December 1st, 2002
Hi Gavin

To write this letter, I looked through the files from last December to copy the layout so that I don’t have to set it all up again. Read through the letter – interesting! I was getting ready to go to NZ in another week. Also, the Marines had arrived at Kandahar in Afghanistan. The dispute between Cathay Pacific Airways and their aircrews had flared up again. It is still not over; there was a report in the paper the other day that pilots are flying why sick due to feared reprisals by the company is they report sick! Cathay Pacific seems to be a very dictatorial company – do as you are told, or else! In contrast, Air NZ crews walked off the job last week demanding greater breaks on long-haul flights. More troublesome for passengers, but at least the employees are not treated as chattels, as they seem to be with Cathay Pacific. Last year’s letter also referred to another tour bus crash in China involving HK tourists. That has not happened for some time now. 

Went for a run yesterday in the Tai Lam Chung reservoir area. It included a new section. I don’t mind new bits as they are usually a bit slower for the first time and I don’t have any previous time to compete with. But if I run the same route next year, I will be running to beat this year’s time! Drizzly again, as it has been for all 3 runs so far. But that is OK. Also, it helps to dampen the countryside and so prevent hill fires. Passed a number of blackened hillsides yesterday. The water in the pool is much cooler now, but still not shivering temperatures. (If it were the CU pool, Friday’s swim would have been the last for the season.) There was actually one other person also swimming at the same time as me. 

The big news for us, I suppose, is the crisis at Beacon Hill school. A major inspectors’ report of the school, which is carried out once every 10 years, was very critical of the school saying that the pupils were under-achieving. As a result, a local ESF primary inspector was fired. And Mr Lyden, the principal, resigned immediately! He has been there for 22 years. Many of the parents were surprised and shocked, as they were be quite happy with what the school was doing. A common comment was that if the school was as bad as claimed, how come the faults were not discovered earlier? And why were people fired immediately instead of been given time to put things right? Good questions, I think. I do not know of all the details of the issue as I have not read a newspaper. 

Last week a tanker with 20 000 tonnes of LPG (Liquefied Petroleum Gas) caught fire a few miles east of HK. The crew abandoned ship, leaving it to burn. For a while there was a fear that the fuel would explode. It would have been some bang, and so a 10-mile exclusion zone was placed around the ship. But as the ship was anchored and facing into the wind and the fire was in the engine room at the stern, the smoke and flames did not go forward to the fuel tanks. Gradually the fire died down. 

Got two $100 vouchers from the hotel for laundry. Maybe they though I needed them!! But it turns out that many people are getting them. Perhaps their laundry service is not doing too well these days either. The restaurant on the first floor has been renovated as a Chinese restaurant. Business seems to be much better than in the previous restaurant. And when I go to the supermarket on Sunday mornings, there are often people waiting to get in. But all the restaurants in the hotel on the other side have closed down now. 

The government announced this past week that is to legalise soccer gambling in HK. The Jockey Club will get a 5-years franchise to run the betting. One of the provisions is that money is spent toward the education about the harm betting can cause and help for those addicted to it. There is still a lot of opposition to the scheme with criticism that too little will be done to help pathological gamblers. Also, the Education minister (Arthur Li) announced that university salaries will no longer need to be linked to the government pay scale. That means that universities can pay higher salaries to attract good people. But it also means that some (?many) will have to take pay cuts. I am sure this will happen to people in the Faculty of Education, and would probably have affected me if I had still been there. 

There was an execution-style murder in HK the other day, the second in recent weeks. A businessman was shot at point-blank range in a teahouse in Stanley Street (I think that is in the Lan Kwai Fong area). According to the Police, it was connected to cross-border crime and the perpetrator of the crime spoke Mandarin. A HK citizen in the US was jailed last week for passport fraud. After September 11th of last year, he called the INS pretending to be his brother saying that he had died in the when the towers came down. 

The charge for Accident & Emergency services at hospitals came into effect the other day. It had an immediate effect, with about a 75%(?) drop in people seeking attention. The cost is $100 for residents but $500 (?570) for non-residents! The Hospital Authority also announced that last year, about 6500 patients ‘disappeared’ from hospitals!! Incredible how many could just walk out. Most, I suppose, just decide to go home. 

Martin Lee, the chairman of the Democratic Party, (still the largest political party in HK) retires as party chairman this weekend. He has been in Europe recently talking about the ‘Article 23’ anti-subversion legislation the government wants to implement next year. The Democratic party has often been criticised, including by Tung Chee-hwa, as being ‘anti-China.’ which is not really so. Lee asked Mr Tung if this means that all those voting for the Democratic Party are also anti-China? Since then, Mr Tung has stopped making this comment. 

Another US naval group has arrived in HK. This one includes the USS Kittyhawk. After leaving HK, it too will be heading for the Gulf. So, quietly, there a huge US military build-up in the region is taking place. 

Poor old Jonah Lomu is having health problems again. As the team was checking out of their hotel in the UK, he collapsed in agony and was rushed to hospital. Turned out that he had a ‘twisted intestine’ but seems to be recuperating OK now. 

By the time this letter reaches you, it will probably be Christmas. You will probably spend Christmas in ‘the place you are not allowed to mention.’ A bit different from Leonie, who may be having a white Christmas if they still get the low temperatures they are getting now. So, HAPPY CHRISTMAS! 


Good to get your e-mail last week. That’s about it for now. Thinking of you. 

Cheers, Dad

( 1

