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Lockdowns aimed at halting the march of the 

coronavirus pandemic have extended worldwide as 
the global death toll mounts and the US outbreak 
continues to accelerate. Despite slivers of hope in 
stricken Italy, tough measures that have confined two-
fifths of the globe’s population to their homes are 
being broadened. Moscow and Lagos joined the roll 
call of cities around the world with empty streets, 
while Virginia and Maryland became the latest US 
states to announce stay-at-home orders, followed 
quickly by Washington DC, leaving three-quarters of 
Americans under some form of lockdown. 

A US military medical ship steamed into New 
York, where it will relieve pressure on the city’s 
badly stretched health system. A field hospital set 
up in Central Park was due to go online later yester-
day. The scale and speed of the US pandemic con-
tinued to expand, with the death toll topping 3,000 
out of 163,000 known infections - the highest case 
count for any country. 

US President Donald Trump sought to reassure 
Americans that authorities were ramping up distri-
bution of desperately needed equipment such as 
ventilators and personal protective gear. But he also 
offered a stark warning, saying “challenging times 
are ahead for the next 30 days” as he acknowl-
edged a potential nationwide stay-at-home order. 
“We’re sort of putting it all on the line,” Trump said, 
likening the efforts against coronavirus to a “war.” 

The number of confirmed COVID-19 cases 
around the world is now above three-quarters of a 
million, with around 37,000 deaths. The toll on 
health systems is staggering, with medical profes-
sionals under enormous strain. “Waking up this 
morning I cried. I cried eating breakfast. I cried get-
ting ready,” French nurse Elise Cordier confessed 
on Facebook in a post that revealed the fear and 
anguish of those on the front line.  

But, she said, once in “the hospital locker room, I 
dried my tears. I breathed in. I breathed out. The 
people in the hospital beds are crying too, and it is I 
who am there to dry their tears.” World leaders - 
several of whom have been stricken or forced into 
isolation - are still grappling for ways to deal with a 
crisis that is generating economic and social shock-
waves unseen since World War II. 

The shutdown has already put millions out of 
work and forced governments to rush through 
huge stimulus plans. Experts in Germany, Europe’s 
economic powerhouse, said the virus would shrink 
output there this year by up to 5.4 percent. The 
World Bank warned Monday the economic fallout 
from the pandemic could cause Chinese growth to 
shudder to a halt and thrust millions of East Asians 
into poverty. 

After weeks of a national lockdown in Italy, 
signs were emerging that drastic action could be 
slowing the spread of the disease. Even though the 
country’s death toll grew by 812 in 24 hours to 
11,591, the number of infections climbed just 4.1 
percent. “The data are better but our work contin-
ues,” said Giulio Gallera, the chief medical officer of 
Lombardy, Italy’s worst-hit region. Italy was due to 
observe a minute’s silence later Tuesday for victims 
of the disease. 

Spain announced another 812 virus deaths in 24 
hours, taking it past China, where the disease first 
emerged in December. Even with the US health 
system stretched, Trump said he was ordering 
some excess medical equipment be sent to Italy, 
France and Spain. Trump and Russian President 
Vladimir Putin discussed “closer cooperation” and 
addressed plunging oil prices in a Monday call, the 
Kremlin said. 

Putin’s government was getting to grips with its 
own outbreak, with the Russian strongman urging 
residents of Moscow to respect a lockdown that 
has closed all non-essential shops, and left Red 
Square deserted. Anna, a 36-year-old web design-
er, said the lockdown would be hard for her and her 
five-year-old daughter. “But I don’t want Arina to 
get sick,” she told AFP on her way to buy bread. 
“So of course we will observe the quarantine.” 

The lockdowns are causing hardship across the 
world but particularly in impoverished cities in 
Africa and Asia. Africa’s biggest city, Lagos, joined 
the global stay-at-home from Monday, with 
Nigerian President Muhammadu Buhari ordering a 
two-week lockdown for its 20 million people. The 
measures also apply to the capital Abuja. “Two 
weeks is too long. I don’t know how we will cope,” 
said student Abdul Rahim, 25, as he helped his sis-
ter sell food from a market stall. 

Impoverished Zimbabwe also began enforcing 
a three-week lockdown. “They need to be fed, 
but there is nothing to eat,” vegetable vendor 
Irene Ruwisi said in the township of Mbare, 
pointing at her four grandchildren. “How do they 
expect us to survive?”

