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HONG KONG:  Two senior editors of Hong Kong media outlet
Stand News were charged with “conspiracy to publish seditious”
material yesterday, authorities said, following a raid that drew in-
ternational condemnation over China’s crackdown on press free-
dom in the city. China has tightened its control of Hong Kong since
massive and sometimes violent pro-democracy protests engulfed
the financial hub in 2019, using a sweeping national security law
to clamp down on dissent.

Police stormed into the Stand News office in the latest crack-
down on Wednesday, seizing phones, computers, documents and
thousands of dollars. Its acting editor-in-chief Patrick Lam was
brought handcuffed to the headquarters during the search.

Lam and former editor-in-chief Chung Pui-kuen were charged
along with Stand News’ parent company for conspiring “together
and with other persons, to publish and/or reproduce seditious
publications,” according to court documents. Chung and Lam
were arrested on Wednesday with five others.

Among the violations listed on the charge sheet were the pro-
motion of “hatred or contempt or to excite disaffection” against
the government and the incitement of “persons to violence”. The
Chinese government’s liaison office in Hong Kong termed the ar-
rests an “act of justice” and accused Stand News of inciting se-
cession.

“Bringing the relevant Stand News personnel to justice is a
matter of ‘the wicked getting what they deserve’ and has nothing
to do with freedom of the press,” a spokesperson said in a state-
ment. Chung, 52, appeared in court yesterday afternoon, nodding
to acknowledge supporters in the public gallery-including several

former Stand News employees.
Lam’s lawyer told the court her client had been hospitalised

and was therefore absent from proceedings. No legal represen-
tative appeared on behalf of Stand News’ parent company. More
than 200 officers were deployed to search the Stand News office
with court authorisation to seize journalistic materials.

Its assets of around HK$61 million ($7.8 million) were also
frozen, with senior official Steve Li saying it was one of the largest
sums the police’s national security unit has ever seized. Stand
News announced after the raid that it would cease operations.
China’s foreign ministry hit out at “irresponsible” criticism of the
arrests on Thursday after the US, Canada and the EU condemned
the raid and Beijing’s wide-ranging crackdown on press freedom
in the semi-autonomous city.

“Some external forces, under the guise of media freedom, have
been making irresponsible remarks about law enforcement in
Hong Kong,” foreign ministry spokesman Zhao Lijian said at a
briefing. “But media freedom and freedom of speech cannot be a
shield for criminal acts.”

China also slapped sanctions on five US citizens “freezing their
assets in China, and banning Chinese citizens and organisations
from dealing with them” in response to a US advisory on deteri-
orating freedoms in Hong Kong.

‘Journalism is not sedition’ 
US Secretary of State Antony Blinken said the raid and wider

crackdown on press freedom by China and “local authorities un-
dermine Hong Kong’s credibility and viability”. “Journalism is not

sedition,” Blinken said.
“A confident government that is unafraid of the truth embraces

a free press.” Hong Kong leader Carrie Lam responded yesterday,
saying she agreed with Blinken’s sentiment that “journalism is not
sedition” but added that seditious acts “could not be condoned
under the guise of news reporting”.

Lam accused Western governments of trampling on Hong
Kong’s rule of law by calling for charges to be dropped. “These
actions have nothing to do with so-called suppression of press
freedom or so-called suppression of democracy, as some would
put it,” she said. —AFP
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Arson suspect in 
Japan fire that killed 
25 dies in hospital 
TOKYO:  A 61-year-old man suspected of starting a fire at a
Japanese mental health clinic that claimed 25 lives died in hos-
pital yesterday, local media said. Morio Tanimoto had been in
critical condition due to burns and carbon monoxide poisoning
following the deadly attack in Osaka on December 17. Tanimoto,
a former patient of the clinic, died without being interrogated
by police, public broadcaster NHK said, citing investigative
sources. An Osaka police spokesman declined to comment when
contacted by AFP. The fire raged for half an hour, gutting the
fourth floor of the narrow commercial building where the clinic,
which also provided general medical care, was located.

Japanese media said most of the victims were believed to
have suffered from carbon monoxide poisoning, and may have
been trapped inside the unit with the exit blocked. Some pa-
tients saw a man placing a paper bag containing a flammable
liquid next to a heater, which he then kicked over to ignite, the
reports said.

Osaka in western Japan is a major economic hub and the
country’s second-biggest metropolis after the greater Tokyo re-
gion. One year ago, a man was charged with murder over a 2019
arson attack on a Kyoto animation studio that killed 36 people,
the country’s deadliest violent crime in decades. —AFP

Bangladesh scraps 
women-only beach zone 
after social media outcry 
COX’S BAZAR, Bangladesh: Authorities in Bangladesh’s
main tourist resort scrapped a dedicated beach section
for women and children after a social media outcry over
gender segregation, officials said yesterday. On Wednes-
day afternoon, Cox’s Bazar officials inaugurated a section
of the shoreline on the world’s longest natural sea beach
as an exclusive zone for women and children.

But hours later, the administration issued a press re-
lease saying that it had “withdrawn its decision” after
“negative comments”. Abu Sufian, a senior official in Cox’s
Bazar, told AFP the section had been created following
requests from conservative women in the Muslim-major-
ity country.

“They requested a dedicated beach section for themselves,
because they felt shy and insecure in a crowded place,” he
said. Earlier this month the gang rape of a woman in Cox’s
Bazar sparked an outcry over women’s safety in the city.

But the move to cordon off a section of the beach
caused uproar on social media, with critics saying it was
pandering to hardline Islamists who still wield consider-
able influence in the country. “This is Talebistan,” veteran
journalist and commentator Syed Ishtiaque Reza wrote
on Facebook, referring to the Taleban in Afghanistan.

Another commentator compared it to “Mollahtantra”,
which translates as hardline Islamist ideology. Parts of
Bangladesh society remain very conservative, and in re-
cent years, a hardline Islamist group has held massive ral-
lies demanding segregation of the sexes in workplaces
and factories.

Hundreds of thousands visit Cox’s Bazar during festive
periods, and the tourism sector has boomed in recent
years. To provide security to the growing number of
tourists, authorities have set up a tourism police unit to
patrol beach towns. —AFP

HONG KONG: Pro-democracy activist and singer Denise Ho (C), a former board
member of Stand News, leaves the Western Police Station after being released
from custody in Hong Kong yesterday, following her arrest the previous day along
with six other current and former staff members. —AFP

COX’S BAZAR, Bangladesh: In this photograph taken yesterday, people walk past
a signboard reading “Reserved area for women and children as instructed by
the district commissioner” along a beach in Cox’s Bazar. —AFP


