
SHANGHAI: A top Shanghai official conceded
Thursday the Chinese financial hub had been “insuf-
ficiently prepared” for its latest COVID outbreak, as
criticism mounts over lockdowns that have caught
residents off guard.

The eastern megacity of 25 million has been split
in two as part of a rolling lockdown plan to battle
China’s worst outbreak in two years. The spread of
the Omicron variant is testing the country’s zero-
COVID strategy, which aims to crush virus clusters
as soon as they emerge.

Residents in the eastern half of Shanghai have
been confined to their homes since Monday and sub-
jected to testing, before the restrictions are switched
to the more populated western half on Friday. The
curbs, which kicked in hours after being announced
on Sunday evening, spurred panic-buying at super-
markets and sent vegetable prices surging.

And some residents in western Puxi said they
were already being ordered to stay at home days
before the official lockdown. One of Shanghai’s top
officials, Ma Chunlei, made a rare admission of fail-
ure Thursday, saying in a statement that authorities
had been “insufficiently prepared for the substantial
increase in infected people”.

“We sincerely accept everyone’s criticism, and
are working hard to improve,” Ma said in a briefing.
He added that the city was beefing up its resources
for COVID testing and patient isolation.

Puxi resident Dong Jun said his district was
unexpectedly placed under lockdown Wednesday,
two days ahead of the official start date.

“I’ve been keeping my fridge full because of my
previous experience of lockdown, but it still caught
me off guard when I woke up and heard a lockdown
was announced,” he told AFP.

“It’s quite a hassle to maintain a certain amount
of life necessities.”

Residents complained online about a lack of
food, problems accessing medical services, and
fears that positive cases were not being transferred
out of residential buildings quickly enough. Two
separate asthma patients have died after reportedly
being refused medical services due to COVID
restrictions.

Pandemic ‘exit strategy’ 
Shanghai reported more than 5,600 positive cas-

es Thursday, most of them asymptomatic. Several
exhibition halls in the city have been converted into
mass quarantine centres, lining up thousands of
beds for patients with mild symptoms.

Ma said authorities were “speeding up the trans-
fer and isolation of infected people, minimising the

time they remain in the community”.
He cautioned that the lockdown of Shanghai’s

western half will involve a larger group of about 16
million people and asked for patience. “Regular life
will surely return soon,” he said.

The World Health Organization’s emergencies
director Michael Ryan said it was important for all
countries including China to have a plan to wind
down pandemic restrictions.

“That exit strategy, for any country, has to be
careful, especially when you have been so success-
ful up to that point,” he said at a Geneva press con-
ference on Wednesday night. He pointed out that
there is one seventh of the world’s population in
China, and authorities will have to “define a strategy
that allows them to exit safely, with their population
having maximum protection while re-engaging with
social and economic life”. — AFP
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SHANGHAI, China: Workers from a public service organization wearing protective gear deliver vegetables to residents of a neighborhood in lockdown, in Jing’an district, in Shanghai. —AFP

COVID-hit Shanghai grinds to a halt

UN urges world 
to halt worsening 
Afghanistan crisis
GENEVA: The United Nations urged the world to
stand by Afghanistan at a pledging conference on
Thursday where it is seeking a record $4.4 billion in
humanitarian assistance to the broken country. The
Taliban seized power in Afghanistan on August 15
amid the hasty withdrawal of US-led foreign forces,
and the country’s humanitarian crisis has rapidly
worsened since. The donor conference comes a
week after the hardline Islamists closed down girls’
schools, to widespread international dismay, despite
promising a softer version of their previous harsh
regime, from 1996 until 2001.

While condemning the closures, the UN, Britain,
Germany and Qatar, which are co-hosting the virtu-
al pledging event, insisted the international commu-
nity must not abandon the Afghan people, with 60
percent of the population needing aid to stay afloat.
And they also urged donors not to fall into the trap
of neglecting the crisis in Afghanistan while seized
by Russia’s war in Ukraine.

“Ukraine is of vital importance but Afghanistan
calls to our soul for commitment and loyalty,” UN
humanitarian coordinator Martin Griffiths told
reporters, speaking from Kabul.

‘Avert the worst’ 
The UN is seeking triple the amount requested in

2021, but its biggest-ever single-country appeal for
funds has so far only secured 13 percent of the
money needed. It said Afghanistan was on the brink
of economic collapse, with more than 24 million
people needing humanitarian assistance to survive.

“We need to avert the worst in Afghanistan and
that’s why we’re calling on donors to step up and be
generous,” said Griffiths. The British diplomat said
basic services like health and education were now
“on their knees”, while millions had no access to
work and people were taking out loans to survive,
with 80 percent of household expenditure going on
food. Furthermore, “as if things couldn’t get any
worse”, the country is suffering its worst drought in
decades, he said. 

