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PARIS: Outside a Paris retirement home on
Wednesday, a director rushed out and told the
man delivering a coffin to use a side entrance,
away from prying eyes. The coffin, one of three
brought the same morning, came hours after of-
ficials said 13 elderly residents had died in the
home since March 11 and that more than 80 oth-
ers were believed to have the coronavirus.

Most of the dead were aged over 90, an offi-
cial at the regional health authority told Reuters.
Authorities have not been
able to establish the
cause of death in most
cases. “The deliveries are
non-stop. There are
going to be more on
Monday,” the delivery
man said as he removed
the casket’s plastic cover.

The facility in Paris’
12th district is one of sev-
eral care homes across France to be hit by the
coronavirus outbreak. There have been large
numbers of deaths too at retirement homes in Italy
and Spain. Almost 1 million people reside in care
homes in France. In the Paris region alone, the re-
gional health authority says that 148 out of the
700 homes in its network have reported coron-
avirus cases and at least 61 residents have died.

The Rothschild Foundation home in Paris was

put on red alert on March 6 as the epidemic took
hold. Staff were given stricter entry protocols, told
to wear gloves and masks at all times, disinfect
everything and urged to isolate suspected cases.
“We knew it was coming. The first two people
with symptoms were tested and then isolated, but
once it was established that they had it, we
stopped testing because it’s then a cluster. You
can’t allow it to spread,” said a health worker
aware of the situation.

Since then all resi-
dents have been confined
to their rooms where
they are fed and washed.
But while the number of
new cases has slowed,
the deaths continue. Ex-
ecutives at the home did
not respond to Reuters
phone calls seeking de-
tailed information about

what was happening in the home, but in a brief
exchange, one executive described the situation
at the facility as very tough.

High mortality rate
France’s official coronavirus death toll stands

at some 1,100 people, but that does not include
deaths outside hospitals. Fatalities in nursing
homes have surged recently with dozens of deaths

reported across the country. “When you don’t
have enough staff and equipment and need to
care for fragile people then it leads to a high mor-
tality rate. When it enters into a nursing home, you
are going to see 20% of residents die,” said
Thierry Amouroux, a nurse and representative at
the National Union for Professional Nurses.

Senior care home representatives warned the

Health Minister in a letter seen by Reuters that
workers in the homes needed 500,000 masks. At
least 100,000 people could die if the situation
was not brought under control, they wrote.
Jerome Larche, an intensive care doctor in Mont-
pellier, whose company also operates care
homes, said it was critical to avoid mass contam-
inations.—Reuters
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Virus stalks a nursing home

Death tally in nursing homes spike across France

PARIS: Photo shows a homeless person walking down the deserted Champs Elysees in Paris, during the strict
lockdown in France to stop the spread of the COVID-19 novel coronavirus. —AFP

Artificial intelligence 
may be a pandemic 
lifesaver... one day
WASHINGTON: On December 30, researchers using artificial in-
telligence systems to comb through media and social platforms de-
tected the spread of an unusual flu-like illness in Wuhan, China. It
would be days before the World Health Organization released a
risk assessment and a full month before the UN agency declared a
global public health emergency for the novel coronavirus. 

Could the AI systems have accelerated the process and lim-
ited, or even arrested, the extent of the COVID-19 pandemic?
Clark Freifeld, a Northeastern University computer scientist
working with the global disease surveillance platform HealthMap,
one of the systems detecting the outbreak, said it remains an
open question.

“We identified the early signals, but the reality is it’s hard to tell
when you have an unidentified respiratory illness if it’s a really se-
rious situation,” said Freifeld. Dataminr, a real-time risk detection
technology firm, said it delivered the earliest warning about
COVID-19 on December 30 based on eyewitness accounts from
inside Wuhan hospitals, pictures of the disinfection of the Wuhan
seafood market where the virus originated and a warning by a Chi-
nese doctor who later died from the virus himself. —AFP

Ex-FBI agent missing 
for 13 years died in 
Iran custody: Family 
WASHINGTON: A former FBI agent who mysteriously vanished in 2007
died in Iranian custody, his family concluded Wednesday, saying US intelli-
gence had made them give up 13 years of hope. President Donald Trump did
not confirm Bob Levinson’s death, saying that Iran had not communicated
any news on the former agent, who would have turned 72 this month.

But Levinson’s family said that it had learned that he was dead, although it
gave no information on how or when. “We recently received information from
US officials that has led both them and us to conclude that our wonderful hus-
band and father died while in Iranian custody,” the family said in a statement.
“We don’t even know when, or even if, his body would be returned to us. This is
the very definition of cruelty.” The family said Levinson died before the coron-
avirus pandemic, which has hit Iran hard and led authorities to release thousands
of prisoners temporarily. Levinson is one of a number of Americans who have
disappeared in arch-enemy Iran, but his case has been among the most per-
plexing, with his family until now insisting he was alive. The father of seven van-
ished in March 2007 in Kish, an island that has more lenient visa rules than the
rest of Iran, and was said to have been investigating cigarette counterfeiting.

But The Washington Post reported in 2013 that Levinson, who had retired
from the FBI, was working for the CIA and had gone on a rogue mission
aimed at gathering intelligence on Iran. It said at the time that the CIA paid
$2.5 million to Levinson’s wife Christine, accepting responsibility for his dis-
appearance. His family on Wednesday accused Tehran of “repeatedly lying
to the world” about Levinson and renewed criticism of the initial US response.

Officials initially did not classify Levinson as a hostage and have consistently
denied he worked for the government. “Those who are responsible for what
happened to Bob Levinson, including those in the US government who for
many years repeatedly left him behind, will ultimately receive justice for what
they have done,” the family said. “We will spend the rest of our lives making
sure of this, and the Iranian regime must know we will not be going away.”
The FBI Agents Association, which represents more than 14,000 active and
former agents, said it would “not forget Bob and will support all efforts to
bring to justice those responsible for this horrific crime.”

Years of mystery
Iranian officials have repeatedly said they had no information about

Levinson. In 2010, a videotape of a haggard, bearded Levinson emerged in
which he wore an orange jumpsuit of the sort worn by prisoners being held
indefinitely at the US naval base in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. The footage
raised speculation that he may have been held by extremists in Pakistan, but
US officials later discounted the possibility.

Trump, who as a candidate had accused his predecessor Barack Obama
of not doing enough for Levinson in negotiations with Iran, noted that the for-
mer agent had longstanding health problems. “I don’t accept that he’s dead,”
Trump told reporters when asked about the family’s statement. “They haven’t
told us that he’s dead, but a lot of people are thinking that that is the case,” he
said. Senator Bob Menendez, who employs one of Levinson’s sons on his staff,
sounded more definitive on his death and vowed to hold Iran accountable.

“To be clear, the Iranian regime is fully responsible for Bob Levinson’s
disappearance and his death,” said Menendez, the top Democrat on the Sen-
ate Foreign Relations Committee. Republican Senator Marco Rubio of
Florida, where Levinson lived, also called for the United States to “hold the
evil regime accountable.” Iran released four US citizens of Iranian descent in
2016 when it concluded a nuclear deal with Obama. but relations have sharply
deteriorated under Trump, who withdrew from the accord and implemented
sweeping sanctions.  —AFP
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