
BEIJING: The former chairman of one of China’s
largest state-controlled asset management firms was
sentenced to death yesterday for soliciting $260
million in bribes, corruption and bigamy. Lai
Xiaomin, a former Communist Party member, gave a
detailed televised confession on state broadcaster
CCTV last January, which showed footage of safes
and cabinets stuffed with cash in a Beijing apartment
allegedly belonging to him.

Lai had abused his position in attempting to
obtain the vast sum, the court in Tianjin said,
describing the bribes as “extremely large” and label-
ing the circumstances “particularly serious”.

He had shown “extreme malicious intent,” the
court ruling added. The former chairman of the Hong
Kong-listed China Huarong Asset Management Co.-
a distressed debt group-was also found guilty of
bigamy after living with a woman “as man and wife
for long periods” outside of his marriage and father-
ing illegitimate children. Lai’s downfall began in April
2018 as investigators removed him from his job and
stripped him of his party position.

He was also alleged to have used his position to
embezzle over 25 million yuan ($3.8 million) in
public funds between 2009 and 2018. During his

TV confession, Lai said he “did not spend a single
penny, and just kept it there... I did not dare to
spend it.”

CCTV also showed luxury cars and gold bars
reportedly accepted by Lai as bribes. The channel
often broadcasts interviews with suspects admitting
to crimes before they have appeared in court-a
practice that has long been condemned by lawyers
and rights organizations as forcing confessions
under duress. The court said Lai would have all per-
sonal assets confiscated and be stripped of his polit-
ical rights. Photos published by the court show Lai
standing up and facing the judge to be sentenced,
flanked by two police officers wearing face masks.

The sentencing brings an end to one of the coun-
try’s biggest financial crime cases, and comes as
Beijing takes an increasingly tough stance on corpo-
rate crime. Critics have said the wide-ranging anti-
corruption campaign launched under President Xi
Jinping has also served as a way to target his oppo-
nents and those of the Communist Party leadership.

But since Xi came to power, only one high rank-
ing official has been executed-Zhao Liping, who was
convicted of homicide in 2016. Three other senior
Communist Party members have been sentenced to

death but later given a reprieve.
The former head of Interpol, an ex-spy chief and

a Xinjiang governor accused of “trading power for

sex” are some of the other high-profile officials to
suffer spectacular falls from grace in recent years in
the anti-corruption purge. —AFP
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TIANJIN: This handout photo taken on August 11, 2020 and released by the Second Intermediate People’s Court of
Tianjin, shows Lai Xiaomin (center), former chairman of China Huarong Asset Management Co, standing during his
trial at the Second Intermediate People’s Court in Tianjin. — AFP

Lai abused his position to obtain ‘extremely large’ sum

China court sentences ex-banker
to death for $260m bribes, bigamy

News in brief

UK PM postpones India trip 

LONDON: Prime Minister Boris Johnson yes-
terday postponed a post-Brexit trip planned
this month to India after the COVID crisis wors-
ened in Britain, Downing Street said. “The prime
minister spoke to Prime Minister Narendra
Modi this morning, to express his regret that he
will be unable to visit India later this month as
planned,” a spokesperson said, blaming a fast-
spreading strain of the virus. Johnson
announced a new England-wide lockdown on
Monday following the emergence of the virulent
new strain, explaining urgent action was needed
to prevent spiraling numbers of cases over-
whelming health services. “The prime minister
said that it was important for him to remain in
the UK so he can focus on the domestic
response to the virus,” Downing Street said
Johnson had told his Indian counterpart. —AFP

Migrants die en route to Canary 

MADRID: Four migrants died during a perilous
journey from the coast of Africa to Spain’s
Canary Islands, which last year registered a
huge surge in arrivals, rescuers said yesterday.
The four were found dead on arrival when a
rickety boat carrying 47 migrants landed in
Tenerife at dawn, the emergency services said
on Twitter, citing Red Cross officials.  “This
morning a boat carrying 47 sub-Saharan
migrants landed on El Cabezo beach in Tenerife.
Red Cross medics have confirmed four deaths,”
it said. Three others were hospitalized with
“burns and other injuries,” it said.   — AFP

Rwanda restricts movement 

KIGALI: Rwanda yesterday banned transport
in and out of the capital Kigali and extended an
evening curfew for another three weeks amid a
deadly second wave of the coronavirus. Rwanda,
which in March last year was one of the first
countries in Africa to impose strict lockdowns,
has registered 105 deaths from COVID, half of
them recorded in December alone. On Monday
evening the prime minister’s office released a
statement ordering the new measures, effective
yesterday and for the next 15 days.  — AFP

