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SHANGHAI, China: Health workers wait to test passengers for the COVID-19 after their arrival at Hongqiao railway station in Shanghai.  —AFP

BEIJING: China announced Wednesday a nation-
wide loosening of its hardline COVID restrictions 
that had hammered the world’s second biggest 
economy and ignited rare protests against the ruling 
Communist Party. The new rules are a major relax-
ation of President Xi Jinping’s signature zero-
COVID policy, three years into the pandemic and 
long after the rest of the world had largely learnt to 
live with the virus. 

However, with vaccination rates remaining low 
among China’s elderly and a health system still 
regarded as ill-prepared for a wave of infections, Xi 
has not abandoned travel curbs and heavy testing 
completely. Under the new guidelines announced by 
the National Health Commission, the frequency and 
scope of PCR testing-long a tedious mainstay of life 
in zero-COVID China-will be reduced. 

Lockdowns-a major source of public anger-will 
also be limited to as small a scope as is feasible, and 
authorities are required to free areas that show no 
positive cases after five days. People with non-
severe COVID infections can isolate at home instead 
of centralised government facilities. 

And people will no longer be required to show a 

green health code on their phone to enter public 
buildings and spaces, except for “nursing homes, 
medical institutions, kindergartens, middle and high 
schools”. 

China will also accelerate vaccination of the eld-
erly, the health commission said, long seen as a 
major obstacle to the relaxation of zero-COVID. 
Beijing said the new rules would serve to “correct 
pronounced problems faced by pandemic preven-
tion and control currently”. 

Past policy had “received strong response from 
the public”, National Health Commission expert Li 
Bin told a press conference Wednesday.  

 
‘It’s about time’  

Until recently, Xi and the Chinese propaganda 
apparatus had hailed zero-COVID as a triumph of 
communist rule that had kept deaths low compared 
with democratic countries such as the United States. 

But rare demonstrations against the strategy 
broke out across China late last month, with people 
railing against the restrictions. The protests expand-
ed into calls for more political freedoms, with some 
even calling for Xi to resign, turning into the most 

widespread opposition to communist rule since the 
1989 democracy uprising that the military crushed. 

All the while, a stream of data showed the mas-
sive impacts of zero-COVID on China’s economy-
with spill on effects for the world. The govern-
ment  re leased data  just  before  Wednesday’s 
announcement stating imports in November had 
fal len 10.6 percent year-on-year, the biggest 
drop since May 2020. Exports fell 8.7 percent 
over the same period. 

Authorities quickly cracked down on the demon-
strations, sending security forces into the streets 
and deploying its high-tech surveillance system 
against protesters. However they also began easing 
restrictions, with some Chinese cities tentatively 
rolling back mass testing and curbs on movement. 

And once dominated by coverage of the dangers 
of the virus and scenes of pandemic chaos abroad, 
China’s state-run media dramatically shifted tone to 
support a moving away from zero-COVID. 

There were immediate signs of relief in China fol-
lowing Wednesday’s announcement. “It’s about time 
to open up, it’s been three years already, we should 
open up fully,” one Beijing resident who asked to 

remain anonymous told AFP. 
“People need to work and eat, you can’t just tell 

people not to leave their homes anymore,” they 
added. “If people are worried now, they should stay 
home and avoid coming out, other people need to 
work and get on with life.” 

Others were more nervous about an outbreak. 
“We are very worried, now we fully open up, the 
government doesn’t care anymore, what should we 
do if the epidemic situation becomes more serious?” 
migrant worker Meng Qingcheng, 60, told AFP. 

“It will make it harder for us to find a job,” he 
added. “We are also afraid, we don’t want to be 
infected.” Searches on the country’s biggest travel 
app, Ctrip, for flight tickets ahead of Chinese New 
Year hit a three-year-high, state-run media outlet 
The Paper reported. 

