
SHANGHAI: Tens of millions in China headed to their
rural hometowns for Lunar New Year celebrations
Thursday, though President Xi Jinping said he was
“concerned” about the countryside’s ability to weather
a COVID surge. China’s transport authorities have pre-
dicted that more than two billion trips will be made this
month into February in one of the world’s largest mass
movements of people.

But the exodus from big cities hit hard by COVID is
widely expected to cause a spike in cases in under-
resourced rural areas. Officials have said that as of
Wednesday, 480 million people have travelled across
the country since January 7, a huge increase compared
with the same period last year.

There were huge crowds on Thursday at central
train stations in Beijing and Shanghai, where many
travelers told AFP they were elated to be heading
home-some for the first time in years. “I don’t care
anymore, that’s how I feel,” a Shanghai-based worker
called Chen, heading home to the southeastern city of
Wenzhou, told AFP.

“Last year I was so careful, and this year I feel much
braver,” she said. “I haven’t been home for three years,”
said Ren, an agent representing social media influ-
encers. “Because of COVID, my salary hasn’t been that
high, and sometimes I don’t even get to go to work,” he
explained. “I wanted to be with my family. It doesn’t
matter if I have money or not, I want to go see them,”
Ren added.

“Something that I’ll definitely do when I go home is
give my mum and dad a hug.” Others appeared more
concerned about the coronavirus, with two young
women in their 20s wearing hazmat suits. “We’re a bit
worried the virus will be more transmissible during the
Chinese New Year travel rush,” one said. “Since we’re

going home, we’re worried it’ll affect our families, that’s
why we bought (hazmat suits).”

‘Gloomy emotions’ 
China’s leader has expressed similar concern about

the impact of the outbreak on rural areas during the
holidays. “Xi said he was primarily concerned about
rural areas and rural residents after the country adjust-
ed its COVID-19 response measures,” state news

agency Xinhua reported Wednesday-a reference to the
relaxing of China’s strict virus curbs last month. He
“stressed efforts to improve medical care for those most
vulnerable to the virus in rural areas”, Xinhua said.

“Epidemic prevention and control has entered a new
stage, and we are still in a period that requires great
efforts,” Xi was reported as saying, stressing the need
to “address the shortcomings in epidemic prevention
and control in rural areas”. After a grueling month in

which cases surged nationwide, the government said it
would step up efforts to quell “gloomy emotions” online
about the outbreak.

China’s internet watchdog launched a campaign
Wednesday to sponge out “fabricated patient experi-
ences” online and “increase the rectification of epi-
demic-related online rumors”. The goal of the cam-
paign, the Cyberspace Administration of China said,
was to weed out items that “mislead the public and
cause social panic”.

Lunar New Year peak 
Airfinity, an independent forecasting firm, has esti-

mated daily COVID deaths in China will peak at around
36,000 deaths per day over the Lunar New Year holi-
day. Before they were relaxed, China’s hardline zero-
COVID policies including long lockdowns hammered its
economy and sent hundreds onto the streets in protest.
Xi defended that strategy on Wednesday, insisting zero-
COVID had been “the right choice” and had allowed the
country to fight several outbreaks.

China on Saturday reported almost 60,000 COVID
-related deaths in just over a month, the first major toll
released by authorities since the restrictions were
eased. But with mandatory testing scrapped last month,
official statistics are no longer believed to accurately
reflect the scale of the outbreak.

Airfinity also estimated that more than 600,000
people have died from the disease since China aban-
doned the zero-COVID policy. The Britain-based
research firm has said its model is based on data from
China’s regional provinces before changes to reporting
infections were implemented, combined with case
growth rates from other former zero-COVID countries
when they lifted restrictions. — AFP
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Tens of millions head home for China 
holidays as Xi flags COVID worry

SHENZHEN: This photo shows passengers arriving at Shenzhen North railway station during peak travel ahead of
the Lunar New Year of the Rabbit, in China’s southern Guangdong province.—AFP 

Authorities predict more than 2 billion trips will be made 

Turkey asks US for 
F-16 jets amid NATO,
Congress rows
WASHINGTON: Turkey on Wednesday appealed to
the United States to expedite F-16 jets, a sale some US
officials hope could coax Ankara to lift objections to
NATO expansion but is bitterly opposed by a key sen-
ator. Meeting US Secretary of State Antony Blinken,
Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu said he
intended to discuss his country’s request for modern-
ized versions of the mainstay F-16 fighter jets. “As we
said together before, this is not only for Turkey but
also important for NATO and for the United States as
well,” Cavusoglu said.

