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THE DISCOVERY OF A SIGNIFICANT FRAUD
AND MONEY LAUNDERING OPERATION
TOTALING MORE THAN MOP650,000 HAS LED
TO THE APPREHENSION OF FOUR INDIVIDUALS

HONG KONGIS TESTING OUT ITS

NONGFU SPRING CONDEMNS OWN CHATGPT-STYLE TOOL AS

HK WATCHDOG FOR ‘LACKING
SCIENTIFIC BASIS" IN REPORT
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China-US Afederal appeals
courthasreversedthe
conviction of aresearcher
who was accused of hiding
work he didin China while
employed at the University of
Kansas. Feng "Franklin” Tao
(pictured) was convictedin
April 2022 of three counts

of wire fraud and one count
of making a materially false
statement. U.S. District
Judge Julie Robinson threw
out the wire fraud convictions
afewmonthslater butlet the
false statement conviction
stand. She later sentenced
him to time served.
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Afghanistan Heavy rains
have kiled atleast 40
people andinjured nearly
350 others, Taliban officials
said yesterday. Separately,
atleast 17 diedwhena

bus overturned onamain
highway, official media said.
Sharafat Zaman Amar, a
spokesperson for the Public
Health Ministry, confirmed
that 40 people had diedin
Monday’s storm and that
347 injured people had

been brought for treatment
to the regional hospitalin
Nangarhar from Jalalabad,
the capital of Nangarhar
province, and nearby districts.
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Bangladesh Police fired

tear gas and charged with
batons during violent clashes
between a pro-government
student body and student
protesters overnight, leaving
dozensinjured at a public
university outside the capital,
authorities and students

said yesterday. The violence
spread early yesterday at
Jahangir Nagar University in
Savar, outside Dhaka, where
protesters demanded an
endtoaquotareservedfor
family members of veterans
who foughtin Bangladesh's
war ofindependencein 1971,
allowing them to take up 30%
of governmentaljobs.
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FOUR SUSPECTS DETAINED IN SERIOUS FRAUD

AND MONEY |

VICTORIA CHAN

UTHORITIES in Macau
ave discovered a major
fraud and money laundering
scheme, resulting in the arrest of
four suspects. The case involves
a criminal syndicate that defrau-
ded a victim from mainland Chi-
na of over MOP650,000.

The investigation began on
June 3 when a mainland Chinese
victim came to Macau to report
losing MOP650,000 in an online
investment scam. Investigators
then identified four bank account
holders as suspects: Chiu, 32;

Chui, 33; Liang, 38; and Mok, 37
—all residents of Macau excepting
Mok, who is from the mainland.

According to the police, the
first suspect, Chiu, 32, admitted
to contacting the victim on so-
cial media and persuading him
to invest in virtual currency tra-
ding platforms. From June 15 to
July 9, Chiu allegedly transferred
the victim’s money through five
different Macau bank accounts
linked to the four suspects. When
the victim was unable to with-
draw any returns, he reported the
crime.

Police made contact with the

four suspects on the mainland
on July 15 and brought them to
Macau for investigation. Chiu
told investigators he had received
the fraudulent funds, converted
them to Chinese yuan, and trans-
ferred the money to payment
platforms controlled by unna-
med criminal group members.
In exchange, Chiu said he was gi-
ven 12% of the stolen funds, with
10% designated as his cut and 2%
reserved for any middle man in-
volved. The other three suspects
received a 10% cut.

Chiu further implicated the
other three suspects, saying he

LAUNDERING CASE

had recruited the other Chui,
Liang, and Mok to open addi-
tional bank accounts and help
launder the money. According
to the case, Chui and Mok recei-
ved a total of MOP350,000, while
Liang received MOP140,000 after
transferring funds between the
various accounts.

During questioning, all four
suspects refused to cooperate
with police. Further investiga-
tions revealed Chui and Liang
had past involvement in mul-
tiple fraud schemes using their
bank accounts. In total, the cases
linked to the four involved over

Nongfu Spring condemns Hong Kong
watchdog for ‘lacking scientific basis"in report

MOP360,000.

The Public Security Police
Force stated the cases would be
transferred to Public Prosecu-
tions Office for formal charges.
They indicated they would in-
vestigate whether the suspects
participated in any other related
criminal activities.

Authorities are urging the pu-
blic to refrain from opening bank
accounts or lending their ac-
counts to others for the purpose
of illegal activities as they can be
easily exploited for money laun-
dering and the transfer of illicit
funds.

European Union.

The company emphasi-
zed that its drinking water
fully complies with domes-
tic and international safety
standards and qualifies as a
high-quality product.

LYNZY VALLES

ONGFU Spring, the

largest bottled water
producer in mainland Chi-
na, has strongly criticized
a report released by Hong
Kong’s Consumer Coun-
cil, labeling it as “extremely
unscientific and irrespon-
sible.”

The report “Taste, Mi-
neral and Safety Test on 30
Bottled Water Products,”
released by the watchdog
Monday, claimed that the
company’s product contai-
ned levels of a potentially
harmful chemical that ex-
ceeded the EU limit.

www.macaudailytimes.com.mo
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In response,

Nongfu

Spring has demanded an
apology from the watchdog
for what they perceive as a
baseless accusation.

The Chinese beverage
giant revealed it had alrea-
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dyissued alegal letter to the
council claiming that there
were errors in the report.
The beverage firm is de-
manding clarification and
apology from the council,
claiming its findings caused

panic among Hong Kong
and mainland consumers,
as well as “massive” dama-
ge to its brand.

Nongfu Spring is also
being sold in Macau super-
markets.
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Albano Martins, Annabel Jackson,

Emilie Tran,

Shares of Nongfu Spring
experienced a 2.7% decrea-
sein trading value, reaching
HKD32.60 in Hong Kong
yesterday, following a 4.6%
drop the previous day.

The Hangzhou-based
company stated that the
council’s evaluation of their
drinking water was based
on natural mineral water
standards, which led to an
inaccurate report.

Nongfu Spring’s bott-
led water contains three
micrograms per liter of
bromate, which is within
the maximum acceptable
concentration for natural
mineral water set by the

Nongfu Spring criticized
the Hong Kong watchdog
for using third-party ins-
tead of domestic standards
to evaluate drinking water
produced and sold in Chi-
na.

The company also poin-
ted out that the report used
unprofessional and mislea-
ding terms, leading con-
sumers to misconstrue the
safety of the product.

In response to media
enquiries, the Consumer
Council confirmed that it
had received a lawyer’s let-
ter from Nongfu Spring and
that it is currently conside-
ring its options.
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Health Bureau announces ambitious
plan to improve health by 2030

RENATO MARQUES

HE Health Bureau
(SSM) has drafted a
plan to improve local
health with ambitious
goals to be achieved by 2030.

The plan was unveiled yester-
day morning in a meeting that
was also to commemorate the
20th anniversary of when Ma-
cau’s policies to become a “Heal-
thy City” were established.

As Alvis Lo, the director of
SSM, mentioned in his initial
speech, this new plan is deeply
rooted in, and inspired by, the
country’s general plan of “Heal-
thy China 2030.”

Lo also mentioned that both
“Healthy China 2030” and the
local plan consider global strate-
gies and frameworks formulated
by the World Health Organization
(WHO) and other international
organizations, adjusted for Ma-
cau.

The plan is “based on long-
-term planning, strengthening
top-level design, and mobilizing
public participation,” Lo said,
adding that it “includes poli-
cy directions, action strategies,
specific goals, and evaluation
indicators.”

Taking the health of the lo-
cal population as its core value,
the plan “combines resources in
the fields of health, education,
culture, sports, and other fields;
integrates health elements into
all public policies; and coopera-
tes with the development of the
macro-health industry of the SAR
government,” the same official
remarked.

The full plan has 20 specific

RENATO MARQUES

“. @ 3rmmrm

goals and 52 evaluation indica-
tors “that need to be achieved
by 2030,” covering areas such as
health risk factors, mental heal-
th, chronic diseases, and infec-
tious diseases.

“We hope that, by 2030, Ma-
cau can achieve [these goals].
The overall aim is to impro-
ve health literacy, popularize
healthy lifestyles, control ma-
jor chronic diseases, and con-
tinuously improve residents’
quality of life,” the SSM director
concluded.

20 VERY AMBITIOUS GOALS
As the director of SSM no-
ted, the plan includes 20 goals
“to be achieved by 2030,” al-
though, on closer inspection,
they may be too ambitious.
Some examples include,

| e RORE = EEMERS
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“eradicate the epidemic of
HIV/AIDS,” “eradicate hepati-
tis types B and C” and “lower
consumption of tobacco and
alcohol.”

