
As rivals reopen, 
Hong Kong doubles 
down on isolation
HONG KONG: Hong Kong’s decision to descend
deeper into international coronavirus isolation as rivals
reopen is causing consternation among managers at
multinationals who see no end to a zero-COVID strat-
egy imposed by a leadership beholden to Beijing. The
southern Chinese business hub has kept the coron-
avirus at bay thanks to some of the world’s strictest
quarantine rules with most arrivals undergoing 14 to 21

days of hotel confinement. 
Competitors such as London, New York, Tokyo and

Singapore have begun to live with the disease with
face-to-face meetings, conferences and executive
travel slowly returning. But Hong Kong, which dubs
itself “Asia’s World City”, has gone in the opposite
direction. And earlier this week officials further tight-
ened the rules to try to secure a travel bubble with the
mainland, even as China experiences its fourth out-
break in the past five months. 

Chief Executive Carrie Lam has said restoring
travel to the mainland is “more important” than
reopening internationally and that the city needs to
be even stricter than authorities north of the border
to win Beijing’s trust. That choice has sparked alarm
as executives find themselves increasingly struggling
to retain talent and replace those that are leaving.
AFP spoke to six senior managers at international
companies to gauge whether - as one banking lobby
group warned last week - Hong Kong’s long-term
viability as a business hub is at risk. All asked to
remain anonymous so they could speak candidly, and
painted a similar picture.

One basket
The pandemic began with praise for the way the

city kept the coronavirus on the back foot and mor-

phed into optimism that vaccinations would return
some sort of normality this year. But that has given
way to fears that Hong Kong, like China, could remain
closed off for much of next year. “Everyone I talk to
expects there will definitely be no quarantine lift until
after the Winter Olympics (in February) and also per-
haps not until Xi Jinping gets himself re-elected,”
James, an Australian banker who has spent 30 years in
Hong Kong said.

China’s leaders will hold a gathering in October at

which President Xi is expected to secure a third term
and there are growing expectations that Beijing will
not risk a reopening of the borders until that sensitive
date has passed. Regular leaving parties and a sudden
drop in waiting lists for international schools, James
said, pointed to a small but steady exodus of foreign
white-collar workers from Hong Kong “especially
those with families”.

A managing director at a global investment bank
who gave his name as John said he had spent 49 days
in quarantine over the past 15 months and was now
considering moving to either Singapore or London.
“We have staff every month relocating,” he said,
adding it felt like Hong Kong’s government was putting
“all the marbles... in one basket” by prioritizing travel
with China over the rest of the world. And Philippe,
who works at a global consultancy firm, described how
a major competitor recently held a gathering of all
regional heads in London. “They all went except their
guy based in Hong Kong,” he said.

‘Unsustainable’
Among the stricter rules Hong Kong announced this

week were an end to most of the few remaining quar-
antine exemptions, which included VIP business fig-
ures deemed crucial to the city’s operation. Officials
have also declared recovered coronavirus patients
must spend a further 14 days in quarantine once they
have been discharged. That latter provision has
sparked criticism that Hong Kong appears to be drift-
ing away from a science-based health policy. Ben
Cowling, an epidemiologist at the University of Hong
Kong who advises the government, said ending the
small number of exemptions “will have enormous eco-
nomic costs” but is at least “evidence-based”.

“But there doesn’t seem to be any epidemiological
rationale for that additional 14 days,” he told AFP,
adding that none of Hong Kong’s 10,000 discharged
patients has caused an outbreak. The new rules are the
latest public health inconsistency to fuel suspicions in
Hong Kong that the coronavirus is being used to keep
the population down after democracy protests two
years ago and a subsequent crackdown on dissent.

