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Young diplomat rises 
as aggressive policy 
takes root in China 
SINGAPORE: Diplomats returning from overseas
postings don’t usually receive special attention at
China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, a vast government
bureaucracy with thousands of staff. But when Zhao
Lijian, a diplomat known for his pugnacious social
media presence, finished a posting in Pakistan in
August, he received an enthusiastic welcome in
Beijing. A group of young admirers at the ministry
gathered at his office to cheer his return, according to
two people familiar with the matter.

That admiration was fuelled in part by a Twitter
spat he had engaged in a month earlier with Susan
Rice, the national security adviser to former US
President Barack Obama. Each accused the other of
being “ignorant” and a “disgrace”. Now a foreign min-
istry spokesman, Zhao has come to represent a new
generation of diplomatic hawks in China, challenging
the restraint that long characterised the country’s
engagement with the world, according to a dozen cur-
rent and former ministry officials and government
researchers who spoke with Reuters.

Their emergence has caused a rift with the old for-
eign policy establishment, amid worries that increas-
ingly assertive rhetoric could put the country on a
dangerous collision course with powers like the United
States, they said. The shift followed instructions that
President Xi Jinping issued diplomats in a memo last
year, calling on them to show more “fighting spirit”,
said two people with direct knowledge of the matter.

“This is the first time since 1949 that the ‘new
hawks’ have the power to reshape China’s diplomatic
policy,” said Qin Xiaoying, who was a director of the
ruling Communist Party’s international propaganda
department and is now a researcher with the China
Foundation for International and Strategic Studies in
Beijing.

Driving the shift is the widespread feeling among
many Chinese that the United States wants to contain
China’s rise. Aggressive pushback by diplomats on
issues that provoke nationalistic sentiment, like the
protests in Hong Kong or the coronavirus outbreak,
has proven popular domestically. Most people who
spoke with Reuters for this article declined to be
named given the sensitivity of the matter.

In response to a request for comment by Reuters,
the ministry said Chinese diplomats from all age
groups are determined to “resolutely safeguard”
national sovereignty and security. “We will not attack
unless we are attacked,” the ministry said, citing a slo-
gan from founding leader Mao Zedong. “But if we are
attacked, we will certainly counterattack.” Zhao, 47,
did not respond to requests for comment. A spokes-
woman for Rice, the former US national security
adviser, said she would not be available for comment.
The US State Department did not respond to a
request for comment from Reuters.

Xi gave his instructions about adopting a tougher
stance in the face of international challenges, like dete-
riorating relations with the United States, in a hand-
written message to diplomats last year, two people
with direct knowledge of the matter said. State
Councilor and Foreign Minister Wang Yi gave the
same message to officials attending the celebration of
the 70th anniversary of the ministry’s founding,
Reuters reported in December. Over the past year,
more than 60 Chinese diplomats and diplomatic mis-
sions set up Twitter or Facebook accounts, by Reuters’
count, even though both platforms are banned in
China, often using them to attack Beijing’s critics
around the world. —Reuters

NEW DELHI: Indian authorities struggled Monday
to help millions left jobless by a crippling coronavirus
lockdown, potentially undermining efforts to stop the
virus ravaging the world’s second most-populous
nation. Since the lockdown began on Wednesday,
hundreds of thousands of laborers have been head-
ing back from cities where they worked to their home
villages, some walking hundreds of miles and with lit-
tle money or food.

The exodus has raised worries that those return-
ing may spread coronavirus into rural areas, particu-
larly with authorities resorting to cramming people
onto buses and into relief camps and homeless shel-
ters. At the weekend in Delhi, migrant workers and
their families fought and
shoved their way onto
buses organized by India’s
most populous state, Uttar
Pradesh.

“I couldn’t afford the
room we had so there was
no choice, we had to
leave,” said Ranjit Kumar,
who walked with his wife
and two-year-old son for
two days to get from
Haryana state to the bus
terminal. Around 90,000 people were transported in
buses on Sunday from Ghaziabad outside Delhi, the
Times of India reported. Late on Sunday the federal
government ordered all district and state borders
closed in a bid to stop the exodus, and directed local
authorities to organize temporary shelters.

On Monday the crowds had disappeared on the
outskirts of Delhi. The city government said it was
now feeding 400,000 people, with more than 550
schools providing shelter. The central state of
Maharashtra, home to Mumbai, and another big
magnet for migrant laborers, has set up 262 relief
camps and was providing shelter to 70,399 people,

the chief minister tweeted. Authorities ordered a
racetrack outside Delhi that hosted a Formula One
race in 2011 be used to house 5,000 migrant work-
ers, the Times of India reported.

