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Google mulls
licensing deals
with news media
SAN FRANCISCO: Google is in discussions on deals to
pay media organizations for content, a move aimed at
blunting criticism that it unfairly profits from copyrighted
news, according to people familiar with the talks.
Negotiations between the internet giant and news outlets
were said to be in the early stages, with most of the pub-
lishers located in France and other parts of Europe. 

Paying for news would diverge from the Alphabet-
owned internet titan’s practice of freely mining the internet
for material it displays in search results. A licensing deal
would likely be welcomed by news organizations that con-
tend Google derives profits from ads alongside their news
articles, including “snippets” in search results.

Contacted by AFP Friday, Google indicated it is seeking
new ways to help publishers. “We want to help people find
quality journalism - it’s important to informed democracy
and helps support a sustainable news industry,” Google
vice president of news Richard Gingras said in a statement.
“We care deeply about this and are talking with partners
and looking at more ways to expand our ongoing work
with publishers, building on programs like our Google
News Initiative.” The Wall Street Journal reported earlier
Friday Google was considering deals for a “premium” news
product. The California tech giant has remained steadfast
about not paying for news article links displayed in search
results and is not changing that position, people familiar
with the matter said. It has argued that it drives traffic to
news websites and thereby helps those publishers get ad
revenues. Google’s News Initiative works with publishers
to encourage readership and paid subscriptions to their
offerings. —AFP

BEIJING: A nearly empty street is seen in Beijing yesterday. The death toll from the new coronavirus outbreak jumped past 1,500 in China as France reported the first fatality outside Asia, fuelling global concerns about the epidemic. —AFP

BEIJING: It was supposed to be a whirl-
wind tour of China for Jiang Lanyi’s
boyfriend: classical gardens in Suzhou,
modern art in Shanghai, ice-skating in
central Beijing. Instead, the 24-year-old
and her Ukrainian partner have spent more
than two weeks holed up in her parents’
house in northeast Liaoning province to
avoid the new coronavirus.

Couples around China settled for a qui-
et Valentine’s Day this year, with COVID-
19 intruding as an unwelcome third-wheel
in romantic celebrations. The new disease
has infected nearly 64,000 people and
killed more than 1,350 in China, triggering
transport restrictions, restaurant shut-
downs, and the closure of major tourist
sites. Businesses around the country from
florists to concert halls closed shop and
axed events, leaving couples with no
choice but to spend the night in.

For Jiang and her boyfriend, that meant
a lot of mahjong. “We play two to three
hours every day,” said Jiang, who met her

partner, a tech entrepreneur, while study-
ing in London. “Having started learning
from zero, he’s now very skilled,” she
added. In Beijing, Valentine’s Day specials
aimed at couples - from a “My Heart Will
Go On” concert to a 1,688 yuan ($240)
lobster dinner for two - were cancelled.

Valentine’s Day this year “won’t be that
different from daily life under quarantine,”
said Tyra Li, who lives in Beijing with her
boyfriend of nearly three years. Since
Lunar New Year, aside from a trip to see
family, the couple has only left the house to
buy groceries - they don’t even order food
delivery for fear of infection, she said.
“There definitely won’t be any flowers,” the
33-year-old said. “I don’t dare to receive
them and he doesn’t dare to buy them.”

Business of love
The risk of infection, which has left

most lovers house-bound, has battered
Valentine’s Day sales for businesses hop-
ing to cash in on love. Flower shop Xian

Hua Ge in Beijing told AFP that sales
plunged by up to 70 percent from last
year - partly because many have not
returned to the city to work. Lu Ting, chief
China economist at Nomura, said in a
Tuesday report that the “return rate” of
workers for China’s four Tier-1 cities was
only 19.4 percent as of February 9, far
below 66.7 percent a year ago. 

A worker at Romanti Fresh Flowers said
sales had dropped up to 50 percent in part
because customers were fearful of virus
transmission via delivery staff , while
another shop told AFP they had “no
stock”. China’s wedding industry has also
taken a hit, with the Chinese government
urging couples to delay their nuptials ear-
lier this month.

Zhu He, 25, who downsized her wedding
due to virus fears last month, said she and
her fiance had originally planned to pick up
their marriage license on Valentine’s Day.
That’s been delayed due to the epidemic,
said Zhu, who lives in southern Guangzhou

city. “We had planned to go together (with
my parents),” she told AFP. “Now, they
won’t come even though we all live in
Guangzhou.” “They both can’t drive and I
don’t really trust public transport,” said
Zhu, worried about the risk of infection.

Together in spirit 
The new coronavirus has also compli-

cated romantic trysts, with many cities
across China closing off neighborhoods to
outside visitors in a bid to contain the out-
break. Miao Jing, a university student in
northern Tianjin city, said her girlfriend
had to sneak into her hotel through the car
park for a three-hour rendezvous earlier
this month.

The trip was supposed to last three
days, explained the 23-year-old, who took
a five-hour train to northern Zhangjiakou
city to see her partner. But on the second
day, the district where Miao was staying
reported a confirmed case of the virus.
“She was really worried,” Miao told AFP.

