
BEIJING: China hit out at the “dark history “ of
the US intelligence community yesterday, after
President Joe Biden ordered a probe into the
COVID-19 origins which threatens to set the
course for relations between world’s top
economies. Washington is reviewing its diplomatic
position with China on issues spanning trade,
technological supremacy and rights, while it steps
up efforts to hook Western democracies into a
united diplomatic front against perceived Chinese
aggression.

The countries’ trade envoys have held “candid”
phone talks on the progress of a deal plotted as a
pathway out of a trade war sparked by former
President Donald Trump, which saw tariffs lumped
on tens of billions of dollars of the rivals’ goods.
But on Wednesday, President Biden reopened a
barely healed sore between the countries by or-
dering US intelligence agencies to report to him
within 90 days on whether the COVID-19 virus
first emerged in China from an animal source or
from a laboratory accident. The lab-leak theory,
initially trotted out by Trump then dismissed as
“highly unlikely” by a delayed World Health Or-
ganization mission to China, has resurfaced in re-
cent days, driven by Washington.

China is intensely sensitive to allegations it
could have done more to stop the spread of a pan-
demic that has gone on to kill well over 3.4 million
people and has eviscerated economies since

emerging in the central Chinese city of Wuhan in
late 2019. Beijing rejects the theory the virus may
have emerged from a virology lab in Wuhan and
has instead accused the US of peddling “conspir-
acies” and politicizing the pandemic. 

The Biden administration’s “motive and pur-
poses are clear”, Zhao Lijian a ministry of foreign
affairs spokesman said yesterday, rejecting the
need for a new investigation into the pandemic.
“The dark history of the US intelligence commu-
nity has long been known to the world,” he added,
referring to the US’ unfounded allegations of
weapons of mass destruction which led to its in-
vasion of Iraq.

Reviving the lab leak theory “is disrespectful
to science... and also a disruption to the global
fight against the pandemic”, Zhao said. But the
idea of virus release from a Wuhan lab is gaining
increasing traction in the United States. Citing a
US intelligence report, The Wall Street Journal
reported Sunday that a trio from the Wuhan In-
stitute of Virology were hospitalized with a sea-
sonal illness in November 2019, a month before
Beijing disclosed the existence of a mysterious
pneumonia outbreak.

The natural origin hypothesis-backed as the
most likely by the WHO expert team who visited
China-holds that the virus emerged in bats then
passed to humans, likely via an intermediary
species. This theory was widely accepted at the

start of the pandemic, but as time has worn on,
scientists have not found a virus in either bats or
another animal that matches the genetic signature
of SARS-CoV-2.

China is at pains to move on from the pan-
demic origin quest, driven by Western nations in-

cluding Australia and the UK. Instead it is focused
on its economic rebound since squashing the
pandemic inside its borders. The commerce min-
istry yesterday welcomed trade talks with Wash-
ington which are part of a deal to end the bruising
trade war. — AFP
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Hong Kong 
police ban
Tiananmen vigil
HONG KONG: Hong Kong police yester-
day banned next month’s vigil marking
Beijing’s deadly Tiananmen Square crack-
down, the second year in a row that au-
thorities have refused permission.

The Hong Kong Alliance, which has or-
ganized the annual vigil for more than
three decades, said police cited the ongo-
ing coronavirus pandemic in their refusal.

“We will continue to fight for the right
to mourn June 4 lawfully,” the alliance said,
adding it planned to appeal. Security min-
ister John Lee confirmed the ban, saying
“anyone who participates in it (the vigil)
will violate the law”, and warned a sweep-
ing new national security law that Beijing
imposed on Hong Kong last year could be
used against those who defy the ban.

“The national security law clearly states
that if anyone organizes, plans or carries
out any illegal means to damage or over-
throw the fundamental system under the
Chinese constitution, it would constitute
subverting state power,” he told reporters.

Hong Kong has regularly marked the an-
niversary of Beijing’s deadly June 4, 1989
repression of protests in Tiananmen
Square with huge candlelight vigils.

Crowds have grown in recent years as
many residents chafe under Beijing’s in-
creasingly authoritarian rule. 

Last year’s event was banned for the
first time, with police citing the coron-
avirus pandemic and security fears follow-
ing huge and often violent democracy
protests that had convulsed Hong Kong

the year before. Tens of thousands defied
that ban and massed peacefully at the
vigil’s traditional site in Victoria Park.

Since then prosecutors have brought
“unlawful assembly” charges against more
than two dozen prominent democracy ac-
tivists who showed up at the vigil, some of
whom have already been jailed. They in-
clude Joshua Wong, Lester Shum, Tiffany
Yuen and Janelle Leung-all young activists
who were handed jail terms last month for
attending the vigil.  — AFP

A resident receives the Anhui Zhifei Longcom COVID-19 vaccine in Linquan county, Fuyang city, in China’s eastern
Anhui province. — AFP

Philippine mayor 
hopes cow raffle will
boost COVID jabs
MANILA: The mayor of a rural town in the Philippines has
come up with a bovine solution for COVID-19 vaccine hes-
itancy in his farming community-a cow raffle. 

Starting in July, anyone who gets a shot in San Luis in
the northern province of Pampanga will go into a monthly
draw for a cow worth about 30,000 pesos ($624), Mayor
Jayson Sagum told AFP.    The raffle will be held for a year,
which Sagum hopes will be long enough to get most adults
in the town of 60,000 people vaccinated. “For us to attain
our goal, we have to think of a strategy. And we know Fil-
ipinos like a game of chance,” said Sagum, who hopes to
find donors willing to provide or pay for the beasts.

Only three percent of San Luis residents have received
a jab, mainly due to the lack of supply, he said, and surveys
show about half of town’s elderly are worried about getting
the vaccine due to reports of adverse side-effects. Officials
had considered using giveaways of cash, food packs or even
jewelry to motivate people to get the jab.  In the end, a
bovine prize was seen as more appropriate in a community
where most people are involved in rice, duck and tilapia fish
farming. “Cattle are the perfect fit for us,” he said, adding
the raffles will be livestreamed on the town’s social media
pages. “They want something with excitement.” — AFP

HONG KONG: Democratic Party chairperson Lo Kin-hei (right) speaks to the media regarding the local leg-
islation on the city’s election overhaul, outside the Legislative Council in Hong Kong yesterday. —AFP


