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LOS ANGELES: California declared a state of emer-
gency over the novel coronavirus Wednesday as a
cruise ship was held off the coast over fears of a new
outbreak.

Separately, the federal government said it was
going to buy 500 million respirators to stockpile for
use by healthcare professionals. The measures came
as the death toll in the United States hit 11, including
the first fatality in California, and lawmakers in Con-
gress agreed to provide more than $8 billion to fight
the rapidly spreading disease.

California Governor Gavin Newsom announced
the emergency measures as he reported the death of
an elderly person who had taken a cruise to Mexico.
“The State of California is deploying every level of
government to help identify cases and slow the spread
of this coronavirus,” Newsom told reporters.

The emergency proclamation would help the state
prepare “in the event it spreads more broadly,” he said.
Thousands traveling aboard the Grand Princess-the
same cruise ship on which California’s first victim was
thought to have contracted the virus-were held off-
shore Wednesday night. The ship cut short its current
voyage back from Hawaii after passengers and crew
members developed symptoms. But its planned return
to San Francisco was held up in order to carry out
testing on board for those potentially infected. “We’re
holding that ship, which (has) thousands of passengers
as well, off the coast, and we’ll be conducting those
tests,” Newsom told a press conference.

Eleven passengers and 10 crew members were po-
tentially infected with the virus, Newsom said. Some
62 guests who remained on board from the earlier

Mexico voyage were being restricted to their cabins
for testing, the Princess Cruises company said in a
statement to AFP.

“In an abundance of caution, these guests and
other potential close crew contacts have been asked
to remain in their staterooms until screened by our on-
board medical team,” it said. In total, some 2,500 pas-
sengers plus crew-typically up to 1,150 — were on
board for its Mexico voyage, said Newsom. The Grand
Princess belongs to Princess Cruises, the same com-
pany which operated the coronavirus-stricken ship
held off Japan last month on which more than 700
people on board tested positive.

‘Necessary protections’ 
Earlier in the day, health officials in nearby Wash-

ington state said a 10th person had died there. Los
Angeles County officials reported six new cases in the
West Coast metropolis, while the number of confirmed
cases in New York state rose to 11.

One of the Los Angeles cases concerns a medical
screener at the city’s international airport checking
overseas travelers for symptoms. The Department of
Homeland Security said the worker was under self-
quarantine at home along with family members and
was showing mild symptoms.

“DHS is happy to report that this individual was
highly trained and did everything right both on the job
and when they began to feel sick,” a statement said.

“We are told the individual wore all the correct
protective equipment and took necessary protec-
tions on the job.” Nationwide, more than 130 people
have been infected, with the virus detected in more

than a dozen states. House Speaker Nancy Pelosi
said Republicans and Democrats had reached a deal
to fund the response to the outbreak to the tune of
$8.3 billion. The House of Representatives passed
the measure, and the Senate was to vote yesterday.
Vice President Mike Pence, the White House’s
pointman on the crisis, told reporters he would be
traveling to Minnesota Thursday to visit a plant
manufacturing personal protective equipment in-
cluding masks. 

He will then visit Washington state and meet with

Governor Jay Inslee to review containment efforts in
the Seattle area.

All of the newly infected individuals in Los Angeles
were exposed to COVID-19 through close contact,
health officials said. Barbara Ferrer, director of the Los
Angeles County Department of Public Health, said three
of the cases concerned travelers who had gone to-
gether to northern Italy-a virus hotspot with more than
100 deaths. Two other cases involved individuals who
had come in contact with a family member who had the
virus and the last was the airport screener. —AFP
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The Grand Princess-the same cruise ship on which California’s first victim was thought to have contracted
the virus-was held offshore Wednesday night.

Chaotic climate, 
chaotic cities fuel 
Brazil’s flood toll
GUARUJA, Brazil: Violent rain has killed scores
of people and forced thousands from their
homes this year in Brazil’s most populous states,
a disaster experts blame on climate upheaval but
also rampant urbanization. Flash floods, land-
slides and other havoc wrought by torrential rain
have killed at least 29 people in recent days in
the states of Sao Paulo and Rio de Janeiro. An-
other 25 are missing.

