
BEIJING: China called the mounting international
restrictions on travellers from its territory “unaccept-
able” on Tuesday after over a dozen countries placed
fresh COVID curbs on visitors from the world’s most
populous nation. The United States, Canada, Japan and
France are among the countries insisting all travellers
from China provide negative COVID tests before
arrival, as concerns grow over a surge in cases.

China’s steep rise in infections comes after Beijing
abruptly lifted years of hardline restrictions last month,
with hospitals and crematoriums quickly overwhelmed.
But Beijing has pushed ahead with a long-awaited re-
opening, last week announcing an end to mandatory
quarantines on arrival in a move that prompted Chinese
people to plan trips abroad.

“Some countries have taken entry restrictions tar-
geting only Chinese travellers,” foreign ministry
spokesperson Mao Ning told a regular briefing. “This
lacks scientific basis and some practices are unaccept-
able,” she added, warning China could “take counter-
measures based on the principle of reciprocity”.

Asked about China’s reaction, France’s Prime
Minister Elisabeth Borne defended the new rules. “I
think we’re performing our duty in asking for tests,”
Borne told franceinfo radio. “We will continue to do it.”
The rules imposed affect all travellers coming from
China-not just Chinese nationals-while Beijing contin-
ues to restrict inbound visitors and not issue visas for
tourists or international students.

Countries including the United States have also cit-
ed Beijing’s lack of transparency around infection data
and the risk of new variants as a reason to restrict trav-
ellers. China has only recorded 22 COVID deaths since
December and has dramatically narrowed the criteria
for classifying such deaths-meaning that Beijing’s own
statistics about the unprecedented wave are now wide-
ly seen as not reflecting reality.

Shanghai overwhelmed 
As health workers nationwide battle a surge in cas-

es, a senior doctor at one of Shanghai’s top hospitals
said 70 percent of the megacity’s population may now
have been infected with COVID-19, state media
reported Tuesday.

Chen Erzhen, vice president at Ruijin Hospital and a
member of Shanghai’s COVID expert advisory panel,
estimated that the majority of the city’s 25 million peo-
ple may have been infected. “Now the spread of the

epidemic in Shanghai is very wide, and it may have
reached 70 percent of the population, which is 20 to
30 times more than (in April and May),” he told
Dajiangdong Studio, owned by the Communist Party
mouthpiece People’s Daily.

Shanghai suffered a gruelling two-month lockdown
from April, during which over 600,000 residents were
infected and many were hauled to mass quarantine
centres. But now the Omicron variant is spreading ram-
pantly across the city.

In other major cities, including Beijing, Tianjin,
Chongqing and Guangzhou, Chinese health officials
have suggested that the wave has already peaked. In
neighbouring Zhejiang province, disease control
authorities said Tuesday that there had been one mil-
lion new COVID infections in recent days and that the
province was entering a peak plateau.

Chen added that his Shanghai hospital was seeing
1,600 emergency admissions daily-double the number
prior to restrictions being lifted-with 80 percent of
them COVID patients. “More than 100 ambulances
arrive at the hospital every day,” he was quoted as say-
ing, adding that around half of emergency admissions
were vulnerable people aged over 65.

At Tongren Hospital in downtown Shanghai, AFP
reporters saw patients receiving emergency medical
attention outside the entrance of the overcrowded
emergency ward on Tuesday. The corridors overflowed
with dozens of elderly patients lying on beds crammed
together, hooked up to IV drips.

‘Enormous challenge’ 
Chinese officials are now readying for a virus wave

to hit the country’s underresourced rural interior, as
millions of people prepare to travel to their hometowns
for the week-long Lunar New Year public holiday
beginning January 21.

National Health Commission (NHC) official Jiao
Yahui admitted that dealing with the expected surge in
rural areas would be an “enormous challenge”. “What
we are most worried about is in the past three years
nobody has returned home for Lunar New Year but
they finally can this year,” Jiao told state broadcaster
CCTV on Monday. “As a result, there may be a retalia-
tory surge of urban residents into the countryside to
visit their relatives, so we are even more worried about
the rural epidemic.” — AFP
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BEIJING: Picture shows patients on wheelchairs and people in the emergency department of a hospital in Beijing
on January 3, 2023. Cities across China have struggled with surging infections, a resulting shortage of pharma-
ceuticals and overflowing hospital wards. — AFP

PYONGYANG: Picture taken and released from North Korea’s official Korean Central News Agency (KCNA) on
January 2, 2023 shows North Korea’s leader Kim Jong Un (2nd L) meeting with representatives who participated
in the 9th meeting of the Korean Boy Scouts during a commemorative photo session in Pyongyang. — AFP

US, S Korea planning 
response to any 
North’s ‘nuclear use’
WASHINGTON: Washington and Seoul are planning
an “effective coordinated” response if North Korea uses
nuclear weapons, the White House warned on Tuesday.
South Korean President Yoon Suk-yeol and US
President Joe Biden have “tasked their teams to plan for
an effective coordinated response to a range of scenar-
ios, including nuclear use by North Korea,” a
spokesman for the National Security Council at the
White House said.

