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4th July 2022 

China’s long-awaited relaxation of travel restrictions   

 

The covid-zero strategy was first adopted by Beijing in early 2020 when the pandemic 

started in Wuhan. During the past two and half years, as the world experienced one virus 

mutation after another, China consistently adhered to its original strategy while most 

other countries have gradually lifted pandemic control measures and travel restrictions, 

making itself one of the most unfriendly countries for both domestic and international 

travellers in the post-pandemic era.   

The most painful lockdown occurred in April 2022 when the city of Shanghai along with 

its 26 million residents were brought to a standstill for a 2-month period, which triggered 

an unprecedented plunge in commercial and industrial activities. The agonizing 

experience of abruptly shutting down the country’s most important economic hub 

seemed to serve as a warning sign for Beijing and prompted the central government to 

adjust its stance on pandemic control measures. During the past week, Beijing rolled out 

some long-awaited relaxations to boost mobility across borders and within the country, 

including halving the quarantine period for inbound travellers.  
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The early signs of relaxation came in early June when the State Council outlined nine 

“prohibited” measures, such as arbitrary restrictions on travellers and closing venues in 

low-risk areas. Previously, cities across China had unwritten discretion to formulate their 

own quarantine requirements, in some cases resulting in an unbearable quarantine period 

of two months for inbound travellers. Along with a special task force, the new measures 

aimed to address overzealous precautions and excessive local border restrictions which 

have contributed to supply-chain snarls and economic slowdowns.  

On 28th June, the National Health Commission (NHC) released the updated Covid-19 

Prevention and Control Plan, in which the quarantine period for overseas visitors was 

reduced by half, from 21 days to 10 days (7-day quarantine at centralised facilities and 3-

day at-home medical observation). It also changed the quarantine requirement for “close 

contacts of close contacts” from a 7-day quarantine at a centralised facility to a 7-day 

quarantine at home. This marked a meaningful relaxation of quarantine requirements for 

international travellers for the first time since early 2020.  

The very next day, the Ministry of Industry and Information Technology (MIIT) announced 

to further facilitate mobility by removing the “asterisk” on the travel-itinerary card, a mark 

that indicates travel history in areas with high covid risks. To provide some context, the 

zero-covid strategy in China is composed of three essential parts: mass testing, contact 

tracing, and lockdown and quarantine measures. Therefore, terminating the use of high-

risk area indicators will further improve significantly cross-region mobility on top of the 

reduced quarantine requirement discussed previously.  

The remaining measure that limits people’s mobility is the “Health QR-code” system, 

which contains information on vaccination and polymerase chain reaction (PCR) test 

results. When entering public venues such as public transports, airports, hospitals, 

shopping malls and official buildings, individuals are required to present their health QR-

code to ensure that their vaccination and PCR test results are up to date. As shown below, 

a green QR code indicates an up-to-date negative PCR test. A yellow one indicates an 

out-of-date (i.e. invalid) PCR test while a red one denotes a positive result or that the 

individual is still under quarantine. Due to the fact that PCR test requirements vary from 

one city to another, and that the system is independently managed by provincial 

governments, it is not clear when such measure will be removed to restore full mobility.  
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Guangdong Province Health QR-Code 

 

 

These long-awaited relaxation moves have been embraced by a surge in travel-related 

searches. According to data released by Qunar.com, the Chinese equivalent of Expedia, 

online searches for international air tickets doubled immediately following the policy 

announcement while sales of air tickets, hotels and train tickets jumped 60%, 200% and 

150%, respectively. Similarly, Shanghai Disneyland which reopened on 30th June also 

experienced a nearly 400% surge on internet search engines with a similar trend seen in 

hotels and resorts surrounding the city’s most popular amusement park.  

On a national-wide basis, hotel reservations for the past week have exceeded the pre-

covid level in 2019.  

Airlines that have been devastated by the pandemic also can’t wait to tap on the 

reopening story. Air China, one of the country’s largest airlines, announced to resume 16 

international routes with destinations in Europe and Asia, effective immediately. Similar 

announcements have also been made by other airlines including China Southern Airline, 

Xiamen Airline and Shenzhen Airline during the past week as they were resuming their 

international operations.  
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Despite all the excitements and frenzies, it is still too early to conclude that China has 

decided to abandon its covid-zero strategy. Notably, there is still no sign of easing on 

mass testing, which is one of the three pillars of China’s zero-covid strategy. On a visit to 

Wuhan last week, President Xi Jinping also reaffirmed the country’s adherence to the zero-

covid strategy and vowed to protect lives at the “temporary cost of lower growth”. In our 

view, rather than a shift away from the zero-covid strategy, these adjustments are meant 

to minimise the painful economic costs as the recent lockdowns in Shanghai and Beijing 

have shown.   

Shanghai Disneyland Reopening on 30th June 2022 
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