At present, 240 people can attend an indoor wed-
ding banquet but more than four people eating sand-
wiches together in a park remains banned. One
American who works for an asset management firm
said his family had to undergo mandatory quarantine
when someone in his building tested positive. He said
he had gone from being an optimist at the beginning
of the pandemic to a “deep pessimist”. “COVID poli-
cy clearly overlaps with a lot of other political objec-
tives,” he said. Asked what another year of restric-
tions might do to business, he replied: “It’s just
unsustainable.”— AFP 

BEIJING: Beijing lashed out against a US intelligence
review into the origins of the COVID-19 pandemic yes-
terday, calling it “political and false” while urging
Washington to “stop attacking” China. The Chinese
foreign ministry’s retort came days after the US Office
of the Director of National Intelligence released a fuller
version of its findings from a 90-day review ordered by

President Joe Biden. The paper said that, without new
information, intelligence agencies would not be able to
offer a better judgment on whether the virus emerged
via animal-to-human transmission or a lab leak.

It added that China’s cooperation would probably
be needed to reach a conclusive assessment on origins,
although stressing that Beijing continued to “hinder the
global investigation”. The so-called lab-leak theory
says the virus was spread from a research facility in
Wuhan, the central city where the contagion was first

reported. The theory remains unsubstantiated, and
China has repeatedly rejected it.

Foreign ministry spokesman Wang Wenbin respond-
ed in a statement yesterday that China had expressed
firm opposition to initial findings published in the sum-
mary report in August. “No matter how many times this
report is published and how many versions are con-
cocted, it cannot change the nature of this being entire-
ly political and false,” Wang said.

He added that the fact intelligence agencies were
tapped in origin-tracing efforts was “ironclad proof” of
politicization, and urged the US to “stop attacking and
smearing China”. Beijing has come under pressure to
consider a fresh probe into the origins of the pandemic
after a delayed and heavily politicized visit by a World
Health Organization team of international experts that
failed to conclude how the virus first broke out.

But Chinese officials have resisted this, often
maintaining that calls for further information were
motivated by politics. In August, Biden said China
was withholding “critical information” on the origins
of Covid-19, adding that Chinese officials had worked
to prevent access for international investigators.
Although Biden’s review was launched while the lab-
leak theory gained momentum, the report noted that
most agencies believed the virus was not genetically
engineered.— AFP 
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BEIJING: A health worker takes a swab sample from a woman to be tested for COVID-19 in Beijing yesterday. — AFP

HONG KONG: Pedestrians cross a street in Hong Kong yesterday. — AFP 

MARIB, Yemen: Fighters loyal to Yemen’s Saudi-backed government head to a position near Al-Jawba front-
line, facing Iran-backed Houthi rebels, in the country’s northeastern province of Marib. — AFP 

Japan’s coalition 
to retain power 
but lose seats
TOKYO: Japan’s ruling coalition is on track to retain
power but lose seats in parliament, media predictions
said after polls closed in yesterday’s general election,
the first major test for Prime Minister Fumio Kishida. In
forecasts based on exit polls, public broadcaster NHK
said the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) and its junior
coalition partner Komeito would win between 239-288
of the 465 seats in the lower house. TV Asahi said the
coalition was expected to win 280 seats, down from its
previous total of 305 - weakening the dominance of the
LDP, which has held power almost continuously since
the 1950s.

Kishida, 64, became party leader a month ago after
Yoshihide Suga resigned just a year into the job, partly
due to public discontent over his response to the
COVID-19 crisis. Cases have dropped precipitously
since a record wave that pushed the Tokyo Olympics
behind closed doors, but voters in the capital said the
pandemic was a major factor in their decision.

“The economy is suffering because of the coron-
avirus, so I compared the politicians’ responses,” said
Chihiro Sato, 38, a housewife and mother of a toddler.
But engineer Hiroyasu Onishi, 79, said he was more
concerned by “the military threat from China”. Kishida
has pledged to issue a fresh stimulus package worth
tens of trillions of yen to counter the impact of the pan-
demic on the world’s third-largest economy.

He has also outlined plans to tackle inequality
heightened by the neo-liberal policies of Suga and his
predecessor Shinzo Abe, saying he will distribute wealth
more fairly under a so-called new capitalism, although
the details remain vague. Japan’s 106 million voters have
“struggled to get excited about the new prime minister”,
said Stefan Angrick, a senior economist at Moody’s
Analytics. “Kishida will need to convince the public and
younger members of his party that continuity does not
mean status quo, but rather maintaining what has
worked and improving on what has not.”

