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CORONAVIRUS CRISIS

CASES

* Figures as of 11pm

DEATHS VACCINE DOSESTOTAL NUMBER OF VACCINES 
ADMINISTERED IN HONG KONG

13,192,513 437,287,331 5,958,817 10,545,238,071

Hong Kong’s coronavirus case 
total has surpassed double that of 
the mainland, with the city under 
pressure from a runaway fifth 
wave of infections. 

Hong Kong reported 32,597 
new infections yesterday after-
noon, pushing the total number of 
cases up to 238,377, while the 
mainland’s total number of  
confirmed cases stood at 109,526.

In response to the soaring 
numbers, the local government is 
expected to impose a “large-scale 
lockdown” along with a universal 
Covid-19 testing drive later this 
month.

The contrast with the main-
land is striking given that Hong 
Kong has less than 1 per cent of 
the country’s population. 

But there is one difference in 
the way the two areas tally cases. 
Hong Kong includes asympto-
matic infections in its totals while 
the mainland counts them  
separately in the daily report,  
adding them to the official total 
when they are “confirmed”, or 
showing symptoms. 

At the same time, the main-
land reports many fewer asymp-
tomatic cases. 

Hong Kong reported 34,466 
new infections on Monday,  
setting yet another daily high in a 
wave that has been largely driven 
by the fast-spreading Omicron 
variant. 

The wave is on a bigger scale 
than the initial outbreak in 
Wuhan, and greater than in any 
other mainland city. 

The coronavirus has spread 
quickly through the densely  
populated city, with all but four of 
Monday’s cases being locally 
acquired, according to Hong Kong 
authorities. 

That compares with 200 new 
cases the mainland reported  
yesterday, of which 125 were 
imported and 75 were community 
transmissions. 

No new deaths were reported 
on the mainland, while Hong 
Kong reported 124 Covid-19-
related deaths the day before. 

Guangdong and Shanghai 
reported the most imported cases 
on the mainland, accounting for 
44 and 40 respectively. 

For the past few weeks, most of 
Guangdong’s imported cases 
have originated in Hong Kong. On 
Monday, 49 of the 53 cases 
imported into the province were 
from Hong Kong. 

To help contain the wave of 
cases, Beijing has sent some of its 
top Covid-19 specialists and 
health workers to help Hong 
Kong, including a five-member 
team that arrived in the city on 
Monday.

“We will work against the clock 
to assist and communicate with 
Hong Kong experts to ensure the 
current anti-epidemic measures 
are effective, and ensure the 
health and lives of Hong Kong 
residents,” Dr Liang Wannian, the 
highest-ranking Beijing health 
official in the team, said on 
Monday.
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As Hong Kong contemplates a mass 
lockdown to contain a runaway 
increase in coronavirus infections, 
there is at least a precedent to which 
the city can look to in keeping daily 
necessities flowing to people under 
stay-at-home orders.

At the height of the Covid-19 
pandemic in 2020, 11 million people in 
the city of Wuhan spent an 
unprecedented 76 days in lockdown, 
with public transport shut down, 
residential buildings sealed off and 
people barred from leaving home. 

In spite of the extreme measures, 
people in the city had access to 
essentials.

“I panicked at the beginning of the 
lockdown,” Liu Chaoye, a retired 
teacher in Wuhan, said. 

“Food was in short supply and 

vegetable prices surged. But one week 
later, everything seemed to be on 
track.”

Thanks to a developed e-shopping 
system, Liu found he could still place 
orders on e-commerce platforms. Daily 
necessities were brought to his door by 
volunteers, while street-level cadres 
organised routine Covid-19 tests, 
collecting temperature data and 
handling emergencies.

“I give credit to the street 
management cells, an army of 
volunteers and a well-developed 
e-shopping culture,” he said. 

“If Hong Kong has something 
similar, then lockdown measures will 
probably work.”

The Wuhan campaign was part of a 
nationwide effort. China mobilised 
more than 4.6 million grass-roots 
Communist Party cells and 4 million 
community workers to help the city 
and its neighbouring areas in Hubei 
province during the lockdown period.

At a meeting claiming victory 
against the pandemic in September 
2020, President Xi Jinping praised 
medical workers, researchers, 
deliverymen as well as street cadres 
and volunteers.

The grass roots is the lowest level of 
China’s governance system, and refers 
to residential communities in cities, 
and villages in rural areas. 

