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Duterte says travel ban stays even 
as Taiwan plans countermeasures

Fires contained in
Australia state, but
now floods threaten
SYDNEY:  All the blazes in Australia’s hard-hit state of New
South Wales have been brought under control, firefighters
said yesterday, signalling the end of a “black summer” that
claimed 33 lives nationwide. But heavy rains that helped ex-
tinguish the blazes that have raged along the east coast since
September are causing flash floods in parts of the state, pos-
ing new problems for some residents. 

“Not all fires are out, there’s still some fire activity in the
far south of the state but all fires are contained so we can re-
ally focus on helping people rebuild,” the state’s fire service
deputy commissioner Rob Rogers said on Twitter.

“It is very good news,” a Rural Fire Service spokesman
told AFP. Bushfires scorched more than 10 million hectares
in the country’s east and south, killing at least 33 people and
an estimated one billion animals, while destroying more than
2,500 homes. 

The crisis cloaked major cities including Sydney in smoke
for weeks on end, saw towns cut off and prompted the de-
ployment of the military to rescue stranded citizens. Belea-
guered volunteer firefighters have fought the blazes
day-in-day-out in what has been described as Australia’s
“black summer”. The fires were exacerbated by prolonged
drought and worsened by climate change in the country’s
hottest and driest year on record.  Days of recent rainfall have
extinguished the largest fires and brought those that remain
under control. — AFP

Primary concern is citizens’ health and safety: Philippines

Vietnam quarantines 
area with 10,000 
residents over coronavirus
BINH XUYEN, Vietnam: More than 10,000 people in villages near
Vietnam’s capital were placed under quarantine yesterday after
six cases of the deadly new coronavirus were discovered there,
authorities said.  In the first mass quarantine outside of China since
the virus emerged there in late December, the Son Loi farming re-
gion about 40 kilometers (25 miles) from Hanoi will be locked
down for 20 days, the health ministry said.  Checkpoints have been
set up around the six villages that make up Son Loi, said an AFP
team on the outskirts of the area in Binh Xuyen district. 

Health officials wearing protective suits sprayed disinfectant
on vehicles. Police warned people wanting to enter the quaran-
tined area that while they would be allowed in, they would not be
able to leave. The order comes after the health ministry reported
that five people have been infected with the virus. It later an-
nounced a sixth case. 

They all originated from a female worker who was sent to
Wuhan in central China-where the virus originated-for training.
The disease then spread to her family and her neighbors, including
a three-month-old baby.  So far, only the female worker has fully
recovered and been discharged from the hospital, according to up-
dates from the ministry, while the others remain in a “stable” con-
dition. The Son Loi area of roughly 1,000 hectares (2,500 acres)
is made up of farmland. Many of the 10,600 residents also com-
mute to nearby factories for short-term labor jobs. Villager Tran
Van Minh told AFP that authorities had already advised them to
avoid large gatherings, though the cluster of infections in his village
likely began due to Tet lunar new year celebrations last week. 

“The woman infected her family and neighbors after Tet visits,”
he said, adding that he and his family remain in good health.  But
“life has been badly affected,” he told AFP by phone, adding that
much of the labor force is reliant on jobs in construction and house
painting.  “Now we cannot get out and even if we do, clients don’t
welcome us that much as before.” Authorities in Son Loi began
handing out face masks after the Tet holiday ended on January
30. Since then children and elderly have largely been confined to
their homes. Minh said he was not worried about running out of
food, but he hoped “the epidemic will end soon”.  More than 1,350
people have died in China from the virus, and nearly 60,000 oth-
ers have been infected, since it was first detected in Hubei
province in December. While thousands have recovered, scientists
and pharmaceutical companies are racing to test a vaccine and
treatment to better target the virus-though health experts say it
could be months before it is readily available. — AFP

TAIPEI/MANILA: Philippine President Rodrigo
Duterte rejected yesterday Taiwan’s appeal to
lift a ban on its citizens visiting the country, say-
ing his primary concern was the safety of Fil-
ipinos. Taiwan said it was considering
countermeasures if the Philippines did not lift the
ban it imposed this week to contain the spread
of the coronavirus, but Duterte said the restric-
tion stays “until the danger persists”.

“My primary concern is the health and safety
of our countrymen”, Duterte was quoted by his
spokesman, Salvador Panelo, as saying. Taiwan
is governed entirely separately from China, but
Beijing claims the island as its own and the World
Health Organization (WHO) clubs its virus cases
in the category for China, which has led some
countries to impose the same restrictions on Tai-
wanese as on Chinese citizens.

More than 115,000 Philippine citizens live
and work in Taiwan, mainly in factories and em-
ployed as household help. The Philippines’ deci-
sion to include Taiwan as part of a ban on people
from China visiting the country had “nothing to
do with” the One China policy, Panelo said, quot-
ing Duterte.

Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Joanne Ou
told reporters in Taipei that Taiwan had a
planned response if the Philippines maintained
its ban, but she declined to elaborate, saying
a decision was awaited from the Philippines
government.

“We will continue to communicate with the
Philippines and explain that this is a one-sided

and wrong decision by the Philippines’ health
ministry, which has already affected the relation-
ship between the two countries of Taiwan and
the Philippines,” Ou said.

In a statement following the Philippines an-
nouncement that the ban would stay, Taiwan’s
Foreign Ministry said it was still considering its
response, and that it was hoping Manila made
the “correct decision”. Taiwan and the Philip-
pines have close economic and cultural ties, but
no formal diplomatic relations, as the Philippines,
like most countries, only recognizes the govern-
ment in Beijing, and not in Taipei.

Taiwan has repeatedly complained that, with
its 18 virus cases compared with some 60,000 in
China, it is unfair for the WHO to lump them to-
gether with China and mislead other countries into
believing Taiwan faces an equally dire epidemic. 

The Philippines, more than 115,000 of whose
nationals work in Taiwan in factories and as do-
mestic helpers, said this week it had included
Taiwan as part of a ban on people from China
visiting the country. Taiwan is governed entirely
separately from China, but Beijing claims the is-
land as its own and the World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO) clubs its virus cases in the category
for China, which has led some countries to im-
pose the same restrictions on Taiwanese as on
Chinese citizens.

Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Joanne Ou
told reporters in Taipei that Taiwan had a
planned response if the Philippines main-
tained its ban, but she declined to elaborate,

saying a decision was awaited from the
Philippines government. Ou said “we will
continue to communicate with the Philippines
and explain that this is a one-sided and

wrong decision by the Philippines’ health
ministry, which has already affected the rela-
tionship between the two countries of Taiwan
and the Philippines.” — Reuters

MANILA: Members of People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) wearing biohazard suits
display placards with slogans during a protest in front of the department of health yesterday
amidst the COVID-19 coronavirus scare which has infected thousands of people in China. — AFP

HANOI: Residents wearing protective facemasks amid concerns
of the COVID-19 coronavirus ride in vehicles along a street in-
side the quarantined Son Loi commune in Vinh Phuc province
yesterday. — AFP


