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United in adversity
Margaret Chan says the mode and speed of the deadly spread
of Sars 10 years ago did catch us out, but we should remember
it today for how the world rose to the challenge to contain it

T

en years ago, on March 12, I sent
an urgent e-mail to the World
Health Organisation. I was in
charge of Hong Kong’s Department of Health at that time. We
were screening more than 50 hospital staff
for symptoms in a mysterious outbreak of
flu-like illness. I was alarmed for two reasons. First, these were health care workers,
the lifeblood of health systems everywhere, and some were extremely ill with
pneumonia. Second, the cause could not
be identified. The mysterious nature of the
outbreak bothered me deeply, as I
believed that Hong Kong’s laboratories
and scientists were among the best in the
world. That view was subsequently confirmed internationally as events unfolded
in what became a nightmare experience
for me, Hong Kong, and the world.
That same day, the WHO used the
internet to alert the world to Hong Kong’s
outbreak and a similar outbreak at a
hospital in Hanoi, where 25 staff were
acutely ill with pneumonia or severe
respiratory illness, and five were in critical
condition. Media coverage of the WHO

Those four months
were heartbreakingly
hard. But they
were also a time
of triumph
alert was intense, and that set the alarm
bells ringing in hospitals the world over.
Vigilance – and anxiety – were high.
More bad news came the following
day, when authorities in Singapore reported atypical pneumonia in three young
women who had recently returned from a
stay in Hong Kong.
By March 15, it was clear that the first
new disease of the 21st century was
spreading explosively along the routes of
international air travel. At 2am, the head of
the WHO outbreak alert and response
team received an urgent call from Singapore. A doctor who had treated the first
cases there was attending a medical conference in New York. He, too, had fallen ill
with similar symptoms and was flying
home. WHO traced the airline and flight
details. At a stopover in Frankfurt, the doctor and his two travelling companions
were identified and immediately placed
under medical care. They would become
Germany’s first cases. On the same day,
Canada reported its first cases of atypical
pneumonia.
The WHO issued a stronger alert. It
named the new diseases after its symptoms: severe acute respiratory syndrome.

The WHO defined characteristic symptoms and asked all travellers to be alert to
what it called “a worldwide health threat”.
As details about the earliest cases began
to emerge, Hong Kong was again in the
spotlight. All of the earliest outbreaks, outside mainland China, could be linked to a
single location: the ninth floor of Hong
Kong’s Metropole Hotel. They could further be linked to a single event: a one
night’s stay, on February 21, by a physician
who had treated pneumonia patients at a
hospital in Guangzhou. He was admitted
to hospital the following day and died soon
after. In a classic piece of detective work,
Hong Kong’s Department of Health
epidemiologists linked that brief stay to 13
infections that seeded the outbreaks in
Hanoi, Singapore, Toronto and Hong
Kong, starting chains of transmission that
would eventually affect thousands.
In the four months following the March
alerts, Sars closed schools, businesses and
some borders. Air travel to Hong Kong and
other severely affected areas seemed to
halt overnight. Tourism dried up. Consumers stayed at home. Economic losses
mounted into the millions and millions of
dollars. By the time the outbreak was declared over, on July 5, nearly 8,500 people
had been infected and nearly 800 had died.
Those four months were heartbreakingly hard. But they were also a time of triumph. Rarely has the world shown such
solidarity. Scientists from multiple countries put aside their academic rivalries and
collaborated around the clock sharing all
they knew, all their special tricks of the
trade. Hong Kong scientists were instrumental in identifying the causative agent –
an entirely new coronavirus – and devising
the first diagnostic tests. Top scientific
journals set aside their rules about content
access and expedited publication dates to
ensure that new knowledge about the
disease was immediately available to all.
Clinicians spent long hours in teleconferences, sharing knowledge about symptoms and treatments, trying to unravel the
mysteries of the new disease.
I remember Hong Kong’s empty streets
and the masked faces of the few who
ventured out. I remember the funerals of
health care staff who died following their
dedicated care of patients. But I also
remember the clean-up campaigns, the
volunteer groups and the civic initiatives of
support. I remember collaboration from
all parts of society, like the police who contributed an electronic tool, developed to
track criminals, that greatly facilitated the
tracing of patients’ contacts to find those
with symptoms and give them care.
I remember the sudden explosion of
cases in the Amoy Gardens housing estate
in early April and how that event prompted an unprecedented isolation order to
prevent further spread. I remember, too,
the almost instant expert speculation from
abroad that the explosion of cases at the