Revolving-door risk
Kishida had set a comfortable target of winning 233

lower-house seats, a simple majority including LDP and
Komeito lawmakers. The LDP previously boasted a
commanding majority of 276 seats on its own. NHK
predicted the party would hang on to between 212-253
seats yesterday, while TV Asahi said it would win 243,
still a simple majority without Komeito.

Kishida has not enjoyed a political honeymoon, with
approval ratings around 50 percent, the lowest in two
decades for a new administration in Japan. In recent
decades, votes against the LDP have been split between
multiple major opposition parties, but this time five rival
parties boosted cooperation in a bid to dent its stran-
glehold. The LDP wants to put a tumultuous year
behind it, but “the fact that they are still having to fight
so hard is, for them, highly embarrassing”, said Michael
Cucek, assistant professor of Asian studies at Temple
University. —AFP

Kids among 12 killed 
in Yemen’s car blast
ADEN: At least 12 civilians, including children, were
killed Saturday in a car bomb blast near the airport of
Aden, the Yemeni government’s interim capital, securi-
ty officials said. “Twelve civilians were killed in an
explosion” in the vicinity of Aden airport and “there
are also serious injuries”, said the official, who spoke
on condition of anonymity. Another security official
confirmed the toll.  A spokesman from the Southern
Transitional Council (STC) - part of Yemen’s govern-
ment - said the blast was caused by a car bomb explo-
sion. “A car bomb was detonated, killing a number of
our peaceful citizens, including children, and wounding
a number of other civilians,” STC spokesman Ali Al-
Kathiri said in a statement.

The explosion comes almost three weeks after six

people were killed in a car-bomb attack that targeted
Aden’s governor, who survived. AFP footage on
Saturday showed people pulling out a body from a
vehicle that had been completely destroyed, as fire-
fighters put out flames nearby. The internationally rec-
ognized government relocated to Aden from the capi-
tal Sanaa in 2014, forced out by the Houthis, who are
fighting Saudi-backed Yemeni government loyalists. A
Saudi-led military coalition intervened in Yemen’s war
in 2015.

No one has yet claimed responsibility for
Saturday’s blast, which is the deadliest in the area
since December last year, when an attack targeting
cabinet members ripped through Aden’s airport. At
least 26 people, including three members of the
International Committee of the Red Cross, were killed
and scores were wounded when explosions rocked the
airport at the time, as ministers disembarked from an
aircraft. All cabinet members were reported to be
unharmed, in what some ministers charged was a
Houthi attack.—AFP

Troops mount fresh 
battle for strategic 
Ethiopian city
NAIROBI: Ethiopian forces have mounted a fresh bat-
tle for the strategic northern city of Dessie, residents
said yesterday, hours after Tigrayan rebels claimed to
have taken control of it. The capture of Dessie by the
Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) on Saturday
marked a new step in its offensive in the nearly year-
long war, after it retook most of Tigray from federal
forces in June and expanded its presence into neighbor-
ing regions. But yesterday, locals said renewed gun bat-
tles were under way in the city, with residents ordered
to stay indoors by Ethiopian troops, who had returned
to Dessie after reportedly retreating a day earlier.

“Soldiers told us they are fighting to take the city
again... and told us no one should go out,” said
Mohammed, a Dessie resident who declined to give his
second name. Desta, a former waiter in Dessie and
gave only his first name, said he saw soldiers fighting
in the streets. “They are firing but I had to close my
window... to not get spotted”, he said. Another resident
Yemesirach, holed up indoors, said she could also hear
gunfire, telling AFP she was “at home and scared”.

A statement from the Ethiopian military communi-
cations office yesterday said: “The armed forces on the
front will continue to clear the group of terrorists.”
“They are fighting to eliminate the invading force once
and for all,” the statement added. The TPLF did not
respond to requests for comment. Much of northern
Ethiopia is under a communications blackout and
access for journalists is restricted, making battlefield
claims difficult to verify independently.—AFP


