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Neil Newman spots 
hydrogen-powered planes 
on Hong Kong’s horizon

Is the age of empire 
upon us again?
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I can’t wait to do a cook-off  
with my dad

Andrew Li looks forward to the day his father, who lives in Hong 
Kong, comes to visit him in Singapore, thanks to the travel 

bubble due to open on May 26

Domestic workers leave their home 
behind to work ... they deserve to be 

treated with respect
Betty Yung Ma Shan-yee, chairwoman of the Hong Kong 

Employers of Overseas Domestic Helpers Association, urges 
employers to be understanding after the city's 370,000 helpers 

were ordered to undergo Covid-19 testing by May 9

Amid the coronavirus 
chaos, China sees a chance, 

writes Wang Xiangwei
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President 
Duterte told his 

cabinet he is the 
only one who can 

use curse words
Philippine presidential 

spokesman Harry Roque, 
after Foreign Secretary 

Teodoro Locsin Jnr (left) 
told China where to go in a 
tweet filled with decidedly 

undiplomatic language
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Empires strike back
A new wave of imperial fervour looms as 
ageing Western powers struggle to assert 
their primacy in the face of China’s rise

BY MICHAEL VATIKIOTIS

THERE IS NEVER any 
candour when it comes 
to grand strategy. China’s 

rise is presented as peaceful 
when it surely can’t be. America’s 
protection of the global rules-
based order is couched in terms 
of shared values, when there is 
nothing equal or shared about who 
gets to write the rules. 

After spending the first two 
decades of the 21st century 
tiptoeing around the issue, 
distracted by other concerns such 
as the global war on terror, the 
world’s two largest powers are 
locked in a proper struggle for 
primacy that threatens to divide the 
world along ideological lines just 
as it was for the last half of the 20th 
century.

With this attempted creation of 
a new iron curtain, the rest of the 
world is once again being forced 
to take sides. Talk of war we have 

grown accustomed to experience 
as limited lethal strikes in far-off 
places is now assuming global 
dimensions, and is nuclear-tipped. 
The two big powers demand 
fealty and alignment, and will hold 
recalcitrants hostage using the 
legal tools of extraterritoriality and 
control over supply chains.

Unlike the first Cold War 
between the capitalist West and 
communist Soviet Union with 
its epicentre in Europe, Asia is 
the principal field of battle for 
the great power struggle of the 
21st century. The US is beefing up 
its military presence across what 
it calls the Indo-Pacific – a shiny 
new term coined in Washington 
that deprives Asians of the right 
to define themselves. There is 
talk of a new First Fleet based 
in Southeast Asia. The navies of 
France, Germany, the Netherlands 
and Britain have all made plans to 

send ships to support American 
freedom-of-navigation exercises in 
the South China Sea. 

But while European states 
of the 17th century sailed to 
Asia in search of wealth from 
trade in spices, today they are 
sending costly naval flotillas into 
the South China Sea in a bid to 
maintain relevance and shore up 
a crumbling compact of Western 
powers. Britain, for example, has 
just launched a comprehensive 
policy statement arguing that it is 
a “force for good in the world”. The 
Netherlands has also declared 
its own Indo-Pacific strategy, 
arguing the need for a louder 
voice to counter moves by China 
to threaten free access to sea 
lanes in the region. Three hundred 
years ago, these same countries 
colonised the region, claiming 
to be a force for good and only 
interested in free trade. From an 
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Asian perspective, this starts to 
look like imperialism 2.0.

China, meanwhile, is also 
taking a leaf out of the book of its 
own imperial past. Its successful 
management of the Covid-19 
pandemic has generated inward-
looking impulses that echo the 
era when contact with the outside 
world was resisted and considered 
a threat to social stability. China’s 
economy has recovered faster 
than anywhere else in the world 
because of soaring domestic 
demand in a Covid-free society; the 
millions of Chinese tourists who 
once queued outside luxury-brand 
stores in Paris and London are now 
spending at home. Turning inward 
also helps reinforce nationalist 
narratives and stiffen ideological 
discipline.

Caught in the middle are 
an array of smaller states 
which neither share the values 

Americans and Europeans claim 
they do, nor savour the prospect 
of a communist China-led co-
prosperity sphere. Precisely 
because the colonial experience 
is so fresh in their minds, Asians 
hold strongly onto Westphalian 
notions of sovereignty. They are 
suspicious of one another, so 
they don’t work well together 
in alliances. Nor is ideological 
conformity a thing in societies 
so diverse and only partially 
integrated.

The seeds of binary division are 
therefore falling on stony ground 
in Asia. A truly effective iron 
curtain will be hard to put up – just 
as it was in the 1950s when the 
US and China also tried and failed 
to build effective client states in 
newly-independent Southeast 
Asia, leaving only a legacy of war 
and human suffering. Something 
approaching 7 million people 

lost their lives with the brutal 
suppression of the Indonesian 
Communist Party after 1965 and 
the Indochina wars that lasted until 
1979.

So, what is the best antidote to 
this imperial thrust in a new garb? 
With the anticolonial struggle 
still fresh after the 1950s, the 
non-aligned movement sought 
to plough a middle path, led in 
Asia by India and Indonesia. But 
there were few tangible benefits 
or concrete outcomes beyond 
costly meetings and rhetorical 
flourishes.

Today, there are efforts to 
galvanise mid-sized powers to 
prevent global governance and 
security from being captured 
by either of the larger powers. 
However, even this micro-lateral 
cooperation is prone to co-option. 
India’s effort to become the 
source of Asia’s Covid-19 vaccines 

has collapsed as the US, Russia 
and China rush to support the 
catastrophic breakdown of its 
health system.

A more proven strategy is for 
individual countries in the region 
to play one power against the 
other. Take the Philippines, where 
statements made by officials 
regarding China’s intrusion into 
waters claimed by both countries 
are bafflingly contradictory – at 
times lashing out at China, at other 
times arguing for appeasement 
and accommodation. This makes 
it hard for the US to consider 
the country a reliable ally – an 
ambiguity that may be entirely 
deliberate.

But let’s be realistic, if there is a 
lesson to be learned from the last 
time that great powers sparred in 
Asia, it is that weak support from 
smaller countries was no halter on 
waging war. In the 1960s, American 

intelligence operatives toppled 
uncooperative governments 
and the Chinese Communist 
Party trained and armed radical 
insurgent movements. The 
tactics are the same today, only 
the tools are different.

The US is using technology as 
a spearhead, brandishing data 
privacy and security concerns 
to curb the advance of China’s 
tech companies, forcing costly 
adjustments to supply chains. 
China is using Covid-19 vaccine 
diplomacy, exploiting the slow 
roll-out of vaccines from the 
West to secure deals for its own 
vaccines in the region.

Slowly but surely a divide is 
opening up in Asia. Sadly, it’s 
only a matter of time before 
the guns start blazing and the 
region endures another in a long 
series of conflicts it has no stake 
in but pays a price for in blood. 

ASIA IS THE PRINCIPAL FIELD OF BATTLE FOR THE 
GREAT POWER STRUGGLE OF THE 21ST CENTURY
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‘The last thing Beijing 
wants is conflict’

Sabre-rattling in the Taiwan Strait might be unsettling, but the island’s diaspora 
recognises that sometimes it is a way of averting war, rather than starting one

BY MARIA SIOW

While heightened military 
tensions over Taiwan are 
concerning for the island’s 

overseas diaspora, many take 
the view that a full-blown crisis is 
unlikely – at least in the short term. 

