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Guinness world record holder, world’s smallest living woman, Jyoti Amge, appeals citizens to stay inside their 

homes during a government-imposed nationwide lockdown as a preventive measure against the Covid-19 

coronavirus, in Nagpure, India yesterday.

‘Medibot’ to do rounds 
on Malaysian virus wards

AFP, Kuala Lumpur

Malaysian scientists have created a barrel-shaped robot on wheels that 
they hope will make the rounds on hospital wards to check on coronavirus 
patients, reducing health workers’ risk of infection.

“Medibot” is a 1.5 metre tall (five foot) white robot, equipped with 
a camera and screen via which patients can communicate remotely with 
medics.

The invention, built by scientists at the International Islamic University 
Malaysia, is also fitted with a device to check patients’ temperatures 
remotely.

It is aimed at helping nurses and doctors working on the wards with 
social distancing, Zulkifli Zainal Abidin, a member of the team behind the 
invention, told AFP.

It cost about 15,000 ringgit ($3,500) to develop, and the university 
plans to trial it soon in their own private hospital, which does not treat 
virus patients, said Zulkifli.

If that proves a success, the scientists hope it can be used in government 
hospitals where people with Covid-19 are sent.

Malaysia has reported 4,683 coronavirus cases, including 76 deaths.
From Thailand to Israel, robots are being used in the fight against the 

coronavirus, which has killed over 114,000 people worldwide.
They are being increasingly relied on as fast, efficient, contagion-proof 

champions in the war against the virus.
Tunisia has deployed police robot to patrol areas of Tunis, to ensure 

that people are observing a coronavirus lockdown.
If it spies anyone walking in the largely deserted streets, it approaches 

them and asks why they are out.
They must then show their ID and other papers to the robot’s camera, 

so officers controlling it can check them. This is the second week of a 
nationwide lockdown to contain the virus, which has killed 14 people.

India risks plunging 
into‘social unrest’
Warn industries amid lockdown
AFP, New Delhi

Key industries are warning of social unrest unless India’s 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi makes concessions when 
he announces any extension Tuesday to a three-week 
pandemic-lockdown for the country’s 1.3 billion people.

The lockdown ends at midnight today, but several state 
chief ministers have already said they plan to extend it 
for at least two more weeks. With time running out, the 
government has not laid out any national plan.

Modi, who is to make a nationwide address at 0430 
GMT yesterday, is caught between growing fears over the 
pandemic -- cases have surged in recent days to more than 
9,150 with 308 deaths -- and the need to get the economy 
moving again.

Reserve Bank of India governor Shaktikanta Das called 
the coronavirus an “invisible assassin” that could cause 
havoc with the economy.

The national restaurants association, which said its 
members employed seven million people, warned there 
could be “social unrest” if it did not receive financial relief.

The government is considering making people stay 
at home in Delhi, Mumbai and other major cities while 
opening up rural parts of the country that have so far been 
relatively untainted by coronavirus, according to some 
reports. Media have predicted it would be relaxed for key 
sectors such as agriculture.

The commerce ministry has also reportedly urged the 
government to consider opening more activities “with 
reasonable safeguards” even if the lockdown is extended.

The possibility of arranging staggered shifts for different 
sectors is also being considered by authorities as a way of 
cutting down contact between workers.

India to test ‘cold spots’
Plan to use colour codes on map to navigate lockdown
AGENCIES

In a bid to widen testing and ensure 
that no significant number of 
Covid-19 cases are being left out, the 
government plans to expand testing in 
clusters chosen in ‘cold spots’ or areas 
where there are no cases reported 
as of now. This will be a significant 
decision that takes the focus beyond 
hotspot areas in around 133 districts 
where there is a high incidence of the 
disease.

The districts that will be taken up 
for sampling are being identified and 
a combination of pool and rapid 
testing will be adopted to check for 
the presence of Covid-19. The move, 
besides providing additional clinical 
data of the disease, is also intended 
to respond to criticism that India is 
not testing enough and positive cases 
might be under-reported.