Other examples include
“contain the growing trend of
obesity,” and “accelerate the
eradication of cervical cancer.”

To achieve such ambitious
goals, the SSM has identified
three major challenges inclu-
ding “inadequate practices of a
healthy life,” “increase of risk of
chronic diseases,” and “growing
demand for health services.” To
address such challenges, the
government drafted three po-
litical guidelines, “decentrali-
ze resources from the hospital
to the community,” “change
the paradigm from healthcare
to health management,” and

“change the mentality from a
passive health management to
an active one.”

With these three orienta-
tions in mind, the authorities
aim to develop another three
implementation strategies
that include the “elaboration
of health policies that will
improve the system and ser-
vices,” “create a healthy envi-
ronment to mobilize the par-
ticipation of the community,”
and, “promote healthy beha-
viors to achieve health self-
-management.”

In his speech, Lo noted that
such directions directly ema-
nated from the words of Pre-
sident Xi Jinping who pointed
out that people’s health should
be strategically prioritized to
promote the construction of

a healthy China. This inclu-
des five key areas: populari-
zing healthy living, optimizing
health services, improving
health security, building a
healthy environment, and de-
veloping health industries.

BIG HEALTH CHALLENGES
ARE MOSTLY PREVENTABLE

The director of SSM belie-
ves that, although there are
some challenges in the im-
plementation of the health
plan, most of the “big issues”
are preventable.

“With the wurban develo-
pment, aging population,
and lifestyle changes in Ma-
cau, chronic diseases such as
hypertension, diabetes, cardio-
vascular and cerebrovascular
diseases, and cancer have be-
come the most important heal-
th challenges in Macau,” Lo
said, adding that such factors
are “causing the demand for
medical services to continue to
rise and becoming a problem
for Macau residents, represen-
ting the main cause of death.”

“Fortunately, most chronic
diseases are preventable. We
can prevent the occurrence
and development of chronic
diseases and reduce the ne-
gative impact on residents’
health by formulating healthy
policies, building a healthy
environment, and helping re-
sidents practice healthy beha-
viors,” he remarked.

During several presenta-
tions from the six specialized
workgroups, which followed
the general presentation of
the plan, hypertension was
cited as an example. Accor-
ding to these presentations,
similar to other countries and
regions internationally, there
is a high incidence of the con-
dition in Macau but, unlike
in other places, in Macau the
condition is more concerning
because many people do not
know about it.

90% of teenagers not exercising recommended amount

RENATO MARQUES

survey on health

behavior of secon-
dary education level
students in 2022-23 has
revealed that 90% of tee-
nagers do not perform
the recommended level
of daily physical activity,
the Health Bureau (SSM)
noted in the “Healthy
Macau Plan” for 2030,
presented yesterday mor-
ning.

According to the re-
sults of the survey, most
students in Macau do
not comply with the Wor-
Id Health Organization

standards that state that
children and adolescents
aged between 5 and 17

years old should have at
least 60 minutes per day
of moderate-to-high phy-

sical intensity activity.
The same survey also
noted that over 70% of lo-

cal students spend most
of their extracurricular
time wusing electronic
screens engaging in en-
tertainment media.

This, together with
other unhealthy habi-
ts such as the low con-
sumption of fruits and
vegetables, is an example
of one of the “challenges,”
named in the plan under
the broad umbrella of
“practice of unhealthy li-
festyles.”

WHO also sugges-
ts that the daily intake
of fruits and vegetables
should not be lower than
five portions (around 400

grams) that, according to
the same survey, 40% of
Macau youngsters fail to
do.

SSM also noted that at
least 30% of the residen-
ts of Macau eat more red
meat and salt than re-
commended.

SSM also said that the
younger generation is
poorly informed about
these lifestyle choices
and falsely believe that
high blood pressure, high
glycemia, and high lipids
in the bloodstream are is-
sues that only older peo-
ple should be concerned
with.
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TOURISM

VISITOR NUMBERS REACH

16 MILLION IN FIRST
HALF OF 2024

VICTORIA CHAN

ACAU'’S tourism industry

is showing strong signs of
recovery in the first half of 2024,
according to data from the Ma-
cao Government Tourism Office
(MGTO).

Provisional data shows over
16.7 million visitor arrivals, a
43.6% increase from 2023. This
reaches 82.5% of levels in 2019.

The impressive rebound is
attributed to support measures
by the Central Government that
have helped MGTO to open new
markets and strengthen Macau’s
position as a tourism and leisure
hub. International visitors signi-
ficantly increased, with over 1.17
million, a 146.4% rise year-on-
-year, reaching 67.2% of 2019 le-
vels. Package tour visitors surged
to 928,000 in the first five mon-
ths, a 230% increase.

The accommodation sector

ESPORTS

benefited, with the average hotel
occupancy rate from January to
May 2024 rising 7.7 percentage
points to 84.3%, just 7.2 points
lower than in 2019. Hotel gues-
ts increased 25% compared to
2023, exceeding pre-pandemic
levels by 6%.

MGTO is leveraging Central
Government support like in-
creased Mainland visitor tax
exemption limits and expanded
visa policies to further boost de-
velopment. MGTO actively pro-
motes Macau internationally,
completing six overseas street
promotions in the first half of
the year.

Macau will celebrate its 25th
anniversary with a series of ce-
lebratory events planned for the
second half of the year, including
the 32nd International Fireworks
Display Contest and “My Trea-
ts for You” campaign to attract
more international visitors.

Riot brings TFT
tournament to Macau

NADIA SHAW

HE second edition of

the Teamfight Tactics
(TFT) Macau Open will
take place from Dec. 13 to
15, 2024. This prestigious
Esports tournament will
feature 512 competitors
from all around the wor-

(MOP805,000).

Following a successful
inaugural event in Las Ve-
gas, Riot Games announ-
ced plans to host the se-
cond TFT Open in Macau.

The main event will
take place over three days,
with players competing in

each lobby will advance to
the next round.
“Everything, from when
we timed the event to how
we brought people in and
qualified people, and how
we did things like co-strea-
ming, are all part of how
we build this event expe-
rience that feels like it can

A recent report from the
Asia Tourism Exchange Center
(ATEC) suggests the tourism
markets in Macau and Hong
Kong are poised for a swift re-
bound in 2024. This anticipated
recovery is driven by several key
factors, including support from
mainland authorities, a diver-
se array of cultural and tourism
events, and a swift rebound in
the aviation sector.

According to the report,
mainland Chinese visitor arri-
vals to Macau are projected to
recover to 91% of pre-pande-
mic levels this year, marking a
notable 62.18% year-on-year
increase.

This surge is largely credited
to effective promotional cam-
paigns, such as special travel
offers on airfare, cross-border
transport, accommodation,
dining, entertainment and show
tickets.

Ambulance deployment to elderly homes and
similar institutions
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DEPLOYMENT OF
AMBULANCES TO ELDERLY
HOMES IS STABILIZING

RENATO MARQUES

HE number of calls recei-

ved by the Fire Services
Bureau (CB) for the deploy-
ment of ambulances to assist
with emergencies related to
elderly homes and similar
institutions in Macau is sta-
bilizing after having peaked
during the pandemic. Such a
conclusion can be taken from
the figures provided to the Ti-
mes by the CB in response to
an inquiry.

According to CB, the num-
ber of ambulances deployed
to attend emergencies at this
type of institution has grown
significantly since 2020 and
until the end of 2022 (2,738 to
3,863 cases).

Last year (2023) was the
first year that the number of
cases dropped (3,695), that
is, -168 cases than in the
previous year but, in reality,

1d who will be vying for a
share of the USD300,000
(MOP2.4 million) prize
pool, the Tactician’s Belt,
and the Macau Open
title. The winner will
take home USD100,000

multiple rounds of mat-
ches. Players will initially
be seeded based on their
rankings in the previous
set (Set 12), then split into
lobbies of eight to play
three games each. The top
four point earners from

help broaden out the inte-
rest of esports to the TFT
audience as a whole,” said
Michael Sherman, global
head of esports for Team-
fight Tactics and 2XKO.
Teamfight Tactics, a

strategy game and League
of Legends spinoff relea-
sed by Riot Games in 2019,
has a strong following in
Asia. Riot selected Ma-
cau, the world’s largest
gambling hub, as the next
destination for the tourna-

ment it piloted in Las Ve-
gas. “Macau is such a great
way for us to bring this
experience to Asia without
alienating players from all
over the world,” said Sher-
man. Like its American
counterpart, Macau is an

and since there were fewer
requests for ambulances in
general, the service paid to
elderly homes corresponded
to 8.58% of all ambulance de-
ployments in Macau last year.