“In the end, I only saw her on the first day.”
For Shaw Wan, 28, who works on short

documentaries in Beijing, the epidemic has
separated her and her boyfriend - who is
in Taiwan - indefinitely. “I don’t really want
him to return either - what if he gets
infected on the way back?” she told AFP.
But there is some si lver l ining to the
COVID-19 outbreak. Li in Beijing said
staying cooped up at home had meant
more time with her boyfriend - in the past,
their busy schedules meant they only saw
each other after 10pm on weekdays.

And for Miao and her girlfriend, who
are in a long-distance relationship, volun-
teering in epidemic rel ief  work has
brought them closer together. The two
students help residents and communities
in Wuhan, the epicenter of the outbreak,
with remote tasks like calling to arrange
car transport. “There is a feeling of work-
ing together,” she said. “Even if we cannot
be together physically, in some sense we
are.”  —AFP

A quiet Valentine’s Day in China

Love boat: Valentine 
on quarantine cruise
TOKYO: “Cupid’s avocado” for dinner, heart-shaped mes-
sages for the crew, but also painful separation: for those
trapped on board the quarantined Diamond Princess
cruise ship, Friday is no ordinary Valentine’s Day. Wearing
a red dress and a red hair tie, the ship’s entertainment
manager Natalie posted a Valentine’s Day video on Twitter
to try to keep spirits up.

“I just wanted to check in with everybody and say that
we are all hanging in there, doing fine and keeping togeth-
er as a big family,” she said, admitting with a smile: “This
hasn’t been my regular attire for the last week or so.”
Passenger Matt Smith, 57, was marking Valentine’s Day on
board with his wife of 21 years, Katherine Codekas, also
57 - and admitted this was not their first-choice location
for the special day.

“After 21 years of marriage, we don’t make a big deal of
it, but I usually get Katherine a card at least,” he said from
the ship. “I think she was a little disappointed with our set-
ting,” he added. “Facebook reminded me this morning that
three years ago we were in Las Vegas. Way to rub it in!”
Passengers on board were being offered a “Valentine’s
Day” breakfast, Smith said. “We were reminded what day
it was by the delivery of what the crew member said was a
‘special’ breakfast,” he said.

“Not sure why hard-boiled eggs, sausage, and sauteed
mushrooms are special.” The dinner menu, on the other
hand, promises several special treats in honor of the day.
“Cupid’s Avocado and Shrimp salad” to start, followed by
“Shrimp Valentine Japanese style with rice and vegeta-
bles.” The main course is the French classic Coq au Vin
with mashed potato and vegetables, and a “Valentine’s Day
surprise dessert of the day” is promised.

“Coq au Vin, yes please,” tweeted Yardley Wong, who
has been posting her efforts to keep her young son enter-
tained on the quarantined vessel. “A special meal for
Valentine’s Day, a reserved bottle of red,” she added, with
her usual hashtag #hanginthereDiamondPrincess and a

picture of a bottle of wine. She also posted a drawing by
her six-year-old son for Valentine’s Day, with the caption
“Stay strong, we are with you Diamond Princess.”

‘Love never fades’ 
American passenger Jackie joked that she had big plans

for Valentine’s Day on the cruise, which has proved far
from the gala holiday everyone planned. “We’re going to
have a formal night on Valentine’s Day in our cabin. Take
some pics, have some laughs,” she tweeted. Another pas-
senger cut out paper hearts and left them on her door for
the crew to read, with messages including: “Thank you for
all your hard work” and “Thank you for taking care of us.” 

More than 200 people on board the ship have been
diagnosed with the newly named COVID-19 and taken to
local hospitals. Those remaining on board will be in quar-
antine until at least February 19. While passengers are bat-
tling isolation, fear and boredom, some members of the
crew have voiced concerns about their conditions, includ-

ing eating together and sleeping two to a cabin.
But the coronavirus has also ripped some couples apart

for Valentine’s Day, including at least one on their honey-
moon. Kent Frasure was forced to say goodbye to his part-
ner Rebecca, who has contracted the virus and is now in
isolation in hospital. “We said ‘goodbye, see each other
later’ and gave each other a hug. We didn’t have a good-
bye kiss because we didn’t really know what was going
on,” Kent told CNBC. “Then I watched her walk down the
hallway, turn the corner and then she was gone.”

On Friday evening, passengers tweeted photos of addi-
tional Valentine’s Day treats: chocolates, face masks, even
single red roses. “This Valentine’s Day, we have many well
wishes, messages of love and support coming to all of us on
board from around the world,” the captain said in a public
broadcast. “It’s a heartwarming show of support.” “Now, I’d
like to share this short poem with you: love bears all things,
believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. Love
never fades. I wish you all a happy Valentine’s Day.” —AFP

YOKOHAMA: A bus with a driver wearing protective gear departs from the dockside next to the Diamond Princess cruise ship,
which has around 3,600 people quarantined onboard due to fears of the new COVID-19 coronavirus.  —AFP


