
At a gated community for Chinese senior citizens,
retired military personnel, filmmakers and top uni-
versity professors settle into a new routine: Ballet

lessons, weightlifting and catered dining. As China’s pop-
ulation ages rapidly and the one-child policy left parents
with only a single child to help them in their old age, the
upper crust of Chinese society are spending the last
years of their lives in luxury.

A grand piano backlit by floor-to-ceiling windows
stands in the Yanyuan community’s clubhouse living
room. Brightly colored artworks commissioned from
Israeli artist David Gerstein adorn public spaces. “This is
our home now,” said Li Ying, a 71-year-old resident who
spent more than 30 years in the military. “Special circum-
stances notwithstanding, we are prepared to live here
until the end.”

Though high-end institutions like Yanyuan, which
boasts an on-site hospital and on-call staff, are still few in
China, they are part of a growing industry as the country
races to develop enough elderly care support for its
exploding population of senior citizens. By 2050, one in
three people in China, or 487 million people, will be over
the age of 60 - more than the population of the United
States - according to the official Xinhua news agency. In
the past, parents could count on their children for care in
their twilight years under Chinese traditions of filial piety.

Ageing crisis 
But as China reckons with its one-child policy, which

was aimed at curbing population growth, Chinese cou-
ples are now burdened with raising their own children
while supporting both sets of parents - without the help
of siblings. “The idea that children should take care of
their ageing parents is an old logic spanning thousands
of years,” explained Li. “As society develops, this is
changing.”

To tackle the country’s looming ageing crisis, the
Chinese government is trialing a number of policies,
including preferential tax policies for elderly care serv-
ice providers. The push to grow China’s elderly care
capacity has encouraged more private companies, from
real estate developers to insurance firms, to seize on
business opportunities in the industry, such as nursing
homes where residents enjoy five-star accommodations
and professional medical support.

At Yanyuan, which is run by insurance giant Taikang,
residents can either buy into the company’s two million
yuan ($290,000) pension plan or make a down payment

of one to two million yuan ($145,000 to $290,000) on
top of monthly living expenses of at least 6,000 yuan
($870), not including the food budget. Publicly-run
nursing homes, on the other hand, can cost less than
$1,000 a month or offer subsidies to residents but are
often viewed as a last resort for China’s more destitute
senior citizens.

“Whether or not China’s elderly care industry can
satisfy the needs of (China’s) rapidly ageing populace
depends on who is paying for it,” says Chen Youhua, a
professor at Nanjing University who has studied China’s
elderly care industry. If it’s paid for privately, there could
be an overabundance of facilities and beds, but “if it’s
the government or society who pays... then the current
elderly care services industry cannot satisfy such
needs”, he added.

Not alone 
Some industry experts are wary that private firms

will focus on providing lavish retirement villages for
long-term residency, rather than creating last-mile nurs-
ing homes for those who cannot take care of themselves.
Vivian Lou, an associate professor at the University of
Hong Kong, who studies long-term care suggested

healthy 60-year olds could enter such villages for sen-
iors, and remain there for 20 years, during which time no
one else could take their spot. “This then becomes a
housing solution,” she explained. 

Still, for residents at Yanyuan, socializing with peers -
and simply not being alone - is one of the greatest ben-
efits of staying in the retirement community. In the past,
the entire family lived together, “joyous and harmo-
nious”, said Ge Ming, who heads operations at Yanyuan.
“But over the course of urbanization, the (family) struc-
ture has changed”. Young workers from all over China
migrate from rural areas in search of higher wages and
work opportunities - they are no longer home to care
for their parents or grandparents.

For China’s ageing elite, many of whom already live in
the major cities, their children may be living overseas or
simply too busy building their own high-powered
careers to look after relatives. “I can’t rely on them,”
said Zhu Mingyi, an 82-year-old retired professor, who
used to teach languages. His daughter lives in Beijing
working for an international broadcaster, while his son is
in Japan. He added: “They have their own careers and
family. They don’t have the time, money, or energy to
take care of you.” — AFP 
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Begun in 1918 by British troops, Basra’s
shipyard is surviving into old age with
little maintenance, relying on its vintage

machinery and the skill of its workers to keep
going. Thousands of ships, including former
dictator Saddam Hussein’s yacht, have passed
through the Iraqi shipyard’s three docks,
where a giant steam engine hauls them out of
the water and up the century-old wooden
tracks. There are no spare parts and no writ-
ten manuals.

Mohammed Adnan, who has been operating
the huge steam engine for six years now, says
it is not easy. It requires expertise and intuition
to maintain the right pressure in the boilers,
and to prevent the engine from overheating.
“British manufacturing is great quality ... but it
is because of Iraqi expertise that we have
managed to keep it going,” said 56-year-old
Adnan. The only instructions in the boiler room
are those inscribed on a steel plaque: “Flag
Signals: Yellow heave, blue lower, red stop.”

Workers say the wooden tracks seem to
grow stronger each year. “They say they [the
British] brought in the wood from Burma... we
tried to drill a 1.5 inch nail into it once, we
couldn’t,” said Jassim Hussain Sabour, the
shipyard’s longest-serving worker. “It is like
stainless steel, not wood.”

