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QATIF: A couple takes a stroll on a sidewalk in Qatif city in Saudi Arabia’s Eastern Province, some 400Km from the capital Riyadh yesterday. —AFP

DUBAI: Saudi Arabia will impose a fine of
up to 500,000 riyals ($133,000) on people
who do not disclose health information and
travel details at entry points, it said yester-
day, as the Gulf state works to prevent the
spread of coronavirus. The kingdom on
Sunday imposed a temporary lockdown on
its eastern oil-producing province of Qatif,
where the majority of the 15 individuals
diagnosed with the disease live. Some have
failed to disclose travelling to Iran to the
authorities upon returning to Saudi Arabia
via other Gulf
Arab states.

Authorities in
Saudi Arabia,
the birthplace of
Islam, yesterday
asked imams to
deliver Friday
prayer sermons
in less than 15
minutes. The
Islamic Affairs
Ministry banned
food and bever-
ages at mosques in addition to spiritual
retreats. Saudi Arabia suspended travel with
14 countries including neighboring Arab
states, France, Germany, Turkey and Spain
and said legal action would be taken against
any citizen going to Iran, which reported
237 deaths from the virus yesterday.

The kingdom said most of the individuals
with coronavirus had returned from Iran or
Iraq - home to Shiite Muslim shrines - or

interacted with people who visited the
Islamic Republic. Qatif has a large Shiite
population. “All the travellers coming to the
kingdom by international flights, managers
and workers of other transportation means
have to respect local and international
health directives,” the kingdom’s public
prosecutor said in a statement.

King Salman has donated $10 million to
support efforts by the World Health
Organization to counter the coronavirus
outbreak, state news agency SPA reported.

Other measures
implemented in
Saudi to contain
the disease
include a rare
freeze on pil-
grimages to the
Muslim holy
cities of Makkah
and Madinah by
foreigners, and
Saudi citizens
and residents.

The cause-
way linking eastern Saudi to the island state
of Bahrain was closed at midnight on
Saturday. All Gulf Arab states have recorded
infections. The UAE, a major regional busi-
ness hub and transit point for passengers to
Asia, announced 14 new coronavirus cases
on Monday, bringing the number of people
infected to 59.

Four of the new cases were Emiratis
and three Italians, a health ministry state-

ment said. Oman reported two new cases
yesterday to bring the number diagnosed
with the disease to 18. Qatar, which
reported three new infections yesterday
to bring the number of people diagnosed
to 18, followed other Gulf countries by
announcing it was suspending schools and
universities from March 10.

Kuwait said it would close all cinemas,
theatres, wedding halls and hotel meeting
rooms until further notice. It also extend-

ed a temporary school closure by two
weeks until March 26, the government
communications office said. Bahrain
closed down a unit in a major hospital in
Manama after a medical intern tested
positive for the virus, state news agency
BNA reported, citing the health ministry.
Authorities have halted travel by Bahraini
officials abroad until further notice. The
country has diagnosed 95 individuals with
the virus.  —Reuters

Riyadh bans food and beverages in mosques, travel with 14 countries

No hugs, handshakes 
as US churches take 
new precautions 
ATLANTA: With a wide smile and arms outstretched, but
quickly dropped into double elbow bumps, James Harper
warmly greets fellow congregants at Our Lady of
Lourdes Catholic Church on Sunday in Atlanta’s Old
Fourth Ward neighborhood. “We’re all tight here,” said
Harper, 51, a salesman. “Normally it’s nothing but deep
hugs. But it’s a different day now.” Churches across the
United States are advising parishioners to avoid direct
contact with fellow members as an oft-reiterated warning
against spreading the coronavirus, which emerged in
China last year and causes the sometimes deadly respira-
tory illness COVID-19. At least 19 people have died out of
about 450 reported cases in the United States. The out-
break has killed more than 3,600 worldwide. Reverend
Jeffery Ott, pastor of Our Lady of Lourdes, said that the
biggest change on Sunday was omitting the ceremonial
sharing of wine in the common cup, or chalice, during the
Holy Communion service, as well as receiving the wafer
or bread in the hand only, not the mouth.

“Traditionalist may want the service, but this is not
just the flu,” he said. “We are all responsible to stop the
spread.” The instructions, now widespread across arch-
dioceses across the nation, involve changes to relatively
new ceremonies, such as the exchange of peace, which
was introduced in the 1960s, as well as age-old tradi-
tions such as Holy Communion that are at the core of
Catholic ritual.

Thomas Groome, a professor of theology at Boston
College and a former priest, said the new measures show
how seriously the church is taking the risks of coronavirus.
“All of these things are traditions that many are sentimen-
tal about,” he said. “But none of these symbols are essen-
tials to the church.” Traditionally Catholics embrace or
shake hands during the so-called “exchange of peace”
while repeating the greeting “peace be with you.”

