
BEIJING: Tens of millions of people were under lock-
down across China yesterday, as surging virus cases
prompted the return of mass tests and hazmat-suited
health officials to streets on a scale not seen since the
start of the pandemic. China reported 5,280 new
COVID-19 cases on Tuesday, more than double the
previous day’s tally, as the highly transmissible
Omicron variant spread across a country that has
stuck tightly to a zero-COVID strategy.

That approach, which pivots on hard localized lock-
downs and has left China virtually cut off from the out-
side world for two years, appears stretched to the limit
as Omicron finds its way into communities.

At least 13 cities nationwide were fully locked down
as of yesterday, and several others had partial lock-
downs, with some 15,000 infections reported nation-
wide in March. Health officials urged people over 60 to
get vaccinated-including the third booster jab-as soon
as possible.

Around 80 percent of people in that age group are
double-vaccinated, according to official data-but
Beijing is anxiously watching the situation in Hong
Kong, which now has the world’s highest virus death
rates due to low inoculation among its oldest residents.
Official Jiao Yahui said at a press briefing Tuesday that
“the risk of severe illness is very high” for people in
that age group.

‘I panicked’ 
The northeastern province of Jilin has been worst

hit by Omicron with over 3,000 new cases yesterday,
according to the National Health Commission.
Residents of several cities there including provincial
capital Changchun-home to nine million people-are

under stay-at-home orders.
Health officials said over 8,200 Jilin residents have

been hospitalized, with the vast majority showing mild
or no symptoms. Shenzhen-the southern tech hub of
17.5 million people-is three days into a lockdown with
many factories closed and supermarket shelves empty-
ing, while China’s largest city Shanghai is under a lat-
tice of restrictions. City officials said at a press confer-
ence yesterday that “it is not necessary to lock down
Shanghai at present”, instead opting for more “pre-
cise” measures.

Scenes of closed neighborhoods, panic buying and
police cordons cast back to the early phase of the pan-
demic, which first emerged in China in late 2019.
Although cases from the chaotic initial outbreak in ear-
ly 2020 are widely believed to have been under-
reported, life since then had largely returned to normal
in China under its strict zero-COVID approach.

But as lockdowns edge closer to Beijing, public
venues have tightened their scrutiny of ubiquitous
health QR codes. From a 21-day home quarantine with

her mother and three-year-old child, project manager
Mary Yue said she was forced to isolate after cases
were linked to a playground they had visited.

“I panicked when the health officials called... I was
afraid they’d take us to a quarantine hotel,” the 34-
year-old told AFP. “But this time they are letting peo-
ple isolate at home. That’s a huge relief.”

Others expressed exasperation as the pandemic
grinds on in China, while much of the world tries to
return to normal. “The control measures were doing
pretty well before,” Beijinger Yan told AFP, giving one
name. “And now it starts again, when will it ever end?”

Economic clouds gather 
Experts forecast a dent to economic growth as the

virus billows out. “Renewed restrictions, notably the
lockdown in Shenzhen, will weigh on consumption and
cause supply disruptions in the near term,” Tommy Wu
of Oxford Economics said in a briefing note. He added
that it will be “challenging” for China to meet its GDP
growth target for the year of around 5.5 percent.

Dozens of domestic flights were cancelled Tuesday,
and aviation authorities said more than 100 internation-
al flights bound for Shanghai would be diverted to oth-
er Chinese cities between next week and May 1. Fears
over shutdowns extended a tech-fuelled rout in Hong
Kong, where stocks plunged more than six per cent.

As the financial hub grapples with its own deadly
COVID-19 wave, a former top government adviser
condemned leader Carrie Lam Tuesday and called for
her to “resign in shame”. Hong Kong’s 4,300 deaths in
under three months-mostly in care homes-has seen
Lam’s administration criticized for low vaccination
rates and unclear messaging.  —AFP
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SHANGHAI: Officials and workers, wearing protective gear, work in an area where barriers are being placed to close off streets around a locked down neighborhood after the detection of new cases of COVID-19 in Shanghai yesterday. —AFP
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Millions under lockdown in China
China reports 5,280 new COVID cases as Omicron variant surges

Zionist troops kill 
two Palestinians 
in West Bank 
NABLUS, Palestinian Territories:   Zionists troops killed
two Palestinians in separate shootings in the occupied
West Bank yesterday, the latest in a flurry of deadly
clashes as a US envoy tours the region seeking to ease
tensions. A 16-year-old died in an exchange of fire with
troops carrying out an arrest raid outside the northern
city of Nablus, the Palestinian health ministry and Zionist
forces said. Separately, a Palestinian in his 20s was killed
in Qalandia outside Jerusalem, the health ministry said.

Teenager Nader Haitham Rayan died in Balata camp
near Nablus after being hit by bullets to the head, chest
and hand, the ministry said. It did not give further
details on the circumstances of his death. A spokesman
for Zionist border police said a Palestinian had been
killed. Rayan’s body was wrapped in a Palestinian flag
ahead of his burial yesterday, during which gunmen
fired into the air. The Palestinian health ministry said
another nine people were wounded in the exchanges,
one of them seriously. The second death occurred in
Qalandiya, a town on Jerusalem’s northern outskirts that
hosts the main checkpoint between annexed east
Jerusalem and the northern West Bank. Alaa Shaham, in
his 20s, was killed by a “live round to the head”, the
ministry said.

