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Work suspension, social 
distancing, airport 
closure, prohibition of 

public gatherings, closure of  public 
parks, beaches and walking areas, 
shuttering of cinemas, shishas, dine-
in-restaurants, coffee shops, mosques, 
churches, schools, public transport...

Highlighting the state of uncertainty 
and intense precautions being taken 
by Kuwait to reduce the risk and control 
the spread of COVID-19 infection, 
the Cabinet last Wednesday took the 
unprecedented step of suspending all 
work in the public and private sector 
for the next two weeks.  

Countries around the world have 
been introducing various preventive 
measures aimed at stopping the 
spread and mitigating the impact of 
SARS-CoV-2 virus, responsible for the 
current COVID-19 pandemic. By midday 
on Saturday,14 March, a total of 148,695 
cases of COVID-19 infections had 
been reported from 149 countries and 
territories around the world, with 5,547 
people succumbing to the disease. 

While the number of infections and 

death rates for the new virus appears 
to be high, it helps to put these figures 
in perspective. The Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC) in the 
United States estimates that during the 
2018-2019 common influenza (flu) season, 
more than 35 million people in the US 
were sickened, around 490,000 were 
hospitalized, and over 34,000 people 
died from the infection. Remember, 
these numbers are just for the US. 

Yes, it is true that the case fatality 
rate (CFR) of around 3.7 percent 
estimated for COVID-19 is far higher 
than that for the flu virus. But, the CFR 
for current infection is also much lower 
than that recorded for 2009 Severe 
Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) 
and the 2015 Middle East Respiratory 
Syndrome (MERS) coronaviruses, which 
were 9.6 percent and 34.4 percent 
respectively.

The virus has also impacted the 
other Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
states, with the infection numbers 
varying. Qatar witnessed a surge in 
infected cases last week, to top the 
six-nation bloc with 337 infected cases. 
This was followed by Bahrain with 211 
infections, and Kuwait with 104 cases.
Saudi Arabia with 86 reported cases, 

the UAE with 85 infections, and Oman 
with 19, took the total GCC tally to 820 
infections. Luckily, so far the virus has 
not claimed any lives in the region.

In Kuwait, the Deputy Prime Minister, 
Minister of Interior and Minister of State 
for Cabinet Affairs, Anas Al-Saleh held 
a press conference on Wednesday 
to explain the exceptional measures 
introduced by the government. He said 
that the decision to temporarily close 
down all ministries and other public 
sector entities, except for emergency 

services, was taken following a request 
from the Ministry of Health, and in line 
with World Health Organization (WHO) 
recommendations.

The decision to suspend 
government institutions from 
Thursday,12 March to Thursday, 26 
March, “aims at minimizing gatherings 
of people for two weeks, which is the 
incubation period for the virus,” said Al-
Saleh. He added that the government 
was urging everyone to follow the 
recommendations and guidelines 

given by the Ministry of Health and 
warned that legal action would be 
taken against those found violating the 
regulatory 14-day quarantine period.

Assuaging any fears about food 
shortages, Al-Saleh emphasized that 
the country has enough food and 
other essential stocks to see through 
any emergency. Pointing out that 
the country was “passing through 
exceptional circumstances,” the minister 
called on everyone to remain calm and 
heed announcements made by the 
competent authorities, and not to be 
swayed by rumors on social media.

In the meantime, the ministries of 
interior and information announced 
that legal action would be pursued 
against anyone found spreading 
rumors related to COVID-19 infections. 
The ministries said they would jointly 
track and identify all those who spread 
rumors and initiate legal proceedings 
against them for spreading false 
news. “We will not tolerate those who 
spread rumours and they will be held 
accountable,” said Al-Saleh, adding 
that “rumors undermine the health 
security of the nation and causes panic 
among the public.”

...CONTINUED ON PAGE 9
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New testing devices 
to check COVID-19 
infection in Kuwait

New testing devices that enable faster inspection for 
COVID-19 infection among those arriving in Kuwait, 

are to be set up at land border-points and at the airport. 
Revealing this, the country’s Health Minister Dr. Basel Al-
Sabah said that the new devices are capable of providing 
results within 10 to 15 minutes.

The health minister added that people needed to 
be responsible and realize the gravity of the current 
situation, which requires exceptional measures to be taken 
temporarily to protect the health of Kuwaitis and residents 
first and foremost before any other considerations. He 
pointed out that recent flight bans and other precautionary 
measures were all temporary measures and in line with 
international measures being taken to prevent the virus 
from spreading. 

Minister Dr. Basel Al-Sabah stressed that the Council of 
Ministers is following developments related to the virus 
as they unfold, and would evaluate the situation and 
take appropriate decisions in the best interest of public 
health. The minister expressed his full confidence in the 
decisions taken by the Council of Ministers which are fully 
consistent with the recommendations of the Ministry in 
order to protect the higher interests of the country and 
the health security, which has been praised by the World 
Health Organization.

He also called on all to rely on news from official sources 
and not to be swayed by information being spread on 
social media platforms to check the accuracy of news 
from official sources before publishing them.

LOCAL

In a humanitarian gesture and to avoid 
hardships to expatriates who are 
outside the country and cannot re-

enter, due to ongoing flight bans and other 
entry restrictions imposed to control the 
spread of COVID-19, Kuwait will extend their 
visas if they are about to expire.

The Ministry of Interior (MoI) has 
announced measures to ensure they 
maintain the validity of their visas.

MoI has stated that sponsors can renew 
the residencies for their domestic helpers 

stranded in countries at the residency affairs 
department.

Sponsors or company representatives 
can visit the Public Authority for Manpower 
to renew the work visas provided they 
present a valid passport copy for their 
employees with visa 18 statuses.  Sponsors 
may renew residency of family members, 
who are outside the country, by showing 
they have valid passports, and visiting the 
residency affairs department.

For an expat, who is out of the country, 

and sponsoring his family, his wife and 
children will be granted temporary residency 
in accordance with the mentioned rules 
and conditions. The government has also 
decided to extend all visit visas issued for a 
period of two months and extend the leave 
of absence outside the country for a further 
period of three months from the end of the 
existing six-month period.

These measures can be availed 
by citizens in the following countries: 
Bangladesh, China, Egypt, Hong Kong, India, 

Iran, Iraq, Italy, Japan, Lebanon, Philippines, 
Singapore, South Korea, Sri Lanka, Syria and 
Thailand.

MoI allows visa renewal for expats 
stranded in countries with flight ban

Banks provide services in 
branches in each governorate
Branches of domestic banks will 

continue operating from 9:00 
am and close at 12 noon during the 
cabinet-declared official holidays, 
Kuwait Banking Association said on 
Saturday.

These banks will resume work 
tomorrow Sunday and continue 
services within this period of time 
until March 26, when the government 
declared vacation would be over, 
said Adel Al-Majed, the association’s 
chair in a statement. They will pursue services including financial transfers locally 
and abroad, he added. Transactions via ATM machines are proceeding with high 
efficiency, he said, affirming that clients seeking inquiries can reach the banks via 
special phone numbers. The association had declared closure of local banks as of 
Thursday until 26 March, however each bank would keep a single branch open in 
each governorate. Regular work is scheduled to resume on 29 March.
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In 2014, Margot Wallström, then 
serving as the foreign minister of 
Sweden, proclaimed that the Swedish 

government would adopt a so-called 
feminist foreign policy, becoming the first 
nation ever to do so. Since then, Canada, 
France, and Mexico have followed suit, and 
a handful of other nations—most recently, 
Luxembourg, Malaysia, and Spain—have 
pledged to develop similar policies. 

In each of these countries, the 
announcements have provoked questions 
among foreign policy experts. What, exactly, 
do these policies set out to achieve? At a 
time of rising global activism for gender 
equality, what does it mean to conduct 
foreign policy from a feminist perspective? 
And in an era of economic uncertainty, is a 
focus on gender equality an unnecessary 
distraction?  

Evidence from recent studies suggests 
that the status of women is closely aligned 
with a country’s prosperity and security. In 
this respect, promoting gender equality as 
a foreign policy priority seems like common 
sense. Closing the gender gap in workforce 

participation could add as much as $28 
trillion to the global GDP. Ensuring women’s 
meaningful participation in peace processes 
makes agreements more likely to last and 
be implemented. The more women there 
are in a country’s parliament, the lower 
the incidence of human rights abuses 
and conflict relapse. Equalizing access to 
agricultural resources for women could 
result in 150 million fewer hungry people 
on the planet. The bottom line: research 
confirms that nations seeking to fortify 
their own security, better use foreign aid, 
or support stable and democratic partners 
should prioritize women’s advancement.

Women’s rights have had a place in public 
policymaking since at least the late 1970s, 
supported by both international institutions 
and a proliferation of local ones in more than 
100 countries. But national reforms have 
primarily addressed domestic concerns. A 
feminist foreign policy offers something 
different, in that it promotes programs 
that make gender equality and women’s 
empowerment central to national security, 
including diplomacy, defense, aid, and trade.

The government of Sweden has 
undertaken the most comprehensive 
plan of this type with the feminist foreign 
policy it first articulated in 2014. But the 
Swedish policy actually builds on the prior 
efforts of many other nations. Such efforts 
share a focus on promulgating change in 
three broad areas. They seek to promote 
women’s leadership, to commit to policies 
that advance equality, and to allocate 
resources in a manner that supports those 
commitments. The specific initiatives 
governments have proposed vary, as do 
the extent of their implementation and 
the means of measuring their success. And 
although all aim to elevate gender equality 
as a foreign policy priority, not all are 

explicitly termed ‘feminist’.
Over the last decade, many countries 

have brought more women into their foreign 
policy decision-making circles and placed 
greater emphasis on gender equality in their 
conduct of foreign affairs. Today, a record 
34 countries have female foreign ministers, 
84 have female ministers of trade, and 20 
have female ministers of defense. Several 
countries have established ambassador-
level positions to promote women’s issues 
abroad or within their foreign policy 
apparatus. Not all of these countries have 
signed on to a foreign policy unequivocally 
dedicated to advancing women’s rights, but 
the shifts in their leadership have diversified 
foreign policy debates and led to effective 
policies.

