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Canada unveils new
Asia-Pacific strategy
with eye on China
OTTAWA: Canada on Sunday unveiled its new
economic and diplomatic strategy for the Asia-
Pacific region, allocating 2.3 billion Canadian dol-
lars (US$1.7 billion) over the next five years to the
plan aimed at mitigating risks posed by China. The
government of Prime Minister Justin Trudeau has
based its strategy on five major planks: promoting
peace and security, notably by sending a warship
to the region; bolstering trade and investment;
boosting “feminist international assistance”;
financing sustainable infrastructure; and increasing
its diplomatic presence.

“The future of the Indo-Pacific is our future; we
have a role to play in shaping it. To do so, we need
to be a true, reliable partner,” Foreign Minister
Melanie Joly said in a statement introducing the
policy paper. She said the new strategy “sends a
clear message to the region that Canada is here,
and they can trust we are here to stay.” In an inter-
view with the French-language daily La Presse to
coincide with the introduction of the new policy,
Joly said the message being sent was specifically
aimed at Beijing, with which Ottawa has had fraught
ties. “There is a fundamental problem with the fact
that China currently does not respect international
norms and tries to change or interpret them to its
own advantage,” Joly told the newspaper.

While the minister said the government would
not go so far as to advise Canadian companies not
to do business in China, she said: “My job is to
explain the risk. And I’m saying there is a geopolit-
ical risk in doing business in China.” The govern-
ment said the strategy “presents a comprehensive
road map to deepen our engagement in the Indo-
Pacific over the next decade, increasing our contri-
butions to regional peace and security.”

The announcement comes on the heels of
Trudeau and Joly’s trip to Asia for the Group of 20
summit in Indonesia, the ASEAN summit in
Cambodia and a meeting of the Asia-Pacific
Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum in Bangkok.
At the G20 summit, Chinese President Xi Jinping
scolded Trudeau in an unusual public dressing-
down, caught on video.

Relations between the two countries plunged
into the deep freeze when Canadian authorities
arrested Huawei executive Meng Wanzhou in 2018
for allegedly flouting US sanctions on Iran. Beijing
later detained two Canadian citizens in China,
Michael Spavor and Michael Kovrig, in what critics
called a tit-for-tat response. —AFP

BEIJING: Overworked, underpaid and thoroughly
fed up, Wang’s troubles deepened even further when
authorities abruptly locked down the delivery driver’s
Beijing apartment block earlier this month. Officials in
the Chinese capital have doubled down on the coun-
try’s hallmark zero-COVID policy in recent weeks,
one of an array of cities to impose sweeping shut-
downs, mass testing and teleworking mandates as
caseloads have hit all-time highs.

Wang is not alone in feeling frustrated. The ruling
Communist Party’s uncompromising zero-COVID
strategy - now in force for about three years - has
stoked anger and resentment, with widespread and
sometimes violent protests kicking off across China’s
major cities. Pandemic fatigue has been on the rise for
some time, as a recent lightening of virus curbs has
coincided with record infection tallies, prompting a
patchwork of onerous restrictions in multiple major
cities.

China is the last major economy wedded to a zero-
COVID strategy, but maintaining relatively low num-
bers of cases and deaths has constrained its econom-
ic recovery, disrupted supply chains and hammered
employment.

‘I have no choice’
Demand for deliveries has soared under the tight-

ening curbs as millions of housebound urbanites have
turned to an army of low-paid couriers - mostly
migrants from other provinces - to supply takeaway
lunches and grocery orders. But this time the restric-
tions have crept deep into places where drivers live,
shutting many inside without pay and forcing others
to choose between having a place to sleep and earn-
ing enough money to survive.

Wang, who scoots back and forth across a wealthy
financial district delivering food orders for internet
giant Meituan, said his housing compound was cor-
doned off on Nov 7 after two COVID cases were dis-
covered. Desperate not to lose his income - about
250 yuan ($34) a day - the 20-year-old broke lock-
down rules by vaulting a fence to make his shifts,
sneaking back in under cover of darkness.

“I have no choice. If I don’t make money, I can’t
pay rent,” said the native of the industrial northern
province of Shanxi. “Lots of delivery guys don’t have

anywhere to live at the moment,” he told AFP outside
a deserted office block on a cold winter afternoon
last week. “I’m really dissatisfied with the Chinese
government, because other countries aren’t strict
about COVID anymore,” he said. “We’re going to
such great lengths... and I don’t feel it’s necessary,
because nobody is dying from it.” AFP withheld
Wang’s full name to protect him from potential reper-
cussions for breaking lockdown and criticizing the
state.

Sleeping rough
When a shutdown loomed over Gu Qiang’s hous-

ing compound last week, the Meituan driver chose to
sleep in his car. “Spending 30 yuan to keep the
engine running all night is still cheaper than getting a
hotel,” the gruff northeast China native said. “Some of
my friends are living outside - they dare not go
home.”

Several couriers interviewed by AFP described
heavier workloads in recent weeks as lockdowns
have left their companies short of labor. While some
said they were happy to take on money-spinning
extra orders, most said they had endured longer
working hours, extra stress and more negative inter-
actions with customers.