Commenting on the violence in Qalandia, the border
police said riots erupted when forces entered the area to
arrest “two people involved in terrorist activities”.
“Hundreds of rioters threw heavy objects from the roofs
of houses endangering Zionist forces” who fired in
response, a statement said, without mentioning the
reported fatality. Hundreds gathered for Shaham’s funeral,
including gunmen from the Al-Aqsa Martyrs’ Brigade, the
armed wing of Palestinian president Mahmud Abbas’s
Fatah faction.

Palestinian authorities said the two deaths brought to
20 the number of Palestinians killed by  Zionists forces
this year. With violence flaring in the West Bank, US
deputy assistant secretary of state Hady Amr was in the
region for a tour aimed in part at trying to “reduce ten-
sions”, a US embassy spokesperson said. Hadr is also
seeking “to implement specific economic steps that will
improve lives”, the spokesperson added.  —AFP

Russia rallies militias
ahead of Ukraine
urban assaults
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Syria enclave marks 
uprising with 
message for Ukraine
IDLIB: Thousands of protesters in war-torn Syria’s
rebel enclave of Idlib yesterday marked 11 years
since the start of an anti-government uprising,
buoyed by the global outcry over Russia’s invasion
of Ukraine. Gathered on the main square in the
northwestern city of Idlib, more than 5,000 people
took part in one of the largest rallies the belea-
guered region has seen in months.

Many of the demonstrators hoped the war
launched by the Syrian government’s main backer
Russia in Ukraine would rekindle some interest in
their cause. “What is happening in Ukraine today
is similar to the situation here; the enemy is the
same and the goal is the same,” protester
Radwan Atrash said. Thousands of demonstrators
marked the date in other cities across rebel-held
northern Syria.

Syrian President Bashar Al-Assad’s grip on

power held by a thread after a nationwide uprising
that erupted on March 15, 2011 escalated into a
fully-fledged civil war. A decision by Russian
counterpart Vladimir Putin to throw his military
might behind the Syrian government changed the
course of the conflict and saved Assad’s hold on
power.

The main killers in a war that has left half a mil-
lion people dead is by some margin the govern-
ment and its allies, who include Russian and Iranian
forces, as well as a myriad of militia groups.
Around four million people, at least half of them
displaced, now live in a region of northwestern
Syria that is the last enclave fighting Assad’s rule
despite years of deadly Russian-backed offensives.

A few Ukrainian flags were visible at the Idlib
protest, as were banners expressing solidarity with
the Ukrainian people and demanding action
against Putin. A medic among the protesters at the
city’s main roundabout had some advice for his
counterparts in Ukraine.

“Fortify your hospitals with cement blocks; the
enemy Putin does not distinguish between civilians,
wounded people and fighters,” said Ali Hamoush,
who works at an Idlib hospital.

Russia has repeatedly targeted medical facilities

in Syria, according to witnesses, medics and
human rights groups. A pediatric hospital was hit
by an apparent Russian strike in the besieged
Ukrainian city of Mariupol last week, causing an
uproar and fuelling accusations of war crimes
against Putin. As the conflict drags on, rights
groups have pleaded for the international commu-
nity not to forget Syria. —AFP

IDLIB, Syria: A Syrian boy takes part in a rally marking
11 years since the start of an anti-regime uprising in
Syria’s rebel enclave of Idlib yesterday. —AFP
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Suspect in shootings 
of homeless 
men arrested
WASHINGTON: Washington police arrested a
suspect yesterday over the shooting of five home-
less men in the US capital and in New York, offi-
cials said.

Two men were killed and three wounded in the
shootings that took place over the past 10 days,
with Washington Mayor Muriel Bowser and her
New York counterpart Eric Adams calling the per-
petrator a “cold-blooded killer.” Police said the
suspect in the shootings was being interviewed by

law enforcement in a tweet early yesterday.
Authorities have offered large cash rewards for
information that leads to the killer’s arrest with
police releasing images of a shaven-headed and
bearded male suspect dressed all in black. The first
shooting took place in the early hours of March 3
in northeast Washington. The victim was taken to
hospital with non-life-threatening injuries, accord-
ing to officials.

A second homeless man was shot and wounded
five days later, also in northeast Washington, police
said. He also suffered non-life-threatening wounds.
The next day, a homeless man was found dead in
northeast Washington with stab and gunshot
wounds, police said. His tent, where he had been
living, had caught fire. On Saturday, a 38-year-old
man was shot in the arm in Lower Manhattan dur-
ing the night, police said. —AFP

NABLUS, Palestinian Territories: Relatives mourn during
the funeral of 16-year-old Palestinian Nader Rayan who
was killed by Zionist forces, at the Balata camp near
the northern city of Nablus yesterday. —AFP

WASHINGTON: This handout screen grab released
Monday by the Metropolitan Police Department in
Washington, DC, shows the suspect they believe target-
ed homeless men. —AFP
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