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YOKOHAMA: Japan said yesterday it would allow
some elderly passengers off a quarantined cruise
ship and into government-designated lodging, as
the number of new coronavirus cases on the vessel
jumped to 218. Thousands of passengers and crew
on the Diamond Princess-the single largest cluster
of infected people outside China-face several days
more of quarantine, with many taking to social
media to voice their concerns.

Those working on the ship have been reluctant
to speak to reporters for fear of losing their jobs,
but two crew members broke their silence in a
video broadcast by Indian media yesterday. “The
situation on board is getting worse day by day,”
24-year-old ship security officer Sonali Thakkar
told AFP. “This morning they told us that 44 peo-
ple have been infected and everyone is really
scared and wanting to get off as soon as possible,”
she added. “All we want is tests to be done and to
be separated from those who are positive. We
don’t want to stay on board.” With passengers
mostly confined to their cabins, crew members
have to go door-to-door to deliver food and other
supplies, and some fear this has reduced the ef-
fectiveness of the quarantine.

Health Minister Katsunobu Kato said yesterday
there were 44 new cases-including one crew mem-
ber-from an additional 221 tests. He said also that
some elderly passengers would be allowed off the
ship if they test negative for the COVID-19 virus. 

Those who opt to leave will be moved to gov-
ernment facilities to wait out a quarantine that is set
to last until February 19. “If they test negative, those

who wish to disembark can go and live in a lodging
facility that the government will prepare,” Kato
said. The captain informed the passengers of the
new plan via ship broadcast. “The Ministry of
Health has already tested guests 80 years or older
who are staying in a cabin without a balcony, and
those 80 years or older with chronic medical con-
ditions,” he said.

Quarantine questions 
Kato said five people from the ship were in se-

rious condition in hospital-four who have tested
positive for the virus. Test results for the fifth are
still being processed. With dozens of new cases di-
agnosed almost daily, questions have been raised
about the pace of testing and whether the quaran-
tine is working.

Thakkar said that while passengers were con-
fined to quarters, the crew were eating together,
working together and sleeping two to a cabin with
shared washing facilities. “I haven’t got the virus
yet, but I don’t want it to be so late that I catch the
virus. I don’t want to wait to find out that I’m the
one that has it.” Japan initially tested around 300
people who had close contact with the first in-
fected passenger, or have displayed symptoms,
but has gradually widened the net as new cases
were detected. Officials saying they can only
process 300 people a day, but hope eventually to
expand this to 1,000.

Meanwhile, a US cruise ship blocked from sev-
eral Asian ports over concerns that a passenger
could have been infected with the new coronavirus

arrived off Cambodia yesterday, as frustrated hol-
idaymakers expressed hope that their ordeal may
soon be over.

Cruise operator Holland America has insisted
there are no cases of the SARS-like virus on board
and Cambodia announced Wednesday that the
boat would be able to dock in Sihanoukville, on its
southern coast. By morning, the ship could be seen
on the horizon off Sihanoukville, dwarfing the small
fishing vessels that usually ply the waters. “First
land sighting from the #Westerdam as the sun rises

over Cambodia,” passenger Christina Kerby
tweeted. But the ship would dock early Friday, said
provincial governor Kuoch Chamroeun. 

“(Holland America) have asked to delay docking
until tomorrow because they could not arrange for
planes (from Sihanoukville to Phnom Penh),” he
said.  By mid-day, buses were lined up by the pier
ready to transfer passengers to Sihanoukville’s air-
port, where they would fly to Phnom Penh before
traveling home-a return trip that Holland America
will pay for. —AFP
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YOKOHAMA: Passengers are seen on the deck of the Diamond Princess cruise ship, with around 3,600 people
quarantined onboard due to fears of the new coronavirus, at the Daikaku Pier Cruise Terminal in Yokohama
port yesterday.  —AFP

Indonesian 
volcano spews 
ash and lava
JAKARTA: Indonesia’s Mount Merapi, one of
the world’s most active volcanoes, erupted yes-
terday as fiery red molten lava streamed down
from the crater and it belched clouds of grey ash
2,000 meters (6,500 feet) into the sky.

Authorities did not raise the rumbling vol-
cano’s alert status after the early-morning erup-
tion, but they advised commercial planes to take
caution in the area. But any activity at Merapi
raises concern and local residents were ordered
to stay outside a three-kilometer no-go zone
around the rumbling crater near Indonesia’s cul-
tural capital Yogyakarta. 

Volcanic ash rained down on a 10-square
kilometer area, according to the Volcanology
and Geological Hazard Mitigation Centre.
Mount Merapi’s last major eruption in 2010
killed more than 300 people and forced the
evacuation of some 280,000 residents.

It was Merapi’s most powerful eruption since
1930, which killed around 1,300 people, while
another explosion in 1994 took about 60 lives.

The Southeast Asian archipelago has more than
17,000 islands and islets-and nearly 130 active
volcanoes. It sits on the Pacific “Ring of Fire”, a
vast zone of geological instability where the col-
lision of tectonic plates causes frequent quakes
and major volcanic activity. —AFP

Foreigners in 
Wuhan tell of 
fear and rations
HONG KONG: Hunkered down at the epicen-
ter of China’s virus epidemic and cut off from
the world, the remaining foreigners in Wuhan
are eking out a life in fear. A coronavirus out-
break that has killed more than 1,300 people
and locked down the central Chinese city has
left thousands of foreigners trapped as au-
thorities impose an unprecedented quarantine.
“We want to go back. We can’t survive any-
more,” said Gaurab Pokhrel, a Nepali doctoral
student in Wuhan and one of 200 from his
country yet to be evacuated.

He said food was in short supply and for-
eign students were competing with locals at
the few stores that were open. As of Monday,
27 foreigners in China had been infected with
the virus — 22 of whom were in quarantine,
officials said. Two of those have died-an
American and a Japanese man. While many
have managed to escape on government-char-
tered planes, a dwindling group of the un-
lucky-or in some cases hardy-remain, either
adapting to life or still seeking a way out.

They told AFP of their plight via phone,
email, text messages and social media. Ruqia

Shaikh, a Pakistani postdoctoral researcher
stranded at Wuhan’s Zhongnan University of
Economics and Law, said most students at the
school were confined to their dormitories,
watching TV. She said the university was pro-
viding students with essential commodities,
but at double the usual price. “We are fed up
of eating the same food-boiled rice and veg-
etables-over and over again. The only physical
activity we have is a walk on the terrace, and
that exposes us to the risk,” Shaikh said.

“Last week I went to Walmart. It was the
first time I had gone out in weeks. It was
scary...  “Since I came back I have been count-
ing the days until I was very sure I didn’t have
any virus.”

No plans for evacuation 
She added that while many Pakistani stu-

dents wanted to leave, there were risks in re-
turning to their country. “We are worried
about how the authorities are going to treat us
when we go back to Pakistan-some students
who went back told us the officials treated
them very badly,” she said.

Pakistani authorities say more than 500 stu-
dents from the country are in Wuhan, but they
have not announced any plans for an evacua-
tion effort. Unlike many countries, Islamabad
has maintained flights to and from other cities
in China. The health ministry justifies the move
with assurances that all passengers are
screened on landing in Pakistan. —AFP

YOGYAKARTA: Two kilometers ashes spews from
Mount Merapi mount during an eruption as seen from
Yogyakarta yesterday. —AFP


