
Shanghai reports 
first COVID deaths 
since lockdown
SHANGHAI: China said Monday that just three
people have died from COVID-19 in Shanghai
since a gruelling lockdown began last month,
despite recording hundreds of thousands of cas-
es of the fast-spreading Omicron variant in the
eastern megacity. Authorit ies said the f irst
deaths from China’s biggest outbreak since the
virus wave in Wuhan over two years ago were
three people aged 89 to 91, all of whom had
underlying health issues and had not received
COVID vaccines.

Beijing insists that its zero-COVID policy of
hard lockdowns, mass testing and lengthy quaran-
tines has averted fatalities and the public health
crises that have engulfed much of the rest of the
world. But some have cast doubt on official fig-
ures in a nation with low vaccination rates among
its vast elderly population. Shanghai health offi-
cials noted Sunday that less than two-thirds of
residents over 60 had received two COVID jabs
and less than 40 percent had received a booster.

Unveri f ied socia l  media posts  have a lso
claimed unreported deaths-typically before
being scrubbed from the internet. Hong Kong,
meanwhile, has attributed nearly 9,000 deaths to
COVID-19 since Omicron first surged there in
January.

The three reported victims in Shanghai “dete-
riorated into severe cases after going into hospi-
tal”, according to a government account, with city
health official Wu Qianyu telling a Monday press
conference that “underlying disease” was the
direct cause of death. The eastern business hub
has simmered under lockdowns since March, with
many of its 25 million residents confined to their
homes as daily caseloads have topped 25,000 —
a modest figure by global standards but virtually
unheard of in China.

Many inhabitants have flooded social media
with complaints of food shortages, spartan quar-
antine conditions and heavy-handed enforcement,
circulating footage of rare protests faster than
government censors can delete them. But officials
have vowed to continue isolating anyone who
tests positive regardless of whether they show
signs of the disease-with asymptomatic infections
accounting for nearly 90 percent of the more than
22,000 new local cases on Monday.

China last reported new COVID-19 deaths on
March 19 — two people in the northeastern rust-
belt province of Jilin-the first such acknowledged
deaths in more than a year. —AFP

COLOMBO: Sri Lanka’s embattled leader dropped
two of his brothers and a nephew from his cabinet
Monday, following public anger over the ruling fam-
ily’s mismanagement of a crippling economic crisis
and calls for his resignation. President Gotabaya
Rajapaksa has presided over the island nation’s
most painful downturn in memory and his govern-
ment is preparing for imminent bailout talks with
the International Monetary Fund.

Dozens of lawmakers have turned against the
administration and opposition parties have rebuffed
invitations to join a unity government from the pres-
ident, who insists he will
remain in office to guide
Sri Lanka through the cri-
sis. Huge protests have
nonetheless demanded
Rajapaksa stand down,
including tens of thou-
sands of people camped
outside his seafront office
for more than a week.

The new cabinet
retains Prime Minister
Mahinda Rajapaksa,
Gotabaya’s older brother and the head of Sri
Lanka’s ruling clan, while leaving out eldest sibling
Chamal and younger brother Basil, the former
finance minister. Mahinda’s eldest son Namal, who
ran the sports ministry and had been touted as a
future leader before the crisis, was also dropped.

The 21-member cabinet is seven people fewer
than its predecessor, which resigned en masse two
weeks ago in response to public outrage over nepo-
tism and corruption. Ministers are entitled to several

SUVs, a large contingent of bodyguards and unlim-
ited fuel, as well as state housing and entertainment
allowances.

New finance minister Ali Sabry led a delegation
to Washington over the weekend to open talks with
the International Monetary Fund from Tuesday, offi-
cials said. Sri Lanka is seeking three to four billion
dollars from the IMF to overcome its balance-of-
payments crisis and boost depleted reserves.

Fuel costs jump again 
Alongside the acute shortages, Sri Lanka is also

facing record inflation and
lengthy electricity black-
outs, as the government
has run out of foreign cur-
rency to import fuel. Lanka
IOC, a petrol retailer
which accounts for a third
of the local market,
announced yet another
steep hike in fuel costs on
Monday to account for the
collapse in value of the
local currency.

The cost of diesel, the fuel most commonly used
for public transport, has risen by 138 percent since
the start of the year while petrol prices have nearly
doubled. The government last week announced a
default on Sri Lanka’s $51 billion foreign debt and
the Colombo Stock Exchange has suspended trad-
ing to prevent an anticipated market collapse.

