








Miguel Lopes Jerónimo ~ 
Portuguese freelance photog-
rapher, curator and vagabond 
writer based in Cambodia. 
Passionate about impactful NGO 
projects, artist collaborations and 
meaningful exhibitions. With an 
interest in visual storytelling and 
art for awareness and social de-
velopment, Miguel is in search of 
visual poetry through conceptual 
and documentary photography. 
An academic background in 
emotion AI and experience in 
social entrepreneurship frames 
his enthusiasm for philosophy, 
eco-sustainability, solo traveling, 
poetic naturalism, and crickets as 
the future of food.

Southeast Asia was one of the most suc-
cessful regions in the world when it came 
to tackling Covid-19, creating great oppor-
tunities for fast recovery if cooperation and 
multilateral policy are harnessed. Although 
cases and deaths remain relatively low, the 
economic and social impacts are immense, 
especially in countries such as Cambodia, 
where 90% of workers are engaged in the 
informal economy. The geographical and 
job market realities between neighbouring 
countries play a huge role in the economic 
dynamics and mobility of this region, with 
Thailand and Malaysia, for instance, being 
a common destination for hundreds of 
thousands of Cambodian workers in search 
of a better life. Farming, construction and 
factory work, as well as street vending have 
been regular jobs taken in the recent past 
by a vast sector of the most underprivileged 
families. Precariousness, uncertainty and 
the oft undocumented status of a majority 
of migrant workers turned them into some 
of the most vulnerable members of society 
during this health crisis. More than 120,000 
were forced to come back to Cambodia (as 

of December 2020 when the following photo 
essay was created) due to loss of income or 
just plain fear for their uncertain future, 
making them face discrimination and the 
inherent difficulties of finding a livelihood 
in some of the most rural areas of Cambodia.

These photos were taken in Prey Pnov 
and Prey Sla communes, in Prey Veng prov-
ince, as a visual documentation of the chal-
lenges migrants face due to the Covid-19 
pandemic and the consequent need to return 
to their home country. But more importantly, 
these pictures aim to be a celebration of 
movement and the natural human desire 
for self-actualization, a promotion of co-
development within Southeast Asian nations 
by supporting its people to move freely and 
stand stronger as one unified community. 

The project was done for the Cambodian 
chapter of the International Organisation for 
Migration (IOM-UN Migration), to com-
memorate International Migrants Day on 
18 December 2020. It follows the motto that 
migration has been, throughout human his-
tory, a courageous expression of the individ-
ual’s will to overcome adversity and to live a 
better life. This series is not only a way to give 
voice to migrants and make them feel seen, 
these are their stories of returning home, of 
their resilience and will to get back to their 
lives after the pandemic ends. It’s time to 
reimagine human mobility and its role in 
lifting livelihoods while helping countries 
to grow back together in a post-pandemic 
world. 

Yuk Sokha used to sell clothes in Thailand but since 
her return in Aug 2020, she has been staying home 
taking care of kids, surviving on the money her 
husband sends back from working as a fisherman. A 
common desire for 71% of returnees, she wants to 
go back as soon as the pandemic finishes��

	 IOM, as the specialised UN agency for migration, acts 
with its partners to assist in meeting the growing 
operational challenges of migration management, 
advance understanding of migration issues and 
uphold the human dignity and well-being of migrants 
and dedicated to promoting humane and orderly 
migration for the benefit of all and works with gov-
ernments and partners to ensure that the SDG goals 
and targets linked to migrants’ rights remain part of 
government agendas. It does so by providing services 
and advice to governments and migrants, promoting 
international cooperation on migration issues, assist-
ing in the search for practical solutions to migration 
problems and providing humanitarian assistance to 
migrants in need, be they refugees, displaced persons 
or other uprooted people.
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Covid-19 information materials and soap donated 
by the International Organisation for Migration in 
local villages as part of their Covid-19 response 
program in Prey Veng province. 

Due to the schools’ shutdown, having children at home is making 
it even harder for parents to search for jobs. The Coronacrisis is 
a major setback in migrant families’ dream of providing a better 
education – and a normal childhood – to their loved ones.

Hay Saren (left) used to work in Malaysia for 1 year in the 
fishing industry. Despite working on the ocean posed less risk 
than living in cities during the pandemic, he decided to come 
back to visit his mother (right) in Prey Veng. She was nervous 
about the virus outbreaks in Malaysia.
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Post-script

Discriminatory views of seeing migrants as possible 
carriers of the virus still exist, even if the process of 
coming back to the country has been largely follow-
ing appropriate safety measures, with quarantine at 
government facilities or at home. Families respon-
sibly stayed apart during the fourteen days of self-
isolation the returnee had to go through, with even 
meals being taken apart from each other. In addi-
tion, the issues of reintegration are many, with little 
savings and few livelihood opportunities waiting for 
the migrants back home. 

Migration is an essential ingredient in the recov-
ery recipe for a world after Covid-19. Between pro-
viding a valuable work force in the host country to 
the importance of remittances to the family back 
in the homeland, mobility is responsible for many 
successful stories for a developing country such as 
Cambodia. Take the example of Yea Naren and Sok 
Chean, a young couple who managed to build their 
own house after working for eight years in Thailand 
as a nurse and as a fisherman. “It’s something to be 
happy and proud about. I feel safer to have my own 
home for my kids to grow up in.” 

Migration is one of the many manifestations of 
the most intimate human drive, a desire for a better 
life and a will to offer a brighter future to the next 
generation. From awareness and behaviour change 
campaigns targeting the general public, to concrete 
actions on the policy level, the world can benefit 
from a quicker recovery if migrants are taken into 
account, not only in an economic sense, but more 
importantly, as a path towards a more just and inclu-
sive world. 

Providing better social services such as educa-
tion and mental health support – for instance only 
57% of the interviewed migrants completed primary 
education, while another 10% never attended school, 
and one third of returnees cited mental and psy-
chosocial health issues as their main concern apart 
from the difficulty of finding a job – and assisting in 
vocational training, promoting stronger law enforce-
ment in terms of human trafficking and labour 
exploitation, as well as continuing the extension of 
healthcare access for vulnerable migrants as some 
countries did during the pandemic would be a start 
to creating a more resilient future. A crisis such as the 
one we faced in 2020-2021 can be the right wake-up 
call to rebuild better: a fresh start that takes everyone 
into account.  

Scan QR code below for the online version of this 
photo story.

Soung Tha, 5 years in Thailand, came back in Nov 2020. In Thailand he used to 
receive USD10 per day, but if he was sick for a single day he would receive nothing, 
but had to pay for expensive living costs. The life of a migrant is often a risky game 
where one lives day to day without a safety net. 

Phan Sokleap, 3 years in Thailand having a job in a food factory, came back Sep 
2020. “I’m so afraid of catching coronavirus. In the factory where I used to work, 
there were many washing stations, here I need to be so careful on my own.”