Nonetheless, the figure of
2023 (3,695) represents the
deployment, on average, of
more than one ambulance
to this type of institution per
day.

The time that this type of
service was accountable to a
smaller percentage of CB ser-
vices was back in 2019 when
the service represented 6.31%
of all ambulance deploymen-
ts.

Although the number of
deployments has reduced in
2023 it is still the second hi-
gher figure from the five years
in analysis and represents a
growth of over 1,000 cases per
year (+39.6%) when compa-
red year-on-year with 2019.

ideal tourism and travel
hub for an international
event.

The event’s location has
not yet been confirmed,
and two types of passes,
competitor and spectator,
will be sold.
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Study finds gaming operators
lack transparency in
community contributions

VICTORIA CHAN

recent study sponso-

red by the Macau Fou-

ndation, conducted

y the Asia Pacific As-

sociation for Gambling Studies
(APAGS), has shed light on the
information disclosure practi-
ces of Macau’s major gaming
operators over the past decade.

The study, which evaluated
the Corporate Social Respon-
sibility (CSR) practices of these
operators from 2012 to 2021,
highlighted several critical areas
where transparency was lacking,
raising concerns about gaming
operators’ contributions to the
local community.

The study, led by Zeng Zhon-
glu from the Center for Gaming
and Tourism Studies at Macao
Polytechnic University, used
data primarily sourced from
the Macau SAR Government’s
annual policy reports, annual
reports, and Environmental,
Social, and Governance (ESG)
disclosures of the six gaming
companies, along with their we-
bsites and financial results.

One of the key findings of the
study was the limited transpa-
rency in information disclosure
practices by Macau’s gaming
operators. Specifically, the stu-
dy identified gaps in disclosing
sensitive information related
to the employment of local
workers, the proportion of local
workers in management posi-

GAMING

Casinos embrace new baccarat side bet

VICTORIA CHAN

tions, and the amount of pro-
curement from local small and
medium enterprises (SMEs).
These areas are crucial as they
represent the tangible contri-
butions of the SAR government
and Macau society to the ga-
ming companies.

“Without specific data, it is
challenging to make accura-
te assessments,” commented
Zeng Zhongluy, as cited in media
reports.

The study’s data was collec-
ted before the new gaming law
came into effect on Jan. 1, 2023,
which imposes more rigorous
requirements for measurement.
However, the research team be-
lieves that the study provides a
systematic case for quantifying
the fulfillment of social respon-
sibilities by gaming companies.

Another significant aspect hi-
ghlighted in the study is the lack
of responsiveness by gaming
operators to stakeholder expec-

tations, particularly those of the
government. Zeng Jia, a co-au-
thor of the study, stated, “our
analysis reveals a pattern where
gaming operators often delay
or provide inadequate respon-
ses to stakeholder expectations,
particularly in areas critical to
social responsibility and com-
munity engagement.” The study
segmented the government’s
requirements, including econo-
mic diversification, support for
SMEs, responsible gaming prac-
tices, and the promotion oflocal
workers, with the latter showing
the weakest response from the
six gaming companies.

Despite the transparency
deficiencies and lack of proac-
tive responsiveness, the ga-
ming operators have made
substantial contributions to
Macau’s economy. Sands Chi-
na Ltd emerged as the largest
taxpayer among the gaming
operators, contributing appro-

ximately MOP218.3 billion
(USD27.3 billion) over the past
decade. This financial support
plays a critical role in bolstering
Macau’s government finances
during economic challenges.
Following Sands China, Galaxy
Entertainment Group contribu-
ted MOP195.4 billion (USD24.4
billion), and SJM contributed
MOP190.9 billion (USD23.9
billion). Melco Resorts & En-
tertainment, Wynn Macau, and
MGM China also made signifi-
cant contributions.

In terms of employment, the
study revealed that the six ga-
ming operators collectively em-
ployed 80,808 local residents in
2019, accounting for 28.7% of
Macau’s local workforce. SJM
employed the highest propor-
tion of local employees (24.1%),
followed by Sands (23.1%) and
Galaxy (18.8%). Despite the
challenges posed by the pan-
demic, the number of local em-
ployees slightly decreased to
76,265 in 2021, still representing
27.2% of Macau’s total employ-
ment.

While the study focused on
the period preceding the opera-
tors’ latest 10-year concessions,
awarded in 2022, which require
amore hands-onrole in Macau’s
economy and residents’ day-to-
-day lives, the research team
believes their findings provide
a strong case for quantifying the
fulfillment of social responsibi-
lities by gaming companies.

AP PHOTO

GOV’'T TO DEVELOP
NATIONAL
REGULATIONS

ON EV PARKING

The Office of the Secretary for
Security has announced that the
security sector will collaborate with
relevant government departments
to examine the national
regulations and guidelines on the
parking and charging range of
electric vehicles, as well as indoor
charging. The office has cited the
Transport Bureau's commitment to
monitoring the progress of electric
vehicles and promptly updating
relevant guidelines and inspection
requirements for frontline vehicle
inspectors. This comes amid
lawmaker Ma lo Fong's query to
the government concerning the
increasing popularity of electric
vehicles that urged authorities to
review and enhance the standards
of fire protection equipment in
public parking lots.

ELDERLY WOMAN
DEFRAUDED
MILLIONS IN ONLINE
INVESTMENT SCAM

An elderly woman has fallen victim
to an online investment scam and
subsequently reported a loss of
approximately MOP2.46 million

to the authorities. The Judiciary
Police revealed that the victim met
an individual online who claimed
to be a data analyst for a Hong
Kong-based financial management
company. This individual falsely
assured the victim that they could
generate profits through foreign
exchange investments. The
victim proceeded to download a
mobile application and invested
HKD60,000 as instructed. Initially,
the account reflected profits,

but the victim was then informed
that she needed to recharge

the account in order to make a
withdrawal. Consequently, she
wired approximately MOP2.4
million to the designated account.

NADIA SHAW

Alblew baccarat side
et option, known as
“Small 6/Big 6,” has beco-
me prevalent in all of Ma-
cau’s concessionaires’ key
properties, paying up to 50
times the stake. Macau’s ga-
ming regulator, the Gaming
Inspection and Coordina-
tion Bureau (DIC]J), appro-
ved the bet in late April this
year.

The “Small 6/Big 6” side
bet, a variant of the popular
“Lucky Six” found in Ma-
cau casinos, pays 22 to 1 if
the winning banker hand
is composed of two cards

with a face value of six. The
side bet pays 50 to 1 for a
winning banker hand with
a face value of six, compo-
sed of three cards.

As players become more
acquainted with the attrac-
tive payouts and strategic
opportunities  presented
by the new “Small 6/Big 6”
baccarat side bet, gaming
experts believe this move
signals a strategic shift by
Macau’s casino operators.

The “Small Tiger” side
bet, which pays 22 to 1 for
a winning banker hand
with a two-card total of
six, exhibits a house edge
of 14.33%. In contrast, the

“Big Tiger” side bet, of-
fers odds of 50 to 1 for a
winning banker hand with
a three-card total of six,
demonstrates a slightly hi-
gher house edge of 15.25%.

According to GGRAsia,
Macau casino operators
Galaxy Entertainment
Group Ltd and Sands China
Ltd were the earliest adop-
ters of this new side bet op-
tion. Both companies had
already launched the offer
at their respective proper-
ties by early May, coinci-
ding with the Labor Day
holiday period.

In late May, MGM Chi-
na Holdings Ltd and Wynn

Macau Ltd also started of-
fering the Small 6/Big 6 bet
option at their respective
casino properties’ mass
and high-limit gaming
areas. Melco Resorts & En-
tertainment Ltd also has
the Small 6/Big 6-side bet
option throughout its main
floors and the “Qi Long”
high-limit baccarat play
area. The side bet option
is also offered at the main
floors and the “Phoenix Pa-
vilion” high-limit baccarat
play zones at SJM’s Grand
Lisboa and Grand Lisboa
Palace.

While the house edge
for these new side bets

is lower than the 16.68%
edge for the traditional
“Lucky Six” bet in Macau,
the operators are hoping
that the additional bet-

ting options and attracti-
ve payouts will appeal to
players, as well as contri-
bute to increased hold ra-
tes in Macau’s casinos.
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Hong Kong is testing out its own
ChatGPT-style tool as OpenAl
planned extra steps to block access

KANIS LEUNG, HONG KONG

ONG KONG’S gover-

nment is testing the

city's own ChatGPT

-style tool for its em-
ployees, with plans to eventually
make it available to the public,
its innovation minister said after
OpenAl took extra steps to block
access from the city and other un-
supported regions.

