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Anthem bill sparks clashes  
in Hong Kong’s legislature

HONG KONG: Hong Kong’s legislature plunged into 
chaotic scuffles for a second time this month, as pro-
Beijing lawmakers yesterday took control of a key 
committee, paving the way for a debate on a bill that 
would criminalize abuse of China’s national anthem. 
Pro-democracy legislators charged at security 
guards surrounding pro-establishment lawmaker 
Chan Kin-Por, who had taken the chairman’s seat in 
the meeting against procedural objections by the op-
position. 

Guards hauled several legislators out of the 
chamber, some kicking and shouting. Some tried 
leaping over the guards from benchtops to take 
back the chairman’s seat only to be forced back. The 
Democrats chanted “foul play” and held a placard 
reading “CCP (China Communist Party) tramples 
HK legislature.” 

Opposition lawmaker Ted Hui shouted at Chan that 
the meeting was “illegal.” Even as the protests con-
tinued, Chan called a vote for a chairperson of the 
committee that was won by pro-Beijing lawmaker 
Starry Lee. Lee’s camp condemned the violence and 
pledged to push ahead with the anthem bill. “It’s 
painful to watch and it’s saddening to see a legislative 
assembly degenerate into this level of behavior,” pro-
Beijing lawmaker Martin Liao said. 

Beijing has accused the former British colony’s 
pro-democracy lawmakers of “malicious” filibuster-
ing to prevent some proposed bills from going to a 
final vote, effectively paralyzing the legislature. It was 
the second time in 10 days that have legislators 
pushed and shoved each other over the procedures 
of electing a chairperson. Last May, scuffles broke 
out in the legislature over a proposed extradition bill 

that if passed could have seen people stand trial in 
courts in mainland China. The bill sparked often-vio-
lent protests in the Hong Kong and was later 
scrapped. “They can take away the rules of proce-
dures today but I am sure the Hong Kong people 
won’t forget today,” said Democratic lawmaker Den-
nis Kwok. 

 
Online calls for protests 

The house committee’s role is to scrutinize bills 
before a second reading in the legislative council 
and has built up a backlog after failing to elect a 
chairperson since late last year. The backlog in-
cludes the China national anthem bill, which is ex-
pected to be given a second reading on May 27 
despite the procedural chaos. Protesters have been 
calling on social media for city-wide demonstrations 
on that day. Liao acknowledged the bill could spark 
social unrest. “We cannot shun our legislative duty 
because we think there’s a risk,” he said. Social dis-
tancing amid the pandemic has largely put a brake 
on protests since January, but demonstrations are 
expected to resume later this year with the outbreak 
coming under control. 

The arrest of 15 activists in April, including veteran 
politicians, a publishing tycoon and senior barristers, 
thrust the protest movement back into the spotlight 
and drew condemnation from Washington and inter-
national rights groups. China’s Hong Kong affairs of-
fice warned this month that the city would never be 
calm unless “black-clad violent protesters” were all 
removed, describing them as a “political virus” that 
seeks independence from Beijing. Beijing blames for-
eign forces for fomenting unrest and says protesters 

are undermining the rule of law in Hong Kong. 
US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo said on Sun-

day he believed China had threatened to interfere 
with the work of US journalists in Hong Kong, and 
warned Beijing that any decision impinging on Hong 
Kong’s autonomy could affect the US assessment of 

Hong Kong’s status. Britain returned Hong Kong to 
China in 1997, and the territory was promised a “high 
degree of autonomy” for 50 years. The “one country, 
two systems” deal formed the basis of the territory’s 
special status under US law, which has helped it thrive 
as a world financial centre. —Reuters 

Pro-Beijing lawmaker elected committee chairman

HONG KONG: Pro democracy lawmaker Eddie Chu (centre right) is surrounded by security during a scuffle with 
pro Beijing lawmakers at the House Committee’s election of chairpersons, presided by pro-Beijing lawmaker 
Chan Kin Por (not seen) at the Legislative Council in Hong Kong yesterday.—AFP 

KABUL: Afghan President Ashraf Ghani and 
his rival Abdullah Abdullah signed a power-
sharing deal on Sunday, ending a bitter months-
long feud that plunged the country into political 
crisis. The breakthrough, which sees Abdullah 
heading peace talks with the Taleban, comes as 
Afghanistan battles a rapid spread of the deadly 
coronavirus and surging militant violence that 
saw dozens killed in brutal attacks last week. 
The United States and NATO welcomed the 
agreement, with both calling for a renewed 
peace push in the war-wracked country. 

“Doctor Abdullah will lead the National 
Reconciliation High Commission and members 
of his team will be included in the cabinet,” 
Ghani spokesman Sediq Sediqqi said on Twit-
ter. Abdullah’s spokesman, Fraidoon Khawzoon, 
told AFP the agreement ensures that Abdullah’s 
group will get 50 percent of cabinet positions 
and other provincial governors’ posts. Ghani 
hailed a “historic day” for Afghanistan, noting 
that the agreement was reached without any 
international mediation. “We will share the bur-
den and our shoulders, God willing, will be 
lighter,” he said, addressing Abdullah at the 
signing ceremony broadcast on a state-run tel-
evision channel. 