“So we expect the approval in line with our joint
strategic interests.” The United States is finalizing a
$20 billion package for Turkey that is expected to
include around 40 new F-16 fighter jets. The sale
would be simultaneous with a deal for top-of-the-line
F-35 jets for Greece, Turkey’s historic rival with which
tensions have risen sharply over disputes in the
Eastern Mediterranean. The United States has been
looking for ways to persuade Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan to lift objections to allowing Sweden
and Finland into NATO.

The two Nordic nations shed their earlier hesitation

at formally entering the Western alliance following
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. But all NATO members
must agree, and Erdogan has pushed Sweden and
Finland to crack down on Kurdish militants who have
moved to the two countries.

President Joe Biden has indicated support for sell-
ing F-16s to Turkey. Blinken in his meeting called
Turkey a close ally and praised its role in negotiating
with Ukraine and Russia to allow grain shipments from
the key global breadbasket. But Senator Bob
Menendez, a member of Biden’s Democratic Party who
heads the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, has
vowed to block any sale.

In a speech late last month, Menendez said that
Erdogan’s remarks threatening missiles on Athens
were “totally unacceptable” and condemned a ban
from politics of Istanbul’s popular mayor, earlier seen
as a top threat to Erdogan in May elections. “He might
be doing it out of spite. Or he might be doing it
because he is a thug,” Menendez said of Erdogan. “But
one thing is clear-the United States must take the
Turkish president’s actions seriously,” he said, vowing
to hold up the F-16s until Erdogan “halts his campaign
of aggression across the entire region.”

In a joint statement, Blinken and Cavusoglu said
they “agreed on the importance of preserving stability
and channels for communication” in the Eastern
Mediterranean. State Department spokesman Ned
Price, asked about Menendez’s stance, acknowledged
opposition from lawmakers when the administration
shared its support for F-16 sales.

But Price noted that Congress also was united on
wanting to see a path forward on NATO. “There is
strong support within the US Congress for Finland,
Sweden, to become NATO’s newest members,” Price
said. Still, Price acknowledged concerns with Turkey
including on a potential offensive against Syrian Kurds,
reconciliation with Syrian President Bashar al-Assad

and on domestic political freedoms.
“We remain deeply concerned by the continued

judicial harassment of civil society, media, political and
business leaders in Turkey,” Price said. Turkey in 2019
was kicked out of the F-35 program after Erdogan
went ahead with a major arms purchase from Russia,
the key adversary of NATO. — AFP

WASHINGTON: US Secretary of State Antony Blinken meets with Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu at the State
Department in Washington, DC. — AFP 

BATTAMBANG: Ukraine deminers pose for a picture during a technical training session on demining technologies in
Battambang province on Thursday. — AFP 

Bangladesh bans 
top publisher 
from book fair 
DHAKA: A leading Bangladeshi publisher known for
its works by dissident writers said Thursday it had
been banned from the country’s leading book fair, in
the latest government clampdown on its critics. The
Ekushey Book Fair is organized by the Bangla
Academy, the government’s state-run literacy agency,
and is a major event on the local cultural calendar.

Leading Bengali writers gather in the capital Dhaka
each February to discuss their work, and millions of
dollars’ worth of books are sold at the month-long fes-
tival. Publishing house Adarsha had planned to exhibit,
but chief executive Mahabubur Rahman said its titles
critical of Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina’s government
had fallen foul of censors. “The academy has blocked
us from opening our stall in the fair and they did not
even bother to inform us directly,” Rahman told
reporters at a press conference in Dhaka.

“When I contacted them in person, the organizers
responded that three of the books we published con-
tained criticism of the government, ruling party and
its student wing.” Organizers did not officially clarify
the reason behind the ban, but a Bangla Academy
official said some of Adarsha’s books were “against
the policy” of the academy. “Objections regarding
some of their books were raised and we found that
they conflict with our policy,” book fair committee
member A.K.M. Muzahidul Islam told The Daily Star
newspaper.

“There are various statements against the govern-
ment,” he added. The ban prompted dismay on social
media, with leading authors and Bangladeshi academ-
ics lending their support to the publishing house.
“Banning a leading publisher that tries to accommo-
date dissenting voices without officially citing any rea-
sons is clearly an authoritarian move,” lawyer and
rights activist Jyotirmoy Barua told AFP.