23 new coronavirus 
cases in Kuwait...
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Hermosura call upon all undocumented Filipinos 

to take advantage of the amnesty granted by the 
Kuwaiti government. “This is free for all illegals and 
the air tickets will be shouldered by the Kuwaiti 
government, so please take advantage of this 
amnesty,” he said. 

The ministry of interior has offered a one-month 
amnesty from April 1 to 30 to tens of thousands of 
expats living illegally in the country to leave without 
paying any fines and with the promise they will be 
allowed to return when the situation normalizes. The 
interior ministry has prepared 12 schools in the six 
governorates, six each for males and females, for 
such expats who prefer to go home. The ministry 
said that those who refuse to go will be penalized 
and denied reentry into the country. 

Violators will be received from 8 am till 2 pm 
according to the following dates and nationalities: 
Philippines (April 1-5, 2020), Egypt (April 6-10), 
India (April 11-15), Bangladesh (April 16-20), Sri 
Lanka (April 21-25), other nationalities (April 26-
30, 2020). 

The manpower authority took part in a meeting 
the interior ministry held recently with representa-
tives of various embassies and diplomatic missions 

designated in Kuwait to brief them on the latest 
developments concerning the amnesty granted to 
residents in violation of the residency law and 
accommodating them pending deportation to their 
home countries.  

The ministry’s assistant undersecretary for resi-
dency affairs Maj Gen Talal Maarafi explained how 
violators from over 11 expat labor centers desiring 
to benefit from the amnesty can apply to the tem-
porary accommodation centers where they would 
be offered free meals pending deportation.  

Manpower authority director Abdullah Al-
Motoutah stressed that the authority works side by 
side with various state bodies, namely the interior 
ministry, to facilitate the procedures related to this 
decision. He urged embassy representatives to urge 
their nationals to seize the opportunity and benefit 
from the advantage of getting free tickets during the 
amnesty period without paying any fines, especially 
since the labor market is currently going through a 
recession due to the health situation.  

“The law will be enforced and needed measures 
will be taken against violators remaining in the 
country after the amnesty concludes,” Motoutah 
explained. The meeting was attended by diplomats 
from the embassies of Asian countries and of Egypt, 
Jordan, Lebanon, Iran and Ethiopia, who were all 
taken on a tour of the accommodation centers. 
According to several MPs, between 150,000 and 
200,000 expatriates are living illegally in the coun-
try. Authorities have been trying to facilitate the 
departure of as many expatriates as possible in 
order to reduce the pressure on the health system.

Amnesty begins 
today with Filipino...
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Dubai has little of the oil riches of neighboring 

emirates like Abu Dhabi, and its vital property, 
tourism and trade sectors had already been badly 
weakened in recent years. Expo organizers, partici-
pating countries and the Paris-based Bureau 
International des Expositions (BIE) - the governing 
body which awards the event - had agreed to inves-
tigate shifting the mega-event. 

“We look forward to welcoming the world, which 
we are certain will only come out of this pressing 
challenge stronger, and more resilient than it ever 
was,” Hashimi added. A final decision on postpone-
ment will be made by the BIE, but its Secretary 
General Dimitri Kerkentzes welcomed the recom-
mendations. “The UAE’s decision to support a one 
year postponement demonstrates pragmatism, 
openness, and commitment to delivering an Expo 
that lives up to our shared ambition,” he said. 

Dubai, known for hosting hundreds of conferences 
annually, has already scrapped a string of cultural and 
entertainment events in recent weeks over the spread 
of the deadly disease. “The decision to postpone 
(Expo 2020) comes at a crucial juncture when the 
economy is tipped to fall into a recession,” said M R 
Raghu, head of research at Kuwait Financial Centre 
(Markaz). “SMEs (small and medium-sized enterpris-
es), hospitality, tourism and retail sectors that are 
already reeling under the twin impact of low oil prices 
and (the) coronavirus outbreak hoped to recoup and 
recover lost business during the Expo period.” 

The United Arab Emirates has announced 611 
cases of coronavirus, and five deaths. It has enforced 
extensive lockdown measures to curb the spread of 
the disease including an ongoing nighttime curfew. 
The UAE recorded two deaths on Monday in Arab 
and Asian nationals, both in their 40s with pre-exist-
ing heart conditions. The country extended distance 
learning until the end of the academic year. 

Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia will finance treatment 
for anyone infected with the coronavirus in the 
country, the health minister said on Monday, while 
the agriculture ministry took steps to boost wheat 
and livestock supplies amid global fears of a food 
shortage. The kingdom has registered eight deaths 
among 1,453 infections, the highest among the six 
Gulf Arab states. 

Health Minister Tawfiq Al-Rabiah said King 
Salman would cover treatment for citizens and resi-
dents diagnosed with the virus, urging people with 
symptoms to get tested. “We are all in the same 
boat,” he told a news conference, adding that 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman was oversee-
ing containment efforts “night and day”. 

King Salman last week chaired an extraordinary 
virtual summit of G20 leaders to advance a global 
response to the coronavirus pandemic. G20 trade 
ministers are holding an emergency video confer-
ence on Monday to discuss cooperation on supply 
chains. At a separate news conference, the agricul-
ture ministry spokesman said Saudi Arabia would 
start importing at least 1.2 million tons more wheat 
next month, adding to strategic reserves of over 1 
million tons. Abdullah Abalkhail said the kingdom 
had also expanded the list of countries from which it 
can import livestock. 

Public health officials say Saudi Arabia’s past 
experience combating the Middle East Respiratory 
Syndrome (MERS) helped prepare it for the new 
coronavirus outbreak. The kingdom has taken dras-
tic steps to contain the disease, halting international 
flights, closing most public places and imposing a 
partial curfew. Restrictions on movement have 
tightened, with entry and exit to Riyadh, Makkah, 
Madinah and Jeddah heavily restricted. The interior 
ministry said on Monday it was curbing access to 
six districts in Makkah, as it did over the weekend 
with several neighborhoods in Madinah. 

The health ministry in Bahrain, which has 
recorded four deaths and 500 cases, said another 
plane of evacuated citizens from Iran landed in 
Manama, without providing details. Kuwait has 
repatriated hundreds of citizens from Britain, 
France and Iran since Saturday, the civil aviation 
authority said. — Agencies  

Expo 2020 Dubai  
supports 1-year...
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Kuwait recorded no fatalities among 266 cases. 

Initial outbreaks in both countries were linked to 
foreign travel. It’s still too early to tell whether those 
efforts have contained the disease, but the health 
officials said authorities are doing the best they can 
by severing the transmission chain.  

The World Health Organization said Saudi 
Arabia’s “whole of government” approach had ben-
efited from the MERS experience and “unique 
expertise” in emergency preparedness from manag-
ing the haj pilgrimage, the world’s largest annual 
gathering of Muslims. Riyadh is trying to replicate 
the kingdom’s haj inter-ministerial coordination in 
its fight against the coronavirus through the Saudi 
Center for Disease Prevention and Control, con-
ceived in 2013 but not fully operational until 2018. 

“It is a coordination oversight center...that gave 
more maturity to public health services in the coun-
try,” senior Saudi epidemiologist Sami Almudarra 
told Reuters. 

Kuwait also has experience with national health 
emergencies, from the oil well fires after the 1990 
Iraqi invasion to fears of biological and chemical 
warfare during the 2003 US invasion of Iraq. It took 
precautionary measures soon after reporting its 
first case on Feb 24, a week before Saudi Arabia. 
The luxury Khiran resort and five-star Al-Kout 
Beach Hotel have become quarantine centers and 
the international fairgrounds are being used for 
testing and as a field hospital. 

Kuwait’s parliament, the most outspoken in a 
region dominated by autocratic rulers, was initially 
critical of the government response but has since 
praised the health minister and by extension HH the 
Prime Minister Sheikh Sabah Al-Khaled Al-Sabah, 
facing his first crisis as premier. “Continuous parlia-
mentary pressure made government institutions feel 
they must perform,” said Nada Al-Mutawa, man-
agement professor at the Australian College of 
Kuwait.  —Reuters 

Hard times shape  
Saudi, Kuwaiti...

