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TOKYO: Chinese residents in Japan and supporters stage a rally to protest against China’s Zero Corona policy and the dictatorial rule of the Chinese Communist Party in Tokyo on November 30, 2022.  —AFP

BEIJING: China’s top COVID official and multiple 
cities have signalled a possible relaxing of the coun-
try’s strict zero-tolerance approach to the virus, after 
nationwide protests calling for an end to lockdowns 
and greater political freedom. 

Anger over China’s zero-COVID policy — which 
involves mass lockdowns, constant testing and quaran-
tines even for people who are not infected — has 
sparked protests in major cities, including Beijing, 
Shanghai and Guangzhou. 

But while authorities have called for a “crackdown” 
in the wake of the demonstrations, they have also 
begun hinting that a relaxation of the hardline virus 
strategy could be in the works. 

Speaking at the National Health Commission 
Wednesday, Vice Premier Sun Chunlan said the 
Omicron variant was weakening and vaccination rates 
were improving, according to the state-run Xinhua 
news agency. Sun — a central figure behind Beijing’s 
pandemic response — said this “new situation” 
required “new tasks”. 

She made no mention of the zero-COVID policy in 
her latest remarks, suggesting an approach that has 
disrupted the economy and daily life might soon be 
relaxed. 

The comments came as the Chinese capital said it 
would scale back daily testing requirements — a 

tedious mainstay of life under zero-COVID. 
The elderly, those who work from home, students 

and teachers in online education and others who do 
not leave home frequently are now exempt from daily 
tests, Xu Hejian, a spokesman for the Beijing Municipal 
Government, said Wednesday. 

Beijing residents still require a negative COVID test 
taken within 48 hours to enter public places such as 
cafes, restaurants and shopping malls, however. 

And a report by the state-owned Southern 
Metropolis Daily Thursday said that local officials in 
Beijing and Guangzhou were planning to allow some 
positive COVID cases to quarantine at home instead of 
at state-run facilities. 

The report was later deleted, and AFP requests for 
confirmation from local authorities in those cities went 
unanswered. 

 
 ‘Living with COVID’ 

Southern manufacturing-hub Guangzhou — the site 
of dramatic Tuesday night clashes between police and 
protesters — also announced an end to daily mass 
testing for those who do not need to leave home fre-
quently, including the elderly and infants. 

On Thursday, Haizhu district, where recent protests 
took place, went a step further, saying only those in 
certain sectors including medical staff, pharmacists, 

sanitary and delivery workers require daily tests. 
Officials the previous day also partially lifted a 

weeks-long lockdown, despite seeing record virus 
cases, easing restrictions to varying degrees in all of its 
11 districts, including Haizhu. 

The central city of Chongqing also said Wednesday 
that close contacts of COVID cases who met certain 
conditions would be allowed to quarantine at home — 
a departure from rules that required them to be sent to 
central isolation facilities. 

Sun’s remarks — as well as relaxations of rules by 
local authorities — “could signal that China is begin-
ning to consider the end of its stringent zero-COVID 
policy,” ANZ Research analysts said. 

“We believe that Chinese authorities are shifting to 
a ‘living with COVID’ stance, as reflected in new rules 
that allow people to do ‘home isolation’ instead of 
being ferried away to quarantine facilities.” 

The country reported 35,800 domestic COVID 
cases on Thursday, most of them asymptomatic. 

 
‘Sign of weakness’ 

As China reaches the third anniversary of the pan-
demic first being detected in the central city of Wuhan, 
its hardline approach to the virus has stoked unrest not 
seen since the 1989 pro-democracy protests. 

A deadly fire last week in Urumqi, the capital of the 

northwestern region of Xinjiang, was the catalyst for 
the outrage, with people blaming COVID curbs for 
trapping victims inside the burning building. 

But demonstrators have also demanded wider polit-
ical reforms, with some even calling for President Xi 
Jinping to stand down. 

China’s strict control of information and continued 
travel curbs have made verifying protester numbers 
across the vast country very challenging. 

