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MACAU’S PLAN TO WELCOME CHINESE 
OLYMPIC MEDALISTS REMAINS IN 

PLACE FOR THE TIME BEING, PUBLIC 
HEALTH DOCTOR LEONG IEK HOU SAID
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China Rescuers 
yesterday were trying 
to reach 21 people 
trapped by a flood 
because of illegal mining 
for coal in northern 
China, authorities 
said. The accident 
happened about 11 p.m. 
Wednesday in Xiaoyi 
city in Shanxi province, 
a major coal-producing 
region southwest of 
Beijing. Water was being 
pumped out of the mine, 
and the water level 
was falling, the Xiaoyi 
government said in an 
update on social media. 

US  The Navy said it 
rescued five Iranians 
suspected of smuggling 
drugs after they 
apparently set fire to 
their stash on board a 
traditional sailing vessel 
off the coast of Oman. 
The Navy released aerial 
surveillance footage 
showing the traditional 
ship, known as a dhow, 
as it sailed in the Gulf of 
Oman. Those on board 
pour a liquid, likely an 
accelerant, over the 
cargo hold as the Navy 
approaches. Smoke 
then pours from the 
vessel after those on 
board apparently set the 
fire, with an explosion 
rocking the ship. 

El Salvador’s congress 
voted to strip a politician 
accused of making a 
deal with the country’s 
powerful street gangs of 
the legislative immunity 
that had prevented 
his prosecution. Sixty-
six of the Legislative 
Assembly’s 84 
lawmakers voted to 
support the attorney 
general’s petition to 
open Norman Quijano 
to prosecution. Twelve 
lawmakers from his 
conservative party left 
the chamber for the vote. 
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More workers 
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Closure of VIP rooms, junket 
operators, dominate AL plenary
RENATO MARQUES

THE cessation of gaming pro-
moter Suncity Group’s opera-

tions – and the consequent loss of 
a large number of its employees’ 
jobs – dominated lawmakers’ at-
tention in yesterday’s plenary ses-
sion at the Legislative Assembly 
(AL).

Attending the AL to present 
and debate the Budget Law 2022 
bill, the Secretary for Economy 
and Finance Lei Wai Nong was 
grilled by several lawmakers on 
the topic. Debate focused on the 
government’s forecast of MOP130 
billion of gross gaming revenue 
(GGR) for 2022.

Lawmakers Leong Sun Iok, Ella 
Lei, José Pereira Coutinho, and 
Ron Lam were some of the most 
active critics of the government. 
They considered the figure put 
forward too optimistic, particu-
larly given the instability created 
in the VIP gaming sector by the 
closure of its largest operator and 
the consequent suspension of 
cooperation between several ga-
ming operators and junkets in the 
VIP market.

Along with the cessation of 
operations and resultant loss of all 
revenue generated by junkets, the 
loss of thousands of jobs is likely 
to create further problems for the 
government – especially the po-
tential increase in people seeking 
income support.

“I suspect that MOP130 billion 
of GGR for next year might be too 
optimistic,” said Leong, noting 
the closure of the VIP rooms and 

the potential impact on gaming 
revenue.

Ella Lei remarked that 
lawmakers are very concerned 
about this matter because of the 
potential consequences for the 
market.

“Just one [junket] company 
[can trigger the unemployment] 
of over 1,000 workers. If more will 
close, how [can the government] 
handle this?” Ella Lei asked.

Pereira Coutinho followed 
Leong and Lei’s line of questio-
ning, asking the government to 
downgrade its GGR projections.

“We need to be more realistic 
and less optimistic regarding the 
gaming results for next year,” said 
Coutinho.

“The government explains this 
[figure] with an increase of visi-
tation from tourists but we don’t 
see this happening. What we see 
is that those that are currently 
coming cannot even support the 
SMEs (Small and Medium Enter-
prises) in the Food and Beverage 
sector [alone], [a sector seeing] 
more [closures] every day and 
more people relocating out of 
Macau. I think saying that it is 
prudent to forecast [the GGR] in 
MOP130 billion is an exaggera-
tion,” Pereira Coutinho said. He 
called on the government to focus 
on reducing government expen-
diture instead.

“The Light Rapid Transit (LRT) 
is stopping for six months. I think 
that it should stop for far longer 
than six months,” Coutinho said, 
as an example. “If we cannot rea-
ch that amount [of GGR] we will 

be into trouble, and we will end 
up needing to use the reserves 
again.”

Coutinho called on the Se-
cretary to provide assurances 
to lawmakers that borders will 
reopen, especially to Hong Kong, 
and that more visitors will come 
from both the neighboring region 
and the mainland – preferably in 
tour groups.

Secretary Lei dodged the ques-
tion, saying only that local au-
thorities are constantly working 
together with neighboring autho-
rities to ease border restrictions 
and increase visitation “as soon as 
possible.”

In his reply, Lei Wai Nong sta-
ted that VIP rooms are part of the 
casinos and as such are under the 
purview of the concessionaires, 
implying that the government will 
undertake these responsibilities.

In the period before the agen-
da, a total of seven lawmakers 
spoke. Apart from the four alrea-
dy mentioned, Ngan Iek Hang, 
Ho Ion Sang, Song Pek Kei de-
livered inquiries to the govern-
ment, calling for swift action on 
the junkets and their dismissed 
employees. They claimed that if 
the government does not address 
this issue and identify an imme-
diate solution, much economic 
and social damage will be done as 
a result of the immediate loss of 
thousands of jobs.

Pereira Coutinho took the 
claim even further, calling on the 
government to “force” gaming 
concessionaires to reinstate the 
workers within their teams.

Other lawmakers, including 
Leong and Ngan, noted these 
workers are mostly young people 
with minimal skills and academic 
qualifications, a situation whi-
ch creates significant challenges 
in finding other jobs compatible 
with their lifestyles.

SEPARATE REGIME FOR 
WEALTH PARTAKING SCHEME

Asked by lawmaker Ron Lam 
about government measures to 
financially support the commu-
nity, the Secretary noted that the 
wealth partaking scheme, also 
known as annual cash handouts, 
may be transformed into a sepa-
rate program with its own rules.

“For now, the [wealth par-
taking] scheme is a policy. We 
can think about turning it into a 
regime. But we need to take into 
account the residents abroad that 
cannot return to Macau at the 

moment, due to the pandemic. 
We can discuss this [topic] if the-
re is consensus, but [if we do this] 
it needs to be within a regime to 
be enforced progressively for a 
period of maybe five to 10 years,” 
Lei said.

Asked by Lam about the reins-
tatement of the government’s in-
vestment of MOP7,000 per year 
into the Central Provident Fund, 
Lei repeated the response given 
on previous occasions. That is, 
the amount invested is determi-
ned by a government account 
surplus. In the situation of a bu-
dget deficit, as the government 
has had since 2020, this would 
be impossible, as it would breach 
the law.

In response, lawmaker Lam 
requested the president of the AL 
to hold a separate vote for num-
ber 1 of Article 5 of the bill which 
relates to the topic, so he could 
express his objection to the ces-
sation of investments next year.

Despite fears that the 2022 bu-
dget would need to be amended, 
the bill was passed on its final 
reading with votes in favor from 
all lawmakers present.

THE number of former employees 
of the gaming promoter company 
Suncity Group requesting help from 
the government regarding their 
dismissal is now 318, the Secretary 
for Economy and Finance Lei Wai 
Nong reported yesterday at the 
Legislative Assembly.
In response to lawmakers’ ques-
tions on the matter, Lei updated 
the figure, saying: “As of today 
[yesterday], 318 workers [have] 
requested help from the Labour 

Affairs Bureau (DSAL). The bureau 
is already following up on their 
cases and is trying to find ways to 
re-employ these workers. [These] 
include several job posts, such as 
drivers, cashiers, croupiers, and 
other professions,” Lei said.
In the session, lawmakers noted 
that other staff members not 
directly related to gaming activities, 
such as marketing and public 
relations, are also requesting 
assistance.

318 Suncity workers 
calling on DSAL for help
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SIN FONG INAUGURATION

Legal action to be taken 
on individual basis

ANTHONY LAM

R
ESIDENTS of the recons-
tructed Sin Fong Garden 
Building have failed to 
come to a collective deci-

sion regarding legal action against 
the original developer, vice pre-
sident of the building’s residents’ 
association Chan Un Cheong said 
yesterday.

After nine years of various pro-
cedures, debates and arguments, 
the building’s residents marked 
the completion of the project with 
a ceremony yesterday.

As well as the original building’s 
developer, it is understood that 
there are other potential defen-
dants, including the developer of 
the planned building adjacent to 
Sin Fong, originally named SOHO 
Residence.

After the collapse of Sin Fong, 
billboards announcing SOHO Re-
sidence were removed from the 
construction site

Speaking on the sidelines of 
the ceremony, Chan said that the 
association has not come to a 
consensus as to whether legal ac-
tion should be taken against the 
potential defendants. It will be at 
each individual owner’s discretion 
if they sue the stakeholders.

Former president of the as-
sociation Wong Man Sang said 
in response to this that, though 
he is very happy that the recons-
truction is finally complete, he 

will certainly sue whoever was 
responsible for the collapse of the 
original structure.

He said the lawsuit is necessary 
to obtain financial compensation 
for what happened, and to get 
justice for all apartment owners in 
the building.

Wong revealed that the recons-
truction costs amounted to about 
HKD1,400 per square foot. Most 
of the owners needed loans to pay 
for it, although some are wealthy 
enough to meet the cost up front.

Another owner, surnamed Ho, 
said that she wouldn’t mull over 

it too much, and that the most 
important thing is moving back 
into the building. There are other 
owners who worry that they may 
eventually need to sell their rebuilt 
apartments, as they lack funds to 
pay for mortgages taken during re-
construction.

