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How China’s US 
tariff jab choked a 
cherry import boom

For public relations officer Rachel Li, paying top
dollar for “beautiful” cherries imported from the
United States was a no-brainer. “I heard they are

full of iron,” said the Guangzhou-based 33-year-old,
“eating them makes me feel healthy, luxurious.” Or it did,
until Beijing imposed sky-high tariffs on US cherries and
importers took fright, leaving store shelves bereft and
consumers like Li needing a different fruit fix.

Across China’s metropolises, the appetite of a bur-
geoning middle class for expensively fresh US cherries
has become a symbolic casualty of China’s festering,
tit-for-tat trade battle with the United States. A busi-
ness that grew to nearly $200 million in 2017 from
zero in 2000 has now withered to little more than a
tenth of its volume peak, customs data shows.

With import tariffs for US cherries set at 50 percent,
Beijing has relaxed regulations allowing imports from
Central Asia - a region that just happens to be central to
President Xi Jinping’s epic ‘Belt and Road’ infrastructure
project, an intercontinental initiative worth hundreds of
billions of dollars. “It’s an opportune time for China to
fiddle with the knobs and to do so in a way that builds
economic ties and offers a new market for ‘Belt and
Road’ partners,” said Even Pay, senior agriculture ana-
lyst at Beijing-based advisory firm China Policy.

China’s Ministry of Commerce didn’t immediately
respond to a fax requesting comment. May was the last
month for which figures were available at the time of
writing, typically the first big month in China’s cherry
import season. Supplies from Uzbekistan leapt to nearly
half of the May total, Reuters’ calculations show, from
zero a year earlier, while the US share of the cherry
import pie shrank to 38 percent from nearly 80 percent
in May 2018 - and a near monopoly in May 2017.

But total cherry imports into China by volume have
plummeted because of the collapse of US shipments:
187 tons in May 2019, versus 337 tons in May 2018 and
1,505 tons in May 2017. Uzbek cherries sell at about
70-80 yuan per kilogram at retail level, according to
four fruit traders, no more than half the 160 yuan
($23.28) per kg that Rachel Li said she happily remem-
bers stumping up for her sweet US cherries. No matter
the price, though, the volumes now being shipped in are
so small that Li said she hasn’t seen imported cherries
for weeks. A search by Reuters for US cherries at a
supermarket and smaller groceries in downtown
Shanghai on a recent weekday came up empty-handed.

‘Impossible to develop’
For Victor Wang, the China representative of US

Northwest Cherry Growers, it’s now a case of trying
keep head above water. Wang said it took 17 years of
marketing and government lobbying to help make US
cherries some of the most coveted fruits in China - at
one stage his suppliers were even exporting more to
China than across the border to Canada. But that all
changed in 2018, when two rounds of Chinese tariff
hikes added 40 percentage points to import charges.
“With such exorbitant costs after the tariff hikes, and
impact of a strengthening dollar, it’s impossible to
develop the market - we are at best maintaining it for
now,” said Wang.

Making life harder, Wang said, is the fact that the
association has also struggled to advertise the US fruit
this year. He said many Chinese media and business
partners, including Chinese e-commerce giant Alibaba,
have declined to provide coverage or to run promo-
tions. Alibaba confirmed that US cherry promotions
were halted but rejected any suggestion that was
related to US-China tensions. It said the move was due
to “market-related factors”, including seasons, holidays
and unspecified business opportunities. “Any specula-
tion tied to the current geopolitical climate is ground-
less,” the retailer said in a statement sent to Reuters.

‘Belt and Road’ rules relaxed
Just as US supplies shrivelled, Beijing has relaxed a

requirement for cherries from ‘Belt and Road’ partners
Uzbekistan and Turkey to undergo up to 21 days of
pre-shipment cold treatment, making exports easier by
allowing fumigation as a pest control measure. That’s
opened a trade window not lost on businessmen like
Zhu Jianfeng, general manager of Zhejiang Fishing E-
Commerce Co, who said he has been investing in
unspecified projects in Uzbekistan for years and has
“very close ties” with the domestic government.

For the first time this year, Zhu’s company imported
300 tons of cherries from Uzbekistan, with plans to
boost the volume to 5,000-10,000 tons in 2020. Zhu
acknowledged a lack of processing technology in
Uzbekistan, saying the cherries are sent by air and
have a shelf life of up to five days; US cherries, in con-
trast, last for up to two weeks when transported by air.
Zhu said he planned to help the Uzbek industry
upgrade by increasing investment in production lines.
Back in Guangzhou, Rachel Li said she’s switched her
quest for health and luxury through fruit from cherries
to avocados. — Reuters

Eleven-year-old Jerry’s crime was breaking curfew
laws after fleeing violence at home. His punish-
ment? Being sent to a youth detention centre,

where he says he endured sexual abuse. Officially called
“Houses of Hope”, proponents in the Philippines say such
facilities are places for reformation and education, but
critics slam many of them as “hellholes” where children
are treated like caged animals.

