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WASHINGTON: President Donald Trump said Fri-
day he would strip several of Hong Kong’s special
privileges with the United States and bar some Chi-
nese students from US universities in anger over Bei-
jing’s bid to exert control in the financial hub. In a
day of concerted action, the United States and
Britain also raised alarm at the UN Security Council
over a controversial new security law for Hong Kong,
infuriating Beijing which said the issue had no place
at the world body.

In a White House appearance that Trump had
teased for a day, the US president attacked China over
its treatment of the former
British colony, saying it was
“diminishing the city’s long-
standing and proud status.”
“This is a tragedy for the
people of Hong Kong, the
people of China and indeed
the people of the world,”
Trump said. Trump also said
he was terminating the US
relationship with the World
Health Organization, which
he has accused of pro-
China bias in its management of the coronavirus crisis.
But Trump was light on specifics and notably avoided
personal criticism of President Xi Jinping, with whom
he has boasted of having a friendship even as the two
powers feud over an increasing range of issues.

“I am directing my administration to begin the
process of eliminating policy that gives Hong Kong dif-
ferent and special treatment,” Trump said. “This will af-
fect the full range of agreements, from our extradition
treaty to our export controls on dual-use technologies
and more, with few exceptions,” he said. Secretary of

State Mike Pompeo on Wednesday informed Congress
that the Trump administration would no longer con-
sider Hong Kong to be separate under US law, but it
was up to Trump to spell out the consequences. China
this week pressed ahead on a law that would ban sub-
version and other perceived offenses against its rule in
Hong Kong, which was rocked by months of massive
pro-democracy protests last year.

US restricts students 
In a move that could have long-reaching conse-

quences, Trump issued an order to ban graduate stu-
dents from US universities
who are connected to
China’s military. “For years,
the government of China
has conducted illicit espi-
onage to steal our industrial
secrets, of which there are
many,” Trump said. Hawkish
Republicans have been
clamoring to kick out Chi-
nese students enrolled in
sensitive fields. The FBI in
February said it was inves-

tigating 1,000 cases of Chinese economic espionage
and technological theft.

But any move to deter students is unwelcome for
US universities, which rely increasingly on tuition from
foreigners and have already been hit hard by the
COVID-19 shutdown. China has been the top source
of foreign students to the United States for the past
decade with nearly 370,000 Chinese at US universi-
ties, although Trump’s order will not directly affect un-
dergraduates. Critics say Trump has been eager to fan
outrage about China to deflect attention from his own

handling of the pandemic that has killed more than
100,000 people in the United States, the highest
death toll of any country. Chuck Schumer, the top De-
mocrat in the Senate, called Trump’s announcement
“just pathetic.”

Eliot Engel, a Democrat who heads the House For-
eign Affairs Committee, noted that Trump treaded
lightly on Hong Kong during last year’s protests as he
sought a trade deal with Xi. “Now, the president wants

to shift the blame for his failures onto China, so he’s
doing the right thing for the wrong reason,” Engel
said. Trump’s order could also trigger retaliation.
China in March expelled US journalists after the
Trump administration tightened visa rules for staff at
Chinese state media. “Sanctions are not always uni-
lateral and our country (China) has said that we will
roll out countermeasures,” Hong Kong’s security chief
John Lee said Saturday. — AFP

Love at first sight:
COVID accelerates
courtship, wedding
ALEXANDRIA: “You can take off your
mask and kiss the bride,” the priest said, as a
septuagenarian US couple who spent the
pandemic lockdown together after a single
date married on Thursday. “In normal circum-
stances, we would still be dating,” said Linda
Delk, 72, her hand clutching that of her hus-
band Ardell Hoveskeland, 78. But the novel
coronavirus forced them to shift into high gear
while their relationship was still in its infancy.
The couple, both of whom were still grieving
the loss of a spouse in 2019, met for the first
time in late February at the Peace Lutheran
Church in Alexandria, near Washington.

“We met on pancake Tuesday (Shrove
Tuesday) at the church,” said Delk. “He
greeted me, I liked him, we helped clean up
together afterward.” The next week, at an-
other church event, “we were at the same
table, we had a chance to talk some more,”
said Hoveskeland, a former urban transporta-
tion engineer. They agreed to meet for lunch.
“We got out to a lunch one time. It’s the single
date we have had,” said Hoveskeland. Two
days later local authorities called for residents
to stay at home to help stop the spread of the
deadly COVID-19 virus.

Given their age, the two lovebirds never
imagined that they would be breaking the
rules. “Both of us realized - ‘I need a partner’”
said Hoveskeland. Without thinking twice, she
moved in with him. “It seems the most natural
thing in the world,” said Delk, a former pro-
gram evaluator at Gallaudet University. It was

a risky move, but “none of us wanted to be
alone,” said Hoveskeland. “On a lot of levels we
felt we connected,” he said.