The reconstruction was funded 
by owners’ savings or mortgages 
issued by the Bank of China, Ma-
cau Branch.

A resident of the original Sin 
Fong Garden Building told the Ti-
mes that she had been eagerly an-
ticipating the completion of the re-
construction. “The wait has been 
so long,” she said, adding that she 
had become a mother during the-
se nine years.

She believes some owners or 
residents will not move back into 
Sin Fong. “After all, it has been 
nine years. Many of them might 
have made new friends in their 
new neighborhood already,” she 
explained.

Most owners, including the 
head of the association, hope that 
ownership registration can be 
completed as soon as possible to 
put an end to the anxiety that has 
plagued them for nine years.

According to Chan, ownership 
registration will only be conducted 
after the government – specifically 
the Housing Bureau and the Land, 
Public Works and Transport Bu-
reau – finishes the site checks and 
issues a certificate of acceptance.

Representatives from the re-
sidents’ association, the Macau 
Social Enterprise Ltd., the builder, 
and other organizations were pre-
sent at the ceremony. Some resi-
dents who are anticipating a re-
turn to their old-but-renewed re-
sidences also attended the event.



www.macaudailytimes.com.mo
17.12.2021 fri

MACAU’S LEADING NEWSPAPER

page
MACAU 澳門

4

SH
IN

N
O

SU
K

E 
AN

D
O

AN
TH

O
N

Y 
LA

M

Gov’t signs cooperation 
with NHC for 
Islands Hospital

The SAR government has signed a 
memorandum of cooperation with the 
mainland National Health Commission 
(NHC) for the management of the Islands 
District Medical Complex project. Under 
the recommendation of the National 
Health Commission, the SAR Government 
will collaborate with Peking Union Medical 
College Hospital to operate and provide 
services in the Islands Health Care Complex. 
According to a statement, “the purpose 
of the memorandum is to promote the 
implementation of the Islands District 
Medical Complex project. The government 
of the Macau SAR will promote special 
legislation in accordance with the local legal 
system.”

IPIM organizes business 
trip to Hengqin

The Macau Trade and Investment Promotion 
Institute (IPIM) recently organized a 
business delegation of 30 members of the 
Macau convention and exhibition sector 
to visit the In-depth Cooperation Zone 
between Guangdong and Macau in Hengqin. 
During their stay in Hengqin, visits were 
made to commercial hotels, exhibition 
grounds, annual meeting facilities and other 
convention and exhibition facilities. IPIM said 
that it also allowed the delegation to take in 
the planning and services of the tourist areas 
in the Cooperation Zone in order to bolster 
exchange and cooperation in the fields of 
conventions, exhibitions and trade between 
the two locales.

Light still green for visit by 
Chinese Olympic medalists
ANTHONY LAM

MACAU’S plan to welco-
me Chinese Olympic 

medalists remains in place for 
the time being, public health 
doctor Leong Iek Hou, coordi-
nator at the Center for Disease 
Control and Prevention, said 
yesterday.

The comment was made at 
the weekly health press brie-
fing, when she was asked if 
the visit of the medalists will 
be affected, postponed or 
canceled, given that the epi-
demic condition is intensi-
fying in mainland China.

Leong said that the meda-
lists are now under quaran-
tine in the mainland, which 
began after their visit to Hong 
Kong. They will take a Co-
vid-19 nucleic acid test (NAT) 
to determine if they are fit for 
travel nearer the date.

“I believe the visit will con-
tinue as planned,” Leong said.

In regards to the long-anti-
cipated border normalization 
between Macau and Hong 
Kong, the public health doc-
tor said that no update was 

available. She reiterated that 
the matter is still under dis-
cussion between the Special 
Administrative Regions and 
the mainland.

There are currently no new 
factors under consideration, 
implying that the Omicron 
variant is not yet a factor in 
discussions between the two 
jurisdictions.

Although Health Bureau 
(SSM) officials have noted 
that footprint registration is 
not mandatory, the SSM is 
expanding the coverage of the 
registration QR code to social 
services facilities.

Currently, such QR codes 
are posted at public service 
offices, the SSM’s healthca-
re facilities and public bu-
ses. Previously, both Leong 
and Director Alvis Lo of the 
SSM have stated that code 
scanning would be voluntary, 
though they encouraged the 
public to use the app.

At the press briefing, Leong 
disclosed that the SSM is stri-
ving to expand coverage of 
the code to catering establish-
ments, healthcare facilities 
and entertainment venues.

A reader reported to the Ti-
mes yesterday that a bus dri-

ver told a passenger who paid 
for the ride in cash to scan 
the footprint registration QR 
code on the bus to register 
the trip.

Regarding the price of Ma-
cau NATs, Leong said that, 
due to higher salary costs in 
Macau, there is no room for 
lower prices. Zhuhai has once 
again lowered the price of 
NATs in the city.

SSM SWITCHES TO 
‘DYNAMIC CASE CLEARING’

Given that many have ex-
pressed disagreement with 
the “zero-tolerance” policy in 
Covid-19 control, Leong was 
asked whether there would be 
changes to the city’s strategy.

In response, the public 
health doctor said in com-
pliance with the mainland’s 
“dynamic case clearing” tac-
tic, the city’s authorities will 
work to contain any new ca-
ses within a short period of 
time.

“The core [tenet] of the 
tactic is early identification,” 
Leong said.

She added that the public 
should accept the possibility 
of new cases and of commu-
nity infections from impor-
ted cases. She admitted that 
the vaccine is not currently 
100% effective because the 
virus is becoming increasin-
gly resistant.

Further amendments to electoral system 
proposed in second Five-year Plan
ANTHONY LAM

IN the second Five-year Plan pu-
blished by the government yes-

terday, a section was dedicated to 
further amendments to the elec-
toral system, including but not 
limited to the conditions of oath 
taking.

This Five-year Plan covers the 
years from 2021 to 2025.

The plan stated that the go-
vernment will further change the 
election system to ensure that 
“Macau is governed by patriots”.

“The Special Administrative 
Region Government resolutely 
safeguards the Central People’s 
Government’s rights of decision 
to [Macau’s] political system, whi-
ch includes the election system, 
and implements the foundational 
principle of ‘Patriots governing 
Macau’,” it stated.

To achieve this, the government 
said it will systemize “the positive 
and negative lists of pledging alle-
giance, [and] the relevant mecha-
nism for qualification review and 
regulate occupational activities of 
legislators, so as to guarantee the 
rights of governance of Macau are 
firmly held by patriots.”

It also said that it would “nur-

ture a healthy election culture and 
continuously improve the quality 
of democratic election.” Moreo-
ver, it will “lawfully complete va-
rious elections and ensure their 
fair, just, open and clean imple-
mentation.”

The government admits that 
public opinion is not consulted 
very effectively and that the advi-
sory bodies are inefficient. It sta-
ted that it would therefore impro-
ve the system for the consultation 
of public opinion, along with re-
viewing the functions and struc-
tures of the many advisory bodies. 
It added that it would “strengthen 
public participation” in these ad-
visory bodies.

The government stressed that it 
would nonetheless strengthen the 
roles of “patriotic associations.”

Years ago, when the govern-
ment restructured the then Ci-
vic and Municipal Affairs Bureau 
(IACM), it declined to add elec-
tion of advisory members to the 
charter of the new Municipal Af-
fairs Bureau (IAM). The public ex-
pressed concerns at the time that 
the advisory members of the IAM 
would not speak in the public in-
terest, subverting the purpose of 
the advisory board.

Despite its stated aims, the go-
vernment has not detailed how it 
will achieve these goals.

Further, according to the 
plan, the city will have conso-
lidated its position as a global 
tourism and recreational centre, 
and expanded its position as a 
service platform for business 
and trade cooperation between 
the Chinese mainland and Por-
tuguese-speaking countries. By 

2025, it will also steadily advan-
ce the construction of a base for 
exchange and cooperation with 
Chinese culture as the mains-
tream, co-existing with multiple 
cultures.

The SAR aims to make subs-
tantial progress in the areas of: 
appropriate economic diversi-
fication and better governance; 
greater cultural prosperity; con-
tinuous improvement of people’s 

livelihood; better integration 
into the country’s overall deve-
lopment; and the further impro-
vement of the legal system and 
enforcement mechanism on sa-
feguarding national security.

The SAR government publicly 
solicited opinions on the plan 
from mid-September to Novem-
ber, collecting over 3,000 opi-
nions and adopting those with 
wide public support. 
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PERATING in the in-
dustry for nearly two 
decades, Sands Chi-
na Ltd. has grown by 

leaps and bounds. The company 
upholds an unwavering belief in 
committing the best to its team 
members and guests, recognizing 
this belief as one of the company’s 
most important values. 

Based in Macau with a strong 
team of more than 26,000, the 
company has always instilled in 
its employees a strong sense of or-
ganizational commitment.

With the launch and opening 
of Sands Macao in 2004, the com-
pany linked itself to the Macau 
community, for both the good and 
bad times.

Without a doubt, the integrated 
resort developer has always be-
lieved in investing in Macau and 
its community – bringing Venice, 
Paris, and then London to Macau.

Sands China has pledged 
and invested over USD15 billion 
over the past nearly 20 years, 
an investment that represen-
ts the company’s commitment 
to the SAR and the local com-
munity, helping transform 
Macau into what it is today. 
Part of that investment and trans-
formation has been in the deve-
lopment of local talent and local 
enterprises. Currently, 91% of the 
integrated resort developer’s ma-
nagers are local residents and in 

2020, 89% of Sands China’s total 
procurement spend went to local 
enterprises.

Sands China is confident in 
Macau’s future and remains com-
mitted to long-term investment in 
non-gaming amenities, promo-
ting economic diversification and 
boosting Macau’s evolution into 
Asia’s leading leisure and business 
tourism destination.