Countries with and without explicitly 
feminist foreign policy agendas have 
pursued policies and dedicated resources 
that further gender equality, some of them 
adopting specific plans to address women’s 
rights through diplomacy and development 

cooperation. Eighty-three nations have 
adopted national action plans to encourage 
women’s participation in peace and security 
processes. Donor countries, including 
Australia, Canada, and the United Arab 
Emirates, have pledged a percentage of 
their foreign-assistance funds to programs 
that promote the advancement of women, 
or they have created new pooled funds 
to support women’s rights organizations. 
These efforts add up to a collective shift in 
resources and political will.

The effort to change leadership, adopt 
policies, and commit resources in order to 
advance gender equality as a foreign policy 
priority has met with some skepticism. 
Critics argue that increasing the focus 
on women’s rights and gender equality 
detracts from promoting other national 
interests abroad. Even many who believe 
that gender equality is a worthwhile goal do 
not agree that it should be institutionalized 
as a foreign policy priority.

...CONTINUED ON PAGE 6

Eighty-three nations 
have adopted national 

action plans to 
encourage women’s 

participation in peace 
and security processes.

The Best Foreign Policy 
Puts Women at the Center

Greater gender equality leads to greater wealth and security for all
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With the hike in prices, the 
global warnings and the 
financial crises, shoppers 

are looking for ways to save money on 
food without sacrificing nutrition.

Not every expensive food product 
means it is healthy and provides our 
body with all the essential nutrients. 
Sometimes when saying this food is 
expensive, it means it is rich in fat, and 
nitrates that cause cancer. So people 
tend to spend a lot on those food 
items that seem to have ‘extras’ that 
add calories but little nutritional value, 
like sodas, bakery items, and chips.

This article will help you save money 
while getting the best and nutritious 
food. First, when going to any co-op 
or supermarket, plan ahead what you 
want to buy. Do not ever go when you 
are hungry.

Have a light snack before you go 
shopping, and stick to your grocery 
list to help avoid useless purchases or 
costly mistakes when craving for food.

In a study published in the Journal 
of the American Dietetic Association, 
the researchers found that when 
families went on weight loss diets, they 
not only lost weight but reduced their 
food budgets.

Why??
They found out that the savings 

came from reducing portion sizes and 
from buying fewer of the high-calorie 
foods that tend to increase the amount 
spent at the grocery store.

Usually Healthy and natural foods 
are cheaper than junk food.  The ideal 
food is nutrient-dense, not calorie-
dense.

Here are some ideas for healthy 
eating.

Grains like lentils, beans and 
peas: These are among the most 
versatile and nutritious foods available. 
Legumes are typically low in fat, 
contain no cholesterol, and are high in 
folate, potassium, iron and magnesium. 
They also contain soluble and insoluble 

fiber because they are a great source 
of protein, legumes can be a healthy 
substitute for meat, which has more 
fat and cholesterol, and surely more 
expensive.

Fresh seasonal fruits: Save 
money by passing on calorie-dense 
cakes and cookies. Opt for seasonal 
fruit instead as they are rich in fiber, 
high in nutrients, sodium-free and fat-
free.

Tuna: Tuna is safe, low in mercury 
and super cheap. There are no excuses 

not to have it when it is always 
available. Tuna is rich in omega-3 fatty 
acids, which decrease trigycerides 
levels. Canned tuna is a great addition 
to the diet for good proteins and fats 
without a lot of calories. Note that tuna 
in water is richer in omega-3 than the 
one in oil.

Brown rice and multi-cereal 
bread: Comparing to the other food, 
brown rice and multi-cereal bread are 
a smart and cheap food options to 
choose. They are rich in fiber, can be 
taken by diabetic people, as they are 
slowly absorbed in the bloodstream, 

and we all know how important 
fiber is for digestive health, as well as 
maintaining a healthy weight.

Studies show that six servings of 
whole grains weekly can lower the 
creation of arterial plaque build-up 
and reduce chances of developing 
heart disease and high cholesterol 
levels!

Frozen food: They may be less 
expensive than fresh, yet are equally 
nutritious. Fish and poultry are often 
frozen to minimize freezer damage 

and retain freshness. With frozen 
foods, you can use only the amount 
you need and return the rest to the 
freezer. If it is properly stored, there is 
no waste.

The good news is that cheap 
food isn’t necessarily unhealthy food, 
so now, you can cut food costs by 
choosing the healthiest food products 
from your supermarket. 

Mira is a go-to source for nutrition and wellness 
and has joined The Times Kuwait team in 
a new weekly column discussing nutrition 
and answering queries. You can send in your 
questions to infotimeskuwait@gmail.com

Eat well on the cheap

To subscribe to my diet programs, 
don’t forget to log in to: 

www.eatlikemira.com.

Ask Mira: Eating Right to Live Happy & Healthy

 Thought
  for the         e

week
Mahatma Gandhi

 Indian activist

I suppose leadership at one time 
meant muscles; but today it means 

getting along with people.

When it comes to comfort 
food, it does not get better 

than a heaping bowl of chicken and 
dumplings. With its rich, creamy broth, 
tender meat and veggies, and savory 
balls of dough, it straddles the line 
between soup and stew.

When done just right, the dumplings 
are light, fluffy, and tender. You slice 
into one with a spoon, scoop up a little 
chicken and broth, and the result is 
heaven. But those same doughy balls 
can be the meal’s downfall if they turn 
out tough, undercooked, or gummy. 
Here are some tips to make sure that 
your dumplings always turn out good. 
Do not overwork the dumpling 
Dough: First, mix the dumpling 
ingredients just until the dough 
comes together. You will whisk 
together the dry ingredients, then 
add melted butter and heavy cream. 
Stir everything together until the wet 
and dry ingredients are combined and 
you do not see any more dry flour. The 
dough might look a little lumpy, but 
that is okay.  Overworking the dough 
is one of the easiest ways to end up 
with tough dumplings. Also, keeping 
ingredients as cold as possible and 
gentle handling will help ensure your 
dumplings are light and fluffy when 
cooked. For best result, cook your 
dumplings immediately after mixing 
and shaping the dough.
Do steam the dumplings for perfect 
texture: The second secret to making 

really good dumplings is to keep the lid 
closed while the dumplings cook. With 
the soup simmering over a low flame 
and the dumpling dough ready, you will 
drop spoonfuls of the dough onto the 
surface of the simmering broth, then 
cover the pot with a lid. The dumplings 
cook by steaming, which is part of what 
gives them such a wonderful texture. It 
is tempting to open the pot to check 
on the dumplings, but do not do it.  
The recommendation is to wait at least 
17 minutes as the moment you lift the 
lid, all that wonderful steam is gone 
in a flash. Add flavor to dumplings:  
Dumplings can be served plain, or 
flavored to suit your dish. Herbs are the 
best and simplest way to put a twist 
on your dumplings – parsley, chives, 
thyme, rosemary, sage and tarragon 
will all work well.

When flavoring your dumplings 
think about the flavors of the stew 
they are accompanying and flavor the 
dumpling with whatever herb you 
would consider putting in the stew as 
well (classic parings such as lamb and 
rosemary, chicken and tarragon for 
example). A little citrus zest also makes 
a great addition.

Lemon zest is a good all-rounder, 
but orange would also work well, 
particularly for lamb or beef stews. 
A little mustard or horseradish will 
also add a hit of extra flavor to your 
dumplings – not too much though, as 
they also add moisture.

Tips for perfect 
          fluffy 

dumplings
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Kuwait Cabinet recently decided to 
extend the school holidays for an 

additional two weeks till 26 March, as part 
of precautionary measures being taken to 
contain the spread of new coronavirus. The 
decision includes all schools, universities, 
government and private colleges, military 
colleges, and other educational institutions 
in the country.

In line with the decision to close 
educational institutions, the Department of 
Private Education (DPE) at the Ministry of 
Education (MoE) had published a circular that 
allows for alternate teaching methods while 
keeping the safety of students and teachers 

in mind. According to guidelines issued 
by the DPE, private foreign and bilingual 
schools in the country can continue their 
syllabus through their e-learning platforms, 
if they are available and if teachers and 
students have been trained on the system.

In the meantime, many Indian schools 
where annual examinations for up to grade 
8 were scheduled to take place this month, 
have decided to cancel the tests. In a circular 
from the management, the schools notified 
all students, teachers and parents that the 
examinations had been cancelled and that 
students would be promoted to the next 
grade based on their past performance in 

quarterly and half-yearly examinations.
The schools advised students not to 

waste their time and instead revise their 
previous subjects and consult with their 

teachers, who would be available at their 
homes from 7:30am to 3:00pm on working 
days. The schools added that tests would 
be administered in the reopening week 
to examine the level of preparedness of 
students for the higher grade.  Many schools 
were also forced to reschedule the dates for 
report cards and purchasing school supplies.

Last month, Kuwait’s Minister of Education 
and Higher Education Dr. Saud Al-Harbi had 
declared that examinations in public schools 
would be held immediately after Eid Al-Fitr, 
and indicated that there would be changes 
for the second semester date, as well as the 
start of the next academic year.

Indian schools cancel annual exams, promotes students

Municipality 
shuts down 
hundreds of cafes
Several cafes were found failing to abide by 

the Cabinet’s decision to temporarily close 
down public gathering places as a precautionary 
measure against the spread of the new coronavirus.

The violating cafes in various regions of the six 
governorates are now being sealed off by officials 
from Kuwait Municipality. In addition to the 75 
cafes that were shut down for violating the rules on 
the first-day of inspections on Thursday, inspection 
teams closed down a further 62 cafes on Friday.

Nearly a month after the government began 
implementing various precautionary 

measures to reduce the risk and prevent the 
spread of COVID-19 infection in the country, 
the ‘herd mentality’ seems to have clicked in 
and people have been rushing to cooperatives 
and supermarkets to purchase and stockpile 
essential goods.

