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News in brief

Customer leaves $10,000 tip 

MIAMI: A customer left a $10,000 tip to be divided
among the employees of a Florida restaurant, a day
before it was forced to close because of the coronavirus
outbreak, the owner said. Ross Edlund, the owner of
Skillets in Naples, Florida, said on the restaurant’s
Facebook page on Thursday that the gesture shows there
are still “truly fantastic people in the world.” “We have an
amazing Skillets family that extends to our guests as
well,” Edlund said. “We couldn’t be happier to be a part
of a community where this type of generosity exists.”
Edlund told the local newspaper, the Naples Daily News,
that the customer handed $10,000 in cash to the manag-
er of the restaurant last week, a day before the state’s
governor ordered the closure. “We don’t know who he
was yet,” he said. “I’m trying to figure it out. “It’s funny
because we have regulars who have been coming in for-
ever, and they’re our friends but we don’t always know
their names,” he said.  —AFP 

Algeria arrests journalist

ALGIERS: An Algerian journalist was arrested on Friday,
press freedom group Reporters Without Borders (RSF)
said, accusing the country’s government of using the
coronavirus crisis to crack down on independent media.
Khaled Drareni, who serves as RSF’s Algerian corre-
spondent, has been arrested several times for covering
“Hirak” anti-government protests that had been held in
the capital Algiers every Friday since February 2019 until
they were suspended last week. “This evening Algeria
arrested our correspondent Khaled Drareni,” said RSF’s
North Africa Twitter account on Friday. It went on to
denounce the “the shameless use of COVID-19 by the
Algerian regime to settle scores with free and independ-
ent journalism”. The CNLD prisoners’ rights group said
Drareni had been taken to a police station and faced
indictment. He was arrested on March 7 while covering a
Hirak protest, accused of “inciting an unarmed gathering
and damaging national integrity”. He was then released
on March 10.  —AFP 

Assad’s phone conversation 

DAMASCUS: President Bashar Al-Assad and Abu
Dhabi’s Crown Prince Mohammed bin Zayed Al-Nahyan
spoke by phone Friday, state media reported, in the first
such call since Syria’s war began in 2011. Citing Syria’s
presidency, state news agency SANA reported “a phone
conversation between President Assad and the crown
prince of Abu Dhabi... based on the consequences of the
spread of coronavirus”. The crown prince assured Assad
of the “UAE’s support for the Syrian people during these
exceptional circumstances”, SANA said. Abu Dhabi’s offi-
cial news agency also reported the two men had held a
conversation. “I have discussed with the Syrian presi-
dent... updates on the coronavirus. I assured him of the
support of the UAE and its willingness to help the Syrian
people,” Prince Mohammed said on Twitter.
“Humanitarian solidarity during trying times supersedes
all matters, and Syria and her people will not stand alone,”
he added.  —AFP 

China eases travel restrictions 

WUHAN: The Chinese city of 11 million people that
was Ground Zero for what became the global coron-
avirus pandemic partly reopened yesterday after more
than two months of almost total isolation. Wuhan was
placed under lockdown in January with residents for-
bidden to leave, roadblocks ring-fencing the city’s out-
skirts and drastic restrictions on daily life. But the
major transport and industrial hub has now signaled
the end of its long isolation, with state media showing
the first officially sanctioned passenger train arriving
back into the city just after midnight. People are now
allowed to enter but not leave, and many trains had
been fully booked days in advance. —AFP

BERLIN: With families across Europe confined to
their homes to curb the spread of the novel coron-
avirus, fears are rising of a surge in domestic vio-
lence. From Berlin to Paris, Madrid, Rome and
Bratislava, associations that help victims of domestic
violence have sounded the alarm after Europe over-
took China to become the epicentre of the pandemic.
“For many people, their home is already not a safe
place,” says the German federal association of
women’s counseling centers and helplines (BFF).

But the stress caused
by social isolation is exac-
erbating tensions and
increasing “the risk of
domestic and sexual vio-
lence against women and
children”, the association
warns. And the risks are
not limited to homes
where violence was
already a problem before.
On top of the stress
caused by confinement,
fears around job security and financial difficulties are
also increasing the likelihood of conflicts. “It’s putting
a lot of pressure on households,” says Florence
Claudepierre, head of the FCPE parents’ federation
in the Upper Rhine, a region hit hard by the pandem-
ic in France.

She said she is hearing stories of “parents who are
cracking, who can’t carry on” in families that have not
previously had any problems. In China, which is
slowly emerging from several weeks of total lock-
down, the women’s rights organization Weiping has
reported a threefold increase in reports of violence

against women. In Spain, which has the second-worst
outbreak in Europe after Italy, a 35-year-old mother
of two was murdered by her partner last week.

‘Where can I go?’ 
Elsewhere, help centers have noted a drop in

calls for help - which is not necessarily seen as a
good sign either. For children, young people and
women who are victims of domestic violence -
mental or physical - the current situation means

“being constantly avail-
able” for abuse by the per-
petrator, the German fed-
eration stresses.