With the government’s aim of 
positioning and developing  Ma-
cau into a World  Centre of  Tou-
rism and Leisure, Sands China 
continues to offer the largest retail 
space in the market, innovative 
cuisine and new concept restau-
rants, the best themed accommo-
dation for all walks of life and a full 
team of experienced talent.

The company also has 6 enter-
tainment venues that have cate-
red to some 4.6 million audience 
members.

The scale of Sands China’s exis-
ting and ongoing investments 
enables the international firm to 
play its part in supporting the local 
economy in Macau, including its 
support of local employment, the 
community, and the city’s small 
and medium-sized businesses.

Through the company’s wide 
array of programmes – such as 
its Sands Cares Ambassador pro-
gramme for volunteerism, which 
currently counts over 3,300 team 
members – Sands China hopes 

that it will contribute to the overall 
well-being of society and play its 
part in promoting social harmony. 

PROFESSIONALISM 
EDUCATION EFFORTS

Sands China aims to bolster the 
professionalism of its team mem-
bers through various initiatives, 
including Greater Bay Area visits, 
professional literacy training cou-
rses, professional lectures, and 
various professional exchange ac-
tivities.

The company recently hosted 
a special screening of the film 
“The Battle at Lake Changjin” 
for its team members at Cinema 
Alegria. It is the fourth film scree-
ning Sands China has hosted for 
its team members, as part of the 
company’s ongoing efforts to 
build their professionalism and 
deepen their understanding of 
national development and the 
mainland.

Dr. Wilfred Wong, president 
of Sands China Ltd., said: “Pro-
fessionalism education remains 
an important priority for Sands 
China. We hope that through this 
screening of ‘The Battle at Lake 
Changjin,’ our team members 
can continue to gain deeper un-
derstandings of Chinese history 
and culture. And as our national 
identity strengthens through con-
nections to our past, like with this 
film, we hope team members will 

continue to feel inspired to make 
contributions to the advancement 
and development of the nation.”

COMMITMENT TO EDUCATION 
Sands China made its 15th 

consecutive donation of scholar-
ship and fellowship money to se-
veral Macau tertiary institutions 
this year, an annual initiative that 
is part of the company’s ongoing 
support of higher education in 
Macau.

Sands China’s total donation 
amount for tertiary scholarships 
and fellowships in Macau has 
reached MOP 12.4 million, bene-
fitting almost 1,500 students since 
2006.

COMMITMENT TO SPORTS 
DEVELOPMENT

Since 2007, Sands China has 
brought a number of large-sca-
le international sports events to 
Macau, including boxing and golf 
competitions, among others, as 
part of the company’s contribu-
tion to sports development.

Early this year, the city’s first-e-
ver 10K run, the “2021 Sands Chi-
na Macao International 10K,” was 
title sponsored by Sands China, 
who invested MOP8 million in the 
event.

It was the company’s goal to 
both encourage regular exercise 
in Macau while also boosting tou-
rism and the economy during the 

COVID-19 pandemic as the region 
continues making strides in its 
pandemic recovery.

This year, Sands China was also 
the title sponsor of Sands China 
Macau GT Cup, which welcomed 
race car drivers from around the 
world to compete in the city’s sig-
nature auto racing event, the Ma-
cau Grand Prix.

The sponsorship is part of the 
company’s continuous support of 
promoting the Tourism+ initiative.

COMMITMENT TO 
BOLSTERING ECONOMIC 
RECOVERY

Sands China hosted the lar-
gest sale event in Macau at over 
560 booths during the three-day 
2021 Sands Shopping Carnival. It 
provided a free business platform 
for local SMEs and Sands retailers 
amid the pandemic period, while 
providing a fun weekend destina-
tion and summer hotspot for local 
residents and tourists. 

The company is very pleased 
to support the economic revival 
initiative of the Macau SAR go-
vernment with the carnival and 
has pledged to remain dedicated 
to nurturing the development 
of local SMEs. This free platform 
provides more business opportu-
nities, and with the combination 
of local and international brands, 
creates an effective synergy that 
benefits all.

Sands China growing by leaps and  
bounds in both footprint and commitment

2004 MAY 
Sands Macao

2007 AUG 
The Venetian Macao

2008 AUG
Four Seasons Hotel Macao

2020 OCT
Grand Suites at Four Seasons

2021 FEB 
The Londoner  

Macao – Phase 1

2016 SEP
The Parisian Macao

2012 APR 
Sands Cotai Central

PROPERTY OPENINGS
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Macau expands satellite 
positioning system

To facilitate the application of satellite 
positioning technology in Macau, Cartography 
and Cadastre Bureau (DSCC) has completed 
the enhancement of the “Macao Satellite 
Positioning Reference Station Service 
(MoSRef)”. It now supports the BeiDou 
Navigation Satellite signals, and provides 
more efficient highly-accurate positioning 
services for professional users in the fields 
of surveying and mapping, geographic 
information, and many others. DSCC said it 
continues to improve fundamental surveying 
and mapping services, and has established 
four continuously operating satellite 
positioning reference stations.

UM establishes quality 
standards for Chinese 
medicine

Research teams at the University of 
Macau (UM) have made progress in 
pushing forward the standardization and 
international standing of Chinese medicine. 
This work includes forging business 
partnerships, nurturing talent, and creating 
platforms for international cooperation, 
which will support the moderate 
diversification of Macau’s economy, the 
university said in a statement. The teams 
led by Professor Wang Yitao and Professor 
Li Shaoping have also established quality 
standards for a dozen Chinese medicinal 
plants, to be published in authoritative 
periodicals, in order to support the health 
industry in Macau and other parts of the 
Greater Bay Area.

DSEDJ expects 5,300 
new kindergarten 
enrollees in 2022 
STAFF REPORTER

THE Central Registration 
System for first-time kin-

dergarten students for the 
academic year 2022-23 will 
be open from January 6 to 20. 
The Education and Youth De-
velopment Bureau (DSEDJ) 
aims to optimize the school 
enrolment process, easing 
parents’ uncertainty by 
allowing them to apply and 
get results before the start of 
the academic year.

Parents can apply either 
online using the Central Re-
gistration System or in per-
son at DSEDJ counters across 
three locations, the DSEJ’s 
Kindergarten and Primary 
Education Division chief Ng 
Mei Kei said during the dis-
cussion of the system in a 
press conference yesterday.

The bureau expects that 
the number of students en-
rolling for the first time will 
exceed 5,300, however the 
number of vacancies at local 

kindergartens is sufficient to 
meet the demand.

The Central Registration 
System will not have a regis-
tration order, as the schools 
have no limit on the number 
of registrations or interviews.

The Central Registration 
System allows parents and 
guardians to apply to up to six 
different schools. To complete 
the applications, they must 
enter the child’s personal data 
as instructed and submit a 

passport style photograph.
Schools will then release 

the dates and times of the in-
terviews, with DSEDJ noting 
that the process will receive 
special attention so that ad-
mission interview schedules 
do not clash with each other. 
The interviews will be held 
between February 26 and 
March 27.

On April 8, the schools will 
release their lists of admitted 
students concurrently. Paren-
ts have until April 10 to con-
firm their acceptance of the 
spot offered through the DSEJ 
website.

Schools will also relea-
se the list of the admitted 
students that were initially 
waitlisted on April 11. This 
will begin the process’s final 
stage, in which parents must 
confirm the student’s regis-
tration in person between 
April 12 and 14.

Enrolment for students to 
fill any remaining vacancies 
will open from April 19. This 
phase is also open to students 
who were not admitted in any 
of the schools they applied for 
or students who missed the 
initial registration period. In 
these cases, parents should 
approach the schools directly 
to complete the registration 
process.
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ELCO Resorts & 
Entertainment prio-
ritizes the needs 
of its local com-

munities and is committed to 
making a positive impact. The 
company works hand in hand 
with community partners to su-
pport social wellbeing through 
unique and differentiated CSR 
programs. 

In 2020, Melco Chairman & 
CEO Mr. Lawrence Ho deployed 
the company’s workforce en 
masse to support the local com-
munity during work hours, en-
couraging all colleagues to care 
for the community through Sim-
ple Acts of Kindness. 

Within the first three mon-
ths, approximately 7,000 Melco 
volunteer participants were mo-
bilized for Simple Acts of Kind-
ness, contacting over 1,600 orga-
nizations, participating in more 
than 530 activities and suppor-
ting more than 100 local NGO 
community partners and Small 
& Medium Enterprises (SMEs). 
Beneficiaries included the elder-
ly, single families, long-term pa-
tients, children and other local 
groups in need.

Melco’s proactive and innova-
tive CSR initiatives, as highlighted 
by its continued Simple Acts of 
Kindness initiative, has been re-
cognized by 2020 Industry Com-
munity Awards as winner of the 
‘Community Award – Asia’. Earlier 
this month, the company was na-
med ‘Outstanding Corporate for 
Volunteerism’ for the third con-

secutive year by Association of 
Volunteers Social Service Macao. 

1,000-STRONG VOLUNTEER 
ELDERLY VISIT 

In cooperation with Centro 
de Servicos de Assistencia “Pang 
On Tung” de Macau, Melco re-
cently mobilized a 1,000-strong 
volunteer team to visit approxi-
mately 550 elderly households in 
Macau between November 29 to 
December 13. 

Melco initiated the long-term 
collaboration with Pang On Tung 
to have volunteers visit elderly 
households and assist with gree-
ting calls from the NGO’s head-
quarters. Since May 2020, nearly 
2,800 Melco volunteer partici-
pants have been deployed, de-
dicating nearly 6,800 hours to 
helping Pang On Tung elderlies. 
Often remaining indoors due to 
pandemic-related safety mea-
sures, the elderly beneficiaries 
have been excited to meet and 
chat with Melco’s volunteers 
who have been bringing gift 

bags and necessity kits together 
with warm seasonal greetings.