The Taleban sparked outrage after ordering girls’
secondary schools to shut down just hours after
allowing them to reopen for the first time since seiz-
ing power. “We very much look forward to those
positions being rescinded in the near term,” said
Griffiths. “I hope it will not mean that the pledges we
hear for this conference are limited by that.” — AFP

Three dead as 
West Bank 
violence escalates
WEST BANK: Zionists security forces on
Thursday raided a West Bank city after three fatal
attacks rocked the Jewish state in over a week, with
two Palestinians shot dead and a third killed after
launching a stabbing attack on a bus.

The violence comes after a Palestinian armed
with an M-16 assault rifle killed five Zionist civilians
in the streets of Bnei Brak, an Orthodox Jewish city
near Tel Aviv, on Tuesday night.

That shooting took to 11 the number of people
slain in attacks carried out since March 22 by
Zionist Arabs and Palestinians, including two killings
linked to the Islamic State group.

The latest bloodshed erupted in the West Bank
city of Jenin on Thursday morning when Zionist sol-
diers mounting an operation to arrest suspects
linked to the Bnei Brak attack returned fire after
being shot at, the army said.

“During the activity, Palestinian gunmen opened
fire at the troops (who) responded with fire,” the
army said, adding one soldier was hospitalised.

The Palestinian health ministry said “the Zionist
entity occupation forces” killed two Palestinians,

males aged 17 and 23, in Jenin, and that another 15
were wounded. The Zionist army later confirmed to
AFP that security forces had “carried out an opera-
tion” in Jenin to apprehend suspects linked to the
Bnei Brak attack.

Afterwards, a Palestinian stabbed a Zionist civil-
ian on a bus south of the West Bank city of
Bethlehem, the army said, before “a civilian on the
bus shot the terrorist dead”. Police said later that he

used a screwdriver. Shaare Zedek hospital in
Jerusalem said it treated a man aged about 30 for
stab wounds to his torso. The Palestinian health
ministry identified the alleged assailant as Nidal
Jumaa Jafara, 30. The Gaza Strip-based secretary
general of the Islamic Jihad, Ziad Al-Nakhala,
announced the group’s armed wing would step up
activities “in light of the storming of Jenin camp by
the Zionist enemy army”. — AFP

JENIN: Palestinian mourners surround the body of Sanad Abu Atiyeh at a hospital in the town of Jenin on March 31, 2022
after he was killed during a Zionist entity’s raid in the occupied West Bank. — AFP

Dutch police 
arrest man for 
McDonald’s shooting
THE HAGUE, Netherlands: Dutch police arrested a
man on Thursday in connection with the gunning
down of two men in a busy McDonald’s restaurant,
confirming a possible targeted assassination. The 32-
year-old man handed himself in to a police station in
Deventer about 32 kilometres (20 miles) from the
northern city of Zwolle, where the shooting hap-
pened a day before.

“Police are now probing his role in the incident,”
law enforcement authorities said in a statement.
Dutch media reports meanwhile identified the victims
as two brothers, aged 57 and 62. Huseyin and Ali
Torunlar were two local businessmen involved in the
hospitality industry and have Turkish-Dutch back-
ground, several Dutch newspapers said.

Police have not yet officially confirmed the men’s
identities. Shocked patrons-including school children

who had just finished football practice-fled in panic
as the gunman opened fire, with witnesses saying he
emptied an entire pistol magazine on the victims.

Witnesses told the RTL Oost broadcaster the
gunman sat at a table across the men before the
shooting started. “The suspect was watching the two
Turkish victims for some time,” RTL Oost said. “This
looks like a cold-blooded and well-planned double
liquidation.” Police and medical workers swarmed the
scene shortly afterwards, where shocked relatives
and patrons could be seen being consoled by others.
Police have opened a large-scale investigation into
the shooting.

“But from the investigation police believe that the
two victims were targeted,” authorities said. “Police
would like to speak to any people who were inside
the restaurant or on its premises just before and dur-
ing the time of the incident.” Shootings are rare in the
Netherlands, although the capital, Amsterdam, has
seen some murders relating to its ongoing under-
world battles to control the cocaine drug trade. In
2019, Turkish-born Gokmen Tanis shot dead four
people on a packed tram in the central city of Utrecht
in a terror attack. Tanis was later sentenced to life in
prison for the shooting. — AFP

ZWOLLE, Netherlands: Employees working for a McDonald’s
restaurant react near the crime scene, after two people
were killed when a gunman opened fire at a McDonald’s
restaurant as reported by police and Dutch media, in
Zwolle, north of Netherlands, on March 30, 2022. —AFP

Top official concedes financial hub had been ‘insufficiently prepared’