Western governments and the United Nations have
expressed concern over the political climate in
Bangladesh, where Hasina’s party dominates the legis-
lature and runs it virtually as a rubber stamp. Rights
groups say her government has imposed severe
restrictions on freedom of expression, including muz-
zling local media outlets. Washington leveled sanctions
against top Bangladeshi security officers in 2021 over
their roles in the extrajudicial killing of the ruling par-
ty’s political opponents. — AFP

Ukrainian deminers 
learn from decades of
Cambodian experience
BATTAMBANG: The baking sun beating down on
them, a group of Ukrainian deminers watched
intently as their Cambodian trainers swept through
a dusty field in eastern Battambang province on
Thursday, seeking to learn from decades of bitter
experience. Cambodia is among the most heavily
mined countries in the world, following 30 years of
civil war which ended in 1998, with clearance work
continuing to this day. The group of 15 Ukrainians is
in the country for a week of training on how to use
demining tools such as detectors, specialized
machinery, and animals trained to sniff out the
weapons and other unexploded ordnance.

Wearing white hard hats, protective body gear
and clear plastic visors, the Ukrainians walked gin-
gerly through a field littered with bright red warning
signs demarcating danger zones. Ahead of them,
Cambodian officials scanned the ground with olive-
green wands, an urgent beeping sound accompany-
ing each sweep. In December, Ukrainian President
Volodymyr Zelensky called for long-term help in
clearing his war-ravaged nation of mines and other
unexploded ordnance, which he said now cover an
area roughly the size of Cambodia.

Ukrainian Captain Arsenii Diadchenko said the
Cambodians’ technical skills and expertise would
help to prevent more deaths in his country. “(The
training) will be very helpful to clear our territory
from Russian mines and Russian (unexploded ord-
nance),” he told reporters. “It will help them and
their families to be safe.”

‘We think differently’ 
The use of anti-personnel landmines, designed

specifically for use against humans, is prohibited
under a 1997 international convention signed by
more than 130 countries. Russia has not acceded to
the convention. Russian troops have used at least
seven types of landmines in Ukraine since the inva-
sion, according to Human Rights Watch.

Even before the invasion, a 2019 United Nations
report said that eastern Ukraine was among the
most mined areas in the world. The training was
organized by the Japanese government, in conjunc-
tion with the Cambodian Mine Action Center
(CMAC). Oum Phumro, deputy director of the cen-
tre, said the training would be ongoing. “In
Cambodia, we train them for one week and then we
continue training them via online and preparing pro-
cedures for demining in Ukraine,” he told reporters.
Cambodia will send a team of up to four instructors
to Poland to further train Ukrainian deminers later
this year, he added. Almost 20,000 Cambodians have
been killed by landmines, with around 45,000 people
wounded, according to a 2019 report from an inter-
national munitions monitoring group. —AFP

US court asked to toss
verdict in ex-cop’s 
killing of black man
WASHINGTON: The police officer who killed
African American George Floyd in 2020 asked an
appeals court Wednesday to overturn his murder
conviction, arguing that the extreme media atten-
tion and potential for riots had deprived him of a
“fair” trial. Derek Chauvin, 46, was convicted of
murder in Minnesota after a closely watched trial
in 2021 and sentenced to 22 and a half years in
prison. His lawyer William Mohrman pleaded
with a panel of judges Wednesday to overturn
the trial, in part because the hearings had not
been moved despite threats of violence around
the courthouse.

“The primary issue on this appeal is whether a
criminal defendant can get a fair trial... in a court-
house that is surrounded by concrete block, barbed
wire, two armored personnel carriers and a squad
of National Guard troops, all of which are there... in
the event that the jury acquits the defendant,”
Mohrman said. Whatever happens during the
appeal, Chauvin will remain in prison. He pleaded
guilty to violating George Floyd’s civil rights before
a federal judge in 2022 and received a 21-year
prison sentence. Three other police officers, who
remained passive during Floyd’s death, received
sentences ranging from two and a half to three and
a half years in prison.

‘Demonized’ 
On May 25, 2020, Chauvin, a white 19-year veter-

an of the Minneapolis police force, knelt on the neck
of the Black man in his forties for nearly ten minutes,
indifferent to his cries and to the warnings of dis-
traught passersby. The scene, filmed and posted
online, triggered mass demonstrations against racism
and police violence in the United States and beyond.

During the local court trial, his lawyer pleaded that
Floyd died of an overdose, combined with health
problems, and had assured that Chauvin had made a
justified use of force. Today, Chauvin is asking the
court to throw out his conviction or at least his sen-
tence, partly because the trial was held in the Twin
Cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul, which were still on
edge less than a year after the tragedy. —AFP