WARMING THE COMMUNITY
In late November, nearly 1,000 

Melco volunteers joined hands 
in a scarf knitting project to 
bring extra warmth to the local 
community for Christmas. After 
dedicating more than 8,000 in-
tensive work hours to the project 
over the course of two weeks, 
Melco volunteers produced a 
total of 1,000 hand-knitted scar-
ves. The scarves, together with 
additional festive gifts, were de-
livered to 10 local organizations 
including Concordia School for 
Special Education, Lar da Nossa 
Senhora da Misericórdia, Macau 
Autism Association, Women’s 
General Association of Macau, 
Cheng Chong Elderly Building, 
Macao Center for the Blind, 
Sheng Kung Hui ‘Star of Hope’ 
Youth Home, St. Francis Homes 
for the Elderly and Macau Fede-
ration of Trade Unions (FAOM) 
Ka Ao Nursery Home.

Among the participating vo-
lunteers were quite a few com-
plete beginners.  Tim Ho, Exe-
cutive Housekeeper at Altira 
Macau was one of them, he said, 
“This was my first ever knitting 
experience. It was really confu-
sing to start with – and I made 
so many mistakes. But after the 
first night, I finally got the hang 
of things. I hope that the elder-
ly recipients of the scarves can 
feel my warm season’s blessings 
despite my amateur knitting!”
  
GREEN INITIATIVES 

Promoting sustainability 
also forms part of Melco’s Sim-
ple Acts of Kindness initiati-
ve. Recently, Melco volunteers 
cooperated with the Munici-
pal Affairs Bureau to shoul-
der the task of cleaning local 
hiking trails and beach barbe-
cue areas, working together to 
protect the environment and 
giving back to the community. 
A total of 130 volunteers took 
part in four cleaning activities 
to remove plastics and debris 
from the areas, jointly contri-
buting to the city’s environ-
mental protection.

COMMUNITY OUTREACH 
From November through Ja-

nuary 2022, Melco is expected 
to deploy 2,500 volunteers to 

support the work of local social 
welfare organizations inclu-
ding Pou Tai Integrated Service 
Centre for the Elderly, Baptis-
ta Oi Kwan Service Center of 
Macau – Harmony Villa, The 
Association of Rehabilitation 
of Drug Abusers of Macao, Ma-
cau Special Olympics (MSO), 
FAOM Northern District Inte-
grated Service Center, FAOM 
Barbosa Community Center, 
FAOM Mong Ha Elderly Servi-
ce Center, MSO Complexo De 
Serviços Ngai Chun and MSO 
Blissful Center. 

COLORING YOUNG LIVES
Melco volunteers also vi-

sited Macau Caritas Arco-Iris 
Youth Home in late November 
to renovate the house’s murals 
together with its young resi-
dents, adding bright colors to 
the walls and bringing a new 
atmosphere. Participating vo-
lunteer Wong Ka Lok of Table 
Games, Studio City, said, “A 
colorful and uplifting envi-
ronment may be more mea-
ningful than toy donations for 
children and young people li-
ving in institutions. I had the 
opportunity to create art mu-
rals with the young residents 
and I could feel their creativity 
and innovation through the 
project.”

  

POSITIVELY IMPACTING LOCAL COMMUNITIES

Melco continues to mobilize volunteers 
for Simple Acts of Kindness
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EIJING Winter Olympics 
organizers say measures 
to prevent cross-infections 
between athletes and the 

outside world are being extended 
to holding their garbage inside the 
bubble dividing the two. 

Officials said yesterday that a 
team of special workers will be de-
ployed to collect and transfer gar-
bage inside the bubble to prevent 
the risk of coronavirus leaking out 
into the outside world. The Beijing 
Games begin Feb. 4.

Ma Boyang, who is in charge of 
Olympic village planning and ope-
rations, said the waste will be held 
at temporary storage sites, to be 
transferred later for central proces-
sing. 

China has stressed the possibi-
lity of the virus being transmitted 
on inanimate objects, particularly 
frozen food.

Most experts have ruled out the 
possibility of infection through 
such channels, saying the packa-
ging carries only minute traces of 
virus, most likely deposited there 
by workers. 

With the spread of the omicron 
variant, concerns have again tur-
ned to preventing infections among 
athletes that could lead to quaranti-
nes for as long as five weeks. 

Yan Jiarong, a spokesperson for 
the organizing committee, said 
health authorities were continuing 
to monitor the situation, but be-
lieve the “relevant preventive mea-
sures in the guidebook for pande-

mic prevention have undergone 
rigorous scientific evaluation and 
are effective in ensuring safety and 
preventing the spread of the epide-
mic.” 

In the event of a positive test for 
the virus within the bubble, autho-
rities would follow the same proto-
cols as they would were it detected 
outside, Yan said. 

“We believe that these measu-
res can effectively reduce the risk 
of the pandemic and that they can 
not only ensure the safe and conve-
nient participation of athletes and 
all Olympic personnel in training, 
matches and work, but also protect 
the health and safety of the Chine-
se people,” said Yan. 

The country has taken drastic 
measures, including frequent lock-
downs and mass testing, to handle 
domestic outbreaks, although it 
has yet to stamp out infections en-
tirely. 

The National Health Commis-
sion yesterday announced 69 new 
cases of domestic transmission, 
mainly in the eastern province of 
Zhejiang, far from the Games ve-
nues. China has detected at least 
two cases of the omicron variant. 

The spread of the mutation of 
the virus is the latest challenge to 
face the Beijing Games, already 
beset by technical and political 
challenges ranging from a lack of 
flights for athletes and staff to a di-
plomatic boycott from the U.S. and 
others to protest China’s human ri-
ghts abuses. MDT/AP

Beijing Olympic 
athletes and 
their garbage 
face restrictions
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#MeToo victims face abuse, 
payback for going public
HUIZHONG WU, TAIPEI

HUMAN resources and 
upper management wou-

ldn’t deal with her accusation 
of sexual assault, a former em-
ployee of Alibaba said. So she 
went into the busy cafeteria 
at the Chinese e-commerce 
giant’s headquarters and screa-
med out her plight. 

Now she’s facing online ha-
rassment, accusations of lying 
from the wives of the two men 
she accused and a defamation 
lawsuit from a Alibaba vice 
president who was forced to re-
sign. And, she revealed recently, 
the company fired her. 

Women in China often face 
such troubles if they choose to 
speak publicly about sexual as-
sault. In multiple high-profile 
cases, particularly during Chi-
na’s brief #MeToo movement in 
2018, victims were sued by the 
men who allegedly harassed 
them. Some have been targe-
ted with online harassment and 
censored from speaking about 
their cases. 

In the most high-profile case, 
former Chinese tennis star Peng 
Shuai disappeared from public 
view after accusing former hi-
gh-level official Zhang Gaoli of 
sexual assault. Her accusation 
was quickly scrubbed from the 
internet and discussion of it re-
mains heavily censored.

In such a climate, women’s 
rights activists fear that fewer 
victims will be willing to speak 
up.

“This is helping the wrong-

doer, and makes the workpla-
ce environment even worse, 
and it’s an attack on the next 
woman who wants to stand 
out,” said #MeToo activist Zhou 
Xiaoxuan.

The former Alibaba em-
ployee told the Dahe Daily, a 
provincial Chinese newspaper, 
that she would not encourage 
other women to come forward, 
given her own experience of 
being attacked online and cal-
led a liar.

But she said in written res-
ponses to questions from The 
Associated Press that she wou-
ld continue her fight. She is 
being identified only by her last 
name, Zhou, because of harass-
ment concerns.

“I believe, if there’s one case 
of someone being fired because 
of upholding their own rights, 
then there may be more and 
more such cases, and future 
victims of sexual assault may 
have an even more difficult 
time seeking justice,” she said.

Zhou accused a fellow Aliba-
ba employee, surnamed Wang, 
and a client surnamed Zhang 
of sexual assault during a work 
trip in July. She said she woke 
up in her hotel room to find 
Wang kissing and groping her. 
She also said Zhang molested 
her while they were all at din-
ner. The wives of both men, 
who were not there, have publi-
cly denied the accusations. 

Police detained both men in 
August on suspicion of “forci-
ble molestation”, but released 
Wang after 15 days, the longest 

one can be held under admi-
nistrative detention. Prosecu-
tors dropped the investigation 
into Wang, though Alibaba fired 
him. Zhang, the client, is in po-
lice custody and a criminal case 
is pending. 

Initially, Zhou thought she 
would get justice. Alibaba’s CEO 
Daniel Zhang pledged in a pu-
blic memo in August to create 
an anti-sexual harassment po-
licy, and senior leaders vowed 
to improve management, she 
said. Two executives Zhou ac-
cused of not responding to her 
allegations resigned. One has 
since sued her.

“So even though I was alrea-
dy covered in scars, I was still 
willing to trust the company, 
and cooperate with the com-
pany,” she said in her answers 
to AP.

Yet, last month, she got a ter-
mination letter accusing her 
of hurting the company. The 
letter from Alibaba subsidiary 
Zhejiang Tmall Technology Co. 
Ltd. said she was dismissed for 
spreading false information 
about her assault and about 
the company’s handling of the 
issue. 

Alibaba has not responded 
to requests for comment on 
Zhou’s termination.

Other victims have faced si-
milar obstacles. 

A recent report by resear-
chers from Yale Law School 
found only 83 civil cases in pu-
blic Chinese court databases 
related to sexual harassment 
or molestation between 2018 

and 2020. Among them, 77 were 
brought by the alleged harasser 
against companies or the vic-
tims. In just six cases, victims 
sued their harassers.