Rights’ groups say Jerry should never have been
detained under current laws, but warn a proposed bill to
lower the age of criminal responsibility from 15 to 12, will
mean thousands more children will be sent to overcrowd-
ed and underfunded centres - leaving them vulnerable to
mistreatment. “I felt so dirty. That was the first time it
happened to me,” Jerry told AFP as he recalled the night
he was pulled from his bed, forced to the bathroom and
attacked by older boys also held at a decaying centre in
Manila. “I cannot forget the sexual abuse,” he explained,
adding that he left home to escape beatings from his
father and ended up sleeping on the streets. His mother
works in Kuwait.

Under existing law, Houses of Hope are primarily to
hold young offenders aged 15 to 18. But charities say
younger vulnerable children from troubled homes, like
Jerry, are sometimes swept up in the dragnet even for
minor misdemeanors and struggle to recover from the
experience. Watchdogs and former wards warn planned
legislation to criminalize children as young as 12 and then
detain them with older teens and in some cases adults
will put those least able to defend themselves at risk.

“There is a higher potential for abuse because the
government is not prepared,” said Melanie Ramos-
Llana of Child Rights Network Philippines. “You put
more children into Houses of Hope which are not
equipped, lack personnel and programs, you will have
problems. Jails or detention centres are not places for
children,” she added. Youth advocate Louise Suamen
warns mixing youngsters who have committed minor
infringements with older criminals could create a
“school of crime”. “If you are a child subjected to this
environment, you can learn violence or abusive behav-
ior. If they want to change something... treat detention

as the last resort,” explained Suamen of Bahay Tuluyan
Foundation. 

‘Hellholes of subhuman conditions’ 
A bill to give authorities the power to prosecute

younger children stalled in the session of the legislature
that wrapped up last month. But it is a key plank of
President Rodrigo Duterte’s tough-on-crime stance,
which includes restoring the death penalty and his inter-
nationally condemned drug crackdown that has killed
thousands since 2016. After sweeping May’s midterm
polls, Duterte allies dominate congress and have vowed to
advance his agenda when the session opens on Monday.
But critics insist conditions in many of the facilities are
identical to or worse than the jails adults are sent to.

“Children are detained in these so-called House of
Hope like animals in cages,” said Father Shay Cullen,
president of PREDA Foundation which helps boys like
Jerry. “These are really hellholes of subhuman condi-
tions,” he added. Five children previously held in the sys-
tem, including Jerry, told AFP they suffered abuse in
youth centres. 

All the boys are identified using a pseudonym because
they are minors or were when held. Justin, who was 17
when he was brought to a youth centre in the capital in
2017, said other boys beat him on the pretext he had
broken house rules. “They would punch us in the chest,
stomach and sometimes the chin. It was so painful. I
learned to be callous there because of what they did to
me and I wanted revenge,” he said.  

There are 55 government-run Houses of Hope nation-
wide, but this is well short of the 114 the Philippines has
estimated it needs to properly house troubled juveniles.
According to official data only eight comply with social
welfare rules. These guidelines include having one social
worker for every 25 children, providing one bed per resi-
dent along with nutritious meals, clothing, toiletries and
rehabilitation programs. “Some of the Houses of Hope we
saw were worse than prisons. They have no programs,”
Tricia Oco, executive director of the government’s
Juvenile Justice and Welfare Council, told a senate
inquiry in January.

‘We are like flowers’ 
Tristan, 15, was relieved when he was transferred to a

House of Hope in Manila after being held in an adult jail on a
drug trafficking charge he said police fabricated. “I thought
it would be a lovely home. But it was also a prison, a prison
for children,” he told AFP. The facilities where Jerry, Justin
and Tristan stayed denied AFP’s requests for a visit. The
Department of Social Welfare and Development said it did
not monitor peer abuse in centres, but institutions that failed
to meet standards should be “held responsible”.  

The Philippines raised the age of criminal responsibility
from 9 to 15 in 2006, a move hailed as a step toward
humane treatment. However Duterte has repeatedly
attacked the change as hampering police efforts to crack
down on underage couriers for drug syndicates. The gaps
in the system stem from insufficient funding, weak con-
gressional oversight and authorities’ preference for deten-
tion over community-based programs, advocates say. “In
reality detention becomes the first resort,” said Rowena
Legaspi, executive director of the Children’s Legal Rights
and Development Center.

