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WHO COVID-19 mission blunted
China refuses to grant WHO team an entry
BEIJING: An expert mission to China to probe the ori-
gins of the COVID-19 pandemic was in disarray yester-
day after Beijing denied entry to the World Health
Organization team at the last minute despite months of
painstaking negotiations. Ten experts were due to
arrive in China this week for the delicate, highly politi-
cized task of establishing how and where the virus
jumped from animals to humans. But with a number of
the team already in transit, China denied them entry
visas, prodding WHO chief Tedros Adhanom
Ghebreyesus, to say he was “very disappointed”.

China is determined to control the origin story of the
virus, which has killed more than 1.8 million people
around the world and laid waste to global economies.
The first cases of the coronavirus were recorded in the
central Chinese city of Wuhan in late 2019, prompting
accusations of chaotic, secretive handling by Chinese
authorities which led to its spread beyond China. US
President Donald Trump called the pandemic the
“China virus”. Despite the hail of criticism, Beijing has

so far resisted pressure for an independent probe and
instead has seeded doubt as to whether the pandemic
even started inside its borders.

Beijing foreign ministry spokeswoman Hua Chunying
confirmed the WHO team had not been admitted as
planned, and admitted it was “not just a visa issue”.
“The issue of origin-tracing is incredibly complicated,”
she told reporters at a regular news briefing. “To
ensure the work of the international expert team in
China goes smoothly, we have to carry out necessary
procedures and make relevant arrangements.” Talks
were continuing over “the specific date and specific
arrangement of the expert group’s visit,” Hua added,
despite the months of negotiations already spent on
setting up the trip.

Critical mission 
The origins of COVID-19 remain bitterly contested,

lost in a fog of recriminations and conjecture from the
international community — as well as obfuscation from

Chinese authorities determined to control of the virus
narrative. The WHO trip was seen as an important way
to cut through the rancour and seek clear answers on
how it started. “We were all operating on the on the
understanding that the team would begin deployment
today,” WHO emergencies director Michael Ryan said
Tuesday.

He stressed the “absolute critical nature” of the mis-
sion, acknowledging that the situation was “frustrating
and... disappointing”. Scientists initially believed the
virus jumped to humans at a market selling exotic ani-
mals for meat in the city of Wuhan. But experts now
think the market may not have been the origin of the
outbreak, but rather a place where it was amplified. It is
widely assumed the virus originally came from bats, but
the intermediate animal host that transmitted it between
bats and humans remains unknown.

Experts say geopolitics hollowed out the global
cooperation needed to head off the virus in its early
stages.  At the time of the outbreak the Trump adminis-

tration was locked in a brutal trade war with China and
the US president used it as a political bludgeon. That
soured Beijing’s mood for compromise and communica-
tion. Without the trade wars and other tensions raging
in 2019, “January 2020 would not have played out the
way it did”, said Ilona Kickbusch, the founding director
and chair of the Global Health Centre in Geneva.
“Geopolitics... put the world in this situation,” she told
AFP in an interview.

Inside China, the narrative of a devastating conta-
gion has been recast as a story of Chinese resilience
and strong leadership by Communist authorities. China
has broadly contained the pandemic and presided over
an economic rebound. But whistleblowers have been
silenced and citizen journalists jailed — including a 37-
year-old woman imprisoned last week for four years
over video reports from Wuhan during its prolonged
lockdown. Foreign Minister Wang Yi recently trotted
out the unproven claim “that the pandemic likely start-
ed in multiple points around the world”. —AFP

BEIJING: People line up to be tested for the COVID-19 outside a hospital on Tuesday following the discovery of new cases of the coronavirus in the city in recent days. —AFP

Indonesia police shoot 
dead 2 militants linked 
to church bombing
JAKARTA: Two Indonesian militants linked to a
2019 church blast in the Philippines have been
shot dead by police, authorities said yesterday,
as officers arrested scores of pro-Islamic State
radicals. The shootings came as Indonesia’s
counter-terrorism squad, Densus 88, raided a
hideout of extremist group Jamaah Ansharut
Daulah (JAD) in Sulawesi island’s Makassar city,
they said. 

Two suspects were gunned down when they
“resisted arrest” and attacked officers, police
said, adding that a third suspect suffered gun-
shot injuries and was being treated in hospital.
Another 17 militants were detained.  Later yes-
terday, police said the two dead suspects were
involved in financing the Philippines’ worst ter-
ror attack in years, which killed 21 and injured
scores more in 2019. 

“The two were involved in transferring money

to the bombers of  the church in  Jolo,
Philippines,” national police spokesman Ahmad
Ramadhan told reporters, without elaborating.  In
early 2019, two explosions ripped through a
Catholic church on the Philippines’ Muslim-
majority island of Jolo, killing worshippers at
Sunday mass and security forces - raising fears
about growing l inks between mi l i tants  in
Southeast Asia. IS claimed responsibility for the
cathedral blast, saying two suicide bombers det-
onated explosive belts. 

The pair were later identified as an Indonesian
militant and his wife.  The Jolo attack was carried
out  days after  voters  approved expanding
Muslim self-rule in the south aimed at ending a
decades-old rebel l ion for independence or
autonomy for the sizeable Islamic minority of the
mainly Catholic Philippines.  Yesterday, police in
Muslim-majority Indonesia said the two men
shot by authorities were members of Jamaah
Ansharut Daulah (JAD), a local terror network
which has pledged allegiance to Islamic State
and its violent ideology. Members of JAD staged
a wave of  suicide bombings at  churches in
Indonesia’s second-biggest city Surabaya in
2018, killing a dozen congregants.  —AFP

Record 10,000 
COVID cases 
in Portugal 
LISBON: Portugal’s govern-
ment acknowledged yester-
day that hospitals were
under “enormous pressure”
from the coronavirus, as
health authorities reported a
record 10,000 new cases in
24 hours in the country of 10
million people. Meanwhile,
the country’s conservative
President Marcelo Rebelo
de Sousa entered isolation
less than three weeks ahead
of his re-election bid on Jan
24, his office said, after he
had come into contact with a
member of his team who had
tested positive.

His office said in a state-
ment that he was isolating as
a precaution “until the health
authorities decide what
measures to take following a
risk assessment”. The official
election campaign begins on
Sunday, but Rebelo de Sousa
has already taken part in a
series of head-to-head tel-
evision debates with rival
candidates. His scheduled
debate with populist can-
didate Andre Ventura will
go ahead as scheduled on
Wednesday “either live or
virtually”, according to
the TV broadcaster host-
ing it. —AFP


