
TOKYO: Hundreds of people began disembarking a
cruise ship in Japan yesterday after being held on
board for more than two weeks under quarantine, as
criticism mounted of Japan’s handling of the biggest
coronavirus outbreak outside China. Even as patients
trundled off the Diamond Princess cruise liner with
their suitcases, Japanese authorities announced 79 new
cases had been discovered on board, bringing the total
above 620, well over half the known cases outside
mainland China.

In China itself, the death toll from the coronavirus
climbed above 2,000, but the tally of newly reported
cases fell for a second day to the lowest since January,
offering hope and helping Asian shares and US stock
futures rise. China is struggling to get its economy back
on track after imposing severe travel restrictions to
contain a virus that emerged in the central province of
Hubei late last year. Beyond mainland China, six people
have died from the disease, and governments around
the world are trying to prevent it from spreading into a
global epidemic. 

The Diamond Princess has been quarantined at a
dock at Yokohama near Tokyo since Feb 3, initially with
3,700 people aboard. From yesterday, passengers who

tested negative and showed no symptoms were free to
leave. Around 500 were expected to disembark yester-
day, with the rest of those eligible departing over the
next two days. Confirmed cases were to be sent to hos-
pital, while those who shared cabins with infected pas-
sengers may still be kept on board.

Around half of the passengers and crew are
Japanese, and are free to go home once cleared to
leave. Other countries have said they will fly passengers
home and quarantine them on arrival. The United States
flew more than 300 passengers to air bases in
California and Texas this week. “I am very keen to get
off this ship,” Australian passenger Vicki Presland told
Reuters over a social-media link. She was among a
group of Australians getting off to catch an evacuation
flight back to 14 days of quarantine in the city of
Darwin.

Matthew Smith, an American passenger who
remained on board after declining the US evacuation
earlier this week, tweeted video of passengers depart-
ing with their suitcases. “Captain wishes ‘Arrivederci’ to
the guests departing the ship today but omits his usual
‘Buon Appetito’ to those of us who are still awaiting our
fates. Hey, what are we - chopped liver?!” he wrote.

‘Completely inadequate’
The rapid spread of the disease aboard the ship has

drawn strong criticism of the Japanese authorities, just
months before Japan is due to host the Olympics.
Infectious disease specialist Kentaro Iwata of Japan’s
Kobe University Hospital, who volunteered to help
aboard the ship, described the infection control effort
on board as “completely inadequate”, and said basic
protocols had not been followed.

“There was no single professional infection control
person inside the ship and there was nobody in charge
of infection prevention as a professional. The bureau-
crats were in charge of everything,” he said in a
YouTube video. Health Minister Katsunobu Kato
defended Japan’s efforts: “Unfortunately, cases of
infection have emerged, but we have to the extent pos-
sible taken appropriate steps to prevent serious cas-
es,” Kato said in a report by state broadcaster NHK.

The US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC) said Japan’s efforts “may not have been suffi-
cient to prevent transmission among individuals on the
ship.” From the start, experts raised questions about
quarantine on the ship. Passengers were not confined
to their rooms until Feb 5. The day before, as passen-

gers were being screened, onboard events continued,
including dances, quiz games and an exercise class,
one passenger said.

Better day in China
The promising sign out of China came from the

National Health Commission, which reported 1,749
new confirmed cases, the lowest tally since Jan. 29.
Hubei - the epicenter of the outbreak - reported the
lowest number of new infections since Feb. 11, while
outside of Hubei there were just 56 new cases, down
from a peak of 890 on Feb 3.

The latest figures bring the total number of cases
in China to more than 74,000 and the death toll to
2,004, three-quarters of which have occurred in
Wuhan, Hubei’s provincial capital. On top of tough
steps taken to isolate Hubei, where the flu-like virus
originated in a market illegally selling wildlife, state
media reported the province would track down any-
one who visited doctors with fever since Jan. 20 or
bought over-the-counter cough and fever medication.
Chinese officials have said the apparent slowdown in
infection rates is evidence that the strict measures are
working.  — Reuters
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ISLAMABAD: Parents and relatives of Pakistani students in the Chinese city of Wuhan, where the outbreak of the COVID-19 coronavirus began, hold placards during a protest to demand Pakistan’s government the evacuation of their
loved ones yesterday. — AFP 

Passengers depart coronavirus ship 
In China, death toll climbs above 2,000

Crisis drives
Lebanese abroad
in search of 
better future
BEIRUT: Sick of Lebanon’s political instability,
Habib Rahhal had been mulling leaving since 2018
to seek a better future. But the final straw came in
November when he was unable to get money out
of the bank because of a national financial crisis.
He stepped up his job search abroad and found
one in Germany. The digital product designer left
Beirut for Berlin this month, intending to build a
new life and joining a growing wave of Lebanese
driven abroad by the crisis.