Like most overseas Taiwanese, 
Bryan Hsieh keeps close tabs on 
developments back home and 
monitors tensions across the 
Taiwan Strait. He thinks matters 
are getting increasingly worrisome.

The 46-year-old product 
marketing manager, who lives 
in Fremont, California, said that 
while there had been various 
spikes in cross-strait tensions over 
recent years, the risks of a conflict 
appeared more real this time 
round.

“The situation seems more 
severe than before. In the past, 
Chinese military aircraft and 
ships did not [approach] Taiwan so 
frequently,” Hsieh said, referring to 
an increase in military operations 
in the 180km-wide strait.

According to Taiwan’s National 
Defence Ministry, People’s 
Liberation Army warplanes 
entered the island’s air defence 
identification zone 107 times 
in April, double the figures for 
March and February and higher 
than the previous record of 81 in 
January. The 283 incidents in the 
first quarter of this year already 
accounts for 75 per cent of 2020’s 
total.

Last month, mainland China’s 
Taiwan Affairs Office spokesman 
Ma Xiaoguang described the 
increased activities as “combat 
drills”.

Beijing’s defence ministry 
spokesman Wu Qian  said recently 
that since US President Joe 
Biden took office on January 20, 
US naval activities in Chinese 
waters adjacent to the strait had 
increased by 20 per cent from the 
same period last year, while the 

frequency of reconnaissance flights 
was up more than 40 per cent.

Mainland China’s navy has 
said that in recent weeks its first 
aircraft carrier Liaoning and its 
escort vessels conducted routine 
drills in the waters near Taiwan. It 
has also said such exercises will 
be conducted on a regular basis in 
future.

The Taiwan Strait has 
increasingly become a flashpoint 
in the region as Beijing, which 
considers Taiwan a renegade 
province, has ramped up pressure 
on the island.

Jennifer Lin, a Taiwanese 
investment director working in 
Beijing, said the surveillance 
zones set up by Taiwan’s ruling 
Democratic Progressive Party 
(DPP) to deter military action from 
the mainland appeared to have 
heightened tensions.

The DPP recently set up the 
zones to monitor mainland military 
aircraft operating over the Taiwan 
Strait. Among other actions, it drew 
a “red line” 30 nautical miles off 
the island’s coast, beyond which 
mainland aircraft should not cross. 
Beijing has dismissed the zones 
as invalid and said they would  
not alter its will to “safeguard 
national sovereignty and territorial 
integrity”.

“This would not have happened 

during the Ma Ying-jeou era,” said 
Lin, 50, referring to the former 
Taiwanese president who ruled the 
island from 2008 to 2016 and whose 
Kuomintang (KMT) party enjoys 
friendly relations with Beijing.

Even so, Lin does not think 
an attack by Beijing is imminent, 
arguing that the mainland already 
has its hands full dealing with 
criticisms about its policies in Hong 
Kong and Xinjiang. Beijing is also 
marking the 100th anniversary of 
the Chinese Communist Party this 
year and has its eyes on next year’s 
Winter Olympics.

“The last thing China wants now 
is to deal with a military conflict in 
the Taiwan Strait,” Lin said.

An estimated 800,000 
Taiwanese nationals are  working 
overseas, according to the island’s 
Directorate General of Budget, 
Accounting and Statistics.

Wen-Ti Sung, a Taiwan studies 
lecturer at the Australian National 
University, said that the Chinese 
military’s sabre-rattling near the 
Taiwan Strait was “new up to a 
point, depending on how far back in 
history you go”.

He said that apart from 
increased military activities in the 
region, the main difference was 
that Beijing’s political objectives 
were changing.

“If Beijing’s political 
objectives back then were about 
‘compellence’, or attempting 
to force its preference on the 
Taiwanese electorate, then 
more recently it has been about 
‘deterrence’,” Sung explained.

Earlier displays of Chinese 
military might were tied to 
attempts to influence the outcome 
of Taiwanese elections, such as the 
military exercises in the Taiwan 
Strait in the lead-up to the 1996 and 
2000 Taiwanese presidential votes.

However, on both occasions, 
the actions backfired and ended up 

boosting support for presidential 
candidates who stood firm against 
Beijing. Sung said this explained 
why Beijing was now more focused 
on preventive strategies, such as 
using the threat of force to rein in 
Taiwanese President Tsai Ing-wen, 
who leans towards independence 
– something Beijing regards as a 
red line. 

Though Tsai’s DPP has long 
called for greater independence for 
the island, she has also stressed 
the need for cross-strait stability 
and offered the prospect of talks 
with Beijing in her New Year’s Day 

TAIWANESE 
PRESIDENT 
TSAI ING-WEN.
RIGHT, ANTI-
LANDING 
SPIKES ON 
THE COAST OF 
QUEMOY.
Photos: AFP
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address this year. Tsai also said 
that stable cross-strait relations 
were not only about Taipei and 
Beijing but also affected the entire 
Indo-Pacific region.

Sung said Beijing’s policies were 
also in response to increasing 
US support for Taiwan, such as 
Washington openly intervening 
on Taipei’s behalf on diplomatic 
matters. A recent example of this 
was when it called on Paraguay 
to continue working with Taiwan 
amid the coronavirus pandemic 
despite a shortage of vaccines 
and pressure from Beijing for the 

South American country to switch 
diplomatic ties from Taipei to 
Beijing.

There were also ongoing 
discussions about whether 
Washington should move from 
strategic ambiguity towards 
strategic clarity, said Sung, 
referring to calls by some 
prominent US academics for 
Washington to provide Taiwan with 
stronger security guarantees.

While the US is required by law 
to provide Taiwan with the means 
to defend itself, it has long followed 
a policy of strategic ambiguity 

on whether it would intervene 
militarily to protect Taiwan in the 
event of an attack by the Chinese 
mainland.

Sung said the mainland’s 
military manoeuvres were aimed at 
deterring Taiwan and the US from 
taking steps that would force it to 
escalate matters, adding: “Beijing 
is doing so not because it wants 
a war, but precisely because it 
wishes to avoid it.”

Calling on the region to be 
alert but not alarmed, and to 
guard against accidents and 
unintended escalation, Sung said 

regional countries should not 
become “overly fatalistic about 
the inevitability of a Taiwan Strait 
conflict in the near future”.

“None of the three main parties 
involved seem to be genuinely 
interested in making moves that 
would dramatically increase its 
likelihood,” Sung said, referring to 
mainland China, Taiwan and the 
US. 

On Tuesday, US policy 
coordinator for the Indo-Pacific 
Kurt Campbell said that any 
military conflict in the Taiwan Strait 
would be likely to “broaden quickly 

and fundamentally trash the global 
economy in ways that I don’t think 
anyone can predict”. 

Taiwan itself has little appetite 
for war, given the uncertainty 
as to whether the US – or any 
other country – would go to its 
assistance. 

Said Sung: “What regional 
actors should be focusing on is 
cultivating greater communication 
with Taiwan, so as to enable 
development of joint early-warning 
mechanisms, confidence-building 
measures, and other ways to build 
resiliency.” 
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Hermits 
and the herd

If Covid-19 becomes endemic, Asian economies using sealed borders to keep cases near 
zero may need to learn to live with the virus if they want to join the West in opening up

EARLY IN THE pandemic, Asia-Pacific countries 
learned to see border closures as their secret 
weapon to avoid countless deaths from 
Covid-19.