A large share of the few wo-
men who brought forward ac-
cusations against harassers 
during China’s #MeToo move-
ment have faced defamation 
suits and have lost. That in-
cludes journalists Zou Sicong 
and He Qian. A court ruled in 
January that they had defamed 
more prominent journalist 
Deng Fei, because they did not 
provide enough evidence the 
incident had occurred. 

Deng sued them after they 
published an account on We-
chat in 2018 saying Deng had 
lured He, then 21, to a hotel 
room in 2009 to discuss story 
ideas, pulled off her clothes and 
tried to kiss and grope her. He 
and Zou appealed the ruling, 
which was upheld a second 
time by courts. They plan ano-
ther appeal in a higher court.

Victims face a higher bur-
den of proof in the courts, even 
when they are being sued.

In 2019, a Beijing court ruled 
that a young woman, Wang Qi, 
defamed Zhou Fei, an official at 
the World Wildlife Fund in Chi-
na, by accusing him of forcibly 
kissing her while they worked 
together. The court ordered 
Wang to issue a formal apology.

Zhou Xiaoxuan, the acti-
vist who has become the face 
of China’s #MeToo movement, 
sued state TV host Zhu Jun only 
after he sued her for defama-
tion first. She accused him of 
groping her when she was a 
young intern at CCTV.

Zhou got a lot of public su-
pport for her case early on and 
was able to give interviews. 
These days, her Weibo account 

has been banned from posting 
for a year. She said she gets 
messages attacking her every 
day. 

#MeToo activists, helped by 
public support in 2018, pushed 
for changes to China’s laws, in-
cluding defining sexual haras-
sment in the country’s broad 
ranging Civil Code, which was 
ratified last year.

Experts say the national law 
lacks teeth since it doesn’t lay 
out any punishments. Enfor-
cement depends on local level 
regulations and how courts in-
terpret the law and those regu-
lations. Also, many companies 
lack sexual harassment codes 
with explicit punishments and 
mechanisms for redress. 

In March, the southern city 
of Shenzhen issued a new gui-
dance from nine departments 
including the education minis-
try and the Public Security bu-
reau on sexual harassment pre-
vention in the first such “syste-
matic” document of its kind.

For now, Zhou, the ex-Aliba-
ba employee, can only wait for 
the courts. 

Zhou’s lawyer, Du Peng, said 
in a message they are waiting 
for the criminal case court hea-
ring for Zhang and petitioning 
the court to reopen the case 
against Wang. 

Zhou, who chose to answer 
questions only in written form, 
said she has felt emotionally 
“unsteady.” She vacillates from 
being “overstimulated and ex-
citable” to “depressed and pas-
sive.” But she said she would 
not waver in seeking justice.

“My attitude is resolute,” she 
wrote. “I will not accept the re-
sult of the company’s unsym-
pathetic, unreasonable and 
illegal way of dealing with this.” 
MDT/AP
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NORTH KOREA

Kim Jong Un’s decade 
of total but isolated rule

HYUNG-JIN KIM

S
INCE assuming power 
10 years ago today, North 
Korean leader Kim Jong 
Un has ruled the isolated 

country with absolute power, sig-
nificantly expanded its nuclear 
arsenal and become the North’s 
first ruler to hold a summit with a 
sitting U.S. president.

But now, he’s hunkering down 
and struggling to revive a dilapi-
dated economy battered hard by 
pandemic-related border shut-
downs, toughened U.N. sanctions 
and mismanagement.

When he inherited power upon 
the death of his father and longti-
me ruler Kim Jong Il, there were 
questions about the future of Nor-
th Korea. Little was known about 
the then-27-year-old son who was 
taking his family’s dynastic rule 
into a third generation. But Kim 
Jong Un quickly consolidated his 
power by orchestrating a spate of 
brutal purges and executions that 
removed his potential rivals inclu-
ding his own powerful uncle.

With a firm grip on power, 
Kim has carried on his family’s 
nuclear ambitions and diverted 
much of his country’s scarce re-
sources toward programs to build 
nuclear-tipped missiles capable 
of reaching the U.S. mainland. 
His provocative run of nuclear 
and missile tests in 2016-17 pla-
ced North Korea a step closer to 
its goal of possessing such func-

tioning intercontinental ballistic 
missiles, but they also led North 
Korea to face stricter U.N. sanc-
tions and deepened international 
isolation.

Entering 2018, Kim abruptly 
took conciliatory gestures by sen-
ding a delegation to the Winter 

Olympics held in rival South Korea 
and telling visiting South Korean 
envoys that he was willing to place 
his nuclear program on the nego-
tiating table. Some critics accused 
Kim of just trying to weaken the 
sanctions, buy time and perfect 
his weapons program, but then-

-U.S. President Donald Trump 
accepted Kim’s offers for unprece-
dented summit talks between the 
leaders of the two countries.

In 2018-19, Kim met Trump 
three times and held summits 
with other world leaders inclu-
ding South Korean President 

Moon Jae-in, Chinese President 
Xi Jinping and Russian President 
Vladimir Putin. These meetings 
gave Kim the diplomatic legitima-
cy that his government had long 
desired.

The high-stakes nuclear di-
plomacy triggered a rare mood 
of rapprochement on the Korean 
Peninsula, such as athletes from 
the rival Koreas marching toge-
ther during the Olympics’ ope-
ning ceremony and their singers 
performing in each other’s terri-
tory. North Korea also demolished 
its nuclear test site and released 
American detainees, while the 
U.S. and South Korean militaries 
suspended or canceled some of 
their regular drills.

But such moves were short-li-
ved, as the Kim-Trump diplomacy 
eventually collapsed in 2019 due 
to wrangling over the sanctions.

Since early last year, Kim has 
largely shut his country’s borders 
as part of draconian anti-virus 
measures that experts say are 
taking a heavy toll on his coun-
try’s already troubled economy. 
He called ongoing difficulties “the 
worst-ever” and compared them 
with a 1990s famine that killed 
hundreds of thousands.

But there are no signs that Kim 
will return to talks with the United 
States anytime soon. Instead, he 
has repeatedly warned he will bols-
ter his nuclear and missile arsenals 
unless Washington drops its hosti-
lity against Pyongyang. MDT/AP
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The British Foreign Secre-
tary, Anthony Eden, has told 
the House of Commons about 
mass executions of Jews by 
Germans in occupied Europe.

Mr Eden also read out a Uni-
ted Nations declaration con-
demning “this bestial policy”.

He said news of German 
atrocities sent in by the Polish 
Government and widely re-
ported in the press this month 
would only serve to strengthen 
allied determination to fight 
Nazism and punish all those 
responsible.

After his announcement the House rose and held a one-minute 
silence in sympathy for the victims.

Mr Eden described how the German authorities, who have alrea-
dy stripped the Jews of their basic human rights, were now car-
rying out “Hitler’s oft repeated intention to exterminate the Jewish 
people in Europe”.

He described how hundreds of thousands of men, women and 
children were being transported from all German-occupied ter-
ritory “in conditions of appalling horror and brutality” to Eastern 
Europe.

In Poland, Jewish ghettoes were being “systematically emptied” 
except for the able-bodied who were being sent to labour camps.

“None of those taken away are ever heard of again,” he said.
Those who are sick or injured are left to die of exposure or star-

vation or killed in mass executions.
The House then heard him read out a declaration made by the 

governments of Belgium, Czechoslovakia, Greece, Luxembourg, 
the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, the United States, the UK, the 
USSR, Yugoslavia and the French National Committee.

It condemned “in the strongest possible terms this bestial policy 
of cold-blooded extermination” and made a “solemn resolution to 
ensure that those responsible for these crimes shall not escape 
retribution”.

He said the United Nations would try to give asylum to as many 
refugees as possible but that there were “immense geographical 
difficulties” as well as security procedures to overcome.

James A De Rothschild, Labour MP for the Isle of Ely, made an 
emotional speech on behalf of British Jewry thanking Mr Eden and 
the United Nations for their declaration.

He said there were many first-generation Jews living in England 
who believed they had had a lucky escape from the concentration 
camps.

Four days ago, synagogues all over Britain held a day of mourning 
as a mark of concern for the massacre of the Jews in Nazi-occu-
pied Europe.

The Chief Rabbi Dr J H Hertz called on all Jews to commemorate 
“the numberless victims of the Satanic carnage”.

The Archbishop of Canterbury has also expressed his outrage 
in a letter to The Times earlier this month condemning “a horror 
beyond what imagination can grasp”.

Courtesy BBC News

1942 Britain condemns
	   massacre of Jews

In context

From 1933 when Hitler came to power, German Jews were deprived 
of civil rights, persecuted, physically attacked, imprisoned, and mur-
dered.
As Germany took over Europe many more thousands were shot 
in Russia and other Eastern European countries, by mobile killing 
squads or Einsatzgruppen.
In January 1942 leading SS leader Reinhard Heydrich announced to 
the Wannsee conference plans for the so-called “final solution to 
the Jewish problem”, a systematic massacre designed to create a 
“Jew-free” Reich.
Jews were transported to concentration camps, slave-labour camps 
and extermination camps. There they were herded into gas cham-
bers and their bodies burned in crematoria.
By the end of the war in 1945, more than six million Jews had been 
murdered in those countries occupied by the Nazis.
Three million of them were from Poland. Other minorities such as 
gypsies, political and religious opponents, the handicapped, and 
homosexuals were also killed.
Nazi war criminals were tried at Nuremberg and 12 men were sen-
tenced to death in 1946.

this day in history

PANDEMIC

British surge seen as 
warning on omicron 
but responses vary
DANICA KIRKA & MIKE 
CORDER, LONDON

S
PIRALING infec-
tions in Britain 
driven in part by 
the new omicron 

variant of the corona-
virus  sent shockwaves 
yesterday into the rest of 
Europe, fueling a familiar 
dread that tighter restric-
tions will scuttle holiday 
plans again this year.

