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JAKARTA: Indonesia has a significant deficit in hospi-
tal beds, medical staff and intensive care facilities as
health experts warn that it is primed to become a new
epicenter of the coronavirus pandemic, according to
data reviewed by Reuters. Health experts say Indonesia
faces a surge in coronavirus cases after a slow govern-
ment response masked the scale of the outbreak in the
world’s fourth most populous country.

Indonesia has recorded 686 cases but the data is
seen as understating the scale of infections because of
a low rate of testing and a
high mortality rate. In-
donesia has reported 55
deaths, the highest in
Southeast Asia.

A study by the Lon-
don-based Centre for
Mathematical Modelling
of Infectious Diseases re-
leased on Monday esti-
mates that as few as 2
percent of Indonesia’s
coronavirus infections
have been reported. That
would bring the true number to as many as 34,300,
which is more than Iran.

Other modellers are projecting that cases could rise
to as many as 5 million in the capital, Jakarta, by the end
of April under a worst-case scenario. “We have lost
control, it has already spread everywhere,” Ascobat
Gani, a public health economist told Reuters. “Maybe
we will follow Wuhan or Italy. I think we are in the range
of that”. The government says the impact of the virus
will not be that severe.

“We won’t be like that,” said Achmad Yurianto, a
senior health ministry official, referring to compar-
isons with outbreaks in Italy and China. “What’s im-

portant is that we rally the people ... they have to keep
their distance.”

Doctor dying 
Indonesia’s health system compares poorly with

those in other countries hit hard by the virus. The coun-
try of more than 260 million people has 321,544 hospital
beds, according to health ministry data. That is about
12 beds per 10,000 people. South Korea has 115 per
10,000 people, according to the World Health Organ-

ization (WHO).
In 2017, the WHO

found Indonesia had four
doctors per 10,000 peo-
ple. Italy had 10 times
more, on a per capita
basis. South Korea has six
times more doctors.
Yurianto said with proper
social distancing measures
there should not be a need
for a large number of ad-
ditional beds and that
medical staffing was suffi-

cient to tackle the virus.
However, Budi Waryanto, an epidemiologist from the

University of Indonesia, told Reuters: “The hospitals are
not ready to support the potential cases. Treatment will
be limited.” Although only hundreds of people have
been hospitalized for coronavirus, doctors told Reuters
the health system was already under strain. Many health
staff lack protective equipment, with one doctor telling
Reuters how she had to wear a raincoat because there
were no coveralls available.

In a sign of poor infection controls in hospitals and
clinics, eight doctors and one nurse have died from the
coronavirus, according to the Indonesian Doctors As-

sociation. In Italy, where there have been 6,077 coro-
navirus deaths, 23 doctors have died.

‘We bring our own masks’
Staff at one hospital on the outskirts of Jakarta had

threatened not to come to work on Tuesday because
of a lack of protective equipment, another doctor told
Reuters. “We bring our own masks, our own suits that
may not be of standard quality,” the doctor told
Reuters, asking not to be identified because of the sen-
sitivity of the matter.

“My friends, one by one, catch the virus,” he said,

holding back tears. The government said this week it
had sourced 175,000 new sets of protective equip-
ment for medical staff that would be distributed across
the country. A new emergency hospital has been
opened in Jakarta with an eventual capacity to treat
up to 24,000 patients. Doctors and medical staff have
been promised bonuses and 500,000 rapid testing
kits have arrived from China. Indonesia’s health system
is highly decentralized, making it hard for the central
government to coordinate its response across a
sprawling archipelago of some 19,000 islands span-
ning 5,100 km. — Reuters

Indonesia’s health system on the 
brink as coronavirus surge looms

Country’s virus deaths highest in SE Asia; medical facilities already strained

Indonesian medical staff take part in a mass test for the COVID-19 coronavirus at Patriot stadium in
Bekasi, West Java yesterday. — AFP

India’s temple 
economy hit 
by coronavirus
CHENNAI: Indian shopkeeper Purab
Gathani should be gearing up for his busiest
time of year selling incense for the spring
festival season, when crowds of worship-
pers usually throng Hindu temples.