However, the widespread rallies seen over the 
weekend are exceptionally rare in China. 

The 1989 pro-democracy protests ended in blood-
shed when the military moved in, most famously in 
Beijing’s Tiananmen Square and surrounding areas. 

The death on Wednesday of former Chinese leader 
Jiang Zemin — who came to power just after 
Tiananmen — saw the ruling Communist Party empha-
sise his role in that crackdown. 

Asked about the protests in an interview with NBC 
News, United States Secretary of State Antony Blinken 
said that people in every country should be able to 
“make known their frustration” through peaceful 
protests. 

“In any country where we see that happening and 
then we see the government take massive repressive 
action to stop it, that’s not a sign of strength, that’s a 
sign of weakness,” he said. —AFP

China signals zero-COVID relaxation
Beijing residents still require negative COVID test to enter public places

Bill Clinton  
tests positive  
for COVID 

 
WASHINGTON: Former 
US president Bill Clinton 
said Wednesday he has 
tested positive for COVID-
19 but that his symptoms 
were mild and he encour-
aged people to get vacci-
nated. It is the latest health 
scare for the 76-year-old, 
who was briefly hospital-
ized last year and has 
undergone several opera-
tions since 2004. 

“I’m doing fine overall 
and keeping myself busy at home. I’m grateful to be 
vaccinated and boosted, which has kept my case mild, 
and I urge everyone to do the same, especially as we 
move into the winter months,” Clinton wrote on Twitter. 

In October 2021 Clinton spent five nights in a hos-
pital in California for a blood infection, before walking 
out arm in arm with his wife, former secretary of state 
Hillary Clinton. In 2004, at age 58, he underwent a 
quadruple bypass operation after doctors found signs 
of extensive heart disease. 

Six years later he had stents implanted in his coro-
nary artery. This prompted him to adopt a vegetarian 
diet and to speak out publicly about how his change in 
food consumption helped him get healthier. 

“Maybe if I had... not eaten so many hamburgers 
and steaks, which I love, maybe if I had, you know, had 
slightly less stress in my life... maybe it would have 
been different,” Clinton told ABC News in 2004 after 
his successful heart surgery. 

Clinton led the United States for two presidential 
terms, from 1993-2001. In the two decades since leav-
ing the White House he has thrown himself into 
numerous humanitarian and diplomatic causes. 

He traveled the world, not just to receive gener-
ous speaking fees and to attend conferences but to 
visit disaster areas or raise funds for the fight against 
AIDS. —AFP 

Pride and pain  
in Albania’s  
‘Little London’ 

 
HAS, Albania: In the town hall of Has, in Albania’s 
mountainous northeast, the Union Jack flag has pride 
of place next to a framed photo of the late Queen 
Elizabeth II. It is an expression of gratitude towards 
the United Kingdom as the small town, dubbed ‘Little 
London’, owes everything to residents who left to find 
work across the Channel. 

Like their Prime Minister Edi Rama, people in Has 
are outraged by accusations from London that they 
are part of a migrant “invasion”. 

Has residents say leaving for the UK allows them to 
earn a living-but comes with the pain of uprooting, 
dangerous journeys and hard work which also benefits 
their British employers. Albanians are now the largest 
single group making small-boat crossings of the 
Channel, according to the UK’s official statistics. 

More than 12,000 arrived in Britain this year com-
pared to 50 in 2020. Nationals of the Balkan country 
of 2.8 million people have been fleeing unemployment 
to Britain for decades. Speaking in his office where 
British and Albanian flags stand side by side, Has may-
or Liman Morina told AFP that 80 percent of his con-
stituents “survive thanks to the hard and honest work 
of their relatives in Britain”. 

Klodian Kastrati, a sociologist who works in Has, 
said: “Emigration is an epidemic that affects all young 
people here contaminated by the idea of leaving for 
Britain in the hope of creating a better future”. The Has 
region is Albania’s poorest and “emigration is the only 
real resource to support its inhabitants”, he added. 

