
Ex-government 
spokesman who 
denied Tiananmen 
deaths dead at 90 
BEIJING: Former Chinese government spokesman Yuan
Mu, the man who told the world no one was killed in the
1989 Tiananmen Square crackdown, has died, an online
obituary search showed, while official media has remained
mostly silent.  A former Communist propaganda official,
Yuan defended the Chinese government after soldiers of
the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) fired on unarmed pro-
democracy protestors in 1989. Reports of Yuan’s death
have been unusually muted in China’s official media. The
Paper, a state-linked newspaper, last week put up an arti-
cle with a memorial service notice but quickly removed it. 

An article on the state-run China News Service said
Yuan died on December 13 in Beijing. He was 90. This is in
contrast to the recent death of Ismail Amat, a former vice
chairperson of the Standing Committee of the National
People’s Congress, whose passing was widely reported in
state media, including a front page obituary in party
mouthpiece the People’s Daily. Official images had showed
Chinese leader Xi Jinping attending the memorial and
offering condolences to Amat’s wife, but this was was con-
spicuously absent in Yuan’s case. 

Yuan was born in 1928 in Xinghua city in eastern
Jiangsu province. He rose to become a director of the
State Council Research Office and also served as
spokesman of the State Council, China’s cabinet. On June
4, 1989, after student protestors had staged a peaceful
seven week sit-in to demand democratic reforms, the
Communist Party sent tanks and PLA soldiers in to quell
the protest. Yuan had then said no one died on the square
but later admitted that 300 soldiers and citizens died
around the square with some 7,000 injured, a far lower
number than many independent estimates. 

The government has since refused to talk about the

number of people who may have been killed, and mentions
of the incident are censored on the Chinese internet.
Yuan’s death comes at a sensitive time, with 2019 marking
the 30th anniversary of the bloody crackdown. Tens of
thousands gather annually in semi-autonomous Hong
Kong to commemorate the event but any mention of the
pro-democracy demonstrations remains strictly censored.
Yuan’s name has also been censored on the Twitter-like
Weibo-a search on the platform showed results could not
be displayed “according to the relevant laws, regulations
and policies”. 

But a search on an online obituary website turned up an
entry for Yuan where visitors can pay to burn virtual
incense or leave computerized flowers. A former journalist,
the conservative Yuan wrote several articles in his retire-
ment complaining of laxness in the leadership, which he
said led to corruption and bourgeois liberalization.  In
1998, Yuan denied reports of his own death after several
newspapers in Hong Kong reported that he had committed
suicide.  “I’m not such a fool (to commit suicide). I will not
do such a move in my life,” the Hong Kong-based Beijing-
backed Ta Kung Pao had quoted Yuan as saying. —AFP

India races against 
the clock to rescue 
‘rat-hole’ miners
NEW DELHI: Indian rescuers desperately battled rising
water levels and a lack of effective machinery yesterday in
a race against the clock to reach 15 miners trapped for
nearly two weeks in a flooded mineshaft.  The so-called
“rat-hole” diggers-men who risk their lives working in
illegal mines-were lost on December 13 after water
gushed in from a nearby river, in the remote northeastern

state of Meghalaya. Dozens of emergency workers have
since been racing against time to rescue the miners from a
106 metre (330-foot) shaft. There has been no contact
with the workers but their families are clinging to hopes
that they are in an air pocket.

Rescue chief S.K. Shastri told AFP nothing has been
heard from the miners, but that “in such cases we always
presume they are alive.” Engineers are struggling with
ineffective machinery that cannot cope with the deluge in
the pit. “The water level hasn’t gone down an inch-it
increased after it rained,” Shastri said. “The two 25 horse-
power pumps were ineffective. We need up to 12 100
horsepower pumps to drain out water.” The river is also
still pouring into the shaft making it dangerous to send
down divers, according to Shastri, who added that the
collapse of the tunnel walls could have caused leaks into

other mines. Most of those trapped are said to be migrant
laborers from neighboring states.

A miner who survived the flooding told reporters five
men escaped as water burst into the pit. “I was about
five feet away from the ground that morning and on my
way up, when I suddenly felt a lot of air and then saw
water,” the 21-year-old said.  Mining was banned in the
mineral-rich state by a federal court in 2014 after local
communities said it was polluting water bodies. But the
practice continues with locals illegally extracting coal
using dangerous “rat hole” mines. This involves digging
into the side of hills and then burrowing horizontal tun-
nels to reach a coal seam.  At least 15 miners were killed
after they were trapped in another flooded rat-hole
mine in Meghalaya in 2012. Their bodies were never
recovered. —AFP
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N Korea blasts 
UN resolution 
on rights abuse
SEOUL: North Korea yesterday hit back at a latest UN
resolution that condemned Pyongyang’s rights abuses, call-
ing it a “serious... provocation” that would undermine peace
efforts on the Korean peninsula. The UN General Assembly
adopted last week a resolution-which passed by consensus
without a vote-condemning the “systematic, widespread
and gross” human rights violations in the isolated North. 

