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Backlash against 
migrant workers 
in Asia-Pacific 
fuels slavery fears
BANGKOK: Public support for migrant
workers in Malaysia, Singapore and
Thailand is decreasing, a United Nations
poll found yesterday that campaigners
said raised concerns about the risk of
slavery. Most people in the three nations
have limited knowledge about and
increasingly negative attitudes towards
migrant workers, and do not think they
should receive the same benefits or pay
as local workers, showed the survey by
two UN agencies. Such attitudes can
condone discrimination, exploitation and
violence against migrant workers, and
influence policies on labor migration,
according to the UN International Labor
Organization (ILO) and UN Women.

As many as 10 million migrants are
estimated to work across Malaysia,
Singapore and Thailand, and campaigners
say debt bondage, limited state oversight,

and unscrupulous employment practices
leave them vulnerable to labor abuses and
slavery. Many are undocumented, mean-
ing they are not only exempt from state
benefits but at greater risk of being
exploited or enslaved and less likely to
speak out for fear of reprisals.

“While the research did not deter-
mine why attitudes towards migrant
workers are declining, it does demon-
strate that we are not successfully coun-
tering racism, xenophobia and hate,”
ILO advisor Anna Engblom told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation. “It is likely
that discriminatory practices are allowed
to flourish if the general public sympa-
thises with such values and behaviors,”
Engblom said on International Migrants
Day on Dec. 18 - set by the United
Nations to raise awareness on the issue.

The research - a follow-up to a 2010
poll - was based on interviews with
about 4,100 people in the three coun-
tries as well as Japan, which did not fea-
ture in the previous survey.

More than half the respondents in
Malaysia and Thailand, and a quarter in
Singapore, said there was a need for
more migrant workers in their countries
but over a third of those polled in each
nation agreed that migrants were “a

drain on the economy”. About half of the
people surveyed in Singapore, 77% in
Thailand and 83% in Malaysia said they
thought crime rates had increased in
their countries because of migration.

“There is a belief that migrant work-
ers are taking away our social, economic
and political resources,” said Glorene
Das, head of the Malaysian migrant
workers’ rights group Tenaganita.

Adisorn Kerdmongkol, a coordinator

at the Migrant Working Group, a net-
work of charities promoting migrant
rights, said such negative attitudes
would result in further exploitation.
“Governments will take less action to
protect migrant workers because they
will be concerned with public percep-
tion.” “Workers will also be afraid to
speak out due to concern they will be
disliked by locals, which will cause prob-
lems.” —Reuters

India court dismisses 
appeal against death 
penalty in grisly 2012 
gang-rape and murder
NEW DELHI: India’s top court yesterday dismissed an
appeal against the death penalty by one of four men
convicted of the gang-rape of a woman on a bus in
New Delhi and her murder, saying it found no reason to
review the sentence. The four were convicted in 2013 of
the rape, torture and murder of the 23-year-old physio-
therapy student in New Delhi in 2012, an attack that
triggered shockwaves across the world. The woman
died of her injuries in hospital in Singapore.

The case prompted India to enact tough new laws
against sexual violence, including the death penalty for
rape in some cases, but implementation has been poor
and the attacks have shown no signs of let-up. A
woman is raped every 20 minutes in India on average,
according to government data.

“It is still is very difficult for women to have cases
registered with the police,” said Bulbul Das, a women
rights expert and lawyer based in New Delhi. “The
inquiry procedures are very poor. Very little is being
done for women’s safety in the first place.” The victim in
the 2012 case came from a lower-middle class family
and worked in a call center while she studied.

Her mother told reporters outside the court that she
welcomed the ruling and hoped all four men would be
executed soon. “This is one step closer to justice,” she
said. In another high-profile case that fuelled public
anger, a court on Monday found Kuldeep Singh Sengar,
a lawmaker formerly with Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s ruling Bharatiya Janata Party, guilty of raping a
teenager in 2017. Sengar had pleaded not guilty, and
his family said they plan to appeal.

India has been rocked by two other recent cases:
the killing of a young woman in the northern state of
Uttar Pradesh allegedly by two men she had accused
of having raped her, and the murder of a 27-year-old
vet in India’s IT hub of Hyderabad, who police said
was abducted, raped and asphyxiated and her body set
ablaze. Last year, the court dismissed sentence review
pleas filed by the three other defendants in the 2012
case. A fifth allegedly committed suicide in jail in 2013,

and a sixth, a juvenile, was convicted and released
from a reformation home after serving a three-year
term in 2016.

