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MPs, government to meet  
to study easing lockdown

KD 372m spent during coronavirus crisis • Reopening of mosques mulled
By B Izzak  
 
KUWAIT: The government will meet with lawmak-
ers today to discuss issues related to the Cabinet 
decision to ease the total lockdown starting from 
Sunday. The government decided on Monday not to 
extend the total lockdown imposed from May 10 to 
30 and said details of the easing of restrictions will 
be announced on Thursday following a meeting with 
MPs. Health Minister Sheikh Dr Basel Al-Sabah said 
on Twitter that Kuwait will enter a new phase at the 

end of the lockdown period, but he did not provide 
any details. 

MPs meanwhile said they want assurances that 
the decision is based entirely on health considera-
tions and that commercial activities and the econo-
my are not influencing a rushed reopening. MP 
Saadoun Hammad said lawmakers want to assess 
assurances on the health situation in the country, 
adding that the drop in the number of new cases 
does not mean the disease in on the decline, but 
because the number of tests conducted was lower. 

The lawmakers will also pressure the government 
to reconsider its decision to provide financial 
rewards to frontline workers in the health and inte-
rior sectors in order to include other sectors, espe-
cially cooperative society volunteers. MPs also want 
to see a government decision on whether schools 
will reopen to complete the current school year, as 
a number of lawmakers want the education ministry 
to scrap the school year. 

Minister of Justice and Islamic Affairs Fahd Al-
Afasi meanwhile discussed with top officials in the 

two ministries about restarting courts and reopen-
ing mosques, while observing health measures.  

The Audit Bureau meanwhile said that contracts 
worth KD 863 million were signed by various gov-
ernment agencies since the start of March, about 
KD 372 million of which were directly related to the 
coronavirus crisis. The bureau said half of the coro-
navirus-related contracts were struck by the health 
ministry. A number of lawmakers had called for an 
investigation into the contracts signed during the 
coronavirus crisis.

DUBAI: Police officers monitor the streets and receive calls from citizens at the Command and Control Center of 
Dubai Police on Feb 24, 2020. — AFP 

DUBAI/DOHA: From smart police helmets 
to research labs, the novel coronavirus has 
given Dubai an opportunity to test its tech-
nological and scientific clout as it shapes its 
approach to the pandemic. A key part of the 
glitzy Gulf emirate’s fight is its COVID-19 
Command and Control Centre, set up to 
coordinate the efforts of Dubai’s doctors, 
epidemiologists and other professionals. 

It is hosted within the Mohammed Bin 
Rashid University of Medicine and Health 
Sciences (MBRU) in Dubai’s Healthcare 
City, also home to state-of-the-art hospitals, 
labs and research centers. “For several 
years, Dubai has endeavored to put in place 
solid digital infrastructure, and this has con-
tributed to the fight against the coron-
avirus”, said Amer Sharif, who heads the 
multidisciplinary center. 

It was established at the start of the 
health crisis by Dubai Crown Prince and 
social media star Sheikh Hamdan bin 
Mohammed bin Rashid Al-Maktoum. In one 
room, young mask-wearing men and women 
sit at carefully separated desks crunching 

data on laptops and coordinating with 
workers on the ground. The initiative 
includes a scientific team whose role is “to 
stay abreast of the latest advances in 
research and scientific evidence, both in the 
country and elsewhere in the world”, team 
head Alawi Alsheikh-Ali told AFP. 

The UAE has carried out more than 1.6 
million coronavirus tests, and has officially 
declared over 28,700 infections, including 
244 deaths. This high-tech approach, 
Sharif said, including “the complete digiti-
zation of the health system”, has prevented 
a greater spread of the virus and made the 
lockdown easier. 

Tom Loney, associate professor of public 
health and epidemiology at MBRU, said the 
coronavirus was an opportunity for Dubai 
to put its capabilities to the test. “It’s the 
ability to react, to make quick decisions 
based on data and science” that sets Dubai 
apart, said Loney, who is also an adviser to 
authorities in the city-state. According to 
him decisions were made by order of Dubai 
ruler Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al-
Maktoum, whose portrait is featured on the 
MBRU building. 

Many tech options were already at 
Dubai’s fingertips when the pandemic 
struck, and the emirate was quick at putting 
its technology to a variety of uses during 
the virus crisis. 
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WASHINGTON: Joe Biden squared off with Donald 
Trump on Tuesday over the wearing of masks one 
day after the White House challenger emerged from 
coronavirus-imposed lockdown donning one while 
the president attended two events barefaced. By 
wearing a mask at a Memorial Day ceremony in 
Delaware – and by changing his Twitter profile to a 
photograph of him donning the black covering – 
Biden signalled he is putting the coronavirus front 
and center during the US presidential race in a nation 
increasingly divided over the pandemic. 

