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A lot of Japanese people are still nervous about 
travelling abroad and many have not renewed 
passports that expired during the pandemic
MARII HAYASHI OF THE HONG KONG TOURISM BOARD’S TOKYO OFFICE, AS THE NUMBER OF JAPANESE 

TRAVELLERS TO HONG KONG IN THE FIRST HALF OF THIS YEAR IS STILL LOWER THAN 2018 FIGURES

The Philippines is among Asian 
nations to be covered by a US$55 
million maritime defence funding 
from the United States, but Manila 
is not expected to buy any 
significant game-changing 
security assets with its share.

Analysts say while the funding 
signals Washington’s focus on 
pulling mid-sized states into its 
orbit to counter Beijing’s growing 
regional presence, the Philippines 
is likely to use its undisclosed 
allocation on radars, drones and 
coastguard purchases.

US Secretary of State Marco 
Rubio, who co-hosted a maritime 
ministerial meeting on the side-
lines of the United Nations 
General Assembly in New York, 
last Wednesday said the funding 
was aimed at strengthening the 
maritime law enforcement  
capacity of Indo-Pacific countries 
such as the Philippines, Vietnam, 
Indonesia, Malaysia, Pacific 
Island nations and others.

While the funding may be 
smaller compared with what 
China extends to its partners, 
experts say the latest US offer for 
the Indo-Pacific underscores its 
late entry into the region.

In a report released in July by 
the Sydney-based Lowy Institute 
on China’s official development 
finance – including grants, loans, 
and other forms of assistance – 
Indonesia topped the list with 
US$20.3 billion, while Laos 
received US$9.6 billion and 
Malaysia US$9.5 billion.

Other beneficiaries included 
C a m b o d i a ,  V i e t n a m  a n d 
Thailand, with the Philippines 
receiving US$700 million.

Chris Gardiner, CEO of the 
Institute for Regional Security, 
said the US programme reflected 
a sustained investment in mari-
time security cooperation over 
many years, aimed at addressing 
both criminal activities across 
maritime borders and state-level 
challenges to territorial integrity 
and sovereignty.

“US support for the Philippines 
to strengthen its ability to secure 
its sea lanes, the undersea infra-
structure that connects it to the 
region and the world, and its 
maritime natural resources, are 
just as important as strategic 
weapon systems and defence 
exercises to comprehensive 
national security.”

Chester Cabalza, president of 
M a n i l a - b a s e d  t h i n k  t a n k 
International Development and 
Security Cooperation, said the 
funding “sets a precedent in the 
US venture to prioritise mid-size 
states in their alliance system 
amid a stiff power competition 
with China”, allowing middle 
powers to bet on a balance of 
power in the region.

Sylwia Monika Gorska, a  
political analyst and Southeast 
Asia specialist, said with the pack-
age divided among countries, 
Manila’s share was unlikely to 
afford it any major new assets.

“It’s more likely to go into 
radars, surveillance drones, coast-
guard training, or an operations 
centre. Those are useful areas. 
Manila has often struggled with 
endurance and coordination,” 
Gorska said.

Citing the 2012 Scarborough 
clash with Beijing, Gorska said 
Manila struggled to maintain 
consistent patrols – showing why 
filling those gaps was crucial. The 
challenge, however, was that most 
of such security systems were tied 
to the US.

“That means Manila gains 
better visibility but loses some 
control over how information 
flows.” Gorska said. 

“Interoperability makes oper-
ations smoother, but it also means 
the Philippines is working inside a 
US-built framework. So, in prac-
tice, the money strengthens daily 
capacity but also builds in 

dependence at the level of  
information and coordination.”

Abdul Rahman Yaacob, a 
non-resident fellow at the 
Australian National University 
and Korea Institute for Maritime 
Strategy, said the proposed US$55 
million under the Donald Trump 
administration was relatively 
modest compared with earlier 
American commitments.

The Barack Obama adminis-
tration, for instance, dedicated 
US$119 million in 2015 specifi-
cally to enhance Southeast Asian 
maritime capabilities, Rahman 
noted. Of that, US$79 million 
went to the Philippines, support-
ing the expansion of its navy, 
coastguard and air force. 

In contrast, Rahman said the 
current funding had to be 
stretched across Southeast Asia, 
South Asia and the Pacific Islands 
– a smaller cake to be carved up.

“Depending on disbursement, 
the funds are likely to cover areas 
such as training, human resource 
development, and maritime 
domain awareness through pro-
grammes like Seavision, as well as 
providing hardware such as patrol 
boats, drones or unmanned ves-
sels,” he said. “Yet, given the small 
amount to be disbursed, the 
impact on the Philippines’ mili-
tary modernisation or capabilities 
will be minimal.”