Why the sudden sense of panic? No 
apparent reason, except that on Wednesday 
the government decided to clampdown on 
cafes, restaurants, clubs and fitness centers. But 
this decision, on its own should not be cause 
enough for a panic to set in. People had already 
stopped frequenting these places earlier when 
the authorities had called for a suspension of 
public gatherings. 

The only additional factor that appears to 
have prompted the public to batten down the 
hatches, is that on Wednesday the banks also 
decided to shut down for the next two weeks. 
Banks are a very visible part of public life, and 
the fear that their money could be locked in for 

an extended period may have fueled the sense 
of panic.

For whatever reason, and despite 
government assurances that the country has 
ample food stocks, and that cooperatives and 

supermarkets will remain open, people have 
decided to follow the ‘herd’ and stock-up on 
essentials. The only silver lining is that at least 
the cooperatives and supermarkets will be 
making money from the panic.

Consumers in frenzy buying, but why
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A book of condolence was opened 
for the former UN Secretary General 
Javier Perez de Cuellar at the Peruvian 

embassy from 9 till 11 March.  He was also 
the Prime Minister and Foreign Minister of 
Peru. The Ambassador of Peru to Kuwait, 
Francisco Rivarola and the entire staff of the 
Peruvian Embassy expressed their deepest 
condolences to the family of the former 
Ambassador.  Many diplomats of Kuwait 
signed the condolence book and shared their 
sympathies in honor his memory.

The Kuwait Foreign Minister Sheikh Dr. 
Ahmad Nasser Mohammad Al-Sabah paid 
tribute on 12 March to late Javier Perez de 
Cuellar, the former UN Secretary General, for 

his “historic and active” role in supporting 
Kuwait’s legitimate cause during the 1990-
91 Iraqi invasion and occupation of Kuwait.

Sheikh Ahmad said de Cuellar played 
a leading role in supporting the UN’s 
endeavors towards boosting international 

peace and security.
He said his support of Kuwait’s just cause 

earned him great respect among diplomatic 
circles and the international community 
as a whole. A veteran diplomat, lawyer 
and professor, he is the first and only Latin 

American to hold the top UN job so far. He 
was named as the UN’s fifth secretary-general 
in 1981 and during his two terms as UN Chief 
he led the international body during some 
of the most critical years of the Cold War 
between America and the Soviet Union.

LOCAL

...CONTINUED FROM PAGE 3

Such criticism overlooks evidence 
that gender equality is not only a 
human right worthy of protection but 
also a means to advance a country’s 
economic and security interests. 
Raising the status of women and 
girls has been shown to increase 
GDP, improve global health, combat 
radicalization and extremism, improve 
the chances of lasting peace, and 
strengthen democracy. The world 
confronts too much poverty, insecurity, 
authoritarianism, and violence for any 
nation to afford to overlook the talents 
and contributions of 50 percent of its 
population.

Other skeptics argue that a true 
feminist foreign policy would require 

nothing short of a transformation in 
international relations. These critics 
maintain that the feminist policies that 
the governments of Canada, France, 
Sweden, and other countries have 
adopted do not do enough to reshape 
aid infrastructure, decrease militarism, 
address the root causes of inequality, or 
incorporate the experiences of women 
and girls. 

But to the extent that such critiques 
are valid, they risk making the perfect 
the enemy of the good. Moreover, 
policies promoting gender equality in 
the national security space are relatively 
new, and it is still too early to know just 
what effects they will have, whether on 
improving the lives of women or on 
generating the political will to bring 
about further change.

The Best Foreign Policy 
Puts Women at the Center

Condolence book opened for 
former Peruvian UN Secretary General

No curfew, reiterated Tareq Al-Mizrem, head of the 
Kuwait’s Center for Government Communication 

(CGC) and its official spokesperson, on Friday. Tweeting on 
CGC’s official account, Al-Mizrem said that should there be 

such a decision, it would be announced in a transparent 
manner through official media channels. He also urged 
for implementing all guidelines and instructions of 
preventive measures set by the health ministry.

Government spokesman assures no curfew

The International Women Group 
(IWG) visited the new airport project 

‘The Building of Passenger 2’, which is 
one of the most important and largest 
projects in Kuwait and expected to be 
ready in August 2022. It is designed 
according to the latest international 
airports and expected to obtain the 
highest global rating for worldwide 
airports (IATA-LEVEL A).

A group of engineers welcomed 
the IWG members and architect Shouq 

AlDakheel and engineer Abdullah 
AlAnsari. Then, they provided a 
thoroughly detailed explanation of the 
new environmentally friendly airport 
building, which is expected to utilize 
the best in energy and environmental 
design, and to be one of the world’s most 
developed, technologically-advanced 
and attractive airports. In the end, the 
IWG members who visited the airport 
applauded the engineers for their hard 
work in implementing this project.

IWG visits new 
Kuwait airport project



The COVID-19 infection which is 
sweeping across the globe has 

also inflicted us in Kuwait. Over the 
past month, the government has 
initiated several measures intended 
to reduce the risk and control 
the spread of the virus in the 
country. The article is abstracted 
to enlighten the public about the 
current situation of the disease. 
The World health Organization 
(WHO) announced on 11 March 
that COVID 19 has turned a Pan-
demic. So, what is a Pandemic?

According to the WHO. a 
pandemic is defined as the 
worldwide spread of a new disease. 
On the other hand, an outbreak is 
the occurrence of disease cases 
in excess of what is normally 
expected, while an epidemic is 
more than a normal number of 
cases of an illness, specific health-
related behavior or other health-
related events in a community or 
region.
What is the advantage to declare 
a disease as a Pandemic for us?

Pandemic has nothing to do 

with how serious the illness is. It just 
means a disease is spreading widely. 
The label triggers governments 
to activate preparedness plans 
and possibly take emergency 
procedures to protect the public, 
such as more drastic travel and 
trade restrictions. WHO already had 
declared COVID-19 an international 
emergency where the virus has 
not yet spread. Hospitals and 
clinics around the world have been 
preparing for a surge of coronavirus 
patients on top of the everyday 
illnesses they treat.

In other words, people who 
were in places where the virus was 
circulating have known risks. If they 
get sick, the chain of transmission 
is obvious. And as long as health 
authorities can trace those chains, 
an outbreak is not yet deemed 
out of control. But when people 
start becoming infected without 
obvious links that signals wider 
spread of an infection throughout 
a population, key for a pandemic 
declaration.

For flu, the WHO typically calls 
it a pandemic when a new virus 
is spreading in two regions of the 
world; COVID-19 is now spreading 
in parts of four.

What I mean here, the 
pandemic is the alert from the 
WHO to the health organizations 
of the countries to be vigilant 
enough to face the problem in 
order to protect their public. So 
this message is to protect us rather 
than to put ourself in a panicking 
situation.
What was the last global 
pandemic?

The last disease the WHO 

declared a pandemic was a new flu 
strain, initially called ‘swine flu’, in 
2009. That decision came after the 
new H1N1 flu had been spreading 
in multiple countries for about six 
weeks. Today, that strain is what is 
known as ‘endemic’ worldwide — 
it became part of every season’s 
regular flu outbreak.
What is the promising news 
by WHO

COVID-19 has been labeled a 
pandemic, “but at the same time, 
we believe that it will also be the 
first  to be able to be contained or 
controlled,” said WHO.

Regular seasonal flu has a death 
rate of 0.1 percent. Exactly how 
lethal this new coronavirus will 

be is  not yet clear, and may vary 
from place to place especially as 
countries first grapple with an 
influx of cases.

But COVID-19 does seem 
less deadly than its cousins 
SARS (severe acute respiratory 
syndrome) and MERS (Middle 
East respiratory syndrome) even 
though it is spreading more easily 
than those earlier outbreaks.

For most, the new coronavirus 
causes only mild or moderate 
symptoms, such as fever and 
cough, and most recover in a 
couple of weeks. 

For a few, especially older adults 
and people with existing health 
problems, it can cause more severe 

illnesses, including pneumonia.
Recent WHO report stated that 

more than 70 percent of Chinese 
population contracted with CO-
VID-19 have successfully recovered, 
which even includes severe pneu-
monia-like complications of the 
disease. The recovery period varies 
according to the severity of the ill-
ness and can take up to six weeks. 
How long  is the quarantine 
period? 

Suspected people are to be 
quarantined for 14 days, which 
is the incubation period of the 
disease.
What are our responsibilities?

Adhere to precautionary 
guidelines issued by the authorities 
and lead a healthy lifestyle 

Some of the precautions you 
can take include:
• Personal hygiene: Hand 

hygiene, using face mask in 
an appropriate situation and 
its disposal, use tissues or 
handkerchief while sneezing 
and coughing and dispose of 
them or wash and dry the hanky 
properly before reuse.

• Avoid gatherings and crowds.
• Ensure adequate fluid intake, 

especially water.
• Healthy lifestyle: proper diet, 

exercise, meditation and sleep 
hygiene. 

• If you have fever, cough, sore 
throat or body pain get medical 
advice as soon as possible. 

• Do not spread unauthenticated 
news or messages 

• Do not panic, but be proactive 

Source: Based on WHO circular
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Do not panic, be proactive 

DR. MUHAMMAD ABDULLAH 
MUHAMMAD JAZEEM 
MBBS, MRCGP (INT), 
FELLOWSHIP IN DIABETES.
SPECIALIST FAMILY MEDICINE.

Kuwait Central Bank 
announces US$33 million fund 
to handle the coronavirus

Dr. Al-Hashel said in a statement that establishing 
the special US$33 million fund to handle the 

coronavirus threat comes in line with social and 
national responsibilities to cope with the emergency 
health situation. He added that it was also a back-
up to the government departments that have been 
handling the novel coronavirus (COVID19).

