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Hongkongers caught up in Japan’s day of terror

It took a while before the true extent
of vesterday's horror kicked in for the

traditionally tranquil Japanese peo- -

ple, said Hong Kong student Ricky
Wong, who experienced the huge
earthquake first hand.

“Suddenly everything in my
apartment jumped up and down. |
knew it was a big earthquake and |
immediately wentdown to the street.
Many people did the same,” said
Wong, who has been studying in To-
kvo for two vears.

He said Japanese people reacted
in a calm and organised manner. The
rrue horror only sank in later.

“Maybe they are used to earth-
quakes,” said Wong, who said there
were also three powerful aftershocks.
“But when they saw on TV how the
tsunami [swept throughl, many
broke down in tears.”

Wong is one of tens of thousands
of Hong Kong people in Japan.

Japan, particularly Tokyo, has
long been a favoured travel and study
destination for Hong Kong people.

It was hard to put a figure on ex-
actlyhow many Hong Kongresidents
were in areas around Sendai- the city
worst hit by the tsunami and quake.
Undersecretary for Security Lai
Tung-kwok said there were 477 Hong
Kong people in 22 tour groups in the

[The] telephone
network in Tokyo
has collapsed. I
tried to make calls
many times but all
failed ... there are
people everywhere
in the street

Zhang Hong, who contacted the
Post from Japan yesterday

region. The tour agencies of all 22
groups confirmed they were safe.
Another 800 Hongkongers
bought individual tour packages
from various travel companies, Lai
said. The number of travellers in Ja-
pan on their own remains unclear.
Japan is the most popular holiday
destination for Hong Kong people.
According to the Japan National
Tourist Organisation, 508,700 Hong
Kong people visited Japan in 2010.
Chief Executive Donald Tsang
Yam-kuen offered his condolences to
the Japanese people, Lai said. The
government has issued a red travel

alert for Japan - meaning people are
advised not to travel there unless it is

essential. It has also set up a hotline
and had received 263 calls for assis-
tance and 594 inquiries last night.
Two immigration officials flew to
Tokyo to help any stranded Hong
Kong people.

Lai asked the public not to panic if
they temporarily lost contact with
relatives and friends as telecom-
munication systems in Japan were
paralysed.

Travel Industry Council executive
director Joseph Tung Yao-chung
asked people booked on tours to Ja-
pan to contact their travel agent.

“There are 37 tour groups, with
about 800 people. who plan to go
there later this week. Most of these

US breathes a sigh of
relief after tsunami
sweeps through
Hawaii but inflicts
little damage

The United States appears to be out of
major danger from the tsunami caused
by the earthquake.

“The tsunami wave has gone
through Hawaii and there does not
seem to be any enormous impact,
which is extremely encouraging,” White
House chief of staff Bill Daley said ata
meeting of the President’s Export
Council.

There was still some risk to the US
West Coast, “but | think the enormous
fears that that were there hours ago,
for some of us hours ago, has
diminished greatly, which is quite a
relief for all of us™, Daley said.

Residents in parts of northern
California evacuated their homes after

. tours are now cancelled,” Tung said.

He said Sendai was not a tourist desti-
nation and only “a few Hong Kong
people” went there.

Such was the power of the tsuna-
mi that the sea level around Hong
Kong rose by 50 centimetres, within
normal daily tidal variations, when
the crest of the tsunami reached the
city at around 9pm, according to the
Observatory.

Through all the chaos and panic,
many people stranded in Tokyo tried
to reach out through the internet.
Some contacted the South China
Morning Post to ask for help.

“[The] telephone network in To-
kyo has collapsed. [ tried to make

a state emergency agency spokesman
said the tsunami could reach two
metres when it hits parts of the
northern California coast.

Authorities in Oregon advised
coastal residents to evacuate and
schools were to close along the coast.

Canada issued tsunami advisories
for parts of British Columbia. The
government said it believed a low-level
tsunami had been generated that could
affect buildings on the coast or create
strong currents in harbours and
isolated coastal areas. Local
governments were advised to
immediately evacuate marinas,
beaches and other areas below the
normal high tide mark.

Philippine civil defence officials
lifted a tsunami alert after small waves
hit the country’s Pacific seaboard.

