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MUMBAI: India has ramped up the screening of
travellers to keep the coronavirus at bay but a
flurry of new cases has experts warning that it
may be hard to contain a spread in densely pop-
ulated South Asia with its generally poor medical
infrastructure. India, Pakistan and Bangladesh
are home to some 1.7 billion people, or more
than a fifth of the world’s population, but their
over-stretched health systems could struggle to
handle the type of intensive care required for
coronavirus patients.

On top of that, a prevalence of existing health
problems such as diabetes could spell trouble
while the sort of sweeping restrictions China has
imposed to stifle the virus would be hugely dif-
ficult in South Asia’s more unruly cities.

“The way Indian society is structured, the
kind of lockdown that many countries including
China and Japan have instituted, is pretty much
impossible even under good circumstances,”
said Vivekanand Jha, executive director of the
George Institute for Public Health, in New Delhi.

India’s total confirmed coronavirus rose to 29
on Wednesday, from six early this week.

The coronavirus, which emerged in China late
last year, has infected more than 95,000 people
globally, and killed more than 3,200, most of
them in China. Some health experts fear that
even with the recent spike in cases, India’s actual
tally could be much bigger. “There is a strong
possibility that the number of cases in India is
much higher than what has been detected,”
Arunkumar G, director of the Manipal Institute

of Virology, said, citing a virus incubation of up
to two weeks. Fears were fanned this week when
India’s health minister disclosed that 16 foreign
tourists who have tested positive had been tour-
ing since mid-February. Last week, US intelli-
gence sources told Reuters that India’s available
countermeasures and the potential for the virus
to spread its dense population was a focus of se-
rious concern.

‘All initiatives’
India’s government says it has screened more

than one million travellers, boosted its testing ca-
pabilities and set up isolation wards in all major
cities with international airports. But 450 million
of India’s 1.3 billion people are estimated to be
migrants, with vast numbers packing its rail and
road systems daily meaning controlling any
spread would be a huge challenge.

India’s high number of diabetics - 77 million
- and high rates of problems like kidney disease
could lead to higher morbidity, or protracted
treatment, experts said. “One particular risk of
India is the co-existence of other non-commu-
nicable disease epidemics,” Dr Rajib Dasgupta,
who is a professor of community health at the
Jawaharlal Nehru University in New Delhi.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s government
says it is confident of its ability to arrest the
spread of the virus. “Coronavirus is a challenge,
but the government of India has taken all initia-
tives to ensure that it is stopped,” said D V
Sadananda Gowda, minister of chemicals, who

oversees the pharmaceuticals sector. 
Neighboring Pakistan has found five coron-

avirus cases. A top health official was gloomy
about the prospects of tackling a major out-
break. “We don’t have human resources, we
don’t have the required inventory, we don’t have
a capacity to cope with a big emergency with
the given resources,” Shahid Malik, secretary
general of the Pakistan Medical Association, told
Reuters. Bangladesh has not confirmed any
cases of the coronavirus but five Bangladeshi

workers have tested positive in Singapore.
Bangladesh’s health ministry said more than

300,000 people have been screened at airports
and other border entry points. But one passen-
ger was not impressed by what he considered
lax screening upon arrival in the capital, Dhaka.

“Many of us could skip the screening. Just
imagine what would happen if someone infected
with the virus enters. It’ll be a total disaster,”
Farid Yamin, a Bangladeshi working in Singa-
pore, told Reuters. —Reuters

As India’s coronavirus cases spike, 
experts warn of South Asia spread

Pakistan officials gloomy about the prospects of tackling a major outbreak

AHMEDABAD: Students sit for the Gujarat Board Xth examination as they wear facemasks provided by the
school management at Sadhana Vinay Mandir school, following the COVID-19 coronavirus outbreak, in Ahmed-
abad yesterday. —AFP

Sri Lanka seizes 
record drugs 
haul at sea
COLOMBO:  Two foreign trawlers packed
with over $33 million worth of heroin and
crystal methamphetamine were seized in
Sri Lanka’s biggest-ever drugs bust at
sea, a navy spokesman said yesterday.