Li Tingrui, a university student in 
Wuhan, said she took on a variety of 
volunteer roles during the two months 
in spring 2020, from unloading and 
delivering goods from supermarkets, to 
calling low-income families to check if 
they had received relief supplies, 
guarding the gates of residential 
buildings and taking temperatures.

“I saw a volunteer recruiting ad on 
social media app Douyin by the 
Communist Youth League in February 
2020. I applied and passed. After that, I 
was invited to a WeChat group where 
200 volunteers chose what they would 

like to do from positions updated by 
the government daily,” Li said. 

“I know Hong Kong’s cases are 
rising rapidly. But lockdown only works 
when people are willing to do it and 
believe it’s in their best interest. If 
many people think otherwise, they will 
not work together. Then it’s hard to 
succeed.”

Liang Feng, a volunteer who 
worked independently in Wuhan, said 
coordination between the government, 
companies and volunteers was most 
important.

“I offered to buy food and groceries 

for around 100 households in my 
neighbourhood at the end of 2019. 
Without the approval from street 
cadres, I could not get out of my 
residential building,” Liang said.

The government ensured food 
supplies continued to flow to several 
local chain supermarkets, told Liang 
about the goods and assigned social 
workers to help with delivery, he said. 

“It was good teamwork. Lockdown 
works with a capable government,” 
Liang said.

The Wuhan lockdown from January 
23 to April 8, 2020 played a pivotal role 

in China’s relentless campaign to bring 
the coronavirus pandemic under 
control, with the country the only 
major world economy to report growth 
that year. 

Since then, the country’s emphasis 
on big government has only grown, 
with the authorities pooling resources 
and coordinating efforts to complete 
key undertakings.

However, the confidence in the 
capacity of government was challenged 
during winter by the dysfunction of 
Xian, the capital city of Shaanxi 
province. In one of the most harrowing 
tales, a woman who was eight months 
pregnant suffered a miscarriage after 
being made to wait for hours in the 
bitter cold on New Year’s Day because 
a hospital had demanded she produce 
a negative Covid-19 test. 

Posts shared on the country’s social 
media also showed hungry people 
swapping goods like alcohol and 
cigarettes for instant noodles and 
cabbage, as the local government 
halted operations of supermarkets and 
restaurants amid a lockdown.
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Mainland city keeps supplies flowing but the operation in Xian proves to be difficult
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As Hongkongers worry about just 
the kind of lockdown they have to 
accept in the coming weeks, 
sources said officials were still 
weighing options while experts 
warned the city was ill-equipped 
to conduct a mainland-style  
shutdown and mass testing.

Even with additional rein-
forcements, the lack of facilities 
owing to the sheer number of 
cases that would be unearthed 
would create more problems 
along with heightened infection 
risks during a lockdown in 
cramped homes.

The issue of deciding which 
segments in society could still be 
allowed to go out for work also 
had to be carefully managed, the 
experts said. The city had to strike 
a fine balance between ensuring 
essential services could still  
operate while effectively limiting 
t h e  m o v e m e n t s  o f  m o s t 
residents. 

It would be no easy feat  
defining such workers, they said, 
as there were an estimated 
800,000 employees in sectors  
covering catering, transport and 
property management.

Government sources yester-
day raised the possibility of a 
“large-scale lockdown” on top of 
a compulsory mass testing drive 
that could last for as short as nine 
days in the middle of this month 
at the earliest. 

But scant details, as Covid-19 
numbers exploded beyond 30,000 

for a second consecutive day, 
sparked panic buying across the 
city as residents wiped out super-
market shelves amid fears of food 
supply shortages. Yesterday’s 
infection tally was 32,597, with 172 
related deaths.

A lockdown would mark a 
policy U-turn after Chief Executive 
Carrie Lam Cheng Yuet-ngor 
ruled out such a move two weeks 
ago. On Monday, health minister 
Sophia Chan Siu-chee said it was 
still an option, while experts from 
the Beijing-based National Health 
Commission also gave similar 
advice.

Lockdowns on the mainland 
have been massive in scale, and 
strictly imposed. At the start of the 
pandemic in early 2020, authori-
ties in the eastern city of Wenzhou, 
with a population of 9 million, 
allowed only one resident per 
household to go out every two 
days to buy necessities, with daily 

confirmed cases at only 265. 
Highways, subway lines and pub-
lic transport were also shut down.

The most recent lockdown 
was imposed in Xian – a historic 
city with a population of 13  
million – last December when six 
rounds of compulsory tests were 
conducted in 12 days, after the 
discovery of a Covid-19 cluster 
that grew to 2,100 cases.

