
BEIJING: A top health official in China’s
locked-down Xi’an apologized yesterday
over the miscarriage of an eight-month-
pregnant woman, after footage went
viral of a hospital refusing her entry
without a COVID test. The city of 13 mil-
lion has been under strict home confine-
ment for two weeks to stamp out an out-
break, in line with Beijing’s firm “zero
COVID” strategy.

The distressing incident was detailed
in a social media post by the woman’s
niece on Jan 1, which included photos
and video of the woman sitting on a
plastic stool outside the hospital sur-
rounded by a pool of blood. The post
was later removed but not before it
got hundreds of millions of views and
sparked widespread anger online
about the hardships faced by Xi’an
residents.

“I deeply apologize to this patient
on behalf of the city’s health commis-
sion,” Xi’an health commission direc-
tor Liu Shunzhi told reporters, before
standing and bowing to the audience.
Liu said the hospital had been told to
“compensate” the woman and apolo-
gized that “access to medical care was
not smooth during the epidemic”.

The city said in an earlier statement
yesterday that the incident at Xi’an
Gaoxin Hospital had aroused “wide-

spread concern and caused a bad social
impact”, adding that the local health
bureau was investigating. The hospital’s
general manager has been suspended
over the incident, as have “responsible
persons” at the outpatient department.

The statement got more than 700
million views yesterday - illustrating the
huge interest the case has generated
within China. According to the Jan 1
post that went viral on the Twitter-like

Weibo platform, staff refused to admit
the heavily pregnant woman for two
hours because she did not have a nega-
tive COVID test from within the previ-
ous 48 hours. Her niece wrote that her
negative test result had expired just a
few hours earlier. AFP could not verify
the post, and calls to the hospital went
unanswered.

‘Heart attack’
The reports follow complaints from

Xi’an residents over chaotic handling of
the lockdown, including poor access to
food and daily essentials. On Wednesday,
officials told reporters that Xi’an was
opening “green channels” to provide
urgent medical services to certain
groups - such as pregnant women and
patients with critical i l lnesses. The
pledge came as a second woman took to

social media to say she had miscar-
ried last week after being rejected by
several hospitals.

The woman, who said she was in
the first trimester of pregnancy,
wrote that she was unable to reach
anyone on the public service hotline
but she thanked police for trying to
help her contact hospitals. “I don’t
understand why couldn’t I get
through at the public hotline, and
why I got given the runaround every-
where. Maybe ordinary people’s lives

are worthless,” she wrote in a post from
Wednesday.

Another Xi’an resident said her father
died Monday after several hospitals
declined to treat his heart ailment “due
to pandemic-related rules”. In a social
media post from yesterday that has been
viewed more than 500 million times, she
recounted driving for over eight hours

searching for a hospital while her father
complained of severe chest pains. After
he was finally admitted, “the doctor said
that the delay was too long”, she wrote.
It was unclear why hospitals had
declined to admit the 61-year-old.

Coronavirus case numbers in China
remain very low by international stan-
dards. But in recent weeks, infections

have reached a high not seen since
March 2020. There were 189 cases
reported yesterday, including 63 in Xi’an.
Xuchang city in neighboring Henan
province announced yesterday that it
would test its more than 4 million resi-
dents after reporting 50 cases yesterday,
while the provincial capital Zhengzhou
halted dozens of coach routes. — AFP 
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News in brief

HK minister sent to quarantine

HONG KONG: A Hong Kong cabinet minis-
ter was sent to a quarantine camp yesterday
after he was deemed a close contact of a pre-
liminary coronavirus case at a large party
attended by other government officials and
lawmakers. Home affairs minister Caspar Tsui
was among more than 100 guests at a birth-
day celebration on Monday evening that was
also attended by city police chief Raymond
Siu and head of immigration Au Ka-wang.
Police chief Siu had left beforehand and offi-
cials said they were still trying to work out
when Au left. — AFP 

Taiwan troops simulate warfare

KAOHSIUNG, Taiwan: Taiwanese troops
and armored vehicles were deployed yester-
day for a mock urban street battle in the latest
drill preparing forces against China, which has
long vowed to take the island. Soldiers from
two platoons faced off in a simulated battle,
firing at each other from houses and sandbag
barricades as tanks rolled down a street in a
mock-up town complete with signs for phar-
macies and beer brands. Urban warfare has
become an increasingly key training subject
for the military. — AFP 