Much remains unk-
nown about omicron, 
but increasingly officials 
are warning that at the 
very least it appears more 
transmissible than the 
delta variant, which was 
already putting pressu-
re on hospitals from the 
United States to the Ne-
therlands. With so many 
questions outstanding, 
uncertainty reigned over 
how quickly and how se-
verely to crack down on 
everything from travel to 
Christmas parties.

After the U.K. recorded 
the highest number of 
confirmed new COVID-19 
infections Wednesday 
since the pandemic be-
gan, France tightened en-
try rules for those coming 
from Britain.

In England, the chief 
medical officer urged 
people to limit who they 
see in the festive period 
— though there has been 
much debate about how 
much should be canceled. 
In the U.S., meanwhile, 
the White House insisted 
there was no need for a 

lockdown, despite signs 
that omicron was gaining 
ground there.

Globally, more than 75 
countries have reported 
confirmed cases of the 
new variant. In Britain, 
where omicron cases are 
doubling every two to 
three days, the variant is 
expected to soon repla-
ce delta as the dominant 
strain in the country. Au-
thorities in the 27-nation 
European Union expect 
omicron to be the domi-
nant variant in the bloc by 
mid-January. 

In addition to hints 
that it’s more contagious, 
early data suggest omi-
cron may be milder but 
better at evading vacci-
nes. Experts have urged 
caution in particular on 
drawing conclusions 
about how mild it is be-
cause it hospitalizations 
lag behind infections and 
so many variables contri-
bute to how sick people 
get. 

Also, even if omicron 
proves milder on the 
whole than delta, it may 
disarm some of the life-
saving tools available and 
put immune-compromi-
sed and elderly people at 
particular risk. And if it’s 
more transmissible, more 
infections overall raise 
the risk of more serious 
ones.

EU leaders gathering 
in Brussels for a summit 
today [Macau time] sou-
ght to balance tackling 
the surge of infections 

across the continent whi-
le keeping borders open.

But ahead of the mee-
ting, European nations 
already were acting to 
rein in the spread of the 
virus.

France said it will slap 
restrictions on travelers 
arriving from the U.K. — 
which is no longer part of 
the EU — putting limits 
on reasons for traveling 
and requiring 48-hour 
isolation upon arrival. 
The new measures will 
take effect first thing Sa-
turday.

French Prime Minister 
Jean Castex said the mea-
sures are being imposed 
“in the face of the extre-
mely rapid spread of the 
omicron variant in the 
U.K.”

The abrupt move co-
mes after weeks of po-
litical tensions between 
France and Britain over 
fishing rights and how 
to deal with migration in 
dangerous small boats 
across the English Chan-
nel.

It also comes as Fran-
ce’s government is des-
perately trying to avoid a 
new lockdown or stricter 
measures that would hurt 
the economy and cloud 
President Emmanuel Ma-
cron’s expected campaign 
for April presidential 
elections.

Greece announced We-
dnesday that all travelers 
to the country will have 
to show a PCR test with 
a negative result starting 

Sunday whether they are 
vaccinated or not. Italy 
this week also required 
negative tests from vac-
cinated visitors, raising 
concerns that similar mo-
ves elsewhere will limit 
the ability of EU citizens 
to travel to see friends 
and relatives over the ho-
lidays.

Portugal’s Prime Mi-
nister António Costa said 
he intends to keep ti-
ghter COVID-19 border 
controls in place beyond 
their planned end on Jan. 
9 due to the threat from 
the highly infectious new 
omicron variant. In Gree-
ce, 

England’s chief medi-
cal officer warned the si-
tuation there is only likely 
to get worse during the 
holidays.

Professor Chris Whitty 
described the current si-
tuation as two epidemics 
in one — with omicron 
infections rising rapidly 
even as the country con-
tinues to grapple with the 
older delta variant, whi-
ch is still causing a large 
number of infections.

Whitty advised people 
to limit their social con-
tacts, putting a priority 
on those that are the most 
important.

Fearing a raft of cance-
led parties and a general 
drop in business at the 
height of the crucial and 
lucrative Christmas sea-
son, British restaurants 
and pubs demanded go-
vernment help yesterday. 
They said concerns about 
the new variant have al-
ready wiped out 2 billion 
pounds ($2.6 billion) in 
sales over the last 10 days.

Jonathan Neame, chief 
executive of pub and 
brewery Shepherd Nea-
me, said the grim war-
nings will plunge his bu-
siness back to the start of 
the pandemic.

“We’ve seen a signifi-
cant number of cancella-
tions and that’s accelera-
ting every day, and will 
accelerate even further 
after the news last ni-
ght, which seems to have 
thrown us back into that 
sort of zombie world of 
the first week of March, of 
the pandemic last year,” 
he told Times Radio.

The Music Venue Trust 
said that a catastrophic 
drop in attendance and 
advance ticket sales have 
hit the industry since the 
government announced 
tougher restrictions last 
Wednesday, “placing the 
entire sector back on red 
alert for the risk of perma-
nent closures.” MDT/AP
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The Born Loser by Chip Sansom
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omACROSS 1- Grammarian’s concern; 6- ___ Mahal; 9- Barely enough; 14- Taboos; 

15- Author Umberto; 16- Red River city; 17- Logo; 19- Golfer with an army; 20- 
Polo Grounds hero; 21- Aha!; 22- Like non-oyster months; 23- Shrivelled, without 
moisture; 25- Sticky stuff; 26- Marionette; 29- Start of something small?; 31- 
Revolt-leader, old-style; 32- Collection of weaponry; 36- ___ dancing is popular 
with cowboys!; 37- TV planet; 38- At any time; 40- Abounding; 43- Took steps; 
45- Sunburn soother; 46- Doze; 47- Growl angrily; 50- Badgers; 51- Maker of Pong; 
52- Derrick; 54- O Sole ___; 57- Wand; 58- Tapered eating implement; 61- World-
weary; 62- Bad-mouth; 63- Skinflint; 64- Conger catcher; 65- Fair-hiring abbr.; 66- 
Extremely;
 
DOWN: 1- A law ___ itself; 2- Kind; 3- Med school subj.; 4- Deity; 5- Nationality suffix; 
6- Fluff, as bangs; 7- Plot unit; 8- One-liner, e.g.; 9- Very alert person; 10- Monte ___; 
11- Building addition; 12- Clamorous; 13- 
Rail supports; 18- Hilarity; 23- Carousal; 24- 
Common Market abbr.; 25- Printing widths; 
26- Crony; 27- Single entity; 28- Sheet 
of stamps; 29- A Simpson; 30- Annoy; 
33- Drat!; 34- River in central England; 35- 
Moon of Jupiter; 37- Lennon’s love; 39- 
Weightlifter’s unit; 41- Sailor; 42- Laid up; 
43- Rascal; 44- Graffiti; 47- Old; 48- Birth-
related; 49- “______ by any other name…”; 
50- Snare; 51- French clergyman; 52- A 
followers; 53- Presidential battleground 
state; 54- Atomizer output; 55- Bakery 
worker; 56- Gumbo thickener; 59- Dallas 
sch.; 60- “... ___ the cows come home”;

Yesterday’s solution

Emergency calls  999
Fire department 28 572 222
PJ (Open line) 993
PJ (Picket) 28 557 775
PSP 28 573 333
Customs 28 559 944
S. J. Hospital 28 313 731
Kiang Wu Hospital 28 371 333
Commission Against 
Corruption (CCAC) 28326 300
IAM 28 387 333
Tourism 28 333 000
Airport 59 888 88

Taxi 28 939 939 /  2828 3283
Water Supply – Report 2822 0088
Telephone – Report 1000
Electricity – Report 28 339 922
Macau Daily Times 28 716 081
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Mar. 21-Apr. 19
Meanwhile, a connection 
between the moon and 
Saturn can help you set social 
boundaries where they’re 
needed, so don’t be afraid to 
draw lines if  necessary.

Apr. 20-May. 20
The Gemini moon shares a 
sweet connection with the 
healing asteroid Chiron 
this morning, helping you 
reconnect with your worth 
and belief  in yourself. 

TaurusAries

May. 21-Jun. 21
If  there are any rifts within your 
friendships that need ironing 
out, now would be the time to 
make peace, thanks to a sweet 
connection between Luna and 
the healing asteroid, Chiron.

Jun. 22-Jul. 22
These vibes could get a little 
cerebral for you, which in 
turn might elevate your stress 
levels if  you don’t hold onto 
your emotional, mental, and 
spiritual center. 

CancerGemini

Jul. 23-Aug. 22
As afternoon rolls in, your 
focus will shift to romance 
and self-care when the moon 
aspects Saturn, activating the 
sector of  your chart that rules 
matters of  the heart. 

Aug. 23-Sep. 22
Your professional life will 
be buzzing today, darling 
Virgo, as the Gemini moon 
shines a light on the sector of  
your chart that rules career 
ambitions. 

Leo Virgo

Sep.23-Oct. 22
While today’s lunar placement 
in Gemini will bring chatty 
and cerebral energy to the 
collective, you’ll be in a 
surprisingly peaceful and 
elevated mood. 

Oct. 23-Nov. 21
This cosmic connection will 
trigger the sectors of  your 
chart that rule health and 
transformation, allowing you 
to shed trauma or stress by 
taking care of  yourself. 

Libra Scorpio

Nov. 22-Dec. 21
It’s no secret that you’re a flirt, 
darling Sagittarius, and today 
you’ll be true to this form as 
the Gemini moon activates 
the sector of  your chart that 
governs love.

Dec. 22-Jan. 19
It’s time to examine how 
stress impacts your physical 
condition and look for ways to 
combat any outside influences 
that might be weighing down 
on you.

Sagittarius Capricorn

Feb.19-Mar. 20
A connection between Luna 
and Saturn points to the fact 
that you might be overdue for 
deep cleaning and focusing 
on domestic duties will have a 
therapeutic element to it.

