
TOKYO: Countries in Asia were stepping up
their fight against the coronavirus again yester-
day in a fresh effort to suppress an illness they
had previously tamed, joining Europe in impos-
ing new curbs. Japan was set to declare a state
of emergency in Tokyo ahead of the release of
figures expected to show a record number of in-
fections, while China reported its highest single-
day case number since July.

It comes a day after the world clocked up a
record number of deaths in a single day and the
European Union approved a second vaccine.
There was also no slowing of the spread in North
America where Canada was forced to order its
first curfew of the pandemic in a push to halt a
second wave.

The global outbreak shows no signs of abat-
ing, with more than 1.8 million people known to
have died worldwide from 86 million confirmed
cases. Japan’s outbreak has not been as severe
as those in Europe and the US, but yesterday the
government was forced to announce new restric-
tions in the capital region that it said would last
a month, primarily targeting restaurants and bars. 

The government declared a month-long coro-
navirus state of emergency in the greater Tokyo
area yesterday as the capital reported another
record surge in daily infections. Prime Minister

Yoshihide Suga described a “great sense of cri-
sis” as he announced the measure, which begins
Friday and is less strict than the harsh lockdowns
seen elsewhere or even the country’s first virus
emergency last spring. It primarily targets
restaurants and bars, which will be asked to stop
serving alcohol by 7 pm and close an hour later. 

The curbs will be far less strict than the harsh
lockdowns seen in other parts of the world. Busi-
nesses are being asked to stop serving alcohol
by 7 pm and close an hour later, and residents
have been requested to avoid non-essential out-
ings after 8 pm. Local media said Tokyo would
report more than 2,400 new cases yesterday,
shattering the previous record of 1,591 logged a
day earlier. The minister in charge of Japan’s pan-
demic response warned that Tokyo’s medical
system was “stretched thin”.

‘Can’t leave the city’ 
In neighboring China, authorities reported 63

new infections yesterday-the highest daily tally
since July-as authorities tried to stamp out an
outbreak in a city of 11 million near Beijing.

The government in the city of Shijiazhuang in
China’s northern Hebei province has imposed
school closures, cut travel links and begun mass
testing as cases spike. “I did the nucleic acid test

last night, but don’t have the results yet. Without
it I can’t leave the city,” one young woman told
state broadcaster CCTV. One district in the city

has been sealed off while major highways leading
into the area have been closed and inter-city bus
travel halted. —AFP
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Asian nations toughen virus fight 
as pandemic rages worldwide

China reports 63 new infections; Mexico reports 1,100 deaths in 24 hours

TOKYO: A large screen shows Japanese Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga during a live broadcast of a press
conference on a state of emergency declared for the greater Tokyo area amid the COVID-19 coronavirus
pandemic in Tokyo yesterday. — AFP

UK scrambles for 
hospital beds 
as virus surges
LONDON: Hospital chiefs in England were scrambling for hos-
pital beds yesterday as the surge in coronavirus cases risked
overwhelming the system, healthcare providers and medics said.

A leaked briefing suggested that even in a relatively positive
scenario, London’s hospitals could be beyond capacity in less than
two weeks. The UK on Wednesday confirmed more than 62,000
new cases in 24 hours, with numbers growing quickly outside
southeast England, where clusters of a new highly infectious strain
of the virus were first identified.

Over 30,000 people were in UK hospitals with the virus, more
than at the peak of the first wave. The sharp rise has forced hos-
pital bosses to consider shifting some inpatients to beds in nursing
homes or care homes, said the head of NHS Providers, which rep-
resents hospitals in England. “We’ve seen 5,000 new patients in
hospital beds with Covid-19 over the past week-that’s 10 full hos-
pitals’ worth of Covid patients... so it’s a really big challenge,”
Chris Hopson told BBC radio.

Hospital chiefs “know there is some spare capacity in the care
and nursing home sector and they’re in the middle of conversa-
tion with care and nursing home colleagues to see if they can
access that capacity”, he added. England entered a strict lock-
down on Tuesday with schools and non-essential shops closed
for at least six weeks after previous measures failed to halt a
steep rise in cases.

More than 2.8 million have been infected in the UK and on
Wednesday there were more than 1,000 deaths recorded within
28 days of a positive test-the highest figure since April.

‘Take lockdown seriously’ 
The situation comes even as Britain ramps up delivery of the

Pfizer/BioNTech and Oxford/AstraZeneca vaccines, with more
than one million people already receiving a first jab. HSJ, a website
for healthcare professionals, on Wednesday leaked a briefing by
the head of NHS London, Vin Diwakar, saying the capital could
be short of nearly 1,500 beds for general and acute patients by
January 19. 

In the worst-case scenario, the shortfall could be 4,400 beds,
it said. Hospital capacity is at risk unless people knuckle down to
anti-virus lockdown rules, said Rupert Pearse, a professor of in-
tensive care medicine at Queen Mary, University of London, who
works at Royal London Hospital.

Asked by the BBC whether he believed the NHS could be over-
whelmed in two weeks, he said: “I never thought in my entire ca-
reer that I would say something like this but yes, I do.” — AFP

CURRIE: A healthcare worker poses with a vial of the Oxford/As-
traZeneca coronavirus (COVID-19) vaccine at the Pentland Medical
Practice, in Currie, Scotland yesterday. — AFP

WHO urges intensified 
measures over 
‘alarming’ virus variant
COPENHAGEN: The World Health Organization’s European
branch yesterday said more needed to be done to deal with
the alarming situation brought on by a recently discovered
variant of the novel coronavirus. Speaking at a press confer-
ence, the WHO’s regional director for Europe Hans Kluge,
called the current situation “a tipping-point in the course of
the pandemic,” as Europe was both challenged by surging
cases and new strains of the virus causing COVID-19.

“This is an alarming situation, which means that for a short
period of time we need to do more than we have done and to
intensify the public health and social measures to be certain
we can flatten the steep vertical line in some countries,”
Kluge said, referring primarily to the new variant first discov-
ered in the UK. While it is natural for viruses to change over
time and the variant is not believed to cause more severe
symptoms, its “increased transmissibility,” means it is still
raises concern, according to WHO Europe.

“Without increased control to slow its spread, there will
be an increased impact on already stressed and pressurized
health facilities,” Kluge said. The measures proposed by Kluge
were those “with which we are all familiar,” listing the adher-
ence to generalized mask wearing, limiting social gatherings,
maintaining physical distance and hand washing as prudent
but in need of being intensified.  These measures coupled with
adequate testing, quarantine and isolation, and vaccination,
“will work if we all get involved,” Kluge said. — AFP


