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WASHINGTON: The Trump administration is con-
sidering new background checks and other restric-
tions on Chinese students in the United States over
growing espionage concerns, US officials and con-
gressional sources said. In June, the US State De-
partment shortened the length of visas for Chinese
graduate students studying aviation, robotics and
advanced manufacturing to one year from five. US
officials said the goal was to curb the risk of spying
and theft of intellectual property in areas vital to
national security. 

But now the Trump administration is weighing
whether to subject Chinese students to additional
vetting before they attend a US school. The ideas
under consideration, previously unreported, in-
clude checks of student phone records and scour-
ing of personal accounts on Chinese and US social
media platforms for anything that might raise con-
cerns about students’ intentions in the United
States, including affiliations with government or-
ganizations, a US official and three congressional
and university sources said. 

US law enforcement is also expected to provide
training to academic officials on how to detect spy-
ing and cyber theft that it provides to people in
government, a senior US official said. “Every Chi-
nese student who China sends here has to go
through a party and government approval
process,” one senior US official said. “You may not
be here for espionage purposes as traditionally de-
fined, but no Chinese student who’s coming here is
untethered from the state.” 

The White House declined comment on the new

student restrictions under review. Asked what con-
sideration was being given to additional vetting, a
State Department official said: “The department
helps to ensure that those who receive US visas are
eligible and pose no risk to national interests.” The
Chinese government has repeatedly insisted that
Washington has exaggerated the problem for po-
litical reasons. China’s ambassador to the United
States said the accusations were groundless and
“very indecent.” 

“Why should anybody accuse them as spies? I
think that this is extremely unfair for them,” Am-
bassador Cui Tiankai said. Trump and Chinese
President Xi Jinping are scheduled to meet at a
G20 summit in Argentina this week. Greater
scrutiny of Chinese students would be part of a
broader effort to confront Beijing over what Wash-
ington sees as the use of sometimes illicit methods
for acquiring rapid technological advances that
China has made a national priority. The world’s two
biggest economies also are in a trade war and in-
creasingly at odds over diplomatic and economic
issues. 

Any changes would seek to strike a balance be-
tween preventing possible espionage while not
scaring away talented students in a way that would
harm universities financially or undercut techno-
logical innovation, administration officials said. But
that is exactly what universities - ranging from the
Ivy League’s Harvard, Yale and Princeton univer-
sities to state-funded schools such as University of
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign - fear most. They
have spent much of 2018 lobbying against what

they see as a broad effort by the administration to
crack down on Chinese students with the change
in visas this summer and a fear of more restrictions
to come. 

At stake is about $14 billion of economic activ-
ity, most of it tuition and other fees generated an-
nually from the 360,000 Chinese nationals who
attend US schools, that could erode if these stu-
dents look elsewhere for higher education abroad.
Many Ivy League schools and other top research
universities, such as the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology (MIT) and Stanford University, have
become so alarmed that they regularly share
strategies to thwart the effort, according to three
people familiar with the discussions. 

Stop short of a ban
US authorities see ample reason for closer

scrutiny, pointing to recently publicized cases of
espionage, or alleged espionage, linked to former
students from Louisiana State University and Duke
University and the Illinois Institute of Technology
in Chicago. FBI Director Christopher Wray told a
Senate hearing this year that his agents across the
country are seeing “non-traditional collectors (of
intelligence), especially in the academic setting.” 

STOP SHORT OF A BAN White House adviser
Stephen Miller proposed a ban early this year on
student visas for all Chinese nationals, according a
report to the Financial Times, and confirmed by
Reuters. But the new measures would stop well
short of such a ban, according to multiple sources.
Terry Branstad, a former Iowa governor who is now

ambassador to China, helped convince Trump to
reject the Miller idea during a meeting in the Oval
Office in the spring, one administration source said.
Branstad argued that a ban would hurt schools
across the United States, not just the elite univer-
sities many Republicans view as excessively liberal. 

US Representative Judy Chu of California
warned the administration was at risk of overreach.
“Our national security concerns need to be taken
seriously, but I am extremely concerned about the
stereotyping and scapegoating of Chinese students
and professors,” Chu, a Democrat who chairs the
Congressional Asian Pacific American Caucus, said
in a telephone interview. 

Already worried about restrictions, universities
have mounted a pressure campaign focused on the
White House, State Department and Congress and
held multiple meetings with the FBI, according to
lobbyists, university officials and congressional
aides. Terry Hartle, senior vice president at the
American Council on Education, told Reuters that
Chinese students risked becoming “pawns” in the
US-China rivalry. 