Jan. 20-Feb. 18
You’ll be in a sassy mood today, 
darling Aquarius, as the Gemini 
moon illuminates the sector of  
your chart that rules self-expression 
and fun. If  ever there was a time to 
let down your hair, it’s today. 

  Aquarius Pisces
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Ansel Elgort as Tony (left) and Rachel Zegler as Maria in “West Side Story”

 DRIVE IN

Steven Spielberg’s 
rousing ‘West 
Side Story’ revival
JAKE COYLE, 
MDT/AP FILM WRITER

WE’RE so rife with reboots 
and remakes today that it 

can take a moment to gauge just 
what Steven Spielberg’s “West 
Side Story” is. It isn’t a papere-
d-over modernizing or a thinly 
disguised retread. It’s a feat of 
reconstruction. Spielberg, Tony 
Kushner and Steven Sondheim 
have taken the original play and 
reworked it from the inside, bur-
rowing into the DNA of “West 
Side Story” and its characters to 
recast, reconsider, deepen and 
clarify one of the 20th century’s 
most iconic musicals. 

It is, I think, a better movie 
than the 1961 original, by Robert 
Wise and Jerome Robbins, in al-
most every respect. The Sharks, 
the Puerto Rican gang who 
squares off with the white Jets in 
1950s New York, have been a gi-
ven a new and fuller life, bringing 
“West Side Story” into balance 
and righting some of the wrongs 
of the original in its stereotyped 
depictions. Rachel Zegler’s Ma-
ría, Ariana DeBose’s Anita and 
David Alvarez’s Bernardo are, to 
remarkable degree, what makes 
this “West Side Story” sing. And 
the story, as scripted by Kushs-
ner, is more emotional and com-
plex than ever, fully realizing the 
“Romeo and Juliet” tragedy while 
shading the ‘50s gang strife with 
notes of today’s divisions and ba-
ttles of gentrification. 

And, yet, as fully realized and 
impeccably crafted as this “West 
Side Story” is, I’m not sure it 
matches the power and force of 
the original. As problem-filled 
as that movie was 60 years ago, 
with Natalie Wood as the Latina 
Maria, its potency is impossib-
le to shrug off. There was Rob-
bins’ electric choreography, the 
expressionist Panavision color 
and Rita Moreno — my god, Rita 
Moreno — a dynamo of almost 
overwhelming talent. The 1961 
“West Side Story” was propelled 
by a teeming, lurching mid-cen-
tury America energy — a surge 
of bodies in motion, syncopated 
with finger snaps. This “West Side 
Story” comes out of a different 
cultural moment, one of tasteful 
renovation — three 20th century 
titans of the arts, like master re-
modeling craftsmen, shifting and 
rearranging the play’s latticework 
of scaffolding, brick and fire es-
cape. 

Delayed a year by the pande-
mic, “West Side Story” (Dec. 10 
in theaters) arrives with a glow 
of eulogy, coming on the heels 

of Sondheim’s death at 91. “West 
Side Story,” originally staged in 
1957, was Sondheim’s first musi-
cal. (Robbins conceived it, with 
music by Leonard Bernstein, 
book by Arthur Laurents and 
lyrics by Sondheim.) Six decades 
later, it’s Spielberg’s first musical, 
too. Spielberg, naturally, doesn’t 
finally wade into song and dan-
ce with some little one-act but 
with possibly the most beloved 
musical there is. (He does, after 
all, know a thing or two about 
sharks.) When it comes to big-s-
creen grandeur, there’s still nobo-
dy who does it better. 

What’s immediately appa-
rent is that Spielberg, with his 
regular cinematographer Janusz 
Kaminski, has elected for a pa-
ler, desaturated palette and a 
slightly grittier, more grounded 
sense of place. The opening shot 
skims over a giant pile of rubble 
— “slum clearance” to make way 
for the Upper West Side’s Lincoln 
Center. (That bit drew chuckles 
at the screening I attended, at 
Lincoln Square’s Walter Reade 
Theatre.) With the wrecking ball 
coming for San Juan Hill and a 
new, wealthier New York to build, 
the days are numbered for both 
the Sharks and the Jets. Their 
turf war is misguided from the 
start; they’re both about to have 
no turf, at all. Corey Stoll’s Lieu-
tenant Schrank (superior of Brian 
d’Arcy James’ Officer Krumpke) 
spells it out for them: A remade 
neighborhood is coming that 
won’t have room for Puerto Ri-
cans like the Sharks or “the last of 
the can’t-make-it Caucasians.” 

It’s narrative, context and au-
thenticity that give Spielberg’s 
“West Side Story” its own verve. It 
most definitely still plays the hits, 
but the film feels less like a Broa-
dway-to-screen transfer than a 
cinematic staging of a classic. 
The set pieces are often extraor-
dinary. “In America” moves from 
the sound stage to the street in an 
on-air showstopper. “One Hand, 
One Heart,” in which Tony (An-
sel Elgort) and Maria speak their 
private wedding vows, has been 
uprooted to the Cloisters, where 
it shines with a holy tenderness. 
Some classics — “I Feel Pretty,” 
performed inside Gimbels de-
partment store (where Maria 
works as a cleaner) — may be too 
familiar to sound new again. But 
songs like “Cool” are thrillingly 
alive, in part because Spielberg’s 
nimble camera is in on the dan-
ce, an eager partner to Justin Pe-
ck’s choreography. 

But as much as these are set 
pieces — and as beautiful as 

Zegler’s voice is — what makes 
them work so well is that they 
aren’t isolated, but come out of 
the more fully formed interiors of 
the characters. Tony is just out of 
prison and staying in the drugs-
tore basement of a new charac-
ter, Valentina (Moreno, connec-
ting movie past and present). His 
best friend, Jets leader Riff (Mike 
Faist, terrific), is itching for a fight 
with the Sharks, and Faist plays 
him with a hint of mean, knowing 
despondency. Looking down on 
Puerto Ricans, he seems to reali-
ze, is all he has. 

The Sharks, meanwhile, are 
led by Alvarez’s Bernardo: boy-
friend to Anita and older brother 
to Maria. There is more talking in 
this “West Side Story,” and that 
includes Spanish without sub-
titles that intermingles with En-
glish. It’s one of many details that 
endeavor to add authenticity to 
a drama with new layers of mea-
ning. Not only are Bernardo, Ani-
ta and Maria wrestling with their 
standing in America, they are sei-
zing a place in this deeply Ameri-
can musical. (Each actor does so, 
beautifully.) The blade-gleaming 

ethnic war at the heart of “West 
Side Story” is here less of a ready 
substitute for the Montagues and 
Capulets than a metaphorical 
battleground for today’s discord, 
with plenty of pain and injustice 
to go around, and maybe some 
measure of hope. 

That backdrop casts the ro-
mance between Maria and Tony 
in starker relief, and two actors — 
the sensational breakout Zegler 
and a never-better Elgort — have 
a warm chemistry. From the first 
time they see each other through 
the swirl of a school dance, their 
eyes are locked on one another. A 
lot of Elgort’s performance, with 
a touch of Marlon Brando’s me-
lancholy sweetness, is in simply 
looking at Maria. Their rapport 
reaches a crescendo in the duet 
of “Tonight.”

But that moment feels obscu-
red by more than the fire-escape 
ironwork that cages it. It’s pos-
sible that there are issues to the 
musical that can’t be overcome. 
Is it better to let a once-one-si-
ded view of race in America re-
cede into the past? It remains, 
for instance, ridiculous how 

Maria shrugs off the death of 
her brother in the final act. It’s a 
disservice to her character that 
squanders some the magic that’s 
accrued. 

Yet this “West Side Story” suc-
ceeds most as a revival not just of 
Robbins’ musical but of the best 
of classical, studio-made, big-
-screen cinema. It goes without 
saying that that’s an imperiled 
species today — because of the 
pandemic, yes, but also because 
of other deeper currents in the 
movie industry. (The studio this 
was set up with was swallowed 
just before filming began.) “West 
Side Story” in that way feels as 
much like a revival as it does a 
swan song for a grand style of 
moviemaking that will hope-
fully persist, as Maria sings, “so-
mehow, someday, somewhere.”

“West Side Story,” a 20th Cen-
tury Studios release, is rated PG-13 

by the Motion Picture Association 
of America for sequences of some 
strong violence, strong language, 
thematic content, suggestive ma-

terial and brief smoking. Running 
time: 156 minutes. 
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C
HRISTMAS is a ma-
gical time. To cele-
brate, Grand Lis-
boa Palace Resort 

launches traditional Christ-
mas favourites and joyous 
New Year celebratory menus. 
At Jardim Secreto, guests can 
wander through the per-
fectly manicured greens, 
landscaped patios and gaze-
bos, surrounding the ornate 
dome centrepiece. Illumina-
ted by the dazzling sparkle of 
160,000 shimmering lights, 
the European-styled gardens 
are cast in an ethereal glow 
perfect for an enchanting 
evening.

For a sumptuous buffet, 
one can head to The Grand 
Buffet, where an ensemble 
of festive favourites for lun-
ch and dinner includes Ho-
ney Glazed Ham with Root

Vegetables, Maple Glazed 
Butternut with Pecan, She-
pherd’s Pie; Roasted Turkey 
with Cranberry and Gilbert 
Sauce, as well as La Perilla 
barbecue options which are 

available in the evening.
To savour the familiar 

flavours with a twist this 
festive season, one can 
consider to eat at Mesa, a 
contemporary Portuguese 
restaurant manifesting the 
quality, authenticity, and 
farm-to-table philosophy of 
dining. Presenting authen-
tic Portuguese Christmas 
and New Year’s Eve feasts, 
Mesa is the place to be for a 
heart-warming meal. Culi-
nary delights include Fei-
joada, Roupa Velha, and Ca-
rabineiro and can be paired 
with exquisite Portuguese 
wines. Satiate hearty appe-
tites with these distinctive 
dishes that showcase the 
Portuguese tradition of ga-
thering and sharing among 
family and friends during a 
time of festivities. In addi-
tion, an array of New Year’s 
Eve countdown offers are 
available where guests can 
sip champagne, relish de-
licious petiscos, and enjoy 
the Portuguese tradition of 
wishing raisins during the 
countdown.

