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same protocol used with citizens. She urged all citi-

zens and expatriates to follow preventative measures 
to halt the spread of the virus, stressing that the min-
istry is following up on all cases. Kuwait Catholic 
Church yesterday issued a statement announcing that 
in compliance with health ministry instructions to avoid 
gatherings, all churches will be closed in the period of 
March 1 to 14.   

Director of the World Health Organization Regional 
Office for the Eastern Mediterranean (WHO EMRO) Dr 
Ahmad Al-Mandhari commended yesterday Kuwait’s 
concerned authorities for containing the outbreak of 
COVID-19.  

At a press conference held by the ministry of health 
on the sidelines of the WHO delegation’s visit to follow 
up the ministry’s actions, Mandhari acclaimed efforts 
made by the country’s government in implementing the 
organization’s recommendations regarding the spread of 
the coronavirus.  

Procedures by Kuwait’s authorities include enhanc-
ing effective monitoring at all country outlets, hospitals, 
health centers and screening upon entry of all travelers 
coming from infected countries. Measures taken by 
Kuwaiti authorities are to train health workers on the 
frontlines, deal with contacts and put them in quaran-
tine, isolate confirmed cases and spread public aware-
ness, as well as other measures, Mandhari pointed out. 
He thanked Kuwait’s government for its tireless work in 
response to the outbreak, as it is one of the signatories 
of the 2005 International Health Regulations and is 
working to fulfill its obligations including responding to 
early detection of public health happenings quickly.  

National Assembly Speaker Marzouq Al-Ghanem 
said yesterday that a special session of the parliament 
and Cabinet that was set for tomorrow to discuss the 
coronavirus will not be held. The session will not be held 

due to emergence of a host of new developments of 
paramount significance, thus an alternative session will 
be held at the parliament bureau, a date of which will be 
declared later after coordination with the government, 
he said in a statement. MPs had requested the special 
session to discuss government measures against the 
virus. Ghanem explained that there have been several 
developments at this level, namely completion of a gov-
ernment evacuation plan, preoccupation of the health 
personnel with anti-coronavirus precautions and 
accommodating Kuwaitis coming back home.  

Meanwhile, Qatar has confirmed its first case of 
coronavirus, state media reported yesterday, after a 36-
year-old Qatari man who was evacuated to Doha from 
Iran tested positive. Qatar on Thursday repatriated a 
number of its citizens from Iran - which is battling the 
worst outbreak outside China - and confined them to a 
14-day period of quarantine, the government said. The 
health ministry said the infected patient had been admit-
ted to hospital.  “This had been expected because of the 
virus’ spread across the region and other countries, 
alongside the exponential increase in the number of 
cases,” the health ministry said according to the Qatar 
News Agency. 

Iran yesterday reported nine new deaths from the 
novel coronavirus and 205 fresh cases in the past 24 
hours, bringing its overall toll to 43 dead and 593 infect-
ed, but it dismissed as “rumors” a report the real death 
toll was much higher. The Gulf tally stands at 45 cases of 
coronavirus in Kuwait, 38 in Bahrain, six in Oman and 
two more in the United Arab Emirates for a total of 21. 
Yesterday, the UAE also announced it was suspending 
nursery school classes, and limiting activities at other 
schools. Authorities said that two planes will also be 
sent to Iran to collect Emiratis and other Gulf citizens 
trapped there after air routes were closed. 

Cyclists taking part in the UAE Tour are awaiting the 
results of coronavirus tests from their hotel lockdown, 
after the event was abandoned Thursday when two staff 
from an Italian team tested positive. The race organizers 
said in a tweet yesterday that 167 of those quarantined 
had received negative results on coronavirus tests, but it 
did not say whether they were cyclists or staff members, 

nor how many others were awaiting results. 
Saudi Arabia on Friday barred citizens from the six-

nation Gulf Cooperation Council from entering two of 
Islam’s holiest cities amid fears over the new coron-
avirus, the foreign ministry said. The decision to halt 
access to Makkah and Madinah comes a day after the 
kingdom suspended visas for the year-round umrah pil-
grimage, an unprecedented move that has left tens of 
thousands of Muslim pilgrims around the world in limbo. 

The foreign ministry announced in a statement “the 
temporary suspension of entry of (GCC) citizens to the 
cities of Makkah and Madinah”. The ministry statement 
did not specify whether this suspension extended to 
Saudi citizens. But it said the decision excludes “GCC 
citizens who have been in the kingdom for 14 consecu-
tive days and did not show signs of coronavirus infec-
tion”. GCC citizens are allowed to enter the kingdom 
with their national identity document. But on Thursday, 
the government said they could only enter using their 
passports and not IDs. 

