March 2nd, 2003

Hi Gavin

I haven’t heard from you for a while, so I guess you are away on an exercise somewhere. So, I will post this complete letter by regular mail and e-mail the highlights. Nadine sent me the same e-mail that she sent to you saying that she had been accepted for a school next year. Still 11 more relies to get! 

Heard on the news this morning that the Turkish parliament has rejected the US request to base troops in the country for an attack on Iraq from the North. That will make it more difficult if an attack can only be launched from the South, as Saddam will not need to divide his troops into two. Also, saw on TV last night that Iraq sent fighter jets into the Southern no-fly zone and even entered Saudi airspace. There is speculation that Saddam, as well as probing US air defences, might have been making a dummy run for germ warfare. The news also showed a clip of an Iraqi jet spraying simulated anthrax over the desert. 

Well, New Zealand lost the America’s Cup 5 – 0 to the Swiss challenger. A whitewash!! At this time last week the score was 3 – 0 but the remaining races were delayed because of the weather. For several days the winds were too light and then there was a gale! Finally, when race 4 got underway, the Team NZ yacht broke a mast and had to retire. So, 2 retirements in 4 races! And in the final race today, the Swiss boat lead for the whole race. The NZ defence seems to have been nothing short of a disaster. They didn’t seem to be able to get anything right. I suppose they will make a challenge for the next cup if they can raise enough money. I am not sure where the races will be held. The America’s Cup is supposed to be for ocean racing but Switzerland is landlocked and only has one large freshwater lake. 

Checked the web for the latest Rugby results. The Chile Sevens have been cancelled after the main sponsor withdrew. So, the fifth tournament in the series will be in Hong Kong at the end of March. In the Super 12s, the Canterbury Crusaders beat an Australian team 34 – 6 in Christchurch. Also, the Otago Highlanders beat a South African side 41 – 17 in Dunedin. There is also talk of a Women’s Rugby World Cup! 

In Hong Kong, the legislative council passed the bill to tax foreign maids $400 per month. This has not gone down well with the Philippine and Indonesian governments who have threatened to stop sending maids to HK. The HK government is trying to justify the tax by saying it is just bringing the salaries into line with others workers whose salaries have been reduced recently. But, the foreign maids have not only not received any increase since 1997, they actually received a 5% reduction a few years ago. The government has also introduced a bill to give permanent residency (plus SAR passport) to wealthy overseas people who will deposit HK$6.5 million into the local economy through buying shares, property or setting up a business. Some commentators have said that the amount is too high and that it is similar to the Singapore scheme but that a Singapore passport is an advantage as it is much easier to travel with than a HKSAR passport. 

The US consulate denied that they had threatened Greenpeace activists by pointing guns at them. They countered by saying that Greenpeace has shone a powerful searchlight at the boat, temporarily blinding people on it. 

I went for a run yesterday but it was a bit of a disaster! Ran from Tai Po up to Lead Mine Pass, then nearly to the top of Tai Mo Shan, down to the Kadoorie Farm (at the top of the rise before going down to Sek Kong), then over the hills to Fanling. It was the second half from Kadoorie Farm to Fanling that caused the problems; last year that stretch took me 1 hr 41 min, but yesterday I took 2 hr 22 min!, that is about 42% slower. Just found it so tough and frequently had to sit down and rest. Still, I was faster than other people I passed, and there were quite a lot. I knew this second half of the run would be tough, as the hills go up and down and are steep. So, I had wanted to do the run on a cold day. Instead, I got 25OC and very high humidity which didn’t help. For comparison, the slow walking time given on the signposts says 4 hours for this hike. 

The pool is supposed to have opened again yesterday. Will probably wait a while before starting swimming. I find it easier to continue swimming, even if the water gets cooler, rather than starting, especially if the water is still cold, though with the warm weather at the moment, I think the pool temperature will be higher than when I stopped swimming a month ago. 

Again there have been some interesting TV programmes on the Discovery Channel. There was one about this guy who was analysing farts! The participants in the study had to wear gas-proof pantaloons to collect the gas. The average number of farts per day he reckons is 11 going up to about 24. There is a lot of hydrogen, methane, carbon dioxide and nitrogen, all of which are odourless. The smelly gases contain sulphur. There was another programme which included discoveries about the effects of alcohol. Apparently it speeds up the ageing of bones quite significantly. Then there was a 20/20 item on a girl in the US who was born without arms. She is now 17 years old and has succeeded in doing many thinks that normal people do. She uses her feet and toes as we use our hands and fingers and is able to do very intricate things, such as flipping through a pile of papers page by page and even fitting her contact lenses (in less that 2 minutes!). 

Last weekend in the ‘sitting-out’ grassy area they had a hot-air balloon. Yesterday (and probably today) they had a kind of fair with lots of games for children. 

That’s about it for now. Thinking of you.

Cheers,    Dad
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