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 provide the authorities policy space to maneu-

ver over the short to medium term, it said.  
S&P also affirmed its A-1+ short-term foreign 

and local currency sovereign credit ratings. The rat-
ing agency said it could raise the ratings if wide-
ranging political and economic reforms enhanced 
institutional effectiveness and improved long-term 
economic diversification, “although we think such a 
scenario is unlikely over our forecast horizon 2020-
23”. It mentioned oil prices and said they plummet-
ed after the OPEC+ failure to agree on further pro-
duction cuts during meetings on March 6.  

It expected Kuwait to increase output to above 
budgeted levels of 2.8 million barrels per day (bpd), 
which should provide some short-term economic sup-

port. S&P said around 80 percent of Kuwait’s exports 
are destined for Asia, where several countries have 
already been substantially affected by the coronavirus 
outbreak, leading to a contraction in oil demand.  

S&P said the outbreak forced businesses to shut 
down for four weeks, alongside a partial curfew; 
thus it projected GDP per capital at just under 
$22,000 for 2020, down from $29,000 previously. 
It said Kuwait has also yet to pass a revised debt 
law authorizing the government to borrow, raising 
questions about how future central government 
deficits will be financed.  

“We forecast that, in line with lower oil prices, 
Kuwait’s general government balance will be in 
deficit exceeding 10 percent of GDP in 2020 
before gradually returning to surpluses over the 
medium term,” it said. Importantly, S&P said its 
ratings on Kuwait remain supported by the coun-
try’s substantial amounts of accumulated fiscal 
and external buffers, which “we project will aver-
age close to 500 percent of GDP over the next 
four years and afford the authorities room for a 
policy response”. — KUNA  

S&P lowers Kuwait  
rating to AA-, but...
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In one bright spot, infection rates in Italy contin-

ued their recent downward trend. But the head of 
the national health institute Silvio Brusaferro said 
the country was not out of the woods yet, predict-
ing “we could peak in the next few days”. Spain too 
said its rate of new infections appeared to be slow-
ing - despite also reporting its deadliest day. 
Europe has suffered the brunt of the coronavirus 
crisis in recent weeks, with millions across the con-
tinent on lockdown and the streets of Paris, Rome 
and Madrid eerily empty. 

In Britain, the two men leading the country’s fight 
against the coronavirus - Prime Minister Boris 
Johnson and his Health Secretary Matt Hancock - 
both announced Friday they had tested positive for 
COVID-19. “I am now self-isolating, but I will con-
tinue to lead the government’s response via video-
conference as we fight this virus,” Johnson, who had 
initially resisted calls for a nationwide lockdown 
before changing course, wrote on Twitter. 

Meanwhile, other countries across the world 
were bracing for the virus’s full impact, with AFP 
tallies showing more than 26,000 deaths globally. 
The World Health Organization’s regional director 
for Africa warned the continent faced a “dramatic 
evolution” of the pandemic, as South Africa also 
began life under lockdown and reported its first 
virus death. In a sign of how difficult the stay-at-
home order could be to enforce, police came up 
against hundreds of shoppers trying to force their 
way into a supermarket in Johannesburg on Friday, 
while the streets of a nearby township buzzed with 
people and traffic. 

However, two months of almost total isolation 
appeared to have paid off in China’s Wuhan, as the 
Chinese city of 11 million people where the virus 
first emerged partially reopened. Since January, res-
idents have been forbidden to leave, with road-
blocks installed and millions subjected to dramatic 
restrictions on their daily life. But yesterday people 
were allowed to enter the city, and most of the sub-
way network restarted. Some shopping centers will 
open their doors next week.  

In the United States, known infections jumped 
past 104,000, the world’s highest figure, with 1,711 
deaths, according to Johns Hopkins University. In 
New York City, the US epicenter of the crisis, health 
workers battled a surging toll - including an 
increasing number of younger patients - while 
struggling with a severe shortage of protective 
equipment. “Now it’s 50-year-olds, 40-year-olds, 
30-year-olds,” said one respiratory therapist. 

To ease the strain on virus-swamped emergency 
rooms in Los Angeles, a giant US naval hospital ship 
docked there to take patients with other conditions. 
In New Orleans, famed for its jazz and nightlife, 
health experts believe the month-long Mardi Gras 
in February could be largely responsible for its 
severe outbreak. “This is going to be the disaster 
that defines our generation,” said Collin Arnold, 
director of the Office of Homeland Security and 
Emergency Preparedness for New Orleans. 

As well as the trillion-dollar recovery plan, 
Trump signed a separate order late Friday allowing 
the Pentagon to bring former troops and members 
of the National Guard back to active duty to help 
the military combat the virus, the Washington Post 
said, citing a Pentagon spokesman. But as Europe 
and the United States struggle to contain the pan-
demic, aid groups have warned the death toll could 
be in the millions in low-income countries and war 
zones such as Syria and Yemen, where hygiene 
conditions are already dire and healthcare systems 
are in tatters. “Refugees, families displaced from 
their homes, and those living in crisis will be hit the 
hardest by this outbreak,” said the International 
Rescue Committee. 