The sampling will be on the 
basis of surveillance and tests will 
be conducted on ILI (influenza like 
illness) patients to track the presence 

of coronavirus.
As of now, at least half of India’s 

720 districts are yet to report Covid-19 
and the cases so far are concentrated in 
certain districts and cities in a pattern 
that can vary from state to state and 

even within states, reports TOI.
While pool testing is a RT-PCR 

process, seen as a reliable means of 
detecting the disease, the rapid test 
option is intended to test for antibodies.

The arrival of rapid test kits from 
China has been delayed but the first 
lot of kits is expected to reach soon.

The government has also decided 

to use colour code on the country’s 
map to Covid-19 and virus-free zones, 
and therefore people’s movement.

After a meeting with at least 13 
Chief Ministers on Saturday, Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi had indicated 
that the lockdown will be extended - 
but there will be relaxations in certain 
areas and cases to ensure the survival 
of the economy as well.

This is where the colour coding 
comes in, some of the participating 
Chief Ministers, including the Chief 
Minster of Puduchery, told the media 
after the meeting, reports NDTV.

Green zones will be districts where 
there is no Covid-19 case. Sources said 
there are 400 districts, where there 
have been no Covid-19 cases.

Orange zones will be places which 
saw less than 15 cases and there have 
been no increase in the number 
of positive cases. Here, minimum 
activities like opening of limited 
public transport, harvesting of farm 
products will be allowed.

Singapore readies 
‘floating hotels’

REUTERS, Singapore

Singapore is preparing to house hundreds of foreign workers in 
accommodation vessels typically used for offshore and marine industry 
staff as it races to find alternatives to dormitories where the novel 
coronavirus has been spreading rapidly.

Tens of thousands of migrant workers, many from South Asia, live in 
cramped dormitories across Singapore, which have become the biggest 
source of coronavirus infections in recent days.

Authorities are moving some of the healthy residents of those facilities 
to other sites including military camps, an exhibition centre, vacant public 
housing blocks and the accommodation vessels, which they have called 
“floating hotels”.

“Each facility can hold a few hundred occupants and can be suitably 
organised to achieve safe distancing,” Minister of Transport Khaw Boon 
Wan said in a Facebook post on Sunday after he visited one of the 
vessels.

They are docked in a restricted area in a port terminal, Khaw said.
Khaw released photographs of a basic, clean cabin with three beds 

covered in blue linen, and said the residents would be able to use a deck 
for an hour of exercise every day.

Meals will be prepared off-site and delivered to the cabins to minimise 
intermingling. A medical facility is also being set up nearby on land.

Singapore reported 233 new coronavirus cases on Sunday taking its 
total to 2,532, eight of whom have died.

ACCOMODATION FOR MIGRANT WORKERS

SOURCE: AFP

N Korea’s Kim reshuffles 
top governing body
North Korean leader Kim Jong Un has carried 
out a major reshuffle of his State Affairs 
Commission, official media reported yesterday, 
replacing more than a third of its members. 
Kim has established an iron grip on the levers 
of authority in his nuclear-armed country since 
inheriting power in his late 20s in 2011. He 
is chairman of the SAC -- the North’s highest 
decision-making body -- and five of its 13 
other members were replaced at a meeting of 
the country’s rubber-stamp Supreme People’s 
Assembly (SPA) parliament on Sunday, the state 
KCNA news agency reported. “This is a rather 
large scale of SAC membership shuffle,” said 
former US government North Korea analyst 
Rachel Lee. Pictures carried by the official 
Rodong Sinmun newspaper showed hundreds 
of lawmakers sitting in close proximity to each 
other without wearing protective masks.

Alarm over dozens of 
missing migrants in Med
Europe’s coast guard agency said Sunday it was 
looking for a dinghy believed to be carrying 
dozens of migrants when it went missing after 
setting sail from Libya for Italy. The UN refugee 
agency told AFP it was “very worried” about 
the fate of what could be 85 migrants lost in 
Mediterranean Sea. Two German monitors of 
dangerous migrant crossings first reported 
spotting four boats in distress off the southern 
coast of Malta over the weekend. The European 

Union’s Frontex border guard and coast guard 
agency later told AFP that one of the four boats 
had safely reached Italy and another two were 
still at sea. It said a fourth boat initially spotted 
on Friday was unaccounted for. “Frontex plane 
will fly again (Monday) morning in search of 
the remaining boat,” a spokesman told AFP.