Troops found 400 kilograms (about 880
pounds) of heroin and 100 kilograms (about
220 pounds) of the drug “ice” on board the
two vessels, spokesman Isuru Sooriyaban-
dara said. The street value of the seized nar-
cotics was estimated by officials to be
6,000 million rupees ($33.5 million). 

The vessels, as well as a Sri Lankan
fishing boat, were yesterday escorted to
a harbor near the capital Colombo. Six-
teen foreign crew and five Sri Lankan
crewmen were detained for questioning,
Sooriyabandara added. The nationalities
of the foreigners were not disclosed by
authorities.

“The two foreign vessels were trying to
offload the drugs onto a Sri Lankan fish-
ing boat,” Sooriyabandara said. The for-
eign vessels, which carried no
registration, were intercepted in interna-
tional waters some 1,100 kilometers (687
miles) from Sri Lanka’s coast.

Sooriyabandara said investigators
were checking GPS data on board the
vessels to establish the route and the
point of origin.  Authorities said initial in-
vestigations suggested the Iran-Pakistan
coast was the point of origin. In 2016, the
navy arrested 10 Iranians, two Pakistanis
and one each from India and Singapore
for allegedly trying to smuggle 110 kilo-
grams of heroin into the island nation via
a trawler.

The country’s previous largest drug
haul was in December 2016 when police
seized 800 kilograms of cocaine on a ship
at Colombo’s port from Saudi Arabia’s
King Abdullah port.  Six months earlier,
authorities discovered 301 kilograms of
cocaine inside a shipping container at
Colombo. Authorities believe the Indian
Ocean island is also being used as a traf-
ficking transit point.  —AFP

More ‘apartheid 
cities’ seen in 
India after 
deadly riots
NEW DELHI: India risks greater segregation
in its cities after deadly riots in Delhi last week,
with minority and poor people likely to be
blocked from accessing housing in desirable
neighborhoods, human rights experts said
yesterday.

The Hindu-Muslim clashes in the city’s
northeast - the worst communal riots in Delhi
for several decades - killed more than 40 peo-
ple and injured hundreds. Thousands have
been displaced after their homes were
torched. Many of those uprooted were Mus-
lims, while there were Hindus among the dead
and injured.

The capital city of more than 20 million
people is likely to now see greater segmenta-
tion along religious lines as has happened in
other Indian cities, such as Mumbai and
Ahmedabad, said Miloon Kothari, a housing
and human rights expert.

“We generally see greater ghettoisation in
a city after a riot because of fear and insecu-

rity, with city authorities themselves some-
times reorganizing neighborhoods that en-
trench that segregation,” he told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation. “Apartheid cities are
being created due to political, planning and
gentrification processes that divide communi-
ties further, impoverish the poor, and makes it
easier to target vulnerable communities
again.”

Displacements caused by flooding, beauti-
fication of cities, and major sporting events
such as the 2010 Commonwealth Games in
Delhi and the 2016 Rio Olympics, also led to
ghettoisation of the poor, said Kothari, a for-
mer United Nations special rapporteur for ad-
equate housing.

Delhi has long drawn migrants from neigh-
boring states, who often live in informal settle-
ments because of high rents. Like in other
Indian cities, Delhi’s informal rules and deep-
rooted biases also discriminate against reli-
gious minorities and even unmarried people,
or those with certain food preferences or pro-
fessions. Deadly communal clashes in Mumbai
in 1992-93 and in the western city of Ahmed-
abad in 2002, led to Muslims being pushed out
of mixed neighborhoods to the fringes of the
city, said Darshani Mahadevia, a professor at
Ahmedabad University.

“The Muslim poor especially ... choose to
live in all-Muslim neighborhoods because they
feel insecure,” she said on the sidelines of a
land conference in Delhi. —Reuters