‘Most foolish thing’ 
While at church during a religious service

the couple was seized by the same rush of
emotion. “I said: did you just asked me to
marry you?” said Hoveskeland, without really
remembering who took the first step. “We im-
mediately went to a jewelry store to order
rings - we got them on the last day before the
shop closed completely,” he said. On Thurs-
day, clad in their Sunday best, the couple ex-
changed rings with friends and relatives
observing the ceremony online via Zoom. A
friend in Australia even rose in the middle of

the night to be virtually present for the event.
“In the best Christian tradition ... you are

doing the most foolish thing,” joked Sarah
Scherschligt, the priest who married the cou-
ple, wiping a tear away that rolled over her
face mask. “In September I buried Ardell’s
wife,” Pastor Scherschligt later told AFP, as a
way of explaining her sudden burst of emo-
tion. Back in February Scherschligt advised
Ardell to talk to Linda. “All pastors play
match-maker, we want our people to be
happy,” she said. But she did not imagine that
they would join in matrimony so
quickly. “They get to know each other faster
but narrower,” she said, noting that, for exam-
ple, Linda never met Ardell’s daughter. “They
still have a lot to discover,” she said. — AFP

HONG KONG: Pedestrians cross a road in Hong Kong. The United States and Britain have defied China’s anger
by raising Hong Kong’s autonomy at the UN Security Council as President Donald Trump prepared new meas-
ures against Beijing. — AFP
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Mediterranean
sorrow as virus
upends rituals
MARSEILLE: To greet friends and ac-
quaintances by kissing, hugging and shak-
ing hands is considered part of the essence
of Mediterranean identity. But the coron-
avirus pandemic has put an abrupt end to
such rituals with no indication of when it will
be safe to resume them. Fear of spreading
the virus has upended traditions as close
physical contact suddenly became danger-
ous, even life-threatening. Fisherman Daniel
Reggio used to hail friends and colleagues
with the traditional “bise” or cheek-kissing
when he bumped into them in the southern
French port city of Marseille. 

Since the spread of COVID-19, he has
resorted to elbow-bumping. “We can’t say
we don’t miss it, but going without isn’t
going to end friendship or complicity,” said
Reggio, as he sold sea bream in Marseille’s
historic Old Port area.  Pensioner Yvon
Tapias organises walking tours in Marseille.
He now greets people with the “Wuhan
shake”, a foot greeting that harks back to
the Chinese city where the novel coron-
avirus first appeared. “We touch each other
with our soles,” he said, pointing to the in-
side of his foot. “People from the south need
contact,” Tapias said. In Tunisia, actor Mo-
hamed Werdeni said the physical greetings
were part of regional traditions. “We like to

kiss each other two, three, four times, de-
pending on the region. It’s very weird to say
hello like this now.”

‘Gut-wrenching’ 
Even men normally greet each other with

the “bise” in Marseille.  “It’s where I first
kissed executives. I had never had the idea
of kissing a banker before!” said the direc-
tor of Marseille’s acclaimed Museum of
Civilizations of Europe and the Mediter-
ranean, Jean-Francois Chougnet, who ar-
rived from Paris a few years ago. Further
west along the Mediterranean coast, people
from Montpellier are even greater fans of

the bise. Each greeting leads to three en-
thusiastic cheek kisses.  “We really miss it.
It’s gut-wrenching every time we have to
stop ourselves,” student Melodie Ricaud
said, adding that she now hesitates between
a distant hand gesture and the Indian
greeting “namaste” where both hands are
brought together in front of the chest. Fa-
tima Boulamaat, from Montpellier’s work-
ing-class area “Petit Bard”, no longer greets
her friends with physical contact. “I do the
sign that my Moroccan grandmother did,
with the right hand on the heart and an in-
tense gaze so that they feel my affection,”
she said. — AFP

BEIRUT: People gather by the Mediterranean sea of the Lebanese capital Beirut amid coro-
navirus restrictions in the country. —AFP

KIEV: A woman wearing a protective face mask and gloves as she rests near a flowerbed ‘I
love’ in the center of Kiev, as Ukraine eases anti-virus restrictions imposed to curb the spread
of the COVID-19 outbreak. — AFP

Trump strips Hong Kong privileges, 
curbs students in volley on China

Beijing’s bid to exert control in Hong Kong stokes anger 

Ethiopian forces 
‘execute dozens’ 
ADDIS ABABA: Ethiopian soldiers and
police officers allegedly carried out
dozens of extrajudicial executions last
year in a crackdown on a rebel group
active in the country’s restive Oromia
region, Amnesty International said in a
report Friday. The alleged killings - 39
in total - are part of a pattern of abuses
that also include torture and mass arbi-
trary arrests, with detainees subjected
to “political rehabilitation training” pro-
moting Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed’s
government, the report said.  The
abuses highlight how Ethiopian security
forces continue “to crush dissent and
political opposition” under Abiy, winner
of last year’s Nobel Peace Prize,
Amnesty researcher Fisseha Tekle told
AFP.  They risk aggravating political
tensions ahead of general elections that
were scheduled for August but have
been delayed because of the coron-
avirus pandemic, Fisseha said. 

