
TAIPEI: Taiwan’s claim to be a regional bastion of
human rights is undermined by its retention of capi-
tal punishment, activists say as they campaign to
exonerate the island’s oldest death row prisoner.
Wang Xin-fu is among 38 inmates in Taiwan await-
ing execution, which is carried out by gunshot and
without advance notice once all appeals are
exhausted. At 69, Wang is Taiwan’s most elderly
prisoner on death row and has consistently main-
tained his innocence.

Rights groups led by the Taiwan Alliance to End
the Death Penalty (TAEDP) have launched a cam-
paign to exonerate Wang, arguing he was wrongful-
ly convicted as a joint offender for the murder of a
policeman in 1990. Wang had been detained in his
youth and classified by Taiwan’s then authoritarian
government as a “thug”. He was sentenced to death
for supplying a gun to a “lackey” and ordering him
to shoot the victim, based on testimonies from the
shooter and witnesses.

But activists claim there are “obvious flaws” in
the conviction, from inconsistent testimony, allega-
tions of police torture against a witness, a lack of
motive and no fingerprints. “He is a so-called ‘bad
guy’ but bad guys also have rights. He should not be
sentenced for a crime that’s not his doing,” said Lin
Hsin-yi, executive director of TAEDP. Wang fled to
mainland China after learning he was wanted and
was only arrested in 2006 upon returning to Taiwan
for treatment of an eye ailment. He was convicted
and the supreme court upheld his death sentence in
a final ruling in 2011.

Last chance
In November activists appealed to the Control

Yuan, Taiwan’s top government watchdog, after the

office of the top prosecutor rejected their request
to file a “special appeal” for Wang - one of the only
ways to challenge a final conviction. That tactic has
previously worked. In 2018, the Control Yuan rec-
ommended the prosecutor-general file a special
appeal for death row prisoner Hsieh Chih-hung,
who had been jailed for 19 years for murder. That
eventually led to his acquittal.

Now a free man, Hsieh campaigns for abolishing
the death penalty, saying his and other exonerations
show the capital punishment system is fallible.
Campaigners point to one of Taiwan’s most disput-

ed and lengthy cases, when a court in 2012 quashed
the convictions of three men sentenced to death
over the murder of a couple two decades ago, after
they had undergone a string of trials and retrials.

Another high-profile case came the year before
when a military court declared that an air force pri-
vate executed 14 years previously for the rape and
murder of a five-year-old girl was innocent. “The
government thinks carrying out executions is the
will of the people but does that really solve the
problems?” Hsieh told AFP. Another death row pris-

oner that activists campaign for is Chiou Ho-shun,
who has been incarcerated for more than three
decades.

Popular support
Capital punishment remains popular in Taiwan.

Despite its frequent use against dissidents during
decades of martial law, most polls show Taiwanese
still support the death penalty even as the island has
become one of the most progressive democracies in
Asia. Some 35 prisoners have been put to death
since 2010 when Taiwan resumed executions after a

four-year hiatus, including two since President Tsai
Ing-wen took office in 2016.

Activists have criticized Tsai’s government -
which has embraced progressive issues such as gay
marriage - for continuing with the executions. Tsai
has called abolishing capital punishment “a difficult
issue to deal with” due to the lack of support from
the public that would require “a long process, a
long time” to change. The justice ministry said it
restarted a taskforce in 2017 aimed at facilitating
gradual abolition and has been studying alternatives
while trying to build a public consensus. — AFP 
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14 killed in China landslide

BEIJING: A landslide at a construction site in
southwest China’s Guizhou province has killed
at least 14 people, state media reported yester-
day. Workers were reinforcing a hillside when
the landslide happened on Monday evening, the
official Xinhua news agency said. Rescuers have
found 14 bodies, as well as three injured people,
with the cause of the accident “still under inves-
tigation”, Xinhua reported. Rescue work is
“completed”, with the three injured currently in
stable condition, Xinhua added. — AFP 

Philippines widens restrictions 

MANILA: The Philippines will expand coron-
avirus restrictions in Manila from today to
include more than 11 million people living near
the capital as cases surge, the government said.
Daily infections have spiked to a two-month high
in January and the health department warned of
higher caseloads in the coming days following
the detection of local cases of the highly conta-
gious Omicron variant. The provinces of Bulacan,
Cavite and Rizal surrounding Manila have been
placed under the third highest alert “due to a
sharp increase of COVID-19 cases”, presidential
spokesman Karlo Nograles said. — AFP 

