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BEIJING: In this Feb. 4, 2013 file photo, Ilham Tohti, an outspoken scholar of
China’s Uighur minority, gestures as he speaks during an interview at his
home. —AP

GENEVA: A group of advocacy organiza-
tions has awarded its annual prize for
human rights defenders to imprisoned
Chinese Muslim minority economics
professor Ilham Tohti, shining new atten-
tion on a case that has brought strong
international condemnation.

The Martin Ennals Award is bestowed
by 10 rights groups including Amnesty
International and Human Rights Watch.
A ceremony honoring the award, which
was founded in 1994, was taking place
in Geneva on Tuesday with his daughter
in attendance. Tohti, 46, was given a life
sentence on charges of separatism in
September 2014 after a two-day trial. A
member of the Turkic Muslim Uighur
ethnic group, he taught at Beijing’s
Minzu University and was an outspoken
critic of Beijing’s ethnic policies in the far
western region of Xinjiang.

Advocating separatism and violence
Tohti denied Beijing’s relentless accu-

sations of advocating separatism and
violence. His daughter Jewher Ilham said
she hadn’t seen her father since they
parted at the Beijing airport in February
2013, but her relatives had visited him in
prison over the summer. While he and
the visiting relatives were barred by
Chinese officials from discussing his
treatment behind bars, Tohti had clearly
lost weight, she said.

“My family visited on July 7: They
told me that he’s gotten skinnier - he
lost 40 pounds - and all his hair turned
gray,” she told reporters ahead of the
awards ceremony. “He wasn’t allowed to
say anything,” other than to discuss
general topics like “children, studies,
and life,” she said.

She said she didn’t expect the award
would worsen an already bad situation
because of the life sentence, or antici-
pate that the government would retali-
ate against the family. But she said she
hoped the award would increase aware-
ness about her father. 

Chinese authorities could realize the
international attention to Tohti’s situa-
tion, and “they are scared that their rep-
utation will get ruined,” said Ilham, who
is a student at Indiana University in the
United States. “Either it will have better
effects or maybe no change - they just
ignore it - but I don’t think things can
get worse.”

It could “make people believe that
what the Chinese government has been
telling people is a lie,” she said, adding
that her broader concern was that out-
side observers might lose attentiveness
to Tohti ’s imprisonment long after
Tuesday’s prize ceremony.

In a statement announcing the
award, the rights groups said Tohti has
“sought reconciliation by bringing to
light repressive Chinese policies and
Uyghur grievances. This is information
the Chinese government has sought to
keep behind a veil of silence.” The state-
ment used an alternative spelling for
Uighur.

“He remains a voice of moderation
and reconciliation in spite of how he has
been treated,” it said. Prevented from
publishing, Tohti turned to the internet,
running the site Uyghurbiz.net to foster
discussion about the economic, social
and developmental issues Uighurs face.

Seven of Tohti’s students were also
sentenced in what was seen as a move
to strengthen the government’s case
against him.

Authorities accused Tohti and his
students of forming a criminal gang
that sought to spl it  Xinj iang from
China. Tohti’s sentence was one of the
harshest handed down to a govern-
ment critic in recent years and came
amid a sweeping crackdown on dissent
under President Xi Jinping. He was tried
and imprisoned in Xinjiang, more than
2,000 kilometers (1,250 miles) from
Beijing, making it difficult and expen-
sive for his family to see him in brief bi-
monthly visits.

Tohti’s trial and sentencing brought
statements of  condemnation from
numerous Western governments and
the European Union, and in January
several hundred academics petitioned
China’s government to release him.

Intense friction 
Many pointed out that Tohti was a

voice for moderation and understand-
ing at  a t ime of  intense fr ict ion
between Islam, the West and China.
“The real shame of this situation is that
by eliminating the moderate voice of
Ilham Tohti, the Chinese government is
in fact laying the groundwork for the
very extremism it says it wants to pre-
vent,” said Dick Oosting, chairman of
the foundation that presents the award,
named after a former secretary general
of Amnesty International.