But the Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Atlanta is
one of many that have told parishes to discourage phys-
ical contact during the ritual, which is designed to
remind worshippers they are members of a community.
Some dioceses want the “peace” ceremony eliminated
all together until the coronavirus outbreak abates. As an
alternative to touching, the Archdiocese of New York is
encouraging worshippers to wave at fellow parishioners
during the greeting, said Joseph Zwilling, a spokesman
for the archdiocese. Groome said that at his church in
Boston, the congregation nods or trades fist-bumps.
“This is the responsible thing to do,” he said.

In the Archdiocese of Miami, churches have been
urged to empty the holy water fonts at the church doors
as a precaution. When entering a church, many
Catholics dip their fingers in the fonts and make the sign
of the cross with the water which a priest had blessed.
Experts say it is an obvious conduit for infection.
Keeping people healthy is more important than tradi-
tion, Reverend Ott said. “Some of our older members
might not like the changes but we have to be responsi-
ble,” he said.  —Reuters

QATIF: A foreign worker wearing a protective mask rides a bike in Qatif city in the Eastern
Province, some 400Km from the capital Riyadh yesterday. —AFP

9 years on, state 
of the clean-up at 
Fukushima’s plant
FUKUSHIMA: Nine years after a devastating tsunami
sparked disaster at the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear
plant, clean-up and decommissioning continues at
the crippled facility. AFP was granted rare access to
reactor control rooms and other parts of the plant for
an update in the months before the Tokyo Olympics.

Damaged reactors 
Seen from afar, the buildings housing reactors one

to four, the most damaged of the six at the site, seem
to have been almost fully repaired. Three of them
were ravaged by hydrogen explosions. But up close
the damage is clear, with walls missing and debris
still on the ground. Those entering the control rooms
must wear clothing designated for the “yellow zone”
- protective suit, three pairs of gloves, three pairs of
socks, boots, a full face mask and a helmet.

These don’t protect against radiation, which pass-
es through clothing, but are intended to limit
radioactive dust entering the body or contaminating
clothes. The route to the rooms involves stepping
over detritus from the disaster and squeezing along
improvised staircases. The khaki green control

equipment, dating back to the 1970s, is still in the
room, though long rendered unusable by the disaster.
On the wall scribbled calculations remain - the des-
perate attempts of technicians in a room that had
been plunged into darkness to work out how to save
the plant. But there was nothing they could do to
stop reactors one, two and three from melting down.
The molten fuel remains in the bottom of the reac-
tors, so far only accessed by robots. The extremely
delicate task of removing it will not be tested at full-
scale until 2021, with the end of the process not
expected before 2040 or 2050 at best.

An underground ‘ice wall’ 
Groundwater from the surrounding mountains that

seeped into the facility and generated massive
amounts of radioactive liquid has long been a major
concern. The influx has been limited in part by the
construction of an underground “ice wall” that is
more than a meter thick, over a kilometer long and
extends 30 meters into the ground. “Everyone told us
that it would be very complicated, given the length of
perimeter we needed to freeze,” an engineer from
plant operator TEPCO said. “But in the end we were
able to do it with a technique used in Japan during
boring of tunnels: As the tunnel progresses, the edge
of the tunnel is frozen to prevent it from collapsing.”
Pumps are also used to reduce the amount of water
that comes into the plant, but rain and water used to
cool the reactors continues to generate 170 cubic
meters of highly radioactive liquid a day.

The contaminated water at the plant passes
through a filtration system known as ALPS to reduce
radioactivity. The early generations of the system
were not as powerful as the current version however,
and TEPCO says around 80 percent of the approxi-
mately one million cubic meters of treated water cur-
rently in tanks on site must be retreated. After filtra-
tion, the water still contains a significant amount of
tritium, which cannot be removed with current tech-
nology.

Activist groups like Greenpeace believe the water
should be stored long-term until technology is devel-
oped to filter it further, an option rejected by Japan’s
government. Officially, there are two main options for
the water: evaporation into the air or discharging it
into the sea. The International Atomic Energy Agency
says those options are both viable, but local fisher-
men and farmers are strongly opposed, worried
about the effects on their livelihoods.

5,000 workers a day 
Each day between 4,000 and 5,000 workers

pass through the Fukushima Daiichi plant, most of
them employees or subcontractors of TEPCO. At
the height of the difficult ice wall construction, the
number was 8,000. The workers have jobs ranging
from the construction of tanks to the removal of
spent fuel using remote-controlled cranes. Others
are there to manage the incredible logist ics
involved in the supply, supervision and disposal of
protective gear. —AFP
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