Analysts at Japanese firm Nomura said they pro-
jected China’s GDP would rebound next year in the 
wake of the relaxations. But, they warned, China 
“does not appear to be well prepared for a massive 
wave of COVID infections”. “It may have to pay for 
its procrastination on embracing a ‘ l iving with 
COVID’ approach,” they said in an email.  —AFP

China to loosen COVID restrictions
Xi has not abandoned travel curbs and heavy testing completely

Mozambique ex-prez’s  
son, ex-spy bosses  
jailed for 12 years  

 
MAPUTO: A Mozambican court on Wednesday 
sentenced two ex-spy bosses and the son of a for-
mer president to 12 years each for their part in a 
corruption scandal in which the government sought 
to conceal huge debts, triggering financial havoc. 
The former head of security and intelligence, 
Gregorio Leao; the head of the economic intelligence 
division, Antonio do Rosario; and ex-president 
Armando Guebuza’s son, Ndambi Guebuza, were 
among 19 defendants accused in the country’s biggest 
graft scandal. 

Eight defendants were acquitted while the rest 
were handed terms ranging between 10 and 12 years 
in a verdict that took the judge a week to read out. 
“The crimes committed have brought consequences 
whose effects will last for generations,” said Judge 
Efigenio Baptista, addressing a packed courtroom 
located in the grounds of a high-security jail in the 
capital Maputo. The scandal arose after state-owned 
companies in the impoverished country illicitly bor-
rowed $2 billion (1.9 billion euros) in 2013 and 2014 
from international banks to buy a tuna-fishing fleet 
and surveillance vessels. 

The government masked the loans from parliament 
and the public. When the “hidden debt” finally sur-
faced in 2016, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
and other donors cut off financial support, triggering a 
sovereign debt default and currency collapse. An inde-
pendent audit found $500 million of the loans had 
been diverted. The money remains unaccounted for. 

 
‘Desire for luxury’  

Handing down the sentences Baptista said the 
scam had “aggravated the impoverishment of thou-
sands of Mozambicans.” “The country became 
famous for the worst reasons,” he said. “As high offi-
cials of the state they should have been (its) 
guardians.” 

Leao and do Rosario were found guilty of embez-
zlement and abuse of power, while Guebuza was con-
victed for embezzlement, money laundering and crim-
inal association, among other charges. 

Former president Guebuza, who had been in office 
when the loans were contracted, testified at the trial, 
but was not seen in court on Wednesday. Wearing a 
black sweater over an orange prisoner jumpsuit, his 
son stood up as the judge handed out the verdict. 

During the proceedings, Baptista said Ndambi 
Guebuza acted deliberately “to exert influence on his 
father” and get the government to approve the pur-
chase of the vessels. 

He took a $33-million bribe that went to satisfy his 
“desire for luxury” the judge said, listing some of the 
assets the former president’s son acquired with the 
money. They included luxury cars and a 10-million 
rand ($590,000) mansion in neighbouring South 
Africa. Besides being sentence to jail, the younger 
Guebuza was ordered to pay a fine of 162,000 meti-
cais ($2,500). Former presidential advisor Renato 
Matusse was also sentenced to 12 years in jail. 

 
Global scale  

The trial started in August last year and ran until 
March. It was broadcast live on local TV and radio 
stations. Dozens of people, including anti-corruption 
activists and civil campaigners, sat in the courtroom, a 
makeshift facility set up in a white marquee to accom-
modate defendants, their lawyers and other parties. 

The debt scandal exposed corruption on a global 
scale and sparked legal cases across three continents. 
Swiss bank Credit Suisse was fined $475 million last 
year over its part in issuing the loans. 

Former finance minister Manuel Chang-who 
signed off the loans-has been held in South Africa 
since 2018, pending extradition to the US for alleged-
ly using the US financial system to carry out the 
fraudulent scheme. 

When the loans were taken out, Mozambique’s star 
was rising after two decades of democratic and mar-
ket-led reforms and the discovery of huge gas 
reserves off its Indian Ocean coast. But the scandal-
which involved money equivalent to about to 12 per-
cent of the gross domestic product of one of the 
poorest countries in the world-tipped the nation into 
the worst economic crisis in its history. 