Instead Gathani, whose family has sold
Hindu prayer items for three generations, is
looking at major losses as the coronavirus
outbreak forces the country of 1.3 billion
people into lockdown and places of worship
shut down. “I never imagined we would
close our shop on the eve of a festival,” said
Gathani, owner of a store in the western city
of Mumbai, which yesterday celebrated the
Gudi Padwa festival that marks the start of
the Hindu year in the area.

“For the first time, there will be no rush
at my store before Gudi Padwa and I am so
shocked that I have not been able to even
comprehend how it will impact my business
in the coming months.” Tens of thousands of
people work at the bottom of India’s so-
called temple economy, which is worth an
estimated $40 billion and includes people
selling everything from flowers to oil lamps
to images of Hindu gods.

The vast majority form part of the infor-
mal sector that makes up about 90 percent
of India’s total workforce, meaning they are
not protected by labor laws. Their liveli-
hoods are at risk from a complete three-
week shutdown imposed by the government
on Tuesday to stem the spread of the coro-
navirus after the deaths of nine people.

Pradeep Chakravarthi conducts heritage
tours in the southern India state of Tamil

Nadu, home to 44,000 temples, many of
them centuries old and at the heart of local
communities.

He said the economies that surround
them had grown in recent decades, warning
of a major hit to people’s livelihoods as they
were closed. “Even the number of flower
sellers have increased, besides more eater-
ies, hotels offering rooms to pilgrims, trinket
sellers and of course prayer stores,”
Chakravarthi told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation. “Most of them are in the infor-
mal sector and will bear the brunt of this
lockdown.”

‘Keep the faith’
V Subramanian, secretary of Jankalyan,

a spiritual group that organizes prayers and
provides aid in disasters, said the shutdown
could not have come at a worse time as mil-

lions prepare for the spring festival season
that begins with new year.

“You know the people working outside
temples, particularly the smaller ones, are
not millionaires,” he said. “Certain families
depend only on the temple for their liveli-
hood. For many women, in particular, who
sell flowers and oil lamps outside temples,
the lockdown means no income. And the
timing is terrible because festivals are
around the corner.”

Pranali Ravindra Ubale, 29, who works in
a technology firm in Mumbai, was gearing
up for a quieter celebration of Gudi Padwa
than usual. 

In other years she would buy colors for
the traditional rangoli decorations and
sweets to wrap in a red sari and hang at the
door along with mango leaves, but this year
none of that was possible. — Reuters

MUMBAI: General view of Mumbai’s skyline during the first day of a 21-day government-
imposed nationwide lockdown as a preventive measure against the COVID-19 coronavirus
yesterday. — AFP

Bangladesh to 
free jailed 
leader Zia 
DHAKA: The Bangladesh government said
it was freeing opposition leader Khaleda Zia
from jail on Tuesday for six months so she
can get medical treatment. Law and Justice
Minister Anisul Huq said the move came
after a brother and sister of Zia-who has
been in prison for two years-appealed to
Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina to let her
arch-rival fly to London for treatment.

Hasina and Zia are bitter rivals whose
families have dominated Bangladesh’s poli-
tics since independence in 1971.

Huq said, however, the 74-year-old Zia
would not be allowed to go to another
country.

“On the basis of the application and hav-
ing been directed by the Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina, Begum Khaleda Zia’s convic-
tion has been suspended,” Huq told AFP.
She is freed “on condition that she remains
in her Dhaka residence to receive treatment
and does not go abroad”.

There was no immediate comment from
Zia’s family or her Bangladesh Nationalist
Party (BNP).

Sentenced to 10 years in jail on graft
charges, Zia also faces nearly three dozen
other outstanding cases. The BNP says the
charges are politically motivated to keep her
out of politics. Her lawyers have had re-
peated bail applications rejected. They have
argued that she could die in prison without
proper treatment.  A recent leaked medical
report on Zia’s health said her rheumatoid
arthritis was becoming increasingly serious.
She has already had two knee replacement
operations.

“As a result of combined active disease

and accompanied damage she is, at present,
at a crippled state and largely dependent on
assistance for her day-to-day activities,” the
report said. Hasina took over as prime min-
ister from Zia in 2009 and has ruled since.