 Governments across the region now face the 
challenge of how to safely exit their self-isolation as 
the United States and Europe look towards reopening 
and kick-starting international travel for hundreds of 
millions of pandemic-weary citizens.

 For authorities reliant on border controls to tame 
the virus, the path to reopening looks uncertain, 
experts say, as sluggish vaccine roll-outs, virus 
mutations, and an ingrained zero-tolerance mentality 
towards infections threaten to cut off Asia-Pacific 
economies from the world indefinitely.

 “The problem is that I think there is a fear and 
risk aversion that has got worse in countries that 

have done it well, rather than better,” said Peter 
Collignon, a professor of microbiology at the 

Australian National University (ANU).
“One of the issues is how you get 
the majority of society to accept 

a certain level of risk when 
you have markedly 

decreased the 

risks of death and a lot of disease and your health 
system being overwhelmed.”

On Monday, the European Union unveiled a road 
map under which people who were fully vaccinated 
would be able to visit the 27-member bloc for leisure 
and other non-essential reasons by June. Britain, 
where more than half the population has received 
at least one vaccine dose, is preparing to resume 
international travel on May 17 with the introduction of 
a traffic-light system that will allow people travelling 
to “green countries” to avoid quarantine by taking a 
Covid test upon their return. The US last month eased 
restrictions on the entry of international students 
from China, after lifting curbs on European students 
earlier this year.

By contrast, many Asia-Pacific economies have 
been slow to commit to lifting border restrictions, 
even for people who are vaccinated, a stance 
given fresh impetus by the humanitarian 
disaster unfolding in India, where a 
devastating second wave has resulted 
in daily cases passing the 400,000 
mark.

The border 
closures have 

BY JOHN POWER
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Continued on p. 10

A NURSE 
ADMINISTERS 
A JAB IN HONG 
KONG. ABOVE: 
POLICE IN 
BRISBANE 
DURING A 
LOCKDOWN.
Photos: 
Bloomberg, 
AFP

nonetheless 
inflicted a heavy social and 

economic cost, separating families across 
continents and decimating travel-dependent 
industries such as tourism and international 
education.

Modelling released by the Sydney-based McKell 
Institute last week estimated that Australia’s border 
closures were costing the country A$203 million 
(US$157 million) a day in lost economic activity. Hong 
Kong saw its GDP decline for a 
record six consecutive quarters, a 
period that also overlapped with 
civil unrest in 2019, before finally 
rebounding to 7.8 per cent growth 
in the first quarter of 2021.

 Since the arrival of vaccines, 
public health experts have stressed 
the importance of reaching herd 
immunity – believed to kick in at 
70-80 per cent vaccine coverage – to 
halt the uncontrolled spread of the 
virus and allow societies to return to normal life. But 
limited supplies of vaccines, poor vaccine uptake, and 
the emergence of mutant virus strains have called into 
question the likelihood of reaching that threshold.

 In Hong Kong, which mandates three weeks of 
hotel quarantine for most arrivals, vaccinations are 
proceeding at such a slow rate as a result of poor 
public uptake that the city is unlikely to reach 70 per 
cent coverage in 2020 – if at all. 

 Vietnam, which has reported just 35 
deaths since sealing its 

borders in March 
last year, has received 

delivery of fewer than one million 
doses of the AstraZeneca vaccine, and only 

plans to have vaccinated 20 per cent of its 98 
million people by the year’s end.

Australia’s vaccination programme is on track 
to be completed in 2024, according to The Guardian 
newspaper, although the pace is expected to pick up 
significantly when the country receives another 20 
million doses of the Pfizer jab in the final quarter of 
this year.

Singapore, which has had one of Asia’s fastest 
vaccine roll-outs, with nearly 40 per cent of the 
population having received at least one jab, on 
Tuesday extended quarantine for most travellers to 
21 days amid a spike in community cases. Officials 

said they had no plans to postpone a travel bubble 
between the city state and Hong Kong that is 

set to begin on May 26, although they 

I DON'T THINK 
ZERO-COVID  
IS A VIABLE  
LONG-TERM 
OPTION

Peter Collignon
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would monitor the situation 
to assess whether changes might 

be needed.
Even where there are abundant 

supplies and relatively high vaccine uptake, 
herd immunity is not necessarily assured.
In the US, which has had one of the fastest 

vaccine roll-outs of any major economy, with more 
than 60 per cent of the population given at least one 

dose, experts quoted in The New York Times last week 
said herd immunity might be an unattainable goal due 
to variants and stubborn pockets of vaccine hesitancy. 
Experts also widely agree that the coronavirus will 
continue to circulate around the world as an endemic 
disease for decades or even centuries to come, 
irrespective of the disease-control efforts of individual 
countries.

Dale Fisher, a professor at the NUS Yong Loo Lin 
School of Medicine, warned that countries such as 
Australia that had effectively eliminated the virus 
through border controls were now “painted into a 
corner”.

“This is not part of the media rhetoric and it’s a 
huge problem,” Fisher said. “I’ve raised it a couple 
of times, but people haven’t taken the nibble, that 
countries that have relied on border closures and have 
had zero tolerance for cases are going to really struggle 
to transition to the next phase.

“The rest of the world will be opening up and flying 
around and they will be saying, ‘How do we now 

transition to a situation where Covid is endemic?”
Governments adopting a zero-Covid 

approach have offered vague indications of the 
conditions under which restrictions could 

be eased. At most, they have flagged 
incremental adjustments to border 

controls.
The emergence of new 

virus variants has been 
invoked to 

justify a cautious 
response, although 
studies have shown the 
Pfizer, Johnson & Johnson 
and Moderna jabs to offer strong 
protection against mutations, including 
the strains first discovered in Britain, 
Brazil, and South Africa. The risk of even fully 
vaccinated people still transmitting the virus 
has also fuelled caution, even though a growing 
body of research suggests vaccines significantly, 
although not fully, cut transmissions as well as 
preventing serious disease.

In Australia, Minister of Health Greg Hunt last 
month suggested border controls could remain 
in place even after the entire country had been 
inoculated, as authorities would have to consider 
“different factors”, including transmission risks and 
the situation overseas.

Prime Minister Scott Morrison, who has come 
under pressure in recent days for instituting a 
temporary ban on citizens returning from India, said 
the same month the government was in “no hurry” to 
reopen the borders but, as a first step,  could consider 
allowing fully vaccinated citizens to skip hotel 
quarantine. On Friday, Trade Minister Dan Tehan said 
his “best guess” of when borders might fully reopen 
was the second half of 2022.

In an op-ed in the Australian Financial Review, the 
newspaper’s European correspondent lamented that 
Australia risked becoming a hermit country, to the 
detriment of its “economy, culture and international 
standing in ways that seem greatly under-
appreciated”.

In Hong Kong, where there is growing 
pressure to better incentivise vaccinations, 
Health Secretary Sophia Chan Siu-chee 
announced on Friday that people 
who were fully vaccinated 
would from May 12 be able 
to reduce their hotel 
quarantine 

from 14 to seven  
days when returning from 

low-risk countries such as Australia and 
Singapore, and from 21  to 14 days for high-risk 

destinations. 
People arriving from very high-risk areas, including 

Britain and Ireland, will be required to undergo 21 
days of hotel quarantine, whether or not they have 
been vaccinated. Flights from extremely high-risk 
areas, including India, Pakistan and the Philippines, 
will remain suspended. 

Roberto Bruzzone, co-director of the HKU-Pasteur 
Research Pole in Hong Kong, said it was incumbent on 
authorities to take action to “move society outside of a 
paralysis that has been brought upon by the idea that 
we can keep this virus out of the door forever”.