Uttar Pradesh has announced aid and set up 600
shelter homes that will act as quarantine centers,
local official Alok Kumar told AFP. He was unable to
say how many people were still on the road. Former
national health secretary Sujatha Rao said it was not
known if the virus had spread from the urban travel-
ling middle class to rural migrants, but if it had, such
large congregations of people would be a worry. “If
any one of them has indeed got the infection, it cer-
tainly can spread very rapidly as the poor in urban

metros live in very crowd-
ed accommodation. Social
distancing is not an option
for them,” Rao said. 

Clashes in Gujarat 
Late on Sunday several

hundred laborers clashed
with police in Surat, in
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s home state of
Gujarat, after they were
prevented from leaving,

authorities said. “Around 30 teargas shells were fired
to disperse the crowd that had damaged several
police vehicles. Over 90 people have been arrested,”
said deputy police commissioner Vidhi Chaudhary.

State authorities laid on buses to take people
home, but also asked them to stay put, saying they
would be provided with food and shelter. But on
Monday thousands of men, women and children still
thronged Gujarat’s roads. “The contractors who
brought us here for work refused to help us,” said
Ramprasad Kevat, who walked almost 30 kilometers
from Ahmedabad and wanted to get back to Jhansi in
Madhya Pradesh.

A video posted on Twitter by a Times of India
journalist and by The Hindu daily appeared to show
migrants being hosed down with disinfectant by
men in protective suits. The local district magistrate
tweeted that the fire brigade had been instructed to
sanitize buses but sprayed the passengers because
of “over-enthusiasm”. On Sunday the official num-
ber of coronavirus cases in the nation of 1.3 billion
people passed 1,000 with 29 deaths, but many
experts doubt the numbers and say that India is

testing far too few people.
“This migration has taken it (the virus) to small

towns and villages,” virologist Shahid Jameel at the
Wellcome Trust DBT India Alliance said. Former
health secretary Rao said the government needs to
test more widely. Testing has mostly concentrated on
people with a history of overseas travel and those
who had contact with them. “I think we could have
scaled up testing quantitatively. It continues to be a
concern and a high priority,” she said. —AFP

Exodus raises worries on spreading the virus into rural areas

India reels from migrant worker 
exodus amid coronavirus crisis

HYDERABAD: Migrant workers and their family members walk along a deserted road as they leave
the city for their village during a government-imposed nationwide lockdown as a preventive measure
against the spread of the COVID-19 novel coronavirus in Hyderabad. —AFP

Israel’s leader under 
COVID-19 quarantine 
JERUSALEM: Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu went into precautionary quarantine on
Monday after one of his staff tested positive for
coronavirus, as the veteran premier seeks a unity
government to combat the pandemic. Netanyahu’s
office stressed the quarantine was strictly a pre-
caution as the veteran right-winger had not been in
recent proximity to the unwell member of staff.
Late Monday, Netanyahu’s office announced that
the premier, his family and staff had tested negative
for the virus, noting however that the premier
would “remain in quarantine until receiving instruc-
tions from the health ministry.”

A statement by the Knesset, Israel’s parliament,
identified the staffer as Rivka Paluch, Netanyahu’s
parliamentary aide, noting three dates she had
been in the building. Netanyahu’s office had said
that according to “a preliminary assessment...there
is no need for the prime minister to be quaran-
tined, as he did not come into close contact with
the individual and did not personally meet with
that person.” “Over the past two weeks the two
were never in the same room at the same time,” it
added. The statement further noted that the “epi-

demiological investigation” was ongoing.

Video surveillance 
The Knesset statement said that lawmakers and

parliamentary employees have already been
instructed to follow the health ministry’s orders and
self-quarantine if they were in Paluch’s vicinity. The
Knesset said it was offering footage from its sur-
veillance cameras to the health ministry for them to
establish where and when Paluch had been in the
building, so that health professionals could decide
on appropriate measures. 

Israel , which has nearly 4,700 confirmed
COVID-19 cases, has imposed severe restrictions
to contain the spread of the virus, including a total
ban on non-essential movements. Netanyahu’s
office stressed that he has had limited inter-per-
sonal contact in recent weeks, conducting “most
of his meetings via video conferencing from his
residence.”

The news comes as Netanyahu, 70, is widely
expected to agree on an emergency unity govern-
ment with his election rival Benny Gantz to tackle
the coronavirus pandemic. The two fought three
bitter but inconclusive elections over the past year,
with neither securing enough support to form a
viable coalition government. Gantz was given the
task of forming a government following March 2
elections but there was no guarantee he would suc-

ceed where he had previously failed, especially giv-
en rifts within the anti-Netanyahu bloc. Gantz, a
centrist, was elected speaker of Israel’s parliament last
week and has committed to backing an emergency
unity government with Netanyahu, citing the need to
combat COVID-19. Negotiations on Sunday between
Gantz and Netanyahu failed to yield a final agree-
ment, with no fresh talks between the sides officially
reported since. Netanyahu, in office since 2009, was
in January charged with bribery, fraud and breach of
trust, but the start of his trial has been delayed by the
pandemic. He denies the charges.  —AFP

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu

New York hospital 
doctor prepares for 
the worst
NEW YORK: With the rapid rise of hospitalizations
and a health system nearly at capacity, New York
doctor Shamit Patel is preparing for the worst over the
next few days, all while hoping he won’t have to start
choosing which coronavirus patients to treat. Just 10
days ago, only half of the 46-year-old internist’s
patients at Beth Israel - one of the Mount Sinai hospi-
tals in Manhattan - were suffering from COVID-19. 