Afghan prisoner releases 
‘important step’: US
The US special envoy who negotiated a 
deal with the Taliban said yesterday that 
an initial prisoner exchange between the 
insurgents and the Afghan government was an 
“important step” toward peace. According to 
the International Committee of the Red Cross, 
the Taliban on Sunday released 20 Afghan 
security-force prisoners. The move came after 
the government last week released hundreds 
of insurgent captives. “The release of prisoners 
is an important step in the peace process 
and the reduction of violence,” US Special 
Representative for Afghanistan Reconciliation 
Zalmay Khalilzad said on Twitter. “Both sides 
should accelerate efforts to meet targets 
specified in the US-Taliban agreement as soon 
as possible,” he added.

Health workers wearing protective face masks react during a tribute for their co-worker Esteban, a male nurse that died of 

the coronavirus disease, amid the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) outbreak, outside the Severo Ochoa Hospital in Leganes, 

Spain, yesterday. PHOTO: REUTERS
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CORONAVIRUS PANDEMIC

LATEST UPDATES

SPAIN EASES LOCKDOWN
Spain reopens parts of its economy, with some 

factory and construction staff returning to work 
within strict safety guidelines. But Spain’s Prime 
Minister Pedro Sanchez warns his country is “far 
from victory”, and lockdown restrictions in place 
since March 14 remain in place for much of the 

nation’s 47 million people.

OVER 114,000 DEAD WORLDWIDE
At least 114,539 people have died worldwide 

from the coronavirus in 193 countries and 
territories, according to an AFP tally around 
1100 GMT Monday based on official sources. 

There have been more than 1,853,300 reported 
infections since the virus emerged in China in 

December. The United States has 22,109 deaths, 
making it the hardest-hit country. It also has 

the highest number of reported infections with 
557,590 cases. Italy has 19,899 deaths, Spain 

17,489, France 14,393 and Britain 10,612.

NEW RISE OF INFECTIONS IN CHINA
Officials in China report 108 new cases, 98 of 

which were imported from overseas, the highest 
number of confirmed infections in a single day 

in over a month.

MOSCOW’S DIGITAL TRAVEL PASSES
Moscow authorities launch a digital permit 

system to control people’s movements. A 
website to apply for the passes starts working 
Monday for people travelling by car or public 

transport and the permit system will be 
operational from Wednesday.

US EYES MAY GRADUAL REOPENING
The US government’s top infectious diseases 

expert Anthony Fauci says parts of the country 
could begin easing restrictions in May, but 

remains cautious. South Korean firms will make 
their first shipment of tests to the US this week 
after a request by US President Donald Trump.

INDIA TO EXTEND LOCKDOWN 
India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi is set to 

extend a national lockdown, due to end Tuesday, 
for another two weeks, state ministers say after 

talks at the weekend.

ADB’S $20B RESCUE PACKAGE
The Asian Development Bank said it will 
roll out a massive $20 billion package to 

help developing member nations weather 
the economic fallout from the coronavirus 

pandemic. Up to $13 billion in loans will be 
made available to help virus-hit developing 
members fill in budget gaps, with another 
roughly $2 billion set for the private sector.

No festivities but resolve to fight ills
FROM PAGE 1

caste, creed and religious beliefs -- was to come 
out of their homes, many heading for Ramna 
Batamul to welcome Pahela Baishakh -- the 
first day of Bangla New Year 1427 -- amid 
traditional fanfare and lively pageants.

This year, however, would be completely 
different. 

As the novel coronavirus is taking a grim 
toll on the country like elsewhere in the 
world, there would be no one singing along to 
Rabindranath’s “Esho hey Boishakh, esho esho” 
under the banyan tree. The cultural troupe from 
Chhayanaut would not be opening the biggest 
secular celebration of Bangladesh this year.

There would be no “Mangal Shobhajatra”, a 
colourful, ceremonious procession, which is the 
mainstay of the Pahela Baishakh celebrations.