HK’s judicial independence

HONG KONG: Hong Kong’s outgoing top
judge made a plea yesterday to maintain judicial
independence as China state media and a grow-
ing host of pro-Beijing figures call for an over-
haul of how the financial hub’s courts are run.
Semi-autonomous Hong Kong owes much of its
business success to a transparent and interna-
tionally respected common law legal system
that stands in stark contrast with the opaque,
party-controlled courts in authoritarian China.
But that system has come under sustained pres-
sure in the politically charged wake of 2019’s
huge pro-democracy protests and Beijing’s
subsequent crackdown. — AFP

Jihadists kill soldiers in Mali

PARIS: An Al-Qaeda-linked jihadist group has
claimed responsibility for an attack that killed
two French soldiers in Mali. They died on
Saturday when their vehicle hit an explosive
device in the northeast, just days after three
others were killed in similar fashion. The deaths
brought to 50 the number of French soldiers
killed in the West African nation since France
first intervened in 2013 to help drive back
jihadist forces. The Group to Support Islam and
Muslims (GSIM) said it “detonated an explosive
device” as the vehicle was passing, “bringing
the toll to five in less than a week”, in a state-
ment released by its propaganda platform Al-
Zallaqa late on Monday. — AFP 

SHIMLA: Tens of thousands of poultry will be
slaughtered in India after an outbreak of deadly
avian influenza was found to have killed scores of
birds across the country, officials said yesterday. At
least six Indian states have stepped up efforts to
contain two strains of bird flu-H5N1 and H5N8 —
in recent days after the deaths of thousands of
migratory birds, ducks, crows and chickens.

H5N8, an Avian influenza subtype among poultry
and wild birds, has spread across several countries
since early last year. Officials in northern Himachal
Pradesh state said carcasses were found over the
past week at a Himalayan lake that witnesses large
flocks of migratory birds during the winter season.

“The death toll in the last week or so at the Pong
lake crossed 2,400 migratory birds. Over 600 birds
died on Monday,” state wildlife chief Archana
Sharma said. Samples sent to the Indian National
Institute of High Security Animal Diseases tested
positive for H5N1, officials added.

Most of the dead were Central Asian high-alti-
tude bar-headed geese-one of the world’s highest
flying birds-that migrate to South Asia in their
thousands during the winter season. Local authori-
ties have banned the sale and export of poultry in

the region and have stepped-up testing to control
the spread.

The mass deaths came amid a cull of nearly
35,000 poultry in southern Kerala state, where an
H5N8 virus outbreak killed up to 12,000 ducks.
Authorities said the slaughter was ordered within a
one kilometer (0.6 mile) radius of the infection epi-
center. In northern Haryana state authorities said
nearly 150,000 chickens died mysteriously across
several poultry farms in Barwala district.
Neighboring Punjab also reported similar deaths.

More than 20 farms said their flocks were wiped
out by an “unknown disease” and samples have
been sent to labs for testing.

Western Rajasthan and central Madhya Pradesh
states have also reported hundreds of crow deaths
caused by H5N1 and H5N8 over past weeks.
Rajasthan had already seen nearly 4,500 crows and
herons die over several months from avian flu. India
has witnessed bouts of devastating bird flu out-
breaks in recent decades, most seriously in 2008,
when millions of poultry were culled. —AFP

SHIMLA: Tens of thousands of poultry will be slaughtered in India after an outbreak of deadly avian influenza was
found to have killed scores of birds across the country, officials said yesterday.—AFP

Police ‘were cowards’ 
in Pakistan Hindu 
temple attack
ISLAMABAD: Police officers showed “cowardice
and negligence” in failing to confront a mob that
attacked and set fire to a Hindu temple in northwest
Pakistan, the provincial police chief said yesterday.
Around 1,500 Muslims last week descended on the
temple-in a remote village of northeast Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa province-after protesting against ren-
ovations being made to an adjoining building owned
by a Hindu group.

“There were 92 police officials at the spot, but
they showed cowardice and negligence,” provincial
police chief Sanaullah Abbasi admitted at a
Supreme Court hearing into the case in Islamabad.
Around 12 police officials have been suspended,
Abbasi told reporters outside the court.

He said the protestors remained peaceful until an
inflammatory speech by cleric Molvi Shareef-who

also led a mob in a previous demolition of the tem-
ple in 1997. “They went with an impunity,”
Pakistan’s Chief Justice Gulzar Ahmed said of the
mob, who used sledgehammers to knock down the
walls of the temple before setting the building
ablaze last week. Pakistan’s top court, in an
unprecedented move, has also ordered authorities
to submit a separate report on the attack.