A.P. Singh, the lawyer for the defendant whose
appeal was dismissed yesterday, said he would appeal
again. He has the option to file a mercy plea with the
president. —Reuters

Indonesia hikes 
jail term for 
Pole over Papua 
rebel links
JAKARTA: Indonesia’s supreme court has increased the
jail term for a Polish man convicted over links to sepa-
ratist guerrillas in restive Papua, raising the sentence to
seven years from five, his lawyer said yesterday. Jakub
Fabian Skrzypski was arrested in August last year,
accused of making contact with outlawed rebels in the
country’s easternmost territory and plotting to over-
throw the Indonesia government.

The Pole appealed against his jail term, but the
Supreme Court this week rejected that bid and
increased the original sentence-a not uncommon prac-
tice in the Indonesian justice system.

The ruling overturned an earlier court decision that
affirmed the five-year jail term, which was lighter than
the 10 years originally demanded by prosecutors.
Skrzypski was convicted in May for “treason”-which has
a broad application under Indonesia law and can be
used to charge anyone whose actions are meant to sub-
vert the state. His lawyer, Latifah Anum Siregar, said the
latest ruling was “too heavy”, adding she was discussing
the next steps with Skrzypski, including the possibility of
challenging the verdict through a case-review mecha-
nism. But that route would require finding evidence of
legal errors made by the court. 

“Skrzypski has rejected the accusations from the
beginning,” Siregar said.

The European Parliament has described Skrzypski as
a political prisoner and called for his transfer back to
Poland.  Jakarta is deeply sensitive about Papua, where a
low-level insurgency against the central government has
simmered for years, and routinely blames separatists for
violence in the region. —AFP

TOKYO:  A Tokyo court yesterday awarded 3.3 mil-
lion yen ($30,000) in damages to journalist Shiori Ito,
who accused a former TV reporter of rape in one of
the most high-profile cases of the #MeToo movement
in Japan. The civil case made headlines in Japan and
abroad, as it is rare for rape victims to report the
crime to the police-according to a 2017 government
survey, only four percent of women come forward.

Ito, 30, has become an outspoken symbol for
#MeToo in Japan, where the movement against sexu-
al harassment and abuse has struggled to take hold.
She had sought 11 million yen ($100,000) in compen-
sation from Noriyuki Yamaguchi, a former TV
reporter with close links to Prime Minister Shinzo
Abe, alleging he raped her after inviting her to dinner
to discuss a job opportunity in 2015.

Yamaguchi continues to deny any wrongdoing and
had filed a counter-suit against Ito, seeking 130 mil-
lion yen in compensation. “We won. The counter-suit
was turned down,” said Ito outside the court, holding
up a banner that read “victory” as supporters
cheered and clapped.

“Honestly I still don’t know how I feel,” she told
reporters, struggling to hold back the tears. “However,
winning this case doesn’t mean this (sexual assault)
didn’t happen... This is not the end,” she added.

She said she hoped the case would change what
she called the “under-developed” legal and social
environment surrounding rape in Japan. Japan hiked
minimum jail terms for rapists from three to five years
and widened the definition of sexual assault victims
to include men for the first time in 2017.

Lawmakers decided unanimously to update the
1907 statute to impose tougher penalties on sex
attackers and make prosecutions easier, as they look
to boost Japan’s low number of convictions.

The latest World Economic Forum report on the
gender gap published on the eve of the case ranked
Japan 121st out of 153 countries, slipping even further
down the list from 110th the previous year.

Yamaguchi announced he would appeal “immedi-
ately” against the ruling, saying: “I have not done
anything that goes against the law.” He claimed the
court had failed to acknowledge inconsistencies and
“falsehoods” in Ito’s argument while ignoring his own
arguments.

He said the significant international media atten-
tion around the case might have clouded the judge-
ment of the court and vowed to be more vocal in
future.

‘It wasn’t only me!’ 
Ito spoke out in 2017, shortly before the #MeToo

movement, and this was “viewed as odd, especially in
Japan”, she said. When the #MeToo movement
emerged, “I thought ‘It wasn’t only me!’ and I believe
there were others who thought so too,” she said.

But things in Japan moved slowly. “I saw women in
Europe or the United States actively discussing it and
standing up together but I didn’t think that happened
in Japan at the same time,” she said.

Ito said that a major problem in Japanese media is
the high proportion of men in decision-making posi-
tions but she added that the situation has begun to
change with overseas harassment stories appearing in
Japan and her story being told overseas. Ito suspects
her alleged attacker drugged her and claims police
failed to test for substances. “When I regained con-
sciousness, in intense pain, I was in a hotel room and
he was on top of me. I knew what had happened but I
couldn’t process it.”

The court said in its written ruling that she was

“forced to have sex without contraception, while in a
state of unconsciousness and severe inebriation”.