Secretary for Innovation, Te-
chnology and Industry Sun Dong
said on a Saturday radio show that
his bureau was trying out the arti-
ficial intelligence program, whose
Chinese name translates to “do-
cument assistance application for
civil servants,” to further improve
its capabilities. He plans to have it
available for the rest of the gover-
nment this year.

The program was developed by
a generative Al research and deve-
lopment center led by the Hong
Kong University of Science and
Technology in collaboration with
several other universities.

Sun said the model would pro-
vide functions like graphics and
video design in the future. To what
degree it would compare to the
capabilities of ChatGPT was un-
clear.

Sun’s bureau did not respond
to The Associated Press’ questions

PARIS 2024

AP PHOTO

about the model’s functions.

Sun said on the radio show that
industry players and the govern-
ment would play a role in the mo-
del’s future development.

“Given Hong Kong’s current
situation, it’s difficult for Hong
Kong to get giant companies like
Microsoft and Google to subsidize
such projects, so the government
had to start doing it,” he said.

Beijing and Washington are lo-
cked in a race for Al supremacy,
with China having ambitions to

become the global leader in Al by
2030.

China, including Hong Kong
and neighboring Macau, is not
on the list of “supported countries
and territories” of OpenAl, one of
the best-known artificial intelli-
gence companies.

The ChatGPT maker has not
explained why certain territories
were excluded but said accounts in
those places attempting to access
its services may become blocked.

According to a post on Ope-

nAT’s online forum and local me-
dia reports, the company annou-
nced in an email to some users
that it would be taking additional
measures to block connections
from regions not on the appro-
ved list starting July 9. It did not
explain the reasons behind the
latest move.

Francis Fong, the honorary
president of the Hong Kong Infor-
mation Technology Federation,
said it was hard to say whether
the capabilities of the program

World swimming body promises more anti-

in Hong Kong could match those
of ChatGPT. With the input of Al
companies in the city, Fong said
he believed it could technologi-
cally catch up with the standards.

“Will it become the top? Maybe
may not necessarily be as close as
that. But I believe it won't be too
far behind,” he said.

He also said a locally develo-
ped AI program might more ac-
curately address local language
and localized issues, but adding
it would “make sense” if the final
product appears to be “politically
correct.”

Like most foreign websites and
applications, ChatGPT is techni-
cally unavailable in China becau-
se of the country’s firewall, which
censors the internet for residents.
Determined individuals can still
gain access via commonly availa-
ble “virtual private networks” that
bypass restrictions.

Chinese tech giants such as Ali-
baba and Baidu have already rol-
led out primarily Chinese-langua-
ge Al models similar to ChatGPT
for public and commercial use.
However, these AI models must
abide by China’s censorship rules.

In May, China’s cyberspace
academy said an Al chatbot was
being trained on President Xi
Jinping’s doctrine, a reminder of
the ideological parameters wi-
thin which Chinese Al models will
operate.

Also in May, SenseTime, a ma-
jor Chinese artificial intelligence
company, launched SenseChat
for users in Hong Kong, where
most of the population speaks
Cantonese as their mother ton-
gue rather than Mandarin. A che-
ck yesterday found the applica-
tion could not provide answers to
questions, such as what the Tia-
nanmen crackdown in 1989 and
Hong Kong’s protests in 2019 were
about. MDT/AP

ti-doping programs for
many Olympic sports.
Chinese athletes com-
peting in Paris “will be
tested by the ITA no less
than eight times during
this same period,” the

doping tests of Chinese team before Olympics

GRAHAM DUNBAR,
GENEVA
HINESE swimmers

going to the Paris
Olympics are undergoing
increased drug testing of
at least eight times this
year before the Games,
World Aquatics said on
Monday.

The Chinese swim
team in Paris is set to have
11 athletes who tested po-
sitive for a banned heart
medication in 2021, six
months before the Tokyo
Olympics.

In Tokyo, the swimmers
won three gold medals.

A Chinese state-backed

investigation in June 2021
blamed mass contami-
nation by food in a hotel
kitchen though without
evidence to prove it. The
case was not publicly re-
vealed until reporting
three months ago by the
New York Times and Ger-
man broadcaster ARD.
The World Anti-Doping
Agency has been widely
criticized — and targeted
by a United States federal
investigation — for ac-
cepting the explanation in
2021 when travel to China
was not possible during
the COVID-19 pandemic.
A WADA-appointed pro-
secutor in Switzerland

AP PHOTO

cleared the
agency

last week
Montreal-based
of bias toward China in a
report that had a limited
remit.

Swimming’s governing

body also appointed a pa-
nel to study how it hand-
led the case three years
ago, including following
WADA at the time by not
challenging the Chinese

claim at the Court of Arbi-
tration for Sport (CAS).

The panel's 11-page
report with recommen-
dations was published on
Monday, 12 days before
swim events start in Pa-
ris at La Defense Arena.
It detailed a promise of
more anti-doping tests
for some countries ahead
of the Olympics and espe-
cially China.

World Aquatics said “a
certain number of athle-
tes from specific nations
will be tested four times”
since the start of the year
by the Lausanne-based
International Testing
Agency, which runs an-

world swim body said.
Those samples would
ideally not be collected by
the Chinese anti-doping
agency and also not be
tested by laboratories in
China.

World Aquatics is set to
publish those test results
before the Olympics ope-
ning ceremony on Friday
of next week.

“What is extremely
clear, and what cannot be
taken for granted, is that
the trust of the aquati-
cs community is vital to
the continued success of
World Aquatics as an in-
ternational federation,”
the governing body said.
MDT/AP
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JIM GOMEZ, MANILA

recently signed agree-

ment will open a direct

line of communication

etween China and the

Philippines’ presidential offices to

try and prevent any new confron-

tation from spiraling out of control

in the disputed South China Sea,

according to highlights of the ac-

cord seen by The Associated Press
on yesterday.

China and the Philippines have
forged such emergency telepho-
ne hotlines at lower levels of their
bureaucracies in the past to better
manage their disputes, particularly
in two fiercely disputed shoals whe-
re the Philippines has accused Chi-
nese forces of increasingly hostile
actions and China says Philippine
ships have encroached despite re-
peated warnings.

The territorial faceoffs, howe-
ver, have persisted uncontrollably
in the past year, sparking fears of a
larger armed conflict that could in-
volve the United States, which has
repeatedly warned that it's obliga-
ted to defend the Philippines, a key
Asian treaty ally, if Filipino forces
come under an armed attack in the
disputed waters.

In a confrontation between
Chinese and Philippine forces at
the Philippines-occupied Second
Thomas Shoal in August 2023, the
Philippine government said it was
unable to reach Chinese officials
through an established “maritime
communication mechanism” for
several hours as the clash happe-
ned. That emergency telephone
hotline was arranged after Philippi-
ne President Ferdinand Marcos Jr.
met Chinese President Xi Jinping in
Beijing in January 2023.

Chinese and Philippine officials
dealing with the territorial disputes
held crucial talks in Manila on July
2, following a violent confrontation

KOREATENSIONS

AN. Korean diplomat in Cuba defected

AP PHOTO

Chinese Coast Guard holds an axe as they approach P

hilippine troops on a resupply mission in the Second Thomas Shoal at the disputed South China Sea, last month

DISPUTED SEA

New accord establishes a hotline
Chinese and Philippine presidents
can use to stop clashes

in the Second Thomas Shoal in whi-
ch Chinese coast guard personnel
reportedly wielded knives, an axe
and improvised spears in a chao-
tic faceoff that injured Philippine
navy personnel and damaged two
of their motorboats. The Chinese
forces also seized seven Philippine
navy rifles, said the Philippine mi-
litary chief, who demanded China
return the firearms and pay for the
damages.

Both sides “recognized the need
to strengthen the bilateral maritime
communication mechanism on
the South China Sea” and signed an
arrangement “on improving Phili-
ppines-China maritime commu-
nication mechanisms,” the Depart-

ment of Foreign Affairs in Manila
said in a statement after the talks in
Manila, but did not provide a copy
or details of the agreement.

A copy of the highlights of the
agreement, seen by the AP said
it “provides several channels for
communication between the Phi-
lippines and China, specifically on
maritime issues, through the repre-
sentatives to be designated by their
leaders.”