It is also in line with keenness of the banking sector 
in Kuwait to shoulder the national responsibility in this 
respect, boosting role of the private sector regarding 
such a social responsibility and as a follow-up on 
previous efforts spearheaded by the CBK to take all 
necessary precautions against the virus, he added. The 
fund has been placed at the disposal of the cabinet 
for disbursement on urgent and necessary needs, as 
warranted by multiple government precautions in 
facing the virus. The governor expressed gratitude 
to the banks for their rapid response with their 
contributions to the fund – in addition to the measures 
they have taken for the health of their clients and staff.

MoH suspends 
referring patients 
for treatment abroad

The Ministry of Health (MoH) is understood 
to have temporarily suspended the 

referring of Kuwaiti patients to foreign hospitals 
for treatment. 

This move follows the rapid rise in the 

number of cases of COVID-19 infection in many 
of the countries that Kuwaiti patients are usually 
referred to, such as Germany, the UK, France, 
Italy and South Korea.

Kuwait’s health offices in many countries 
including France and the UK have notified 
the health authorities in Kuwait that any 
patient being referred to hospitals in those 
countries will have to carry a health clearance 
certificate attesting that they or their relatives 
accompanying them are free from the new 
coronavirus infection.
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       Shopping/Working in wet markets

      Practice food safety

Supermarkets 
to operate 24/7

Ministry of Commerce and Industry contacted the 
Union of Consumer Cooperative Societies to keep 

cooperative societies open for 24 hours daily.
In a statement, the ministry stressed the importance 

of providing all basic needs and food supplies needed 
for citizens and residents alike, based on procedures and 
measures adopted by the state to confront the spread of 
coronavirus, COVID-19.

Kuwait Minister of Commerce and Industry Khaled 
Al-Roudhan reassured the public that “the strategic food 
stocks of Kuwait are good”. He added, “Rest assured, that 
the circumstance we are going through is an exceptional 
circumstance that we must meet with exceptional 
precautionary and preventive measures for the sake of 
your safety.”

Deputy Safa Al-Hashem had quoted the Minister of 
Trade and Industry, Khaled Al-Roudhan that there is no 
need for crowding in the associations as the stock is 
plentiful.

The General Manager of Salmiya co-op, assured the 
public that they and other cooperative societies in Kuwait 
would not close, and that they are expected to remain open 
24/7. He advised the public to not panic as everything is 
available, and all are welcome to come anytime they want.

Meanwhile, Kuwait’s Minister of Commerce and Industry 
Khaled AlRoudhan signed a resolution Wednesday that 
would penalize any merchant caught manipulating prices 
of goods.  The ministry said in a statement that prices of 
goods should not be changed following the issuance of 
the resolution, and whoever violated this decision would 
invite penalties.

The Ministry’s Undersecretary would be overseeing 
implementation of the resolution to make sure merchants 
would not change prices. Meanwhile, the ministry said 
all branches of rations would remain open in all six 
governorates.

A woman from the US, who was infected 
with coronavirus during the last week 
of February, shared her experience 

regarding COVID-19 on Facebook.
In the post, Seattle-based Elizabeth 

Schneider revealed how she contracted the 
virus, symptoms, immune system, precautions 
and misconceptions about it and the fact that 
she has now recovered.

Her post has gone viral and has got over 
27,000 shares and 3,500 comments.

In her post, Schneider wrote: “I had 
COVID-19 and here is my story. I made this post 
public out of several requests from my friends 
who asked me to share. I hope it gives you 
some good information and peace of mind!”

“First how easily you can get it. I believe I 
caught it when attending a small house party 
at which no one was coughing, sneezing or 
otherwise displaying any symptoms of illness. 
It appears that 40 per cent of the attendees of 
this party ended up sick. The media tells you 
to wash your hands and avoid anyone with 
symptoms. I did,” Schneider wrote from her FB 
account.

“There is no way to avoid catching this 
except avoiding all other humans. 40 per cent 
of folks were all sick within 3 days of attending 
the party all with the same/similar symptoms 
including fever,” she explained.

“Second, the symptoms appear to be 
different depending on your constitution and/
or age. Most of my friends who got it were in 
their late 40s to early 50s. I’m in my mid 30s. 
For us it was headache, fever (for first 3 days 
consistently and then on and off after 3 days), 
severe body aches and joint pain, and severe 
fatigue,” she added.

“I had a fever that spiked the first night to 
103 degrees and eventually came down to 
100 and then low grade 99.5. I felt nauseous 

one day. Once the fever is gone some were 
left with nasal congestion, sore throat. Only 
a very few of us had a mild itchy cough. Very 
few had chest tightness or other respiratory 
symptoms,” Schneider wrote.

“Total duration of illness was 10-16 days. 
The main issue is that without reporting a 
cough or trouble breathing many of us were 
refused testing. I got tested through the 
Seattle Flu Study. As of Monday, March 9, it has 
been 13 days since my symptoms started and 
more than 72 hours since my fever subsided. 
The King County Public Health Department 
is recommending you stay isolated for 7 days 
after the start of symptoms or 72 hours after 
your fever subsides,” Schneider added.

“I have surpassed both deadlines so I am 
no longer isolating myself however I am 
avoiding strenuous activity and large crowds 
and I obviously will not come near you if I 
see you in public. I was not hospitalised. Not 

every country is hospitalising everyone with 
a COVID-19 infection and in my case, and 
in many other cases, I didn’t even go to the 
doctor because I was recovering on my own 
and felt it was just a nasty flu strain different 
from the ones I have been protected from with 
this season’s flu vaccine,” Schneider wrote.

Schneider also added: “I also truly believe 
the lack of testing is leading to folks believing 
that they just have a cold or something 
else going out into public and spreading 
it. And worse folks with no symptoms are 
also spreading it as in the case of a person 
attending a party or social gathering who has 
no symptoms.”

“One thing that I believe may have saved 
me from getting worse respiratory symptoms 
is the fact that I consistently took Sudafed, 
used Afrin nasal spray (3 sprays in each nostril, 
3 days at a time and then 3 days off), and used 
a Neti pot (with purified water). This could 
have kept my sinuses clear and prevented 
the symptoms from spreading to my lungs,” 
Schneider wrote in her post. “This is not 
medical advice: I’m simply sharing what I did 
and correlating it with the fact that I had no 
respiratory symptoms,” she advised.

“I hope this information helps someone 
avoid getting sick and/or push to get tested 
sooner rather than later so you know to isolate 
before it gets worse or to get medical care if 
you have respiratory distress,” she wrote.

According to Schneider, hand washing 
doesn’t guarantee you won’t get sick, 
especially when folks without symptoms are 
contagious and could be standing right next 
to you in any given social situation.

“You more likely than not will not die, but 
do you want to risk spreading it to a loved one 
over 60 or someone with an immunity issue? 
Stay healthy folks!” she concluded.

US woman who survived 
coronavirus shares her experience

I caught it at a small house party
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How to cope with stress 
during 2019-nCoV outbreak

It is normal to feel sad, stressed, confused, scared or 

angry during a crisis.

Talking to people you trust can help. Contact your 

friends and family.

Don’t use smoking, alcohol or other drugs to deal with 

your emotions.

If you feel overwhelmed, talk to a health worker or 

counsellor. Have a plan, where to go to and how to seek 

help for physical and mental health needs if required.

Limit worry and agitation by lessening the time you 

and your family spend watching or listening to media 

coverage that you perceive as upsetting.

If you must stay at home, maintain a healthy lifestyle - 

including proper diet, sleep, exercise and social contacts 

with loved ones at home and by email and phone with 

other family and friends.

Get the facts. Gather information that will help you 

accurately determine your risk so that you can take 

reasonable precautions. Find a credible source you can 

trust such as WHO website or, a local or state public 

health agency.

Draw on skills you have used in the past that have 

helped you to manage previous life’s adversities and use 

those skills to help you manage your emotions during 

the challenging time of this outbreak.

Coping with stress during 
the 2019-nCoV outbreak

Children may respond to stress in different ways such 

as being more clingy, anxious, withdrawing, angry or 

agitated, bedwetting etc.

Respond to your child’s reactions in a supportive way, 

listen to their concerns and give them extra love and 

attention.

Try and keep children close to their parents and family 

and avoid separating children and their caregivers to the 

extent possible. If separation occurs (e.g. hospitalization) 

ensure regular contact (e.g. via phone) and re-assurance.

Provide facts about what has happened, explain what is 

going on now and give them clear information about how 

to reduce their risk of being infected by the disease in 

words that they can understand depending on their age.

This also includes providing information about what 

could happen in a re-assuring way (e.g. a family member 

and/or the child may start not feeling well and may have 

to go to the hospital for some time so doctors can help 

them feel better).

Children need adults’ love and attention during 

difficult times. Give them extra time and attention.

Remember to listen to your children, speak kindly 

and reasure them.

If possible, make opportunities for the child to 

play and relax.

Keep to regular routines and schedules as much 

as possible, or help create new ones in a new 

environment, including school/learning as well as 

time for safely playing and relaxing.

Helping children cope with stress 
during the 2019-nCoV outbreak

...CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

On Wednesday Kuwait also announced that starting on 
Friday it would halt all commercial flights to and from the 
country until further notice, with the exception of cargo 
flights. Banks in the country have also decided to remain 
closed from Thursday and to reopen only on 29 March. 

Clarifying the closure, Chairman of Kuwait Banking 
Association, Adel Al-Majed, said only one branch of every 
bank would be open in every governorate. He added that 
the customers would still be able to access the services of 
banks through mobile apps and online websites, and ATM 
machines would have enough funds to ensure the public 
could withdraw cash without any difficulty.

The immediate response to the government’s 
announcement on Wednesday was a wave of panic that 
sent the public rushing to cooperatives and supermarkets 
to buy and stockpile food and other essential goods. 
Though nearly a month had elapsed since the government 
began implementing various precautionary measures to 
contain the spread of COVID-19 infection, there had been 
no visible display of anxiety among the public before this. 
So the panic buying that began on Wednesday and then 
overflowed to Thursday before subsiding on Friday, had 
no obvious explanation. 