“From a public-health point of view, you get a 
vaccine precisely so that you can go on with your 
life, being a much reduced risk to all the rest of 
the community,” said Bruzzone, who expressed a 
preference for the looser approach to borders being 
taken in the US and Europe.

Bruzzone said questions such as when to 
reopen borders were political and 

societal decisions, not 

Continued from p. 9

TRAVELLERS 
AT LONDON 
HEATHROW 
AIRPORT. 
ABOVE: AN 
AIR FRANCE 
PLANE LEAVES 
LOS ANGELES.
Photos: 
Reuters, GETTY 
IMAGES
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matters of science, 
and criticised authorities 

for delegating policy to 
“scientists who by definition will 

be risk averse because they don’t want 
the decisions to be taken under their 

responsibility”.
“If you as part of a committee say, ‘We need 

to reopen the restaurants and the bars’, and then 
people open them and then one month later there are 
300 cases and 10 people die here in Hong Kong, then 
you can see what is going to happen,” Bruzzone said, 
stressing that he was speaking in a personal capacity 
and authorities had to make policy decisions for 
themselves.

Bruzzone also criticised media coverage for 
stoking fear with outsized attention paid to variants 
and other risks, including the approximately one-in-
a-million chance of fatal blood clots associated with 
the AstraZeneca vaccine – a risk far lower than many 
everyday activities.

“You can have a car accident, you can have a stroke 
while you are running or doing sports. There are many 
things that can happen in life,” he said.

Other public-health experts believe the zero-Covid 
approach remains the best bet for countries that have 
avoided mass death and disease through strict border 
controls.

In a study published in The Lancet last month, 
European researchers concluded that elimination 
strategies produced the best outcomes for health, the 
economy and civil liberties, and warned that “a clear 
global plan” would be needed to bring the pandemic 
to an end.

“Countries that opt to live with the virus will likely 
pose a threat to other countries, notably those that 
have less access to Covid-19 vaccines,” the authors 
said. “The uncertainty of lockdown timing, duration 
and severity will stifle economic growth as businesses 

withhold investments and consumer confidence 
deteriorates.”

Todd Pollack, country director of Harvard’s 
Partnership for Health Advancement in 

Vietnam, said it would be dangerous for 
countries to reopen their borders 

until vulnerable populations 
had been vaccinated.

“If you look 
at the indicators out 
there now, I think that the 
zero-Covid approach, which you 
could say is the Vietnam, Australia, New 
Zealand approach, has been shown to be 
the best approach,” Pollack said.

Pollack said the biggest obstacle to the return 
of free movement was the unequal distribution 
of vaccines, especially in low- and middle-income 
countries such as Vietnam.

“It’s true that it seems like a long road before the 
borders can be opened and there may be some middle 
ground that can happen once more people in the 
world are vaccinated,” he said. “But at the current time 
it doesn’t seem safe to change the border policy.”

Hsu Li Yang, associate professor at the National 
University of Singapore’s Saw Swee Hock School of 
Public Health, also urged caution.

“What is the threshold for vaccination and 
infection such that there will be no major outbreaks 
of Covid-19 in a country or territory? We do not know 
yet, but perhaps Israel and other front runners in mass 
vaccination will be able to provide such information 
in the months ahead,” Hsu said.

“Until countries are sure that they will be able to 
reach such a threshold, or at least have the majority of 
their people vaccinated, it might not be best to initiate 
such discussions.”

But Collignon, the ANU professor, said countries 
would have to learn to accept some level of 
coronavirus spread or risk becoming hermit nations.

“I think this state of uncertainty and a lot of fear is 
going to persist for another year until we basically see 
what happens in real life,” he said. “But having said 
that, I don’t think zero-Covid is actually a viable long-
term option.”

He recommended countries adopt a 
“graduation of restrictions” that took into 
account risk factors such as vaccination uptake, a 
traveller’s vaccination status, and the prevalence 
of disease elsewhere.

“Border restrictions may mean it’s 
not the same for every region in the 
world,” he said. “There needs to be 
a more nuanced, risk-based 
approach.” 
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Zero 
ambition 

DONALD LOW

Early victors in the fight against Covid-19 have become 
victims of their own success and may be the last to reopen 

IN PLACES THAT have been successful in 
suppressing Covid-19, such as mainland China, 
Taiwan, Hong Kong, Australia, New Zealand and 

Singapore, there seems to be a reluctance to accept 
that the disease will become endemic. 

The coronavirus variants that are emerging are 
more transmissible, so to achieve zero or close to zero 
infections in these places, health authorities say virus-
control measures must be more stringent than before. 

This is neither wise nor tenable 
for much longer.

With highly effective vaccines 
available, health authorities in 
these places should be focused 
on rolling out mass vaccination 
quickly so as to achieve a degree of 
herd immunity. This would allow 
them to return to normality even if 
the virus continues to circulate at 
low levels, without overwhelming 
the health-care system.

The irony is that due to their successful 
suppression of Covid-19, these places are now finding 
it hard to roll out vaccinations quickly. With the threat 
of Covid-19 having mostly receded, their populations 
see less incentive to get jabbed.

There are a variety of reasons why these 
governments also often find it hard to accept that the 
virus will , eventually, circulate in their populations. 

First, they have expended significant resources 
and effort to suppress Covid-19. The “sunk-cost bias” 
means these governments do not want to feel that 
their previous efforts have been wasted; they are 
therefore more likely to persist with harsh suppression 
to maintain or achieve zero new cases than to accept, 
or adapt to, Covid-19 becoming endemic. 

Second, governments are loss averse: they care 
more about avoiding losses than pursuing gains. In 
places where new cases are down to very low numbers, 
even one new case is considered a loss (hence, 

THE SINGAPORE 
FLYER. INSET, 
CROWDS AT  
HONG KONG'S 
CENTRAL MTR 
STATION. Photos: 
AP, Bloomberg

mainland China’s obsession with zero infections). 
Opening up the economy is viewed as a gain that is 
weighted much less. Related to this is that decision-
makers have a diminishing sensitivity to ever-larger 
losses. As economic losses mount, decision-makers 
may have become insensitive to them. In the places 
that have had zero (or close to zero) cases, even a 
handful of new cases is viewed as unacceptable. 

Third, there is the “status-quo bias”. Now that 
suppression is the status quo in 
these places, it is very risky for 
officials to propose anything but a 
maintenance of, or quick reversion 
to, stringent measures whenever 
there is a spike in cases. If they 
fail to do this and the subsequent 
surge in cases reveals they had 
erred, they would be punished by 
an unforgiving public. Meanwhile, 
sticking to the status quo is virtually 

risk-free: even if they are found later to have been too 
risk averse and should have loosened restrictions 
earlier, no one is punished for excessive conservatism.

In the case of Hong Kong, there is also the pressure 
from the mainland authorities to achieve zero 
infections.

So what should be done? Given the strength of the 
biases highlighted above, it is not realistic to hope 
that these governments will change their minds any 
time soon. In some instances, these governments are 
advised by experts who prioritise elimination of the 
virus above everything else, making it even harder for 
officials to pursue anything other than the same, or 
even harsher, suppression measures each time there is 
an uptick in cases.

It is more realistic to ask these governments to step 
up their vaccination efforts and identify ways to reduce 
vaccine hesitancy among their populations. This is 
something most people can agree on, regardless of 
whether we think Covid-19 can be eliminated.