The hotline talks could also be
done “through the Department of
Foreign Affairs and Ministry of Fo-
reign Affairs counterparts, including
at the foreign minister and vice fo-
reign minister levels or though their
designated representatives,” it said,

and added without elaborating that
Philippine officials were “in discus-
sions with the Chinese side on the
guidelines that will govern the im-
plementation of this arrangement.”
There was also a plan to set up a
new communication channel be-
tween the Chinese and Philippine
coast guards “once the correspon-
ding memorandum of understan-
ding” between them is concluded,
according to the agreement.
During the recent talks in Ma-
nila, China and the Philippines
agreed on two other confidence-
-boosting steps to intensify “coo-
peration between their respective
coast guard authorities” and the
possible convening of a maritime

AP PHOTO

forum between Chinese and Phili-
ppine scientists and academic lea-
ders.

“Both sides recognized that the-
re is a need to restore trust, rebuild
confidence and create conditions
conducive to productive dialogue
and interaction,” the Philippine
department of foreign affairs sta-
tement said after the talks. It added
that China and the Philippines “af-
firmed their commitment to de-es-
calate tensions without prejudice
to their respective positions.”

It said that “there was substantial
progress on developing measures
to manage the situation at sea,” but
acknowledged that “significant dif-
ferences remain.” MDT/AP

to S. Korea in November, Seoul says

HYUNG-JIN KIM, SEOUL

OUTH Korea’s spy agen-
cy said yesterday that a
senior North Korea diplo-
mat based in Cuba has fled
to South Korea, the latest
in a series of defections by
members of the North’s ru-
ling elite in recent years.
The National Intelligen-
ce Service said media re-
ports on the defection of
a North Korean counselor
of political affairs in Cuba
were true. A brief statement
by the NIS public affairs of-
fice gave no further details.
South Korea’s mass-
-circulation Chosun Ilbo
newspaper reported earlier

yesterday that diplomat Ri
Il Kyu fled to South Korea
with his wife and children
in November.

Chosun Ilbo cited Ri as
telling the newspaper in an
interview that he had de-
cided to defect because of
what he called disillusion-
ment with North Korea’s po-
litical system, an unfair job
evaluation by Pyongyang’s
Foreign Ministry, and the
ministry’s disapproval of
his hopes to visit Mexico to
treat his neural damage. He
said that hospitals in Cuba
didn't have the necessary
medical equipment to treat
his health problem due to
international sanctions.

Other South Korean me-
dia outlets carried similar
reports later yesterday.

Ri defected before South
Korea and Cuba established
diplomatic ties in February,
an event that experts say
likely posed a political blow
to North Korea, whose di-
plomatic footing is largely
dependent on a small num-
ber of Cold War-era allies
like Cuba.

The Chosun report said
Ri had been engaged in ef-
forts to block Cuba from
opening diplomatic ties
with South Korea until his
defection. The report said
Ri won a commendation
from leader Kim Jong Un

for his role in negotiations
with Panama that led to the
release of a ship detained in
2013 for allegedly carrying
banned items like missiles
and fighter jet parts. The re-
port said Ri was then a third
secretary of the North Ko-
rean Embassy in Cuba.

The South Korean go-
vernment says the number
of highly educated North
Koreans with professional
jobs escaping to South Ko-
rea has steadily increased
in recent years. But it’s still
unusual for a member of
the North’s ruling elite to
come to South Korea.

About 34,000 North
Koreans have defected to

A North Korean flag flutters in the wind atop a 160-meter tower in the
North’s Kijong-dong village near the truce village of Panmunjom in
the Demilitarized Zone in Paju, South Korea

South Korea to avoid eco-
nomic hardship and poli-
tical suppression since the
end of the 1950-53 Korean
War. A majority of them are
women from the North’s
poorer northern regions
who arrived in South Korea
since the mid-1990s, when
North Korea suffered a de-
vastating famine that was
estimated to have killed
hundreds of thousands of
people.

In 2016, Tae Yongho, then
a minister at the North Ko-
rean Embassy in London,
defected to South Korea. He
told reporters in Seoul that
he decided to flee because
he didn’t want his children
to live “miserable” lives in
North Korea and he fell into
“despair” after watching
North Korean leader Kim
execute officials and pur-
sue development of nuclear
weapons. MDT/AP
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Top EU leaders will boycott
meetings hosted by Hungary's
Orban after his outreach to
Russia, China

JUSTIN SPIKE, BUDAPEST

P officials of the Eu-
ropean Union will boy-
cott informal meetings
hosted by Hungary

while the country holds the EU’s
rotating presidency, after Hun-
gary’s pro-Russian Prime Minis-
ter Viktor Orban held a series of
rogue meetings with foreign lea-
ders about Ukraine that angered
his European partners.

The highly unusual decision
to have the European Commis-
sion president and other top
officials of the body boycott the
meetings in Budapest was made
“in light of recent developments
marking the start of the Hunga-
rian (EU) presidency,” commis-
sion spokesperson Eric Mamer
posted Monday on X.

Hungary took over the six-
-month rotating role July 1, and
since then Orban has visited
Ukraine, Russia, Azerbaijan,
China, and the United States on
aworld tour he’s touted as “pea-
ce mission” aimed at brokering
an end to Russia’s war in Ukrai-
ne.

That angered many leaders
in the EU, who said they had
not been informed in advance
of Orban’s plans and rushed to
emphasize that the nationalist

A

leader was not acting on behalf
of the bloc during his surprise
meetings with Vladimir Putin
and Xi Jinping.

Hungary’s European affairs
minister, Janos Béka, lashed out
at the commission’s decision,
writing on X on Monday that the
body “cannot cherry pick ins-
titutions and member states it
wants to cooperate with.”

‘Are all Commission deci-
sions now based on political
considerations?” Béka wrote.

A Hungarian government
spokesperson, Zoltin KovAcs,
also suggested the decision was
a product of political bias, wri-
ting on X: “Sacrificing the insti-
tutional setup for private poli-
tical purposes and disregarding
(the Commiission’s) role for ideo-
logical and political motives.”

The decision by the European
Commission applies to informal
meetings hosted by Hungary,
and means senior civil servants
will attend instead of top offi-
cials like the European Commis-
sion president, currently Ursula
von der Leyen.

Orban’s government has
gone against the European
mainstream by refusing to su-
pply Kyiv with weapons to deter
Russia’s invasion and by threate-
ning to block financial assistan-

AP PHOTO

Hungary’s Prime Minister Viktor Orban

ce to the war-ravaged country.

In an interview with Hunga-
rian newspaper Magyar Nemzet
on Monday, Orban’s political
director said that following his
trip to Moscow — the first such
visit from an EU head of state or
government in more than two
years — the prime minister had
briefed the leaders of other EU
countries “in writing about the
negotiations, the experiences of
the first phase of the peace mis-
sion and the Hungarian propo-
sals.”

“If Europe wants peace and
wants to have a decisive say in
settling the war and ending the
bloodshed, it must now work
out and implement a change of
direction,” said Baldzs Orbén,
whois notrelated to the premier.

But von der Leyen accused
Orban of trying to mollify the
Russian leader with the trip, wri-

ting on X: “Appeasement will not
stop Putin. Only unity and de-
termination will pave the path
to a comprehensive, just and
lasting peace in Ukraine.”

Hungary’s government has
long argued for an immediate
cease-fire and peace negotia-
tions in the conflict in Ukrai-
ne, but has not outlined what
such moves might mean for the
country’s territorial integrity and
future security. It has exhibited
an adversarial posture toward
Ukraine while maintaining clo-
se ties to Moscow, even after its
full-scale invasion in Feb. 2022.

Orbén’s critics have accu-
sed him of acting against the
unity and interests of the EU
and NATO, of which Hungary
is a member, and of pursuing
an appeasement strategy con-
cerning Russia’s aggression.
MDT/AP

US
Trump's economic plans include proposed

tariffs, tax cuts and no taxes on tip

“largest ~ deportation
program in American

JOSH BOAK, Virginia Gov. Glenn g
WASHINGTON Youngkin  lamented, &
“Tonight, America, the <
HE first night of the land of opportunity,
Republican Natio- just doesn't feel like that

nal Convention kept
its official focus on the
economy yesterday
(Macau time) even after
Saturday’s shooting at a
rally in Pennsylvania in
which former President
Donald Trump was in-
jured.

Speakers argued that
Trump would fix in-
flation and bring back
prosperity simply by
returning to the Whi-
te House as president.

anymore.”

But Trump has re-
leased few hard num-
bers and no real policy
language or legislative
blueprints, and most
of the speakers Mon-
day didn’t get into de-
tails either. Instead, his
campaign is betting
that voters care more
about attitude than
policy specifics.