Japan seeks curbs on US troops

TOKYO: Japan’s Foreign Minister Yoshimasa
Hayashi urged his US counterpart yesterday
to consider restricting American troop move-
ment in the country after a surge in COVID
cases on bases and surrounding communities.
The request to US Secretary of State Antony
Blinken comes as virus cases surge in
Okinawa, which hosts most of the US forces in
Japan and is now seeing a rise in community
infections. The region’s governor has blamed
the rise in local cases on the clusters first seen
among US troops. — AFP 

Maybe ordinary
people’s lives
are worthless

XI’AN: Residents buy food and daily necessities at a temporary stall set up in a resi-
dential compound yesterday amid a COVID-19 lockdown. — AFP 

North Korea tests
hypersonic missile
SEOUL: North Korea has successfully tested a
hypersonic missile, state media reported yesterday,
in the first major weapons test by the nuclear-
armed nation this year. This was the second report-
ed test of what Pyongyang claimed were hyperson-
ic gliding missiles, as it pursues the sophisticated
technology despite international sanctions and con-
demnation.

Hypersonic missiles move far faster and are more
agile than standard ones, making them much harder
for missile defense systems - on which the United
States is spending billions - to intercept. The missile
fired on Wednesday carried a “hypersonic gliding
warhead” that “precisely hit a target 700 km away”,
the official Korean Central News Agency (KCNA)
reported, without identifying the launcher.

The warhead also demonstrated a “new” capa-
bility, moving 120 km laterally after it detached from
the launcher to strike the target, it added. “The suc-
cessive successes in the test launches in the hyper-
sonic missile sector have strategic significance,”
KCNA said. Hypersonic missiles were listed among

the “top priority” tasks for strategic weapons in
North Korea’s current five-year plan, and it
announced its first test - of the Hwasong-8 - in
September last year.

The Wednesday launch also tested the “fuel
ampoule system under winter weather conditions”,
according to KCNA. An ampoule system involves a
propellant canister attached to the missile when it is
manufactured, and could eliminate the need for
fueling it at the launch site. This offers an advantage
over ordinary liquid-fueled missiles, which have to
be loaded with propellant on-site just before launch
- a time-consuming process that gives an enemy
ample opportunity to locate and destroy them.

Growing arsenal
Depending on their design, hypersonic missiles

can carry conventional and nuclear warheads, and
have the potential to alter the strategic balance.
They are generally defined as travelling more than
five times the speed of sound, or Mach 5. The
KCNA report did not mention the speed at which
the missile travelled on Wednesday, and assess-
ments of its performance from other nations have
yet to be released.

“It looks like the North Koreans identified hyper-
sonic gliders as a military requirement (probably
because they perceive this to be effective at dealing

with BMD),” tweeted Ankit Panda of the US think
tank Carnegie Endowment for International Peace,
referring to ballistic missile defense. “We’d need inde-
pendent, detailed data to assess how effective these
missiles actually are, but taking the two North Korean
statements about the Hwasong-8 and this missile at
face value, this test appears to have gone better” than
the one in September, Panda added. — AFP 

This picture taken on Wednesday and released yester-
day shows what North Korea says is the test-firing of
a hypersonic missile. —AFP 

Election rallies
cancelled as India
sees Omicron surge
NEW DELHI: Election rallies were cancelled in
India’s heartland yesterday as authorities fret over a
sudden Covid surge, driven by the Omicron variant,
which has seen confirmed infections nearly triple in
two days. Teeming crowds have thronged campaign
events for next month’s poll in Uttar Pradesh - the
country’s most populous state with over 200 million
people and a pillar of support for the ruling
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).

Prime Minister Narendra Modi has traversed key
cities to cut the ribbon on infrastructure projects
and partake in Hindu religious rituals to boost the
state government’s prospects. But with several cities
imposing coronavirus curfews and health experts

warning of exponential infection growth, several
parties have brought their public campaigns to a
halt. “Owing to concerns over the growing number
of COVID cases, all... rallies of the party have been
cancelled,” Ashok Singh, a spokesperson for the
opposition Congress, told AFP.

Another opposition group said it had switched to
virtual campaigning while the BJP cancelled a rally
planned for yesterday in Noida, a satellite city of
the capital New Delhi that has seen a spate of new
cases. Party spokesman Manish Shukla denied the
virus was the reason for calling off the Noida event
- where Chief Minister Yogi Adityanath, seen as a
potential Modi successor, was set to appear. “It was
cancelled due to some other technical reason,” he
told AFP, without giving further detail.