Most probably, the hysterical buying was catalyzed 
by the government’s unprecedented announcement to 
lockdown the country. Government institutions and banks 
are a very visible part of public life, and the fear that public 
services would no longer be available, and that their money 
could be blocked for an extended period, may have fueled 
the sense of panic. Or it could have set in from a belated 
‘herd-mentality’ response to the weeks of staggered 
precautionary measures implemented by the authorities.

Whatever the reason, it has luckily died down following 
repeated government assurances that essential services, 
including cooperatives and supermarkets, would continue 
to function and that the country had ample reserves of 
food and other essential stocks to see through any 
emergency. The only silver lining to the ‘herd’ response 
that led people to stock-up on essentials, is that at least 
the cooperatives and supermarkets had a good two-day 
business run.

 Now that the panic caused by the lockdown of the 
country has abated, it is becoming increasingly clear that 
the government’s precautionary measures to mitigate 
the spread of COVID-19 are on the right track. Despite the 
initial unpopularity of the ban on social gatherings, the 
closing down of restaurants, cafes and shisha joints, as well 
as the shuttering of all entertainment, leisure, sporting 
and cultural venues, the public is coming to realize that 
given the very difficult circumstances, the government is 
implementing the right preventive measures.

With no vaccines or treatments currently available for 
COVID-19 infection, the WHO and health experts are also 
recommending ‘social distancing’ as the best defense to 
limit the spread of COVID-19. The term ‘social distancing’ 
refers to the policy of keeping people away from close 
contact with each other during a highly contagious 
disease. One reasoning behind the ‘social distancing’ 
policy is to ‘flatten the curve’ — slow the rate of increase 
in infections so that cases are spread out. When infection 
cases appear all at once, it tends to inundate health 
systems and prevent healthcare professionals from being 

able to respond effectively. 
Even if social distancing does not change the total 

number of infections, it helps slow the rate at which new 
cases arrive in hospitals, easing the burden on health care 
infrastructure and improving the odds that individual 
patients will survive. During a pandemic, such as what 
COVID-19 has now become, this social distancing could 
mean the difference between a severe outbreak and one 
that is more manageable. 

Available analytical evidence from China and South 
Korea, both of which introduced strict social distancing, 
show that infection rates now appear to have reduced. 
This further attests to the importance of social distancing 
in the current attempts to mitigate the spread of the 
virus. Kuwait deserves a loud round of applause and the 
continued support of the public for being the first in the 
region to implement many of the precautionary measures 
that others are now emulating.

On Friday, following the health ministry’s 
announcement that 20 new cases of coronavirus had 
been detected taking the total tally to 100 in the country, 
the Ministry of Awqaf ordered the shutting of all mosques 
and explained that during a pandemic the faithful were 
not necessitated to offer prayers in mosques. The ministry 
advised Muslims to remain at home and continue offering 
the five daily prayers from their residences.

Though a curfew has not been introduced, the 
authorities urged the public to remain at home and 
closed down all public spaces, including beaches, 
parks and playgrounds. In a press briefing, government 
spokesperson, Tareq Al-Mezrem, denied rumors that a 
curfew had been imposed on the country. “We again deny 
what is being circulated on social media on imposing a 
curfew in the country, and reiterate that the government’s 
decisions are announced in full transparency through 
the media.” He urged people to remain calm, and for the 
media to exhibit restraint in reporting news from unofficial 
and unverified sources.The government has also created a 
website to inform the public on the latest developments 
at https://corona.e.gov.kw.

Reiterating this view, the National Assembly Speaker 
Marzouq Ali Al-Ghanim underlined the importance for 
everyone to adhere and cooperate with the precautionary 
measures being implemented by the state. “We are not 
two teams, three or more teams, we are one team today, 
and its name is Kuwait, which is currently led by the 
government with directives and instructions from the 
health authorities in the country,” said Al-Ghanim.

Kuwait implements emergency
measures to control COVID-19

Ministries of Interior and 
Information filed lawsuits 

against people who spread rumors 
related to coronavirus, which 
caused panic among citizens and 
expatriates, a senior government 
official affirmed last week.

 “We will not tolerate those who 
spread rumors and they will be 
held accountable,” Deputy Premier, 
Minister of Interior and Minister 
of State for Cabinet Affairs Anas 
Al-Saleh told a news conference 
following an extraordinary meeting 
of the government.

Ministry of Interior had 

announced last week “it will track 
all those who spread rumors and 
indeed the ministries of interior and 
information filed law suits against 
persons behind rumors,” he said.

 “Baseless rumors are 
undermining health security and 

causes panic among public,” said Al-
Saleh. He said suspension of work in 
government and private sectors was 
at the request of Ministry of Health 
and World Health Organization 
(WHO).

 “This decision aims at minimizing 
gatherings of people for two weeks, 
the time of incubation of the virus,” 
said Al-Saleh. He regretted the fact 
that some people were not abiding 
by home quarantine rules, and 
they would be penalized. Al-Saleh, 
meanwhile, played down fears about 
food shortages and emphasized the 
food quantity was enough.

Kuwait government files lawsuits
 against people spreading fake rumors
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BY ANTÓNIO GUTERRES
Secretary-General of the United Nations.

The upheaval 
caused by the 
coronavirus – CO-

VID-19 -- is all around 
us.  And I know many are 
anxious, worried and con-
fused.  That’s absolutely 
natural. 

We are facing a health 
threat unlike any other in 
our lifetimes.  

Meanwhile, the virus is 
spreading, the danger is growing, and our 
health systems, economies and day-to-day 
lives are being severely tested. 

The most vulnerable are the most 
affected—particularly our elderly and those 
with pre-existing medical conditions, those 
without access to reliable health care, and 
those in poverty or living on the edge.

The social and economic fallout from the 
combination of the pandemic and slowing 
economies will affect most of us for some 
months.  But the spread of the virus will 
peak.  Our economies will recover.  Until 
then, we must act together to slow the 
spread of the virus and look after each other.

This is a time for prudence, not panic. 
Science, not stigma.  Facts, not fear.  

Even though the situation has been 
classified as a pandemic, it is one we can 
control. We can slow down transmissions, 
prevent infections and save lives.  But that 
will take unprecedented personal, national 
and international action. 

COVID-19 is our common enemy.  We 
must declare war on this virus.  That means 
countries have a responsibility to gear up, 
step up and scale up.  

How?  By implementing effective con-

tainment strategies; by activating and en-
hancing emergency response systems; by 
dramatically increasing testing capacity 
and care for patients; by readying hospitals, 
ensuring they have the space, supplies and 
needed personnel; and by developing life-
saving medical interventions.

All of us have a responsibility, too -- to 
follow medical advice and take simple, 
practical steps recommended by health 
authorities.   

In addition to being a public health crisis, 
the virus is infecting the global economy. 

Financial markets have been hard hit by 
the uncertainty.  Global supply chains have 
been disrupted.  Investment and consumer 
demand have plunged -- with a real and 
rising risk of a global recession.  

United Nations economists estimate 
that the virus could cost the global 
economy at least $1 trillion this year – and 
perhaps far more. No country can do 
it alone. More than ever, governments 
must cooperate to revitalize economies, 
expand public investment, boost trade, 
and ensure targeted support for the people 
and communities most affected by the 
disease or more vulnerable to the negative 
economic impacts – including women who 
often shoulder a disproportionate burden 
of care work. 

A pandemic drives home the essential 
interconnectedness of our human family.  
Preventing the further spread of COVID-19 is 
a shared responsibility for us all. 

The United Nations – including the World 
Health Organization -- is fully mobilized.

As part of our human family, we are 
working 24/7 with governments, providing 
international guidance, helping the world 
take on this threat.  

We are in this together – and we will get 
through this, together.

We Will Come Through This Together
COVID-19

While the world has achieved progress 
towards gender equality and women’s 

empowerment under the Millennium 
Development Goals (including equal access 
to primary education between girls and boys), 
women and girls continue to suffer discrimination 
and violence in every part of the world.

Gender equality is not only a fundamental 
human right, but a necessary foundation for 
a peaceful, prosperous and sustainable world. 
Unfortunately, at the current time, 1 in 5 women 
and girls between the ages of 15-49 have reported 
experiencing physical or sexual violence by an 
intimate partner within a 12-month period and 
49 countries currently have no laws protecting 
women from domestic violence. Progress is 
occurring regarding harmful practices such 
as child marriage and FGM (Female Genital 
Mutilation), which has declined by 30% in the past 
decade, but there is still much work to be done to 
completely eliminate such practices.

Providing women and girls with equal access 
to education, health care, decent work, and 
representation in political and economic decision-
making processes will fuel sustainable economies 
and benefit societies and humanity at large. 
Implementing new legal frameworks regarding 
female equality in the workplace and the eradication 
of harmful practices targeted at women is crucial to 
ending the gender-based discrimination prevalent 
in many countries around the world.

Facts & Figures
• Globally, 750 million women and girls were 

married before the age of 18 and at least 200 
million women and girls in 30 countries have 
undergone FGM.

• The rates of girls between 15-19 who are 
subjected to FGM (female genital mutilation) 
in the 30 countries where the practice is 
concentrated have dropped from 1 in 2 girls in 
2000 to 1 in 3 girls by 2017.

• In 18 countries, husbands can legally prevent 
their wives from working; in 39 countries, 
daughters and sons do not have equal 
inheritance rights; and 49 countries lack laws 
protecting women from domestic violence.

• One in five women and girls, including 19 per 
cent of women and girls aged 15 to 49, have 
experienced physical and/or sexual violence by 
an intimate partner within the last 12 months. 
Yet, 49 countries have no laws that specifically 
protect women from such violence.

• While women have made important inroads 
into political office across the world, their 

representation in national parliaments at 23.7 
per cent is still far from parity.

• In 46 countries, women now hold more than 
30 per cent of seats in national parliament in at 
least one chamber.

• Only 52 per cent of women married or in a 
union freely make their own decisions about 
sexual relations, contraceptive use and health 
care.

• Globally, women are just 13 per cent of 
agricultural land holders.