City of hate
Kelly Yang says whatever
the daily frustration of
living with more visitors
from the mainland, it
demeans us to take it out on them

I

housing estate was proof that the Sars virus
was now airborne. I remember the emergency investigation, conducted by the
Department of Health and eight other government agencies, that quickly proved
that rumour false, calmed down the panic,
and helped the people of Hong Kong cope.
Though that event has been investigated
by multiple other research groups, no one
has ever challenged the conclusions
reached by the Hong Kong teams.
Sars revolutionised our understanding
of the power of real-time communications. During the outbreak, the WHO
issued daily situation updates, keeping the
public and the media fully informed, as
knowledge about the disease and effective
measures for control began to emerge.
One set of statistics defines this power
well. The WHO alerts provided a clear line
of demarcation between the earliest outbreaks, in China, Hong Kong, Hanoi, Singapore and Toronto, all of which were severe, and the 26 additional countries and
territories where cases subsequently occurred. Areas with outbreaks before the
alerts began on March 12 accounted for
98 per cent of the global total number of
cases and 79 per cent of total deaths. The

other 26 sites, characterised by high levels
of vigilance and preparedness, were able
to prevent further transmission or limit it
to just a handful of cases.
Sars also shattered the notion that
countries blessed with high standards of
living and top medical care were somehow
invincible to the threat from new diseases.
Sars was largely a disease of wealthy urban
centres. The virus spread fastest and most
efficiently in well-equipped hospitals.
Sars taught the importance of meeting
an emergency with whatever tools are at
hand. Sars was a 21st-century disease in its
mode and speed of spread. But it was
eventually defeated using the 19th-century
tools of case detection, contact tracing,
isolation and infection control.
In the view of some, the humble
thermometer was the weapon that broke
the chains of transmission.
In the end, Sars was a story about human ingenuity and determination, about a
world united by a shared threat, about how
a lethal new virus could bring out the best
in human nature.
Dr Margaret Chan is director-general
of the World Health Organisation

t saddens me that we have become a city filled
with hate. Everywhere I went this past week, there
it was. I saw it in the people standing next to me in
the taxi queue. A mainland Chinese woman with a
small child strolled down the street and walked right
up to an approaching taxi. Eight people in line lunged
towards her. “Hey!” they screamed, grabbing her by
the arm, “You can’t come here and jump our queue!
This isn’t China!” They proceeded to bark insults at
her, one after another, so much so that she started
shaking and could barely utter the words, “My
husband … he’s in the queue … at the front of the
line …” We all turned to look at the husband, who
waved at us. Did anybody apologise? No.
I saw it in the words people wrote on Facebook
forums all week, complaining about the “swarms of
locusts infesting Ocean Park” or beautiful sunny days
at Disneyland ruined by the “hordes of dreadful
mainlanders”. These are not anonymous forums,
either. People are happy – proud, even – to put their
names next to such hate. And, of course, I saw it on
the faces of shoppers – countless shoppers who
looked like someone had died because they had to
share their mall with “those people”.
The hate is stomach-turning, especially as the
Lunar New Year is a time for us to celebrate and come
together as a community of Chinese people. Growing
up in the United States, I longed to see another
Chinese person whenever the Lunar New Year came
round. It didn’t matter if they were Taiwanese,
mainlanders or Hongkongers. In my mind, they were
all my fellow people.
Hate is a cheap and dirty trick. When California
was in a recession in the early 1990s, then governor
Pete Wilson pushed for the passage of legislation to
make illegal Mexican immigrants scapegoats for all
California’s problems. Proposition 187 aimed to deny
illegal immigrants health care, education and many
other public benefits. Voters passed the proposition
by a wide margin. Years later, studies showed that
illegal immigrants contributed far more to the
economy than they cost in social services.
If you went to school in California in the 1990s like
I did, you would have heard the nasty comments
children at the playground made to anyone who
looked remotely Mexican. Or the terrified looks on
the faces of Hispanic children, not because they were
illegals but because Proposition 187 encouraged us all
to distrust, disassociate and despise.
Does the influx of mainland Chinese affect our
everyday lives? Absolutely. School places are harder
to get and apartments are more expensive to buy.
Even milk powder is getting scarce. But does that
make it right to narrow our eyes, point our fingers,
and call them names whenever we see one of them
walking down Queen’s Road? For our children to
laugh at them? To automatically presume that every
mainland tourist who comes to Hong Kong is going
to jump queues, urinate in public and hoard milk? I
don’t think it does.
We may have legitimate reasons to want to keep
them out, and every right to address our concerns
through legal and legislative channels. But when we
vent our anger on perfect strangers, people whose
only “wrong” is booking a holiday here, what we’re
doing is hating.
And hate, no matter how you sugarcoat it, is toxic.
Kelly Yang is the founder of The Kelly Yang Project,
an after-school programme for children in Hong Kong.
She is a graduate of the University of California, Berkeley,
and Harvard Law School. kelly@kellyyang.com

