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Passengers leave coronavirus cruise ship at 
last as Japan control efforts come under fire
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TOKYO/BEIJING (Reuters) - Hundreds of passengers 
trundled off a cruise ship in Japan on Wednesday after be-
ing held on board in quarantine for more than two weeks, 
as criticism mounted of Japan’s handling of the biggest 
coronavirus outbreak outside China.
Even as passengers rolled their luggage off the Diamond 
Princess cruise liner, Japanese authorities announced 79 
new cases had been discovered on board, bringing the 
total above 620, well over half of the known cases outside 
mainland China.
In China itself, the death toll from the coronavirus climbed 
above 2,000, but the tally of newly reported cases fell for a 
second day to the lowest since January, offering hope and 
helping Asian shares and U.S. stock futures rise.
China is struggling to get its economy back on track after 
imposing severe travel restrictions to contain a virus that 
emerged in the central province of Hubei late last year.
RELATED COVERAGE
Speed science: The risks of swiftly spreading coronavirus 
research
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Beyond mainland China, six people have died from the 
disease, and governments around the world are trying to 
prevent it from spreading into a global epidemic.

The Diamond Princess has been quarantined at a dock at 
Yokohama near Tokyo since Feb. 3, initially with 3,700 
people aboard. The rapid spread of the disease on board 
led to criticism of the Japanese authorities just months 
before Japan is due to host the Olympics.
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A member of the media 
approaches a passenger 
after he walked out from 
the cruise ship Diamond 
Princess at Daikoku 
Pier Cruise Terminal in 
Yokohama, south of To-
kyo, Japan February 19, 
2020. REUTERS/Athit 
Perawongmetha

From Wednesday, passengers who tested negative and showed 
no symptoms were free to leave. Around 500 were expected 
to disembark on Wednesday, with the rest of those eligible 
leaving over the next two days. Confirmed cases were to be 
sent to hospital, while those who shared cabins with infected 
passengers may still be kept on board.

Around half of the passengers and crew are Japanese, and are 
free to go home once cleared to leave. Other countries have 
said they will fly passengers home and quarantine them on 
arrival. The United States flew more than 300 passengers to air 
bases in California and Texas this week.

“I am very keen to get off this ship,” Australian passenger 
Vicki Presland told Reuters over a social-media link. She was 
among a group of Australians getting off to catch an evacua-
tion flight back to 14 days of quarantine in the city of Darwin.

Matthew Smith, an American passenger who remained on 
board after declining the U.S. evacuation earlier this week, 
tweeted video of passengers departing with their suitcases.

“Captain wishes ‘Arrivederci’ to the guests departing the ship 
today but omits his usual ‘Buon Appetito’ to those of us who 
are still awaiting our fates. Hey, what are we - chopped liver?!” 
he wrote.

A member of the media approaches a passenger after he 
walked out from the cruise ship Diamond Princess at Daikoku 
Pier Cruise Terminal in Yokohama, south of Tokyo, Japan Feb-
ruary 19, 2020. REUTERS/Athit Perawongmetha

“COMPLETELY 
INADEQUATE”

Infectious disease specialist Kentaro Iwata of Japan’s Kobe 
University Hospital, who volunteered to help aboard the ship, 
described the infection control effort on board as “completely 
inadequate” and said basic protocols had not been followed.

“There was no single professional infection control person 
inside the ship and there was nobody in charge of infection 
prevention as a professional. The bureaucrats were in charge of 
everything,” he said in a YouTube video.
Health Minister Katsunobu Kato defended Japan’s 
efforts.
“Unfortunately, cases of infection have emerged, but 
we have to the extent possible taken appropriate steps 
to prevent serious cases,” Kato said in a report by state broad-
caster NHK.
The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 
said Japan’s efforts “may not have been sufficient to prevent 
transmission among individuals on the ship.”

Clyde and Renee Smith, 80-year-old American cruise passen-
gers hospitalised in Japan since testing positive for the virus on 
Feb. 3, learned on Wednesday they were still positive.