Decisions to shut down
schools, sports clubs and
youth centres are impor-
tant to curb the spread of
the virus and prevent hos-
pitals from being overrun,
acknowledges Rainer
Rettinger, who heads a
German child protection

association. But “who is seeing and hearing abused
children today?” he asks. “Now violence, too, has
been confined. That’s what we’re afraid of,” says
Martine Brousse, head of Parisian organisation La
Voix de l’Enfant (The Child’s Voice).

As governments pour billions into their economies
and health services, they should “not lose sight of the
importance of equality and fundamental human
rights,” Beatrice Fresko-Rolfo, the general rapporteur
on violence against women for the parliamentary
assembly of the Council of Europe, pointed out
recently. Domestic violence associations are facing a

double-edged sword: With many social workers hav-
ing to work from home, they are unable to reach vic-
tims; and when people need to be brought to safety,
there are often not enough places in the refuges.

“Women have called us and told us they are expe-
riencing violence at home. They are asking: Where
can I go?” says Canan Gullu, from Turkey’s federa-
tion of women’s organizations. In Germany, families
minister Franziska Giffey has called on municipalities
to organize alternative reception facilities if neces-
sary, while neighboring Austria provides guaranteed
places in women’s refuges or the removal of violent

family members from quarantined households. 
In the countries with the strictest lockdowns,

such as Italy, victims are exempt from some of the
rules — such as the requirement to carry a docu-
ment justifying why they are leaving their home - if
they need to visit a refuge centre. “The current sit-
uation is unprecedented,” says Adriana Havasova, a
psychologist from Bratislava. She hopes the con-
finement will be limited to two or three weeks. If it
goes on for several months, “I can’t imagine how
much more domestic violence could increase,” she
warns. —AFP

Europe overtakes China to become the epicenter of the pandemic

Fears of domestic violence rise 
as millions confined over virus

BERLIN: An Apartment building is pictured in Berlin. With families across Europe confined to their homes
to curb the spread of the novel coronavirus, fears are rising of a surge in domestic violence. —AFP

Coronavirus: A huge 
surge of hate speech 
toward the Chinese 
LOS ANGELES: The coronavirus outbreak has led
to a 900 percent uptick in hate speech toward China
and Chinese people on Twitter, according to a
report by a tech startup. “People are spending more
and more time on social networks, communication
apps, chat rooms and gaming services, and the
problems endemic to these platforms-hate, abuse,
toxicity and bullying-have become accentuated,” the
Israel-based company L1ght said in its report.

“According to our data, much of this hate and
abuse is being directed towards China and its pop-
ulation, as well as individuals of Asian origin in oth-
er parts of the world,” added the startup that uses
artificial intelligence to detect harmful content in
social networks. It said although there are some

uplifting stories being shared online as people con-
fined because of the pandemic first detected in
China turn to the Internet, there is also plenty of
hate being shared.

“Toxic tweets are using explicit language to
accuse Asians of carrying the coronavirus and
blaming people of Asian origin as a collective for
spreading the virus,” the study found. It said that a
lot of people are using racist hashtags such as
#Kungflu, #chinesevirus and #communistvirus as
they tweet about the pandemic. Internet traffic to
prominent hate sites has also increased 200 per-
cent, the report said, as have posts against Asians.

It said that certain media outlets have also
encouraged backlash against Asians, pointing to a
video on Sky news Australia titled “China willfully
inflicted coronavirus upon the world.” “The video
now has over 5k comments, the majority of them
toxic and hateful,” the report said. The findings
come as numerous US rights groups, activists and
politicians have sounded the alarm about a surge in
the number of racist incidents directed at Asian
Americans. Critics say US President Donald

Trump’s repeated references to the COVID-19
virus as the “Chinese virus,” has also resulted in
xenophobia. —AFP

CHENNAI: Police inspector Rajesh Babu (center) wear-
ing coronavirus-themed helmet speaks to a motorist
at a checkpoint during a government-imposed nation-
wide lockdown as a preventive measure against the
COVID-19 coronavirus in Chennai yesterday.  —AFP

Mosques in Pakistan 
remain open despite 
coronavirus threats 
ISLAMABAD: Worshippers crowded into mosques
in Pakistan on Friday, defying warnings about the
fast-spreading coronavirus and fuelling fears of a
public health crisis in the impoverished country. In
contrast to many other Muslim countries, Pakistani
clerics and government officials have refused to
close mosques attended by millions each week,
where hugs and handshakes are common. The coun-
try’s leading religious scholars have only advised
that the old and sick avoid prayers and instructed
clerics to keep sermons brief.

“We don’t believe in coronavirus, we believe in
Allah. Whatever happens, it happens from Allah,” said
Altaf Khan, as worshippers wearing masks arrived for
Friday prayers in the capital Islamabad. Tiktok videos
garnering hundreds of thousands of likes on social
media in Pakistan have called for Muslims to attend
mosques despite public health warnings. “Most of the
people are terrified,” said Islamabad resident Syed
Ashfaq Ahmed after visiting a mosque this week. 