Trump says he wan-
ts tariffs on trade part-

ners and no taxes on
tips. He would like to
knock the corporate
tax rate down a tick.
The Republican plat-
form also promises to
“defeat” inflation and

“quickly bring down all
prices,” in addition to
pumping out more oil,
natural gas and coal.
The platform would
address illegal immi-
gration in part with the

history.” And Trump
would also scrap Presi-
dent Joe Biden’s policies
to develop the market
for electric vehicles and
renewable energy.
Democrats and seve-
ral leading economis-
ts say the math shows
that Trump’s ideas
would cause an explo-
sive bout of inflation,
wallop the middle class
and — by his extending
his soon-to-expire tax
cuts — heap another
$5 trillion-plus onto the
national debt. MDT/AP
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1976 AFRICAN COUNTRIES
BOYCOTT OLYMPICS

PRSP S e

The opening ceremony of the 21st Olympic Ga-
mes in Montreal has been marred by the withdrawal
of 25 African countries.

They are all protesting at New Zealand's sporting
links with South Africa.

The International Olympic Committee's refusal
to ban New Zealand, whose rugby team is currently
touring South Africa, has resulted in the boycott.

South Africa has been banned from the Olympics
since 1964 for its refusal to condemn apartheid.

A spokesperson for the New Zealand Olympic
Committee said the All Blacks tour of South Africa
hadbeenarranged by the New Zealand Rugby Union
which was an autonomous body and nothing to do
with the Olympics.

He saiditwasillogicalto single out New Zealand asit
was one of 26 countries tohave played sportin South
Africa during the past year.

More than 300 competitors willnow not take partin
the Games which willmean many events willhave to
be cancelled or re-scheduled.

Athletics events will be particularly affected by the
absence of Filbert Bayi from Tanzania, who holds
the world record in the 1500m and John Akii-Bua
of Uganda, world record-holder in the 400 metres
hurdles.

The latest country to announce its withdrawal was
Kenya. In a statement issued just hours before the
opening ceremony, the country's foreign minister
James Osogo said: "The government and the peo-
ple of Kenya hold the view that principles are more
precious than medals.”

He said the decision by the IOC not to ban New
Zealand would give "comfort and respectability to
the South African racist regime and encourage it to
continue to defy world opinion.”

The IOC will now have to decide what sanctions
should beimposed on the boycotting countries, who
risk being expelled from the Olympic movement.

Approximately 20 of the 26 countries who have wi-
thdrawn from the competition had already travelled
to Montreal but willnow return home.

The list of those boycotting the Olympics is: Libya,
Irag, Kenya, Zambia, Nigeria, Gambia, Sudan, Gha-
na, Tanzania, Uganda, Algeria, Ethiopia, Madagascar,
Central African Republic, Gabon, Chad, Togo, Niger,
Congo, Mauritius, Upper Volta and Malawi.

Courtesy BBC News

IN CONTEXT

Countries protesting at New Zealand's participation
inthe Games continued to withdraw throughout the
openingdays.

Egypt subsequently withdrew and the final number of
absences was 33.

Inthefirst two days of the Games amillion Canadian
dollars were lostin event cancellations and seat
refunds.

South Africa was banned from the Olympics until
1992 whenapartheid laws were repealedinthe
country.

Britain came home from the Montreal Olympics with
just one bronze medalinthe track and field events.
But swimmer David Wilkie gave Britainher first men's
swimming gold medalin 68 years and also took the
world record.

Nadia Comaneciof Romania, 14, took over the
mantle of best gymnastin the world from Olga Kor-
but, after winning the first maximum score of 10.00
in Olympic history. She went on to win three gold
medals.
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YOUR STARS The Born Loser by Chip Sansom
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$ Mar. 21-Aor. 19 Apr. 20-May. 20 ﬁ THE ECLIPSE GOOD TRING AS SOONAS

Compromise with y.our er;ner Treat  your ga'rtner y\:vith ( WAS AWESOME TREY DONT \TGOT DP\KK'
on financial mattcgs. Resist the (jpn‘rlpassion‘ throu%h ’changilﬁg TO BEROLD,, BAPPEN THORNAPPLE
around.  Avoid provoking an  stabiizing ifluence. Stay on the 7 MORE OFTEN,, FELL ASLEEP!

argument. Find a mutually

beneficial agreement.

§§§ GEMINI
May. 21-Jun. 21

Prioritize your work, health and
fitness. You can do what’s needed.
Take one step after another. Get
farther than expected. Disciplined
efforts pay off.

practical road. One phase ends
and the next begins.

@ CANCER

Jun. 22-Jul. 22
Follow your heart. Reach a
turning point in a creative project,
or with love, romance or family.
Emotional support goes a long
Wa.y.

A 2} ‘ <-h\qu8 www.gocomics.conv/the-born-loser
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LEO VIRGO
@ MIN  MAX CONDITION
Jul. 23-Aug. 22 Aug. 23-Sep. 22 EASY EASY+
Realize domestic dreams with ~ Take a new tack with a creative
dedication. Change directions project. Back up ideas with Beijing 22 34 fine
to avoid obstacles. Make repairs  research. Keep your cool despite 3 3 9|6 5 4 T 1 Changchun 23 29 thunderstorms
and keep systems operational.  chaos. Follow through on what you £ 5 3 g 5 )
Get family support. Cook up  said. Chengdu 24 30 rain
something delicious. 9 2|8 5 5 Chongging 29 28 cloudy
LIBRA SCORPIO 7 4 3 7 Fuzhou 28 39 fine
@ 4 3 7 b Guangzhou 27 33 showers
Sep.23-Oct. 22 Oct. 23-Nov. 21 ! 3 7 2 3 Guiyang 22 29 cloudy
Things may not go as planned  Personal  breakdowns lead 9 61 3 2 3 4 Haikou 26 32 thunderstorms
financially. Hold your temper. to  breakthroughs.  Postpone 3 g 1 6 4
Avoid outbursts. Discipline and  important decisions until you’re Hangzhou 27 37 thunderstorms
experience make a difference.  sure. Wait to see what develops. 1|4 2 7 8 B .
Pay bills. Take care of business. Avoid automatic responses. Stay Harbin 24 28 thunderstorms
graceful and diplomatic. Hefei 27 34 overcast
Nanjin 28 34 cloud
SAGITTARIUS CAPRICORN s Y
D@o MEDIUM HARD Shanghai 27 36 cloudy
Nov. 22-Dec. 21 Dec. 22-Jan. 19 3 ° 7 2 " Taipei 27 33 fine
Stay out of someone else’s fuss. Navigate team changes. Call : = Wuhan 29 35 fine
Lay low, in peace and quiet. Avoid ~ in  reinforcements.  You can 1 L] 3 2 h
overstimulation. Complete one meet a shared challenge. Sort 1 ar 6 Hong Hong 30 33 showers
project to make space for the next. out roles and responsibilities.
You’re strong@r_tpgether. Share a i) T k]
common possibility. g2 slo
@ AQUARIUS @ PISCES 7 6 6 Moscow 21 32 thunderstorms
419 2 g 5
- Frankfurt 15 27 cloud
Z Jan. 20-Feb. 18 Feb.19-Mar. 20 7 s| 6 N : . Y
Discipline  pays, professionally. ~ Enjoy an exploration. Make plans 5 4 Paris L7 28 cloudy
Chaos and changes interrupt your ~ and reservations. Look before London 14 25 cloudy
work. Stay calm and carry on. Get  leaping. Avoid provoking someone
support as needed. Discover alucky ~ with a short temper. Stay frugal New York 22 33 clear
break in disguise. and practical. Avoid distractions.
Investigate.
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favor; 37- Printer refill, 38- Pasture used for grazing; 39- Hot times abroad; 41- Outback T ] @ .
hoppers; 42- Perfect; 44- Tranquillity; 46- ___ Fideles; 47- Arrest; 48- Tons; 49- Sucker- Q Fire department 28572222 Water SUpply_ Report 2822 0088
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Athletes dive into the Seine River from the Alexander lll bridge on the start of the first ieg of the women'’s triathlon test event for the 2024 Paris Olympics in Paris, 2023

PARIS 2024

WILL THE SEINE BE CLEAN ENOUGH
BY THE OLYMPICS? NOT EVEN
THE EXPERTS KNOW YET

TOM NOUVIAN &
SUMAN NAISHADHAM,
PARIS

ITH the Paris
Olympics less than
two weeks away, a ques-
tion hangs over the Ga-
mes: Will the Seine Ri-

ver be clean enough for
athletes to swim in?
Triathlon and ma-
rathon swimming are
scheduled to take place
in the Seine, where it
has been illegal to swim
for more than a century.
Despite the city’s effor-

ts to clean up the long-
-polluted river, the wa-
ter has tested unsafe for
humans in recent weeks,
and cleaner on other
days. The Games run
from July 26-Aug. 11.