“We’re not over capacity yet, but we’re planning
for it to go over capacity,” he said, adding he thinks
the hospital has “planned well.” The wave of virus
patients at Beth Israel corresponds to the one inun-
dating New York City, which shot from 463 confirmed
cases two weeks ago to 36,000 on Monday. “At the
rate that I’m seeing, the peak could be anywhere from
end of this week to sometime next week,” said Patel.
Under extreme pressure for the past two weeks, he is
preparing for the worst, even if “it’s something that we

hope we don’t have to see.”
For Patel, the worst would be a situation similar to

that in certain regions of Italy, where the health sys-
tem is so overwhelmed that it can no longer take care
of all patients. “You’re gonna have to be a little
quicker in seeing and assessing and getting the
treatment plan for each patient,” Patel predicted,
noting they “may have to double or triple the number
of patients you’re seeing.” But, he added worriedly,
“you can’t really go more than triple the number of
patients you’re seeing in a day and provide effective
treatment.”

‘Picking and choosing’ 
In addition to the limitations of healthcare person-

nel, Patel is worried about a potential shortage of
equipment, particularly of ventilators. New York gov-
ernor Andrew Cuomo and New York City mayor Bill
de Blasio talk daily about the need for the machines.
“If you get a surge of patients coming in, and you only
have a limited number of ventilators, you can’t neces-
sarily ventilate patients,” Patel said. “And then you
have to start picking and choosing.”

Outside of the hospital, Patel is also worried about
transmitting the virus to his family. He lives with his
80-year-old father, who suffers from Parkinson’s, and

his aunt, who has cancer. “I don’t want to come back
here and actually give it to them because I don’t think
they would do well at all,” he said. He maintains the
minimum two meter (six-foot) distance and uses anti-
bacterial wipes generously, while ensuring his rela-
tives have enough food. —AFP

NEW YORK: Medical supplies and beds are seen inside
a tent as volunteers from the International Christian
relief organization Samaritan’s Purse set up an
Emergency Field Hospital for patients suffering from
the coronavirus in Central Park.—AFP 
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Sound of coronavirus: 
Israeli apps helping 
to contain pandemic
JERUSALEM: One app tells you if you’ve been in the
vicinity of a coronavirus carrier and another aims to
assess whether you have COVID-19 based on the sound
of your voice. In Israel, sometimes dubbed the “start-up
nation” with nearly 10 percent of workers employed in
high-tech, the coronavirus pandemic has seen a flurry of
new technologies designed to contain transmission.
Start-Up Nation Central, an NGO, has compiled a
directory of some 70 Israeli technology companies
developing responses to the new virus, which has
infected more than 4,000 people in the country.

One app that has stood out so far is Hamagen, Hebrew
for “the shield”, launched earlier this month by the health
ministry. Using geolocation technology, the app informs
users about any points of contact with known COVID-19
cases. Available in five languages, Hamagen has been
downloaded by more than a million users. The fortunate
ones receive messages saying “no points of intersection
have been found with coronavirus patients”. “We’ll let
you know if there is anything new,” it adds.

Hamagen was launched amid a controversy over
plans to involve Israel’s Shin Bet internal security
agency in the fight against the virus. Critics warned that
allowing a powerful investigative body access to per-
sonal devices without a court order could mark an
irrevocable setback in the effort to safeguard data pro-
tection. Israel’s highest court ruled that any Shin Bet
involvement required parliamentary oversight.
Hamagen requires user consent and the health ministry
has assured that “GPS data does not leave your mobile

phone, and is not sent to any third party”. 

‘Sound’ of corona 
The defence ministry has meanwhile offered support

to an Israeli start-up called Vocalis Health, which is
developing an app capable of diagnosing COVID-19
based on the sound of someone’s voice. “We are work-
ing around the clock,” Tal Wenderow, the start-up’s co-
founder, told AFP. Voice samples from virus carriers in
various stages of illness and samples from non-infected
people are currently being collected, with the goal of
developing an AI-based algorithm to detect COVID-
19’s vocal “fingerprint”. Health professionals will then be
able to alert users in the early stages of the disease and
use the app to monitor its spread across the population.
The response from people willing to give voice samples
has been “overwhelming”, Wenderow said. In addition
to helping curb new infections, the app could also allow
patients to be monitored at home, he added. —AFP