The NSC spoke out after confusion emerged in
media reports about the allies’ response to nuclear
sabre rattling from Pyongyang. On Monday, Biden had
said “no” when asked if joint nuclear exercises were a
possibility, seemingly contradicting earlier comments
from Yoon. The NSC spokesman clarified that joint
exercises were not an option because South Korea does
not have its own nuclear weapons. However, “the United
States is fully committed to our alliance... and providing
extended deterrence through the full range of US
defense capabilities,” the spokesman said.

In Seoul, Yoon’s office said in a statement that the
allies are “in talks over information-sharing, joint plan-
ning and the joint implementation plans that follow with
regard to the operation of US nuclear assets to respond
to North Korea’s nuclear weapons.”

‘Tabletop’ planning 
Some interpreted earlier Yoon comments in a news-

paper interview as indicating more elaborate joint
nuclear exercises. In an interview with the Chosun Ilbo
newspaper published Monday, Yoon said the United
States’ existing “nuclear umbrella” and “extended deter-

rence” were no longer enough to reassure South
Koreans. “The nuclear weapons belong to the United
States, but the planning, information sharing, exercises
and training must be done jointly by South Korea and
the United States,” Yoon said, adding that the US was
“quite positive” about the idea.

However, a senior US administration official, speak-
ing on condition of anonymity, said that there was no
confusion over the extent of allied coordination.
Because North Korea’s “actions and statements have
caused increasing concern,” the United States and
South Korea “are working together to strengthen
extended deterrence, including eventually through
table-top exercises that will explore our joint response
to a range of scenarios, including nuclear use,” the offi-
cial said. “This is consistent with President Yoon’s com-
ment that the United States and the ROK (South Korea)
will expand planning, information sharing, exercises, and
training,” the official said.

Kim regime wouldn’t ‘survive’ 
Tensions are high after the North’s leader Kim Jong

Un called for an “exponential” increase in his country’s
nuclear arsenal and new intercontinental ballistic mis-
siles (ICBMs) to counter what it termed US and South
Korean hostility.

In 2022, the North conducted sanctions-defying
weapons tests nearly every month, including firing its
most advanced ICBM ever. Under the hawkish Yoon,
South Korea has beefed up joint military drills with the
United States, which had been scaled back during the
pandemic or paused for a bout of ill-fated diplomacy
with the North under his predecessor.

The official Pentagon position on response to a
North Korean nuclear attack is emphatic. “Any nuclear
attack by North Korea against the United States or its
Allies and partners is unacceptable and will result in the
end of that regime. There is no scenario in which the
Kim regime could employ nuclear weapons and sur-
vive,” the US defense department says. — AFP

Al-Qaeda silent 
over Zawahiri 
successor
PARIS: Five months after the United States
announced the killing of Al-Qaeda’s leader Ayman
al-Zawahiri in Afghanistan, the global jihadist group
has still not confirmed his death or announced a new
boss. In early August, US President Joe Biden said
US armed forces fired two missiles from a drone fly-
ing above the Afghan capital, striking al-Zawahiri’s
safe house and killing him.

But the group’s propaganda arms have continued
to broadcast undated audio or video messages of
the bearded Egyptian ideologue who led the group
after US special forces in 2011 killed its charismatic
founder Osama bin Laden in Pakistan.

“This is really bizarre,” said Hans-Jakob
Schindler, director of the Counter-Extremism
Project think tank. “A network only works with a
leader. You need a person around which everything
coalesces.” Almost all options remain open.

“It could of course be the case that the United
States is wrong about his death,” researchers
Raffaello Pantucci and Kabir Taneja wrote in early
December on the Lawfare website. But “this would
seem unlikely given the confidence with which
President Biden publicly spoke about the strike.”

Successor in hiding? 
Another possibility is that the group has so far

failed to make contact with Zawahiri’s most likely
successor, his former number two, who goes by the
nom de guerre Saif al-Adl or “sword of justice”. A
former Egyptian special forces lieutenant-colonel
who turned to jihadism in the 1980s, he is believed
by observers to be in Iran.

The Islamic republic’s Shiite rulers officially
oppose Sunni Al-Qaeda, but opponents have
repeatedly accused Iran of cooperating with the
network and giving sanctuary to its leaders. For
Schindler, Saif al-Adl “is a liability but also an asset
for the Iranian regime”.

According to its interests, Tehran could decide to
hand him over to the United States, or allow him to
attack the West. Al-Qaeda may also be keeping qui-
et about Zawahiri’s demise under pressure from the
Taliban, Pantucci and Taneja suggested.