“We are very happy here,” Clyde said from the couple’s hos-
pital room in western Tokyo. “They’re taking excellent care of 
us. This is the newest, fanciest hospital I’ve ever seen.”
From the start, experts raised questions about quarantine on the 
ship. Passengers were not confined to rooms until Feb. 5. The 
day before, as passengers were being screened, events contin-
ued, including dances, quiz games and an exercise class.
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LONDON (Reuters) - U.S. President Donald 
Trump offered to pardon WikiLeaks founder 
Julian Assange if he said that Russia had nothing 
to do with WikiLeaks’ publication of Democrat-
ic Party emails in 2016, a London court heard 
on Wednesday.

FILE PHOTO: WikiLeaks’ founder Julian 
Assange leaves Westminster Magistrates Court 
in London, Britain at an earlier appearance on 
January 13, 2020. REUTERS/Henry Nicholls/
File Photo
Assange appeared by videolink from prison as 
lawyers discussed the management of his hear-
ing next week to decide whether he should be 
extradited to the United States.

At Westminster Magistrates’ Court, Assange’s 
barrister, Edward Fitzgerald, referred to a 
witness statement by former U.S. Republican 
congressman Dana Rohrabacher who had visit-
ed Assange in 2017, saying that he had been sent 
by the president to offer a pardon.

The pardon would come on the condition that 
Assange complied with the United States by 
saying that the Russians were not involved in 
the email leak that damaged Hillary Clinton’s 
presidential campaign in 2016, Rohrabacher’s 
statement said.

A White House spokeswoman, Stephanie Grish-
am, denied the assertion.
“The president barely knows Dana Rohrabacher other 
than he’s an ex-congressman. He’s never spoken to him on 
this subject or almost any subject. It is a complete fabrica-
tion and a total lie,” she said.

Assange, 48, who spent seven years holed up in Ecuador’s 
London embassy before he was dragged out last April, is 

Trump offered to pardon Assange if he denied 
Russia hacked Democrats’ emails: lawyer

wanted in the United States to face 18 counts 
including conspiring to hack government com-
puters and violating an espionage law. He could 
spend decades behind bars if convicted there.

Almost a decade after his WikiLeaks website 
enraged Washington by leaking secret U.S. 
documents, Woolwich Crown Court in London 
will begin hearings on Monday - with Assange 
present - to decide whether he should be sent to 
the United States.

At Wednesday’s hearing, Assange 
spoke only to confirm his name and 
date of birth. He appeared relaxed 
and spent much of the hearing 
reading notes in his lap. He wore two 
pairs of glasses: one on top of his 
head and another which he took on 
and off and twiddled in his hands.

The Australian-born Assange made 

global head-
lines in early 2010 when WikiLeaks 
published a classified U.S. military 
video showing a 2007 attack by 
Apache helicopters in Baghdad that 
killed a dozen people, including two 
Reuters news staff.
WikiLeaks later angered the United 
States by publishing caches of leaked 
military documents and diplomatic 
cables.

FILE PHOTO: 
WikiLeaks’ 
founder Julian 
Assange leaves 
Westminster 
Magistrates 
Court in London, 
Britain at an ear-
lier appearance 
on January 13, 
2020. REUTERS/
Henry Nicholls/
File Photo



People wearing face masks walk in front of an Apple store at a shopping mall, 
as the country is hit by an outbreak of the new coronavirus, in Beijing

Customer in protective mask grabs potato chips while riding an escalator inside a supermar-
ket, as the country is hit by an outbreak of the novel coronavirus, in Beijing

A man wearing a mask in precaution of the coronavirus outbreak prays at the Kwan Im Hood 
Cho Temple in Singapore February 19, 2020. REUTERS/Edgar Su
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Workers from a disinfection service company sanitize a branch of the Shincheonji Church of Jesus the 
Temple of the Tabernacle of the Testimony where a woman known as “Patient 31” attended a service in 
Daegu