MIT president L Rafael Reif, and Andrew
Hamilton, the president of New York University, are
among several top university officials who pub-
lished opinion columns recently addressing the
perceived growing threat to their Chinese students.
Reif said that academic institutions recognize the
threat of espionage, but any new policy needs to
“protect the value of openness that has made
American universities wellsprings of discovery and
powerhouses of innovation.”  —Reuters
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Villagers fear for 
survival on India’s 
disappearing island
GHORAMARA ISLAND: Residents of India’s
Ghoramara Island want to leave their home as it
shrinks each year due to rising seas, but many
say they can’t afford it. The 4.6 sq km (1.8 sq
mile) island, part of the Sundarbans delta on the
Bay of Bengal, has nearly halved in size over the
past two decades, according to village elders.
The tiny island is home to 4,800 people, down
from 7,000 a decade ago. “If a tsunami or a big
cyclone hits this island we will be finished,” said
Sanjib Sagar, village leader on the island 150 km
(93 miles) south of the Indian city of Kolkata.

The Sundarbans, shared by India and
Bangladesh, include the world’s largest man-
grove forest as well as rare or endangered
tigers, dolphins, birds and reptiles. Ghoramara
is among many islands in the delta affected by
rising sea levels and soil erosion experts say is
caused by climate change. Residents say the
flood waters are getting worse, threatening
their homes and livelihoods. “If government
gives rehabilitation I will leave,” said Sheikh
Aftab Uddin, sitting outside his new mud house

with his wife, after his previous home was de-
stroyed by flood waters.

Half of the villagers are ready to move if the
government provided free land in a safer area,
Sagar said, but there has been no response to
their request for compensation or to move peo-
ple off the island. Two people in the office of
Javed Ahmed Khan, the minister in charge of
disaster management in the state government
of West Bengal, declined to comment on
whether it had any plans to relocate inhabitants.
Floods have churned the island’s shoreline into
mud fringed with broken coconut palms. Fish-
ermen cast their nets to try to take advantage
of the rising waters.

As well as damaging homes, floods destroy
valuable betel leaf crops that many islanders
have depended on for a living. “Every year,
high-tide salt water enters my farm and de-
stroys my cultivation, so I have to face a big
loss,” said Mihir Kumar Mondal, a betel leaf
farmer. Climate change experts say the entire
island population will have to be relocated
one day. “There has to be some planning for
those people, in terms of relocating them to
other areas. Frankly speaking, this has to be
in the plan of the government,” said Suruchi
Bhadwal, a researcher on climate change at
the New Delhi-based Energy and Resources
Institute.  —Reuters

Conference slams 
‘deeply disturbing’ 
baby gene-editing 
HONG KONG: A scientist who upended a Hong
Kong conference with his claim to have created the
world’s first genetically-edited babies cancelled a
fresh talk and was heavily criticized by organizers
yesterday, who labeled him as irresponsible. He
Jiankui had told a packed biomedical conference
Wednesday he was “proud” to have successfully al-
tered the DNA of twin girls born to an HIV-positive
father, an apparent medical breakthrough. But de-
tails of the experiment, which has not been inde-
pendently verified, triggered an immediate backlash
and He said the trial had been halted. The founder of
an HIV support group reported to be based in Bei-
jing said yesterday that he regretted introducing
families to He for the trial, according to local media.
Bai Hua, the group’s head, said he had introduced 50
families to He’s team.

“In the beginning we did not understand what it
was they were really doing. Actually right now my
personal feeling is that they are a bit crazy,” he told
RTHK. Bai added that he had spoken to two of the
families involved in the trial and questioned whether
the risks and ethical issues had been fully explained
to them. “The team all along emphasized that the
chance of success was high, and that there were
risks, but they were low,” he told RTHK. Professor

He was supposed to speak at the summit again yes-
terday but disappeared from the schedule. David
Baltimore, a Nobel laureate and chairman of the or-
ganizing committee, told reporters it was He’s de-
cision not to attend. 

Organizers of the Second International Summit
on Human Genome Editing denounced He’s “unex-
pected and deeply disturbing” claim that human em-
bryos had been edited and implanted, and called for
closer supervision of the field at the conclusion of the
conference yesterday. “Even if the modifications are
verified, the procedure was irresponsible and failed
to conform with international norms,” they said in a
statement. “Its flaws include an inadequate medical
indication, a poorly designed study protocol, a failure
to meet ethical standards for protecting the welfare
of research subjects, and a lack of transparency in
the development, review and conduct of clinical pro-
cedures,” it added. —AFP

HONG KONG: Chinese scientist He Jiankui speaks at the
Second International Summit on Human Genome Editing
in Hong Kong. —AFP