Bartolome Bautista, deputy director
of the Philippine Institute of
Volcanology and Seismology, later said
the tsunami alert was over, after the
east coast was hit with waves not
exceeding one metre. The government
said there were no immediate reports

calls many times but all failed. All the
trams have stopped and there are
people everywhere in the street,”
Zhang Hong wrote from Japan.

“There are many aftershocks. But
Tokyo is better off than Sendai. Many
people are missing there and houses
are flooded,” he said.

Hong Kong Airlines flight HX618
to Tokyo, was forced to tum back to
Hong Kong after departure, The Air-
port Authority said that of the 25
flights between Hong Kong and To-
kyo, at least three were delayed, while
others had to land elsewhere in Ja-
pan. Cathay Pacific said all flights to
Tokyo would be suspended until this
afternoon.

of damage or casualties.

On Easter Island, a Chilean territory
in the South Pacific, authorities planned

to move residents to higher ground.
Chilean President Sebastian Pinera
- whose country was hitby a
devastating 8.8-magnitude quake and
ensuing tsunami that killed more than
500 people a year ago - called on

Chileans to remain alert but to continue

with their daily routines.
Peruvian officials said they were

waiting until late afternoon to decide if
they would order evacuations from low-
lying coastal areas such as the port city
of Callao.

Any tsunami waves were forecast to
first hit Peru in the northern city of
Tumbes, near the border with Ecuador,
at around 5.30pm local time, and arrive
in Lima two hours later. Any
evacuations would be ordered about
two hours before the arrival of the
waves, officials said.
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Lawmaker says tourists are encouraged to go ahead with plans rather than lose cash

Travel alert system comes under fire

......................................................

Ng Yuk-hang, Ada Lee
and Adrian Wan

The government’s travel alert system
has been criticised for encouraging
people to risk personal safety to con-
tinue with their travel plans.

The travel warning-for Fuku-
shima, where engineers are fighting
to averta partial nuclearmeltdown, is
black, meaning all travel should be
avoided. However, the alert is red for
the rest of Japan. This means people
are advised to avoid unnecessary
travel, But those who opt out of tours

will only get their money back under
a black alert. There is a risk of a sec-
ond explosion at the quake-damaged
nuclear power station in Fukushima.

Tourism sector lawmaker Paul
Tse Wai-chun said some people
could be putting financial concerns
ahead of personal safety.

“It's very important that travellers
aren’t forced to reluctantly put their
lives at risk just because they can’t get
their money back,” he said. It would
be helpful if the system allowed for
more refunds, he said.

At least one tour, organised by

Package Tour, went ahead yesterday,

taking 23 Hong Kong tourists to Oki-
nawa. The tour guide would not dis-
close how many customers had
opted out, saying only that “some
tourists have had queries”.

Tsesaid he would urgently movea
motion in the Legislative Council to
revise the alert system, proposing a
scheme whereby tour operators and
customers would share losses from
cancelled tours.

France has advised its citizens to
leave Tokyo while the US has told
Americans not to travel to Japan.

About 10 tour groups were still in
Tokyo yesterday, but were gradually
coming back. “All tour groups have
left Sendai and its surrounding
areas,” said Travel Industry Council
executive director Joseph Tung Yao-
chung, adding four to five tour
groups retumed from Tokyo to Hong
Kong yesterday.

But Tung yesterday defended the
compensation system. “Japan is
huge. Tours going to different places
in the country can’t all be cancelled
because one area is in danger,” he
said. “Hotels, flights have all been ar-

ranged in advance by tour operators.
We must also consider them.”

All tours from Hong Kong to To-
kyo were temporarily suspended,
Jessica Yuen Hoi-ying, of Package
Tour, said tours to Tokyo and Osaka
had been suspended until tomorrow
because of potential hazards, where-
as tours to Fukushima would be halt-
ed until the end of the month.

Hong Thai Travel Services deputy
general manager Daniel Chan Kin-
pang said the company would deter-
mine today whether it would sus-
pend tours to places such asOkinawa

and Hokkaido, which have not been
seriously affected. But he said all
tours to the eastem céast of Honshu
had been suspended until April 17.

The Hong Kong Immigration De-
partment said it had received more
than 3,600 inquiries and about 700
callsfor help by 5pmyesterday. Ofthe
calls for help, 376 said they had lost
contact with relatives in Japan, 193
were trying to return to Hong Kong
from Japan, and 146 wanted official
updates on the situation.