COVER STORY

THIS WEEK IN ASIA  13SOUTH CHINA MORNING POST

In this regard, two things are worth 
emphasising. First, given public concerns over 

more transmissible variants, governments 
should use this opportunity to remind 

people that vaccination is the only way 
they can significantly reduce the risks 

of infection and severe illness.
Rather than focus on predicting 

the next wave (which is as 
pointless as counting waves in a 
sea), experts and policymakers 
should emphasise that the 
vaccines – which are also highly 
effective against the variants 
– are the best way to protect 
people. The Covid-19 vaccines 
are therefore more like seat 
belts and motorcycle helmets – 
we should all wear them for our 
own protection, all the more 
so if the risk of traffic accidents 

has increased.
Second, if we accept 

that Covid-19 may become 
endemic – even if this is not a 

foregone conclusion – experts 
and policymakers would do 

well to modify their messages 
to the public. Already, people 

have a binary bias – a tendency to 
place information in one of just two 

categories, rather than see a spectrum 
of possibilities. In this instance, most 

people view Covid-19 as something 
that will either be eliminated completely 

or become a crippling disease that will 
overwhelm us completely. The middle 

scenario – of Covid-19 remaining 
with us for the foreseeable 

future, but not causing 

serious harm if most people are vaccinated – is not 
considered because it is hard for people to imagine.

What this means for experts and policymakers 
is that they should communicate this possibility, 
even if they still have to maintain suppression 
measures at this point in time. Failing to do so now 
would only lead to public cynicism and distrust 
later when other societies that have attained a level 
of herd immunity (either through mass vaccination 
or prior infections) are able to loosen domestic 
restrictions and open up their economies to 
travellers.

Already, we are seeing members of the public 
in places that have done well to suppress Covid-19 
show an unwillingness to accept any relaxation 
of measures that may put their health at risk. And 
if vaccination rates remain low, it will further 
jeopardise their economic reopening. If so, 
their earlier “victory” over Covid-19 would be a 
handicap.  

Donald Low is Professor of Practice in Public 
Policy at the Hong Kong University of Science 
and Technology, and director of the university’s 
Leadership and Public Policy Executive Education
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CHINA BRIEFING WANG XIANGWEI

“THERE IS GREAT chaos under 
heaven, and [thus] the situation is 
excellent.” Mao Zedong once used 
those words to explain his decision 
to launch the Cultural Revolution 
to build a new order at home in 
the 1960s and 1970s. On another 
occasion, he said “great chaos will 
lead to great rule”. 

Fast forward to today and while the circumstances 
may have changed greatly and the situation may have 
become more complicated, Mao’s old mottos still 
resonate with Chinese leaders who are battling the 
West over how to shape a new international order out 
of the pandemonium precipitated by the coronavirus 
pandemic, which still ravages much of the world, 
particularly India. 

Moreover, Xi Jinping, the most powerful Chinese 
leader since Mao, sees no end in sight to the current 

mayhem, which presents an 
opportunity to be fully exploited to 
China’s advantage. 

“Lately, the world is best 
characterised by one word, 
‘chaos’, and this trend looks set 
to continue,” Xi said in a major 
speech in January, the full text of 
which was published only a week 
ago. 

On handling the pandemic, Xi 
said it was easy to judge how the 
art of governance and institutional 

advantages of various countries had fared, obviously 
referring to China’s success in containing the outbreak 
as compared to many other countries that had 
struggled to do so. 

“Time and momentum are on our side,” he said. 
“That is where we show our conviction and resilience, 
as well as our determination and confidence.” 

Xi’s belief that the world will continue to be in 
chaos for some time to come and that China will 
double down in the face of growing pressure from the 
West is significant, as is the timing of his speech and 
its publication. 

On January 11, Xi called a meeting of all central 
government ministers and provincial party chiefs to 
rally support for Beijing’s decision to shift its focus to 
being self-reliant and developing the domestic market, 
following a key plenum of the Communist Party’s 
Central Committee. That meeting came shortly 
before the inauguration of US President Joe Biden 
and after the election chaos and the January 6 Capitol 
insurrection. 

The publication of Xi’s speech on April 30 came less 
than two days after Biden’s speech to the US Congress 
one day shy of his 100th day in office, in which he 
defined the strategic competition between China 
and the US as a struggle between democracy and 
autocracy. 

In retrospect, Xi’s speech has set the tone for China 
to dig in and play the long game despite Washington’s 
stepped-up efforts to forge closer partnerships with 

its allies to confront China over hot-button issues, 
including Xinjiang and Taiwan. 

It also explains why several senior Chinese officials 
have since crowed publicly that “the East is rising and 
the West is declining”, and why Yang Jiechi, China’s 
top diplomat, hit back at Washington by saying that 
US could no longer “speak to China from a position of 
strength” at a meeting of senior officials in Alaska in 
March. 

As China hangs tough against the mounting 
pressure from the Western coalition, it is interesting 
to note that the United States has started to express 
doubts over its strategy to rally allies to confront 
Beijing, widely seen as a key plank of its China policy, 
which is still under review. 

The South China Morning Post reported on 
Wednesday that Kurt Campbell, Washington’s top Asia 
official, told a forum that the US should prepare for the 
possibility that the strategy may not succeed in forcing 
China to alter its behaviour. 

“It’s entirely possible that in some circumstances 
they will simply double down and that they will not 
backtrack,” he said. “And I think we have to recognise 
that some elements of our playbook may require 
revision.” Campbell also noted that China’s foreign 
policy was “in the midst of a substantial evolution”. 

Indeed, so long as Beijing frames the US-led 

effort as a sinister plot to contain China’s rise and 
undermine the party’s legitimacy, it will help stoke 
nationalism and unite people around the Chinese 
leadership at home. 

Furthermore, from Beijing’s perspective, while 
Biden may have claimed the US is back to reclaim 
world leadership after four years of the tumultuous 
and disruptive Donald Trump presidency,  it is far 
from certain that America  is truly back to stay as the 
country  remains politically and racially divided. 

Biden himself raised this issue in his speech to the 
US Congress, saying that when he called world leaders, 
about 40 of them, the comment he heard most of all 
was “We see America is back but for how long?” 

There is no doubt that the feeling is shared in the 
corridors of power in Beijing. 

Having said that, Beijing’s defiance of Washington-
led pressure does not mean it wants to focus only on 
the confrontational and competitive nature of the 
relationship. 

Under its overall policy of “fighting without 
breaking off” in managing relations with the US, 
Beijing is also actively seeking to engage Washington 
on the issues where cooperation is possible. Following 
the meeting between John Kerry, the top US climate 
envoy, and his Chinese counterpart Xie Zhenhua 
in Shanghai last month, reports emerged on 
Wednesday that US Trade Representative Katherine 
Tai is expected to meet Vice-Premier Liu He soon to 
discuss trade issues – just as the US-China trade war 
approaches its third anniversary. 

Wang Xiangwei is a former editor-in-chief of the South 
China Morning Post. He is now based in Beijing as 
editorial adviser to the paper

China sees a world in chaos as an 
opportunity in its tussle with the West

TIME AND 
MOMENTUM  
ARE ON  
OUR SIDE
Xi Jinping

PRESIDENT XI 
JINPING VISITS 
THE LIJIANG 
RIVER.
Photo: Xinhua
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ABACUS NEIL NEWMAN

THIS NOVEMBER, BRITAIN will 
host the United Nations Climate 
Change Conference (COP26) in 
Glasgow, delayed by one year due 
to the coronavirus pandemic. On 
the docket will be discussion of 
aircraft emissions and the impact 
tourism has on the environment.