“What is really happening is beyond
a normal law enforcement mandate,” he
said. “They are going after people who
are perceived to be supporters of the
opposition as well as the families of mil-
itants.” A relative of one slain man de-
scribed hearing the gunshot that likely
killed him but told Amnesty “I couldn’t
go and check since there was a cur-
few”.  “The next morning, we found his
body near the military camp,” the rela-
tive said. “His body had clear marks of
physical abuse, as his hands and leg

were broken.”  The crackdown in Oro-
mia is ostensibly targeting the Oromo
Liberation Army (OLA), blamed for a
spate of assassinations, bombings, bank
robberies and kidnappings in Oromia. 

The OLA, believed to number in the
low thousands, broke off from the
Oromo Liberation Front (OLF), an op-
position party that spent years in exile
but was allowed to return to Ethiopia
after Abiy took office in 2018.  The
Amnesty report largely concerns
abuses committed in the East and West
Guji zones, in southern Oromia. In Feb-
ruary AFP reported on how the cam-
paign against the OLA was playing out
in an area of western Ethiopia known as
Wollega, also in Oromia.  Residents
there told of extrajudicial killings and
mass arrests unfolding amid a months-
long internet blackout that was only
lifted after Ethiopia recorded its first
case of COVID-19 in mid-March.

Amnesty’s report also claims security
forces’ “complicity” in intercommunal
violence in the northern Amhara region,
either through active involvement or a
failure to intervene to protect vulnerable
communities there.  When contacted by
AFP, Abiy’s office referred questions to
Ethiopia’s Ministry of Peace, which did
not immediately respond to a request
for comment. Amnesty notes in its re-
port that various ministries and govern-
ment bodies did not respond to multiple
requests for comment on its findings in
Oromia. An official in Amhara rejected
Amnesty’s findings and claimed that se-
curity forces’ responses in that region
limited the number of casualties, the re-
port said. — AFP

Bathhouses
awash with
post-lockdown 
customers
YOKOHAMA: Masazumi Kato sighed
deeply as he lowered himself into a tub
at a public bathhouse in a Tokyo sub-
urb, enjoying a return to a Japanese
tradition largely off-limits during the
city’s coronavirus lockdown. With the
lifting of a nationwide state of emer-
gency over the virus, Japan’s onsen -
large bathhouses where patrons bathe
naked in a series of warm pools and
tubs - are gradually reopening.

And fans like 52-year-old Kato have
few qualms about returning. “I believe
they are taking anti-virus measures,
like chlorine,” he told AFP as he soaked
in an outdoor tub, with other naked
men submerged in pools nearby. “I
trust them and I like to use this place,”
said Kato, a frequent patron of the Yu-
mominosato facility in Yokohama, out-
side Tokyo. The five-storey bathhouse
is typical of the hugely popular onsen
that dot the country. It hosts a range of
indoor and outdoor pools, usually with
spring water and sometimes equipped
with jets to massage pressure points or
mineral-rich water said to offer health
benefits.

The facility is also home to a restau-
rant, massage rooms, a comic book li-
brary and various relaxation rooms. For
many Japanese an onsen trip is a day-
long experience, with bathing punctu-
ated by naps, massages and lunch. But
most large onsen shut their doors when
the government declared a state of
emergency in April, initially in Tokyo
and a few other regions but the clo-
sures eventually expanded nationwide.
The government designated smaller
bathhouses called sento - which in the
past often catered to people with no
bath at home - as essential businesses,
allowing them to remain open. They
were asked to increase ventilation in
closed areas, maintain distance be-
tween customers and wipe down areas
that people touch, including lockers
and door knobs.

But Yumominosato was closed for
around two months, and is now hoping
it can convince customers it is safe to
return. Kato said he was not worried
about the virus, despite the enclosed
indoor spaces and impossibility of
wearing a mask while in hot tubs. “We
already know how it transmits from a
person to person and from objects to
people. So you don’t go out and touch
everything in your sight,” he said. “I
think individually I am taking the nec-
essary measures.” Japanese infection
experts have not specifically discour-
aged the use of public baths, though
they have stressed that patrons should
observe good hygiene practices and
social distancing. — AFP 