• Women in Northern Africa hold less than one 
in five paid jobs in the non-agricultural sector. 
The proportion of women in paid employment 
outside the agriculture sector has increased 
from 35 per cent in 1990 to 41 per cent in 2015.

• More than 100 countries have taken action to 
track budget allocations for gender equality.

• In Southern Asia, a girl’s risk of marrying in 
childhood has dropped by over 40% since 
2000.

Achieving gender equality 
and empowering all women and girls

Kuwaiti women wear protective masks at the 
Mubarakiya Market in Kuwait City.
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No one knows where or how fast a 
new virus will spread. We cannot 
calculate the risks with confidence, 

and we will know only in hindsight whether 
we overreacted or underreacted. Given this 
uncertainty, how we respond to a viral outbreak 
is as crucial as the nature of the pathogen. And 
how we respond to the COVID-19 coronavirus 
should be guided by what we have learned 
from past viral epidemics.

Do not bet on it. The 2009 swine flu 
epidemic killed hundreds of thousands, mostly 
in Africa and Southeast Asia. But in Europe, 
where the threat was comparatively small, the 
media updated the death toll and the number 
of suspected cases on a daily basis. In the 
United Kingdom, the government predicted 
that as many as 65,000 citizens might die from 
the disease. In the end, fewer than 500 died.

Predictably, such daily accounting 
triggered fear and led politicians to make 
hasty, ill-advised decisions, such as stockpiling 
medication, without examining the evidence. 
All eyes were focused on the new, unknown 

virus, and not on protecting people from 
more lethal threats, such as seasonal influenza, 
which in 2009 killed orders of magnitude more 
people than swine flu. It still does, as would be 
clear if the media bombarded us with hourly 
updates of the flu-related death toll.

Similarly, millions of people, particularly in 
developing countries, die from malaria and 
tuberculosis each year. And in the United 
States alone, hospital-acquired infections 

kill some 99,000 patients annually. Yet, these 
unlucky people get next to no attention.

Why are we more scared of what is less 
likely to kill us?

The psychological principle that makes us 
fear swine flu, avian flu, or COVID-19, but not 
the common flu is called fear of dread risks. It 
is easy to elicit fear of episodes in which many 
people die within a short interval, such as 
plane crashes or epidemics. But when just as 
many or more people die over a longer period, 
as with car accidents or the seasonal flu, it 
is difficult to scare the public into wearing 
seatbelts or getting vaccinated.

Consider the paradigmatic millennial ‘virus’, 
terrorism. After the traumatic events of 11 
September, 2001, many Americans stopped 
flying and drove instead. It has been estimated 
that in the 12 months following the attacks, an 
additional 1,500 people lost their lives on the 
road while trying to avoid the risk of flying — 
far more than the total number of passengers 
who died on the four planes.

Terrorists strike first with physical force, 
which captures all the attention. Their second 
strike occurs with the help of our brains — our 
fear of dread risk that makes us jump from the 
frying pan into the fire. This second strike can 
be costly. Within two years of the 9/11 attacks, 

the US economy had lost over $100 billion, 
owing to reduced travel, business interruption, 
and event cancellation, the federal government 
had spent half a trillion dollars on security 
measures, and the American people accepted 
more intrusive state surveillance as a condition 
of their safety. But an American today is more 
likely to be shot by a child than blown up 
by an Islamist terrorist. It is not only terrorists 
whom we disproportionately fear. Today, Asian 
minorities in the US and Europe are paying the 
price for COVID-19. Citizens of Asian descent 
are viewed with suspicion, and Chinese 
restaurants from Berlin to San Francisco are 
reporting a drop in business of 50 percent or 
more as customers shun them. And, of course, 
the media have a stake in ringing alarm bells 
and keeping us glued to their pages, platforms, 
programs, and podcasts.

Fortunately, disproportionate fear of things 
that are unlikely to kill us is not hardwired 
into our brains. That is why risk literacy is 
so important. We need to be taught the 
mathematics of uncertainty, meaning 
statistical thinking. Just as being able to 
read enables people to understand texts, so 
statistical thinking enables us to understand 
and manage the risks we face..

Part of risk literacy is learning why we 

fear what we fear. In fact, understanding 
uncertainty and understanding psychology 
go together. That can help the public ask the 
right questions, and politicians to make the 
right decisions. For example, when swine flu 
spread, many governments followed the World 
Health Organization’s advice and stockpiled 
Tamiflu, a medication that was marketed to 
protect against the severe consequences of 
flu. Yet, many expert advisers to the WHO had 
financial ties to drug manufacturers, and there 
is still no evidence that Tamiflu is effective. The 
US wasted over $1 billion, and the UK over 
£400,000 ($522,000), on this medication — 
money that instead could have been invested 
in improving health care.

Even with greater risk literacy, most 
politicians would need considerable courage 
to act on the basis of evidence rather than 
out of fear. But these are precisely the kind of 
leaders we need and would respect.

Achieving global risk literacy would give 
everyone a chance to approach situations 
such as the COVID-19 epidemic with a cooler 
head. This year’s novel virus will not be the 
last. As a first step toward confronting the 
outbreaks to come, we must learn to live with 
uncertainty, rather than allowing ourselves to 
be held captive by it.

What Does Not Kill Us Makes Us Panic

GERD GIGERENZER
Director of the Harding Center for Risk 
Literacy at the Max Planck Institute for 
Human Development in Berlin.

The psychological principle 
that makes us fear swine 

flu, avian flu, or COVID-19, 
but not the common flu is 
called fear of dread risks. 
It is easy to elicit fear of 
episodes in which many 
people die within a short 
interval, such as plane 
crashes or epidemics. 
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On January 25, Chatham House and 
Georgetown University hosted US 
Secretary of the Treasury Steven 

Mnuchin for a discussion about US economic 
policymaking and the world. Mnuchin had 
come straight from the World Economic 
Forum’s annual meeting in Davos, but 
the dominant theme of that gathering 
(‘stakeholder capitalism’) had already been 
eclipsed by broader developments. The 
coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak had become 
a massive problem for China and would soon 
threaten the entire world.

As someone whose career has included 
work on infectious-disease risks, I had some 
sympathy with Mnuchin’s comments at Davos, 
where he pointed out that climate change is 
not the only policy challenge facing the world 
today. (I do not, however, support his belittling 
of the Swedish teen climate activist Greta 
Thunberg on that same occasion.)

According to the United Kingdom’s 
2016 Review on Antimicrobial Resistance 
(AMR), which I chaired, policymakers around 
the world need to pursue 29 essential 

interventions in the medium term in order to 
avoid a costly and deadly global health crisis. 
Specifically, we warned that in the absence 
of concerted action, drug-resistant microbes 
could take around ten million lives per year 
by 2050, at a cumulative cost to global GDP of 
around $100 trillion.

Now the COVID-19 crisis is upon us. There 
is no readily available vaccine, and global 
health systems around the world have proven 
largely unprepared and unequipped to 
manage a fast-moving pandemic. Of the ten 

broad areas covered by the Review’s policy 
recommendations, at least two are central to 
the fight against COVID-19. The first is health 
and sanitation. By now, everyone will have 
heard that they should be washing their 
hands often and thoroughly. But while hand 
washing and other basic hygiene measures are 
necessary, they are not sufficient for averting 
the spread of viral and bacterial infections.

More to the point, the COVID-19 crisis raises 
another issue that I have long championed: 
public-health preparedness. As a part of 
its annual Article IV reviews of its member 
countries, the International Monetary Fund 
should be assessing the strength and readiness 
of national health systems. To the Fund’s 
credit, I have been invited to its headquarters 
to discuss this idea. But my hunch is that the 
IMF leadership will demur, on the grounds 
that their institution lacks the edge in health-
system analysis that it has in public finance 
and other matters.

And yet the IMF’s lack of an analytical edge 
on climate change has not stopped it from 
issuing policy statements on that topic. That is 
as it should be: As markets are demonstrating, 
one cannot distinguish between finance 
and broad-based issues like climate change 
or public health. It should be obvious that a 
failure to prevent the spread of infectious 
diseases can and will have a direct bearing on 
macroeconomic conditions.

When we met with Mnuchin in late 
January, COVID-19 was still widely regarded as 
a Chinese problem, with many commentators 
arguing that it could topple China’s economy 
and health system. What do the data show 
now? One regularly published indicator, 
monthly purchasing managers’ indices, 
suggests that Chinese economic activity did 
indeed collapse in February, with the key 
Caixin services PMI survey recording a 50 
percent drop in business confidence. That 
figure implies that the Chinese economy has 
weakened by half. But, given that Chinese 
authorities deliberately shut down large parts 
of the economy and curtailed the movement 
of people, a significant temporary downturn 
should not come as a surprise. The question is 
whether the Chinese leadership is in a position 
to crank things back up.

Judging by Johns Hopkins’s real-time 
COVID-19 case-tracking module, it appears 
that China, despite its massive initial mistakes, 
has gotten to grips with the outbreak, at least 
for now. As of March 6, the reported data by 
province show that outside of Hubei (COVID-
19’s epicenter), around 95 percent of reported 
infections have resulted in recoveries, with 
only around 1,200 people still undergoing 
treatment. Sadly, around 110 Chinese outside 
of Hubei province have died, but that toll 
is below Italy’s. Moreover, from what I hear, 
the Chinese authorities are now cautiously 

lifting limits on the movement of people 
and allowing the economy to return to some 
semblance of normality, which means that the 
March numbers should show a notable pickup.

What about the rest of us? The Italian 
COVID-19 numbers are worrying: the country’s 
reported death rate is not only much higher 
than China’s, but also dramatically higher 
than that of South Korea, even though South 
Korea has almost the same number of cases. 
In the United States, equity markets are clearly 
worried, and not for the conventional cyclical 
reasons. There seems to be a growing fear that 
the epidemic will expose the full failings and 
costs of the US health-care system. Making 
matters worse, US authorities failed early on to 
implement some of the most basic measures 
for preventing the spread of the virus.