The upside of being grounded 
by the pandemic has been that for much of the past 
year, air pollution has been perceptibly lower, though, 
in recent months, as economies such as China have 
picked up substantially, so has the level of dirty air. 
Certainly, at COP26, there will be a lot to talk about. 

The political momentum is  already building 
towards November, with activists such as Greta 
Thunberg starting to surface again, ready for the 
event. To counter their inevitable criticism of slow 
environmental progress, there has been a speedy 
move to bring forward climate targets around the 
globe, particularly now that the Americans are back 
on track under President Joe Biden, reversing climate 
sceptic Donald Trump’s pull-out of the Paris Climate 
Accord and recently hosting a “streaming” climate 
summit.

COP THAT
First up was British Prime Minister Boris Johnson, 
boldly bringing the UK’s climate target forward by 
about 15 years with a plan to cut carbon emissions by 
78 per cent by 2035, which would put the country in a 
leading position. Importantly, the British government 
has announced that a new “climate law” will be 
extended to cover international aviation – possibly the 
last thing aircraft makers  wanted to hear. The Labour 
Party knocked it back, but let’s give BoJo the benefit of 
the doubt here as he had an ace up his sleeve.

For the average British household, these tough new 
targets will mean a wider adoption of electric cars, 
more encouragement to walk or use a bicycle, better 
home insulation, lower meat and dairy consumption, 
and finally more renewable energy – Britain is already 
one of the leaders in wind power, which takes care of 
about a quarter of daily energy consumption. That all 
sounds good to me, as long as they don’t ban authentic 
sausages. But, undoubtedly, flying will become more 
expensive, which is bad news for those cheap easyJet 
flights to the continent for less than you’d pay for a 
round of drinks in newly reopened British pubs.

Now, as Johnson released his bold targets, Britain 
had just unveiled the world’s first commercial 
hydrogen-powered plane. The aircraft is not a strange 
spider’s-web contraption of super-light materials 
covered in cling-film, but rather a perfectly standard 
Piper six-seat aircraft retrofitted with zero-emission 
propulsion by a US start-up, ZeroAvia, developed with 
partners in the UK which include British Airways. 
This revelation somewhat took me aback. Only 
two weeks ago, I had been convinced by friends in 
the industry that a hydrogen – or hybrid hydrogen-
electric –   aircraft would not be seen in our lifetime. 
And yet, there it is, flying out of Cranfield Airport in 

Bedfordshire. There is an ongoing debate about the 
impact of aviation on CO2 emissions. From a 2013 
study, estimates were being passed around that 8 per 
cent of all greenhouse gases could be traced back to 
tourism, and about 40 per cent of that to aviation, 
about 3.2 per cent of the total. 

More-recent modelling is more conservative, 
suggesting that aviation generates 1.9 per cent of all 
greenhouse gases, and 2.5 per cent of global CO2 
dumped into the atmosphere. That doesn’t sound 
so bad, but it is significant when you consider that 
it is about the total output of countries like Japan or 
Germany.

LEAVING ON A GASPLANE
With the backing of the British  government, ZeroAvia 
projects that the plane will be able to commercially 
carry 20 passengers for 350 nautical miles as early as 
2023. That is about as far as you would normally fly 
between most British airports, and it would also get 
you to the continent – Paris Charles de Gaulle Airport 
is 188 nautical miles from London Heathrow. By 2026, 
the aircraft is expected to fly 500 nautical miles with 
an 80-seat capacity. That would get you, say, from 
Hong Kong to Taipei or Hanoi. By 2030, single-aisle jets 
with 100 seats would get you from Hong Kong all the 
way to Sapporo.

By 2035, Johnson’s target date, a plane with 200 
seats and a range of 3,000 nautical miles is  thought 
possible, which would put just about all European 
destinations well within reach from Britain. Airbus 
has also boarded the future and aims to have its own 
hydrogen aircraft in operation by 2035. But with 
an upstart like ZeroAvia in the air to challenge the 
incumbents, the race is on. There will be other, smaller 
manufacturers looking in earnest at the technology.

Zero emissions from the aircraft is paramount to 
the success of ZeroAvia’s project, but to really have 
zero emissions from a flight, hydrogen fuel needs to 
be extracted in a way which doesn’t add CO2 to the 
atmosphere, and so there is now a rush to produce 
“green” hydrogen.

GREEN IS GOOD
Green hydrogen is bothersome to produce in quantity 
at the moment, though the process sounds deceptively 
simple. When seawater is electrolysed, oxygen and 
hydrogen are created, leaving only salt. But the process 
requires huge amounts of electricity, preferably 
solar, wind, hydro or geothermal power. So the most 
efficient place to make it is somewhere where clean 
energy and seawater coexist. As long as the electricity 
is clean, the hydrogen is green.

Somewhere sunny or windy and coastal is ideal, 
which suggests that North Africa, large tracts of the 
Middle East and perhaps parts of Asia would work. 
Saudi Arabia is at the start of a project to produce 
green hydrogen, a new plant is being built in Taiwan’s 
Hsinchu Science Park by Air Liquide Far Eastern, a 
venture between Paris-based Air Liquide and Taiwan’s 
Far Eastern Group, and just recently the Australians 
announced multiple countrywide electrolyser projects 
funded by the federal government.

Retrofitting drivetrains in small aircraft is one 
thing. But to compete with short-haul, single-aisle 
aircraft like the Boeing 737 or Airbus A320, a more 
complex design for handling hydrogen as a fuel is 
required. It’ll likely mean increased use of carbon 
fibre, if only to contain the hydrogen. Carbon fibre has 
been a growing component in commercial aircraft, 
and it is a market that has been cornered by a handful 
of Japanese companies: Toray, Mitsubishi Rayon and 
Teijin, whose share prices are still substantially far  
from their long-term highs.

Long-haul travel using hydrogen on the kinds of 
aircraft we’re used to may be beyond the scope of the 
technology for the foreseeable future. But as aircraft 
manufacturer Airbus found to its chagrin with the 
A380, and regional airlines like Cathay Pacific and 
Singapore Airlines also discovered, to operate such 
large equipment with high capital costs and having 
to consistently fill almost 600 seats per flight, makes 
them less of a commercial viability.

FLY THE FLAG
With backing from British Airways, you’d think 
ZeroAvia’s development in propulsion would give 
the aviation industry a significant kick, from aircraft 
manufacturers and  engine suppliers through to 
functional materials suppliers. Boeing disagrees.

In its Q4 2020 earnings call with investors in 
January, Boeing president and CEO Dave Calhoun 
dismissed hydrogen as something just to experiment 
with at the “low end”. At the airframe size Boeing 
focuses on, the technology is just not there. Whereas 
Airbus has some expertise in smaller airframes 
through its 75 per cent ownership of Bombardier, 
Boeing terminated its joint-venture talks with 
Embraer in the middle of 2020 which would have led to 
80 per cent ownership in the regional aircraft maker. 
If hydrogen takes off at the “low end”, that might prove 
to have been a missed opportunity.

Perhaps Calhoun is right, and hydrogen is all 
just an experiment for small planes. Or maybe he’s 
betting on a return to power of US Republicans, which 
would surely delay any American move away from 
petroleum-based fuels. Either way, this seems to 
represent a divergence in strategy for the two  giants, 
which have historically competed in the same market 
with much the same equipment.  