To clean up the river,
Paris invested 1.4 billion
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euros ($1.5 billion) in
building infrastructu-
re to catch more stor-
mwater when it rains
— the same water that
contains bacteria-laden
wastewater that enters
the river during periods
of heavy rain and makes
it unsafe to swim in.

In May, Paris officials
inaugurated a giant un-
derground water storage
basin next to the Aus-
terlitz train station ai-
med at collecting excess
rainwater and stopping
wastewater from ente-
ring the Seine. The basin
can hold the equivalent
of 20 Olympic swimming
pools of dirty water that
will now be treated and
is the centerpiece of
major infrastructure im-
provements that the city
has rushed to finish in
time for the Games, but
to also ensure that Pari-
sians have a cleaner Sei-
ne in years to come.

But a few spells of
heavy rain could push
E. coli levels beyond
the limit of 900 colony-
-forming units per 100
milliliters that the World
Triathlon Federation has
determined as safe for
competitions.

“The Seine is not a
special case,” said Me-
tin Duran, a professor of
civil and environmental
engineering at Villano-
va University who has
researched stormwater
management. “It really
is a complicated and
very costly problem.”

Paris, like many old

cities around the world,
has a combined sewer
system, which means
that the city’s wastewa-
ter and stormwater flow
through the same pipes.
With heavy or prolonged
periods of rain, the pi-
pes’ capacity is reached,
which means raw was-
tewater flows into the
river instead of a treat-
ment plant.

On a daily basis, the
monitoring group Eau
de Paris has tested the
river water, yielding re-
sults that showed un-
safe E. coli levels in re-
cent weeks followed by
results in early July that
showed improvement.

Paris Olympic orga-
nizers have said that if
heavy rain affects the
Seine’s flow during the
Games, the triathlon
would no longer feature
the swimming portion
— and the marathon
swimming competition
would be relocated to
the  Vaires-sur-Marne
Nautical Stadium in the
greater Paris region.

“It’s not very com-
mon, but it has happe-
ned a few times,” said
Ollala Cernuda, head
of communications at
World Triathlon, an in-
ternational body for the
sport, about the possibi-
lity of the swim portion
being cancelled.

“And it’s always linked
with water quality is-
sues,” Cernuda said.

But organizers remain
optimistic that drier,
sunnier weather than

what the French capital
experienced in June will
allow the events to go as
planned — buffeted by
the infrastructure up-
grades. The sun’s ultra-
violet rays kill bacteria
like E. coli in water.

An AP analysis of wea-
ther data showed that in
2024, Paris has seen the
second-most days with
rain than any year since
1950, surpassed only by
2016.

Importantly for the
Seine’s water quality,
there have also been
few stretches of days wi-
thout rain.

Paris only experien-
ced one weeklong dry
spell this year — in early
June, whereas between
1950 and 2020, it was
typical for the city to
have at least three such
periods by the end of
June, according to the
analysis.

“Predictions of rain-
fall have become much
more accurate up to a
week in advance,” said
Jennifer Francis, a scien-
tist at the Woodwell Cli-
mate Research Center
in Massachusetts. “But
the seasonal patterns of
past decades no longer
provide reliable guidan-
ce in our warmer world.”

With  the  Games
approaching, the fe-
verish debate over the
cleanliness of the Sei-
ne River has become
a source of frustration
for some athletes like
Léonie Périault, a Fren-
ch triathlete who won
a bronze medal in the
2020 Tokyo Olympics.

“Every time I meet
someone, they worry
that I'm going to swim
in the Seine,” Périault
said. “But I've been
swimming in this river
for several years now.
In youth competitions,
we swam regularly in
the Seine and never had
problems.”

Last year, Périault
took part in a test event
in the Seine.

“The setting was in-
credible with the Eiffel
Tower as a backdrop and
the water conditions
were not worse than
anywhere else in the
world,” she said.

On Saturday, the Fren-
ch Sports Minister Amé-
lie Oudéa-Castéra took
a plunge to demonstra-
te that the famed river
is clean enough. Paris
Mayor Anne Hidalgo
has also said she would
swim in the Seine this
week. MDT/AP
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Who is carrying the Olympic
torch through Paris? A BTS star, a
garbage collector and more

SYLVIE CORBET &
TOM NOUVIAN, PARIS

ROM the Louvre Mu-
seum to the Eiffel
Tower, from Paris’ posh
districts to working-
-class neighborhoods, hun-
dreds of people have carried
the Olympic torch through the
French capital for two days of
celebrations before the Sum-
mer Games kick off at the end
of the month.
Joyful crowds lined up along
the route Sunday and Monday.
“I got super emotional,” BMX
world champion Matthias Dan-
dois said after carrying the tor-
ch in front of the Eiffel Tower.
“I'm from Paris, and I grew up
playing so much sport and wat-
ching the Olympics, and it was a
dream to be a part of it.”
About 10,000 people were
chosen to carry the flame across

France from the southern city
port of Marseille, where it ar-
rived on May 8, to the opening
ceremony on July 26. Many are
athletes. Others were picked be-
cause they represent art, culture
and gastronomy, volunteer for
charities or are deeply involved
in community life.

Dressed in white, they ran
at a slow pace to the cheers of
spectators. The flame reached
the top floor of the Eiffel Tower
on Monday with French judoka
and Olympic champion Clarisse
Agbegnenou.

Francky Mbotto, a 26-year-
-old middle-distance runner
from Central African Republic
who lives in Paris, carried it
near the Arc de Triomphe.

“This is incredible! It’s so
emotional. It's Olympism that
is being highlighted,” he said,
adding that the relay is meant
to deliver a “message of peace.”

AP PHOTO

French photographer JR, left, and athlete Sanda Laoura hold the Olympic torch in
the courtyard of the Louvre museum

Another torchbearer, Eva
David, a wheelchair basketball
athlete, described it as “a real
moment of jubilation.”

Belgian singer Mentissa car-
ried the torch as her songs were
played. “Sport and music really
bring people together and make
us forget our daily lives,” she
said.

The torch made its grand en-
trance in Paris for Bastille Day

on Sunday with military horse
rider Col. Thibaut Vallette, gold
medalist at the 2016 Rio Ga-
mes. It was handed to a relay by
students from the multicultu-
ral northern suburbs of Seine-
-Saint-Denis in front of French
President Emmanuel Macron.
Former World Cup winner
Thierry Henry, who leads Fran-
ce’s Olympic soccer team, la-
ter carried the flame down the

Among the torchbearers who
attracted the most attention
was K-Pop icon Jin, a member
of the band BTS, who carried it
Sunday evening in front of the
Louvre.

“It was an honor to be part of
such a meaningful moment,” he
said, according to his manage-
ment agency.

Jin’s relay drew a significant
crowd. Sofia Boukhabla, 23, said
she had very little interest in
watching the Games but rushed
with her friends to see Jin. “He
is so cute,” she exclaimed.

Late on Sunday, Ludovic
Franceschet, a local garbage
collector, brought the flame
inside Paris City Hall, where
it spent the night under high
protection. Franceschet, who
seeks to raise environmental
awareness with hundreds of
thousands of followers on Tik-
Tok and Instagram, seized the
occasion to remind residents
and visitors to put their trash in
bins.

The torch relay was also the
chance to pay tribute to victims
of the 2015 attacks in the French
capital at the Bataclan concert
hall and elsewhere. Lassana Ba-
thily, the Mali-born employee
who saved lives during an atta-
ck at a kosher supermarket, car-
ried the torch at the Pantheon
monument. MDT/AP
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Health workers in Ivory Coast began giving children the latest ma-
laria vaccine earlier this week, the beginning of a regional campaign

that experts hope might curb the impact of one of Africa’s top killers.

The West African country became the first to start rolling out the
newest shot targeting malaria in an effort that aims to cover about

250,000 children under two. The three-dose vaccine known as R21/

Matrix-M was developed by Britain's Oxford University and was au-
thorized by the World Health Organization last October.

re disease and death in the first year and that protection is extended
for at least another year with a booster.

Alice Kanga was one of many who brought their children to get
vaccinated Monday. “It’s really important for the children, for their
health,” she said.

In 2021, WHO endorsed the first malaria vaccine, known as Mos-
quirix, made by GSK. But that vaccine requires four doses and pro-
tection fades within months. GSK also previously said it would only

Research suggests it is more than 75% effective at preventing seve-

be able to make about 15 million doses.

