
TOKYO: Japan’s government on Friday extended 
a coronavirus emergency in Tokyo and other 
parts of the country until just a month before the 
Olympics, fuelling doubts about whether the 
Games can go ahead safely. Organizers said they 
would now wait to make a decision on whether to 
allow local fans at the Games until the emergency 
ends on June 20, just weeks before the opening 
ceremony. Overseas fans have already been 
barred, in an unprecedented decision as organiz-
ers battle to convince Japan’s skeptical public 
that the Games can go ahead and will be safe. 

Japan has seen a comparatively small virus 
outbreak, with around 12,500 deaths, and has 
avoided tough lockdowns. But a fourth wave has 
prompted the government to put emergency 
measures in place in 10 regions including the 
capital. The measures mostly limit the sale of 
alcohol in bars and restaurants and ask them to 
close early, while encouraging telework and cap-
ping audience numbers at events. “The number of 
new cases has been declining since the middle of 
the month but the situation continues to be 
uncertain,” said Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga, 
announcing the extension. Experts fear lifting the 
restrictions too soon could create a surge in the 
run-up to the Games. 

The decision means Tokyo and nine other 
parts of the country will be under states of emer-
gency until June 20, casting fresh doubt on the 
prospects  for  the pandemic-postponed 
Olympics. Tokyo 2020 chief Seiko Hashimoto 
told reporters that with the measures being taken 
“we expect the infection situation to improve”. 
But she acknowledged that a decision on local 
fans, originally expected in early June, would 
now not be taken until the end of the month. 

“Once the state of emergency is lifted, we will 
assess how many spectators we can allow in,” 
she said, adding that there could be different 

rules for indoor and outdoor venues and the 
decision would be based on government guide-
lines. Even under the current state of emergency, 
sports venues in Japan are allowed to seat 5,000 
spectators or 50 percent capacity, whichever is 
smallest. 

 
‘Disaster’ warning 

Organizers are pressing ahead with arrange-
ments for the Games, and the first athletes — 
Australia’s softball team — will arrive next week. 
Opposition in Japan remains strong, with med-
ical experts and business leaders calling for can-
cellation. 

On Thursday, Naoto Ueyama, chair of a small 
doctors union, warned the Games could produce 
a “Tokyo Olympic strain” of coronavirus and 
urged a cancellation to prevent a “disaster”. 
Haruo Ozaki, head of the larger Tokyo Medical 
Association with more than 20,000 members, 
said organizers would have to bar all spectators 
at a “minimum”. 

Suga, speaking at a press conference, said he 
was “aware that many are voicing their worries 
and concerns over the Olympics”. He said the 
number of overseas participants would be kept 
to a minimum and athletes would have no inter-
action with the Japanese public. “We’re listening 
to those voices and preparing for a safe and 
secure Olympics,” he told reporters. 

Officials have been trying to drive home the 
message that the Games are on and will be safe, 
announcing recently that the vast majority of 
those in the Olympic village will be vaccinated. 
And despite the negative polling and warnings 
against the Games, protests against the event 
tend to attract just a few dozen people.  

Japanese athletes and Olympic staff will start 
receiving vaccines from June 1. They will be 
jumping the queue in Japan’s slow vaccine roll-

out, with jabs currently only available to medical 
workers and the elderly. Just over six percent of 
the population has so far received a first dose, 
with less than 2.5 percent fully vaccinated. 

Suga said Friday that the country was on track 
to be administering a million doses a day from 
mid-June, up from around 400,000 a day at the 

moment on average. The slow pace has piled 
pressure on Suga, who was appointed after 
Shinzo Abe’s resignation last year and faces his 
first election as prime minister in the autumn. His 
government has faced criticism for its pandemic 
response, and polls show strong dissatisfaction 
with the vaccine rollout in particular. — AFP 
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TOKYO: Bui ldings are seen at  dusk as a shinkansen, or high-speed bul let  train, passes 
by in Tokyo yesterday. — AFP 


