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SANAA, Yemen: Sitting by his wife’s graveside,
Musheer Farhan recalls how she was turned away
from three hospitals over fears she had coronavirus,
although she was heavily pregnant and suffering
from breathing problems. Balqees and her unborn
child eventually died in the fourth hospital she had
been taken to in the war-torn country’s capital
Sanaa, leaving behind her husband and an infant son.

The 31-year-old was effectively a victim of a
second wave of the pandemic in the country-
already on its knees amid a war in its seventh year-
that is leading doctors to refuse treatment to those
suspected of infection. Along with medics’ uncer-
tainty over how to treat suspected COVID-19 cas-
es, hospitals lack critical supplies, including oxygen,
and are blighted by frequent power cuts. The Iran-
backed Houthi rebels, who seized the capital from
the government in 2014 and control much of the
north, do not release data on infections.

But the toll from COVID-19 has become a hot
topic in Sanaa, with evidence mounting of a spike in
cases in the past month across the country, includ-
ing the south which is under the control of the inter-
nationally recognized government. 

Farhan said Balqees arrived at the fourth hospital
too late to be saved. “She entered the examination
room, I went to buy medication, and I came back to
find her lifeless body,” he told AFP. 

“The obstetrician and anaesthesiologist refused
to perform an operation to save the mother, and the
baby, over fears she had coronavirus.” 

‘Emergency’ 
Yemen’s long conflict between the government-

supported by a Saudi-led military coalition-and the
Iran-backed Houthis has left tens of thousands of
people dead and pushed millions to the brink of
famine. The United Nations calls it the world’s worst
humanitarian crisis, with over four million people
displaced and two-thirds of Yemen’s 30-million pop-
ulation dependent on aid. The country, long the most
impoverished in the Arabian Peninsula, is on the
brink of total collapse.  Schools, factories and hospi-
tals have been destroyed, many children recruited as
soldiers, and countless people have lost their liveli-
hoods. Despite the pandemic, outside the over-
stretched hospitals, life in Sanaa seems normal, with

markets bustling and mosques crowded with wor-
shippers during the Muslim holy month of Ramadan.

It is rare to see anyone wearing a mask, and pre-
cautionary health measures are nonexistent. “There
is no official data, no official communication, and
the results of tests aren’t published,” a humanitari-
an worker familiar with the health situation in
Yemen said of the rebel-held areas.  Cases report-
ed in the south began escalating in mid-March,
prompting a warning from the country’s coron-
avirus committee of a public health “emergency”.
But there is also mounting evidence of an uptick in
infections in the capital, the source said. “Public
hospitals are close to being full. At private hospi-
tals, the situation is unclear.”

Stigma and rumors
“People are often reluctant to go to hospital

when they have COVID-like symptoms,” the source
added. “People are concerned about the stigma,
sometimes they don’t believe they will be treated.
They are afraid because of rumors and don’t trust
the medical system.”  Houthi health authorities did
not respond to AFP’s request for comment.
Officially, Yemen has recorded 6,137 coronavirus
cases, including 1,187 deaths, but numbers are likely
dramatically higher. 

Last month, Yemen received its first shipment of
COVID-19 vaccines via the Covax program, which
aims to ensure equitable access to the jabs. The
360,000 AstraZeneca doses arrived in the southern

port city of Aden, Yemen’s de facto capital, where
the internationally recognized government is based.
Ishraq Al-Sibai, spokeswoman for Yemen’s national
Covid-19 emergency committee, said 10,000 doses
were handed over to the World Health Organization
to transport to Sanaa for rebel-held areas.  But she
cast doubt on whether the Houthis would use the
jabs to inoculate medical staff, saying: “Perhaps
they’ll use it to vaccinate Houthi officials.”   

For Farhan, a 35-year-old who works for a secu-
rity firm, it is all too late and the death of his wife-
who doctors said eventually tested negative for
COVID-19 — was all too avoidable. “My wife just
needed some quick assistance to help her breathe
and save her and our baby,” he said. — AFP

COVID strikes fear in Yemeni hospitals
Long-drawn conflict leaves tens of thousands of people dead 

SANAA, Yemen: Yemeni children carry new outfits during a charity distribution of clothes at a stadium, as part of actions to help the impoverished during the Muslim
holy fasting month of Ramadan Sunday. — AFP

Somali opposition 
fighters cordon 
off Mogadishu
MOGADISHU, Somalia: Somali opposi-
tion fighters took up positions in parts of
the tense capital yesterday, a day after
clashes with government troops erupted
over the president’s bid to extend his man-
date. Witnesses reported that armed men
and vehicles mounted with machine guns
were stationed in opposition strongholds,
while key roads in Mogadishu were
blocked.

“Both the Somali security forces and
the pro-opposition fighters have taken
positions along some key roads,” witness
Abdullahi Mire told AFP.  Somalia, already
fragile after decades of civil war and an
Islamist insurgency, is facing its worst
political crisis in recent years after the fail-
ure to hold planned elections in February.
President Mohamed Abdullahi Mohamed,
best known by his nickname Farmajo, has
faced harsh criticism from foreign allies
after signing a law approved by parliament
which extended his mandate by two years.

On Sunday night, sporadic bursts of
heavy gunfire rang out across the capital
after fighting broke out between govern-
ment forces and soldiers allied-mainly by
all-important clan ties-to the various
opposition leaders. The clashes-mainly in
the northern neighborhoods of Sanca and
Marinaya and the busy KM4 crossroads in
the center-began after dozens of opposi-
tion supporters marched in protest against
Farmajo’s term extension. There were no
immediate reports of casualties.