Of all the interviews with Cambodian migrants who returned from Thailand, 95% 
express that not being able to find a job back home is their main concern. Almost 4 
in 10 households have no income since returning. 
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Rina Saeed Khan is an award-
winning environmental journalist 
based in Islamabad, Pakistan and 
is currently serving as honorary 
chairperson of the Islamabad 
Wildlife Management Board 
(IWMB). She was appointed 
chair of the government-run body 
that is in charge of managing the 
Margallah Hills National Park 
located in Islamabad in November 
2020. 

Planting Trees of Hope in Pakistan
Rina Saeed Khan

areas – all of which could generate quick 
employment while also allowing the coun-
try to come out of the crisis on “a nature-
positive pathway”, according to the Special 
Assistant to PM Imran Khan on Climate 
Change, Malik Amin Aslam.

In his view, “The two striking lessons 
emerging out of the ongoing COVID-19 
crisis are firstly, that nature operates with 
limits and thresholds that demand respect, 
and when crossed, have consequences. The 
second lesson emerged with hope – that a 
renewed and sustainable relationship with 
nature is possible, and within reach, but 
needs to be backed by political commit-
ment and collective action.”

Aslam, who also serves as global vice-
president of the International Union for 
Conservation of Nature (IUCN), was the 
architect of the Billion Tree Tsunami Pro-
ject that was conceived back in 2014 when 
Imran Khan’s ‘Movement for Justice’ politi-
cal party first came to power in Khyber 
Pukthunkwa (KP) province in the north of 
Pakistan. The KP government signed up 
with the Bonn Challenge, a global partner-
ship aiming to restore 150 million hectares 
of the world’s deforested and degraded 
lands by 2020. In four years’ time, the Billion 
Tree project had restored 350,000 hectares 
of forests and degraded land in KP to meet 
its Bonn Challenge commitment. 

According to Khan, who was not yet 
prime minister at the time, “The project 
aimed at not only planting a billion trees 
by 2018, but also shifting mindsets in the 
province and in Pakistan from environ-
mental destruction towards valuing, con-
serving and preserving our precious natural 
resources.” Years of felling trees for timber 
for construction and land clearing for devel-

In the wake of the coronavirus pandemic, 
Pakistan is trying to unleash a green 
economy by restoring Pakistan’s lost 
forests and stepping up the protection of 
natural ecosystems under an ambitious 
Ten Billion Tree Plan funded entirely by 
the Government of Pakistan under the 
leadership of Prime Minister Imran Khan. 
His government is promoting nature-
based solutions across the country, from 
the high mountains to the coast, to not 
only address global challenges such as 
climate change and biodiversity loss, but 
also to serve as an effective tool for a 
green economic revival to help the coun-
try come out of the coronavirus-induced 
crisis.

Cricketing legend Imran Khan’s two-year 
old government in Pakistan has taken up 
addressing climate change as one of its top 
most priorities. The government’s green 
agenda is built upon the successful imple-
mentation of the Billion Tree Tsunami 
Project (2014-2018) and is founded on the 
idea that nature-based solutions not only 
protect and preserve nature, but also have 
the potential to spur an alternative green 
economy. 

Protecting nature and 
creating jobs

Against this backdrop, the COVID-19 crisis, 
which started in March 2020, provided an 
opportunity and Pakistan took it to launch 
a “Green Stimulus” package focused on two 
objectives: protecting nature and creating 
green jobs. This included planting more 
trees and expanding and reviving protected 
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opment had reduced Pakistan’s forests to 
under 2% of its land area, one of the lowest 
levels in the region, according to a 2015 UN 
Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) 
report. In comparison, the global average is 
around 31% according to FAO. 

Mitigate for floods, 
heatwaves and GDP loss

When Khan won the general elections in 
Pakistan in 2018 and became PM, he asked for 
the project to be scaled up to the Ten Billion 
Tree Tsunami Programme currently being 
implemented across the country to mitigate 
the effects of climate change. According to 
Aslam, “Almost 5 to 6% of our GDP is washed 
away every year. Climate change is a reality 
for us. From super floods to heatwaves to 
glacial lake outburst floods (GLOFs), we are 
facing this reality in Pakistan.”

Pakistan is in the top-10 list of countries 
that are the most affected by climate change. 
According to Germanwatch’s annual report, 
Global Climate Risk Index 2021, Pakistan 
ranks number eight on the list of countries 
most affected by climate-related disas-
ters in the two decades from 2000 to 2019. 
The report highlighted that in this 20-year 
period, 173 climate-related events had 
occurred in the country, with economic 
losses worth Pakistan Rupee (PKR) 581.2 
billion (USD 3.8 Billion).

Under the successful Billion Tree Tsu-
nami Afforestation Project, 60% of the 

billion trees were grown as a result of pro-
tecting natural forests, while 40% came from 
new plantings done by local communities 
with the help of local forest departments in 
the provinces. About 40% of the country’s 
remaining forests are located in KP. The 
project aimed to turn around deforestation 
and increase the province’s forested area by 
at least 2%. According to Aslam, the Billion 
Tree Tsunami Project has actually increased 
forest cover in KP by 6%.

Rab Nawaz, the senior director of pro-
grammes for World Wildlife Fund-Pakistan, 
who helped audit the tree-planting effort 
and found a high survival rate for the sap-
lings, said, “The benefits of planting trees 
have gone far beyond what was expected… 
the change in attitude towards forests 
and environment which started in KP has 
become a national campaign now. People 
realize that if you plant a tree, you plant 
hope.”

Khan’s government, which now rules 
at the centre and in KP province, says their 
flagship Ten Billion Tree initiative will create 
at least 200,000 new green jobs. According 
to Suleyman Warraich, who recently served 
as the national project director of the Ten 
Billion Tree Project, half of the funding will 
come from the federal government’s Pub-
lic Sector Development Programme and 
half will come from each province’s Annual 
Development Plan. It is a four-year pro-
ject fully funded by the Government of Paki-
stan, with a projected cost of PKR 125 billion 
(USD 803 million).

Chir pine and Kachnar saplings ready for plantation in the government Haripur nursery in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province.

© Government of Pakistan. All rights reserved.
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The Ten Billion Tree Tsunami Project 
began in July 2019 with plans for the regen-
eration of forests and planting of trees in all 
four provinces and territories, according to 
Aslam, who heads the federal Ministry of 
Climate Change. The Ministry has prepared 
seven different plans for all the provinces 
and territories, ranging from protecting 
mangroves on the coast to enhancing nat-
ural forests in the north, and the planting 
of new forests in the plains. The project is 
being implemented by the Ministry along 
with provincial forest and wildlife depart-
ments. “It is not just about planting – it is 
an ecosystem restoration plan,” explained 
Warraich. “It will include wildlife protection 
areas, botanical gardens, zoological surveys, 
and the natural regeneration of forests and 
restoration of water bodies.” 