They also said they had not received any addition-
al support from Meituan or the companies to which
delivery services have been outsourced. Authorities
last year launched an investigation into food delivery
platforms following claims of exploitative labor prac-
tices including algorithms that effectively forced
couriers to drive dangerously to meet tight delivery
times. Meituan did not respond to an AFP request for
comment prior to publication. But the company told
the state-run China Daily newspaper last week that it
had paid for hotel rooms for some stranded workers
and welcomed calls for help from couriers in similar
situations. — AFP 

China COVID lockdowns shut
delivery workers out of homes

Demand for deliveries has soared under tightening curbs

BEIJING: A food delivery man rides a scooter full of orders along a street on Nov 25, 2022. —  AFP 

MOSCOW: Russian President Vladimir Putin shakes
hand with his Kazakhstan’s counterpart Kassym-
Jomart Tokayev after a signing ceremony in the
Kremlin on Nov 28, 2022. — AFP

Debt-hit developer
China Evergrande
sells land for $1bn
BEIJING: Embattled property giant China Evergrande
has sold land earlier earmarked for its headquarters in
the southern tech hub Shenzhen for $1 billion, accord-
ing to an official document, as it fights for survival. The
real estate behemoth has been involved in restructuring
negotiations after racking up $300 billion in liabilities
following Beijing’s crackdown on excessive debt and
rampant speculation in the property sector.

The 10,377-square-metre (111,700-square-foot)
land in Nanshan district was sold to Shenzhen Anhe

No. 1 Real Estate Development Co. for 7.5 billion yuan,
according to land transaction records published by the
city’s Public Resource Exchange Centre on Saturday.
Evergrande has scrambled to offload assets in recent
months and its financial situation has worsened con-
siderably since last year.

Its troubles are emblematic of the crisis rippling
across China’s massive property sector, with smaller
companies also defaulting on loans and others strug-
gling to raise cash after Beijing imposed widespread
lending curbs in 2020. Major developers including
Evergrande have failed to complete projects, sparking
mortgage boycotts and protests from homebuyers.
China’s banking regulator earlier this month unveiled
sweeping measures to support the property sector,
including credit support for distressed developers to
ensure the completion and handover of projects to
homeowners. — AFP 

BEIJING: This file photo taken on July 28, 2022 shows children playing basketball in front of a housing complex
constructed by Chinese property developer Evergrande. — AFGP 

Kazakhstan eyes
energy takeovers
ALMATY: Kazakhstan warned Monday it could
nationalize struggling energy companies in the oil-rich
Central Asian country after the latest blackout there
left thousands without electricity in freezing tempera-
tures. The vast ex-Soviet country is a net exporter of
energy, but high gas prices this year fueled historic
and bloody protests, and ageing infrastructure leads to
persistent electricity disruptions.

Thousands of people since Sunday are without
heating in northern Kazakhstan with temperatures
around -30 degrees Celsius, after an accident at the
power plant supplying the city of Ekibastuz. “President
Kassym-Jomart Tokayev has instructed Prime Minister
Alikhan Smailov to study the issue of nationalizing
problematic energy assets,” presidential spokesman
Ruslan Zheldibay said on Facebook.

“Their mismanagement causes accidents and
breakdowns in the supply of electricity,” he said
adding that those responsible for the accident in the
city should be “brought to justice”. Kazakhstan gained
independence from the Soviet Union in 1991 but it
relies on an electricity system linked with four other
ex-USSR Central Asian states. Kazakhstan as well as
neighboring Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan suffered a
huge blackout in January, ahead of the unrest.

Last month, Kazakh authorities said 65 percent of
regional electricity networks needed repair.
Kazakhstan derives almost all its electricity from gas
and coal but also imports some electricity to supply
regions in the south. Tokayev was re-elected this
month winning 81 percent of votes, according to
authorities but international election monitors said he
faced no real competition. Under former leader,
authoritarian Nursultan Nazarbayev, in power for
three decades, the energy sector was liberalized and
passed into the hands of powerful oligarchs. — AFP 

Barclays bank
CEO has cancer,
to remain in post
LONDON: British bank Barclays on Monday said its
chief executive C S Venkatakrishnan is suffering from
cancer and will remain in the top post while undergoing
treatment. The lender announced the news in a brief
statement alongside a letter by Venkatakrishnan to staff
that presented an upbeat prognosis for his non-Hodgkin

lymphoma, a cancer affecting the lymph system. “The
good news is that the matter has been detected early,
with scans and biopsies confirming it to be very local-
ized,” he wrote. “The doctors have advised that my
prognosis is excellent, and my condition is curable
with their prescribed regimen.”

Venkatakrishnan said his treatment, at Memorial
Sloan Kettering Cancer Center in New York, would
likely last 12 to 16 weeks. “During this period, the com-
pany will run normally, and I will continue to be actively
engaged in managing it,” he added. Barclays last month
announced a 10-percent lift in net profit for the third
quarter but also revealed rising impairment charges
owing to an uncertain economic environment. — AFP 