The help would be more con-
sequential for Pacific Island 
nations “which face acute 
resource and financial constraints 
in safeguarding their maritime 
interests”, he added.

Since 2017, the US has contrib-
uted more than US$1.5 billion in 
maritime security assistance to 
the Indo-Pacific.

In July last year, the US 
announced US$500 million in 
military aid for Manila to “boost 
security collaboration and help 
modernise the Philippine armed 
forces and coastguard”. Three 
months later, Washington gave 
US$8 million in funding to help 
modernise Manila’s coastguard, 
particularly for infrastructure 
e n h a n c e m e n t s ,  t r a i n i n g  
programme development and 
r e s o u r c e  a c q u i s i t i o n  a n d  
management planning.

According to Gorska, the new 
US funding is directed almost 
entirely at coastguard modernisa-
tion, patrol capacity and maritime 
domain awareness. The chal-
lenge, she said, lay in the fact that 
these two tracks moved in differ-
ent directions: high-end frigates 
required doctrine, logistics and 
training focused on naval combat, 
while coastguard upgrades 
diverted budgets and personnel 
towards constabulary policing.
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Commitment is smaller than before, and Manila 

may invest its share in radar, coastguard training 

and drones, not larger assets, analysts say

Given the small 
amount to be 
disbursed, the 
impact … will be 
minimal
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A drone and a Philippine Coast 
Guard patrol vessel off Bataan.

At least 39 people were killed and 
more than 50 injured on Saturday 
in a stampede at a rally held by 
Tamil  actor  Vi jay,  who is  
campaigning for election, the 
chief minister of Tamil Nadu said.

“So far, 39 people have died, 
including 13 men, 17 women, four 
boys and five girls – while 51  
people including 26 men and 25 
women, are receiving intensive 
treatment,” Tamil Nadu Chief 
Minister M.K. Stalin told reporters 
in Karur, the district where the 
incident occurred during a  
political rally held by Tamilaga 
Vettri Kazhagam, Vijay’s party.

Earlier, state lawmaker Senthil 
Balaji told reporters that 58 people 
were hospitalised.

Vijay, one of Tamil cinema’s 
most bankable actors for three 
decades, has drawn massive 
crowds to his public meetings 
since launching his political party 
in 2024, which has targeted both 
the state ruling party DMK and 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s 
Bharatiya Janata Party. 

He is campaigning ahead of a 
state election due in early 2026.

Videos from local media show 
thousands of people surrounding 
a large campaign vehicle on top of 

which Vijay is seen standing and 
speaking. During the rally, visuals 
showed Vijay throwing water  
bottles from the top of the vehicle 
to fainting supporters and calling 
for police help when the crowd 
became uncontrollable.

“My heart is broken; I am in 
unbearable, indescribable pain 
and sorrow,” Vijay wrote on social 
media.

“I express my deepest sympa-
thies and condolences to the 
families of my dear brothers and 
sisters who lost their lives in Karur. 
I pray for a speedy recovery for 

those who are undergoing treat-
ment in hospital.”

At least 44 doctors from the 
nearby districts of Tiruchirappalli 
and Salem were sent to Karur, 
media reports said.

When asked about the cause of 
the stampede during a press brief-
ing yesterday, Stalin said: “Tamil 
Nadu has appointed a commis-
sion headed by retired judge 
Aruna Jagadeesan to investigate 
the incident and submit a report 
to the government, after which 
further action will be taken.”

He earlier announced 1  

million rupees (HK$87,700) each 
to the families of the victims who 
died in the incident.

S t a t e  p o l i c e  c h i e f  G . 
Venkataraman said crowds had 
been waiting for hours under hot 
sun without sufficient food and 
water after the public was 
informed that Vijay would arrive 
at the venue by noon.

“The crowds started coming in 
from 11am. He came at 7.40pm. 
The people lacked sufficient food 
and water under the hot sun,” he 
told reporters. He added that 
10,000 people were expected but 
some 27,000 turned up.

“I was pushed down by the 
crowd all of a sudden. There was 
absolutely no space to move,”  
B. Kanishka told The Hindu news-
paper. “I subsequently fainted.”

This is not the first time Vijay’s 
rallies have faced safety concerns. 
At least six deaths were reported 
by media following the first meet-
ing of his political party when it 
was launched in October last year.

Despite police-imposed 
restrictions, including limits on 
convoy size and venue changes, 
the sheer scale of public turnout 
has repeatedly overwhelmed local 
infrastructure.

“The unfortunate incident 
during a political rally in Karur, 
Tamil Nadu, is deeply saddening,” 
Modi said on social media.
Additional reporting by  

Agence France-Presse

Dozens killed in stampede at India rally
Footage shows candidate calling for help amid uncontrollable crowd

Reuters

Relatives mourn over the body of one of those killed in the stampede 
that broke out during the Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam party rally.