When the coronavirus pandemic hit 
Pakistan last year, the project was halted 
temporarily because of the countrywide 
social distancing orders that went into 
effect on 23 March 2020. However, PM Khan 
restarted the programme on 1 April 2020. In 
a tweet on April 11th, he posted: “Pakistan 
innovates in the time of COVID-19. With 
daily wagers out of jobs, our govt is employ-
ing a number of them as part of the mas-
sive Ten Billion Tree Campaign – impacting 
lives and the planet positively at the same 
time.” The project was allowed to continue 
as social distancing could be observed out-
doors even though Pakistan was put under 
a nation-wide lockdown from the end of 
March, which was extended twice until 9 

May 2020. The distribution of COVID-19 in 
Pakistan is heavily concentrated in its large 
urban centres and much of its rural areas 
have escaped the brunt of the epidemic, 
which has resulted in 15,500 deaths in the 
country so far.

Lower wages for out-of-
work labourers

Out-of-work labourers were hired at around 
PKR 500 (USD 3.18) per day to plant trees 
across the country. “Due to coronavirus 
lockdowns in the cities, most of us daily 
wagers couldn’t earn a living,” reported 
Rahman, a resident of Rawalpindi district in 
Punjab province last year. By planting trees, 
he made half of what he might have made 
on a good day on a construction job, but 
enough to get by. “This kind of work does 
not require much training, you just need to 
be able to dig and they made us wear masks 
and keep a distance. We had a way of earn-
ing daily wages again to feed our families,” 
he explained. The country-wide lockdowns 
did not last long in the country as PM Imran 
Khan decided instead to opt for “smart lock-
downs” – imposed only in virus hotspots 

– instead of sweeping countrywide restric-
tions. In his view, this has helped in "keep-
ing the economy afloat" and addressing the 
problems of the poor and the working class 
while containing the disease, according to 
a statement issued by the Prime Minister's 
Office. Pakistan is currently facing a third 

Labourers working on sap seedlings.

© Government of Pakistan. All rights reserved.
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wave of the epidemic with the second high-
est number of confirmed cases in South Asia 
after India. 

According to Aslam, “Around 84,000 
green jobs were created in all four Pakistan 
provinces since March last year when the 
lockdowns first began. That includes jobs 
in setting up thousands of nurseries, plant-
ing saplings, serving as guards in natural 
forest protection and as forest fire fighters.” 
In 2019, only around 20,000 labourers were 
hired during the planting seasons that take 
place in the spring and during the monsoon 
season in July/August. "This tragic crisis 
provided an opportunity and we grabbed it," 
Aslam said. "Nurturing nature has come to 
the economic rescue of thousands of jobless 
youth and rural women.” The forest depart-
ment mobilised women and educated girls 
in remote areas to play an active part in the 
project by setting up nurseries in their back-
yards. They were given black polythene bags 
from the forest department to fill with mud 
and manure, followed by seeds and training 
on how to sow them and tend to the young 
saplings. The women who participate also 
get a government subsidy of PKR 12,000 
(USD 77) per month to look after the sap-
lings, which are then used in tree-planting 
drives.

In Punjab province where few forests 
remain, the labourers planted indigenous 
fruit trees, such as mulberry and jujube, 
mostly near water canals so they could 
survive. In the first year of the programme, 
millions of indigenous saplings - includ-
ing Indian rosewood, acacia and moringa - 
were planted on state land during the two 
planting seasons. Trees like neem were pre-
ferred for dry areas as they do not require 
much water to survive. According to War-
raich, during the Covid-19 pandemic, the 
total planting target of 430 million saplings 
was achieved across the country, and a tar-
get of planting one billion saplings in total is 
set for 30 June 2021. The tree saplings come 
from hundreds of government-owned and 
privately-owned nurseries across the coun-
try.

The government is currently in the first 
phase of planting 3.25 billion trees, at an 
estimated cost of around PKR 105 billion 
(USD 674 million). PM Khan wants to extend 
that to almost 10 billion trees by the time 
his term ends in 2023. The cost includes a 
geotagging system that will help organisers 
monitor the trees using GPS. Once the trees 
grow, they will be monitored by satellite. 
Using GPS to monitor the growing trees will 
give accurate figures on how many saplings 

Chir pine and Kachnar saplings ready for plantation in the government Haripur nursery in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 
province.

© Government of Pakistan. All rights reserved.
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have been planted and how many have sur-
vived. The programme will be digitising this 
data along with the jobs data.

The programme will also be indepen-
dently monitored by a consortium that 
includes IUCN, WWF and FAO. Entitled 
Third Party Monitoring and Evaluation of 
TBTTP from 2020 to 2024 in Pakistan, the 
agreement was recently signed in Septem-
ber 2020. IUCN will facilitate the Ministry of 
Climate Change in overall coordination and 
in conducting the biodiversity assessment. 
FAO will extend support for regular field 
data collection and periodic forest cover 
change assessment through remote sensing. 
WWF-Pakistan will be responsible for field 
sampling and monitoring.

WWF-Pakistan’s Nawaz says that the 
current scaled up effort of planting trees is 

“a very good idea to create green jobs and 
get people employed during the pandemic”. 
But he cautions that planting trees is just 
one tool in the fight against climate change, 
saying the government also needs to invest 
in improving the ability of farmers and city 
dwellers to adapt to the effects of global 
warming. Muhammad Niaz, a resident of 
the coastal town of Gawadar in the country’s 
south who works for a local NGO says, “The 
Ten Billion Tree Tsunami Project is a long-
term, result-oriented effort. After a decade 
people will see results and thank this gov-
ernment for its green service to the country.” 
Aslam says, “It is early days as yet, but we are 
trying to unleash a green economy.”

“Green Stimulus” package

Pakistan's "Green Stimulus" package also 
includes the Protected Areas Initiative. The 
first phase of the Protected Areas Initia-
tive, launched on 2 July 2020, will focus on 
15 national parks that make up a total of 
7,300 sq km (2,800 sq miles), spanning from 
Khunjerab on the mountainous border with 
China in the north to the area around Astola 
Island in the Arabian Sea in the south. Some 
are new national parks and others are older 
ones that still don’t have proper manage-
ment.

The project aims to create up to 5,000 
new jobs, mainly for young people who will 
work as park guards and custodians, and 
boost eco-tourism in the country, accord-
ing to the Ministry of Climate Change. 
Aslam said the government has earmarked 
PKR 4 billion (USD 24 million) for the initia-
tive’s first phase over the next three years, of 

which at least 80% would be spent on cre-
ating green jobs and increasing community 
engagement.

Through the project, the amount of pro-
tected land in Pakistan would increase from 
13% to 15% by 2023, Aslam added. However, 
environmental lawyer Rafay Ahmad Alam 
said the initiative “won’t make up for the 
fact that most of the provincial national 
park laws are weak and don’t provide ade-
quate specifics for conservation, protection 
or enforcement measures”. Aslam agreed 
that proper provincial legislation is essen-
tial and noted that changes to policy are also 
part of the new plan. 