TASTE OF EDESIA

A heart warming 
Christmas
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EU leaders to discuss rise of 
infections, spread of omicron

A summit of European Union leaders today [Macau time] 
is trying to coordinate action to tackle the surge of  coronavi-
rus  infections across the continent and the emergence of the 
new omicron variant while keeping borders open.

With the festive season looming, the bloc’s leaders want to 
avoid a confusing mixture of rules and to ensure all 27-mem-
ber states are on the same page and that COVID-19 certificates 
continue to guarantee unrestricted travel.

But alarming rises in infections have prompted many Euro-
pean governments to implement public health measures and 

new restrictions in recent weeks.  France will restrict arrivals 
from Britain because of fast-spreading omicron cases, putting 
limits on reasons for traveling and requiring 48-hour isolation 
upon arrival. The new measures will take effect first thing Sa-
turday.

The European Council, which brings together EU leaders to 
set the bloc’s political agenda, said before the talks in Brussels 
that “any restrictions should not undermine the functioning of 
the single market or hamper travel between EU member states 
and to Europe.”

OPINION
China Daily
Editorial, China Daily

Israeli government has 
said it was donating 1 
million coronavirus vaccines 
to the U.N.-backed 
COVAX program. The 
Foreign Ministry said the 
AstraZeneca vaccines 
would be transferred in the 
coming weeks, a decision 
that was part of Israel’s 
strengthening ties with 
the African countries. “I am 
delighted that Israel can 
contribute and be a partner 
in eradicating the pandemic 
around the world,” said 
Foreign Minister Yair Lapid.

Russia The Kremlin said 
yesterday that Russia 
submitted draft documents 
outlining security 
arrangements it wants to 
negotiate with the United 
States and its NATO allies 
amid spiraling tensions over 
Ukraine. Kremlin spokesman 
Dmitry Peskov said a senior 
Russian envoy stood ready 
to immediately depart for 
talks in a neutral country on 
the proposal.

Ukrainian President 
Volodymyr Zelenskyy urged 
European Union leaders 
to swiftly impose new 
sanctions on Russia before 
it invades his country, and 
warned that acting after 
any conflict would be far too 
late. Speaking to reporters 
in Brussels, Zelenskyy said 
Ukraine stands ready to 
enter into talks with Russia 
to ease tensions, but that 
Russian President Vladimir 
Putin does not so far appear 
willing to come to the table.

Germany A court convicted 
a 31-year-old man 
yesterday of 89 counts 
of attempted murder for 
driving his car into a crowd 
celebrating Carnival last 
year. A regional court in 
the central town of Kassel 
sentenced the German 
man, whose name wasn’t 
released for privacy 
reasons, to life in prison. 
The defendant drove his car 
through a crowd of people, 
including 26 children.

France will restrict arrivals 
from Britain because of 
fast-spreading cases of the 
omicron coronavirus variant, 
putting limits on reasons 
for traveling and requiring 
48-hour isolation upon 
arrival, the government said. 
The new measures will take 
effect first thing tomorrow, 
just after midnight, “in the 
face of the extremely rapid 
spread of the omicron 
variant in the U.K.”, French 
Prime Minister Jean Castex 
said in a statement. 
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China and Russia 
strengthen resolve to 
uphold international 
fairness and justice

In their virtual meeting in June, President 
Xi Jinping and his Russian counterpart 
Vladimir Putin agreed to extend the Chi-
na-Russia Treaty of Good-Neighborliness 
and Friendly Cooperation that was signed 
20 years ago and strengthen the two coun-
tries’ practical cooperation.

Building on this consensus, in their vir-
tual meeting on Wednesday, the two lea-
ders highlighted that the two countries 
will further deepen and advance the deve-
lopment of their “back-to-back” strategic 
cooperation and all-round pragmatic coo-
peration based on mutual trust.

After reviewing the outcomes of the two 
countries’ relations and cooperation this 
year, the two leaders laid out the top-level 
designs for the development of bilateral 
relations next year, and compared notes 
on key international and regional issues of 
common concern. 

Over the past year, Sino-Russian ties 
have withstood the tests of the COVID-19 
pandemic, and have reached an all-time 
high in all aspects. And by cooperating on 
energy security, cybersecurity and other 
security issues, the two sides are contri-
buting to the stability of the international 
situation. 

It is not only their expanding common 
interests in bilateral pragmatic coope-
ration, but also their shared belief in the 
principles of the UN Charter and relations 
based on mutual respect that have promp-
ted them to come closer to each other and 
other like-minded countries. With a com-
mon resolve to uphold multilateralism and 
safeguard the international system with 
the United Nations at its core and the wor-
ld order based on international law, the 
two countries have firmly supported each 
other on issues concerning each other’s 
core interests and major concerns, and 
conducted in-depth consultations and 
candid exchanges on major issues of mu-
tual concern in a timely manner. The two 
leaders made clear that the two sides will 
strengthen their efforts in these regards.

The high global attention paid to We-
dnesday’s meeting attests to the hopes 
many countries have that China and Rus-
sia would uphold the UN-centered inter-
national order and counterbalance the 
efforts of the United States and its “valued 
followers” to shape it to their will.

Despite the unceasing efforts of the US-
-led club of tricksters to defame and stig-
matize China and Russia, the two coun-
tries will continue to serve as indispensa-
ble ballast for the UN system and oppose 
the remodeling of the international order 
that is heavily weighted to favor the ex-
ploitative practices of the West and firmly 
oppose the hegemonic moves and Cold 
War mentality that are disguised as “mul-
tilateralism” and “rules-based”.

As President Xi said, the two countries 
should carry out more joint actions to sa-
feguard their security interests more effec-
tively and further strengthen collaboration 
and cooperation to have a bigger say in glo-
bal governance and international affairs.

JIM GOMEZ, MANILA

A powerful typhoon 
slammed into the 

southeastern Philippines 
yesterday, toppling trees, 
ripping tin roofs and kno-
cking down power as it 
blew across island provin-
ces where nearly 100,000 
people have been evacua-
ted. 

Coast guard personnel 
were rescuing residents 
stranded by chest-deep 
waters in a southern pro-
vince, where pounding 
rains swamped villages in 
brownish water. In sou-
thern Cagayan de Oro city, 
footage showed two res-
cuers struggling to keep a 
month-old baby inside a 
laundry basin above the 
waters and shielded from 
the wind and rain with an 
umbrella.

Forecasters said 
Typhoon Rai further stren-
gthened with sustained 
winds of 195 kilometers 
per hour and gusts of up to 
270 kph as it blew from the 
Pacific Ocean into the Siar-
gao Islands. There were no 
immediate reports of ca-
sualties or major damage. 

“I’m scared and praying 
here in my house that this 
stops now. The wind outsi-
de is so strong it’s cutting 
down trees,” Teresa Loza-
no, a resident of eastern 
MacArthur town in coas-
tal Leyte province, told 
DZMM radio by telepho-

ne, adding roofs of nearby 
houses were damaged and 
that her farming village 
had lost power.

Disaster-response of-
ficials said about 10,000 
villages lie in the projected 
path of the typhoon, whi-
ch has a 400-kilometer-
-wide rain band and is one 
of the strongest to hit the 
country this year. 

The coast guard said it 
has grounded all vessels, 
stranding nearly 4,000 
passengers and ferry and 
cargo ship workers in do-
zens of southern and cen-
tral ports. Several mostly 
domestic flights have been 
canceled and schools and 
workplaces were shut in 
the most vulnerable areas.

More than 98,000 peo-
ple have been evacuated 
to safety, the government’s 
disaster-response agency 
said. Crowding in evacua-
tion centers was compli-
cating efforts to keep peo-
ple safely distanced after 
authorities detected the 
country’s first infections 
caused by the omicron va-
riant of the coronavirus. 
Intensified vaccinations 
were also halted in pro-
vinces likely to experience 
stormy weather.

The Philippines is 
among the hardest-hit in 
Southeast Asia by the pan-
demic, with confirmed 
infections of more than 
2.8 million and more than 
50,000 deaths. Quaranti-

ne restrictions have been 
eased and more busines-
ses have been allowed to 
reopen in recent weeks 
after an intensified vacci-
nation campaign helped 
reduce infections to a few 
hundred from more than 
26,000 in September. The 
detection of the omicron 
cases this week, however, 
has set off the alarm and 
the government renewed 
calls for people to avoid 
crowds and get vaccinated 
immediately.

Gov. Ben Evardone of 
Eastern Samar province 
said he suspended vac-
cinations in his region of 
nearly half a million peo-
ple due to the typhoon. 
More than 70% of villa-
gers in the province have 
gotten at least one shot, 
and Evardone expressed 
concern because some 
vaccines stored in Eastern 
Samar will expire in a few 
months.

Overcrowding is una-
voidable, he said, in the 
limited number of eva-
cuation centers in his pro-
vince, where more than 
32,000 people have been 
moved to safety.

“It’s impossible to ob-
serve social distancing, it 
will really be tough,” Evar-
done told The Associated 
Press. “What we do is we 
cluster evacuees by fami-
lies. We don’t mix different 
people in the same place 
as a precaution.” MDT/AP

Rescuers battle strong 
typhoon lashing 
southern Philippines
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A rescuer assists a girl as they wade through flooding caused by Typhoon Rai in Cagayan de Oro City