Actor-turned-politician Vijay addresses supporters from an open-top bus during a campaign rally in Karur, Tamil Nadu, India. Photos: TNS, AFP

Misinformation plagued the first 
roll-out of a vaccine to protect 
Pakistani girls against cervical 
cancer, with parents slamming 
their doors on healthcare workers 
and some schools shutting for 
days over false claims it causes 
infertility.

The country’s first HPV  
vaccine campaign aimed to 
administer jabs to 11 million girls, 
but by the time it ended on 
Saturday, only around half the 
i n t e n d e d  d o s e s  w e r e 
administered.

A long-standing conspiracy 
theory that Western-produced 
vaccines are used to curb the 
Muslim population has been  
circulating online in Pakistan.

Misinformation has also 
spread that the vaccine disrupts 
the hormones of young girls and 
encourages sexual activity in a 
country  where sex before  
marriage is forbidden.

“Some people have refused, 
closed their gates on us, and even 
hid information about their 
daughter’s age,” vaccinator 
Ambreen Zehra said while going 
d o o r - t o - d o o r  i n  a  l o w e r - 
middle-income neighbourhood 
in Karachi.

Only around half the intended 
vaccines had been administered, 
according to a federal health 
department official who spoke on 
condition of anonymity.

“Many girls we aimed to reach 
are still unvaccinated, but we are 
committed to ensuring the  

vaccine remains available even 
after the campaign concludes so 
that more women and girls get 
 vaccinated,” health workers said.

One teacher said on condition 
of anonymity that not a single 
vaccine had been administered in 
her school on the outskirts of 
Rawalpindi because parents 
would not give consent, some-
thing she said other rural schools 
had also experienced.

A health official, who asked 
not to be named, said some 
 private schools had resorted to 
closing for several days to snub 
vaccine workers.

“On the first day we reached 29 
per cent of our target, it was not 
good, but it was fine,” said Syeda 
Rashida Batool, Islamabad’s top 
health official who started the 
campaign by inoculating her 
daughter. “The evening of that 
first day, videos started circulating 
online and after that it dipped. It 
all changed.”

A video of schoolgirls doubled 

over in pain after tear gas wafted 
into their classroom during a pro-
test several years ago was reshared 
online purporting to show the 
aftereffects of the vaccine.

The popular leader of a right-
wing religious party, Rashid 
Mehmood Soomro, said the  
vaccine, which was voluntary, was 
being forced on girls by the 
government.

“In reality, our daughters are 
being made infertile,” he told a 
rally in Karachi.

In 95 per cent of cases, cervical 
cancer is caused by persistent 
infection with human papilloma-
virus (HPV) – a virus that spreads 
through sexual activity, including 
non-penetrative sex, and affects 
almost everyone in their lifetime.

The HPV vaccine, approved by 
the World Health Organization, is 
a safe and science-based protec-
tion against cervical cancer and 
has a long history of saving lives in 
more than 150 countries.

Cervical cancer is particularly 
deadly in low- and middle- 
income countries such as 
Pakistan, where Unicef said 
around two-thirds of the 5,000 
women diagnosed annually 
would die, although the figure was 
likely to be under-reported.

This is because of a significant 
lack of awareness around the  
disease, cultural taboos around 
sexual health and poor screening 
and treatment services.

It is underlined by the damag-
ing belief that only women with 
many sexual  partners can  
contract sexually transmitted 
infections.

Pakistani parents rebuff country’s first 
HPV vaccine drive over infertility fears

Agence France-Presse

Some people have 
refused, closed 
their gates on us, 
and even hid 
information about 
their daughter’s age

AMBREEN ZEHRA, VACCINATOR

The number of Japanese travellers 
to Hong Kong jumped 32.2 per 
cent in the first half of this year 
compared with the same period in 
2024, an encouraging sign for the 
city’s tourism authorities seeking 
to draw more visitors from the 
Land of the Rising Sun.

Between January and July, 
395,375 Japanese travelled to 
Hong Kong. But this figure is still 
slightly more than 46 per cent 
down on arrivals in 2018, immedi-
ately before the coronavirus  
pandemic halted global tourism.

The figures reflect efforts by 
the Hong Kong Tourism Board 
(HKTB) to draw more arrivals 
from a tough market.

“A lot of Japanese people are 
still nervous about travelling 
abroad and many have not 
renewed passports that expired 
during the pandemic. They used 
to travel abroad but a lot seem to 
prefer to travel in Japan now and 
they have got out of the habit of 
going abroad,” said Marii Hayashi, 
assistant manager for public rela-
tions at HKTB’s Tokyo office.