The group issued a carefully worded statement
in August, neither confirming Zawahiri’s presence in
Afghanistan nor acknowledging his death. “Their
decision not to comment could be part of their
efforts to manage their fragile but deep relationship
with Al-Qaeda, while also avoiding drawing atten-
tion to the foreign terror group presence in direct
contravention of their agreement with the United
States,” they said.—AFP

Tanzania lifts 
ban on opposition 
political rallies
DAR ES SALAAM: Tanzania’s President Samia Suluhu
Hassan on Tuesday lifted a ban on opposition rallies
imposed in 2016 by her strongman predecessor, in an
overture to political rivals seeking the restoration of
democratic traditions. Hassan has been under pressure
to break with the hardline policies of John Magufuli,
who died in 2021 after six years of heavy-handed rule in
a country once seen as a democratic beacon in East
Africa. Magufuli came to power in 2015 as a no-non-
sense man of the people but presided over a sustained
crackdown on political freedoms, earning the nickname
“Bulldozer” for his refusal to brook any dissent. Early in
his tenure, he banned political rallies, saying it was time
for work, not politics.

But critics said the ban applied only to opposition
groups, with the ruling party free to assemble, while
rival gatherings were violently broken up by police and
their officials thrown in jail. In 2018, police fired live
rounds to disperse a rally by the Chadema opposition
party, and its leader Freeman Mbowe was later charged
with unlawful assembly and inciting violence.

Addressing party leaders invited to State House on
Tuesday, Hassan announced that the “ban on political
rallies is now lifted”. “The government will be responsi-
ble for ensuring security during rallies, but I urge all
politicians to also practise civilised politics,” she said.

“You are all free to criticise the government wherev-
er you see challenges, so that we address them for the
benefit of our people.”

‘Cleaned up the mess’ 
Mbowe, who spent seven months in prison under

Hassan on terrorism charges, was cautious. “It is good
that the president has allowed political meetings, but we
are now waiting to see the implementation by other
government officials,” he said. Zitto Kabwe, another
opposition leader, said the decision was a first step
towards greater political reforms. “I am exhilarated! This
is the right that was snatched by the state through an
illegal presidential decree. President Samia has cleaned
up the mess. It is a normal thing but Huge,” he told AFP
in a WhatsApp message.

The opposition hoped that Hassan, a ruling party
stalwart herself, and deputy president at the time of
Magufuli’s sudden death, would turn the page on the
autocratic-style rule of her predecessor. There was early
optimism when Hassan, the country’s first female presi-
dent, reached out to rivals, reopened banned media out-
lets, and reversed some of Magufuli’s most controversial
policies. Those hopes were dimmed with Mbowe’s arrest
in July 2021, and observers say more needs to be done to
reform the country’s battered reputation.

“President Suluhu should definitely go beyond this
announcement. There has to be concrete action to
restore a fair democratic playing field in Tanzania,” said
Oryem Nyeko, a researcher on Tanzania for Human
Rights Watch. Hassan said Tuesday she was committed
to “reconciliation and reforms” including a long-awaited
rewriting of the constitution, a key opposition demand.
“More legal reforms are coming soon to ensure that the
rights of all parties are accommodated,” she said.—AFP

Volunteer militia 
blamed in new 
Burkina bloodshed
OUAGADOUGOU: Twenty-eight bodies were found
in northwest Burkina Faso at the weekend, the govern-
ment said, as rights campaigners blamed a volunteer
militia created to support the army’s battle against
jihadists. Attacks targeting the security forces and
civilians have increased in recent months, especially in
northern and eastern regions bordering jihadist-torn
Mali and Niger. “The government was informed of an
incident at Nouna... during the night of December 30-
31,” a government statement said late Monday.

Preliminary reports “indicate 28 people killed,” it
said, adding that an investigation had been opened in
order to shed “full light” on what had happened, and
urging calm. But a rights group called the Collective of
Communities against Impunity and Stigmatisation
(CISC) pointed the finger at the Volunteers for the
Defence of the Fatherland (VDP) — a civilian auxiliary
force that supports the military in its seven-year-old
fight against jihadists.

“Armed civilians claiming to be” VDP have been
“freely carrying out organised looting and abuses tar-
geting civilian populations on the basis of appearance
and stigmatisation,” the CISC said. The public prose-
cutor in Nouna, Armel Sama, said in a statement that
“most of the victims, all of them males, were shot
dead.” The landlocked West African country is one of
the poorest and most volatile nations in the world.
Since 2015, it has been grappling with an insurgency

led by jihadists affiliated with Al-Qaeda and the
Islamic State group that has killed tens of thousands
and displaced around two million people.

The VDP, set up in December 2019, comprises civil-
ian volunteers who are given two weeks’ military train-
ing and then work alongside the army, typically carry-
ing out surveillance, information-gathering or escort
duties. Commentators have long worried that the
poorly-trained volunteers are easy targets for the
jihadists-and may also dangerously inflame ethnic fric-
tion without proper controls.

The CISC said the weekend events in Nouna had
begun with a reported “terrorist attack” on a local
VDP headquarters. Armed men then carried out
“deadly attacks in reprisal,” it said. Victims said the
assailants were VDP who were members of a tradi-
tional hunting community called the Dozo, according
to the CISC.—AFP