KOROR, Palau: A coronavirus-free 
tropical island nestled in the northern 
Pacific may seem the perfect place to 
ride out a pandemic - but residents on 
Palau say life right now is far from idyllic. 
The microstate of 18,000 people is 
among a dwindling number of places on 
Earth that still report zero cases of 
COVID-19 as figures mount daily else-
where. The disparate group also includes 
Samoa, Turkmenistan, North Korea and 
bases on the frozen continent of 
Antarctica. 

A dot in the ocean hundreds of kilo-
meters from its nearest neighbors, Palau 
is surrounded by the vast Pacific, which 
has acted as a buffer against the virus. 
Along with strict travel restrictions, this 
seems to have kept infections at bay for 
a number of nations including Tonga, the 
Solomons Islands, the Marshall Islands 
and Micronesia. But remoteness is not 
certain to stop the relentless march of 
the new disease. The Northern Mariana 
Islands confirmed its first cases over the 
weekend, followed by a suspected death 
on Monday. 

Klamiokl Tulop, a 28-year-old artist 
and single mum, is hopeful Palau can 
avoid the fate of Wuhan, New York or 
Madrid - where better-resourced health 
services were overrun. But she describes 
a growing sense of dread, a fear that the 
virus is coming or could already be on 
the island undetected. “You can feel a 
rising tension and anxiety just shop-
ping,” she told AFP. “Stores are crowded 
even more during non-payday weeks.” 
There have been several scares on Palau, 
including a potential case that saw one 
person placed into quarantine this week 
as authorities await test results. 

Antarctic seclusion  
Inside Australia’s four remote 

Antarctic research bases, around 90 
people have found themselves 
ensconced on the only virus-free conti-
nent as they watch their old home trans-
form beyond recognition. There is no 
need for social distancing in the tundra. 
“They’re probably the only Australians at 
the moment that can have a large dinner 
together or have the bar still open or the 
gym stil l  open,” Antarctic Division 
Operations manager Robb Clifton told 
AFP. The bases are now isolated until 
November, so the group is safe, but 
Clifton admits “the main thing that’s on 
the mind of expeditioners is how their 
loved ones are going back home”.  

In some places, reporting no cases 
does not always mean there are no cases 
to report. North Korea has portrayed 
emergency measures as an unqualified 
success in keeping COVID-19 out, 
despite sustained epidemics in neighbor-
ing China and South Korea. But state 
media also appears to have doctored 
images to give ordinary North Koreans 
face masks -handing sceptics reason to 
believe the world’s most secretive govern-
ment may not be telling the whole truth. 

 
‘Waiting for the inevitable?’  

While Palau has no confirmed cases, it 
has still been gripped by the society-
altering fears and economic paralysis 
that have affected the rest of the world. 
Supermarket aisles in the country’s 
largest town Koror have seen panic buy-
ing and there are shortages of hand sani-
tizers, masks and alcohol. The islands 
depend heavily on goods being shipped 
or flown in, meaning supplies can quickly 

run low. 
United Airlines used to fly six times a 

week from nearby Guam - which has 
seen more than 50 cases - but now there 
is just one flight a week. “Look at how 
bad we coped when shipments were late 
before this pandemic happened,” Tulop 
said. “Everyone was practically in 
uproar.” Residents have been practising 
social distancing. Doctors are waiting for 
test kits to arrive from Taiwan. The gov-

ernment is building five isolation rooms 
that will be able to hold up to 14 
patients. 

It all feels like waiting for the 
inevitable. “I would like to be optimistic 
we won’t get the virus,” Tulop said. “But 
Palau would most definitely get it. We 
rely heavily on tourism and most of us 
even need to travel for work.” Rondy 
Ronny’s job is to host big tourist events, 
but work has already dried up, and he 

admits to being “very anxious”. “I have 
loans and bills and payments due,” he 
said. “This will definitely put me back, I 
hope the government will do something 
about our economy too, to help it recov-
er.” Palau’s biggest test may yet come 
with the first positive case. But even in 
the most remote corners of the world, 
the impact of this truly global pandemic 
is already being felt. Nowhere, it seems, 
is truly virus-free. — AFP 

Extreme isolation: World’s last  
virus-free corners holding tight 

MAWSON STATION, Antarctica: This handout photo taken on Feb 6, 2020 and released yesterday by the Australian Antarctic Division 
(AAD) shows expeditioners cruising past icebergs in an inflatable boat near the ADD’s station. — AFP  


