in the camp. Greece on
Monday enforced a nationwide lockdown,
limiting people to their homes except for
essential outings. In the camps, separate
regulations have been announced to keep
asylum seekers as distant from the local
population as possible. —AFP