More than 80 countries have already requested 
emergency aid from the International Monetary 
Fund, IMF chief Kristalina Georgieva said on Friday, 
warning massive spending will be needed to help 
developing nations. “It is clear that we have entered 
a recession” that will be worse than in 2009 follow-
ing the global financial crisis, she said. 

Meanwhile in Latin America, Sao Paulo has 
been hit harder by the disease than anywhere 
else in the region, with 68 of the 92 deaths regis-
tered in Brazil. However the country’s president 
Jair Bolsonaro - who has compared the virus to a 
“little flu” - declared he did not believe his own 
government’s statistics on the toll, saying he sus-
pected they had been inflated to serve “political 
interests”. — Agencies 

Italy, Spain suffer 
record virus...

WASHINGTON: The coronavirus pandemic is 
shaking up the world, but not US foreign policy. As 
billions hunker down to halt the spread of the virus, 
President Donald Trump has only ramped up sanc-
tions and other pressure against frequent targets 
such as Iran and Venezuela. UN Secretary General 
Antonio Guterres has led calls for an “immediate 
global ceasefire” to refocus on fighting COVID-19 
and on Friday appealed for the “waiving of sanc-
tions that can undermine countries’ capacity to 
respond to the pandemic.” 

The appeals have fallen on deaf ears in 
Washington. The Trump administration has kept 
sweeping sanctions on Iran, one of the countries 
worst hit by the pandemic, and in recent weeks has 
blacklisted more Iranians including over the clerical 
regime’s heavy involvement in neighboring Iraq. On 
Venezuela, which like Iran has appealed for IMF 
help to cope with the health crisis, the Justice 
Department on Thursday unveiled criminal charges 
on drug-trafficking against President Nicolas 
Maduro, with a $15 million reward for his arrest. 

The indictment treated the leftist leader like a 
common criminal as Washington steps up its more 
than one-year campaign to oust Maduro, who pre-
sides over a crumbling economy. The Trump 
administration, which has faced criticism at home 
for its handling of the crisis, has also launched a 
rhetorical campaign over the pandemic. Secretary 
of State Mike Pompeo has accused China of 
responsibility for spreading the “Wuhan virus” by 
not stopping it quickly when it first emerged in the 
metropolis late last year. He has also sharply criti-
cized the coronavirus response of Iran, which kept 
flights going to China, its vital economic partner in 
the face of US sanctions. 

 
‘Almost like a bad joke’  

Pompeo, in a recent interview, said Iran would 
use any economic relief to pursue nuclear weapons 
and back Iraqi Shiite militias who have increasingly 
fought a proxy war with US forces. “You see the 
way... the regime is treating their people in this time 
of enormous crisis. You see the way that they con-
tinue to spend money,” Pompeo told conservative 
radio host Hugh Hewitt. Many experts agree that 

Iran, among other countries, made crucial missteps 
in trying to stem the coronavirus. 

But some voiced exasperation that the adminis-
tration would seek to distract or even topple 
regimes as a deadly illness infects the globe. “It’s 
almost like a bad joke. What’s worse than a pan-
demic appearing in a country where there is no 
government? That is really the last thing that you 
want,” said Max Abrahms, a professor at 
Northeastern University and fellow at the Quincy 
Institute, a Washington think tank that advocates 
military restraint. 

“We need to rethink our understanding of US 
national security. It seems particularly absurd for 
the United States to invest so heavily in remaking 
foreign countries at a time when our own nurses in 
New York City are literally wearing trash bags,” he 
said. Abrahms said Pompeo and other hawkish US 
officials were stuck in a mindset of trying to 
remove adversarial regimes rather than seeing a 
greater US interest in protecting public health. 
“Even countries that we do not like live in the same 
universe. And we need to work with them to 
address mutual problems,” he said. 

Senator Robert Menendez, the top Democrat on 
the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, ques-
tioned the action against Maduro, saying that while 
his “depravity is undisputed”, the charges alone 
“will not restore democracy in Venezuela nor 
address the unprecedented humanitarian crisis”. 

 
Whose fault?  

Pompeo quickly points out that the United 
States has not restricted sales of medicine and oth-
er humanitarian goods to Iran - and that the United 
States has offered, in general terms, to help. But 
many Iranians say humanitarian imports have effec-
tively been blocked as few foreign banks are willing 
to deal with Iran due to US sanctions, leading to 
shortages of vital supplies such as masks. 

Ali Vaez, an Iran expert at the International 
Crisis Group, which studies peaceful solutions to 
global problems, said the Trump administration 
likely believes that any aid would only throw a life-
line to a regime it sees on the brink of falling. “US 
indifference to the suffering of an entire nation is 

bound to have long-term consequences, giving 
credence to arguments of the Iranian hardliners 
that Washington’s enmity is not just aimed at the 
leadership,” Vaez said. 

