
BEIJING: China is finally beating a retreat from its strict
zero-COVID policy, but low vaccination rates among its
elderly have seeded fears that the coronavirus could kill
as many as 2.1 million people. Around a third of Chinese
aged 80 and above have not yet received a full course of
vaccines, compared with under 10 percent of the popu-
lation as a whole. With China on Wednesday announcing
the lifting of the most restrictive zero-COVID policies,
experts have warned of the possibility of an uncontrolled
outbreak for which China’s patchy healthcare system is
underprepared.

Among the most at risk are the elderly, such as 76-
year-old Sun who told AFP she “wouldn’t take any more
jabs” after receiving a single shot in return for a gift of
100 yuan ($14) and a bag of rice. “There haven’t been
cases nearby, and I rarely travel outside my local area.
So it’s not necessary,” said the resident of eastern
Zhejiang province.

Health risk analysis firm Airfinity has predicted as
many as 2.1 million COVID fatalities at current immunity
levels. The company modelled its projections on an out-
break in Hong Kong this year-the fifth wave of the virus
in the city-when vaccine hesitancy among older people
was a major factor in the high death toll.

Of the more than 10,500 deaths in that wave, 67 per-
cent were unvaccinated. And more than 95 percent of
the dead were aged 60 and above, according to the gov-
ernment. The median age was 86 years.

No mandate 
Beijing’s hardline pandemic policy has seen entire

cities locked down, children separated from their parents
in quarantine, and residents forced to get daily PCR tests

to go about their day. But China has been reluctant to
implement a vaccine mandate, instead offering entice-
ments-from shopping vouchers to free dim sum-to try
and nudge people to get shots.

An attempt in July to impose a jab mandate to access
public spaces in the capital Beijing was swiftly aban-
doned after a strong backlash in a public traumatised by
domestic vaccine scandals in recent years.

That policy U-turn was likely “the result of direct
intervention from a central leader”, Yanzhong Huang of
the Council on Foreign Relations wrote then, noting that
other unpopular measures were not overturned. The
zero-COVID strategy, which the ruling Communist Party
was committed to at the time, “tends to marginalize the
role of vaccines in policy implementation”, he said. And
unlike in other countries where elderly citizens were pri-
oritised for vaccinations, China’s initial push in 2021
mainly targeted employees in “high-risk” industries, later
expanding to the working-age population.

Officials have vowed to boost immunisation rates
among stubborn seniors, but “substantial improvement”
is needed to guarantee supply and promote uptake, said
Xi Chen, associate professor at the Yale School of Public
Health.

Distrust, complacency
Ben Cowling, chair of epidemiology at Hong Kong

University’s School of Public Health, said a persistent
lack of clear guidelines has left seniors uncertain about
the safety of vaccines. Further, China’s longstanding
approach towards outbreaks and relatively low case
numbers have bred complacency about the likelihood of
catching COVID.

Under the zero-COVID policy, “the perceived benefit
of vaccination is still quite low”, Cowling told AFP. “If
you aren’t likely to get infected... you may not benefit
from vaccination.” Officials have also been hesitant to
push too hard. “There is always the fear of reprisals,”
Singapore-based infectious diseases expert Leong Hoe
Nam said, noting a history of confrontations between
patients’ family members and doctors in China after
deaths or medical complications.

Fixing the problem “requires the government to

invest in building trust with the Chinese people”, said
Nancy Qian, a China policy expert at Northwestern
University. Local governments need to produce “easy-
to-understand publicity materials” and lean on family
members to encourage vaccine uptake among the elder-
ly, China’s State Council said last week.

A Beijing resident surnamed Tian said her elderly
parents and in-laws readily got their shots after seeing
neighbours do the same. “If a lot of people you know are
all lining up to get the vaccine, then you probably won’t
be too worried,” she said.

Homegrown vs foreign vaccines 
Even if China manages to close the immunisation gap,

there are persistent doubts about the long-term effec-
tiveness of homegrown vaccines. Beijing has so far
refused to greenlight foreign vaccines such as the
mRNA-based shots from Pfizer-BioNTech and Moderna
for public use.

“Nationalism plays an important role,” Huang, J.
Stephen Morrison and Scott Kennedy wrote in a
commentary on China’s zero-COVID policy for the
Center for Strategic and International Studies. That,
they said, “means Western solutions in the form of
Western-owned mRNA vaccines and antivirals are
out of bounds”.

Studies have suggested that Chinese jabs-developed
using older technology-offer less effective long-term
protection and prevent fewer severe cases and deaths
than foreign mRNA shots. But that does not mean
Chinese vaccines are not helpful.