Rajapaksa’s parliamentary majority has been
thrown into question after former allies deserted the
ruling coalition. The opposition has said it will

attempt to topple the government through a no-
confidence vote in the coming weeks. Monday
marked the tenth straight day of protests outside
Rajapaksa’s office, with demonstrators establishing
a protest camp that they say will continue until the

leader stands aside.
Activists shone digital projections on the office

denouncing corruption and demanding the presi-
dent “go home”, prompting police to hold up large
screens to block the light beams.  —AFP

Opposition parties rebuff invitations to join a unity government

Sri Lanka’s embattled leader
trims cabinet of relatives

COLOMBO: People display placards during an ongoing anti-government demonstration near the president’s
office in Colombo, demanding President Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s resignation over the country’s crippling eco-
nomic crisis. —AFP

MANILA: Three rivals of Philippine presidential
candidate Leni Robredo refused to back her cam-
paign Sunday, dousing speculation they would
withdraw from the race to improve her chances of
defeating the son of former dictator Ferdinand
Marcos. Voter surveys show Robredo is a distant
second behind Marcos Jr, but a recent bump in the
polls and huge crowds at her rallies have raised
hopes among her fervent fans that the campaign is
gaining traction.

There has been speculation that worse perform-
ing candidates were considering pulling out and
endorsing Robredo-the incumbent vice president
and only woman in the race-to ensure Marcos Jr
was defeated in the May 9 elections.

The latest Pulse Asia Research survey showed
Robredo on 24 percent with Marcos Jr on 56 per-
cent. But in a vitriolic press conference on Sunday,
Francisco Domagoso, Panfilo Lacson and Norberto
Gonzales-who are on single digits or less-accused
Robredo of trying to get them to withdraw and strip
them of support.

“Each of us will continue with our respective
presidential campaigns,” Domagoso, a celebrity
mayor, told reporters at a luxury hotel in Manila.
“I’m calling for Leni to withdraw because whatever
you’re doing is not effective against Marcos.”
Analysts said it was not clear how many votes

Robredo would gain from their exit in the raucous
democracy where voter decisions were driven by
personality rather than ideology.

But their backing would have energised her cam-
paign, said Cleve Arguelles, an assistant lecturer in
political science at De La Salle University in Manila.
“It would send a really strong signal to the other
campaign that she has gained a new momentum,” he
told AFP.

‘Bluster and falsehood’ 
There are no runoffs in Philippine presidential

elections, with the victor only required to win more
votes than everyone else. Lacson accused Robredo
of “lying”, claiming she had previously told him that
she would not run for president. He also alleged she
had exaggerated the crowd size at a recent rally.

“You deceive once, you deceive twice, you will
deceive all the time,” he said. Domagoso, the top
second preference for president in the Pulse Asia
survey, said the polls were “polluted” and ques-
tioned their accuracy. The candidates said rival
Manny Pacquiao, who was not at the gathering, was
also on board with their decision.

A member of Pacquiao’s team tweeted the box-
ing legend would “never” quit the presidential con-
test. Robredo’s spokesman Barry Gutierrez accused
the three candidates of “theatrics” and asserting

their positions through “bluster and falsehood”. He
did not respond to AFP’s question about whether
Robredo’s team had asked the candidates to pull
out. Political analyst Tony La Vina said their deci-
sion to stay the course could actually help Robredo. 

“They take more votes away from Marcos than
they do from Robredo,” he told AFP. More than
18,000 posts are up for grabs in the national elec-
tions, from president all the way down to town
councillor. Robredo, who narrowly defeated Marcos
Jr in the 2016 vice-presidential race, reluctantly
entered the contest following pressure from sup-
porters and opposition groups.—AFP

MAKATI: (L-R) Philippine presidential candidates
Manila City Mayor Francisco Domagoso, former
defence secretary Norberto Gonzales, and senator
Panfilo Lacson show a signed copy of their joint state-
ment during a press conference in Makati City, subur-
ban Manila. —AFP

N Korea must 
return to 
‘diplomatic path’
SEOUL: North Korea must return to a “diplomatic
path”, the top US envoy for the country said
Monday, following Pyongyang’s blitz of missile
launches and growing signs it is resuming nuclear
testing. North Korea has carried out more than a
dozen weapons tests so far this year, the latest one
over the weekend-a short-range test that state
media claimed would enhance the “efficiency in the
operation of tactical nukes”.

US Special Representative for North Korea
Sung Kim arrived in Seoul for a five-day visit
Monday and met his South Korean counterpart
Noh Kyu-duk. After talks, the two envoys jointly
condemned “recent escalatory actions” by
Pyongyang, including what they said were “at least
three” launches of intercontinental ballistic missiles
(ICBMs).