“In the days ahead, we hope that with unity 
and cooperation, we would be able to first pave 
the ground for a ceasefire and then lasting 
peace.” Abdullah said the deal commits to form-
ing a “more inclusive, accountable and compe-
tent administration”. “It’s meant to ensure a path 
to peace, improve governance, protect rights, 
respect laws and values,” he said on Twitter 
after signing the deal. The agreement says that 
Ghani will make Abdul Rashid Dostum, his for-
mer vice president turned ally of Abdullah, a 
marshal of the armed forces. Dostum, a notori-
ous former warlord, is accused of ordering the 
torture and rape of a political rival in 2016. 

 
Political settlement a US ‘priority’  

The United States, which wants to salvage 
the peace process and end its involvement in 
what has become its longest war, expressed 
hope that talks could now move forward. Sec-
retary of State Mike Pompeo told Ghani and Ab-
dullah “that the priority for the United States 
remains a political settlement to end the con-
flict,” his spokeswoman said in a statement. 
NATO, which maintains a training mission in 
Afghanistan, issued a similar message. “We call 
on the Taleban to live up to their commitments, 
reduce violence now, take part in intra-Afghan 
negotiations, and make real compromise for 
lasting peace,” NATO chief Jens Stoltenberg 
said in a statement. 

 
US pressure on rivals  

Pictures released by the presidential palace 
showed Abdullah and Ghani sitting side-by-
side for the signing ceremony, while leading 
Afghan figures including former president 
Hamid Karzai looked on.  Abdullah had previ-
ously served as Afghanistan’s “chief executive” 
under an earlier power-sharing arrangement, 
but lost that post after he was defeated in a 
presidential election that incumbent Ghani - a 
former World Bank economist - won in Sep-
tember amid claims of fraud.—AFP 

Afghan president, 
rival Abdullah sign  
power-sharing deal MANAGUA: Doctors are warning of looming 

COVID-19 chaos in Nicaragua, where victims’ fami-
lies and the opposition accuse President Daniel Or-
tega’s government of ordering “express burials” to 
hide the true number of infections. To date, the Cen-
tral American country has confirmed just 25 cases of 
the coronavirus and eight deaths. But rights groups 
and experts believe the numbers are far higher. “We 
are entering a phase of rapid community spread of 
the virus,” epidemiologist Alvaro Ramirez told 
AFP. “As the exponential curve continues to increase 
and more people become infected, we are going to 
get a chaotic situation.” In contrast to restrictions in 
other Latin American countries, Nicaragua has been 
criticized for an almost complete absence of meas-
ures to contain the virus.  

Ortega’s government has kept schools and offices 
open and maintained crowd-pulling events like the 
national soccer league. Hospital staff report a health 
system overwhelmed by patients with respiratory ill-
nesses, and relatives say the bodies of loved ones are 
being carted off in pick-up trucks for “express buri-
als” without their consent. “Mourners are forced to 
chase trucks with the coffin to find out where their 
loved ones are being buried,” the opposition National 
Coalition said in a statement denouncing government 
secrecy.  Relatives “are threatened by police or para-
militaries so that they do not tell the truth about the 
causes of death,” it said. 

Consuelo Mendoza said she never got a chance to 
say goodbye to her husband. Alberto “Paraiso” Men-
doza was a popular 74-year-old former softball 
player who was hospitalized for breathing problems 
on May 2. That was the last day she saw him. “He had 
fever, a cough and clogged lungs,” Consuelo told AFP. 
She was not allowed to visit him during the entire 11-
day period he was being treated before he died. After 
his death, she had three hours to organize a burial, 
and only one of his daughters was able to attend, she 
said. Alberto Mendoza’s death certificate says he died 
of “respiratory failure and atypical pneumonia,” but 
his family suspects he was a victim of COVID-19. 

Mendoza died in the western town of Chinandega, 
which is seen as the epicenter of Nicaragua’s crisis. 
The tension resulting from Nicaragua’s official se-
crecy around the coronavirus crisis is palpable. Uni-
formed and plainclothes police guard the entrances 
to hospitals and cemeteries to keep journalists and 
photographers away and prevent them from speaking 
to the relatives of patients. 

The Nicaraguan Medical Association said at least 
74 health workers had been infected with COVID-19. 
Its president, Gretel Solis, claims that the country is 
already at the “community transmission” phase of the 
pandemic. Pulmonologist Carlos Quant said many 
doctors “are working blind” without adequate 
COVID-19 testing. “A lot of patients are coming to 
hospitals with data suggestive of COVID-19, both 
clinically and radiologically, but tests are not avail-
able,” he said. “So many of these cases end up with a 
diagnosis of atypical pneumonia,” said Quant, who 
works in a private medical center. 