In December 2020 PM Khan also 
launched the Billion Tree Honey Initiative 
aimed at increasing local honey production 
through tree planting and generating more 
jobs and income. This initiative will formu-
late a mechanism to ensure quality honey 
production and livelihoods for beekeepers. 
Planting of several bee florae, including 
indigenous trees like acacia and jujube will 
be encouraged under the Ten Billion Tree 
Tsunami Programme. 

The premier is hopeful that this ini-
tiative would open various employment 
opportunities for locals. “When local people 
see they will make money and earn income, 
they will protect forests more than any-
one,” Khan said. “We have 12 climatic zones 
which are very unique; 12 different zones 
mean 12 different habitats so we can make 
honey of different varieties,” he added. 

The Billion Tree Honey Programme will 
enhance Pakistan’s ability to produce 70,000 
metric tonnes of honey annually in less than 
a decade, said Aslam. He further revealed 
that through proper training of beekeep-
ers, the quality of Pakistan’s honey could be 
recognized internationally through quality 
certification and branding. It could poten-
tially generate 87,000 green jobs and an 
income of PKR 43 billion (USD 276 million) 
by becoming a honey exporting country

All these green initiatives have been 
launched as part of PM Khan’s vision for a 

“Green and Clean Pakistan”. His government 
is trying its best to reverse Pakistan’s envi-
ronmental degradation and improve its for-
est cover while addressing climate change. 
In Aslam’s view, “Nature-based solutions 
provide a win-win solution not only for 
nature’s protection to address global chal-
lenges such as climate change and biodi-
versity loss, but also to serve as an effective 
tool for a green economic revival delivering 
direct benefits to the people.” 
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Jeong-Hyun Lee (PhD, North 
Carolina State University)  is an 
Information and Communication 
Technologies and Development 
(ICTD) Fellow at the United 
Nations University in Macau. 
In her research she seeks to 
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and ethical issues related to 
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South Korea’s Post-Pandemic Digital New 
Deal and Gender Inclusion
Jeong-Hyun Lee

government has used mobile messaging to 
share virus-related information with the 
citizens, such as sanitation guidelines, the 
number of daily infections, and the detailed 
movements of people who have tested posi-
tive. Besides being used to gather and share 
epidemiological information, digital tech-
nologies have played a prominent role in 
many other activities during the pandemic. 
When schools were periodically closed in 
certain areas, classes were conducted on 
online platforms, where students could 
meet their teachers and friends remotely. 
Many offices allowed staff to work from 
home, using the company’s intranet and 
applications. People who previously com-
muted to work in the cities were staying 
at home and adapting to the ‘new normal’, 
which meant relying on digital infrastruc-
ture that transformed their way of life. 

In preparation for the post-pandemic 
world, South Korea established a new pol-
icy, the Digital New Deal, promising digital 
transformation across different social sec-
tors. The Digital New Deal comes from the 
national consensus that Covid-19 has expe-
dited structural transformation, enhancing 
the global digital economy. In its five-year 
roadmap, the policy emphasises the promo-
tion of high-quality digital infrastructure for 
government, industry and education. 

However, during the pandemic, digital 
technology has not equally benefited all 
parts of society. While the ‘new normal’ has 
demonstrated what a society reliant on digi-
tal technology and non-face-to-face activi-
ties would look like, it has also revealed 
another reality that cautions against an 
overly optimistic view of digital transforma-
tion. There are many aspects of home life 
that cannot be digitalised, such as house-

Technology is gendered. It may be treated 
as neutral, but its application and sup-
port through government policy impact 
gendered identities, needs and priorities. 
South Korea’s pandemic response and 
post-pandemic strategy have inadvertently 
reversed the nation’s progress in promot-
ing gender equality. This article reviews 
two gendered experiences of the digital 
transformation precipitated by Covid-19. 
It points out the absence of gender inclu-
sion in the national policy advocating 
digital transformation, and the resulting 
marginalisation of women.   

Covid-19 in South Korea: 
Going digital

In late February 2020, about a month before 
the World Health Organization (WHO) 
declared Covid-19 a pandemic, South 
Korea experienced its first mass infections 
at a local church in Daegu. A few weeks later, 
new cases peaked at 909 in a single day; 
after that, the number of new cases halved 
every week, and the first curve was flattened 
in three weeks from the peak. 

Unlike many countries that imposed 
lockdowns to minimise the spread of the 
virus, South Korea never shut down its 
economy or closed its national borders. 
Among many factors, digital technologies 
have been central to the South Korean pan-
demic response, allowing citizens to main-
tain at least minimum social and economic 
activity.

South Korea leads the world in smart-
phone ownership; 93% of the adult popu-
lation has such a device. The South Korean 
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work, feeding the family, and childcare; and 
these activities tend to be highly gendered. 

Two realities of Covid-19 in 
digital transformation

A survey published by the Korean Minis-
try of Employment and Labour on 24 Sep-
tember 2020 stated that 48.8% of workers 
had experienced telecommuting during 
the pandemic. Especially, office workers 
in finance (66.7%), art and leisure (66.7%), 
education (62.5%), and information and 
communications technology (61.5%) had 
the highest rates of working remotely. Apart 
from workers in hospitality, restaurants, 
manufacturing, wholesale and retail busi-
nesses, a majority of employees worked at 
home through their digital devices, their 
company’s intranet, and digital networks 
across the country.

Figure 1 shows a typical telecommuter’s 
daily schedule: logging into the intranet 
and communicating through email, phone, 
and video conferences. Surveyed workers 
reported a 66.7% rate of satisfaction regard-
ing the efficiency of working at home.  

The Digital New Deal expands the 
strengths of telecommuting into two pri-
mary areas. First, the policy aims to inte-
grate 5G and Artificial Intelligence into all 

industries. One of five projects toward this 
goal is fostering a non-face-to-face industry 
to create new jobs in digital industries and 
start-ups. Second, the project promotes 
a broader range of digital transformation 
by funding small and medium-sized busi-
nesses in developing non-face-to-face infra-
structure and services. This includes shared 
spaces for video discussions, equipped 
with high-quality digital infrastructure that 
enables companies to host and participate 
in online events and international confer-
ences. South Korea envisions a new normal 
with digitally connected labourers.

On the other hand, many families have 
faced another reality at home during Covid-
19. During the first wave of the pandemic 
in 2020, the Korean government postponed 
the start of school for children in grades 1 to 
12 for about two months. All schools, day-
care centres and private educational insti-
tutes were closed. Since children had to stay 
at home, someone had to take care of them. 
Starting from 9 April 2020, students succes-
sively began their semester online, from the 
upper grades to the lower grades. The new 
educational system required daily support 
from home, with parental supervision of 
online coursework, especially for younger 
children. 