Many Uighurs say Chinese govern-
ment policies and an influx of migrants
belonging to China’s majority Han eth-
nic group have threatened their culture
and left them economically marginal-
ized. Such sentiments are seen as driv-
ing occasional outbursts of violence,
including deadly riots in the regional
capital of Urumqi in 2009.

At a regular briefing,  a Chinese
Foreign Ministry spokesman reiterated
the authorities’ allegation that Tohti was
inciting others to participate in terrorist
activities. Geng Shuang said Tohti’s case
was backed by evidence and “has noth-
ing to do with human rights.”

The government was enraged by the
awarding of the 2010 Nobel Peace Prize
to imprisoned pro-democracy activist
Liu Xiaobo. China accused Norway,
which hosts the award ceremony, of a
deliberate insult, and relations between
the two have yet to recover.

“The award not only duly recognizes
Prof. I lham Tohti’s courageous work
promoting minority rights and dia-
logues between Hans and Uighurs, it
also highlights the Chinese govern-
ment’s increasingly harsh punishment
against its critics,” said Maya Wang, a
Hong Kong-based researcher with
Human Rights Watch. “Instead of react-
ing angrily to the news, the Chinese
government should release Ilham Tohti
and reverse its repressive policies in
Xinjiang,” Wang said.

The other finalists for the Martin
Ennals award were Razan Zaitouneh, a
rights advocate and defender of politi-
cal  prisoners in Syria who was k id-
napped in December 2013 along with
her husband and two colleagues, and
the Zone 9 Bloggers of Ethiopia - an
independent journalism collective that
document cases of rights abuses there.

Tohti was one of five candidates for
the European Union’s prestigious
Sakharov Prize for human rights awarded
later this month, though he didn’t make
the cut of three finalists announced
Tuesday. —AP
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BEIJING: China said yesterday South
Korea’s coast guard should not have been
operating in part of the sea where one of
Seoul’s patrol boats sank last week during
an operation to crack down on a group of
Chinese fishing boats.

South Korean coast guard vessels reg-
ularly chase Chinese boats for fishing ille-
gally off its coast, at times resulting in vio-
lent confrontations. The disputes are an
irritant in relations between China and US

ally South Korea, even as their economic
relations grow close and they share con-
cerns about North Korea’s nuclear
weapons and missile programs.

South Korea’s Ministry of Public Safety
and Security, which oversees the coast
guard, said one of its patrol boats sank
last week during an anti-illegal fishing
operation off the Korean peninsula’s west
coast.

Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman

Geng Shuang said where the incident
happened was an area where, according
to a bilateral fishing agreement, South
Korean vessels should not be carrying out
law enforcement operations.

China had lodged a protest with South
Korea and demanded the country “calmly
and rationally” handle the incident, Geng
told a daily news briefing. South Korea’s
coast guard said on Tuesday that its offi-
cers would be authorised to use firearms,

including handguns and onboard can-
non, against illegal Chinese fishing vessels
if deemed threatening.

Chinese spokesman Geng said such
actions would not resolve anything and
could only worsen the problem. “China
again demands South Korea strengthen
their controls on law enforcement per-
sonnel.”

South Korea’s coast guard captured
two Chinese fishing boats illegally operat-

ing off the west coast early on Wednesday
and brought them to a South Korean
port, an Incheon Coast Guard official told
Reuters by telephone.

Three Chinese fishermen were killed
last month in a fire that broke out on their
boat when a South Korean coast guard
crew trying to apprehend them for illegal
fishing threw flash grenades into a room
in which they were hiding, according to a
South Korean official.—Reuters

China rebuffs S Korea over sinking of coast guard vessel

BANGKOK: Thailand’s junta chief
said yesterday he planned to hold
talks with the Crown Prince follow-
ing days of unprecedented concern
over the health of ailing King
Bhumibol Adulyadej.