A Hong Kong University study this year found that
three shots from China’s Sinovac provided “very high
levels of protection against severe outcomes”, including
in people aged 60 or above. While three doses of
domestic vaccines will “effectively minimise” deaths, said
Yale’s Chen, China should also offer mRNA jabs to boost
long-term immunity. — AFP
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HONG KONG: People wear masks as they ride the mass transit rail (MTR) in Hong Kong on December 8, 2022. — AFP

BENI, DR Congo: Residents hold candles as they gather in Beni on December 7, 2022 during a prayer vigil in remembrance of
the victims of the ongoing unrest in the East of the country. — AFP

JAKARTA, Indonesia: Picture shows Indonesian terror sus-
pect Umar Patek arrives at a Jakarta court to hear the
judge’s verdict. — AFP

131 killed in DR
Congo by M23 rebels
KINSHASA: M23 rebels last month massacred at least
131 civilians in eastern DR Congo and committed more
than two dozen rapes, according to a preliminary probe
into the killings, the UN mission in the country said. The
government has said some 300 people, almost all civil-
ians, died in the massacre in North Kivu province on
November 29-30.

The group has denied any responsibility, blaming
“stray bullets” for the deaths of just eight civilians. In a
statement issued overnight Wednesday, the UN’s
MONUSCO peacekeeping mission said investigators
found 131 people had died, killed “as part of reprisals
against the civilian population.” The evidence comes
from witnesses and other sources as investigators were
unable to reach the villages where the massacre took
place, which means the toll “could change,” MONUSCO
warned. The victims — 102 men, 17 women and 12 chil-
dren-were “arbitrarily executed” by bullets or knives, it
said.

“Eight people were wounded by bullets and 60 oth-
ers kidnapped. At least 22 women and five girls were
raped,” it said. “This violence was carried out as part of
a campaign of murders, rapes, kidnappings and looting
against two villages in Rutshuru territory as reprisals for
the clashes between the M23” and other armed groups,
the statement said.

The probe, carried out by the UN Joint Human

Rights Office (UNJHRO) and MONUSCO, centred on
events in the neighbouring villages of Kishishe and
Bambo. Investigators could not go to the villages them-
selves because of security concerns, but interviewed 52
victims, witnesses and other sources in the town of
Rwindi 20 kilometres (12 miles) away, MONUSCO said.

“Kishishe at the moment is controlled by the M23
and (there is) a high risk of reprisals against victims and
witnesses who are still in the area,” it said. 

‘Fabricated’ 
Eastern Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) has

been restive for years. Dozens of militias operate in the
region, many of them legacies of two regional wars that
raged at the end of the last century. The M23, a mostly
Congolese Tutsi group, resumed fighting in late 2021
after lying dormant for years. It claimed among other
things that the DRC had failed to honour a pledge to
integrate its fighters into the army. The group then went
on the offensive, advancing towards the city of Goma
and causing tens of thousands of people to flee.

The group’s political spokesman, Lawrence
Kanyuka, lashed the UN report as a sham. “It’s regret-
table to see a respectable organisation... compile a
report that has been completely fabricated,” he said.
“We are staggered.” Kanyuka said the group had told
MONUSCO “several times that it could come” to
Kishishe to carry out its investigation. Instead, he
charged, MONUSCO “went and did an investigation 20
kilometres away... and decided to bring out a report
which supports the accusations of the Congolese gov-
ernment-this shows its bias.”—AFP

Survivors angered 
by release of 
Bali bombmaker
SYDNEY: Survivors of the 2002 Bali blasts were
incensed on Thursday after one of the bombmakers was
released from an Indonesian prison halfway into his 20-
year sentence, with one Australian terming the release
“laughable”. Umar Patek was a member of an Al Qaeda-
linked group that detonated two bombs outside a Bali
bar and nightclub in October 2002, killing 202 people-
including 88 Australians. Patek was released on parole
Wednesday by Indonesian authorities, despite repeated
pleas from the Australian government to keep him
behind bars.

Australian attack survivor Peter Hughes, who spoke
at Patek’s trial in 2012, said the convicted extremist
deserved to serve the “harshest sentence”. “For him to
be let out, it’s laughable,” he told Australian national
broadcaster ABC. Indonesian authorities said they
believed Patek had rehabilitated himself inside prison
after completing a deradicalisation program. Patek has
said he wanted to devote himself to deradicalising other
inmates.

Australia’s deputy prime minister Richard Marles
urged Indonesia to keep Patek under “constant surveil-
lance”. “We will continue to make representations to
make sure that there is constant surveillance of Umar
Patek,” he told ABC.

“I think this is going to be a very difficult day for
many Australians.” Australian Prime Minister Anthony
Albanese in August said he had nothing but “contempt”
for Patek’s actions and that his early release would be
traumatic for victims’ grieving families. Hundreds of
mourners and survivors gathered in Bali and Australia in
October to mark the 20th anniversary of Southeast
Asia’s deadliest terror attack. Back in Bali, speaking at a
monument for victims built metres from the site of the
blasts, Indonesian survivor Thiolina Marpaung said she
felt “very sad” after hearing of Patek’s parole and cast
doubt on whether the Indonesian government would
“properly” supervise him.

Patek is required to follow a training programme
until 2030 as part of his parole. His release came on the
same day as a suicide bombing carried out by an
Islamic militant who had already spent four years in jail
for his involvement in a 2017 attack.

A police officer was killed and 10 people were
wounded in the bombing targeting a police station in
the Javan city of Bandung. “The bomber in Bandung
was just released in 2021 but less than a year later, he
committed a suicide bombing. So, how about controlling
Umar Patek until 2030?” Marpaung said.