Some travellers who made it back
to the city yesterday complained of

chaos and unnecessary bureaucracy
from Hong Kong officers.

A Hong Kong couple, who have
lived for a few years in Tokyo and
have anine-year-old son, tookaaflight
from the city’s Haneda Airport yes-
terday afternoon, fearing radiation.

They were greeted by Hong Kong
officers dispatched to Japan, whom
they described as unhelpful and
bureaucratic.

The wife said: “It feels like they are
just going through the motions. It’s
all very bureaucratic - they’re not
actually there to help people.”
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Fresh food imports
under greater scrutiny

The Hong Kong government is stepping
up monitoring of food imported from
Japan, especially dairy products, fruit
and vegetables, after the nuclear scare.

But Secretary for Food and Health -
Dr York Chow Yat-ngok said the
Japanese government would not allow
contaminated products to be sold and
the city would not be greatly affected.
“Hong Kong does not depend on food
from Japan, soitis notreally a
concern,” he said.

Japanese restaurant owners,
however, are bracing for losses of up to
20 per cent because of disruptions to
the supply chain caused by the
devastating earthquake and tsunami.

Timothy Lau Shing-fai, who
operates the Kanizen crab restaurant
and Katte Shabushabu, said at least one
batch of crabs had already been
affected. It was originally bound for
Hong Kong from Tokyo on Saturday but
the flight was cancelled, he said.

“In the short term, | don’t think we'll
get any more crabs from the Honshu
region - we'll ask customers to switch
to Hokkaido crabs instead,” he said.

Lau, who also imported Wagyu beef
from Sendai, said he was still in contact
with the supplier. However, he said he
still had stock for one to two months.

Yiu Yat-chun of the Saikou Japanese
Restaurant said its shelifish imports
were most affected as Sendai and its
neighbouring areas are known for its
oysters, scallops and conches. He said
he had been told by two suppliers that
seafood would be in short supply.

“Business will definitely be affected,

but it is hard to say by how much at this
early stage,” he said.

In Jusco, Sogo and City'super
supermarkets yesterday, shoppers were
buying Japanese food as usual.

But one shopper, Gloria Poon, said
she would stop buying Japanese fresh
produce, as she was worried about
radioactive contamination. “t like
Japanese grapes, but | think it's best to
stop buying them at the moment.”

Another shopper said she wasn't
worried. She was confident the

In the short term, I
don't think we'll get
crabs from Honshu
- we'll switch to
Hokkaido crabs

Timothy Lau, restaurateur,
Kanizen and Katte Shabushabu

governments of Japan and Hong Kong
would be able to trace and recall any
contaminated products.

A City'super spokeswoman said it
was still trying to determine the effect
of the earthquake on supply. She said
the picture would be clearer today
when it obtains shipment information.

The Centre for Food Safety said
radioactive tests on 10 samples of fresh
produce from Japan were satisfactory.

Ng Yuk-hang
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Radiation
scans greet
returning
journalists

Danny Mok in Tokyo,
Martin Wong and Simpson Chéung

Government officials in full bio-haz-
ard gear stood by on the airport run-
way last night, waiting to greet re-
turning local journalists.

Buses lined up to act as deconta-
nimation units for the 24 journalists
who were scanned for radiation on
theirarrival in HongKong on four dif-
ferent flights last night after covering
the earthquake, tsunami and Fuku-
shima nuclear power plant disaster
inJapan.

The journalists were told about
the inspections while in flight and as
soonas their planes landed they were
met by health officials wearing
spacesuit-like protective clothing,
and told to board the buses. Other
passengers were not required to do
so and were told to wait on the flight.
Reporters had their hands, legs and
bodies scanned and were asked if
they had been to any places where
they might have been exposed to ra-
diation. The whole process lasted for
about 20 minutes.

They later rejoined the other pas-
sengers on another bus and were
driven to the airport terminals,

A government spokesman said
the tests were conducted at the re-
quest of media organisations and no-
one was found to be contaminated.

Some passengers on one flight
carrying 12 local journalists ex-
pressed concern over why reporters -
uncertain if they were contaminated
—were allowed to board the plane.