Bhumibol, 88, is the world’s
longest-reigning monarch and
beloved by many in Thailand. But he
has not been seen in public for near-
ly a year as he battles a series of ail-
ments in a Bangkok hospital. An
unusually pessimistic palace state-
ment on Sunday described the
king’s health as “not stable” with
doctors recommending he suspend
all royal duties. 

That sparked market jitters inside
Thailand this week as well as public
prayers for his well-being. Crown
Prince Maha Vajiralongkorn, who

spends much time outside the
country, is his named successor.
“The Crown Prince is returning (to
Thailand) and I will wait for him to
grant me audience so I can brief him
on the government’s work,” Prime
Minister Prayut Chan-O-Cha, a for-
mer army chief who seized power in
2014, told AFP via text message.

Thai media travelling with Prime
Minister Prayut Chan-O-Cha in the
eastern province of Chonburi said
the junta chief had abruptly can-
celled all official engagements
Wednesday afternoon and returned
to the capital.

No reason was given, according to
media which reported the cancella-
tion, including the major dailies
Matichon and Thai Rath. Security out-
side the hospital where Bhumibol is

being treated was increased yester-
day with a hospital official saying
they expected the Crown Prince to
visit his father. “The security has been
stepped up because the Crown
Prince is coming to the hospital,” a
spokeswoman at Siriraj hospital said,
asking not to be named.

Taboo topic    
Bhumibol’s health is a taboo sub-

ject and palace officials maintain
tight control on news about his con-
dition. A draconian lese majeste law
also makes public discussion of the
succession all but impossible.

Sunday’s statement was notice-
ably grim in its prognosis. Previous
statements have tended to end on a
positive note after successful treat-
ment. The king has battled a range

of ailments in the last two years
including regular infections, breath-
ing difficulties, renal failure and
hydrocephalus-a build-up of cere-
brospinal fluid commonly referred
to as “water on the brain”.

The latest announcement caused
Thailand’s stock market to dip and
the baht to fall against the dollar
this week. The main bourse plunged
after the lunch break on Wednesday,
dropping as much as 6.8 percent. By
mid afternoon it had recovered
somewhat to 3.45 percent down. On
Monday it declined 3.15 percent
and on Tuesday it fell 1.02 percent.

The Thai baht was headed
towards its steepest weekly drop in
three years, trading at 35.90 on
Wednesday, according to
Bloomberg data. Privately many
business leaders-both domestic and
foreign-fret that his demise could
lead to economic instability, espe-
cially as there is no official discus-
sion on how the country will handle
his passing.

Most Thais have known no other
monarch and Bhumibol is widely
seen as a unifying symbol in a coun-
try rocked by decades of political
turbulence and divisions. The heir,
64, has yet to attain his father’s
widespread popularity.

Since Sunday’s announcement,
many Thais have started wearing
pink in the belief it will bring the
king good luck. A crowd of follow-
ers gathered outside the hospital to
pray. “It feels like he is getting
worse this time,” said Somchit
Naravichit, 58, tears welling in her
eyes. “Millions of Thais are sending
him supports, praying for him and
wanting him to get well soon,” she
told AFP.

Suwanna Kaennumtiang, a 62-
year-old woman holding a portrait
of the king, added: “The king is very
important to us because he has
done everything for the people. He
is like my angel. I pray to his photo
on my bedside every day.” —AFP
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BANGKOK: A Thai woman holds a portrait of Thai King Bhumibol Adulyadej as she pray for his
health at Siriraj Hospital, where the king is being treated, in Bangkok on October 12, 2016.—AFP

HONG KONG: Hong Kong rebel lawmakers
swore, shouted, banged drums and railed
against “tyranny” yesterday when they took
their oaths of office in the city’s parliament, as
calls grow for a split from Beijing.