Another survivor, I Dewa Ketut Rudita Widia Putra,
said he was “very shocked” to learn about Patek’s
release, while also calling on the government to review
early releases for terrorism convicts. “I feel that it’s odd
that such a crime against humanity can be granted
parole,” Putra said. — AFP

Quake jolts 
Indonesia’s 
Java island
JAKARTA: A 5.8-magnitude earthquake hit
Indonesia’s main island of Java on Thursday with no
immediate reports of damage, less than a month
after another quake in the same province killed
more than 300 people.

The quake struck at 07:50 am local time (0050
GMT) around 15 kilometres from the town of
Cianjur, epicentre of November’s devastating
tremor, the United States Geological Survey said.

It said there was a low likelihood of casualties or
damage following the quake, which struck at a
depth of 123 kilometres (76 miles). No damage was
immediately reported in Cianjur or Sukabumi, the
city nearest the epicentre, local disaster mitigation
agency officials said Thursday.

But schools were temporarily evacuated in
Sukabumi, according to local TV. “The epicenter of
the earthquake is in Sukabumi, so it was only lightly
felt in Cianjur. No reports of damage to houses or
casualties,” said Wawan Setawan, a disaster agency
official in Cianjur told AFP. “We have yet to receive
reports of damage caused by the earthquake”,
Imran Wardhani, an official in Sukabumi, said soon
after the tremor. Last month, a shallow 5.6-magni-
tude earthquake hit Cianjur, triggering landslides
and collapsing buildings, killing at least 334 people,
injuring thousands and leaving tens of thousands
more homeless.

Save the Children warned this week that evac-
uees faced a “ticking time bomb” of disease and
infection due to poor living conditions. Thousands
of cases of respiratory infections and hundreds of
cases of diarrhoea have been reported. Indonesian
President Joko Widodo is visiting the area on
Thursday to distribute aid to affected residents.
The tremor that struck Cinajur on November 21
was the deadliest in the archipelago nation since a
2018 quake and resulting tsunami killed more than
4,000 people on the island of Sulawesi.—AFP

Taleban carry out
first execution
since takeover
KABUL: An Afghan man convicted of murder was
executed in public Wednesday, the Taleban said, the
first confirmation of such a punishment since the hard-
line Islamists returned to power. Last month, Taleban
supreme leader Hibatullah Akhundzada ordered judges
to fully enforce aspects of Islamic law that include
public executions, stonings and floggings, and the
amputation of limbs from thieves.

They have carried out several public floggings since
then, but Wednesday’s execution in Farah-capital of
the western province of the same name-is the first the
Taleban have acknowledged. “The supreme court was
instructed to implement this order of qisas in a public
gathering of compatriots,” Taleban spokesman
Zabihullah Mujahid said in a statement, referring to the
“eye for an eye” justice in Islamic law.

In a later tweet, Mujahid said the victim’s father had
carried out the sentence, shooting the condemned man
three times with a Kalashnikov. The statement named

the executed man as Tajmir, son of Ghulam Sarwar,
and said he was a resident of Anjil district in Herat
province.

It said Tajmir had murdered a man, and stolen his
motorcycle and cell phone. “Later, this person was
recognised by the heirs of the deceased,” it said,
adding he had admitted his guilt. UN Secretary-
General Antonio Guterres voiced “deep concern”
about the public execution, spokeswoman Stephanie
Tremblay said. “Our position has never changed. The
United Nations is against the death penalty... So we
call for a return to the moratorium on the death penal-
ty” in Afghanistan, she said. US State Department
spokesman Ned Price said “despicable” public execu-
tions break Taleban promises to the world. “This indi-
cates to us that the Taleban seek a return to their
regressive and abusive practices of the 1990s,” Price
said.

Severe restrictions 
The Taleban regularly carried out punishments in

public during their first period of rule that ended in
late 2001, including floggings and executions at the
national stadium in Kabul, which Afghans were
encouraged to attend.

“I remember when they were implementing these
punishments in their first stint, where they would

announce for the public to gather,” rights activist Ogai
Amil told AFP. She said Wednesday’s execution
reminded her of those days, adding it “shakes the
human conscience”.

“Why should it happen only in Afghanistan?” she
asked. The hardline Islamists had promised a softer
rule this time round, but have introduced increasingly
severe restrictions on the lives of Afghans.

Women in particular have been incrementally
squeezed out of public life since the Taleban’s return.
Those in government roles have lost their jobs-or are
being paid a pittance to stay at home-while women
are also barred from travelling without a male relative,
and must cover up with a burqa or hijab when out of
the home.

Schools for teenage girls have also been shuttered
across most of the country for over a year. Mujahid
said the case for Wednesday’s execution had been
thoroughly examined by a series of courts before the
supreme leader gave the order. “This matter was
examined very precisely,” he said in the statement. “In
the end, they gave an order to apply the Shariah law of
retribution to the murderer.” Akhundzada, who has not
been filmed or photographed in public since the
Taleban returned to power in August 2021, rules by
decree from Kandahar, the movement’s birthplace and
spiritual heartland.—AFP