People wearing face masks look for products at a supermarket, as the country is hit by 
an outbreak of the new coronavirus, in Beijing

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu visits medical facility for coronavirus 
discussions

A staff member wearing a face mask sanitizes a cashier counter at a supermarket, as the 
country is hit by an outbreak of the new coronavirus, in Beijing

A woman wearing a mask in precaution of the coronavirus prays at the Kwan Im Hood Cho Temple in Singapore 
February 19, 2020. REUTERS/Edgar Su
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To battle the novel coronavirus that’s 
been linked to Wuhan, China, research-
ers are using artificial intelligence to 
discover potential treatments, including 
already-approved drugs and completely 
new compounds. At the same time, the 
pneumonia-like illness has only gotten 
worse. As of Friday morning, the 2019-
nCoV coronavirus had taken the lives of 
more than 600 people and infected more 
than 30,000, with cases documented in at 
least 25 countries.
Researchers at the British artificial in-
telligence startup Benevolent AI say 
they used the tech to search for existing 
approved drugs that might be helpful in 
limiting the virus’s infection. Another set 
of scientists affiliated with Deargen, a 
drug discovery company based in South 
Korea, say that they used deep learning 
to find various available antiviral drugs 
that could be investigated as a potential 
treatment (that research has not yet been 
peer-reviewed). Meanwhile, a Mary-

land-based biotech company, Insilico, 
said it used AI to come up with new mol-
ecules that could serve as potential med-
ications, and it will now synthesize and 
test 100 of the compounds, according to 
Fortune.     
Here’s how Benevolent described its 
work: The company’s researchers want-
ed to find an already-approved drug 
that could block the infection process. 
So they sent their AI looking for drugs, 
based on chemical properties that they 
knew the coronavirus to have, through 
a repository of an enormous amount of 
medical data, including scientific litera-
ture.

To battle the novel coronavirus that’s 

been linked to Wuhan, China, re-
searchers are using artificial intelli-
gence to discover potential treatments.
The system churned out a number of op-
tions, which were then whittled down to 
identify an already-approved drug called 
Baricitinib, which is typically used to 
treat moderate and severe rheumatoid 
arthritis. Now the researchers suggest it 
could be trialed as a potential treatment. 
Ivan Griffin, Benevolent’s co-found-
er, told Recode that while the company 
hasn’t applied for the right to test the 
drug in China, it has reached out to man-
ufacturers that already produce the drug. 
It’s unclear how long it might take before 
a properly tested drug reaches patients.
Griffin emphasizes that his company’s 
research was conducted in a time frame 
that would have been “impossible to 
replicate” without Benevolent’s curated 
and wide variety of datasets and artificial 
intelligence. Still, that AI identified this 
drug is no guarantee that it’ll actually 
work. Benevolent also cautions that its 
research should not be taken as medical 
advice, and that its work should only be 
taken “in good faith and to assist in the 
global response.”
Baricitinib is by no means the only treat-
ment scientists have suggested, and re-
searchers in China have applied to test at 
least 10 medications as a potential treat-
ments, according to the Wall Street Jour-
nal, though none has yet been approved. 
Keep in mind that misinterpretations of 
the science about coronaviruses have ex-
acerbated misinformation related to the 
novel Wuhan strain.            

The application of AI to the fight against 
the novel coronavirus comes as the role 
of the technology in health care expands. 
In fact, AI already helped epidemiol-
ogists flag early reports of the Wuhan 

coronavirus, as Recode reported last 
week. Ultimately, the hope is that the 
technology could make delivering health 
care more efficient. But the use of ar-
tificial intelligence in health care also 
creates new challenges, like algorithmic 
bias, and raises new questions for drug 
regulators.
Still, pharmaceutical giants are hoping 
that investment in the tech will give them 
a leg up in the lucrative drug discovery 
market. Benevolent is already working 
with Novartis and AstraZeneca. Identi-
fying a potential new treatment can be a 
long and expensive process that AI, they 
hope, can expedite.
Some have pointed out that there’s no 
guarantee that the “discoveries” AI 
makes will be particularly new. As Der-
ek Lowe, a researcher at Novartis who 
writes about drug discovery, argued to 
Chemical & Engineering News, Benevo-
lent’s findings were “more a testimony to 
good literature searching and curation.”
But in an email to Recode, Griffin em-