John Tsang mustn’t kill the middle
class dream of upward social mobility

CNOOC will face serious
challenges managing Nexen

Philip Yeung calls for budget measures that help struggling families with education and rent

G. Bin Zhao says decisions must further the oil giant’s globalisation
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C

nce upon a time, Hong
Kong was more than a
city. It is an idea, beloved
by all who believe in a fair
existential struggle. Hard work
used to beget honest reward.
Now, this fabled town of
bootstrap optimism resembles a
dog-eat-dog compound.
We have become a pearshaped society, with a swollen
lower class and a shrinking
middle class, the former trapped
by impotent rage and the latter
resigned to their fate in which
the Hong Kong dream is
receding from their reach.
Next Wednesday, the
financial secretary will unveil
another budget. Few expect him
to redress the social ills. I, for
one, have never understood why
homeowners, who have grown
fat from skyrocketing property
prices and perennially low
interest rates, still enjoy two
distinct tax advantages over
renters: tax-deductible mortgage
interest payments, and rate
rebates, while millions of renters
who are at the mercy of gouging
landlords get nothing.
It is wrong to use property as
the base for tax rebates or
deductions, as there are many
owners of multiple properties. It
is ethically indefensible to
reward and encourage property
speculators in a city with an
acute housing shortage.
One measure open to the
government to cool the
speculation craze is to levy a
rates surcharge on multiple

property ownership. The idea of
a rental rebate has been shot
down by the financial secretary
for fear of fraud, that is, the use
of fake rent receipts. But what
about an accommodation
subsidy, applicable to all citizens
with taxable income? This would
eliminate indiscriminately
lavishing public money on
owners of multiple properties.
The benefit would only go to
individual taxpayers per filing,
without requiring proof of rent
receipts.

When promoting
a new proposal,
officials treat
dissenting views
as an attack
Since the handover, the
middle class has seen its base
systematically eroded by foolish
policies. We have only two
avenues for upward social
mobility: entrepreneurship and
education. The first is out
because of sky-high rent; the
second is no longer offering a
level playing field.
Without broad consultation,
the Education Bureau foisted the
Direct Subsidy Scheme on us
before the handover, and this
unfair system has persisted. This
is apparently a reward of

financial freedom and academic
autonomy for schools that are
well-run. But the big problem is
that these schools are feecharging institutions, some with
fees of up to HK$98,000 per year.
It begs the question:
whatever happened to the idea
of 12 years of free schooling? It is
unthinkable that this could
happen anywhere else – taking
good public schools and turning
them into revenue generators
without debate.
Shouldn’t good schools be
rewarded by being given extra
support and academic
autonomy, without being
moved out of the traditional
system? Where is the ethical
underpinning and educational
justification for this?
Having created this monster,
the government must either stop
the Direct Subsidy Scheme
schools from charging or give
parents an education subsidy to
cover the cost. Ironically, many
of today’s government leaders
come from dirt-poor households
and benefited from free access
to quality schools. Now they are
denying others the same
opportunities.
The government is wrestling
with subsidising pre-school
education, and is baulking
because it is cumbersome and
messy. The simple solution is to
offer either a fixed education
subsidy per school-age child,
regardless of level or grade, or
offer parents an equivalent in
educational tax deduction.