Aflightattendant said she only re-
ceived a message from ground staff
that the flight was carrying the jour-
nalists when the plane was in mid-
air. "If we had known beforehand it
would have been better to do the
checking before allowing them to
board the plane,” she said. “It would
be easier to remedy [in case someone
is really contaminated].”

Secretary for Food and Health Dr
York Chow said anyone who was
concerned about any radiation dan-
ger should visit their local hospitals.

Meanwhile, back in Japan, 25
Hongkongers had still not been lo-
cated by late yesterday, three days
after the disaster. The Hong Kong
government said it remained opti-
mistic about finding the people, say-
ing past experience indicated that
many of them would be in contact
soon.

“The telephone network in Japan
has vet to resume normal operation
and we hope that these people will be
reached when the network services
improve,” acting director of Immi-
gration Eric Chan Kwok-ki said.

Among the 25, two were believed
to be in Sendai and six in Tokyo or its

surrounding areas, according to tele-
phone signals, Chan said. The where-
abouts of the rest were unknown.

Tokyo is the most popular travel
destination in Japan for Hong Kong
people, but now the rotational black-
outs, train suspensions and petrol re-
strictions are making it a not-so-fun
place. Tourists and Hongkongers
working orstudying there are leaving.

“I'made a decision to return,” said
Bob Lee, a Hongkonger who has
been studying Japanese politics at a
university in Tokyo for the past three
years. He was at Tokyo’s Narita Inter-
national Airport waiting to board a
plane back to Hong Kong.

“[My family] were afraid about the
explosions, so they wanted me to re-
turn,” Lee said. “I was actually not
that scared, but my family called
many times since the quake struck.”

He said he would have a medical
examination to check for radiation
when he got home.

Although admittedly afraid of nu-
clear leakage, what really drove him
crazy were the electricity outages, Lee

[ haven't slept
very well for the
past few days,
and there were
non-stop tremors

Kiki Wong, who has been studying
in Tokyo and wants to go back

said. His Tokyo home had been
blacked out for hours every day since
the quakes. Kiki Wong, who has been
studying web design in Tokyo for four
years, flew back to Hong Kong yester-
day, but vowed to return asshe had a
new job there and was set to start
work on April 1.

Her family, worried about the nu-
clear plants and the aftershocks, had
urged her to returmn home.

"I haven't slept very well for the
past few days, and there were non-
stop tremors,” she said.

Immigration director Chan said
additional manpower was being de-
ployed to help Hong Kong people in
Japan. The hotline (852) 1868 had re-
ceived4,131inquirtes and 796 calls for
assistance. Many Hong Kong travel
agencies decided to cancel package
tours to Japan until further notice.

Cathay Pacific Airwaysextended a
special one-way economy class fare
of HK$5,755 from Japan to Hong
Kong to include seven airports in six
cities — Narita and Haneda near To-
kyo, Osaka, Nagoya, Sapporo, Fuku-
oka and Okinawa. The special fare
would be available until Sunday.
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Travel warnings ‘not for refunds’

Martin Wong and Phyllis Tsang

The government’s travel warning
system is not designed for would-be
travellers to get refunds from tour
operators, the security chief said
vesterday.

Ambrose Lee Siu-kwong said in a
special Legislative Council session
the system only offered advice for
those planning to travel.

Lee was responding to criticisms,
including from some lawmakers, that
the government was encouraging
people to risk personal safety for re-
fusing to extend the black alert signal
to the whole of Japan.

Travellers who pull out of tours
wilt only get their money back under
a blackalert.

1 understand some people are
unhappy because they are refused a
refund as the black travel waming is
not issued,” Lee said.

“Spme may want to blame us for
it, especially those who had applied
for leave and paid their fares. But the
black travel warning is only a refer-

ence for those travelling and not a
mechanism for refund.”

Inview of the crisisat the Japanese
nuclear plants, the government has
issued a black alert - the highest
warning-on travel to Miyagi, Ibaraki,
Iwate and Fukushima. This means all
travel to these places should be
avoided.

A red warning ~ for non-essential
travel -isin force for the rest of Japan.

Tourism lawmaker Paul Tse Wai-
chun asked why the government
failed to issue the highest ravel wam-
ing on Japan. He said many people

The black travel
warning is only
a reference and
not a mechanism

for refund

Secretary for Security Ambrose Lee,
defending the travel warning system

who had bought package tours were
forced to go because they could not
getarefund. .