phasizes that AI still provides an import-
ant advantage: The technology can “help 
our scientists uncover relationships be-
tween diseases and symptoms, drugs 
and their effect, the patients who might 
respond to treatment.” The technology, 
he argues, allows us to gain insights that, 
due to “the overwhelming volume of 
biomedical information,” we otherwise 
would miss.

And when facing a life-threatening out-
break like the one we’re seeing with the 
novel coronavirus, it’s possible that just 
saving scientists some time could poten-
tially make a world of difference. (Cour-
tesy vox.com)

Compiled And Edited By John T. Robbins, Southern Daily Editor

Scientists Use Artificial Intelligence 
To Identifying Potential Treatments

For Coronavirus Emergency

Researchers search for an effective treatment against 
the coronavirus in France. (Photo/Getty Images)

OVERVIEW
Researchers use AI to mine through existing

medical information to find drugs that they say
might be helpful for tackling the novel coronavirus.
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In medical research labs around the 
world, scientists are racing to develop 
a vaccine for a new type of coronavirus 
that has infected more than 28,000 peo-
ple and killed over 560 others.
Weeks after the virus was first detected 
in the central Chinese city of Wuhan late 
last year, at least a dozen biopharmaceu-
tical firms and academic research facili-
ties in China, the United States and oth-
ers have launched programmes to find an 
effective vaccine.
One scientist at the Imperial College in 
London, UK, announced on Wednes-
day that his team could move towards 
trials on animals as early as next week 
and then onto humans within a matter 
of months. Meanwhile, the Coalition 
for Epidemic Preparedness Innovations 
(CEPI), a global partnership launched 
in 2017 to fight new infectious diseases, 
said it had launched three programmes 
to develop vaccines and hoped to have 
a potential vaccine for clinical testing 
within 16 weeks.
Experts say the effort to combat the 
coronavirus is among one of the quickest 

responses in recent history. It took re-
searchers more than 20 months to come 
up with an experimental vaccine for the 
virus that caused the Severe Acute Re-
spiratory Syndrome (SARS), a deadly 
outbreak that also originated in China 
and infected more than 8,000 people be-
tween 2002 and 2003.

The new virus, officially named as 2019-
nCov, belongs to the same family as 
SARS and the Middle East Respiratory 
Syndrome (MERS), which has killed 
more than 850 people since it was first 
detected in 2012.
The vaccine for MERS is still under de-
velopment.
The apparent rapid progress in the search 
for a vaccine to fight the coronavirus, ac-

cording to analysts, is due to a decision 
by Chinese authorities to share infor-
mation about the virus with the public. 
Advancements in new technology and 
better collaboration between researchers 
has also aided the process.
Soon after the 2019-nCov was first de-
tected, scientists in China said they had 
cracked the virus’s genetic sequence and 
sharing it publicly online on January 10 
- a move that allowed virologists and im-
munologists to begin work on a vaccine 
almost immediately.
“We downloaded those sequences, im-
mediately ran them through our com-
puter algorithm, which is what we use 
to design our DNA medicine, and ap-
proximately three hours later we had a 
fully designed DNA vaccine against the 
novel coronavirus,” said Kate Broderick, 
senior vice president of research and de-
velopment at the US-based Inovio Phar-
maceuticals, one of the companies work-
ing with CEPI on an effective treatment.