Neil Newman is a thematic portfolio strategist focused 
on pan-Asian equity markets

Guilt-free flights from Hong Kong  
to Da Nang may soon be possible

ZEROAVIA IS 
BEHIND THE 
WORLD'S FIRST 
COMMERCIAL 
HYDROGEN-
POWERED 
PLANE.
BELOW, BORIS 
JOHNSON.
Photos: 
ZeroAvia, 
Reuters
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BY SOWMIYA ASHOK

Special air service 
Kind-hearted Chinese are helping Indian expats fight their country’s devastating 
second wave of Covid-19 by sourcing oxygen concentrators on Taobao

THE DEATH TOLL began to pile up in Ritwick 
Ghosh’s social circle back in India. First, a college 
friend succumbed to Covid-19, then a close 

friend’s sister, then another lost a family member. “As 
long as there is no name or face, it is just a statistic,” he 
said from Shanghai. “The moment there is a name and 
a face, it is no longer a statistic.”

Ghosh works for one of the biggest investment 
funds in China and has lived in the mainland for over 
a decade. Over the past 10 days, as the devastating 
second wave of the pandemic sweeps through his 
homeland, he has been familiarising himself with 
oxygen concentrators – machines that relieve the 
stress from the lungs and have the potential to save 
lives. 

“Think of it as an air purifier,” Ghosh said. “Until 
now, I do not even know what the optimum level of 
oxygen concentration should be in our blood.”

Across India, the demand for medical oxygen 
continues unabated, with hospitals putting out SOS 
messages for supplies and people taking to social 
media to plead for oxygen to keep loved ones alive. 

Oxygen concentrators have therefore become 
sought-after devices as they can be operated from 
home and can aid those who have saturation levels 
between 88 and 92. Experts say one concentrator 
could service three patients per month.

Other Indians living in China like Ghosh have 

been buying oxygen concentrators 
off Taobao, a popular Chinese 
e-commerce site, and sending them 
to India. Couriering a 30kg package 
containing a 10-litre unit costs 
anything from 3,200 to 10,500 yuan 
(US$500-1,600). 

China is the world’s biggest 
manufacturer of oxygen 
concentrators. But sourcing them 
has become complicated, given the 
deteriorating relations between New 
Delhi and Beijing following a tense 
2020 that saw clashes at their Himalayan 
border. 

Despite Chinese ambassador to India Sun 
Weidong tweeting about Covid-19 relief supplies 
being sent, Indian media reports suggest these 
supplies were commercial procurements and not sent 
on humanitarian grounds. China, however, maintains 
it is still waiting on India to accept its offer of help. 

In this context, people like Ghosh have become 
go-betweens. “I am just facilitating information 
between people who need it in India and suppliers 
here,” he said. “Many Indians have already tried to 
order concentrators online or even spoken to Chinese 
suppliers directly. But since the trust factor is still 
low between the two countries, they approach me to 

FROM LEFT, 
RITWICK 
GHOSH; A 
VOLUNTEER 
IN SRINAGAR, 
INDIA, WITH 
AN OXYGEN 
DEVICE; 
MAITREYEE 
RAY AND 
HUSBAND. 
Photos: 
Handout, AFP

speak in Mandarin. The mental effort is lower when 
they know someone who is sitting in China can help.”

FULL CAPACITY
Chinese factories producing oxygen concentrators 
were currently running at full capacity, said Hao Nan, 
a Suzhou-based volunteer and founder of Zhuoming 
Info Aid, which has been involved in humanitarian 
relief efforts for other countries hit by the virus, 
including Italy, Spain, Iran and France. 

Using resources from the site Covid19india.org, he 
and other volunteers have been trying to get a clearer 
picture of what is needed in which Indian city. Last 
year, soon after the worst was over in Wuhan, he and 
a group of Chinese volunteers compiled a document 
detailing their experiences in combating the virus. 
“A year ago, we tried to deliver our experiences from 
Wuhan, especially for volunteer groups across the 
world. But I guess it is hard for people to learn from 
other people.”

For now, Hao is focused on procuring supplies. 
“Just this evening, I tried to order 100 oxygen 
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concentrators but to no avail,” he said via Zoom. 
“Many of my friends in the non-profit area in China 
are trying their best to help Indian friends to purchase 
oxygen concentrators.”

There were no more than 10 factories that could 
produce the 10-litre machine, he said. These are 
spread across Shenyang and parts of Guangdong, 
Zhejiang and Anhui provinces. 

“Getting our hands on oxygen concentrators is 
proving to be very difficult,” said Sridhar Srinivasan, 
an engineering manager at a tech company in 
Shanghai who, like Ghosh, is also catering to 
individual requests from India. “They are all sold out 
and the ones who claim to have stock, we don’t know 
if they really have stock, or if they will just take the 
money and not deliver.” It costs around 3,000 yuan 
(US$500) for a 5-litre unit. 

A week ago, Srinivasan and his 
wife started to think about how 
to get more seriously involved 
in relief work after renowned 
Tabla maestro Pandit Sarit 
Das died of Covid-19 in India. 
Das used to teach the Indian 
musical instrument at the 
Central Conservatory of Music 
in Beijing.

“Pandit Das was among the 
unfortunate people who were 
locked out from returning to 

China last year. His death hit 
very close to our hearts,” said 

Srinivasan. “I know so many 
people who have had losses. 

Everywhere you turn, you see news 
that is really distressing coming out 

of India.”

PRACTICAL ISSUES
On April 30, the Indian government 

allowed faster customs clearance on 
imports of critical-care medical equipment, 

including oxygen concentrators, which spurred 
efforts to send single units from China.

“Through a courier channel, a couple of us are 
piloting an initiative where we purchase oxygen 

concentrators via Taobao and courier them to trusted 
people in India who can lend it out like a library to 
whoever needs it,” Srinivasan said. “If it succeeds, we 
can scale it up.” 

There are practical issues with sourcing from 
the Chinese market, though, as instructions may be 
entirely in Chinese  and some of the products are not 
eligible for export.

The Indian Association, Shanghai, has also 
been actively involved in the effort. The 25-year-old 
association, which runs under the patronage of the 
Consulate General of India in Shanghai, has actively 
fundraised for previous disasters and has organised 
blood-donation drives and cultural events featuring 
Bollywood stars.

Members started feeling “tremors” when friends 
and family back in India began to fall sick. “We raised 
almost 1.5 million rupees (US$20,000) in four days in 
the first phase of funding,” said association president 
Mukesh Sharma. This included donations from 
Chinese friends and colleagues. 

The team placed an order for 35 units of 10-litre 
oxygen concentrators and hopes to ship these to India 
by May 15. “The number of oxygen concentrators is 
increasing if we aggregate all the demands, so we are 
discussing the possibility of running a chartered Air 
India flight,” Shama said. 

To avoid falling prey to fly-by-night operators 
taking advantage of the soaring demand for oxygen 
concentrators, a board member of the association flew 
out to a factory for a quality check. 

Primary-school teacher Maitreyee Ray, who lives in 
Guangdong with her husband, a manager in a Chinese 
textile company, has sent one concentrator to India so 
far. “Some Indians in Guangdong have come together 
as a group and extended their hand in support,” she 
said.

“As long as our people in India are not safe, we will 
definitely help. We are safe, we are enjoying life here, 
but they are suffering. My daughter is there, my father 
is there, and I am terrified for their safety.”

