
BEIJING: China yesterday ordered three reporters
from American newspaper the Wall Street Journal to
leave the country over what Beijing deemed a racist
headline, in one of the harshest moves against foreign
media in years. The expulsion came as Beijing also
slammed Washington’s decision to tighten rules on
Chinese state media organizations in the United States,
calling the move “unreasonable and unacceptable”. 

Chinese foreign ministry spokesman Geng Shuang
said the Journal op-ed - titled “China is the Real Sick
Man of Asia” - had a “racially discriminatory” and “sen-
sational” headline, and slammed the newspaper for not
issuing an official apology. “As such, China has decided
that from today, the press cards of three Wall Street
Journal reporters in Beijing will be revoked,” Geng told
a press briefing. 

The Journal reported that deputy bureau chief Josh
Chin and reporter Chao Deng, both US nationals, as
well as reporter Philip Wen, an Australian, had been
ordered to leave the country in five days. The three
journalists are in the Wall Street Journal’s news section,
which is not linked to the editorial and opinion section.

The op-ed, written by Bard College professor Walter
Russell Mead, criticized the Chinese government’s initial
response to the new coronavirus outbreak - calling the
Wuhan city government at the virus epicenter “secretive
and self-serving”, while dismissing national efforts as
ineffective. The phrase “sick man of Asia” originally
referred to China in the late 19th and early 20th century,
when it was exploited by foreign powers during a period
sometimes called the country’s “century of humiliation”.

The February 3 piece “slandered the efforts of the
Chinese government and the Chinese people to fight the
epidemic”, said Geng. The new coronavirus epidemic
has killed over 2,000 people in China and infected more
than 74,000, and has spread to at least two dozen
countries. “The editors of the Wall Street Journal have

nailed themselves to the pillar of shame,” wrote the
nationalistic Global Times in an op-ed on Tuesday
before the reporters were expelled.

The WSJ’s remarks “sound like gloating, and they
disgust Chinese people,” it said. The expulsions come a
day after the United States angered China for classify-
ing five state media outlets, including Xinhua news
agency and the China Global Television Network, as
foreign missions, with State Department officials saying
they were part of Beijing’s growing “propaganda” appa-
ratus. Voicing China’s “strong dissatisfaction”, Geng
added cryptically: “We reserve the right to respond fur-
ther to this matter”.

‘Darkest picture’ 
China’s move to revoke the credentials of the three

WSJ journalists marks a drastic escalation in the coun-
try’s tightening media landscape, which has seen the
effective expulsion of multiple foreign reporters over the
past five years. The Foreign Correspondents’ Club of
China said revoking the press credentials of three cor-
respondents is an unprecedented form of retaliation,
adding that the country had not outright expelled a for-
eign correspondent since 1998.

“The action taken against The Journal correspon-
dents is an extreme and obvious attempt by the
Chinese authorities to intimidate foreign news organi-
zations by taking retribution against their China-based
correspondents,” the FCCC said in a statement. Nine
journalists have been either expelled or effectively
expelled through non-renewal of visas since 2013, it
added. In August, China refused to renew the press
credentials of WSJ journalist Chun Han Wong, after he
and Wen wrote an article on one of Chinese President
Xi Jinping’s cousins.

In 2018, Megha Rajagopalan, the Beijing bureau chief
for BuzzFeed News, was effectively expelled from China

after she was unable to renew her visa as well. Prior to
her expulsion, she had reported extensively from the
northwest region of Xinjiang, where China has rounded
up an estimated one million Uighurs and other mostly
Muslim minorities in internment camps. And at the end
of 2015, French reporter Ursula Gauthier was also
forced to leave the country after she criticized govern-
ment policy in Xinjiang and the authorities refused to
renew her credentials.

The three expelled Journal reporters had also report-
ed on Xinjiang, covering forced labor, surveillance, and
re-education camps. A 2019 FCCC survey of 109 for-
eign journalists said many working in China have been
threatened with visa delays, or issued with short-stay
visas, which they believed were related to their cover-
age. The FCCC said at the time that the survey “painted
the darkest picture of reporting conditions inside China
in recent memory”. — AFP
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SHANGHAI: People wearing protective facemasks walk along a street in Shanghai yesterday. — AFP 

Malaysia suspected 
MH370 ‘downed in 
murder-suicide’
SYDNEY: Former Australian Prime Minister
Tony Abbott has claimed “very top” level
Malaysian officials believed vanished Flight
MH370 was deliberately downed by the captain
in a mass murder-suicide. The Malaysia Airlines
jet vanished on March 8, 2014 carrying 239 peo-
ple - mostly from China - en route from Kuala
Lumpur to Beijing. No sign of the plane was
found in a 120,000-square kilometer Indian
Ocean search zone and the Australian-led search,
the largest in aviation history, was suspended in
January 2017.