“They went to the mosque to seek help from
Allah.” Pakistan has so far declared 1,235 confirmed
cases of COVID-19 and nine deaths but there are
fears that limited testing is understating the true scale

of the outbreak which has infected more than
530,000 people globally.  The majority of its early
cases have been directly linked to pilgrims returning
from Iran, where for weeks authorities refused to
close its shrines as the virus spread, exposing possi-
bly tens of thousands of people.

‘Packed churches’
In many parts of the Muslim world, countries are

taking action. Saudi Arabia has halted pilgrimages
and closed mosques, while scholars in Egypt have
issued a fatwa permitting the banning of public
prayers to help contain the virus outbreak. Turkey
has shut mosques to mass gatherings while Muslim
organizations in Indonesia called for Friday prayers
to be carried out at home — though many ignored
the advice. Muslims turned out as normal in
Afghanistan’s capital Kabul, however, where
mosques were packed and prayer leaders called on
their congregations to be brave.

“Allah will protect Muslims from disasters from the
coronavirus,” a prayer leader told a crowded mosque
in the city. There has also been a mixed response in
some predominantly Christian countries.

Brazil’s President Jair Bolsonaro - who was elected
in 2018 with the backing of the country’s burgeoning
evangelical Christian community - declared churches
exempt from virus containment measures. Most
places of worship in Brazil have already suspended
services because of the outbreak, often broadcasting
them online instead, but some prominent religious
leaders have refused. And US President Donald

Trump said Tuesday he looked forward to “packed
churches” over Easter, just three weeks away, when
he hoped the virus would be under control.

Pakistan has a long history of failing to contain
infectious diseases such as polio, tuberculosis and
hepatitis due to decades of underinvestment in its
health sector that has left hospitals with few basic
supplies and vital technology needed to face any cri-
sis. But Prime Minister Imran Khan has repeatedly
refused to interfere in the issue of shutting mosques
or even order a country-wide lockdown, citing the
economic damage that could be unleashed. —AFP

ISLAMABAD: A man distributes plastic gloves to wor-
shippers before entering a mosque to attend Friday
prayers during a government-imposed nationwide
lockdown as a preventive measure against the COVID-
19 coronavirus, in Islamabad. —AFP

Stress caused by
social isolation is 

exacerbating 
tensions 

Belgium’s homeless 
struggling under the 
virus lockdown 
BRUSSELS: Stay home to avoid coronavirus: simple
advice but impossible for those who live on the
streets. In Brussels, local support group Samusocial
is trying to help them and has set up a crisis centre
for those tested positive with COVID-19. “Ah yes
hold on, I forgot to ask you for a little bottle of dis-
infectant,” says Nelly, a 72-year-old homeless
woman as she turns to Roberto, a social SAMU
nurse looking for people to help with his colleague
Edwige. Wrapped up in a coat and huge scarf, Nelly
has set up in a pedestrian tunnel under the tracks of
one of the city’s main railway stations, where she is
sheltered from the rain but not the wind.

“We always try not to go where there are too
many people, I avoid it,” she explains. A way of liv-
ing that she is following even more closely during

the pandemic. “There’s less risk in being outside
than in confined spaces,” says Nelly, who does not
like homeless shelters. “I do everything on foot, I
avoid approaching people, you do what you can to
get by.” The order to stay at home except for essen-
tial trips, imposed by many countries including
Belgium, is particularly challenging for the homeless,
says Sebastien Roy, the head of Samusocial.

“It’s not adapted to the kind of situation we look
after - night shelters and the homeless world,” he
told AFP. Later on their round, Edwige and Roberto
go to Marolles, a gritty district of the city known for
its flea market, after getting a call about a man on
crutches having difficulties. “These people are alone,
with no contact — I think they are suffering more in
the current situation than those of us who just have
to stay at home,” said Katia, the woman who alerted
Samusocial to the man in trouble.

Tensions 
Three men approach the Samusocial van - regu-

lars who ask for socks, warm clothes and food.
“Now we’re at the level of survival,” Edwige says.
“We see them getting hungrier and hungrier. It’s

okay for the moment but we only have tins of tuna
left. They ask for water a lot but we haven’t got
any.” As for hygiene, the situation is “catastrophic”,
she says. 

A lot of support groups that offered free showers
have had to close - because staff have been told to
stay at home or because the people using them are
old and seen as vulnerable. Samusocial is recruiting
to try to cope, in particular medical staff. It has set
up a centre to receive homeless people suspected of
having coronavirus and is asking for tests for every-
one staying in shelters.

“Through our rounds, the feedback that we get,
we see tensions are growing because people are
seeing their system of resistance or resilience
declining,” Roy says. “Less begging is possible,
access to food is more difficult, a lot of day centers
are closed and so the tension is palpable among
homeless people and migrants in transit as well.”
What is more, he said, police enforcing strict lock-
down rules mean homeless people cannot even sit
on street benches or rest in parks. “All these factors
make them feel more threatened and so under more
tension than before,” he says. —AFP