Ray and her husband rode out the pandemic 
in China. She commented on the discipline with 
which Chinese people used face masks. “Even today,  
everyone wears a mask. Even if you just go downstairs 
for a walk, everyone wears a mask. Even a child in a 
pram has a mask on.” 

EVERYWHERE YOU TURN, 
YOU SEE DISTRESSING 
NEWS COMING OUT OF INDIA
SRIDHAR SRINIVASAN
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‘The 
original 
Wolf 
Warrior’
When it comes to savage tweets, few can hold a candle 
to the Philippine foreign secretary. According to the man 
himself, Chinese envoys are but his ‘pupils in aggression’ 

BY ALAN ROBLES, RAISSA ROBLES

FOR YEARS NOW, Philippine 
Foreign Secretary Teodoro 
Locsin Jnr has been firing 

off tweets that would have given 
Donald Trump pause. 

The 72-year-old’s stream-
of-consciousness Twitter 
ramblings run the gamut from 
murderous threats – once calling 
for journalists to be dumped 
into a cauldron and set on fire – 
and tactless abuse marked by 
homophobia, misogyny and racism; 
to critiques of books, films, art 
and food and offers of help with 
passports to stranded Filipinos. 

He recently boasted of being 
“the original Wolf Warrior” – a 
reference to the more combative 
style of foreign-policy messaging 
adopted by some senior Chinese 
diplomats in recent years – and has 
long refused to censor his remarks 
on social media, no matter the 
offence caused, calling Muslims 
“towel heads”, Vice-President 
Leni Robredo an “idiot” and the 
archbishop of Davao “a moron in a 

white Mu-Mu” in the past.
As the Philippines’ top diplomat 

under the notoriously foul-mouthed 
Rodrigo Duterte, Locsin seemed 
like he could get away with 
tweeting anything – even going on 
television to brag about the trust 
the president places in him. On May 
3, however, the fast-talking foreign 
secretary discovered there was a 
line even he could not cross. 

That was the day, in response 
to the continued presence of 
Chinese vessels near a disputed 
reef, that he tweeted China was 
an “ugly oaf” that should “get the 
f*** out” of the Philippines’ waters, 
later explaining to his more than 
681,000 Twitter followers that the 
“usual suave diplomatic-speak gets 
nothing done”.

His attempt to out-Wolf Warrior 
China’s diplomats earned rebukes 
from not only Duterte, who called 
it “rude and disrespectful”, but 
also the Philippine president’s 
spokesman and China’s foreign 
ministry. By then Locsin had 

already apologised, though only 
to his Chinese counterpart Wang 
Yi, who he praised as “the most 
elegant mind in diplomacy with 
manners to match” in a series of 
fawning tweets. 

Since May 4, Locsin’s Twitter 
posts have been free of expletives, 
curses or crude insults. 

AGGRESSIVE DIPLOMACY
Articulate and well-read, 
with a master of law degree 
from Harvard, Locsin came to 
prominence as a pro-democracy 
stalwart during the 1986 “People 
Power” uprising that overthrew 
then dictator Ferdinand Marcos. 
His father was the publisher of the 
Philippines Free Press, a weekly 
news magazine that was closed 
and had its assets seized after 
martial law was declared in 1972, 
with Locsin’s father being arrested 
and briefly jailed.

Locsin Jnr, a former publisher 
and newspaper editor himself, 
served three terms as a Philippine 

congressman and penned the 
speech former President Corazon 
Aquino gave to the US Congress in 
1986. He was even nominated to 
be a Supreme Court chief justice 
at one point, and was also known 
for hosting a late-night opinion 
show on ABS-CBN, then one of the 
Philippines’ biggest broadcasters – 
though he did not attempt to defend 
the network from being shut down 
last year.

Duterte named him as the 
Philippines’ new permanent 
representative to the United 
Nations in 2016, before promoting 
him to foreign secretary in 2018. 
Locsin recently claimed China’s 
Wolf Warrior diplomats were “my 
pupils in aggressive diplomacy” 

TEODORO 
LOCSIN JNR 
AND RODRIGO 
DUTERTE.
Photos: AP
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during his time in the UN, saying 
“they must have watched me in 
action”. 

Yet those who have known 
him professionally say Locsin is 
nowhere near as pugnacious in 
person as on Twitter. Philip Lustre, 
a 67-year-old journalist who 
worked for him from 1989 to 1992, 
recalled a “quiet and shy” character 
who was “never abrasive”.

Although Locsin was the 
publisher, “we never called him 
‘sir’, he was ‘Teddyboy’ from the 
outset. I never heard him curse, 

he was never high-handed”, 
Lustre said. The foreign 

secretary’s Twitter handle is 
“@teddyboylocsin” to this day.

When asked why 
his former boss had 

seemingly changed, 
Lustre said “let me put it 

this way: all of us, we 
have demons within 
us,” adding that now 
“Teddyboy’s ideas 

are weird, he doesn’t 
agree with democracy, he 
doesn’t like the cacophony 
of democracy. That’s the 
reason why he joined 
Duterte.”

“I find it frustrating 
that one of the people 

whom I firmly believed to be a 
defender of democracy has turned 
180 degrees,” Lustre said. “He 
flourished in a democratic set-
up and now he speaks ill of that 
political milieu.”

Seen as staunchly pro-US 
and anti-China by those who 
have worked with him, Locsin 
was described by one source as 
“waging a low-level insurgency 
against the president’s policy” of 
adopting closer ties with Beijing. 
The source, who asked not to be 
named, said Locsin had adopted “a 
cynical view of people” since seeing 
his father “become embittered 
and forgotten” in his old age – 
purportedly learning the lesson 
that “nice guys finish last”.

Ruben Carranza, a lawyer 
who works at the International 
Committee of Transitional Justice 

in New York, told This Week In 
Asia how Locsin had bristled 
when questioned, during a 
chance meeting at an airport, 
about his support for Duterte’s 
bloody war on drugs, which 
rights groups say has claimed 
as many as 27,000 lives since 
2016 – a figure Manila rejects.

The foreign secretary, who 
previously tweeted “I believe 
that the Drug Menace is so big it 
needs a FINAL SOLUTION like 
the Nazis adopted”, justified his 
support for the extrajudicial 
killings, as set against his 
opposition to the Marcos 
dictatorship, by talking about 
how much property his family 
lost under martial law, Carranza 
said. 

“He fought Marcos for 
himself. He sided with Duterte 
for himself. He doesn’t deserve 
our time, maybe even our civility 
and certainly not our regret,” 
Carranza later wrote of Locsin 
on Facebook. This Week In Asia 
was unable to reach Locsin for 
comment on this story.

Yet despite his detractors, 
as the country’s first foreign 
secretary to so actively embrace 
Twitter, Locsin has made 
himself accessible and popular 
with Filipinos around the world 
who need help with consular 
matters or have a complaint 
against his Department of 
Foreign Affairs. 

On May 1, after Hong Kong 
ruled that helpers had to 
be vaccinated before their 
contracts could be renewed, he 
said he “had to beg the cabinet 
to get our domestic workers 
back in Hong Kong with [Chief 
Executive] Carrie Lam’s promise 
that they are like family and will 
be protected”.

To a social-media user who 
thanked him for help with a new 
passport, he tweeted in return: 
“Thank [the Department of 
Foreign Affairs], they don’t stop 
working for you … Their oxygen 
is service; their reward is the 
sense of duty done.” 

HE RECENTLY TWEETED 
CHINA WAS AN 'UGLY 
OAF' THAT SHOULD 
GET THE F*** OUT OF 
PHILIPPINE WATERS