Figure 2 represents a typical daily sched-
ule for a parent or caretaker with at least one 

Figure 1. Typical timetable for a telecommuter

7:30 AM
Wake-up
Have breakfast
Get dressed   

8:50 AM
Log-in to Intranet/Messenger app
Check daily tasks  

9:00 AM
Respond to emails
Morning work  

12:00 PM
Lunch break 

1:00 PM
Afternoon work  

2:00 PM
Meetings (Phone) 

3:30 PM
Team conferences
(Zoom)   

5:00 PM
Report daily work
Send emails    

6:00 PM
Log-off 

Figure 2. Typical timetable for managing childcare and online classes at home

6:30 AM
Wake up
Prepare
breakfast   

7:30AM
Feed family members
Check online class schedule  

8:30AM
Set-up online classes
Clean up home  

9:30 AM
First class begins
10:00 AM
First class activity
10:30 AM
Second class begins      

11:00 AM
Prepare lunch 

12:00PM
Lunch/Feed child(ren) 

1:30 PM
Third class begins
2:30 PM
Fourth class - activity    

3:30 PM
Fifth class – activity
4:30 PM
Send homework to teacher
Check homework   

 

6:00 PM
Prepare dinner
Feed family
8:00 PM
Clean up home      

 Jeong-Hyun Lee
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child in an online education program. From 
August to September 2020, the Womenlink 

– a private organisation working for gender 
equality in South Korea – interviewed 89 
women about the difficulty of caring for 
their families during Covid-19. The survey 
included 25 full-time mothers, 58 work-
ers, and six people who had been laid off. 
The interview participants reported a sub-
stantial increase in domestic labour. With 
family members staying home 24/7, the 
repetitive routine of preparing three meals 
a day generally fell to the wife and mother. 
When a school offered online education, 
the mother was encouraged to be a man-
ager/tutor, following up with her children’s 
course schedules as well as their psycholog-
ical adjustment and stability. The closure of 
public institutions for childcare and edu-
cation forced one family member into an 
endless shift of childcare and housework. 
Regardless of her employment status, the 
mother ended up taking primary respon-
sibility for maintaining the home, feeding 
the family members working and studying 
at home, and supporting the online classes 
and assignments of her children. 

Moreover, the extra burden of domes-
tic care was found to be impacting many 
women’s performance at work. For working 
mothers, it was challenging to hold the roles 
of employee and caregiver concurrently. In 
the absence of suitable childcare alterna-
tives, many mothers made the decision to 
quit their jobs, according to Womenlink’s 
survey. Even though the government pro-
vided temporary public services such as 
Emergency Childcare Service and Emer-
gency Childcare Leave, these did not meet 
the needs of all families with two working 

parents. Mothers who were asked to work 
remotely from home, while their children 
were also at home, could not draw clear 
boundaries in terms of time and attention 
focused on their work and their families’ 
needs. While telecommuting offered a digi-
tal solution to the problem of work during 
the pandemic, responsibility for childcare 
shifted from the national system to the 
(usually female) individual. 

South Korea has spent more than a dec-
ade establishing public institutions and ser-
vices for childcare and education for all ages, 
including day-care centres, kindergartens 
and schools, to decrease gender inequality 
in childcare, which has traditionally been 
imposed on female members of a family. 
Due to Covid-19, however, childcare respon-
sibility came back to the family, specifically 
its female members. The work of caregivers 
has not been a part of the digital transfor-
mation. When social infrastructure became 
digitalised during the new normal of Covid-
19, female members were excluded from the 
new system, becoming unwilling support-
ers of the digital system who made non-
face-to-face activity possible by providing 
necessary face-to-face labour at home. 
While many industries shifted to digital 
operations, society left essential domestic 
labour that cannot be digitalised to female 
family members. Even though the South 
Korean Covid-19 strategy using digital infra-
structure managed to minimise economic 
losses, the insensitivity to gender inequality 
has reinforced traditional inequality in the 
social system. 

The government’s pandemic response 
policy, the Digital New Deal, excludes solu-
tions for the gendered experiences induced 

© eamesBot via Shutterstock. All rights reserved.

Women and men may be experiencing different realities during the pandemic.
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by the pandemic. While the Digital New 
Deal offers a blueprint for a digitalised 
economy, there is no specific roadmap for 
gendered domestic work, which is margin-
alised in the overall digital transformation of 
society. The policy sets twelve goals in four 
major areas, but careful consideration of 
gender inclusion is entirely missing.

Moving forward: 
Inclusion of women in ICT 
policymaking

Technology is gendered. Policies devised to 
advance technology inevitably reflect gen-
der divisions and inequalities. The South 
Korean blueprint for a post-pandemic 
world, guided by the Digital New Deal, over-
looks the political aspects of technology, 
and the ways in which digital technology 
configures gender identities, needs and pri-
orities. Without considering other realities 
of digital transformation, the Digital New 
Deal in its current form is reinforcing gen-
der inequality and weakening gender digi-
tal inclusion. Gender equality is one of the 
United Nations’ Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDG). The UN advocates for global 
society to “recognise and value unpaid care 
and domestic work through the provision 
of public services, infrastructure and social 
protection policies and the promotion of 
shared responsibility within the household 
and the family as nationally appropriate.” 
(SDG 5, Target 4). Unfortunately, the South 
Korean strategy overlooks the essential role 
of unpaid care and non-digital domestic 

work in maintaining the digitally trans-
formed economy.

Therefore, social and political atten-
tion must be given to the population that is 
being marginalised by the digital transfor-
mation. The Digital New Deal exposes how 
digital policy leaves specific groups of peo-
ple behind, especially women. Marginalised 
and gendered experiences should be given 
greater consideration in the digital inno-
vation process and policymaking. Despite 
domestic efforts to support digitally trans-
formed systems, the Digital New Deal has 
not paid enough attention to women’s inter-
ests and priorities. In fact, it can be called 
a very masculine project. To guarantee sus-
tainable digital transformation for all, the 
inclusion of women in the ICT policymak-
ing and digital innovation process should be 
promoted. 

There is a need for gender power rela-
tions to be renegotiated in the socio-
technical setting. Instead of reinforcing a 
deep-rooted culture of gender inequality, 
the new ICT policy should include a blue-
print for gender digital inclusion and wom-
en’s empowerment. The UN’s SDG 5 targets 
women’s empowerment through ICT. Gen-
dered voices must be included in the poli-
cymaking process, and women’s access to 
digital technologies and their priorities in 
digital transformation must be examined. 
The hidden reality of Covid-19 is that it has 
caused a regression in gender equality. Our 
vision of post-pandemic digital transfor-
mation must be gender inclusive if it is to 
advance the well-being of society as well as 
bringing immediate benefits to the econ-
omy. 

South Korea’s Digital New Deal policy promises transformation across social sectors, but there are highly gendered 
aspects of home life that cannot be easily digitalised. 

 Jeong-Hyun Lee
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The Cultural Psychology of Vaccination and 
Face Masks 

An Interview with Emma Buchtel and Li Man-Wai Liman

Li Man-Wai Liman is an 
Assistant Professor of Psychology 
from the Education University of 
Hong Kong. Her research interest 
is on mental health, decision 
making, and social relationships 
from a socio-cultural ecological 
perspective. She received her PhD 
in psychology from University of 
Alberta. 