The United States, which has warm rela-
tions with Bangladesh, said it welcomed the
decision to free Zia and pointed to concerns
about the spread of the novel coronavirus.
The global pandemic “needs leadership that
is compassionate and prioritizes national
unity,” Alice Wells, the top US diplomat for
South Asia, wrote on Twitter. —AFP

DHAKA: This picture shows Samin Sharar, 9, playing on the rooftop of his building in Dhaka,
as he avoids going out due to fears over the COVID-19 novel coronavirus. —AFP

Hubei lifts
curbs as China
reports no new
virus cases
BEIJING: China lifted tough restrictions
on the province at the epicentre of the
coronavirus outbreak yesterday after a
months-long lockdown as the country
reported no new domestic cases. But
there were another 47 imported infec-
tions from overseas, the National Health
Commission said, as the number of cases
brought into the country continued to
swell. In total, 474 imported infections
have been diagnosed in China - mostly
Chinese nationals returning home ac-
cording to the foreign ministry.

Four more people died, health offi-
cials said yesterday, three in central
Hubei province where the virus first
emerged late last year. China announced
Tuesday that the lockdown would be

lifted on more than 50 million people in
Hubei, with residents now allowed to
leave if healthy, with some airports and
train stations opening. The city of Wuhan
- the initial epicentre of the outbreak -
will allow residents to leave from April 8.

Hubei ordered the shutdown in Jan-
uary but had been gradually easing
rules and permitting people to move
about within the province and return to
work over recent days. Schools remain
closed, however. There have been more
than 81,200 cases of COVID-19 in
China and 3,281 deaths from the virus.
New cases have slowed dramatically
over the last month.

But as nations globally struggle to
contain the pandemic, surging num-
bers of imported cases in China are fu-
elling anxiety about a possible second
wave of infections just as the country
seems to be bringing its outbreak
under control. Many cities have
brought in tough rules to quarantine
arrivals, and all Beijing-bound interna-
tional flights are being diverted to
other urban centres where passengers
are screened for the virus. — AFP 

India bans 
export of key 
malaria drug 
NEW DELHI: The Indian government
said yesterday that it is banning the ex-
port of hydroxychloroquine and formu-
lations made from the medication, as
experts test the efficacy of the drug in
helping treat patients infected with
COVID-19. There are currently no ap-
proved treatments, or preventive vac-
cines for COVID-19, the highly
contagious, sometimes deadly respira-
tory illness caused by the new coron-
avirus. Researchers are studying
existing treatments and working on ex-
perimental ones, but most current pa-
tients receive only supportive care such
as breathing assistance.

Hydroxychloroquine, a malaria drug,
is among the medications that are being
tested, as a potential treatment for pa-
tients with the disease. Earlier this
week, the American Society of Health-
System Pharmacists (ASHP), which
maintains a list of drug shortages, said
hydroxychloroquine was in shortage.

“Chloroquine has demonstrated tox-

icity in certain patients,” Dinesh Dua,
chairman of the Pharmaceuticals Export
Promotion Council of India, told
Reuters. “You have to tread with cau-
tion because there is no comprehensive
data to prove it works.”

The group said India faced no short-
ages of the drug but they warned com-
panies were facing acute shortages of
staff to run operations. Late on Tuesday,
India ordered a 21-day lockdown of its
1.3 billion people to try to protect the
world’s second most populous country
from the fast-spreading coronavirus.

“It is impossible to maintain opera-
tions due to lockdown, because em-
ployees don’t want to come,” Dua said.
India has already banned export of all
ventilators and sanitizers and personal
protection equipment such as masks
and clothing to contain the outbreak
that has so far infected more than 550
people and claimed close to a dozen
lives in the country.

The ban comes after India, the world’s
largest supplier of generic drugs, this
month restricted the export of 26 phar-
maceutical ingredients and the medi-
cines made from them, including
Paracetamol, a common pain reliever
also sold as acetaminophen, as the coro-
navirus outbreak plays havoc with sup-
ply chains. Some of those restrictions
have since been relaxed. — Reuters

We bring our
own masks

HANGZHOU, China: This photo taken on Tuesday shows a visitor taking a selfie
with a security guard wearing an augmented reality headset used to measure a
visitor’s body temperature at a park. — AFP 