While residents were not  
permitted to leave their homes 
unless for testing or other 
approved reasons, thousands 
took to social  media with  
complaints about running out of 
food and late deliveries of supplies 
because of a lack of drivers and 
other workers.

Long queues at test sites were 
also a reported problem in the 
case of Xian, with online users 
claiming some people had 
queued in a park for five hours in 
the cold, only to be told to repeat 

the exercise again because of a  
“system overload”.

Citing Xian’s experience, Hong 
Kong executive councillor Ronny 
Tong Ka-wah said six neighbour-
ing provinces had offered  
personnel to ensure a sufficient 
supply of daily necessities for the 
mainland city. He warned that a 
similar scale of help was not  
feasible in Hong Kong, and that 
there could be a logistics 
bottleneck. 

Former Hospital Authority 
chief Leung Pak-yin said the 
mainland’s micromanagement in 
district administration was not 
s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  c o u l d  b e  
replicated in Hong Kong.

He added keeping people at 
home might only contribute to 
the exponential spread of the 
Omicron variant of Covid-19 
given Hong Kong’s dense living 
environment. Leung also pointed 
to insufficient quarantine facilities 
that could accommodate the 
infected. 

“For now, people in small or 
poorly ventilated homes can still 
go out for some fresh air if their 
family members are infected,” he 
said. “With all the potential risks of 
vertical and horizontal transmis-
sions, a stay-home ban would 
only steepen the infection curve.” 

There are now 7,100 isolation 
beds in public hospitals and  
quarantine facilities offered by the 
government. A total of 70,000 
temporary isolation units are 
expected to be available once all 
projects are completed. 

However, Leung expected that 
daily caseloads could even  

skyrocket to 1 million later this 
month. 

He suggested that resources 
should be spent on speeding up 
the vaccination drive in homes for 
the elderly to protect the most 
vulnerable. Patients who were 
asymptomatic or with only mild 
conditions could recover at home 
with clear self-monitoring guide-
lines, he added.

Professor Yuen Kwok-yung 
from the University of Hong Kong, 
also a government adviser on the 
pandemic, said mass testing with 
lockdowns would not be effective 
amid a lack of logistical support 
for the chronically ill, elderly and 
disabled living alone. 

“We can only hope that the 
number of cases will go down into 
the hundreds with stringent 
social-distancing measures by 
April,  [and then] hold this  
exercise,” Yuen said. “Otherwise, 
the sixth wave may come soon 
after the fifth ends.”

Lawmaker Nixie Lam Lam of 
the pro-government Democratic 
Alliance for the Betterment and 
Progress of Hong Kong, suggested 
introducing a mainland-style, 
health-code system during a  

lockdown, allowing residents to 
scan codes at testing centres with 
their phones rather than spend 
time handing over personal 
information.

In Hong Kong, a key issue  
frustrating officials is deciding 
which type of workers to define as 
those in essential services. 

A government source familiar 
with the matter said exemptions 
would be granted to personnel 
responsible for “maintaining 
essential services”, including 
frontline medical staff, the  
disciplined forces, journalists and 
staff of care homes and financial 
institutions.

Hong Kong’s civil service has a 
combined strength of 50,000  
people across the police force and 
the fire and health departments. 

G o v e r n m e n t  p a n d e m i c 
adviser Professor David Hui Shu-
cheong suggested catering  
workers should be allowed to 
operate to allow residents to order 
takeaway food. He also suggested 
security guards at residential 
properties should work with 
police to ensure people complied 
with a lockdown. 

There were an estimated 
237,000 people working in hospi-
tality and catering, and 166,800 in 
the transport industry according 
to official data at the end of 2020. 

About 400,000 people worked 
as security guards, cleaners, and 
repair workers at public and  
private properties, according to 
Johnnie Chan Chi-kau, former 
president and now spokesman for 
the Hong Kong Association of 
P r o p e r t y  M a n a g e m e n t 
Companies.
Additional reporting by  
Gary Cheung

Patients wait outside Caritas Medical Centre accident and emergency department in Lai Chi Kok. Frontline medical staff are considered in essential services and exempt under any lockdown. Photos: Xiaomei Chen, Sam Tsang
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IS HONG KONG READY FOR LOCKDOWN?
Experts warn city cannot handle mainland-style isolation as government officials weigh options

Defining who would be exempt in the transport industry is difficult.

Lenovo
螢光標示

Lenovo
螢光標示

Lenovo
螢光標示

Lenovo
螢光標示

Lenovo
螢光標示