Lee said the warning system was
to alert travellers of the risks of the
places they were visiting. A red warn-
ing already meant people should
avoid non-essential travel. “If you are
only going for a visit, is it an essential
trip?” he asked. He added that there
were no indicators that the radiation
leak had badly affected Tokyo and
other parts of Japan.

James To Kun-sun questioned the
government's rationale over the
grading of its travel wamning.

Citing the Philippines as an exam-
ple forwhich the black travel warning
is still in force, To asked why the gov-
ernment only issued the red travel
warning to Tokyo and Japan as a
whole despite the many unclear
factors.

“Many people died in the [Manila
bus hostage] incident, which has cast
a shadow in the minds of many Hong
Kong people,” Lee said.

He added that the government

was discussing with the Philippines
on how to enhance protection to
travellers.

Undersecretary for Security Lai
Tung-kwok said there were still 22
Hong Kong people in Japan who had
not been reached. “Most of them are
in the surrounding area of Tokyo and
only two are in areas near Sendai. ac-
cording to their mobile-phone sig-
nals,” he said.

Lai said a radiation scan counter
had been set up at the airport restrict-
ed area yesterday. Travellers from Ja-
pan could be checked there.

“Itisa voluntaryexercise,” he said.

He said this was because there
was no sign that people staying 20
kilometres away from the troubled
Japanese nuclear plant would be
contaminated.

Meanwhile, the government ves-
terday issued a black warning against
travels to Bahrain, citing widespread
demonstrations and “outbreaks of
violence”. The king of Bahrain de-
clared a three-month state of emerg-
ency on Tuesday.

HK ramps up radiation response

Colleen Lee and Serinah Ho

The Standard

Hong Kong has beefed up its
emergency response as fears
grow of a nuclear meltdown
in Japan. Over the next few
days, authorities will give a
daily briefing on the latest
situation in Japan.

The Hong Kong Obser-
vatory yesterday started re~
feasing realume radiation
readings on its website onan

hourly basis instead of daily.

Also, counters have been
set up at Chek Lap Kok air-
port for passengers from Japan to have vol-
untary scans for radiation.

Undersecretary for Security Lai Tung-
kwok said radiation monitoring has been
stepped upas *‘travelers may have concerns,”
but assured that it is unlikely those returning
will have suffered radiation exposure.

Tourists usually visit Tokyo and few travel
to other neighboring prefectures.

““The further one is away from the radi-
ation source, the less harmful it will be. So
we believe those returning from Tokyo and
its neighboring areas were not exposed to
higher-than-normal radiation levels,”” he said.

The 64 travelers who received checks at
the airport until 4.30pni were clear.

The highest-level black outbound travel
alert, warning people to avoid all travel 1o
Fukushima, Miyagi, Ibaraki and Iwate
prefectures, as well as a red alert for Tokyo
and other areas remain in force.

Some lawmakers questioned officials at
a Legislative Council meeting why the black
alert was not extended to the whole of Japan.

Democratic Party legisiator James To

mmmmmwmmwu
Tung-kwok explain measures for the disaster. LIUNGANHUNG

Kun-sun said: ‘The government should use
common sense and issue a black alert as it is
a public safety issue.”

Lai insisted that a red alert, which advises
people to avoid non-essential travel, is ad-
equate at this stage for Tokyo and other areas.

Meanwhile, 22 Hongkongers in Japan
have not been accounted for since Friday's
disaster. Up to 3pm yesterday, the Immi-
gration Department had received 5,297 in-
quiries and 1,110 calls for help.

Cathay Pacific last night put on two more
flights from Tokyo due to rising demand,
adding more than 730 seats to the 2,700 avail-
able on seven daily flights.

Passengers holding tickets issued on or be-
fore March 11 with departures to and from
Tokyo, Osaka, Fukuocka, Nagoya, Sapporo
and Okinawa, for travel between March 11
and June 30 will be eligible for a refund.

Dragonair said those with tickets to and

from Fukuoka and Okinawa for travel be-
tween March 11 and June 30 can get refunds.
colleen.lee@singtaonewscorp.com
serinah.ho@singtaonewscorp.com
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