In March, the IMF awarded $456 million in 
credit to Mozambique, the first such aid awarded 
since the scandal erupted. The funds are to help 
support economic recovery and policies to reduce 
public debt. —AFP

US, Australia invite  
Japan to step up  
troop rotations 

 
WASHINGTON: The United States and Australia said 
Tuesday they would welcome Japanese troops into 
three-way rotations, vowing a united front in the face of 
China’s rapid military advances. Australia’s defense and 
foreign ministers said they agreed to step up the pace of 
military interactions with the United States during talks 
with their counterparts in Washington, after which they 
will fly to Tokyo. 

“It’s really important that we are doing this from the 
point of view of providing balance within our region and 
involving other countries within our region and we look 
forward to being able to have more engagement with 
Japan,” Australian Defense Minister Richard Marles told a 
four-way news conference. 

“We can go to Japan at the end of this week with an 
invitation for Japan to be participating in more exercises 
with Australia and the United States,” said Marles, in the 
first such talks since Australia’s Labor government took 
office six months ago. 

US Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin said the allies 
would seek Japanese participation in joint operations in 
Australia, where the United States has been rotating 
Marines since 2011 through Darwin, the strategic northern 
city struck by imperial Japan in World War II. 

Austin said the United States and Australia agreed to 
increase rotations of bomber task forces, fighter jets and 
the US Army and Navy. “We agreed to enhance trilateral 
defense cooperation and to invite Japan to integrate into 
our force posture initiatives in Australia,” Austin said. 

Japan, a treaty-bound ally of the United States, has in 
recent years sought growing diplomatic cooperation with 

Australia, but defense ties have been more sensitive due to 
Tokyo’s official pacificism since defeat in World War II. 

But Japan has participated in exercises including 
three-way drills in May off Australia’s northeast coast that 
included infantry live fire and tank integration. 

 
Warning on China  

The three countries have increasingly seen common 
cause due to the growing assertiveness of China under 
President Xi Jinping. “China’s dangerous and coercive 
actions throughout the Indo-Pacific, including around 
Taiwan, toward the Pacific Island countries, and in the East 
and South China Seas, threaten regional peace and stability,” 
Austin said. With an eye on China, Australia last year entered 
a three-way security pact with the United States and Britain 
to acquire nuclear-powered submarines, angering France 
whose sale of conventional submarines was scrapped. 

Secretary of State Antony Blinken told the Australians 
that the United States was committed to “delivering on 
that promise at the earliest possible time.” The defense 
ties comes despite a relative easing of tensions between 
the United States and China, with Blinken set early next 
year to pay the first visit by a top US diplomat to Beijing 
in more than four years. 

His trip comes after President Joe Biden met Xi in Bali 
in November and the two pledged to talk through key dif-
ferences. Key among them is Taiwan, the self-ruling 
democracy claimed by China, which responded furiously 
in August when US House Speaker Nancy Pelosi visited. 

Earlier Tuesday, a bipartisan group of Australian law-
makers visited the island despite warnings from Beijing. 
Australian Foreign Minister Penny Wong said in 
Washington that there should be “no unilateral change to 
the status quo” over Taiwan and that Canberra valued 
“our longstanding unofficial relationship with Taiwan.” 

The United States, Japan and Australia have also 
worked together in recent years through the so-called 
Quad with India, which has been more hesitant than the 
other three about appearing to form an alliance aimed 
at China.  —AFP

MAPUTO: Ndambi Guebuza (L), son of the former president of 
Mozambique Armando Guebuza, is seen with a lawyer dur-
ing court proceedings at the Maputo Central Prison.  —AFP

WASHINGTON: Australian Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Defence Richard Marles (L), Australian Foreign 
Minister Penny Wong (2nd L), US Secretary of State Antony Blinken (2nd R) and US Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin 
III hold a press conference during the 32nd annual Australia - US Ministerial (AUSMIN) consultations at the State 
Department in Washington.  —AFP