As the old adage goes, one should 
never let a crisis go to waste. The enormous 
attention being devoted to COVID-19 creates 
an opportunity to rethink how we manage 
and prepare for such challenges. One hopes 
that world leaders, especially those in the G20 
countries, will recognize the need for larger 
investments in national health systems so 
that the current mood of anxiety does not 
become a regular feature of our lives. And 
while they are at it, they can start to fix the 
broken pipeline for new antibiotics, so that we 
do not dump the human and financial costs of 
the AMR crisis onto future generations.

A Stress Test for Public Health Systems

JIM O’NEILL
A former chairman of Goldman Sachs 
Asset Management and a former UK 
Treasury Minister, is Chair of Chatham 
House.

One hopes that world 
leaders, especially those 

in the G20 countries, will 
recognize the need for larger 

investments in national 
health systems so that the 

current mood of anxiety does 
not become a regular feature 

of our lives.
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It is a well established fact that without 
sufficient sleep, nearly every aspect of 

human health, from physical to mental 
wellness, is affected. Even among  people 
who sleep for a good number of hours each 
night there are increased health risks if their 
sleep is irregular — that is, if the hours they 
sleep vary wildly from night to night, or if their 
bedtime and wake-up times change a lot.

A new study by researchers from Brigham 
and Women’s Hospital in the US, has found 
that people who have very irregular sleep 

patterns are more likely to experience events 
that lead to  cardiovascular diseases (CVD), 
than those with more regular sleep.

People usually focus on diet and exercise 
when talking about interventions to prevent 
heart attacks and stroke. Even when we talk 
about sleep, we tend to focus on duration 
— how many hours a person sleeps each 
night — but not on sleep irregularity and 
the impact of going to bed at different times, 
or sleeping different amounts from night to 
night.

The new study indicates that healthy 
sleep is not just about quantity but also 

about variability and that this can have 
an important effect on heart health. The 
researchers analyzed data from 1,992 older 
participants in their 60s and 70s with no 
cardiovascular problems at baseline.

The team was able to map the participants’ 
sleeping patterns as they had each agreed to 
wear an actigraph unit — an activity tracking 
monitor worn on the wrist — over a period 
of 7 days. This allowed researchers to obtain 
information about participants’ bedtimes, 
sleep durations, and wake-up times.

The researchers also had access to health 
follow-up information, covering an average 
period of 4.9 years. Over that period, a total 
of 111 participants experienced different 
cardiovascular events, such as heart attacks 
and strokes.

The research team noticed that 
participants who displayed the most irregular 
sleep patterns — those with 2 hours or more 
difference in sleep duration each night — 
had a more than twofold increase in the risk 
of cardiovascular problems, in comparison 
with those with 1 hour or less difference in 
sleep duration.

Even after adjusting for other risk factors 
for cardiovascular problems, the investigators 
saw that the association between irregular 
sleep patterns and cardiovascular events 
remained significant.

“Sleep regularity is a modifiable behavior. 
In the future, we would like to explore 
whether changing one’s sleep patterns by 
going to bed consistently each night may 
reduce a person’s risk of future cardiovascular 
events,” said one scientist.

Stem cell treatment for type 1 diabetes

Millions of people suffer from  
type 1 diabetes where a faulty 
autoimmune response causes the 

immune system to attack and destroy insulin-
producing beta cells with the pancreas.

Earlier studies had shown that human 
pluripotent stem cells (hPSCs) could be 
a potential therapeutic avenue for type 
1 diabetes. Pluripotent stem cells are 
master cells that are potentially capable of 
producing any cell or tissue in the human 
body. These cells are an attractive option for 
researchers from a therapeutic standpoint as 
they can self-renew in lab cultures and can 
differentiate into a variety of cell types. 

Researchers had previously used hPSCs to 
create insulin-producing beta cells. However, 
this approach was not effective enough 
to cure type 1 diabetes, as along with beta 
cells a number of other ‘unwanted’ cells 
would also be produced and thereby offset 
the number of useful cells that could be 
produced. For instance, if around a billion 
beta cells are needed to cure a person of 
diabetes, and the use of stem cells results in 
nearly a quarter of the cells produced being 
‘unwanted’, so you need to produce 1.25 
billion cells making curing of the disease 25 
percent more difficult.

 Now scientists at Washington University 
in the United States have managed to 

overcome this previous obstacle. Using an 
innovative technique the scientists were 
able to target the cytoskeleton, the inner 
“scaffolding” of the hPSC, to direct their 
differentiation into pancreatic cells.

The cytoskeleton is a structure that 
helps cells keep their shape and offers the 
mechanical support that allows cells to 
move, divide, and multiply. Targeting this 
structure allows the researchers to create 
fewer irrelevant cells and better functioning 
beta cells that help control blood sugar. 
Using the new technique the research team 
transplanted “islet-sized aggregates” of beta 
cells differentiated from hPSC into mice with 
type 1 diabetes.

Pancreatic islets are groups of cells 
located in the pancreas. Some of these 
cells are insulin-producing beta cells. The 
transplantation procedure in mice was 
found to “rapidly reverse severe preexisting 
diabetes in mice,” the researchers said. The 
reversal occurred at a rate similar to that of 
human islets, and normal blood sugar control 
was maintained for at least 9 months.

The mice had very severe diabetes with 
blood sugar readings of more than 500 
milligrams per deciliter of blood (mg/dL)— 
levels that could be fatal for a person — and 
when given the insulin-secreting cells, within 
2 weeks their blood glucose levels had 
returned to normal and stayed that way for 
many months. “We were able to make more 
beta cells, and those cells functioned better 
in the mice, some of which remained cured 
for more than a year,” said a team member. 

However, the researchers cautioned that 
there were a few more steps to follow before 
the research could become a treatment for 
humans. For starters, they needed to test the 
cells in larger animals and then find a way to 
automate the new technique to produce the 
billions of cells required for the millions of 
people that have type 1 diabetes.

Oranges 
found to fight 
fat in mice

Orange, the common table fruit, may 
have an uncommon ingredient that 

helps fight fat and obesity, at least in mice.
Researchers at Western University in the 

USare studying a molecule found in sweet 
oranges and tangerines that has been 
shown to drastically reduce obesity in mice 
and reverse its negative side-effects.

When mice that had been fed on 
a high-fat, high-cholesterol diet, were 
given nobiletin, they were found to be 
noticeably leaner and had reduced levels 
of insulin resistance and blood fats in 
comparison to mice that had been fed 
a high-fat, high-cholesterol diet, but 
without being given nobiletin.

The researchers showed that in mice 
already having all the negative symptoms 
of obesity, the symptoms can be reversed 
by the use of nobiletin, and that the 

molecule can even start to regress 
atherosclerosis, the condition that arises 
when plaque build-up in the arteries.

But the researchers admitted they 
were still unable to pinpoint exactly how 
nobiletin works. They hypothesized that 
the molecule was likely acting on the 
pathway that regulates how fat is handled 
in the body. Called AMP Kinase, this 
regulator turns on the machinery in the 
body that burns fats to create energy, and 
it also blocks the manufacture of fats.

However, when the researchers 
studied nobiletin’s effects on mice that 
had been genetically modified to remove 
AMP Kinase, the effects were the same. 
This showed that nobiletin was not acting 
on AMP Kinase, and was bypassing this 
major regulator of how fat is used in the 
body. “But we still do not have a clue how 
nobiletin is doing this,” said the research 
team.

Nevertheless, the discovery is clinically 
important as it shows that nobiletin 
does not interfere with other drugs that 
act on AMP Kinase system, such as drug 
metformin which is used as a therapeutic 
for diabetes.

The next step, the researchers said, 
is to move these studies into humans 
to determine if nobiletin has the same 
positive metabolic effects in human 
trials. “Obesity and its resulting metabolic 
syndromes are a huge burden to our 
health care system, and we have very 
few interventions that have been shown 
to work effectively. We need to continue 
this emphasis on the discovery of new 
therapeutics,” they concluded.

Irregular sleep 
pattern could lead to CVD
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On February 12, the Malawi High Court 
upheld its original decision to nullify 
the country’s May 2019 presidential 

election, and decreed that the poll must 
be rerun within 150 days. Malawi has thus 
become only the second African country, 
after Kenya in 2017, to have had a presidential 
election annulled by the courts. But although 
the High Court’s ruling is a promising sign of 
judicial independence in one of the world’s 
poorest countries, the experience of Kenya 
suggests that rerunning elections may not 
necessarily restore faith in fragile democracies.

Malawi’s one-round presidential election 
was essentially a three-horse race, won by the 
incumbent Peter Mutharika with 38.6 percent 
of the vote. The result prompted widespread 

protests and a nine-month court case led by the 
opposition, which alleged that there had been 
massive irregularities, including the use of Tipp-
Ex correction fluid to alter the results sheets.

The High Court’s annulment of the election 
nonetheless surprised many observers. 
Since 2016, opposition parties in Nigeria, 
Madagascar, the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo, and Zambia have challenged election 
results in court, citing alleged irregularities. 
And even in Botswana, one of Africa’s most 
well-consolidated democracies, former 
President Ian Khama supported an opposition 
petition to the high court to overturn the 
result of the 2019 election that returned the 
incumbent Botswana Democratic Party to 
office. But in all these cases, the courts upheld 

the original result.
By contrast, Kenya’s Supreme Court voided 

the country’s August 2017 presidential election 
and ordered a new vote after opposition 
leader Raila Odinga claimed that the electronic 
voting system had been hacked and rigged 
in favor of the incumbent Uhuru Kenyatta. 
Although the Kenyan and Malawian elections 
featured different irregularities, a comparison 
of the two cases offers four useful lessons for 
other young African democracies.

First, while annulled elections need to 
be rerun relatively quickly to avoid lingering 
uncertainty and polarization, there also must 
be enough time to assess and effectively 
address weaknesses in the electoral process. 
This is essential to rebuild trust among the 
public and the candidates. The 2017 Kenyan 
ruling, for example, called for a new vote 
to take place within just 60 days; Odinga 
and his National Super Alliance ultimately 
decided to boycott it, because they believed 
that the country’s Independent Electoral 
and Boundaries Commission could not be 
sufficiently reformed in time.