Interview by:
 
Lucia Siu and Axel Harneit-
Sievers
Heinrich Böll Stiftung Hong Kong

When it comes to decisions about wearing masks or getting vaccinated, there are great 
differences, between individuals but also between cultures. Understanding the factors 
involved may lead to more effective public health measures. Are people taking the Cov-
id-19 vaccine for self-protection, civic duty, convenience of mobility – or because they 
hope to win an apartment in a lucky draw? How does covering the lower half of the 
face influence emotional expression and people’s self-perception? Comparing Asian and 
European behaviours, Hong Kong-based psychologists Emma Buchtel and Li Man-Wai 
Liman share their insights on the cultural psychology of vaccination and face mask usage 
during the Covid-19 pandemic. 

During the Covid-19 pandemic, the term “vaccine hesitation” has emerged. Do you 
think people in Asia have a different pattern of vaccination acceptance compared to 
other continents?

Emma: Earlier this year we conducted an online survey on the culture 
of using face masks and emotional expression, alongside some pilot 
research questions on the attitudes and practices of vaccination. We 
surveyed 200 Americans and 200 participants from Hong Kong. 

Data from Hong Kong in early May 2021 showed around one-third 
of our respondents were positive about taking the vaccine, but they 
were not really concerned about getting infected, thinking that the 
chance was very low. We were curious: why would they take the vac-
cine then? Their answers suggested that there were also moral or peer 
pressure factors behind pro-vaccine attitudes: desiring to protect fam-
ily and friends, and believing it was their civic duty.  Of course, peo-
ple who took the vaccine also had fewer safety concerns about it, and 
some hoped to be able to travel more conveniently. 

We conducted the survey in late May 2021 when the vaccina-
tion rate in Hong Kong was 15%, and around one-third of our Hong 
Kong participants said that they really did not want to take the vac-
cine. These participants tended to believe that vaccines were unsafe, 
that vaccine production procedures were rushed, and they were wor-
ried about side effects. However, right after we did the survey, a local 
business group offered those who were vaccinated a chance to win 
an apartment in a lucky draw. We hoped this would incentivise more 
people to get vaccinated. With more people taking the vaccine, this 
would actually raise confidence and cause a snowball effect; hopefully 
the vaccination rate would continue to climb. (By mid-August 2021 
Hong Kong had a fully vaccinated rate of 40%.)

Emma Buchtel is an Associate 
Professor of Psychology from 
the Education University of Hong 
Kong. Her research interest is 
on Chinese cultural influences on 
psychology. She received her PhD 
in cultural psychology from the 
University of British Columbia, 
previous to which she had spent 
four years in Changsha and 
Beijing. 
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Data from the United States shows that people’s attitudes are polar-
ised between being strongly positive or strongly negative about taking 
Covid-19 vaccines, while participants in Hong Kong tend to be more 
moderate. 

How do cultural psychologists help us understand people’s attitudes and practices dur-
ing the pandemic? 

Liman: One possible way to look at the situation is to assess the 
strength of social norms in a given society, or what researchers call “cul-
tural tightness-looseness” – how well people align with social norms 
and regulations. In January 2021 a worldwide group of researchers 
published a paper in The Lancet Planet Health using quantitative data 
from October 2020. The paper showed that nations that are “tight” and 
abide by strict norms have had more success containing the Covid-
19 virus than those on the culturally “loose” end. Cultural tightness 
may apply to most Asian countries, thus people in those countries 
were more willing to adjust to new arrangements, such as wearing face 
masks and accepting the closing of schools; they did not mind follow-
ing government instructions. 

Another dimension is the psychological asymmetry between avoid-
ing loss and achieving gain. In societies that focus more on avoiding 
risks and losses, people may readily adopt the practice of wearing 
masks to avoid risk, but they could be more sceptical about taking 
vaccines due to the risk of side-effects. In cultures that focus more 
on achieving gains, highlighting the benefits of getting vaccinated or 
organizing lucky draws may be an effective way to promote vaccina-
tion and other public health practices.    

Source: Survey data from project KT-2020-2021-0019 to Emma E Buchtel, Priscilla Song, Joseph Walline, Li Man-Wai Liman, and 
Laurence J. Wood. Valid sample size: 234

Data from late May 2021

% of respondents who agree with the 
sentences:

The production and approval of the 
Covid-19 vaccines was too rushed 98.0% 67.6%

We should be wary of potential severe side 
effects of the current Covid-19 vaccines 96.7% 79.7%

Getting vaccinated against Covid-19 is 
my civic duty 24.2% 89.2%

My getting vaccinated against Covid-19 
will help protect my family and friends 28.6% 94.6%

It's very unlikely that people like me will 
get infected with Covid-19 here

66.0% 45.9%

Vaccine hesitation group
(Hong Kong respondents who 
do not want to get vaccinated)

Pro-vaccine group
(Hong Kong respondents 
who already got vaccinated)

Vaccine hesitation: opinion-practice correlations are significant

Pro-vaccine: opinion-practice correlations are significant

Correlation is statistically insignificant

Survey findings: How do opinions correlate to vaccination practice among Hong Kong respondents?
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How about freedom; do cultural tightness and adherence to social norms interfere with 
freedom? 

Emma: Ten years ago, I hated putting on a mask. I thought masks were 
not helpful, and that by wearing a mask one would be less able to com-
municate with others and seem unfriendly. Not until March or April 
2020 did I read about scientific evidence that masks are helpful to con-
tain the spread of viruses like Covid-19. Then I began to accept this as 
something we should do. 

Some behaviours can change quickly, such as wearing face masks. 
But some aspects of culture, such as preferred values, are passed on 
to children, and these norms only change slowly. Economic develop-
ment has brought more individualistic lifestyles and choices to socie-
ties, and may slowly lead to changes towards individualistic values as 
well, such as people wanting to be more unique, having more personal 
opinions, and expressing themselves more. 

There is a stereotype that individualism is the same thing as self-
ishness: however, on a national level, it can be just the opposite. Col-
lectivist societies tend to be poor, so collectivists have to compete 
with others and tend to be more self-interested and self-protective. 
When comparing countries, we find that more collective countries 
are actually more selfish. Greater individualism can also mean greater 
freedom to help one another. But in the USA right now, unfortunately, 
many people don’t think that wearing a mask helps others. 

When we put on face masks, what happens to our social relations and self-perception? 

Emma: In the United States it is culturally important to show one’s 
smile, and for most of us it is important to be perceived by others as 

“normal”. In the US, wearing a face mask or not is a highly politicised 
issue, whereas in Hong Kong there is high acceptance of wearing a 
surgical mask. 

This is comparable to wearing a headscarf in Muslim countries. Normality depends on 
how many people are wearing the same thing. 

©Choi Sik Ue & Karen Tang King-chun. All rights reserved. 