A US exploration firm launched a private hunt
in 2018 but it ended after several months of
scouring the seabed without success. The disap-
pearance of the plane has long been the subject
of a host of theories - ranging from the credible
to outlandish - including that veteran pilot
Zaharie Ahmad Shah had gone rogue. In an
excerpt from a Sky News documentary aired
yesterday, Abbott claimed he was told within a
week of it vanishing that Malaysia believed the
captain had intentionally downed the jet. 

“My very clear understanding from the very
top levels of the Malaysian government is that
from very, very early on here, they thought it was
murder-suicide by the pilot,” he said. “I’m not
going to say who said what to whom but let me
reiterate, I want to be absolutely crystal clear, it
was understood at the highest levels that this was
almost certainly murder-suicide by the pilot -
mass murder-suicide by the pilot.”

Zaharie’s family and friends have long strongly
rejected such claims as baseless. Malaysia’s for-
mer premier Najib Razak, who was in power dur-
ing the tragedy, said suspicions over the disap-
pearance weren’t made public and there was no
proof that the pilot was responsible.  “It would
have been deemed unfair and legally irresponsi-
ble since the black boxes and cockpit voice
recorders had not been found,” he told online
portal Free Malaysia Today. “There was no con-
clusive proof whether the pilot was solely or
jointly responsible.” 

Najib said the scenario involving the pilot was
“never ruled out” during the search for the plane.
Azharuddin Abdul Rahman, the former head of
Malaysia’s civil aviation regulator, criticized
Abbott’s remarks and said there was not suffi-
cient proof to support the idea. “It is only a theo-
ry,” Azharuddin, who led the regulator when
Flight MH370 disappeared said. “You do this
speculation and it will hurt the next of kin. The
family of the pilot will also feel very bad because
you are making an accusation without any proof.”

In 2016, Malaysian officials revealed the pilot
had plotted a path over the Indian Ocean on a
home flight simulator but stressed this did not
prove he deliberately crashed the plane. A final
report into the tragedy released in 2018 pointed
to failings by air traffic control and said the
course of the plane was changed manually. But
they failed to come up with any firm conclusions,
leaving relatives angry and disappointed. Six
passengers were Australian, including four from
Queensland state, where Premier Annastacia
Palaszczuk this week suggested authorities may
pursue an inquest into their deaths. — AFP 

Breaking news
and barriers: 
S Korea’s first
female anchor
SEOUL: Under gleamingly bright studio
lights, Lee So-jeong reads straight from
a teleprompter, rehearsing her lines
ahead of the primetime newscast for
South Korea’s national public broadcast-
er, KBS. Five times a week, she is
beamed into living rooms across the
country leading its “News 9” bulletin,
after she broke into a decades-old boys’
club in a society that is technologically
and economically advanced, but still cul-
turally male-dominated. 

South Korean television news broad-
casts have long followed the same format:
a serious-looking older male anchor
announcing the day’s major develop-
ments, with a much younger female side-
kick delivering lighter items later in the
line-up. Some of those women juniors
went on to marry into the billionaire fam-
ilies who own South Korea’s chaebol
conglomerates, rather than continue their
careers. Lee’s appointment at state-fund-
ed KBS - the Korean Broadcasting
System - upended that model. 

At 43, she even has a younger male
sidekick of her own. Female newsreaders
used to be like “pretty flowers”, Lee said.
But she had greater ambitions, wanting to
transform KBS’s conservative style and
capture younger audiences turned off by
broadcasts that tended to “rather lecture
the viewers”. The audience share for her
program - the most-watched news broad-
cast in the country - has risen from 9.6 to
11 percent since she started in November. 

But Lee feels the pressure of being a
trailblazer, knowing - however unfairly -
she cannot afford a single mistake. “If I
fail  in this, it could disgrace other
women reporters as a whole,” she said.
“I have to do well so that other female
reporters could have more opportuni-
ties. “That sense of responsibility and
burden is greater than live-broadcasting
primetime news.”

Maternity leave 
South Korea has transformed itself

from the ruins of the Korean War to
become the world’s 12th largest economy
and an industrial and trading powerhouse,
but traditional social values still hold wide
sway. Its gender pay gap is the highest
among developed countries, with women
making only 66 percent of what men earn,
while working mothers face pressures to
excel at both child-rearing and their jobs.
Many face promotional barriers at work
while carrying heavy childcare burdens,
often forcing educated women to give up
their careers.

Those pressures have led many South
Korean women to reject motherhood and
the country’s fertility rate - the number of
children a woman is expected to have in
her lifetime - dropped to 0.98 in 2018, far
below the 2.1 needed to keep a population
stable. The trend is all too familiar to Lee,
who started in television in 2003 and is
herself the mother of a six-year-old son.
“I have seen many veteran female journal-
ists whose career was cut short,” she said.
“It was both disappointing and upsetting.”