“Typically, if someone is leaving, you would be
upset and try to persuade them not to. In
Lebanon, it is the opposite... The first thing they
say is ‘Congratulations!’,” Rahhal, 27, said as he
packed his bag. “This is what makes Lebanese
happy these days - leaving the country.”
Lebanon’s economic crisis is widely seen as the
most acute since independence from France and
worse than any it endured during the 1975-90
civil war. Long in the making, the crisis came to a
head last year as flows of capital into the country
slowed down and protests erupted against a rul-
ing elite that has overseen decades of state cor-
ruption and bad governance.

Banks have imposed tight limits on access to
cash and transfers abroad, the Lebanese pound

has slumped and firms have shed jobs and slashed
wages. The economy shrank by 7% last year,
according an estimate by the former economy
minister. With no end in sight to the crisis, many
people are considering where they might be able
to go. Many Lebanese, including some of the
most highly skilled, already have second pass-
ports, making it easier for them to leave.

Hoping for change, Rahhal joined the protests
that erupted in October when the heavily indebt-
ed government tried to levy a tax on WhatsApp
phone calls. But he did not pack the scarf he wore
to demonstrations. “I am turning the page,” he
said. Rahhal’s brother already lives in Germany
and his father lives in Nigeria. His sister is apply-
ing to emigrate to Canada and his mother also
wants to leave. As she saw him off at the airport,

Rahhal’s girlfriend said she planned to join him in
Germany. “Our future is going to be abroad,” said
Dana Nehme, 27. “It is heart-breaking that we
have to take such steps to continue our lives.”

Lebanon is already known for large diaspora
communities in countries including Brazil, Canada
and Australia in addition to many African coun-
tries, many of them descendents of Lebanese who
left previous crises or conflicts in the area.
“Emigration has been part of the history of
Lebanon, and authorities have not done anything
to reverse or contain this trend,” said Nassib
Ghobrial, chief economist at Byblos Bank. There
are no official figures on emigration, he said. “The
concern is that the youth here, or some of them,
consider there is no future for them in this coun-
try,” he said. — Reuters

Pakistan probes link 
between soybean 
dust and deaths 
KARACHI: Authorities in Pakistan are investigating if exposure
to soybean dust, which can cause severe allergic reactions, is
responsible for at least 14 deaths and dozens of illnesses in the
southern port city of Karachi. More than 200 people have been
hospitalized or treated for breathing problems since Sunday as
authorities try to determine if a leak of toxic gas was to blame,
after many patients complained of an unfamiliar odor. 

“While we are working on this complex bioanalytical problem,
we think this may be due to overexposure to soybean dust,”
Pakistan’s International Center for Chemical and Biological
Sciences told authorities in a letter on Tuesday. Although it was
still testing blood and air samples, the agency urged extreme care
during the unloading of soybean containers at the port, adding
that exposure to soybean dust had been known to cause breath-
ing ailments and deaths. 

Karachi Commissioner Iftikhar Shallwani told the Dawn news-
paper that a ship offloading a shipment of soybean had been
removed from the port terminal. Many schools in the area were
closed for a third straight day yesterday as the authorities investi-
gate. On Tuesday, several dozen residents of the port area staged
a protest to demand an impartial inquiry into the deaths, and
blamed authorities for not doing enough to prevent them. 

Pakistan State Oil (PSO) is temporarily closing its storage ter-
minal in the port area to help safeguard the health and safety of
its staff, the country’s largest oil marketer said. The company
would turn to backup sources to ensure the move did not affect
24-hour supplies of petroleum goods, it added. — Reuters

DAHR EL BAIDAR: Fog covers the skies in the region of Dahr Al-Baidar east of Beirut in Lebanon
on the main road linking the capital to Damascus. — AFP 