Since it announced its first deaths from COVID-19, 
Iran has scrambled to bring the outbreak under control, 
shutting schools, suspending cultural and sporting 
events and halting meetings of the cabinet and parlia-
ment. The health ministry yesterday reported nine new 
deaths and a 53 percent jump in infections over the pre-
vious 24 hours, taking the overall totals to 43 deaths 
among 593 cases. 

That was the highest number of new cases for a sin-
gle day since Feb 19, when Iran announced its first two 
deaths in Qom, a center for Islamic studies and pilgrim-
ages, including from abroad. Citing unnamed sources in 
Iran’s health system, the BBC’s Persian-language service 
said on Friday that at least 210 people had died in the 
COVID-19 outbreak. Most of the dead were in Qom or 
Tehran, the London-based broadcaster said. 

Health ministry spokesman Kianoush Jahanpour 
accused foreign media of spreading misinformation 
about the outbreak. “Given the rumors and false and 
contradictory content that may be published from satel-
lite networks or media which are not well-intentioned 
towards Iranian people, I must say that what we publish 
as definitive statistics is based on the latest definitive 

findings of laboratory tests,” he said. 
Fear of the virus is palpable on the streets of Tehran, 

which have been less crowded than usual as people 
apparently stayed at home. Traffic was flowing more 
freely than normal in the capital yesterday morning, 
when it usually chokes the streets at the start of the 
working week. The office of Tehran’s governor 
announced a reduction in working hours in a bid to 
reduce the chances of the virus spreading, state televi-
sion reported. 

Shops and pharmacies have been struggling to meet 
demand as people stock up on bleach, disinfectant 
wipes, face masks and other sanitary products, as well as 
non-perishable food. “Business... has hit rock bottom 
because of the coronavirus,” said Hadian, owner of one 
of Tehran’s now empty restaurants. “If the government 
had informed us earlier we would have tried to buy less. 
Now we have to throw away a lot of food every day and 
lose money,” he told AFP. “With this loss we have to pay 
the workers and rent too, and this is very difficult for us.” 

Large posters have gone up on advertising billboards 
in the capital urging people to follow hygiene guidelines 
such as washing hands and not touching handrails and 
other objects in public places. In Bandar Abbas, on 
Iran’s Gulf coast, residents reportedly set alight a clinic 
rumored to be treating people infected with coronavirus 
on Friday night. “The unsubstantiated rumor that several 
coronavirus patients were being held at the clinic... pro-
voked some residents to set fire to it,” Fars news agency 
said, adding the facility denied it had any such patients. 
Police and firefighters arrived and calm was restored 
before the blaze was extinguished, Fars reported. 

Iran’s coronavirus death toll is the highest for any 
country other than China, where COVID-19 first 
emerged. One of Iran’s seven vice presidents, 
Massoumeh Ebtekar, and Deputy Health Minister Iraj 
Harirchi are among several senior officials who have 
been infected. Jahanpour said yesterday that 205 cas-
es had been detected in the previous 24 hours, 
increasing the total of confirmed infections to 593. 
Among the latest infections were a new outbreak of 22 
cases in Golestan, a northeastern province on the 
Caspian Sea coast. — Agencies 
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 and the Soviets,” he said as he and other jubilant Taleban 

members took part in a march in Qatar, in a video shared by 
Taleban sources. 

The Doha accord was drafted over a tempestuous year of 
dialogue marked by the abrupt cancellation of the effort by 
Trump in September. But the position of the Afghan govern-
ment, which has been excluded from direct US-Taleban talks, 
remains unclear and the country is gripped by a fresh politi-
cal crisis amid contested election results. The signing comes 
after a week-long, partial truce that has mostly held across 
Afghanistan, aimed at building confidence between the war-
ring parties and showing the Taleban can control their forces. 

The US, which currently has between 12,000 and 13,000 
troops in Afghanistan, will draw that number down to 8,600 
within months of the agreement being signed. If the Taleban 
abide by the terms of the accord, the US and its partners “will 
complete withdrawal of all remaining forces from 
Afghanistan” within 14 months. The two sides also agreed to 
swap thousands of prisoners in a “confidence building meas-
ure”. And the unprecedented direct negotiations between the 
Taleban and Afghanistan’s government will begin by March 

10, likely in Oslo, senior US officials said.  
NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg heralded the 

agreement as a “first step to lasting peace”. “The way to 
peace is long and hard. We have to be prepared for setbacks, 
spoilers, there is no easy way to peace but this is an important 
first step,” the Norwegian former prime minister told reporters 
in Kabul. The insurgents said they had halted all hostilities 
yesterday in honor of the agreement. “Since the deal is being 
signed today, and our people are happy and celebrating it, we 
have halted all our military operations across the country,” 
Taleban spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid told AFP. 