“We agreed on the need for a strong response
to the destabilising behaviour we have been from
the DPRK,” Kim told reporters, using the acronym

for North Korea’s official name. “We also discussed
how to respond to future DPRK actions, including
a possible nuclear test,” he added. Kim reiterated
that the United States has offered to meet
Pyongyang “anywhere without any preconditions”,
saying that Washington has not “closed the door on
diplomacy”.

“I once again call on Pyongyang to pursue a
diplomatic path with us,” Kim said. “I want to make
clear that we have no hostile intent towards the
DPRK.” Pyongyang has so far rebuffed offers of
talks, blaming Washington’s hostile policies.

Kim’s visit comes as Seoul and Washington
kicked off a nine-day annual joint military drill.
Such exercises have always infuriated Pyongyang,
which calls them a rehearsal for war. The allies reg-
ularly stage military exercises, but they have been
scaled back in recent years as outgoing President
Moon Jae-in made efforts to facilitate nuclear talks
with North Korea.

“This training is a defensive command post
training using computer simulation, and there is no
real military manoeuvre training,” Seoul’s Joint
Chiefs of Staff said Sunday. North Korea had
paused long-range and nuclear tests while leader
Kim Jong Un met then-US president Donald Trump
for a bout of doomed diplomacy, which collapsed in
2019. Talks have since stalled.

But last month Pyongyang test-fired an ICBM at
full range for the first time since 2017. Recent signs
of new activity at North Korea’s key nuclear testing
site have also raised concerns over the possible
resumption of nuclear testing.

South Korean officials have said Pyongyang
could stage a military parade or carry out a
weapons test on or around April 25, the anniver-
sary of the founding of the Korean People’s
Army.  —AFP

SEOUL: Anti-war activists hold peace signs during a
protest against joint military exercises between South
Korea and the United States, near the presidential Blue
House in Seoul on April 18, 2022. —AFP
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UN experts ask 
Australia to 
repatriate citizens 
SYDNEY: United Nations human rights experts have
asked the Australian government to repatriate 46 of its
citizens from detention camps in Syria, raising “deepest
disquiet” that women and children are living in squalor.

In a joint letter made public Sunday, 10 UN special
rapporteurs said bringing this group-which includes 30
children, some as young as two years old-home to
Australia was “the only legal and humane response”.

The UN experts described the situation in the Al-
Hol and Roj camps as “uncertain and sordid” for

Australian citizens, who they understood were being
held over alleged past association with the Islamic
State group. “Some of the women may have been
coerced or trafficked into Syria,” they wrote.

The experts said the complexity of the situation
could not justify “the complete lack of steps” taken by
Canberra to remedy the “sheer obliteration of the rights
of Australian citizens resulting from their arbitrary dep-
rivation of liberty”.

Sydney man Kamalle Dabboussy, whose daughter
Mariam and her three children are among those in the
Roj camp, told AFP on Monday that the UN experts’
letter “reiterates and underscores what we have been
telling the government for years”.

He said the families back in Australia continue to get
sporadic, “gut wrenching” messages from their relatives
in the Syrian camps. The families had heard the children
in the camps were malnourished and feared for their

welfare, Dabboussy said.
“The situation is dire both from a physical and men-

tal health perspective,” he said. The Australian govern-
ment “continues to play politics with women and chil-
dren’s lives” by not repatriating them, he said.

Case by case 
Australia’s foreign minister Marise Payne said

Sunday the government was discussing the issue, but
she would not give information on repatriation or the
nature of security concerns about citizens in Syria.
The children were “Australians who have found them-
selves in this position because their parents took
themselves to those war zones”, she told the national
broadcaster ABC.

Australia’s representative to the UN Amanda Gorely
said in a response to the experts’ letter that repatriation
from Syria was considered on a case-by-case basis

and noted Canberra had brought home all known unac-
companied minors from Syria in 2019.

The Australian government’s long-held view was
that its human rights obligations do not extend to the
conditions in the camps in northeast Syria, she said.
Mat Tinkler, acting chief executive of Save the Children
Australia, said the organisation “fears it is only a matter
of time before an Australian child dies if they’re left to
languish in Syria”.

He said the recent repatriation of German, Swedish
and Dutch citizens by their governments showed it was
possible. In 2019, at least 11 women in Syrian camps
told the Australian government they would consent to
strict terrorism control orders if they were able to
return to Australia with their children. These orders
would limit their movement and enforce a curfew and
reporting requirements. The offer was not pursued by
the government.  —AFP

Tuesday, April 19, 2022

7
I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Established 1961 

Presidential candidates refuse to 
back Robredo in Philippine race