‘Stop the fighting’ 
Tensions remained high yesterday, with

some people trying to leave their homes in
tense neighborhoods. “People are starting
to flee from Bermudo area where the pro-
opposition fighters have taken positions
last night, the situation is tense and there
can be an armed confrontation anytime if
the situation remain the same,” Fadumo Ali,
a resident of one of the tense neighbor-
hoods told AFP.

Mogadishu residents urged both sides
to stop fighting, and complained that elec-
tricity and water had been cut. “We need
both sides to stop the fighting, have sym-
pathy with the children and elderly,” said
Farah Hassan.

Witnesses elsewhere reported roads
blocked by sand and logs. “I saw several
pickup trucks mounted with ... weapons

belonging to forces loyal to (former presi-
dent) Hassan Sheik Mohamud positioned
along the main road leading to Marinaya,”
said Ali Hassan, who lives in the northern
Kaaraan district.  

“There is no fighting, but the govern-
ment forces are also stationed a few
blocks away.”  The former president
Mohamud said Sunday that “forces loyal
to” Farmajo had attacked his house, which
the government denied. “Earlier today, our
forces foiled several attempted attacks
against the public and shut down the
organized militia who entered the capital
with an aim of instilling fear and panic
among the public,” the internal security
ministry said in a statement. While schools
and universities were closed, life in some
of the unaffected neighborhoods proceed-
ed much as usual. —AFP 

MOGADISHU: Personnel of the Somali military force supporting anti-government oppo-
sition leaders rest along a street Sunday. — AFP

Cyprus to open
up doors to 
vaccinated from
65 countries
NICOSIA: Cyprus said yesterday it will
open up to vaccinated tourists from 65
countries starting May 10, with visitors
allowed entry without needing a negative
COVID test or undergo quarantine.

“We will notify our partners in around
65 countries that from 10 May entry will
be facilitated for travellers who have com-
pleted their vaccination with no need for
negative COVID tests or quarantine,”
Tourism Minister Savvas Perdios said. He
told the Cyprus News Agency countries

included on the list are Armenia, Bahrain,
Canada, Egypt, Kuwait, Lebanon, the
United Arab Emirates, the United States
and Switzerland.

European Union member Cyprus will
accept tourists who had completed their
vaccination, regardless of when they took
the second jab. Perdios said the new move
would help revive a flagging tourism sec-
tor decimated by the pandemic. Cyprus
agreed over a month ago that vaccinated
Israeli and British tourists could visit the
east Mediterranean holiday destination
without entry restrictions.

Britain is the island’s largest market for
tourists making up a third of nearly four
million arrivals in 2019, while nearby Israel
is its third-biggest source. Authorities are
waiting for the UK government to
announce when they will allow Britons to
take holidays abroad.

At the moment, Russia-the island’s sec-

ond-largest tourist market-has put char-
tered flights on ice until further notice due
to Cyprus’ worsened epidemiological data.
“We are confident that once our epidemi-
ological picture improves, charter flights
will be allowed, something we expect to
happen in the coming weeks as the vacci-
nation rollout progresses,” said Perdios.

Cyprus went into a two-week lockdown
yesterday, following a record surge in
coronavirus cases.

The island’s key tourism industry has
been devastated by the pandemic and
travel restrictions, with arrivals slumping
by more than 84 percent last year. Tourists
must also comply with health protocols
such as mandatory mask-wearing and
social distancing. Tourism contributes
around 15 percent of GDP but earnings
plunged 85 percent in 2020. The island has
recorded a total of 298 coronavirus deaths
and 61,576 infections. — AFP

Police remove 
east Jerusalem 
barricades 
JERUSALEM: Israeli police on
Sunday allowed Palestinians to gather
in a flashpoint plaza outside
Jerusalem’s walled Old City, in a move
apparently aimed at easing tensions
after days of clashes. The staired
plaza outside Damascus Gate in
Israeli-annexed east Jerusalem is a
traditional gathering spot for
Palestinians during the holy month.
Jerusalem, a perennial powder-keg of
religious tension, has seen some of its
worst violence in years over recent
days, triggered in part by an Israeli
decision to block Palestinians from
gathering on the Damascus Gate
steps following prayers. 

But as crowds were building in the
plaza on Sunday, police Commissioner
Kobi Shabtai ordered the barricades
be removed. The decision came “fol-
lowing consultations with local leader-
ship, religious leadership, situation
assessments, while taking into consid-

eration the shop owners who need to
make a living, and in order to lower
the level of violence,” a spokesman
told AFP.

“Our forces are still deployed on
the ground, and we won’t let violence
resurge,” the spokesman said.

Hundreds of Palestinians, including
male youths who tossed the barri-
cades to the side, held celebratory
rallies in the plaza, watched over by
police. Minor scuffles erupted after
some of the revelers began waving
Palestinian flags, moves which
prompted police to storm the plaza.

AFP reporters saw several young
Palestinians being detained by police.
But the plaza remained open, with
police maintaining a heavy presence
in the area into the early hours yes-
terday. Samir Gheith, a 66-year-old
Palestinian from Jerusalem, said peo-
ple had been looking forward to gath-
ering at Damascus Gate during
Ramadan after it was closed last year
due to coronavirus restrictions. “I
think they don’t want to see us be
happy,” he told AFP, referring to the
initial decision to barricade the plaza.
“But then they came to understand
that they needed to put a stop to all
these tensions,” he said. — AFP