Private companies are not authorized to carry out 
COVID-19 testing. The Citizen Observatory, a non-
governmental organization made up of health work-
ers and activists, said 266 people had died of 
COVID-19 as of May 13, with 1,270 suspected 

cases of the disease. “The families of those killed by 
COVID-19 face a government that is lying to them, 
giving them death certificates that do not corre-
spond to the diagnostic truth,” opposition politi-
cians said. Nicaraguan vice president Rosario 
Murillo—Ortega’s wife—accused the opposition of 
spreading lies in order to stoke anti-government 
sentiment. Alluding to widespread reports of “ex-
press burials,” she accused the media of “creating 
false realities” to make it appear that events in other 
countries were happening in Nicaragua.— AFP 

‘Express burials’ hide 
the true COVID-19  
picture in Nicaragua 

MANAGUA: The coffin with the body of a patient who died 
with symptoms of the new coronavirus, COVID-19, is car-
ried by relatives to be buried at the Oriental Cemetery, in 
Managua.—AFP 

GENEVA: Here is a look at the World 
Health Organization in five snapshots, 
as the UN agency’s World Health As-
sembly decision-making body holds its 
annual conference this week: 
 

Founded in ashes of WWII  
When diplomats met in 1945 to form 

the United Nations in the aftermath of 
World War II, they discussed establish-
ing a global health body. The WHO 
came into being three years later on 
April 7, 1948. The WHO is founded on 
the principle that “the enjoyment of the 
highest attainable standard of health is 
one of the fundamental rights of every 
human being”. The organization defines 
health as: “A state of complete physical, 
mental and social well-being and not 
merely the absence of disease or infir-
mity.” The WHO now has more than 
7,000 employees in its 150 country of-
fices, six regional offices and its 
Geneva headquarters. It has 194 mem-
ber states. 

 
Leadership structure  

The WHO’s governance is split be-
tween the World Health Assembly, the 
executive board and the director-gen-
eral. The WHA is the WHO’s decision-
making body, attended once a year by 
delegations from member states. It de-
cides the policy, appoints the director-
general, supervises financial policies 

and approves the budget. An executive 
board of 34 technically qualified mem-
bers elected for three-year terms, 
meets twice a year: in January, when it 
decides the WHA agenda, and in May, 
following the assembly. Its main job is 
to advise the WHA and to implement its 
decisions. The director-general is ap-
pointed by the WHA on the board’s 
nomination. Its eighth DG, in post since 
2017, is 55-year-old former Ethiopian 
health and foreign minister Tedros Ad-
hanom Ghebreyesus. 

 
Funding  

The WHO budget runs on two-year 
cycles. It gets its money from member 
states and non-governmental organiza-
tions, their membership fees calculated 
according to wealth and population. 
But these “assessed contributions” ac-
count for less than a quarter of the 
WHO’s funding. Most of it now comes 
from voluntary contributions from 
member states and donors alike. The 
WHO’s budget for 2018-2019 was 
$5.62 billion, of which $4.3 billion was 
in specified voluntary contributions. 
Overall, the top contributors were the 
United States (15.9 percent), the Bill 
and Melinda Gates Foundation (9.4 
percent), Britain (7.7 percent), Gavi, the 
Vaccine Alliance (6.6 percent) and 
Germany (5.2 percent). 

 
Successes  

The WHO has played a major role 
in eradicating and curtailing several 
serious diseases. Following a massive 
vaccination campaign, the WHO de-
clared in May 1980 that smallpox had 
been completely wiped out. In 2016, 

five of the eight tropical diseases 
against which a research program was 
launched in 1975 had been all but 
eliminated. Malaria has not been seen 
on the European continent since the 
early 2000s. It has also launched am-
bitious efforts to eradicate polio. So 
far, cases of the crippling disease 
have decreased by 99 percent since 
1988, when it was endemic in 125 
countries and 350,000 cases were 
recorded worldwide. The WHO 
launched an ambitious program with 
UNAIDS in December 2003 to pro-
vide anti-AIDS drugs to millions of 
patients in developing countries, par-
ticularly in Africa. 

Setbacks  
The WHO’s handling of the Ebola out-

break in west Africa between late 2013 
and 2016, which killed more than 11,300 
people, is seen as perhaps its biggest 
failure. The organization was blamed for 
initially underestimating the scale of the 
crisis. It was forced to undergo a massive 
reform after being slammed for respond-
ing too slowly and failing to grasp the 
gravity of that outbreak until it was out 
of control. The WHO declared the out-
break an international health emergency 
in August 2014, almost five months after 
the virus appeared in Guinea, which 
many non-governmental organizations 
thought was far too late.— AFP 

WHO are you?  
In 5 snapshots 

GENEVA: WHO Director-General Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus (left) and International 
Olympic Committee (IOC) president Thomas Bach pose on stationary bicycles prior 
to signing a cooperation agreement on promoting healthy society through sport and 
on contributing to the prevention of non-communicable diseases at the WHO head-
quarters in Geneva. — AFP 