Discrimination and violence against religious
minorities are common in Pakistan, where Muslims
make up 97 percent of the population and Hindus
around two percent. Similar incidents in the past
have faced little scrutiny, with police refusing to
investigate over fears it could ignite further rioting
by Islamic hardliners.  While no Hindus live in the
area, devotees often visit the temple and its shrine
to pay homage to the Hindu saint Shri Param Hans Ji
Mahaaraj, who died there before the 1947 partition
of India that gave birth to Pakistan. 

It is the fourth holiest Hindu worship site in the
conservative Muslim country. The provincial govern-
ment has said it would pay for the restoration of the
temple, but the court suggested the cost be covered
by those arrested over the attack. “You have to

recover money from the people who did this, from
this Molvi and his followers,” Ahmed said. The court
was told so far 109 arrests related to the case were
made, including nine who led the mob. — AFP 

ISLAMABAD: Shoaib Suddle (second left), member of
the one-man Commission for Minorities Rights, leaves
with member of parliament Ramesh Kumar (R) after a
hearing over an attack on a Hindu temple, in
Islamabad yesterday. — AFP

New Venezuela 
parliament leaves 
Guaido out in cold
CARACAS: A new Venezuelan parliament will be
sworn in with the party of President Nicolas Maduro
now in almost complete control and the main thorn in
his side, Western-backed opposition leader Juan
Guaido, out in the political cold.

Venezuelans have lived almost two years with
both men laying claim to the presidency, but with
Maduro labeled a dictator and subject to Western
sanctions and Guaido recognized as the country’s
legitimate leader by the United States and more than
50 other nations.

In a move some criticized as a strategic error, the
opposition led by Guaido boycotted December 6
legislative elections that returned a large majority for
Maduro’s party. The National Assembly formerly
enjoyed an opposition majority. This means that,
Guaido will be out of his job as National Assembly
speaker, losing the limited institutional legitimacy he
had, and leaving foreign governments backing his
claim to the presidency in a difficult position.

“I do not think that this duality (of power) will
continue for much longer,” Benigno Alarcon, direc-
tor of the Center of Politics and Government at
Venezuela’s Andres Bello Catholic University, told
AFP.  Maduro, he said, “has control of the country

through force” and a firm grip all state institutions.
This means, among other things, he could use

COVID-19 restrictions on movement to ban any pos-
sible protests against his rule. At the same time,
Guaido is faced with increasingly feeble opposition
mobilization. A referendum-style consultation called
by Guaido and held over five days in December for
people to condemn the December 6 vote and
Maduro with it, failed to muster the large numbers of
opposition supporters that participated in the
protests of 2019. “It is very likely that... Guaido will
remain an opposition leader in exile,” said Rafael
Alvarez, analyst at the firm Iuriscorp. 

‘Usurper’
On January 23, 2019, Guaido proclaimed himself

interim president before a large crowd after the
then-opposition controlled parliament branded
Maduro a “usurper” fraudulently reelected in May
2018. This bold step marked a turning point in the
political crisis in recession-hit Venezuela.

It unleashed fresh protests against Maduro, and
Guaido’s popularity soared to around 80 percent,
according to polling firms such as Datanalisis. But the
president refused to cede, and the standoff continues
to this day. In December, the opposition-led National
Assembly passed a decree allowing itself to continue
functioning in parallel with the new Maduro-majority
chamber until fresh elections are held in 2021.

But political scientist Jesus Castillo-Mollendo said
the unilateral ruling has no basis in law. 

Nor does it seem to enjoy much popular support,
added Alarcon. “Inside Venezuela, everyone knows

that this position is more symbolic than anything, that
there is no way of exercising it because there is no
control of the institutions,” he said.

What will Biden do? 
Guaido insisted in a recent interview with AFP

that he had no intention of leaving the country,
despite threats of imprisonment. All eyes now turn
to the presidency of Democrat Joe Biden after the
departure of Donald Trump, whose administration
imposed heavy sanctions in a bid to force Maduro
to leave, without success. “We may see different
strategies of approaching the crisis, without aban-
doning the pressure,” said Alvarez of Biden’s likely
approach. — AFP

India plans to cull
thousands of birds
over avian flu 

In this file photo, Venezuelan opposition leader and
self-proclaimed acting president Juan Guaido ges-
tures during a plenary session of the National
Assembly at the San Antonio municipal theatre in San
Antonio de Los Altos south of Caracas. — AFP


