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NEW DELHI: Anxious Indians raced for essen-
tials yesterday as an unprecedented 21-day
lockdown across the nation of 1.3 billion people
all but emptied normally traffic-choked roads.
Many shelves in the megacities of New Delhi
and Mumbai were stripped bare of staples like
lentils and rice as the world’s second most pop-
ulous country lurched into a shutdown aimed at
slowing the spread of the new coronavirus.

“It’s getting increasingly difficult to source
produce,” Mumbai vegetable seller Rafiq Ansari,
35, told AFP. “We are going to face major short-
ages in the days ahead. And at the same time
prices are also going up - tomatoes have more
than doubled in price,” he said. In the polluted
capital New Delhi, some buses still operated -
with drivers only allowing the holders of govern-
ment passes to board - but police and paramili-
taries were stopping private vehicles.

At one checkpoint near the India Gate mon-
ument, masked officers turned away some gov-
ernment officials in chauffeur-driven cars.
“Outrageous,” one official was heard to shout
through his car window. In Ghaziabad, outside
Delhi, many people said they were scared by the
new measures, and complained the rules of the
lockdown were not clear - a situation not helped
by newspapers not being delivered in many
places.

Some said they had been harassed by police
when they went to buy medicine. Under the
order, announced by Prime Minister Narendra
Modi on Tuesday, people could face up to two

years in jail and an unspecified financial penalty
if they flout the rules. As panic buying began to
grip the country in the hours after his televised
speech, Modi took to Twitter to try to calm fears
of shortages. “Essential commodities, medicines
etc. would be available. Centre and various state
governments will work in close coordination to
ensure this,” he said.

But on Wednesday, shopkeepers were fret-
ting about keeping their stores open, complain-
ing that suppliers were being barred from
entering the cities. “I am getting milk, eggs and
bread. But let’s say on an average, I get 100
packets of bread, today I’ve only got 20,” one
Delhi shopkeeper who identified himself as
Pradeep told AFP. “I’m giving it to people as and
when they come. I’m not sure how long the ex-
isting stock is going to last,” he said.

Street cleaner Ajay said he and his colleagues
had been told to come to work every day. “But
there is a shortage of staff. We live close by and
we have our own vehicles. But those who stay in
other bordering states are not able to come here.
Transport is limited,” he said. Brandishing a mask
he had bought with his own money, he said he
now feared that he could get ill. “There are many
like me. Won’t we get the virus? We don’t have
protective gear,” he said.

Birdsong 
From the normally bustling restaurant area of

Mumbai to the western city of Ahmedabad,
streets normally thronged with smoke-belching

traffic were almost silent. Birdsong could be
heard in many neighborhoods, replacing the
klaxons of buses and the endless beeping of mo-
torized rickshaws that usually crowd some of the
most densely packed places on Earth.

Even outside the cities the lockdown was bit-
ing, with AFP journalists reporting villagers in
some rural areas had erected bamaboo barri-

cades to prevent anyone coming or going. But
among the frustration, there was support for
Modi’s move, which brings India into line with
much of Europe, and large parts of the United
States. A lockdown is “the only way the disease
spread can be checked,” Dhirendra Kumar, a re-
tired lawyer in the northern city of Lucknow said.
“We had better support this lockdown.” —AFP

Indians race for supplies as 
coronavirus lockdown bites

21-day lockdown empties normally traffic-choked roads

NEW DELHI: This aerial photo shows a handful of vehicles driving on a deserted road during the first day of a
21-day government-imposed nationwide lockdown as a preventive measure against the COVID-19 coronavirus
in New Delhi. —AFP

Virus panic grips 
Rohingya camps 
in Bangladesh
KUTUPALONG: The sewage-soaked alleys and cramped canvas
and bamboo shacks that house one million Rohingya refugees in
Bangladesh are a horrifying scene for experts watching the coron-
avirus pandemic creep closer. The wretched conditions in the
camps, where most of the stateless Muslims arrived in 2017 to es-
cape a Myanmar military clampdown across the nearby border, are
fertile ground for any disease. The public in other countries are
being told to keep two metres (six feet) apart. That is the width of
most paths in Kutapalong, the world’s biggest refugee camp with
600,000 Rohingya, that are clogged each day with people out on
the daily hunt for food and fuel. Masks that have become a daily es-
sential in much of the world are rarely seen. Sanitizer is unheard of.

Each shack is barely 10 square meters and they are overcrowded
with up to 12 people. “You can hear your next-door neighbor
breathing,” said one aid worker. Social distancing is “virtually im-
possible” in the camps, Bangladesh head of Doctors Without Bor-
ders Paul Brockman said. —AFP

Crisis brings robots 
to medical frontline
WASHINGTON: Robots are expected to demonstrate their value for
“dirty and dangerous” medical tasks in the fight to quell the coronavirus
pandemic, researchers said Wednesday. An editorial in Science Robot-
ics noted that robots can help with telemedicine, decontamination, han-
dling of hazardous waste and monitoring compliance with voluntary
quarantines. “Historically, robots have been developed to take on dull,
dirty and dangerous jobs,” the researchers wrote. “As epidemics esca-
late, the potential roles of robotics are becoming increasingly clear.”
Some robots are already in use during the pandemic. Thai hospitals
have deployed “ninja robots” to measure fevers and protect the health
of overburdened medical workers, and robots in Denmark are using ul-
traviolet light to disinfect frequently touched surfaces. While robots
have been used for years in disaster situations and some medical ap-
plications, the pandemic has highlighted the need to expand their role,
according to the scientists. “Why are we are still letting the frontline
(health care) practitioners be exposed to the pathogen?” journal editor
Guang-Zhong Yang, dean of the Institute of Medical Robotics at
Shanghai Jiao Tong University, told reporters on a conference call.

“Robots are here for taking some of those risks away from our peo-
ple.” Robots should also be used for infection control, dealing with pa-
tients in intensive care and delivering medication and food, according
to the editorial co-authored by researchers including Howie Choset

of Carnegie Mellon University and Marcia McNutt, president of the
National Academy of Science. “COVID-19 may become the tipping
point of how future organizations operate,” the authors wrote.

“New generations of large, small, micro-, and swarm robots that
are able to continuously work and clean (i.e., not only removing dust
but also truly sanitizing/sterilizing all surfaces) could be developed.”
In terms of telepresence, the researcher wrote it was “a challenging
area of development because social interactions require building and
maintaining complex models of people, including their knowledge, be-
liefs, emotions.”—AFP

LOS ANGELES: A Postmate delivery robot is seen on its route to deliver food to
customers in Los Angeles. In California, already under orders to stay home, Gov-
ernor Gavin Newsom tightened the lockdown to shut parking lots at beaches
and parks after tens of thousands flouted social distancing rules. —AFP 