Stealthily, we have become
an unfair society. Many schools
now demand proof of expensive
extracurricular activities as part
of their admission requirements.
When promoting a new
proposal, officials are quick to
take offence and treat dissenting
views as a personal attack. That
is why we are often stuck with
the disastrous unintended
consequences of their halfbaked ideas. The Direct Subsidy
Scheme is their most ignoble
brainchild.
In this budget, the financial
secretary must veer away from
his old habit of offering the usual
goodies and target the needs of
middle-class families through
three measures: raising the
taxable income threshold;
offering these families an
accommodation subsidy; and
providing an education subsidy.
Failing this, they will slide
further down the slippery slope.
Surely John Tsang Chun-wah
wouldn’t want to be
remembered as the man who
destroyed Hong Kong’s middle
class?
Philip Yeung is a senior
communication manager at
a Hong Kong university.
philipkcyeung2@yahoo.com
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NOOC’s acquisition of
Nexen is being watched
closely, given that it is
China’s largest overseas
investment acquisition to date.
How the China National
Offshore Oil Corporation
integrates and manages Nexen
will provide a noteworthy
example for major state-owned
enterprises to follow in the
future. It will also challenge the
wisdom, talent and courage of
CNOOC’s executives.
There are many differences
between CNOOC and Nexen in
corporate hierarchy, employee
incentives, and national and
corporate cultures, but perhaps
the core difference is in the
ownership system.
First, Nexen’s organisational
structure is similar to the one at
CNOOC, so integration in the
early stages should be relatively
easy. But CNOOC needs to
optimise its hierarchical
structure to adapt to its new
global position.
The first step is to
incorporate all of Nexen directly
into CNOOC as a subsidiary with
independent management.
Next, Nexen’s projects in the
North Sea, the waters of Nigeria
and other places will be
gradually taken over by either
existing or newly established
independent subsidiaries.
Nexen, as the headquarters
for North and Central America,
will manage projects that fall
under its administration, and
assist CNOOC in upgrading and

establishing its oil sands and
shale gas divisions in Beijing to
enhance the core
competitiveness of the entire
company. In addition, Nexen
will greatly strengthen the
international management and
operations of CNOOC.
Second, CNOOC needs to
create a more flexible employee
incentive system, neither going
beyond the nature of a stateowned enterprise nor losing the
enthusiasm of its international
management team. For

Handling
differences in
national cultures
will require time
and patience
example, although Nexen is
much smaller, its core
management team was paid
much more than the team at
CNOOC; therefore, it will be
difficult to determine what
payment standard will prevail
after the merger.
In the transition phase, the
high payments for Nexen’s
management team may be
continued, within reason. In the
long run, though, to keep and
attract top international talent,
the CNOOC incentive
mechanism must also be made

globally competitive. Boldness
and courage is not only needed
from CNOOC executives, but
also from the Chinese
authorities. Furthermore, public
opinion and the attitude of the
media are also crucial.
Third, CNOOC needs to
properly integrate Chinese
culture with corporate culture to
attract international and
domestic talent. This is not only
for the future integration of
Nexen; it must also form their
long-term globalisation strategy.
The first difficulty in managing
Nexen will be the significant
differences between Chinese
and Canadian culture; CNOOC
will have to cope based on the
international experience the
company has accumulated over
the years.
Finally, in comparison to the
hierarchical structure and
incentive mechanism, it will be
far more difficult to handle
differences in national and
corporate cultures, and it will
require a great deal of time and
patience. As long as CNOOC
strictly adheres to the principle
of “seeking common ground
while respecting differences”, its
international road should be
smooth.
G. Bin Zhao is an economist,
co-founder of Gateway International
Group, a global China consulting
firm, and an invited research
fellow at the research base for
industrial finance at the Chinese
Academy of Social Sciences