“Also, the yen is very weak 
against other currencies at the 
moment, which makes travel 
overseas expensive, although we 
are trying to emphasise that it is 
still much cheaper to fly to Hong 
Kong than to go to Europe or other 
long-haul destinations, so we are 
confident there is still potential to 
continue to grow.”

Hong Kong is putting on a 
display contrasting its hyper- 
modern visuals with the grittiness 
of its streets at the Tourism Expo 
Japan 2025 in Nagoya. Visitors 
have praised the city’s booth as 
the most eye-catching in the 
show.

The agency is confident that 
showcasing the new and the old 
will help it continue to build on 
the solid growth in inbound  
tourism from Japan in the last 12 
months. “We started the ‘Kawaii 
Hong Kong’ campaign in April 
this year and we are particularly 
targeting female travellers in their 
twenties and thirties,” Hayashi 
said, referring to the Japanese 
word for “cute”.

High on the agenda for this 
sector are the pandas of Ocean 
Park – particularly twins Jia Jia and 
De De, born last year – food, Hong 
Kong Disneyland and anything 
involving the Labubu character.

And these tourists, travelling 
alone or in small groups, were 
arguably doing a lot of the board’s 
work for it, Hayashi said, as they 
were obsessive about posting 
their experiences on social media.

The four-day travel expo, 
which opened on Thursday at the 
Aichi Sky Expo convention centre 
and in Japan’s fourth-largest city 
for the first time, was an impor-
tant way for the HKTB to update 
travel agencies on the latest 
attractions and trends in the city 
and then, on the final two days 
when the event was open to the 
public, to interact directly with 
potential visitors, Hayashi said.

The booth shows off the city’s 
two faces. One side is illuminated 

with neon signs and sleek big-
screen images, but around the 
corner is old Hong Kong.

An old-fashioned delivery 
bicycle is propped up against a 
graffitied wall of a sweet shop. 
Next to it is a barber’s shop with a 
revolving red, white and blue pole 
and a leather seat. Outside a res-
taurant displaying food in its win-
dow and a rotary phone on its 
desk are foldable tables and seats.

“We wanted to recreate some 
of the scenes from the Twilight of 
the Warriors movie, which was 
very popular in both Hong Kong 
and Japan,” Hayashi said. “The 
film is set in Kowloon and there is 
now an exhibition in Hong Kong 
that many Japanese want to see.”

There are 461 weekly flights 
from 13 cities across Japan to 
Hong Kong, although a number of 
routes still have not been resumed 
after rumours went viral earlier in 
the year that a massive natural 
disaster was about to strike Japan.

A result of a manga story in 
2021 that suggested an earth-
quake would cause devastation 
across much of the country in July, 
the claims were amplified on 
social media, while a Hong Kong 
feng shui master also warned of 
impending disaster in Japan.

Local newspapers reported in 
June that Hong Kong-based 
Greater Bay Airlines and Hong 

Kong Airlines had reduced their 
flights to a number of Japan desti-
nations after reservations fell.

The earthquake never materi-
alised, and many in Japan’s 
inbound travel sector are furious 
at the damage the manga has 
caused. The suspension of Hong 
Kong-based airlines also affected 
arrivals from Japan, Hayashi said.

“These suspensions did not 
affect arrivals from the big cities, 
but they did impact arrivals from 
regional cities. The airlines are 
now trying to build back, but once 
an airport slot has been lost, it can 
be difficult to get it back again.”

Carlos Wong, general manager 
of Hong Kong’s Starphire Hotel, is 
optimistic that the Japanese  
market is recovering.

“We are starting to see more 
people from Japan and we want to 
really push in this market,” he 
said. “We are working with the big 
Japanese travel agents, but we are 
also seeing more independent 
travellers, more younger people 
travelling in small groups.

“And even though the yen is 
weak, that means we are seeing a 
different type of traveller, a slightly 
higher spending traveller.”

Travel to mainland China is 
also faring well, according to Ren 
Shuangshuang, project manager 
for the China National Tourism 
Office in Tokyo. That is reflected 
in the rapid growth in the number 
of Chinese companies that are 
taking part in this year’s event, up 
from just two in 2022 to 31 today.

“Many Japanese people want 
to go to Shanghai and visitors this 
year are already 2.6 times up from 
the same period last year,” she 
said. Japanese were keen to visit 
Shanghai Disneyland, find out 
about the Silk Road, see pandas 
and, of course, try the local 
cuisine.

Two faces of HK lure Japanese tourists
Julian Ryall

32.2%
Increase in the number  
of Japanese visitors to  
Hong Kong in the first half  
of 2025 compared with the 
same period last year


