May 18th, 2003
Hi Gavin

Again, HAPPY BIRTHDAY!!  As I said in my e-mail, I did not forget, but was waiting for you to telephone me as Leonie said you were going to, so that I could actually say it to you. 
The problem of SARS in Hong Kong seems to be lessening. There are still deaths and new cases, but not as many as in the past. And fewer people seem to be wearing masks. Most primary schools began again last Monday. But also last week, a young lady doctor at the Tuen Mun Hospital died of the disease. She had been working with the nurse who died of the disease the week before. But SARS is still serious in China and the WHO has said that it doubts whether the statistics being provided are really accurate. The Chinese government has brought in some draconian measure to try to control the outbreak. One involves the death penalty for anyone who deliberately spreads the disease.  

SARS looks like it is being contained and may not spread around the world. But it could. I watched a TV documentary the other night about the 1918-1919 Influenza pandemic that probably started at one large Army base on the Western Front (Somme region) about 1916 and spread as people from there gradually moved around the world. One factor that may have begun the disease was the chlorine gas that hung over large areas and would have weakened soldiers lungs. Also, the Army base had duck and pig farms to provide food, and it is known that the flu virus is present in birds. It could have jumped to humans directly or via pigs and then spread easily because of the very crowded and poor hygienic conditions. It is estimated that up to 100 000 000 (yes! 100 million) around the world could have died. For example, in the UK in 1919 the death rate was about 7000 per WEEK!
The two semi-final matches for the Super 12 competition were held on Friday and Saturday. On Friday night, I watched on TV a 'delayed' live broadcast of the first Super 12 semi-final in Christchurch between the Canterbury Crusaders and the Wellington Hurricanes. The Crusaders won quite easily by 39 to 16 (I think). And yesterday afternoon I saw most of the second semi-final live on TV between the Auckland Blues and the Brumbies from Canberra. I did not expect it to be on TV but switched it on just in case and there it was. I switched on with about 10 minutes of the first half left when the Blues were up 22 – 0. But, in the second half the Brumbies fought back and got three converted tries though the Blues eventually won by 42 – 21. So the final will be next Saturday afternoon (again live) between the Blues and the Crusaders. 

With the recent terrorist attacks in Saudi Arabia and Morocco, there are warnings of possible attacks in this region such as in Thailand, Indonesia and even Brunei! Australia and New Zealand have advised people not to travel to the region. Also, Air NZ has reduced the frequency of flights to many places, including HK. And for Cathay Pacific, passenger numbers are down by about 40%. 

In Hong Kong, there was a proposal in the Legislative Council for the Chief Executive to step down. It had no hope of being passed as the majority of members are pro-government. The next day, in the council chamber, the CE replied to the criticism and he was not particularly happy. The chief gripe many have about him is that he tries to ‘micro-manage’ HK with everything having to go through him rather than delegating final decisions to others. This slows down decision-making as one person cannot deal with everything. The government will soon be starting to issue new ‘smart’ ID cards which contain a ‘chip’ with a lot of personal information. They will begin with the 35 – 50 age group as this is the group that does the most travelling. The new card will speed up airport processing. I am not sure how but I think it contains a scan of a person’s iris which will allow for identification – the card is plugged into a machine and the person looks into a camera which scans the iris and compares it with the information on the card. 

It is exciting to hear about plans for your future, especially the Army WO helicopter pilot programme. But I have a few questions and a few points for you to think about:

· Is the WO pilot training a full-time program or a reserve officer training course (ROTC)? You have said on many occasions that you have had enough of the military, and have been critical of the lower standards of the Army compared with the Marines. Even though you are flying helicopters, will you be getting more of the military attitudes? Also, if full-time, for how many years would you be contracted for?  And do you mind having to fight in another war?

· In an earlier e-mail, you mentioned about the reserves and being able to attend school full time (which as a combat you can get free and you said was too good to throw away something like that). Are you still considering full-time study? This is a good option as it would provide you will many future possibilities. 

· It might be possible to combine both – join the reserves to do your WO / flying training and attend school full-time.

· You also mentioned that you are enjoying the teaching / leading you are doing at the moment. Is there anything here that you might be able to do? This is an area that you definitely have strength in. 

Please accept these questions / comments and think about them as I want you to do something you are happy with as well as thinking about the future. Think about them before you sign up. Remember that once you sign, you are obliged to see your term of service through as with the Marines when you signed up. 

Cheers,  

Dad
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