
 

Dutch govt to beef up lockdown amid fears
about new variants
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The capital's popular Nine Streets shopping area is near-deserted during
lockdown in Amsterdam, Thursday, Jan. 14, 2021. The Dutch government this
week extended by three weeks the tough lockdown in force since mid-December
amid fears that coronavirus infection rates are not declining quickly enough and
fears about a new more transmissible variant of the virus. (AP Photo/Peter
Dejong)
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The Dutch government said Tuesday it needs to beef up lockdown
measures "as soon as possible" to rein in the spread of the coronavirus
amid fears about more transmissible variants.

Health Minister Hugo de Jonge said in a letter to parliament that the
government will announce extra measures on Wednesday afternoon.

The Netherlands is not alone in considering tougher measures. In
neighboring Germany, Chancellor Angela Merkel was holding a virtual
meeting with the governors of the country's 16 states to discuss
pandemic measures amid concerns about new mutations triggering a
fresh surge in cases.

The Netherlands has been in a tough lockdown for a month and will
remain that way at least until at least Feb. 9, but the slow decrease in the
number of new infections and the threat posed by new variants have
prompted the government to consider a tightening that is expected to
include a curfew for the first time since the pandemic began.

The Dutch public health institute announced Tuesday that new infections
decreased by 21.5% over the past week to 38,776, in what it called a
"moderately positive picture" of the effects of the lockdown.

However, it added that the decrease was "overshadowed" by a rise in the
percentage of people who have a new, more transmissible variant of the
virus that led to a sharp spike in infections in the United Kingdom and
Ireland.

Some 10% of new infections are with the new variant and the institute
said it expects that to rise to at least 50% by mid-February.
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Police officers on bicycles pass stacked up terrace chairs outside a bar in the
near-empty Red Light District in Amsterdam, Thursday, Jan. 14, 2021. The
Dutch government this week extended by three weeks the tough lockdown in
force since mid-December amid fears that coronavirus infection rates are not
declining quickly enough and fears about a new more transmissible variant of the
COVID-19 virus. (AP Photo/Peter Dejong)

The institute said in a statement that there are now "two separate corona
epidemics. An epidemic with the 'old' variant in which infections are
falling, and an epidemic with the British variant in which the number of
infections is rising."

Dutch efforts to tackle the virus have been complicated by the
government's resignation on Friday over a scandal involving thousands of
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parents wrongly being labeled fraudsters by the country's tax office.

Prime Minister Mark Rutte's four-party coalition remains in office in
caretaker mode until a new government is formed after March 17
elections and will have to seek backing from lawmakers for any new
measures.

It remains unclear if Rutte can find a majority in parliament to support a
curfew. One of the parties that make up his coalition is opposed to such
a move, meaning Rutte will likely have to cobble together support from
opposition parties.

Rutte last week appealed to skeptical lawmakers not to block a curfew if
one proves necessary. "This is about our national public health," he said.

© 2021 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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