Posters designed by the Education University of Hong Kong students, as part of a project 
using cultural psychology principles to promote mask wearing in student dormitories and bey-
ond. For information about the face mask project, see https://www.emmabuchtel.org/masks  
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Emma: Psychologists have done some comparisons on how Asians and 
Europeans in general read faces, and noticed that Asians tend to read a 
face by focusing on the eyes; while Europeans tend to focus more on the 
mouth. When we cover the lower half of the face with a mask, many Euro-
peans may feel it is more difficult to express themselves or to read others, 
whereas many Asians may still feel comfortable reading and expressing 
by the eyes. 

Liman: (laugh) When I wear a face mask, I can be more relaxed; there is 
no need to control my face for others. I think the eyes are more genuine 
in terms of expression, and there is less to be controlled and regulated.  

But still, covering half the face would mean less effective facial expression. I wonder how 
this would influence very young children, who are supposed to learn about basic social rela-
tions through observing other people’s faces.

Emma: Surprisingly, recent psychological research found that children’s 
ability to read faces was not negatively affected by others wearing masks. 
In our knowledge transfer project, we organised a student poster design 
competition to promote the use of face masks, including a fabric mask 
design competition. Some students printed smiling faces and other affec-
tionate patterns onto the fabric. They are inventing ways to communicate 
facial expressions and emotions while wearing masks. We also want to 
raise public awareness about the use of more environmentally friendly 
fabric masks if we are in low-risk situations. 

For example, on campus during summer, I can walk to work without 
meeting anyone. It would be quite a waste to wear a surgical mask. 

How about the level of protection? 

Emma: Fabric masks are not yet made to a certain standard, so a lot 
depends on the fit and layering. Multi-layered, well-fitting fabric masks 
should be OK in many everyday contexts, especially if it’s a low-risk situa-
tion and you are vaccinated; but of course, in high-risk medical contexts, 
it is more appropriate to wear a surgical or N-94 mask.

The fabrics and posters are lovely! Thank you for sharing them with us.    

© The Education University of Hong Kong. All rights reserved. 

Fabric designed by students to encourage the use of environmentally friendly fabric masks in low-risk situations.
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Chermaine Lee is a Hong Kong-
bred freelance journalist who 
covers the city's politics, social 
and environmental issues, and 
beyond, for various media in both 
texts and videos. 

Remembering the Pandemic  
 
Chermaine Lee

Carly was desperate to go off-screen. 
“Of course you are - a messenger who 

just needs to sit in your two-storey flat in 
Hiro Koh and stare at the grand view of 
Thousand-year Harbour,” Tracy shouted, 
before her image descended into black 
silence on Carly’s screen.

Freezing for a fleeting second, Carly 
then let out a heavy sigh and put aside her 
headset. 

Today was going to be another hellish 
day, she thinks, while rubbing her forehead 
to cast away the ruthless headache that has 
ailed her for years.

Slouching on her windowsill, Carly 
got lost in the view bounded by high-rises 

– one probably all couples in their mid-30s 
dreamed of overlooking every day. Ever 
since her digital marketing company 
allowed all staff to work from home perma-
nently due to the global pandemic in 2020, 
she found it comforting to spend more time 
with her now 15-year-old daughter and pur-
sue her career goals simultaneously. 

Over the last 10 years, Carly pushed 
through multiple promotions with blood, 
sweat and tears to eventually snatch the 
director position at the company. But with 
more robots being programmed to master 
digital marketing tasks, she worried that 
Tracy’s sacking would only be the first of a 
series of layoffs. 

“Are you ready to leave?” Her husband 
Mark’s rustic voice disturbed her train of 
thoughts. 

Clad in black, the couple and their 
daughter, Lucy, made their way to the air-
port in silence, as they were drowned in 
their own thoughts. 

On the ultra-fast plane that travelled 
at hypersonic speed to Nom Pahn, Lucy 

When humankind finally break free from 
the threat of Covid-19, people will go 
back to their normal lives. How will the 
pandemic be remembered?

Palms sweating and fidgeting, Carly took a 
deep breath before putting on her virtual 
reality headset. The morning routine today 
felt a little more intense than usual. 

Appearing in front of Carly was her long-
time co-worker, good old Tracy, whose small 
shack was filled with shelves of dry-looking 
documents. Working from home for years 
with the company, Carly knew from lots of 
VR conferences that Tracy’s documents were 
mostly medical records for her husband’s 
complications from coronavirus – the pan-
demic that shocked the world a decade ago. 

“Morning Tracy!” Carly forced a smile. 
“Morning Carly! Your email said there’s 

a special meeting today. Are things okay?” 
breathily, with the puffy bags underneath 
her eyes seemingly staring at Carly.

“I am very sorry to tell you that we have 
decided to let you go, as the company has to 
downsize its costs,” Carly said calmly, trying 
to pepper her tone with some sympathy.

“As you know, the company’s not doing 
well, and therefore we have to replace more 
staffers with robots...You are a valuable 
asset to us, but…”

“But I am not valuable enough to stay 
behind, earning the money needed to treat 
my husband,” Tracy snarled, with tears then 
streaming down her wrinkled face. 

“The company has already stopped rent-
ing physical offices and letting everyone 
work from home to cut costs. Why are you 
doing this to me, just why…”

“I am really sorry Tracy, I am afraid I don’t 
have a say in this... I am just a messenger,” 
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hugged herself tight in her coat, with her 
eyes darting left and right.

“Beep...Beep,” Mark’s buzzing phone 
woke him up from his nap. 

“Check this out,” Mark tapped Carly 
on the shoulder, showing her the sky-high 
reading on his phone’s app that monitored 
Lucy’s social anxiety level. 

“Don’t worry – she will feel better after 
getting off the plane,” Carly said calmly, giv-
ing Mark a niggling sense of unease.

Lucy hadn’t been outside of their home 
for nearly a decade since the conditions of 
her anxiety and depression had nosedived. 

Once a bubbly girl with a pair of water 
brown eyes that radiated joy, Lucy’s eyes 
now were hollow and appeared to lose focus, 
as if she was trapped in a dark room with no 
visible way out. 

It all began when schools suspended 
physical classes amid the pandemic, forcing 
all students to attend virtual classes at home. 

A few weeks later, Lucy couldn’t focus on 
anything for over five minutes. Then her fre-
quent crying and tantrums erupted, on top 
of countless restless nights. 

But when it was back to school again, 
she stopped talking to anyone, including 
her classmates and teachers.

After multiple dreadful phone calls from 
the school on Lucy’s panic attacks in class, 
Carly and Mark decided that their daughter 
should be home-schooled instead. 

Landing in Nom Pahn two hours later, 
the family of three headed to the Lohas 
Cemetery in a solar-powered car set on 
autopilot.

Looking out from the window, Lucy lis-
tened to her favourite songs from her head-
phones, before slowly falling asleep and 

drooling. 
“Now that Lucy is asleep, can we talk 

about the experiment?” Carly asked.
Mark did not reply, but crossed his arms 

and turned his gaze to the front. 
“You know that, Mark. The government-

funded gene editing programme is the best 
bet for our kid. He’s due in four months, and 
if this works, he will not be infected with 
Covid his whole life. Think about how easy 
life would be without Covid! Our son won’t 
have to get vaccinated every six months!” 
Carly continued. 