Shuli Ren, Bloomberg

X1 MUST END THIS SILLY
30-YEAR-OLD TAX TREATY

The system is ruining China’s public finance and is the root
cause of the nation’s biggest economic problems.

So what if China levies taxes on private jets and golf clubs?
Clawing money out of the very rich isn't going to push the
country off a fiscal cliff.

Expectations are rising that a tax reform is on the agenda at
next week’s Third Plenum, a once-in-five-year conclave of top
officials charting China’s economic future. Acomplete overhaul
of consumption taxes — till now limited only to a handful of
items such as tobacco, refined oil and alcohol — may be on
the table. Municipalities might be allowed to impose levies on
luxury services to broaden their income stream, according to
local media reports.

A third year into a property slump, China’s municipal finance
has become untenable. Land sales, which used to account for
about one third of local governments’ total income, have fallen
42% from their 2021 peak.

Last year, borrowings from local government financing vehi-
cles, essentially off-budget debt, reached 60 trillion yuan ($8.3
trillion), or 48% of China’s gross domestic product, according
to estimates from the International Monetary Fund. That's twi-
ce as big as the central government’s liabilities. Some provin-
ces, such as Tianjin, Guizhou and Yunnan, are struggling to co-
ver their interest payments, noted Moody’s Investors Service.

This dire fiscal dilemma has prompted some desperate
behaviors from local officials, who are looking around all cor-
ners to find money and make ends meet. Some are addicted
to traffic fines. Between 2020 and 2022, municipalities’ non-
-tax penalty revenue grew by 24%, data from the Ministry of
Finance shows. Others are misappropriating social welfare
funds, such as meal subsidies for poor rural students, to settle
debt. And is there a statute of limitation in China? Some bu-
reaucrats have asked companies to pay tax bills dating back
to the 1990s.

While creative, these fundraising tactics are also detrimen-
tal to the mood on the street. Local bureaucrats are society’s
first impression of the political apparatus. Drivers and street
hawkers are angry with big fines, while people are easily
spooked by online rumors of missing public pension money.
Businesses are not willing to hire either, because of exorbitant
social security contributions. Clearly aware of this issue, Bei-
jing has repeatedly warned local officials not to use aggressive
gimmicks.

Butathorough audit and harsh words from the State Council,
China’s top governing body, did not resolve the core issue in
the country’s fiscal system. A three-decade-old tax agreement,
which former premier Zhu Rongji strong-armed out of reluc-
tant local cadets, reclassified the types of levies municipalities
could charge and redefined how central and local government
share fiscal income.

In the early 1990s, as China’s economic miracle started to ma-
terialize, the power center in Beijing felt poorer as it watched
coastal regions prosper. By 1993, the central government was
getting only 22% of the total government revenue, from 40.5%
adecade earlier.

The 1994 reform was essentially a power grab. That year, the
central government’s revenue share soared to 56%, even as
its spending remained largely unchanged. Since then, while
Beijing still relies on local tax offices to collect dues, it's been
getting more than what it spends and gets to decide how and
to whom it distributes money. Municipalities, meanwhile, are
saddled with the lion’s share of public spending, forcing them
to seek alternative non-tax income, such as fostering real estate
development and selling land.

The possible luxury tax that Chinese media is talking about
is a half-baked partial solution that complies with the archaic
1994 tax treaty. While the central government collects all exis-
ting consumption taxes, municipalities will be allowed to keep
this new levy, according to Cailianshe, a Beijing-based finan-
cial media outlet. Buthow many cities have private jets circling
in the air? This proposal is at best a populist move that yields
few concrete yuan. It can’t pull impoverished provinces from
the brink of default.

[Abridged]
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Prime Minister Srettha Thavisih

THAILAND IS SET

TO ROLL OUT A

CONTROVERSIAL USDI13.3

BILLION HANDOUT PLAN
IN DIGITAL MONLELY TO
CITIZENS

JINTAMAS
SAKSORNCHAI,
BANGKOK

LAND’S  prime
minister said Monday
that eligible businesses
and individuals can regis-
ter from August for digital
cash handouts, a contro-
versial program that will
cost billions of dollars and
is meant to boost the lag-
ging economy.

The government an-
nounced in April the wi-
dely criticized ambitious
plan, named the Digital
Wallet, meant to give
10,000 baht (about $275)
to 50 million citizens in
digital money to spend at
local businesses.

Prime Minister Srettha
Thavisin posted on the so-
cial platform X, saying the
registration will begin Aug.
1 and that he has given
instructions to ensure the
smooth implementation
of the program.

The “Digital Wallet” was
a major campaign promi-
se of the ruling Srettha’s
Pheu Thai party ahead of
last year’s general election.
The government says that
this scheme will cause an
“economic tornado,” and
Srettha has said the stimu-
lus and subsequent con-
sumption are expected to
boost gross domestic pro-

duct growth by 1.2 to 1.6
percentage points.

However, economists
have criticized the pro-
gram, calling it an inef-
fective way to contribute
to sustainable economic
growth compared to other
measures.

In addition, its finan-
cing has faced several hur-
dles, delaying its planned
implementation. At first,
the government said the
state Bank for Agriculture
and Agricultural Coope-
ratives would cover some
of the funding needed.
However, after warnings
by financial experts, it was
announced that the pro-
ject’s funding would come
out of the 2024 and 2025
fiscal budgets.

Deputy Minister of
Finance Julapan Amor-
nvivat said at a news
conference on Monday
the budgetary funding
became possible after
the plans estimated cost
dropped from 500 billion
baht ($13.8 billion) to 450
billion baht ($12.4 billion),
asserting that all estima-
ted 50 million people will
still be part of the program
as only up to 90% of those
eligible utilized them in
previous handouts.

Julapan added that the
Digital Wallet committee
has agreed to exclude tens

of thousands of shopow-
ners and cash recipients
who have a record of com-
mitting fraud in past pro-
grams.

The plan also has cer-
tain limitations, such as
excluding certain goods
that are yet to be decided,
and earlier proposals su-
ggested oil, services, and
online purchases should
be among them. Julapan
said the Commerce Mi-
nistry would handle the
exclusions set to be an-
nounced next week after
the detailed plan is submi-
tted to the Cabinet.

Thailand has in re-
cent years suffered from
a sluggish economy that
appears to have deterio-
rated with no clear sign
of growth. This month,
the World Bank’s Thailand
Economic Monitor pro-
jected GDP growth of 2.4%
for the year 2024.

The ruling Pheu Thai
party had initially sugges-
ted digital wallet paymen-
ts for all Thais 16 and ol-
der, but later this was limi-
ted to only lower-income
Thais, defined as people
with yearly incomes not
exceeding 840,000 baht
(about $23,000) and savin-
gs in financial institutions
not totaling more than
500,000 baht ($13,700).
MDT/AP
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Israel Under American
pressure, Israel has pledged
to deliver large quantities of
humanitarian aidinto the
war-ravaged Gaza Strip.
But at the same time, the
U.S. and Israel have allowed
tax-deductible donations
tofar-right groups that
have blocked that aid from
being delivered. Three
groups that have prevented
humanitarian aid from
reaching Gaza—including
one accused of looting or
destroying supplies—have
raised more than $200,000
from donorsinthe US. and
Israel,

Brazilian authorities
launched a mega-operation
inRio de Janeiro that senta
force of nearly 2,000 military
and civil officersinto 10 low
income neighborhoods
Monday seeking to regain
control of areas dominated
by organized crime. The
officers deployedinthe
city's western zone, an area
that has been the target of
intense territorial disputes
involving drug traffickers
and militias inrecent years,
the Rio de Janeiro state
governmentsaidina
statement.

USA One ofthe two
Americans convicted in the
2019 stabbing death of an
[talian plainclothes police
officer has been granted
house arrest after an appeals
court significantly reduced his
original life sentence. Gabriel
Natale-Hjorth (pictured)
canserve his 11-year,
four-month sentence at the
home of agrandparentin

the seaside town of Fregene,
west of Rome, state-run RAI
and LaPresse news agencies
reported, citing a court
decision Monday.

Kenya Police hurled tear
gas canisters yesterday to
break up protests in Nairobi
and several other towns and
cities accusing the president
of poor governance and
demanding his resignation
despite his dismissal of
nearly the entire Cabinet
last week. Businessesin
Nairobiremained closed

for fear of arepeat of the
looting that occurred during
demonstrations last week,
when protesters stormed
into parliament and several
were killed by police.



