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HONG KONG: Hong Kongers travelling to China will need to
download a tracking app similar to those used on the mainland,
local officials said yesterday as they try to meet Beijing’s strict
coronavirus demands. The app will allow mainland authorities to
access a person’s travel records under some circumstances. It
comes at a time of heightened privacy concerns among many
Hong Kongers as Beijing cracks down on dissent.

The new “Hong Kong Health Code” will require users to reg-
ister their name and address and consent to their information
being shared with Chinese authorities. Similar to movement-
tracking apps in China, the Hong Kong program uses a color-
coded warning system based on a person’s risk of exposure to
the coronavirus. Government Chief Information Officer Victor
Lam said the app will only allow Chinese authorities to access
travel records when that person is infected or at risk.

“Visit records will not be transferred automatically to mainland
or Macau authorities,” Lam said, adding that users must give their
consent before any records are shared. The app is part of an effort
by Hong Kong’s government to fall in line with China’s strict zero-
COVID strategy and win Beijing’s approval to reopen their border.

The government has yet to give a firm date for reopening the
boundary. Hong Kong Secretary for Innovation and Technology
Alfred Sit said the government does not have any plans to use the
Health Code locally.

The app tracks a person’s movements by importing data from
Hong Kong’s existing local contact tracing app - which itself gen-
erated privacy concerns at launch a year ago. “Leave Home Safe”
relies on users scanning QR codes when entering Hong Kong
premises such as government buildings, restaurants and bars. That
digital footprint is stored on a device’s memory and is anonymous,
tied to a phone number, not a name. Many Hong Kongers have
nonetheless spurned the app, often choosing to fill in paper forms
instead of scanning QR codes at restaurants.

However, starting next week it will be compulsory for all eater-
ies, gyms and cinemas. Francis Fong, honorary president of the
Hong Kong Information Technology Federation, said the new
Health Code app should be walled off from local contact-tracing
measures. “Real-name registration will get people worried,” Fong
said. “Keeping the new app separate is the best way to minimize
impact on businesses, for example on restaurants.” —AFP

Hong Kong launches China-style 
tracking app for mainland travel

The new ‘Hong Kong Health Code’

HONG KONG: A photo illustration of a mobile phone displaying the Disney+
streaming service in Hong Kong shows a list of episodes of popular US cartoon
series ‘The Simpsons’ - which depicts a scene of the Simpsons at Beijing’s
Tiananmen Square, the site of a deadly 1989 crackdown against democracy pro-
testers - missing from the list, adding to concerns about mainland China-style
censorship in the city. —AFP

Report: US is the world’s 
biggest plastic polluter 
WASHINGTON: The United States is by far the biggest con-
tributor to global plastic waste in the world, according to a new
report submitted to the federal government Wednesday that
called for a national strategy to tackle the growing crisis. Overall,
the US contributed around 42 million metric tons (MMT) in plas-
tic waste in 2016 - more than twice as much as China and more
than the countries of the European Union combined, according
to the analysis. On average, every American generates 130 kilo-
grams of plastic waste per year, with Britain next on the list at
99 kilos per person per year, followed by South Korea at 88 kilos
per year.

Entitled “Reckoning with the US Role in Global Ocean Plastic
Waste,” the report was mandated by Congress as part of the
Save Our Seas 2.0 Act, which became law in December 2020.
“The success of the 20th century miracle invention of plastics
has also produced a global scale deluge of plastic waste seem-
ingly everywhere we look,” wrote Margaret Spring, chief science
officer of Monterey Bay Aquarium, who chaired the committee
of experts that compiled the report.

She added global plastic waste was  an “environmental and
social crisis” that impacted inland and coastal communities, pol-
luted rivers, lakes and beaches, placed economic burdens on
communities, endangered wildlife and contaminated waters that
humans depend on for food. Global plastic production rose from
20 million metric tons in 1966 to 381 MMT in 2015, a 20-fold in-
crease over half a century, the report said.