That comes after more than 50 people were
killed by heavy rain that devastated the state of
Minas Gerais in January. The same scenes of de-
struction have played out in all three southeast-
ern states, together home to more than 83
million people: poor neighborhoods wiped out
by tidal waves of brown mud; houses and cars
swept away by flash floods; residents evacuated
by boat and helicopter as their streets turn to
gushing rivers.

More than three million people live in high-
risk zones in Brazil’s southeast, which has been
hit by record rain this year-in some places, a

month’s worth in a matter of hours. As dozens of
rescue workers dug through the debris of
wrecked houses for his missing mother, stepfa-
ther and sister-in-law, one of those affected, 24-
year-old Yago de Sousa Nunes, voiced
frustration that the authorities did not do more
to protect the at-risk population.

“The city government knew this was a high-
risk zone, they knew how much rain was going
to fall this week, but they didn’t do anything to
evacuate people,” he said alongside the ruins of
the Barreira de Joao Guarda neighborhood, in
the coastal city of Guaruja, Sao Paulo.

Extreme weather 
Is climate change to blame? Experts say

more studies are needed to be sure.
But there is no doubt the region is experienc-

ing “an increase in extreme weather events,”
said Andrea Ramos of the National Meteorolog-
ical Institute. This year, the rainy season in
southeastern Brazil has been marked by ex-
tremes, said Marcelo Seluchi of the Natural Dis-
aster Monitoring and Alert Center (Cemaden):
very dry in the first half of the summer, then very
wet from mid-January on.

“The planet is heating up, that’s beyond
doubt. It’s more humid than 50 or 100 years ago,
which means the same weather systems have
more potential to create rain,” he said. —AFP

Former UN chief 
Javier Perez 
de Cuellar dead 
LIMA: Former UN chief Javier Perez de Cuellar,
who was known for his peace-making efforts in-
cluding brokering a ceasefire in the Iran-Iraq
war, died Wednesday in his native Peru, aged
100, his son said.

Perez de Cuellar served as UN secretary gen-
eral from 1981 to 1991, when he was often de-
scribed as a “pacifist by vocation and nature.”
Lauded by his countrymen as one of the most il-
lustrious Peruvians of his era, Perez de Cuellar led
the United Nations through a period marked by
the fight against world hunger, the eight-year war
between Iran and Iraq, as well as the civil war in
US-supported El Salvador which led to UN-me-
diated peace talks. “My dad died after a compli-
cated week. He died at 8:09 pm tonight (0109
GMT Thursday) and is resting in peace,” his son
Francisco Perez de Cuellar told RPP radio.

Perez de Cuellar was known for his efforts
to reconcile warring parties. He played a cru-
cial role in ending the Iran-Iraq war, securing
the release of American hostages held in
Lebanon and in peace agreements in Cambo-
dia and El Salvador, the UN said. Perez de
Cuellar considered the 1990 independence of

Namibia, one of the last colonial enclaves on
the African continent, his greatest accomplish-
ment as secretary general.

Current UN chief Antonio Guterres said he
was “profoundly saddened” at the passing of his
predecessor. “I extend my deepest condolences
to Mr. Perez de Cuellar’s family, the Peruvian
people and so many others around the world
whose lives were touched by a remarkable and
compassionate global leader who left our world
a far better place,” he said.

Peruvian President Martin Vizcarra ex-
pressed deep regrets on Twitter over the death
of “a distinguished Peruvian, a democrat
through-and-through, who dedicated his entire
life to working to improve our country.” Perez
de Cuellar’s popularity prompted him to accept
the presidential nomination from one of Peru’s
leading political parties-the Union for Peru-in
1995, which pitted him against then-incumbent
president Alberto Fujimori. —AFP
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