Such challenges are the subject of a
recent hit film, “Kim Ji-young, Born 1982”.

Based on a feminist novel that triggered a
backlash among men, it centers on a mar-
ried South Korean woman who has quit
her job and struggles to raise her child
with limited support. Lee said she had also
faced difficulties following her return from
a year-long maternity leave. “I felt like I
was not good enough as a mother nor a
journalist,” she said. “Then a senior woman
colleague called me in and told me that I
should not be too hard on myself. “I wish
young women would try their best at
work, but not blame themselves for things
out of their control.”  — AFP 

SEOUL: South Korean news anchor Lee So-jeong attends a rehearsal of a primetime
newscast at KBS, South Korea’s national public broadcaster, in Seoul. — AFP 

HONG KONG: Hong Kong’s dis-
abled residents and their carers say
they feel increasingly trapped in their
apartments and abandoned by
authorities as the coronavirus-struck
city is engulfed with panic-buying
and face mask shortages. For the last
fortnight, queues have sprung up
across the densely-packed business
hub as Hong Kongers jostle for the
latest delivery of face masks, toilet
rolls and cleaning products.

It is a free-for-all that Steven Yan
dreads. Diagnosed with muscular atro-
phy 14 years ago, Yan uses a wheel-
chair to get around. He has tried to find
face masks near his apartment but has
only succeeded once in the last month,
queuing for six hours to get his hands
on five free masks. “It exhausted me,”
Yan told AFP. “I dared not move, fear-
ing that I might lose my spot.”

With just 40 masks at home to
share among him, his wife and
teenage son, Yan has started cutting
back on going out in public, including
to his regular medical check-ups.
Public hospitals have stopped supply-
ing masks to visiting patients to save
vital equipment for staff in a city
where more than 60 people have
been diagnosed with the coronavirus.
“I have to wear a mask in hospital but
we can’t afford that now,” Yan said,

lamenting that prices for face masks
have soared in recent weeks as the
government has resisted implement-
ing price controls or rationing.

Entrenched inequality 
Despite being one of the richest

cities in the world, Hong Kong has a
profound wealth gap and a limited
safety net for society’s most vulnera-
ble. Of the nearly 600,000 people in
the city with disabilities, a third live
below the poverty line according to
government data. Some 200,000
people also act as carers.- Lam Chun,
64, looks after her 19-year-old
nephew full time.  

He has Pradar-Willi syndrome - a

genetic disorder that makes the per-
son feel constantly hungry and often
leads to diabetes and obesity. When
she goes out to get groceries, she
relies on a makeshift cloth mask to
cover her face, even though it offers
limited protection. “I always miss the
information about masks because I
don’t really know how to get online,”
Lam said, noting how many Hong
Kongers find out about restocked
pharmacies through Facebook or
family Whatsapp groups.

Both Yan and Lam said they had
received little help from local authori-
ties in securing masks. “It turned out
that the government did not do any-
thing to protect people like us and I am
deeply disappointed,” Lam said. The
Social Welfare Department did not
respond to requests for comment on
what measures it was taking to ensure
disabled and other vulnerable resi-
dents received masks. Responsibility
has largely fallen to volunteers and the
charity sector.  — AFP 

Mission impossible for 
disabled Hong Kongers 
hunting face masks

Sick Kashmiris feel
deadly consequences
of blackout
SRINAGAR: Sanaullah Dar was due to undergo
surgery to remove a tumor in his bladder. Four
months later, he was dead, with doctors blaming a
lockdown imposed by New Delhi on the restive
part of Kashmir it controls. In August, India’s
Hindu-nationalist government stripped the
Himalayan region of its semi-autonomous status
and imposed restrictions on movement and a
communications blackout, virtually cutting it off
from the outside world.

Life for Kashmir’s seven-million inhabitants
came to a standstill, including for doctors and
patients who rely heavily on the internet to con-
sult specialists outside the region, communicate
with patients and order vital medicine. “To get
appropriate healthcare for patients like my father
is difficult anyway,” Dar’s 20-year-old daughter,
Sumaya said. The lockdown and blackout “made
it impossible” for the family to schedule the sur-
gery Dar urgently needed in Mumbai, 2,000 kilo-
meters away.

By the time the family was able to get him to a
hospital in Delhi in late October, it was too late.
Dar passed away a week after he returned home.
Omar, an oncologist who treated Dar in Kashmir
and who only wanted to give his first name said the
surgery “probably would have been able to save”
Dar if it had gone ahead as scheduled. Dar was not
his only patient to die due to the lack of timely spe-
cialist treatment, he said, adding he had heard of
other deaths from other doctors’ patients. — AFP HONG KONG: Muscular atrophy patient Steven Yan (right) waits for a bus as he

travels to Sheung Shui to buy face masks in Hong Kong. — AFP 