“We acknowledge that the plaintiff continues to
suffer from flashbacks and panic attacks until now,”

said the court. The police, who took weeks to open a
criminal investigation, told Ito they were going to
arrest Yamaguchi, she said-before they suddenly
backed off. —AFP

Tokyo court awards $30,000 in damages to victim

Japan journalist wins high-profile 
#MeToo case against TV reporter

TOKYO: Japanese journalist Shiori Ito sheds a tear as she speaks to reporters outside the Tokyo dis-
trict court yesterday after hearing the ruling on a damages lawsuit by her, accusing a former TV
reporter of rape. —AFP

Myanmar workers in Thailand.— Reuters

Former BJP lawmaker Kuldeep Singh Sengar was found guilty
of raping a teenager in 2017. 

5 dead, dozens 
injured in 
HK bus crash
HONG KONG:  Five people were killed and
dozens injured in Hong Kong yesterday when
a double-decker bus smashed into a tree,
police said. Live footage showed firefighters
trying reach victims on the vehicle’s top deck,
which had been turned into a tangled mess of
twisted metal and shattered glass, leaving
some passenger seats dangling to the side.

Victims were seen being removed in a
black body bags and placed next to a sign
reading “Temporary Mortuary” at the road-
side in Kwu Tung, a region close to the border
with China.

Police said five people were certified dead
at the scene with dozens injured. The city’s

Hospital Authority said it had activated its
“major incident” plan in response to the crash.
One survivor dressed with a bandage around
his head and right arm told local broadcaster
TVB he was asleep when the crash happened.
“When I woke up I was already trapped in my
seat,” the man said. Hong Kong prides itself
on having one of the world’s best public trans-
port systems but deadly bus accidents are not
unknown. The densely-packed city has many
winding, narrow and often steep roads. But
unions say driver fatigue from working unfor-
giving hours is also commonplace.

Last year was an especially bad one for
fatal bus crashes in Hong Kong. A speeding
double-decker overturned in northern Hong
Kong in February 2018, killing 19 people, one
of the worst bus accidents on record. Five
people were killed when a coach carrying
Cathay Pacific staff to Hong Kong’s airport
collided with a taxi in November.  A month lat-
er, four people died when an empty runaway
schoolbus mounted a pavement. —AFP

Two security men
killed in attack on 
Pakistan polio 
vaccination team
PESHAWAR:  Gunmen killed at least
two policemen in an attack on a polio
vaccination security team in northwest
Pakistan yesterday, the latest setback
in the nation’s campaign to eradicate
the disease.

The personnel were part of a nation-
wide anti-polio drive launched this
week, aiming to inoculate tens of mil-
lions of children in Pakistan-one of only
two countries where the crippling dis-
ease remains endemic. Two gunmen on
a motorcycle carried out the attack in

the Lal Qila area of Khyber-
Pakhtunkhwa province, near the border
with Afghanistan, as police were gath-
ering at a health centre before heading
out with polio vaccinators, said police
official Arif Shahbaz.

“The vaccinators were unhurt,” added
Shahbaz. Another police officer con-
firmed the incident and the toll. The
attack comes during a devastating year
in Pakistan’s long fight against the dis-
ease, with at least 104 cases reported in
2019 so far.

Last year, just 12 cases were reported.
There was no immediate claim of
responsibility for yesterday’s killings, but
the Pakistani Taliban and other militants
have targeted polio vaccinators in the
past. Vaccination campaigns have faced
stubborn resistance for years in Pakistan,
with many refusing to have their children
inoculated because of misinformation
and conspiracy theories. —AFP

Thai army ‘regrets’ 
killing three 
Muslim civilians 
BANGKOK: The Thai army has expressed “regret” after
troops shot dead three Muslim men foraging in the jungle
this week and promised a probe, a rare admission of
wrongdoing by the military in Thailand’s insurgency-
scarred south. On Monday security forces killed three
men aged 24-27 in a jungle in Narathiwat province,
believing them to be Muslim militants. 

The commander of the southern army region-which
oversees the three southernmost provinces-apologised
for the “mistaken identity” made by the officers.  “All three
people shot dead were villagers, not militants,” Lieutenant
General Pornsak Poolsawat admitted in a statement
obtained yesterday. The military has been locked in sim-
mering conflict with Malay-Muslim militants in Thailand’s
south for 15 years as the rebels agitate for more autonomy.
More than 7,000 lives have been claimed in clashes-the
majority civilians both Buddhist and Muslim. 

The three men killed Monday had been foraging in the
jungle, Pornsak said, vowing an investigation into whether
perpetrators had “intentionally” killed the men, which
could result in prosecution. Critics say impunity reigns in
the south, with no military personnel ever having been
successfully prosecuted for alleged abuses. 

A heavy military presence blankets the region under
martial law as soldiers attempt to contain an insurgency
masterminded by shadowy rebel groups who accuse the
Thai state of heavy-handed tactics. —AFP