The current law tasks provinces and cities with build-
ing and operating the centres but the national govern-
ment monitors compliance. Many Houses of Hope strug-
gle with inadequate resources, said Jay Mark Chico, cen-
tre head in northern Bulacan province. His facility was
built to accommodate 60 children but now houses 144 -
squashed into rooms behind metal bars where some must
sleep on the floor.

Chico told AFP the province had a daily food budget of
33 pesos (0.65 US cents) per child but was pushing to
increase this while building a bigger centre to address
overcrowding. Still, there are some that say their time in
the centres helped them. “I am so grateful because I never
imagined I could still pursue my studies,” said 21-year-old
Nathan Andres, who was detained as a juvenile for rape
but has been allowed to serve out his sentence in the
Bulacan youth facility. However Andres, who wants to
become a teacher, says targeting 12-year-olds is not the
answer. He mused: “We are like the flowers we craft from
old papers. People think we are garbage, useless. But actu-
ally we still have value.” — AFP 

A year on,
deadly Greek
wildfire haunts
survivors 

Twelve months on, you can still see
it in the faces of the survivors:
The deadly wildfires that killed

102 people in the Greek coastal town of
Mati has left its mark on local people.
They have not forgotten the panic as
the fire, fed by strong winds, swept
through their community, catching peo-
ple in their homes and vehicles and
leaving only charred remains. The July
23 disaster, at the coastal resort some
40 km from Athens, made headlines
around the world. “We think a lot of
that day,” said Maria, a local resident.
“Before and after the 23rd.”

She and other local people attended
one of the local churches on Sunday for
a memorial service to mark the
approaching anniversary. Joining them
were many of the people who regularly
took their holidays in the town. Many
dressed in black, they lit candles and
threw white roses into the sea. A year
earlier, several people fled into the sea
with just the clothes on their backs to
escape the inferno.

“We grew up here, we spent the sum-
mers of our childhood here,” said Emmie,
who hid her tears behind her sunglasses.

“We associated this place with joy and
with holidays and now it’s come to mean
pain,” she added. Also at the service was
Civi l  Protection Minister Michalis
Chryssochoidis, who said he would work
hard to ensure such a tragedy would not
happen again. “A certain number of
problems have not been resolved, from
urbanism plans to questions of health,”
he acknowledged, promising to tackle
these issues. The vegetation in and
around Mati still has not grown back -
nearly 120,000 trees were destroyed in
the fire - and the burnt-out houses still
have not been rebuilt.

Criminal prosecutions 
The owners of the houses destroyed in

the fire have so far received up to Ä6,000
($6,700) in government compensation
but the permits to rebuild have been
slower in coming. Caritas Hellas, the
Greek charity, gave Ä1,500 to 110 of the
most vulnerable households. Medecins du
Monde (Doctors of the World) has
arranged free consultations with psychol-
ogists for the 1,679 affected by the fires.

But between 70 and 80 people are
still lodged in an army centre, deprived of
their home - and anger is growing among
the locals who accuse the previous
Tsipras government of having misman-
aged the crisis. At the time, the govern-
ment stressed the difficulty of organizing
the evacuation on the day of the fire with
winds blowing at nearly 120 km an hour.

But in the aftermath of the disaster,
the police and fire services gave conflict-
ing accounts of what had gone wrong.
The minister responsible for the police

resigned within weeks, following accusa-
tions that police had not secured the area
quickly enough nor alerted the fire serv-
ice to the scale of the fire. Then in March,
Athens prosecutors filed criminal charges
including manslaughter against 16 people
for their negligence over the fire.

Those facing prosecution include sen-
ior officials in the fire service, the port
police and in civil protection. The officials
include the governor of the Attica region
and the mayors of two towns,
Marathonas and Rafina, hit by the fire.
And a 65-year-old man is accused of

having started a fire on the neighboring
Mount Penteli which the winds blew
down towards Mati. But the trial has not
started, leaving those hit by the disaster
in suspense.

Residents of Mati wrote to the new
conservative Prime Minister Kyriakos
Mitsotakis after he was elected earlier
this month, alerting him to the “serious
problems” they were experiencing a year
on. “We are going to need your help and
that of your government to overcome
obstacles and rapidly find a normal life
again,” they wrote. — AFP 

(Clockwise from top left) In this photo taken on May 21, 2019, a minor being held at a juvenile detention centre peers from one of the quarters in Malolos town, Bulacan province,
north of Manila; A minor being held at the juvenile detention centre collects his laundry; minors being held at the centre gather for roll call; a minor being held at the detention cen-
tre has his hair cut by a mate.  — AFP photos

Worse than prison: Abuses in Philippine youth homes 

This picture shows a burnt house in the Greek seaside town of Mati on Sunday,
during a memorial ceremony in memory of the victims of the July 2018 wildfire
that killed 102 people. — AFP 