Any insurgent pledge to guarantee Afghanistan is never 
again used by militant movements such as Al-Qaeda and the 
Islamic State group to plot attacks abroad will be key to the 
deal’s viability. The Taleban’s sheltering of Al-Qaeda was the 
main reason for the US invasion following the 9/11 attacks. 
The group, which had risen to power in the 1990s in the 
chaos of civil war, suffered a swift defeat at the hands of the 
US and its allies. They retreated before re-emerging to lead a 
deadly insurgency against the new government in Kabul. 

After the NATO combat mission ended in Dec 2014, the 
bulk of Western forces withdrew from the country, leaving it in 
an increasingly precarious position. While Afghans are eager 
to see an end to the violence, experts say any prospective 
peace will depend on the outcome of the intra-Afghan talks. 
But with President Ashraf Ghani and rival Abdullah Abdullah 
at loggerheads over contested election results, few expect the 
pair to present a united front, unlike the Taleban. — AFP 
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 call to stand aside and let Turkey “do what is neces-

sary” with the Syrian government. He said Turkey does 
not intend to leave Syria right now. “We did not go there 
because we were invited by (Syrian President Bashar al-
Assad). We went there because we were invited by the 
people of Syria. We don’t intend to leave before the peo-
ple of Syria say, ‘Okay, this is done,’” Erdogan added. 

As tensions rose, Russia and Turkey have held three 
rounds of talks, the first two of which did not yield a 
ceasefire. Russia’s Foreign Ministry said yesterday that the 
two sides agreed in this week’s talks to reduce tensions on 
the ground in Idlib while continuing military action there. 
But Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu told 
reporters in Doha that the Idlib issue can only be settled in 
a meeting between Erdogan and Putin, which he said 
would take place on March 5 or March 6. 

After 33 of its soldiers were killed on Thursday, Turkey 
said it would allow migrants it hosts to freely pass to 
Europe. One more Turkish soldier was killed on Friday, 
raising this month’s toll to 55. Turkey hosts some 3.7 mil-
lion Syrian refugees, in addition to Afghans, Iranians, and 
Moroccans among others. It has warned that it cannot 
take another refugee wave from Idlib. 

Violence in the northwestern Syrian province has dis-
placed one million civilians since December inside the 
country near the Turkish border in desperate winter con-
ditions, in what is perhaps the worst humanitarian crisis of 
the conflict. Erdogan said that 18,000 migrants has 
crossed the border to Europe from Turkey since the gates 
were opened, without providing evidence, and added that 
the number could rise to 25,000-30,000 yesterday. 

Greece and Bulgaria, both European Union member 
states neighboring Turkey, vowed not to admit the 

migrants. Greek police fired teargas toward migrants who 
were gathered on its border with Turkey and demanding 
entry yesterday. Criticizing Greece’s reaction, Cavusoglu 
tweeted: “Look who’s lecturing us on international law! 
They’re shamelessly throwing tear gas bombs on thou-
sands of innocents piled at their gates. We don’t have an 
obligation to stop people leaving our country but 
#Greece has the duty to treat them as human beings!” 

“We will not close these doors in the coming period 
and this will continue. Why? The European Union needs 
to keep its promises. We don’t have to take care of this 
many refugees, to feed them,” Erdogan said. He said funds 
transferred to Turkey from the EU to support refugees 
were arriving too slowly and that he had asked German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel to send them directly to the 
Turkish government. 

Turkey’s borders to Europe were closed to migrants 
under an accord between Turkey and the EU that halted 
the 2015-16 migration crisis when more than a million 
people crossed into Europe by foot. Bulgarian Prime 
Minister Boyko Borissov said he was planning to host a 
high-level meeting in Bulgaria to seek long-lasting solu-
tions for Syria and migrants and would meet Erdogan 
tomorrow to discuss it. 

He said there was currently no migration pressure on 
the Balkan country’s border with Turkey. “We have to do 
everything possible next week, very quickly, until 
Wednesday, Thursday at the latest, to provide Turkey with 
the necessary means so that it can take the migrants back 
and take care of them,” he told reporters. 

“A situation like the one in 2015 must not be repeated,” 
Austrian Chancellor Sebastian Kurz said on Twitter. “Our 
aim must be to adequately protect the EU’s external bor-
ders, to stop illegal migrants there.” In Athens, Greek 
Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis held an emergency 
meeting to discuss the border. “We averted more than 
4,000 attempts of illegal entrance to our land borders,” 
government spokesman Stelios Petsas said after the emer-
gency meeting. A Greek police source said migrants had 
set fires and opened holes in border fences.  — Agencies 
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It will be some years before the network links to the 

northern airport, for instance. “There’s been an enormous 
delay to the development of public transport,” said Blanche 
Weber, head of the Luxembourg Ecological Movement 
pressing for better links on environmental grounds. 

“Systematic and continuous investment is a sine qua non 
(essential) condition for promoting the attractiveness of 
public transport,” admitted transport minister Francois 
Bausch. 