Traditional Baishakh attires -- white saris 
with red borders for women and panjabees for 
men -- would gather dust in shop racks.

The only thing that may be like other years 
is the smell of different bhartas (dishes made 
of different mashed vegetables) and fried hilsa 
wafting through households.

After the coronavirus hit Bangladesh, all 
celebrations have been cancelled, and the 
normal way of life has come to a halt.

So far, 39 people have died and 803 people 
have been infected while the country has been 
under virtual lockdown in its fight to stem the 
spread of Covid-19.

Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina has directed 
all to celebrate Pahela Baishakh with their 
families within the confines of their homes and 
to refrain from holding mass gatherings.

The government has already suspended all 
public programmes in order to avoid gatherings 
amid growing concern over the spread of the 
virus.

For the first time since the country’s 
liberation, Chhayanaut has had to cancel the 
celebration at Ramna Batamul. It started the 
programme in erstwhile East Pakistan in 1967 
as a protest against the cultural domination of 
the Pakistan military regime.

The organisation even held celebrations in 
2002, a year after Islamic militants carried out 
a bomb attack at Batamul celebrations. The 
attack killed 10 people and injured 50.

“This is the first time except during the 
Liberation War in 1971 that we are not holding 
a programme,” Sarwar Ali, executive president 
of Chhayanaut, told The Daily Star yesterday.

In the Pakistan era, Chhayanaut used to 
arrange the programme to protest the cultural 
domination of the Pakistan regime and to 
create a “Milon Mela” for Bangalees, he said. 

“After independence, the programme started 
to spread nationwide and eventually got a 
national form,” he added.

“But this year, Pahela Baishakh comes amid 
a global disaster. In this situation, we can’t 
consider holding such a programme.”

However, renditions of selected songs and 
poetry from the last three programmes would 
be telecast on BTV at 7:00am today. 

At the end of the hour-long programme, 
Dr Sanjida Khatun, founder and chair of the 
organisation, will give a speech, he said.

He also said that the funds collected for 
the programme are being distributed among 
poor people or artistes from the low-income 
bracket.

The Mangal Shobhajatra has also been 
cancelled for the first time since it started in 
1989. Organised by teachers and students 
of Dhaka University’s fine arts faculty, the 
procession has been inscribed in Unesco’s 
Representative List of Intangible Cultural 
Heritage of Humanity.

“This is certainly painful for us,” said Prof 
Nisar Hossain, dean of DU’s fine arts faculty.

“Everyone eagerly waits for the largest social 
festival of the country. But it [the coronavirus 
outbreak] has obstructed the programme 
entirely,” he told The Daily Star yesterday.

“However, our main focus is now on fighting 
coronavirus,” said Nasir.

He said they usually start taking preparations 
for Mangal Shobhajatra a month before 
the programme. But as the World Health 
Organisation declared Covid-19 a pandemic, 
they feared that they might not be able to hold 
the programme. “That’s why we did not take 
any preparations.”

“The purpose of arranging the Mangal 
Shobhajatra is to seek blessings for and unite 
people. But it goes against the method of 
fighting of coronavirus, which is maintaining 
social distance,” he said.

Like every year, Mangal Shobhajatra Research 
Center has prepared a poster for this year with a 
theme considering coronavirus to make people 
self-reliant to fight the disease.

The poster starts with a quote from famous 
American author Ernest Hemingway’s novel 
“The Old Man and the Sea” -- “Man can be 
destroyed but not defeated”, and ends with 
Rabindranath Tagore’s song -- “Mukta Karo 
Bhoy, Apona Majhe Shakti Dharo, Nijere Koro 
Joy”.

“We are circulating the poster online,” Nisar 
said.   

Mughal Emperor Akbar introduced the 
tradition of celebrating the Bangla New Year 
-- Naba Barsha – to mark the closing of the 
annual tax collection.

Traditionally, traders and shopkeepers open 
a new “halkhata” (account register) on this day 
and celebrate it by offering sweetmeats to their 
clients.

In the course of time, it evolved into a day 
of mass celebration and an integral part of the 
Bangalee culture. It has been considered a non-
communal festival as people irrespective of 
religion, sect, class and creed celebrate the day 
as one nation.