 
‘Britain’ bar  

In the region, which has a population of around 
22,000, numerous houses owned by emigrants are 
being built. There are tributes to their adopted home-
land-a bar named “Britain”, cars with UK registration 
plates, and even a replica of a famous red telephone 
booth. Mayor Morina has recently launched a tender 
for projects to build a statue of Queen Elizabeth. 

Since Albania opened its borders in the 1990s, resi-
dents have left en masse, desperate to escape hardship 

and isolation after weathering brutal oppression at the 
hands of the country’s communist dictatorship. 

Nearly 1.7 million Albanians have departed, notably 
for Italy, Greece and the UK, official figures show. In 
the first six months of the year emigrants sent home 
376 million euros ($389 million), according to the 
national bank. 

About 140,000 Albanians live in the UK where 
some joined Kosovo Albanians who found refuge there 
during the war against Serbian forces in late 1990s. 

While the richest can send their children to British 
universities, most Albanians work in catering or con-
struction. Has residents put the recent peak in Channel 
crossings down to word of mouth. 

“Rumours about the need for labour in the UK” 
under the combined effect of the pandemic and Brexit 
“have been circulating at lightning speed”, Granit 
Gojani told AFP. After living in London for a decade, the 
31-year-old recently returned to Has to open his own 
bar. “Social networks also offer more favourable prices 
(to cross the Channel) in inflatable boats”, he said. 

“The desire to believe rather than to know quickly 
unleashed the crowds”, he added, saying the idea had 
spread “like a virus”. This year, the high school in Has 
had 40 fewer students than in 2021. 

 
‘Bleeding wound’  

French authorities have confirmed the increase in 
the number of Albanians on their side of the Channel, 
including among smugglers, although Iraqi Kurd gangs 
still dominate the market. Ani, a young man who asked 
to use a pseudonym, bitterly regrets having made the 
trip from Dunkirk in northern France. He described it 
as a “hellish crossing of more than six hours aboard a 
full boat in a hostile sea”. 

Ani left in late September hoping for a well-paid 
job in the construction industry in London. He held out 
for a month before returning home, yielding to the 
pleas of his mother-who closely followed unpleasant 
comments about Albanians made by some British 
politicians and media. 

“I’m not a criminal, I just dreamt of a better life in a 
big country”, Ani told AFP, disgusted by what he 
described as an anti-immigrant atmosphere in Britain. 

“To hell with the £4,000 ($4,789) that this trip cost 
me”, he said. Now, he plans to continue studying law at 
the University of Tirana. Britain’s Home Secretary Suella 
Braverman has spoken of an “invasion” of migrants and 
singled out “Albanian criminals”, sparking anger in 

Tirana. “Albanians in the UK work hard and pay tax,” 
Prime Minister Rama tweeted in early November. Rama 
said the UK should “stop discriminating... to excuse 
policy failures”. Some migrants are involved in illegal 
activities, in particular to reimburse smugglers. 

But a “handful of people having problems with the 
law can’t harm an entire community, including busi-
nessmen, teachers, doctors, construction workers and 
children aspiring to grow up”, Gojani said. 

For all the money it has brought, red phone booths 
and royal photos, emigration to the UK has also left a 
legacy of pain in Has. 

Drita Meshi’s family suffered a devastating loss in 
2016, and she has since made it her life’s aim to con-
vince young Albanians to stay. Her son, who moved to 
England to seek a better life, was killed by two British 
teenagers, who hurled a flare into the car where he 
had been sleeping. He was 32. 

Every day, she mourns at his grave. Meshi, a Has 
town hall employee, has two other children still living in 
London. She wants to attract investment so young peo-
ple will have an incentive to build their lives closer to 
home. “For me, emigration is a wound that is still bleed-
ing”, Meshi told AFP, with tears in her eyes.  —AFP

HAS, Albania: A vendor shows traditional clothes in a city shop 
of Has. Albanians are now the largest single group making 
small-boat crossings of the Channel, according to the UK offi-
cial statistics. Around 12,000 of them arrived in Britain this 
year compared to only 50 in 2020.  —AFP
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