The impoverished but nuclear-armed nation, ruled by
the Kim family through three generations, has been
accused of state-sanctioned abuses including torture, rape
and extrajudicial killings. It marked the 14th consecutive
year the UN has passed such a document. The North has
constantly denied any rights abuses in the country and
labeled the UN criticisms as smear campaigns aimed at
undermining its leadership.  The North’s state-run Rodong
newspaper slammed the latest resolution as a “serious
political provocation against the (North) and a vicious
move to tarnish its international image”.

“The wicked intention of the US... in getting vocal about
the non-existent ‘human rights issue’ of the DPRK is to
broaden the scope of the sanctions and pressure and esca-
late them,” it said in an editorial, using the North’s official
name. The editorial also lashed out at a “thoughtless” South
Korea for backing the UN bill-a move that would be “tar-
nishing the atmosphere of improving the north-south ties”.
Washington had separately sought to organize a Security
Council meeting on human rights in the North but gave up
on the option earlier this month because it was unsure of
the support it would get from partners. —AFP

CARITA, Indonesia: A small Christmas service was held
near a stretch of Indonesia’s tsunami-struck coastline
yesterday, as panicked residents in one coastal town tried
to flee after rumors spread that another deadly wave was
about to smash into the coast. It turned out to be a false
alarm, but widespread fears about a repeat disaster - and
warnings that clean water and medicine supplies were
running low - rippled across the region as the death toll
from Saturday’s volcano-triggered disaster topped 400.

Thousands more have been displaced, with many left
homeless after houses were flattened by the killer wave.
“A lot of the children are sick with fevers, headaches and
they haven’t had enough water,” said Rizal Alimin, a doc-
tor working for NGO Aksi Cepat Tanggap, at a local
school that was turned into a temporary shelter. “We
have less medicine than usual ... It’s not healthy here for
evacuees.”

Rescuers used heavy machinery, sniffer dogs, and spe-
cial cameras to detect and dig bodies out of mud and
wreckage along a 100-km stretch of Java’s west coast
and officials said the search area would be expanded fur-
ther south. “There are several locations that we previous-
ly thought were not affected,” said Yusuf Latif,
spokesman for the national search and rescue agency.
“But now we are reaching more remote areas...and in fact
there are many victims there,” he added.

The powerful tsunami struck at night and without
warning, sweeping over popular beaches on southern
Sumatra and the western edge of Java and inundating
tourist hotels and coastal settlements. The latest death toll
stood at 429, with 1,485 people injured and another 154
still missing. Indonesia is a Muslim majority nation but has
a Christian minority, with services held yesterday to cele-
brate Christmas - and pray for those affected by the

deadly tsunami. Dozens attended a somber service at the
Rahmat Carita Pentecostal church near one of the worst-
hit areas. “This Christmas is different because we’re cele-
brating it during a disaster,” congregant Eliza told AFP.
“For me, it’s a chance to contemplate.”

Scared to go home 
Experts have warned that more deadly waves could

slam the stricken region now covered by mountains of
overturned cars, boats, furniture and other debris. Many
evacuees are too afraid to go home. “I’ve been here three
days,” said Neng Sumarni, 40, who was sleeping with her
three children and husband on the school’s floor with
some three dozen others. “I’m scared because my home is
right near the beach.” Authorities are using sniffer dogs to
try to find any survivors and victims’ bodies, while they
have turned to drones to survey the devastated coast-
lines. Abu Salim, with volunteer disaster aid group
Tagana, said aid workers were scrambling to stabilize the
situation by setting up public kitchens and tents for shel-
ter. “(People) still don’t have access to running water,” he
told AFP. “There are many evacuees who fled to higher
ground and we still can’t reach them.” In shattered Way
Muli village on Sumatra, Udin Ahok was coming to grips
with the horrible choice he was forced to make: save his
wife or his mother and baby.

When the tsunami slammed into his house, the pan-
icked Ahok fought to reach his sleeping 70-year-old
mother and one-year-old son but then he saw his wife
about to drown in the swirling waters. He plucked her to
safety. His mother and baby were found dead under
mountains of debris. “I didn’t have time to save my moth-
er and son,” the weeping 46-year-old told AFP from a
shelter in one of the stricken region’s hardest-hit areas. “I

regret it so much. I can only hope they’ve been given a
place in God’s hands.”

‘I can’t rebuild’ 
Across the Sunda Strait in Java island, Saki stood amid

the rubble of what was once Sumber Jaya village and
wondered aloud how he would get his life back on track.

“I can’t rebuild, everything is gone - my clothes, my mon-
ey,” said the 60-year-old, who like many Indonesians
goes by one name. Officials say the evidence suggested
that an eruption of the rumbling Anak Krakatoa volcano,
which sits in the middle of the Strait, caused a section of
the crater to collapse and slide into the ocean, triggering
the tsunami. — Agencies  

Rescuers use drones, sniffer dogs to search for survivors

Prayers, fear in tsunami-struck 
Indonesia towns as toll tops 400 

RAJABASA, Indonesia: This picture taken with a long exposure shows lightning bolts striking along the Sunda Strait
between the Indonesian islands of Java and Sumatra in Lampung province yesterday. — AFP 