Although Malawi has a 150-day window, 
the government needs to build the electoral 
commission’s capacity in order to boost 
both public confidence in the rerun and the 
legitimacy of the eventual winner. Mutharika 
also should have an incentive to support such 
efforts, given the degree to which the start of 
his second term has been marred by protests 
and challenges to the validity of his victory.

Second, the Malawi High Court 
recommended that the new election take 
place under a 50 percent plus-one majority 
system. But while such a threshold can compel 

greater coalition-building among parties, 
force leaders to mobilize new constituencies, 
and provide winning candidates with more 
legitimacy than under a plurality system, it 
does not address the problem of electoral 
fraud. Indeed, Kenya’s 2017 court case was 
precipitated by claims that Kenyatta had 
not obtained enough votes to eliminate the 
need for a run-off — a common occurrence 
in 50 percent-plus-one systems. And the 
court-contested elections in Madagascar and 
Zambia also took place under this system. 
If poor oversight by the Malawi Electoral 
Commission (MEC) was at the heart of the May 
2019 election irregularities, then changing the 
electoral system for the rerun risks increasing 
the pressure on this already overstretched 
body to tally votes correctly.

Third, the cost of African elections is high 
— Kenya spent the equivalent of a half-billion 
dollars on its two 2017 presidential contests, 
for example — and international democracy-
assistance for elections in sub-Saharan Africa 
has fallen from $223 to $58 million over the 
last decade. Malawi’s government allocated 
$42.5 million for the May 2019 elections, less 
than the MEC had requested, while donors 
invested only $1 million in a United Nations 
Development Programme basket fund to 
support the Commission. Last week the 
government announced the allocation 
of $39.6 million for the re-run of Malawi’s 
presidential elections, with the first round on 
May 19. The level of foreign support for the 
re-run is still unknown. For their part, donors 
in Malawi and elsewhere in Africa tend to 
provide episodic democracy assistance that 
swells during election years but wanes during 

the crucial interim period when electoral 
commissions would most benefit from 
institutional strengthening. Donors therefore 
should consider more consistent interventions 
to support these bodies.

Finally, electoral reruns can exacerbate 
political polarization. Despite the opposition 
boycott, Kenya’s repeat presidential election in 
October 2017 was marred by violence. Likewise, 
Malawi experienced an upswing in violence 
prior to the May 2019 elections and its equally 
contentious 2014 contests. The Malawian 
authorities should strive to avoid another 
escalation of unrest before this year’s election 
rerun, especially in urban areas where (as in 
Kenya) support for the opposition is higher.

The fact that African opposition parties 
increasingly turn to the courts when they lose 
elections indicates that perceptions of judicial 
independence are improving. This does not 
occur in countries where executive power is 
unconstrained, such as the Congo, Gabon, or 
Cameroon. In fact, judicial restraint of Malawi’s 
executive has been surprisingly strong 
over multiple administrations, including in 
2014, when the High Court ruled that then-
president Joyce Banda’s attempt to nullify the 
election results was unconstitutional.

But frequent recourse to the courts can 
undermine trust in the electoral process and 
indicates that basic democratic mechanisms 
are not functioning properly, potentially 
dampening voter turnout. Although Malawi 
has now held six multiparty elections, its 
citizens’ support for them is surprisingly 
among the lowest in Africa. As the country 
prepares to vote again, restoring faith in the 
electoral process will be critical.

Africa’s Litigated Democracy

BOB BAULCH AND DANIELLE RESNICK
Bob Baulch is a senior research fellow in the Development 
Strategy and Governance Division of the International Food 
Policy Research Institute, leads IFPRI’s Country Strategy 
Support Program in Malawi. Danielle Resnick is a senior 
research fellow in the Development Strategy and Governance 
Division of the International Food Policy Research Institute, 
leads IFPRI’s Governance theme.
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one threshold can compel 
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constituencies, and provide 
winning candidates with 

more legitimacy than under 
a plurality system, it does 
not address the problem of 

electoral fraud.
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Google fights COVID-19 misinformation

Last week, as COVID-19 began spreading 
rapidly around the world and claiming 
more lives daily, there seems to have 

been a perceptible switch in the way tech 
firms respond to their social responsibility. 
Where many big-name tech companies had 
in the past been reluctant to intervene in 
the affairs of their algorithms, even when 
the potential harms to public health were 
clear, the arrival of a novel coronavirus seems 
to have put them in a newly interventionist 
mindset.

One of the first to display this changed 
thinking was tech giant Google. Though it had 
earlier begun redirecting COVID-19 queries on 
YouTube to the World Health Organization, it  
now has taken a further proactive step. 

Searches on Google in the United States 
for news related to the virus, triggers an 
‘SOS Alert’, with news from mainstream 
publications including National Public Radio, 
followed by information from the US Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention and 
the World Health Organization displayed 
prominently. In contrast, a recent search for ‘flu 
season’ showed the website verywellhealth.
com at the top, while another search for 
‘flu’ produced tweets, including one from 
US President Donald Trump comparing 
coronavirus to the common flu. 

On YouTube, Google’s video service, the 
company is trying to quickly remove videos 
that make claims of preventing the virus in 

place of seeking medical treatment. And 
some apps related to the virus have been 
banned from the Google Play app store, 
prompting complaints from developers 
who say they just want to help. Incidentally, 
an Iranian government app built to keep 
track of infections was also removed from 
the Play Store.

The company is also giving up revenue. 
Google CEO Sundar Pichai said in another 
recent memo that Google has blocked tens of 
thousands of ads “capitalizing” on the virus. It 
has also pulled ads from YouTube videos that 
discuss Covid-19, while giving governments 
and NGOs free ad space on the video service.

Facebook, Twitter, and Pinterest have also 
taken similar steps. The new move could signal 
a step towards more social responsibility by 
tech firms. This shift could be attributed to 
years-long public pressure campaign from 
academics, activists, lawmakers, employees, 
or journalists. Or you could credit heightened 
sensitivities given that a number of tech 
workers are already among those who have 
been afflicted by the disease. Whatever the 
case, the important thing is that Google and 
others are getting involved and responding 
proactively and responsibly.

Last week also saw Twitter apply its 
‘manipulative media’ label to a deceptively 
edited video showing presidential hopeful 
Joe Biden saying, “re-elect Donald Trump”. 
This was the first time that Twitter enforced 
rules adopted to control synthetic and 
manipulated media. The flagged video was 
posted to Twitter by Dan Scavino, White 
House director of social media, and retweeted 
by the US president.

Twitter is said to have developed its 
manipulative media policy in response to 
a survey of more than 6,500 global users, 
and following discussions with civil society 
and academic experts. Revealing the survey 
results, Twitter’s Head of Site Security, Yoel 
Roth, and Twitter’s Group Product Manager 
Ashita Achuthan, said that nearly nine out of 
10 individuals said placing warning labels next 
to content that was significantly altered would 
be acceptable. 

The global survey also showed a majority 
of respondents (55 %) supported removing or 
hiding manipulative media, while 45 percent 
opposed the idea saying it raised concerns 
about free expression and censorship.

Social media platforms should do more 
to address the problem of distributing false 
content. They have the ability to at least screen 
the content that is brought to their attention 
and make a judgment about whether it 
should be there or not. Belated though it is, 
it is still encouraging that tech firms are now 
beginning to move in this direction.

Firefox introduces 
DoH security protocol

Firefox, the popular browser and a competitor 
to Chrome and other browsers out there, 

last week launched a security protocol aimed at 
protecting its users from malicious actors. The 
new security protocol referred to as DNS over 
HTTPS (DoH) ensures that data traveling between 
your computer and a server is encrypted thereby 
thwarting attempts to hijack your data.

To understand the new protocol, imagine that 
you sent a mail with a confidential attachment 
to your attorney, who replies: “Just click this link 
to my firm’s page and upload your attachment 
there.” You trust your lawyer so you upload the 
documents on the given link. There is just one 
problem: Your lawyer’s site might have looked 
legitimate, but it was actually a fake. You have 
been tricked into providing your confidential 
attachment to a total stranger in what is known as 
a ‘man-in-the-middle’ attack. 

To prevent these kinds of hoodwinks, 
Firefox web browser launched its DoH security 
protocol. It ensures that data traveling between 
your computer and a company’s server is 
encrypted, keeping middleman hackers out 
of the equation. The D in DoH stands for DNS, 
which is the Domain Name System and HTTPS 

stands for Hypertext Transfer Protocol Secure. 
This new cybersecurity approach is being 

embraced by other browsers and websites too, 
just not necessarily by default. You can enable 
DoH in Chrome, for instance, and even Facebook 
supports a move to more secure DNS.

The most important thing to know is by 
using DoH you will prevent such ‘man-in-the-
middle’ attacks, as well as prevent third-parties 
that currently have access to data that links your 
computer to the sites you visit.

Last week, Firefox began the rollout of DoH 
by default only for US-based users. If you live in 
another country, you will have to enable the 
security protocol by going to Settings > General 
> Networking Settings > and clicking the Settings 
button on the right. Enable DNS over HTTPS by 
ticking the checkbox next to that prompt.

Microsoft shifts 
biggest annual event 
to virtual world

Spread of COVID-19 infection in the United 
States has led Microsoft to shift its ‘Microsoft 

Build’ developer conference, the software giant’s 
biggest annual event for developers, from the real 
to the virtual world.

The conference, which was slated to be held 
from 19 to 21 May in Seattle, has now been shifted 
to the digital realm. A spokesperson for Microsoft 
said: “The safety of our community is a top priority. 
In light of the health safety recommendations 
for Washington State, we will deliver our annual 
Microsoft Build event for developers as a digital 

event, in lieu of an in-person event. We look 
forward to bringing together our ecosystem of 
developers in this new virtual format to learn, 
connect and code together.”

Build is one of Microsoft’s biggest news events 
of the year, despite being primarily focused on 
developers.




