
 

China should eventually 'co-exist' with
COVID: top scientist
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China should aim to co-exist with the virus and could move away from
its zero-COVID strategy "in the near future," a top Chinese scientist said
in a possible sign that the country's leadership is rethinking its strict
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approach.

The country where the coronavirus was first detected in 2019 is now one
of the last places still clinging to a zero-tolerance approach, responding
to small outbreaks with snap lockdowns and cutting off most
international travel.

But fatigue over disruptions to everyday life as well as semi-autonomous
Hong Kong's struggle to contain a mass Omicron outbreak have raised
questions about the sustainability of Beijing's approach.

China's strategy against COVID-19 cannot "remain unchanged forever"
and "it is the long-term goal of humanity to co-exist with the virus" at
tolerable death and illness rates, Zeng Guang wrote on social media
platform Weibo on Monday.

Zeng is the former chief scientist of China's Center for Disease Control
and Prevention and one of the experts behind the country's initial
COVID response.

Zeng said that while China's approach had prevented the early chaos of
widespread infection experienced by many Western countries, its low
infection rate was now a "soft spot" as far fewer people had built up
natural immunity.

He said Western countries were now showing "commendable courage" in
exploring how to live with the virus and that China should "observe and
learn" even though there was still "no need to open the country's doors at
the peak of the global pandemic".

"In the near future, at the right time, the roadmap for Chinese-style co-
existence with the virus should be presented," Zeng said.
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His comments are unusual for an official in China's government, which
has touted its low infection rates to the Chinese public as a sign of the
superiority of its approach.

Experts who previously questioned "zero COVID" have faced a
backlash, including prominent scientist Zhang Wenhong who was
attacked by online trolls and probed for plagiarism after a similar Weibo
post in July.

Zeng's post did not appear to make as much of a splash online, attracting
only a few thousand responses on a platform where trending topics
normally engage millions of users.

His comments come after authorities said in February that they would
crack down on "excessive" COVID-19 measures by local governments,
including arbitrary quarantines and business shutdowns.

The problems associated with a zero-COVID approach have been laid
bare in Hong Kong, which is in the midst of its worst outbreak yet and
has seen panic buying following mixed messaging from the government
over whether it would impose strict mainland-style measures.

Authorities plan to test all 7.4 million residents this month and isolate all
infections either at home or in a series of camps that are still being
constructed with mainland help.

But experts from the University of Hong Kong published new modelling
data on Tuesday which estimated the current number of infections at 1.7
million and suggested delaying mass testing to avoid overwhelming the
financial hub's ability to isolate and care for those infected.
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