Furrowing his brows, Mark stayed silent, 
cocking his head to one side. 

“I know you are worried my dear, but 
didn’t we recover from that financial and 
emotional black hole a decade ago because 
we were willing to move on from all those 
challenges? Look where we are now – I am 
a director of a digital marketing firm, and 
your delivery service unicorn start-up is 
going public next month,” Carly grabbed 
Mark’s shoulder. 

“Do you remember how your start-up 
managed to insist on using all-electric vehi-
cles for delivery and was the first to deliver 
cultured meat and insect dishes to people’s 
houses? Everyone thought it was crazy at 
the time, but you stuck with the innovation 
you believed in. No one thought Covid was 
possible as well, but you know what hap-
pened.”

On hearing this, Mark turned his head 
back to Carly and let out a sigh. 

“I guess you are right. We shouldn’t har-
bour suspicions on anything forward-think-
ing,” Mark admitted. 

The car finally halted at the Great 
George Cemetery. Mark picked up a bunch 

 hbs hk
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of white lilies and a piece of thin glass from 
the car’s boot. 

The trio menaced their way around 
tombstones scattered over the vast space, 
before they stopped at a grave without a 
tombstone. 

Tears welled up in Carly’s eyes, as she 
looked at the dusty grave growling with 
weeds for years.

“Dad, we are finally here to see you,” a 
teary Carly said. “I…I really miss you, and I 
can’t believe we couldn’t come to meet you 
for the last time before you…you left us.”

The family recalled the dreadful phone 
call 10 years ago. Carly had been checking 
in on her father, John, every day via video 
calls after he was admitted into the hospi-
tal’s intensive care unit for Covid. 

During those months, Carly cried night 
after night for not being able to fly over to 
take care of the then-76-year-old, going 
through cycles of hope and fear.

On a Saturday morning, the screechy 
sound of her vibrating phone sent chills 
down her spine.

“Hello, Mrs. Webber, would you be able 
to come to see your father the last time? I am 
afraid we are losing him any second now,” 
Carly picked up a call from the hospital.

Her mind went blank. She started pac-
ing back and forth in their then-tiny apart-
ment and biting her thumb till the nail broke. 
She called up the health ministry each hour 
and wished border restrictions had magi-
cally eased, but they were stubbornly intact. 

The following months were the darkest 
time for the family. 

Mark had just shuttered the street food 
stall that his family established decades 
ago, since his enthusiastic regulars stopped 

showing after lockdown measures in their 
hometown kicked in. Consumed with anxi-
ety over his unemployment, Mark was strug-
gling to pay back the loan that was enough 
to support his staff’s salaries till the end. 

Growing scrawnier week after week, 
Mark also stopped shaving, making his face 
more tired and crumbled. 

Amidst all the challenges that came in 
waves, there was something worth holding 
on to, he thought. He wanted to lift his wife 
out of her deep-seated sorrows.

The couple attended virtual therapies 
following the death of Carly’s father, but 
their relationship didn’t seem to improve – 
they often found themselves like strangers 
under the same roof. Mark helped Carly 
make a video commemorating her father’s 
death to play at a virtual funeral, but he 
knew deep down that Carly would have a 
long way to move on. 

Standing in front of the grave, Mark put 
his arm around Carly’s shivering shoulders, 
giving a gentle kiss on her forehand. 

He had been there for his wife 10 years 
ago and was still here for her 10 years later.

Seeing Carly’s tears trickle down her 
face, the usually detached Lucy couldn’t 
resist her tears either. 

The pandemic - which took away a fam-
ily’s grandfather, business and spirits, felt 
like a distant memory to Lucy. Why? Just 
why?

Lucy took over the thin piece of glass 
from Mark, erecting it on the grave. The 
glass, appeared to be an electronic medium, 
instantly started showing a three-dimen-
sional hologram of John – exactly the same 
as when Carly had seen him last time. 

“Hey sweetie. How’s work treating ya?” 
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this had been the man’s typical greeting line, 
which was extracted from John’s limited 
social media presence. 

“Dad, we’ve missed you,” Carly couldn’t 
resist replying.

The John hologram did not answer, and 
Carly knew it was because John’s social 
media data was not sufficient to support 
more conversation. 

So even an AI hologram device could 
not help much in reconstructing John’s per-
sona. Carly cried even harder, as she strolled 
down memory lane. 

Born in a remote village in Nom Pahn, 
Carly was raised single-handedly by John. 
The family barely scraped by with John jug-
gling several jobs to support Carly’s educa-
tion. 

The hardworking daughter did not let 
John down, and eventually secured a job in 
Hiro Koh that allowed her to send money 
home each month. Whenever John bragged 
about his daughter to his neighbours, he 
would inadvertently show his yellowish 
teeth from smoking.

Overcome with guilt, Carly still could 
not figure out what she could have done for 
John when he was about to leave her forever 
thousands of miles away. 

“Maybe nothing?” Carly wondered, look-
ing at the neighbouring graves that were 
dug at about the same time. 

Ashes were flying here when govern-
ment workers had to cremate mountains of 
deceased Covid-19 patients – they rested in 
the same flames and were now inevitably 
intertwined. 

What Lucy did after that seemed to give 
her an answer. Being mute for years, Lucy 
spoke very softly with a husky voice at first, 

the volume so low that her parents nearly 
thought it was the wind’s whisper in the vast 
cemetery. 

Holding a paper in her hand, Lucy read 
to John’s grave, 

“Here is the root of the root and the bud 
of the bud, 

and the sky of the sky of a tree called life, 
which grows higher than soul can hope 

or mind can hide 
and this is the wonder that’s keeping the 

stars apart. 
I carry your heart. I carry it in my heart.”
When the wind blew again, Lucy’s soft 

voice seemed to send E.E. Cummings’ poem 
all over the empty cemetery. 
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The Vaccine City, the Safe Zone

The pandemic has no doubt brought the world miserable times – 
lockdowns, restrictions, economic hardship, loss of life and health 
and so on – leaving life on Earth with exacerbated environmental, 
social and mental issues to deal with. Illustrating the general 
phenomena of the world’s need to be vaccinated, the artwork 
gives a broad view of government policy responses to vaccination, 
vaccine hesitancy and supply, economic and social governance, new 
directions and initiatives for recovery, and the hope for a better 
2021.

Carmen Lym, an artist from Hong Kong, uses words, space, 
symbols and drawings to bridge the subliminal and quiet dialogue 
between objects, human, nature and the environment.

Embodying the dichotomy of urban/rural, real/imaginary, and 
verbalization/serenity every day, her in-depth sense and sensibility 
aspires to, via sketching Mother Earth’s geomorphological 
tenderness and roughness, embrace fortune, grace, the ambiguous 
and narrative emotions in quotidian scenes. At ‘cuddlescuddle’, (IG 
page: cuddlescuddle) a journal that she keeps along her solitary 
journey, she invites thoughts to manifest through the layers of space 
and shades of light.
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