Initially, attention to ocean waste focused solely on ship and
marine-based sources, but it is now known that almost any plas-
tic on land has the potential to reach the oceans via rivers and
streams, the report added. Research has shown nearly a thou-
sand species of marine life are susceptible to plastic entangle-
ment or to ingesting microplastics, which then make their way
through the food web back to humans. —AFP

Denied treatment, 
Russians with rare 
disorder fight on
MOSCOW: Diagnosed with a rare neuromuscular disorder, 25-year-old
Marina Lisovaya needs a costly treatment to stop her condition from get-
ting worse and save her from dying young. But like many others in Russia
with spinal muscular atrophy (SMA), she is fighting for state healthcare
providers to pay for the drugs that she needs.

“To put it plainly, you’ve been turned around and pointed towards the
cemetery,” says Lisovaya, 25, who uses a wheelchair. With their health de-
teriorating, Lisovaya and others with SMA have had enough and are de-
manding the government pay for their treatment. In late September, she
organized a demonstration outside the Moscow mayor’s office, rolling out
three empty wheelchairs bearing photos of adults with SMA who died in
the last five years. “I wanted to show them what will happen if we wait,”
she explains.

SMA impedes muscular development, causing muscles to weaken and
eventually waste away. In later stages, sufferers can lose the ability to
breathe or swallow on their own. The genetic condition has no cure, though
there are drugs that can slow its development and improve motor function.
But the two medications so far registered in Russia - Spinraza (Nusin-
ersen) which is injected into the spine several times a year and Risdiplam
(Evrysdi) which is taken orally every day - are among some of the most
expensive drugs in the world.

‘A lot of people have died’ 
One injection of Spinraza costs $125,000 (110,000 euros) and full

treatment means several injections a year for life. Evrysdi costs around
$340,000 (300,000 euros) for an annual supply. Although Russian re-
gions are supposed to pay for the expensive medicine, local health de-
partments have baulked at the prices. In Moscow - Russia’s capital and
wealthiest city - none of the 38 known adults with SMA have been able
to secure treatment, according to the “Semyi SMA” (SMA Families) group.
And with the median monthly salary in Russia hovering just above $400
(350 euros), paying for the drugs privately is not an option. After dozens
of medical tests, Lisovaya has twice been told by a committee of doctors

that treatment would be “impractical” for her.
Earlier this year, she took Moscow’s health department to court for

denying her treatment, but lost. “My best friend died before he got treat-
ment. A lot of people have died,” she says. In the time she has been seeking
treatment, Lisovaya says her left arm has become weaker and her lung ca-
pacity has decreased. For now, she can use a laptop to work remotely, but
she lives in fear of losing what independence she has left. “SMA is scary
because you are aware of everything. Your brain continues working until
the moment you die,” says Daniil Maximov, a 19-year-old Muscovite with
the condition.

‘Where is my treatment?’ 
Maximov received Risdiplam under a pre-approval access plan offered

by the drug’s developer Roche. When the program ended after nine
months, it was up to the Russian government to secure his doses.

In that brief period, the 19-year-old said his lung capacity improved
and he gained better control of his neck. But the progress halted after he
stopped taking the treatment.

“It says in the constitution that the state needs to treat its citizens. I
am a Russian citizen - where is my treatment?” says Maximov, sitting in
a wheelchair in his Moscow apartment. Maximov has also protested out-
side government buildings with posters, one of them reading “We also
want to live”, and has been invited to speak with officials and doctors.
He says he feels like a “beggar asking for food.” Moscow’s health de-
partment this year opened a specialized medical centre for SMA pa-
tients, where those with the condition must obtain a doctors’ note to be
eligible for free treatment.

Need for ‘political will’ 
But Maximov says the centre has rejected all those who have applied,

like Lisovaya who says it turned down her request in the autumn. The
Moscow health department did not reply to AFP’s requests for comment.
Maximov doesn’t plan to back down and wants to relay his requests to Pres-
ident Vladimir Putin. “I am not breaking the law, I am not challenging the
government... I am fighting for our country to observe its own laws,” he says.

Outside Moscow, some patients have been able to get the treatment.
According to Olga Germanenko of Semyi SMA, about a quarter of Russia’s
300 or so adults with SMA are getting medication. She says it’s absurd
that patients are able to be treated in smaller and poorer regions but not
in the wealthier capital. “There is a solution, this is probably a question of
political will,” Germanenko, 37, says. —AFP