Fishing and oil smuggling during the
nineties when Iraq was under sanctions kept
all three docks busy with ships coming in for
repairs. In its heyday the shipyard handled
nine ships every month. In 2018, it repaired
eight boats in total, most owned by the state-
run ports and waterways authority. The ship-
yard was built by the British after their cam-
paign to capture Baghdad from the Ottoman
Turks during the First World War. It suffered
some damage during the 1980-1988 Iran Iraq
war, and looting in 2003, but survived the Gulf
Wars largely unscathed. — Reuters 
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As the rubbish built up on the rubble
of Mogadishu’s wrecked streets,
Ahmed Abdullah saw a business

opportunity. He recruited a team of work-
ers - many of them refugees from Somalia’s
long conflict - and sent them out to collect
plastic bags, bottles and wrappers to turn
into roof tiles and other recycled goods.
“They cannot break, you see,” Abdullah
said has he threw some of his tiles onto the
floor to show their strength. “They are
made of the recycled plastics and soil.”

Years of fierce fighting in the coastal
city have destroyed its infrastructure and
left the surviving buildings pocked with
bullet holes. The cash-strapped govern-
ment is struggling to control a vast, divided
country where Islamist militants from the
Al-Qaeda-linked Al-Shabaab group still
launch regular attacks on the capital .
Regular rubbish collection is way down the
state’s list of priorities.

“A lot of rubbish like plastics, paper
bags ... are thrown outside the city,” said
Abdullah. When the piles get too big, he
added, people start dumping it  in the
ocean. So, in June 2018, he and others
founded their company, Green Plastic.
Muslimo Aden Ali said he gets paid 3,000
Somali shillings ($0.18) for every kg of
waste he brings in. “We carry the rubbish
on our heads and backs. It is a nice job. We
survive on this,” he said.

Maryam Abdullahi, a 35-year-old moth-
er displaced by fighting, said she walks
more than 10 km a day searching for plas-
tic. “I cannot sleep at night because of
back ache but this is the only way I can
raise food for my children.” — Reuters 

Somalis turn profit 
by transforming 
their scrap plastic

China elite live golden years in style 

Many of nearly 100 excited chil-
dren running around a communi-
ty center in Kansas City over the

weekend had two things in common. They
were refugees, mostly from conflict-torn
regions in Africa and the Middle East. And
most were there to celebrate the same
thing - a Jan 1 birth date. Far from a
strange coincidence, the date is usually
assigned to immigrants who arrive in the
United States without birth certificates, as
refugees often do.

Some refugees may have never even
celebrated a birthday back in their native
countries and do not know when they
were born. So to mark their new, govern-
ment-issued birthdays, several religious-
based organizations in the Midwestern
city have for the last four years organized
a group birthday party. This year’s event
took place Sunday, complete with colorful
balloon animals, cake and carnival games.
“We find the people welcome us. They are
friendly and helpful,” said Zainab Abed, an
Iraqi refugee who fled four years ago with
her husband and three young sons after
Islamic State group extremists threatened
to kill them.

Jewish Vocational Services (JVS), a
resettlement agency, joined with three
synagogues to put on the party each
January for the Christian and Muslim
refugees resettled in the near-geographic
center of the continental United States.
“The event says, ‘we are happy you are

here, and we are happy you are part of
our community,’” said Monica Kleinman, a
rabbi at the Congregation Beth Torah syn-
agogue in a Kansas City suburb. 

‘These are our values’ 
The annual tradition is in contrast to

the message many refugees in the US
have received in the last two years. The
administration of President Donald Trump
has sought to limit the number of refugees
admitted into the country and has
restricted travel from several predomi-
nantly Muslim countries. Parts of the US
federal government remain shut down due
to lack of funding, as Democrats in
Congress and Republicans led by the
White House are at a stalemate over
whether to build Trump’s promised wall
along the US-Mexico border, intended to
crack down on illegal immigration. 

“From the Jewish standpoint... it’s reit-
erated time and time again that we need
to welcome strangers and regard those
who have joined us as part of the commu-
nity,” said Kleinman. “With all the national
rhetoric going on, it’s really important that
we say, ‘No. These are our values. And this
is how we’re going to live those values.’”

The number of refugee families JVS
has helped resettle in Kansas and neigh-
boring Missouri has declined from nearly
600 in 2016 to 160 last year. But birthday
party organizers say they are undaunted
in their commitment to make refugees feel

welcome and to help them adjust to their
new American lives. For Sunday’s event,
volunteers bought gifts for the children,
decorated the gymnasium in cheerful mul-
ti-colored balloons, and provided an
inflatable “bouncy house” for youngsters
to jump in until they were dizzy. 

‘Very welcome’ 
The annual event is also an opportuni-

ty for refugees to meet each other. “We
like (the party). We want to meet new
friends and have good food,” said
Thomas Welongo, 16, who is from
Tanzania, where he said birthdays are
celebrated by having water poured on
top of one’s head. The refugees made the

birthday party their own, as well. Teens
used a basketball to play soccer. And
while some kids came in jeans and party
dresses, others sported a hijab, the tradi-
tional Muslim head covering.  Instead of
macaroni and cheese, hamburgers or piz-
za - which might feed revelers at a typi-
cal American birthday party - the food
on offer included traditional dishes from
a local Somali-American restaurant.  “I
feel like the event, it teaches people to be
friendly with other people and teach
people how to interact with people from
other religions,” said Zaid Alrikabi,
Abed’s 14-year-old son, who treasured
the balloon parrot that he received. “I
feel very welcome,” he said. — AFP 
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This photo taken on Dec 5, 2018 shows residents playing mahjong in a recreation area at the Yanyuan community for senior citizens, on the outskirts of Beijing. — AFP 

A resident makes his way back to his apartment in an electric powered wheelchair at the Yanyuan community. 

Parents sing “Happy Birthday” to their children during the 2019 Refugee
Birthday Party at the Della Lamb Community Center on Jan 20, 2019 in Kansas
City, Missouri. — AFP 

‘Welcome’ refugees in Kansas
celebrate American birthdays 