But recent electioneering has sparked concern in
some quarters of the BJP. “Imposing curfew in the
night and calling (hundreds of thousands) of people
in rallies during the day - this is beyond the com-
prehension of the common man,” party lawmaker
Varun Gandhi tweeted last week. — AFP 

ALLAHABAD: A health worker takes a swab sample
from a man for coronavirus screening at a testing cen-
ter yesterday. —AFP 

Japan, Australia
sign defense treaty
with eyes on China
TOKYO: Japan and Australia yesterday signed a
“landmark” treaty to strengthen defense ties, saying
the accord would contribute to regional stability, as
China expands its military and economic clout. While
Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison did not
mention Beijing directly in a statement released
ahead of the signing, the agreement is seen as anoth-
er step by the regional allies to signal their concern
over China’s military expansion.

Ahead of Thursday’s online summit with his
Japanese counterpart Fumio Kishida, Morrison
called the agreement “a statement of two nations’
commitment to work together in meeting the shared
strategic security challenges we face and to con-
tribute to a secure and stable Indo-Pacific”. “This
landmark treaty will... for the first time provide a
clear framework for enhanced inter-operability and
cooperation between our two forces,” Morrison said.

The partnership reflects “our shared values, our
commitment to democracy and human rights, and our
common interests in a free, open and resilient Indo-
Pacific”, he added. Japan and Australia, along with
the United States and India, are part of the “Quad”
grouping that has worked to build an alliance in the
face of China’s swelling presence across Asia, includ-

ing its threats to vital international sea lanes.
Ali Wyne, senior analyst at Eurasia Group, said

the treaty could enhance Tokyo and Canberra’s abili-
ty to carry out joint military exercises in Japan with
the United States. It “goes a considerable way
towards concretizing the forms that security cooper-
ation between Japan and Australia could take”, he
told AFP. “China will likely cast it as further evidence
that advanced industrial democracies seek to stymie
its resurgence, although Beijing’s own conduct in
recent years has contributed considerably to its
growing diplomatic estrangement from those coun-
tries,” Wyne added. — AFP 

TOKYO: Japan’s Prime Minister Fumio Kishida and
Australia’s Prime Minister Scott Morrison hold signed
documents during their video signing ceremony of the
bilateral reciprocal access agreement yesterday. — AFP 

Rare Tokyo snow
blankets shrines,
cancels flights
TOKYO: Snow blanketed Tokyo yesterday as
hours of flurries forced the cancellation of over 100
domestic flights and the weather agency issued the
city’s first heavy snow warning in four years.
Residents held umbrellas and pushed their bicycles
as large snowflakes began to settle, with the Japan
Meteorological Agency saying up to 10 cm could
fall over a 12-hour period.

The JMA issued a heavy snow alert for the
Tokyo area for the first time since 2018, warning of
potential disruption to traffic. The snow caused the
cancellation of 66 departing and 53 arriving domes-
tic flights at the Japanese capital’s main airport
Haneda, an airport official told AFP, but no interna-
tional flights were cancelled. Some commuter trains
in Tokyo were delayed due to heavy snow, JR East
railway operator said on its website.

On Twitter, the weather agency warned residents
that “caution for heavy snow is warranted” in cen-
tral Tokyo. “Heavy snow warnings are being issued...
The affected areas might be expanded. Please
check the latest weather and traffic information!” At
Sensoji Temple in central Tokyo, a popular tourist
destination, some visitors dressed in traditional
kimono and “geta” wooden sandals with split-toe

socks walked past the landmark’s red columns and
golden bells as snowflakes fell.

The scene was more prosaic for commuters
stuck navigating the rare weather event in the Ginza
shopping and business district. “It’s kind of unusual
that it snows this much in Tokyo in January,” Tokyo
worker Keiichi Masuda, 37, said as he hurried home.
“I need to be careful not to slip as I walk.”

But others in the area were taking the time to
soak up the unusual snowfall, including Tokyo resi-
dent Shigeko Nagahama, 73, who was taking pic-
tures of the iconic Kabukiza Theatre. She stood
alongside others enjoying the snow settling on the
traditional architecture of the building that hosts
kabuki performances. “It’s a beautiful sight. The snow
lends a quaint aura to it, I think,” she said. — AFP 

TOKYO: A woman walks through Hamacho Park as it
snows yesterday. —AFP 


