May 25th, 2002

Hi Gavin

Hi again. I will probably write more this week as I have more entries in my diary. It has not been a good few weeks for Chinese airline companies, has it? First, the two mainland airliners that went down recently. And then, yesterday, the China Airlines ‘747’ that went into the sea on its flight from Taipei to Hong Kong. There were 225 on board. The ‘plane was 23 years old and was close to being sold to Thai Airways as a cargo ‘plane. China Airlines was once regarded as the most dangerous airline in the world (the times when we were flying with them!!!) but it improved itself in the last few years. Its last accident was when another 747 crash landed and flipped over (?) at Hong Kong in 1999. 

Talking about airliners, there were more incidents in HK. First, firecrackers were found in a toilet of a United Airlines flight from Chicago to Hong Kong. They suspect that somebody was just dumping them to prevent being caught in HK. But it still raises the question as to why they weren’t discovered in Chicago? Then, last Sunday, a Japan Airlines DC-10 nearly ploughed into a cloud-shrouded Tai Mo Shan, missing it by just 70 metres!! Aircraft landing from the North normally lock onto an instrument landing system beam when over the Sai Kung/Ma On Shan area. This guides them in a straight line over and past all the hills. Well, because of a thunderstorm in that area, the JL pilot asked for permission to link up with the beam much closer to the airport. This meant he flew from the direction of HK Island straight towards the mountain. But he turned much later than be should have to get onto the beam and so nearly ended up on the mountain instead. An air traffic controller following the ‘plane on radar was screaming for the pilot to climb. But again there is a question – what happened to the on-board radar that sends out a ‘Climb’ signal when it detects that a ‘plane is too close to a mountain?

Last Sunday was the annual bun festival on Cheung Chau Island. Many years ago, they used to have 2 towers made of buns. On a signal, people would climb the towers to try to be first to get the bun at the top. It was supposed to bring good luck. But for many it brought only injury and occasionally death. So the practice was eventually banned. Today, the highlight is the traditionally procession in which children are hoisted above other people on hidden poles. Also last Sunday, at midnight, East Timor become the world’s latest nation, having gained independence from Indonesia. The UN Secretary General was there, as was Bill Clinton. The country is extremely poor though it does have oil fields that will help it a lot. It may turn out to be another Brunei. I wonder.

Last Monday was a public holiday for Buddha’s birthday. That makes no difference to me as I still have to work. Also, on a holiday, there are more people in the swimming pool, which makes it more difficult to swim laps. On other days, I am sometimes the only person swimming, though others may be there to sunbathe. 

In Hong Kong, the unemployment is up again; now it is over 7% of the total workforce. There has also been public friction between the ICAC and the Police. It started with the media reports about the arrest by the ICAC of the senior policemen that I mentioned last week. It seems that the Police didn’t like the way this was handled so the Police Commissioner said so publicly. The ICAC commissioner, in turn, made some terse public reply. Eventually the Chief Executive stepped into the row to cool things down. At some function following this, the commissioners of the two departments were on the stage together. Although they shook hands, the situation was rather frosty. The pork saga is still in the news. Open markets in Yuen Long have been selling pork as low as $13 a catty (compared with about $19 in the 2 big supermarkets which is low). Apparently this is below the cost of legally imported beef so questions have been raised as to the origins and quality of this pork. The chicken farms are also in the news again. Tougher regulations are to be brought in for the raising of chickens on local farms in order to prevent the spread on bird ‘flu. Some of the farms that do not worry too much about hygiene will probably go out of business. Also, wet markets will be cleaned twice a month instead of once as at present, to also try to control the spread of the ‘flu. 

The long awaited pay cut for civil servants has been announced. It will range from about 1.5% to about 4.5% with the people at the top receiving the larger cuts. The rates are lower that originally announced. 

Read in Newsweek that the last the original ANZACs who landed in Gallipoli in 1915 has died. He was an Australian, aged 102. When I was a boy, I used to be part of the ANZAC day ceremonies in Gisborne, marching with a Boys’ Brigade contingent. There were also contingents from each of the past wars including World War I and even from the Boer War (between Britain and the Boers of South Africa, 1889-1902)! 

On Friday, I went to the Chinese University campus to visit the dentist and the doctor. This was the first visit for about 6 months. The dentist saw the teeth I broke when I was in New Zealand. He said that it was not too serious. Smoothed out the teeth and made a mould so that a crown can be made to fit over the broken area. Quite expensive at about $900! This will be the third crown in my teeth. I should lay off eating food that is too hard, such as carrots in case any more teeth break. Then I went to a clinic doctor to pick up some more asthma medicine. Got the low-dose inhalers for children as I have not been having any real breathing problems for some time now. Asked him about the injuries to my legs and back but he was of no help! Following those visits, I had lunch at the Chung Chi Staff Club with a former colleague from the Faculty of Education. 

That’s about if for now. Not too difficult to fill the 2 pages this week.  

Thinking of you. Cheers.
Dad
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