“We just take a tiny little piece of the ge-
netic sequence of the virus and we spe-
cifically use our algorithm to find motifs 
of the virus that we think would be the 
best thing to design a vaccine against,” 
she told Al Jazeera.
Inovio was previously working with 
CEPI to develop a vaccine for MERS 
and is using the candidate it produced to 
combat MERS as a starting point.
“Because we’re so far along in our de-
velopment for our MERS vaccine ... that 
means that we’re really perfectly posi-
tioned to apply what we’ve learned to 
this novel coronavirus,” Broderick said.
In a statement, Richard Hatchett, CEO of 
CEPI, cautioned there were “no guaran-
tees of success”.
But, “our aspiration with these technol-

ogies is to bring a new pathogen from 
gene sequence to clinical testing in 16 
weeks - which is significantly shorter 
than where we are now,” he said. 

In addition to DNA platforms, CEPI 
partners are also pursuing other non-tra-
ditional methods. 
Researchers at the University of 
Queensland (UQ) in Australia, owners of 
the “molecular clamp” technology, said 
they hoped to have a vaccine within six 
months. In a statement, the university 
said it has found “promising results” so 
far from trials targeting viruses that have 
caused deadly outbreaks in the past, in-
cluding Ebola, Nipah and MERS.
CEPI has since announced a partnership 
between British drugmaker GSK and the 
UQ. The company will provide research-
es access to its “adjuvant system” - a 
substance that is added to some vaccines 
to enhance the immune response and 
creating a stronger and longer-lasting 
immunity against infections, according 
to the company.
The US-based Moderna Therapeu-
tics, another CEPI partner, is working 
on a vaccine based on ribonucleic acid 
(RNA), molecules that instruct cells to 
make proteins to prevent or fight diseas-
es. 
Though the design of new vaccines is 
taking place at record speed, clinical tri-
als and regulatory hurdles mean it could 
take months before a drug is proven safe 
for humans and authorised for wide-
spread use. By that time, the outbreak 
could be abating.
However, Amesh Adalja, senior scholar 
at the Johns Hopkins University Center 
for Health Security, hailed the effort as 
unprecedented.

“I think it’s a very extensive enterprise 
probably one of the quickest we’ve seen 
with any emerging infectious disease 
outbreak in modern times,” he told Al 
Jazeera.
The growing diversity of vaccine pro-
grammes and approaches is a sign that 
the international response to major out-
breaks is becoming more coordinated 
and efficient, he said.
“There may be room for multiple differ-
ent vaccines for different purposes and 
different age groups and different risk 
groups. The more different approaches 
and varied approaches we have, and the 
bigger menu we have of vaccines, the 
more resilient we’ll be against coronavi-
rus outbreaks in the future.”
“With this really being the first one of the 
first outbreaks where you’re really see-
ing different approaches being tried all 
at once in a proactive manner, we may 
find an approach that can be used in [the 
future] that will allow vaccines to have a 
measurable impact in the shorter-term,” 
Adalja said.
In addition to vaccines, researchers are 
also looking into using antiviral drugs as 
a treatment. Several clinical trials have 
already begun on already approved anti-
virals and steroids to test their effective-
ness in treating the new coronavirus.
The experimental drug Remdesivir, pro-
duced by US biotech firm Gilead to com-
bat Ebola, and the common antimalarial 
chloroquine have both proven “highly 
effective” in laboratory studies, accord-
ing to scientists at Wuhan’s virology in-
stitute. The drug is set to enter clinical 
trials in the country, Bloomberg reported.
With an effective treatment months, if 
not years away, authorities stress that 
public health approaches must remain a 
priority in containing the spread of the 
disease and treating those who have be-
come infected.
These include basic protective measures, 
such as the frequent washing of hands, 
avoiding close contact with infected peo-
ple, and seeking early medical care in the 
event of a respiratory infection. (Courte-
sy https://www.aljazeera.com/news)

Compiled And Edited By John T. Robbins, Southern Daily Editor

Pharmaceutical Firms And Research
Groups Around The World Are Racing

To Find A Vaccine For Coronavirus

Researchers Ramp Up Efforts
To Develop Coronavirus Vaccine

Medical workers inspect the CT scan image of a patient at the Zhongnan Hos-
pital of Wuhan University following an outbreak of the new coronavirus in Wu-

han, Hubei province [China Out/Reuters]
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