But Behnam Ben Taleblu, a senior fellow at the 
Foundation for the Defense of Democracies, 
which promotes a hawkish line on Iran, said that 
blaming US sanctions for the health crisis “misses 

the forest for the trees”. He said the United States 
should promote humanitarian exports to help 
ordinary people but ensure that no money goes 
to the government. “The only reason American 
sanctions on Iran persist, and in fact have grown 
in scale and scope, is because Iranian bad behav-
ior has grown, even during the coronavirus pan-
demic,” he said. — AFP 

As world hunkers down, Trump  
moves full-speed against US foes 

CARACAS: Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro speaks during a press conference on March 12, 2020. — AFP 

What is chloroquine and could 
it cure the coronavirus?

WASHINGTON: Could a pair of decades-old, rela-
tively inexpensive drugs be the solution to the novel 
coronavirus pandemic? Around the world, countries 
are expanding access to hydroxychloroquine (HCQ) 
and chloroquine (CQ), related compounds that are 
synthetic forms of quinine, which comes from cin-
chona trees and has been used for centuries to treat 
malaria. HQ which is the less toxic of the two, is also 
used as an anti-inflammatory to treat conditions like 
rheumatoid arthritis and lupus, purposes it is prima-
rily known for outside the tropics.  

The medicines have shown early promise against 
the COVID-19 illness in early studies in France and 
China, which led US President Donald Trump this 
week to call them a “gift from God” - even as 
experts urge caution until bigger trials validate their 
effectiveness. Here is what you need to know.  

Why they might work  
China used CQ on a trial of 134 patients in 

February, finding it was effective in reducing the 
severity of the illness, according to officials. But 
these results haven’t yet been published. Chinese 
respiratory expert Zhong Nanshan, who leads a 
government task force in response to the epidemic, 
said in a press conference last week that the data 
would be widely shared soon. 

In France, a team led by Didier Raoult of the IHU-
Mediterranee Infection, Marseille reported last week 
they had carried out a study on 36 COVID-19 
patients, finding that HCQ drastically reduced the 
viral load in a group which received the drug. The 
effects were especially pronounced when it was 
used with azithromycin, a common antibiotic used to 
sweep out secondary bacterial infections. What’s 
more, HCQ and CQ drugs have been proven to act 
against the SARS-CoV-2 virus in lab settings, and a 
paper published by a Chinese team last week in Cell 
Discovery offered a potential mode of action.  

Karine Le Roch, a professor of cell biology at the 
University of California, Riverside, explained that 
both HCQ and CQ are weak bases that elevate the 
pH of parts of human cells called organelles - which 
are analogous to organs in animals - and which are 
normally acidic. This in turn interferes with the virus’ 
ability to enter the cells - and also seems to block 
them from replicating once they are already inside. 

But, she added: “While it worked in vitro, I am still 
waiting to see published results of large blind clinical 
trials demonstrating the efficacy of HCQ in vivo,” she 
told AFP. 

Promise doesn’t mean proof, and the small studies 
carried out so far amount to “anecdotal” evidence, 
according to Anthony Fauci, head of infectious dis-
eases at the US National Institutes of Health. What’s 
more, a small Chinese study on 30 patients that was 
also published this month found HCQ was no better 
than standard care - meaning treating the symptoms 
via bed rest, fluids and so on -adding a note of cau-
tion to the discourse. 

The only way to know for sure is to carry out 
randomized clinical trials, scientists say. Such experi-
ments are considered the gold standard in the field 
but last months or years and involve thousands of 
patients, often from around the world. Patients are 
assigned at random to either receive the drug under 
investigation or a placebo, and the studies are 
“blinded” meaning the participants and their doctors 
are unaware which group they are in, to further 
reduce bias. 

Overhyping medicine can have several unintend-
ed effects, warn experts. “One of the unintended 
consequences are drug shortages of chloroquine, for 
people that need to manage their rheumatoid arthri-
tis, for example,” Peter Pitts, a former commissioner 
of the Food and Drug Administration told AFP. A few 
countries are taking a cautious approach. Spain, for 
example, announced Monday said that “until further 
notice” these arthritis and lupus patients would be 
given priority access to the drug. 

French Health Minister Olivier Veran meanwhile 
said the compounds can be used only to treat the 
most severe cases of COVID-19. Another problem is 
that people may try to self-medicate. A US man from 
Arizona died this week after ingesting a form of 
chloroquine intended to fight aquatic parasites.  

Several countries have now embarked on clinical 
trials, including the United States, where one began 
in New York this week. Italy is carrying out a trial on 
2,000 people, while scientists are also awaiting the 
results from bigger trials in China. But while the 
drugs are being rolled out for compassionate use, it 
is critical to bear in mind safety precautions. — AFP 

MARSEILLE: In this photo taken on Feb 26, 2020, medical staff show at the IHU Mediterranee Infection Institute 
packets of Nivaquine tablets containing chloroquine, and Plaqueril tablets containing hydroxychloroquine, 
drugs that have shown signs of effectiveness against coronavirus. —AFP 