The chaotic first meeting of the new term
of the Legislative Council (Legco) came after a
citywide vote last month saw victories for sev-
eral lawmakers advocating more autonomy or
even independence for Hong Kong. The city is
semi-autonomous under a “one country, two
systems” deal sealed when Britain returned
Hong Kong to China in 1997. The arrange-
ment protects Hong Kong’s freedoms for 50
years, but there are increasing concerns those
liberties are disappearing as Beijing tightens
its grip.

Lawmakers are required to recite a short
oath in Legco before they can officially take
up their seats. That oath declares repeatedly
that Hong Kong is a “special administrative
region” of China. The government had warned
lawmakers in advance they risked losing their
seats if they did not take the oath properly.

Impassioned speech 
Nathan Law, 23, Legco’s youngest lawmak-

er and a former pro-democracy protest leader,
delivered an impassioned speech ahead of
taking the oath. “You can chain me, you can
torture me, you can even destroy this body -
but you can never imprison my mind,” he said,
quoting India’s independence leader
Mahatma Gandhi.

Law, who is calling for self-determination
for Hong Kong, was one of the main leaders of
the 2014 Umbrella Movement rallies which
brought tens of thousands to the streets call-
ing for democratic reform. Two new pro-inde-
pendence lawmakers, Baggio Leung and Yau
Wai-ching, added their own words before the
oath, pledging to serve the “Hong Kong
nation”.

Both displayed flags emblazoned with the
words: “Hong Kong is not China”. Leung took
the full oath in English but refused to pro-
nounce “China” correctly, instead calling it
“Cheena”.

Yau was distinctly heard saying “the
People’s Re-fucking of Zeena”, instead of “the
People’s Republic of China” in her oath,
although she denied that later, blaming her
accent. Local media reported that they had
used the word “Shina” instead of China, an

archaic, derogatory Japanese term for the
mainland. 

Risk to seats    
New lawmaker Eddie Chu, who advocates a

public referendum on Hong Kong’s future sov-
ereignty, shouted “Democratic self-determina-
tion! Tyranny will perish!” after taking his oath.
Teacher Lau Siu-lai, also a former Umbrella
Movement activist, read every word of the
oath at a snail’s pace, prompting some pro-
Beijing lawmakers to walk out. 

The Legco clerk told Leung, Yau and one
other pro-democracy lawmaker that he was
unable to “administer” their oaths, because
they had modified them.

It is not yet clear whether any of the law-
makers deemed not to have taken the oath
properly will be barred from taking up their
seats. In a statement issued before the oath-
taking, the government cited a law that stipu-
lates “any person who declines or neglects to
take an oath duly requested which he or she

is required to take shall vacate office or be dis-
qualified from entering on it”.

The session was suspended after Law
refused to return to his seat, questioning why
the clerk had objected to the three lawmakers’
oaths. According to government rules, the
clerk must now refer the invalid oath cases to
the Legco president, who was elected
Wednesday afternoon amid further chaos. The
three lawmakers who did not have their oaths
approved were told they could not vote for
Legco president.

The vast majority of pro-democracy law-
makers left the chamber before the vote, with
some shouting and tearing up their ballots.
Pro-Beijing legislator Andrew Leung was vot-
ed in by 38 to zero by establishment lawmak-
ers, who are in the majority in the Legco. The
pro-democracy camp had objected to his
candidacy. Separately yesterday, Britain
urged Hong Kong to protect rights and free-
doms in the city in its regular six-monthly
report. —AFP
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HONG KONG: (L-R) Lawmakers League of Social Democrat legislator Leung Kwok-hung
also known as ‘Long Hair’, Fernando Cheung, Eddie Chu, Claudia Mo and Nathan Law sit
at the secretariat’s place demanding Andrew Leung, who was later voted Legco presi-
dent, to produce proof he has given up his UK passport, during the first meeting of the
new term of the Legislative Council (Legco) on October 12, 2016. —AFP