Omicron surges in Australia

SYDNEY: Australia reported a record daily tally
of nearly 50,000 COVID-19 cases yesterday as
the Omicron variant raced through the population
and sent people scrambling for tests. While the
Omicron surge has apparently left relatively few
dangerously ill, it has driven a rush on increasingly
scarce self-administered rapid antigen kits and
created hours-long queues at centers providing
more reliable PCR tests. An earlier wave fueled by
the Delta variant dashed zero-COVID ambitions
in much of the country, including the major cities
Sydney and Melbourne. — AFP 

TAIPEI: In this photo taken on Nov 12, 2021, a life-size placard of Taiwan’s oldest death row inmate Wang Xin-
fu is seen with activists gathered outside the building of government watchdog body Control Yuan as they
campaign for his exoneration. — AFP 

LHOK SUKON, Indonesia: About
24,000 people have been evacuated
and two children killed in floods on
Indonesia’s Sumatra island, officials
said yesterday, with environmental
campaigners blaming deforestation for
worsening the disaster. Torrential rains
have hammered the island for days,
causing rivers to burst their banks and
sending water levels surging in resi-
dential areas, the national disaster
agency said.

“We experience flooding at least
five to eight times a year - but (this) is
one of the most severe,” said
Muzakkir, from Pirak Timur in hard-
hit Aceh province, who like many
Indonesians goes by one name.
Syarifuddin, from the village of Lhok
Sukon in Aceh, said the “floodwaters
just kept rising - at my house, they are
up to my chest”.

The province is where the evacua-

tions and deaths have occurred, as
well as some buildings been destroyed
by fast-moving floodwaters and agri-
cultural land damaged. Jambi province
on Sumatra was also hard hit, with
many homes flooded. Environmental
NGO Walhi said the flooding was
worsened by deforestation to make
way for Sumatra’s expansive palm oil
plantations.

Trees act as natural defenses
against floods, slowing the rate at
which water runs down hills and into
rivers. Logging on higher ground was
having a particularly damaging impact
in Aceh, said Ahmad Shalihin from
Walhi. Neighboring Malaysia has also
been hard hit by flooding since last
month, and thousands more people
have been forced to flee their homes
in recent days amid new downpours.

The number of people evacuated
to government shelters stood at

around 13,000 on Tuesday, with the
states of Johor, Malacca and Sabah
the worst affected. But the numbers
have fallen considerably from a peak
of around 70,000 in mid-December,
when Malaysia saw its worst floods

for years. About 50 people have been
killed so far in the floods nationwide,
according to police. Flooding and
landslides are common in both
Southeast Asian countries during the
months-long rainy season. — AFP 

GAMPONG MEUNASAH, Indonesia: A family wades through floodwaters outside
a residence in North Aceh yesterday. — AFP

Delhi imposes
weekend curfew
amid COVID surge
NEW DELHI: India’s capital New Delhi will lock
down over the weekend as authorities grapple with
a fresh surge in coronavirus cases, partly fueled by
the fast-spreading Omicron variant. The country
was battered by a devastating COVID outbreak last
year that overwhelmed hospitals and crematoriums,
but daily case numbers had since then stayed rea-
sonably low until last week.

Delhi’s new restrictions came the same day the
sprawling megacity’s chief minister, Arvind Kejriwal,
announced he had been infected and was suffering
“mild symptoms”. Kejriwal said he was isolating at

home and urged those in contact with him in the
past few days to get tested. The capital last week
closed gyms and cinemas, as well as imposing an
overnight curfew in an effort to stem the spread.

All residents besides essential workers will now
be asked to stay home from Friday night to Monday
morning. “The government is fully prepared to fight
any COVID situation,” the city’s deputy chief minis-
ter Manish Sisodia said in a Tuesday address. More
than 200,000 people died across India last spring
after a wave of Delta variant infections that brought
the healthcare system to its knees.