After the president mocked him for his protective 
mask, Biden hit back, blasting Trump as an 
“absolute fool”. It appeared to mark a new front in 
the war of words between the rival politicians. 
Trump also attended a somber Monday ceremony 
honoring America’s fallen, in Baltimore. Instead of 
wearing a mask, he offered a defiant posture that 
has inspired some supporters, infuriated critics and 
poured fuel on the fiery debate about how to 

respond to the disaster. 
The images frame the stark contrast between an 

incumbent who wants to move on from the crisis, 
and a Democrat highlighting his trust in science and 
criticizing the president for a bungled, inadequate 
pandemic response. They also encapsulate a glaring 
political divide over how to respond to the deadly 
outbreaks and whether US states should fully 
reopen now or maintain lockdown status. 

Throughout the three-month crisis Trump has 
been bare-faced in public, and on Monday the 
president attended two ceremonies uncovered, even 
as aides, military personnel and guests wore masks 
or face shields. Biden, whose public appearance 
Monday was his first since March, made a point of 
covering up. He and wife Jill Biden wore black 
masks over their noses and mouths as they laid a 
wreath at a veteran’s memorial near their home city 
of Wilmington. 

Trump retweeted a message that showed an AFP 
picture of Biden in his mask and sunglasses with 
commentary that mocked the look, even as Trump’s 
own government advises wearing masks to slow the 
virus’s spread. Biden’s response? “He’s a fool, an 
absolute fool, to talk that way,” Biden told CNN. 
“Every leading doc in the world is saying you 
should wear a mask when you’re in a crowd.” Doing 
so “projects as leadership,” Biden added. 

“Presidents are supposed to lead, not engage in fol-
ly and be falsely masculine.” 

Trump knows Americans are seeing the pandem-
ic differently, and that the divide is largely partisan. 
New data reported on by US media shows that the 
deadly impacts of coronavirus have been dispro-
portionately felt in areas of the country that voted 
Democratic in 2016, like the coasts and big cities. 
Several Republican-leaning areas meanwhile have 
been less seriously affected, deepening a partisan 
divide not just over how to respond to the crisis, but 
perception of its impact. 
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MARJAYOUN, Lebanon: In this file photo taken on May 24, 2000, Lebanese and 
Hezbollah fighters pose for a picture on and around a tank abandoned by the 
Israeli-allied South Lebanon Army (SLA) militia in this southern town, which 
was the headquarters of SLA and the Israeli occupation troops. —  AFP 

MLEETA, Lebanon: Jalal was barely 
three years old when Israeli troops 
withdrew from Lebanon two decades 
ago, but he speaks fondly of the 
Hezbollah “victory” that shaped his 
allegiance to the Shiite group.  “I feel 
honor and pride in this historic victo-
ry,” said the 23-year-old who was 
brought up on stories of Hezbollah-led 
guerrilla operations leading to the 
Israeli pullout. 

Founded in 1982 with backing from 
the Iranian Revolutionary Guards, 

Hezbollah touts the 2000 pullout as 
the first Israeli withdrawal from occu-
pied Arab land under military 
pressure. Today Hezbollah, which 
means “Party of God”, is both 
a militant group with involvement in 
several regional countries and a major 
political force in Lebanon. 

The group remains an archfoe of 
Israel. Its military wing is blacklisted as 
a “terrorist” organization by many 
Western governments but, to the dis-
may of Israel and its close ally the 
United States, its political wing is 
blacklisted by rather fewer. Twenty 
years after the Israeli withdrawal, 
Hezbollah still enjoys wide support 
among Lebanese youth who grew up 
with tales of the Shiite group heroically 
ending 22 years of Israeli occupation. 
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BEIRUT: Mass conversions, immunity for 
Muslims: In the global maelstrom of disinforma-
tion spurred by the coronavirus, many of the 
more outlandish claims that went viral in the 
Middle East were religious-themed. Some ana-
lysts see this as the natural result of a society 
trying to come to terms with an unprecedented 
health pandemic. 

“At times of inexplicable crisis and conflict, 
people revert to their cultural myths and con-
victions to make sense of what is going on,” 
American University of Beirut (AUB) media 
studies professor Nabil Dajani said. “I observe 
that this is happening everywhere and not only 
in Islamic regions.” 

Globally, myths have circulated online includ-
ing crackpot cures for COVID-19 and conspira-
cy theories about its alleged origins, with even 
world leaders touting false claims. In the 
Arabic-speaking world, AFP fact checkers have 
observed a trend for social media posts con-
taining false religious-themed claims about the 
virus. 

A video purporting to show Chinese people 
converting to Islam because the novel coron-
avirus “does not affect Muslims” was shared in 
Feb 2020. The clip, however, actually shows 
Tagalog-speaking people converting to Islam in 
Saudi Arabia in May 2019 - months before the 
first outbreak in China.  

Another clip shared online claims to show 
Chinese people receiving copies of the Holy 
Quran after the country had lifted a “ban” on 
the Islamic holy book following the spread of 
coronavirus.  It is actually a clip that has been 
circulating since at least 2013 on reports of 
copies of the Bible being distributed in China. 

A video has appeared on Facebook, YouTube 
and Twitter along with a claim that it shows the  
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