Sales of tickets on the domestic network - which cost 
two euros per journey - previously covered just eight per-
cent of the 500-million-euro cost of running the transport 
system. That shortfall will now be met from the treasury. 
Ticket machines are to be gradually removed from stations, 
but offices selling tickets for international train trips and for 
first-class seating in Luxembourg - which continues to be 
a paying service - will remain. — AFP 

Luxembourg 
becomes first...

MAKKAH: Cleaners scrub and sterilize the 
floors of Makkah’s Grand Mosque after 
fears of coronavirus led Saudi Arabia to 
suspend pilgrim visas, but worshippers 
appear unfazed - confident of God’s pro-
tection. Saudi Arabia, home to Islam’s holi-
est sites, on Thursday suspended entry by 
foreigners for the year-round umrah pil-
grimage, an unprecedented move that has 
left tens of thousands in limbo. It has also 
sparked uncertainty over the annual hajj 
pilgrimage scheduled for July. 

But Nadia Bettam, a 50-year-old 
Algerian donning a veil to perform umrah 
for the first time, counted herself fortunate 
as she arrived in Makkah five days before 
Riyadh’s abrupt decision. “I have no fear. 
We are in the hands of God,” said Bettam, 
50, wearing a face mask and accompanied 
by her sister Fatima. “What matters for us is 
worship, but we are taking precautions.” 

Saudi Arabia has so far reported no 
coronavirus cases but there are mounting 
concerns over a spike in infections across 
the Middle East. On Friday it specifically 
barred citizens from the six-nation Gulf 
Cooperation Council from entering Makkah 
and Madinah amid fears over the new coro-
navirus, the foreign ministry said. The GCC 
states are comprised of Saudi Arabia, the 
United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Kuwait, 
Oman, Qatar. GCC citizens can normally 
enter the kingdom with their national iden-
tity document, whereas citizens of other 
countries require a visa. 

The Grand Mosque was packed with 
worshippers like Bettam on Friday, under-
scoring how faith often trumps health con-
cerns and the challenge of disease control. 

Floors of the Grand Mosque are washed 
four times a day and 13,500 carpets in 
areas designated for prayer are regularly 
cleaned, according to the official Saudi 
Press Agency (SPA). Grand Mosque official 
Jaber Wadani said the “best cleaning and 
sterilization methods” were in use, with all 
carpets scrubbed and perfumed daily. AFP 
saw cleaning crews wearing green face 
masks sterilizing doors with disinfectants 
including chlorine. 

Facemasks are useful in guarding against 
infections, said Robina Mahmoud, leading a 
group of 105 pilgrims from the Netherlands. 
Her group was also taking precautions such 
as regularly washing their hands.”This will 
definitely protect us, but the rest is in God’s 
hands,” she said. 

Inside the mosque, the area surrounding 
the Kaaba - cube structure that is the focal 
point of Islam - was packed with tens of 
thousands of worshippers, most of them 
wearing masks. Muslims around the world 
pray in the direction of the Kaaba, which is 
draped in a gold-embroidered black cloth. 
Three pharmacies around the Grand 
Mosque said they had run out of masks. 
“The demand for masks in the last two days 
is unprecedented,” a Syrian doctor told 
AFP. “I have sold 200 boxes in three days, 
which used to be our monthly stock.” 

But other traders reported losses follow-
ing the decision to suspend umrah visas. 
“Whole groups (of pilgrims) have cancelled 
their (hotel) reservations,” said Mahfouz, an 
Egyptian who works as an independent 
travel agent. “I am still counting my losses.” 
The pilgrimage forms a crucial source of 
revenue for the government, which hopes to 

welcome 30 million religious visitors annu-
ally to the kingdom by 2030. 

Alongside Thursday’s pilgrimage curb, it 
has also temporarily suspended electronic 
tourist visas for people arriving from seven 
countries, including China, Italy, Japan, 
South Korea and Kazakhstan, according to 
the SPA. It added that tourist visa holders 

will not be allowed to visit Makkah and 
Madinah. Authorities insist the suspensions 
are temporary, but it was unclear when they 
will be lifted. 

“We receive hundreds of thousands of 
pilgrims every month from different coun-
tries around the world,” a Saudi official told 
AFP. “If (coronavirus) arrives here and 

spreads, it will be a global epidemic. The 
safety of people is more important than 
performing umrah.” But many pilgrims 
appeared defiant. “How can we be afraid if 
we are in the house of God?” said 21-year-
old Turkish student Hossam Aldin. “Even if I 
got the infection, it would be good to die as 
a martyr here.” — AFP  

‘No fear’: Pilgrims in Saudi 
defying risks of coronavirus 

MAKKAH: Muslim worshippers wearing protective facemasks walk in the courtyard surrounding the Kaaba, Islam’s holiest shrine, at the Grand 
Mosque complex on Feb 27, 2020. — AFP  