India’s 481,000 known COVID deaths is the
world’s third-highest toll, behind the United
States and Brazil. But under-reporting is wide-
spread and some studies have estimated its actual
toll could be up to 10 times higher. India began
rolling out vaccinations for teenagers on Monday
and will offer booster doses for people over 60
from next week. — AFP 

NEW DELHI: A medical worker takes a swab sample
from a man for a reverse transcription polymerase
chain reaction (RT-PCR) test for the coronavirus at a
health center yesterday. —AFP 

China locks down
city of 1.2m after
three virus cases
BEIJING: More than one million people in a city in
central China were being confined to their homes
yesterday after three asymptomatic coronavirus
cases were recorded in the country’s latest mass
lockdown. Beijing has pursued a “zero COVID”
approach with tight border restrictions and target-
ed lockdowns since the virus first emerged. But the
strategy has come under pressure with a series of
recent local outbreaks and with just a month to go
until the Winter Olympics.

Yuzhou, a city with a population of around 1.17
million people in Henan province, announced that
from Monday night all citizens were required to
stay home to control the spread of the virus. The
announcement was triggered by the discovery of
three cases in the last couple of days. People in the
central area “must not go out”, according to a state-
ment posted Monday, while all communities will set
up “sentinels and gates to strictly implement epi-
demic prevention and control measures”.

The city had already announced that it was halt-
ing bus and taxi services and closing shopping
malls, museums and tourist attractions. China
reported another 175 new COVID-19 cases yester-

day, including five in Henan province and eight
more in a separate cluster linked to a garment fac-
tory in the eastern city of Ningbo. Although the
reported cases are low compared with elsewhere in
the world, new coronavirus infections in recent
weeks have reached a high not seen in the country
since March 2020.

There were 95 fresh cases recorded in Xi’an
yesterday - a historic city of 13 million people in
neighboring Shaanxi province - which has been
under lockdown for nearly two weeks. Xi’an has
reported more than 1,600 cases since Dec 9,
although numbers in the last few days have started
to slide compared to last week’s figures. — AFP 
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NINGBO, China: A resident undergoes a nucleic acid
test for the coronavirus in this city in Zhejiang
province yesterday. — AFP 

HK activist jailed
for Tiananmen
‘incitement’
HONG KONG: Jailed democracy activist Chow
Hang-tung accused Hong Kong’s courts yesterday
of criminalizing speech and helping authorities erase
the Tiananmen crackdown as she was convicted a
second time for inciting people to commemorate the
deadly event. Chow, a 36-year-old lawyer who has
represented herself at multiple court hearings with
often fiery denunciations from the dock, is a former
leader of the Hong Kong Alliance.

The now-disbanded group used to organize the
city’s huge annual candlelight vigils to mourn those
killed in Beijing on June 4, 1989 when China sent
troops to crush democracy protests. Hong Kong
police banned the last two vigils citing the coron-
avirus and security fears and the courts have
already jailed multiple activists who defied that ban
in 2020, including Chow.

Chow was also arrested on the morning of June 4
last year over two pieces she published calling on res-
idents to light candles and mark the crackdown
anniversary. Yesterday, a court sentenced her to 15
months in jail after ruling that her articles amounted to
inciting others to defy the police ban. “The message
this verdict sends is that lighting a candle is guilty, that

words are guilty,” Chow
told the court.

“The only way to
defend free speech is to
continue to express,”
she added. “The real
crime is to cover for
murderers with laws and
to delete victims in the
name of state”. Hong
Kong was formerly the
only place in China

where mass commemoration of Tiananmen was tol-
erated but Beijing has been remolding the city in its
authoritarian image after huge and sometimes vio-
lent democracy protests in 2019.

Chow has proved an outspoken defendant
throughout her prosecutions. She used her miti-
gation on Tuesday to read from the memoirs of
families of people killed at Tiananmen. That
sparked a dressing down from magistrate Amy
Chan, followed by applause among some in the
public gallery. Chan then ordered police to take
down the identity numbers of those who had
applauded. “The law never allows anyone to exer-
cise their freedom by unlawful means,” Chan
ruled. “She (Chow) was determined to attract and
publish attention for the purpose of calling on the
public to gather,” she added. During sentencing,
magistrate Chan said Chow was “self-righteous”,
showed no remorse and used the courtroom to air
her political views. — AFP 
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