
BEIJING: Clashes broke out between police and
protesters in a southern Chinese city, part of a wave
of COVID lockdown-sparked demonstrations
across the country that have morphed into demands
for political freedoms.

China’s top security body warned late on
Tuesday night that authorities would “crack down”
following the protests, which are the most wide-
spread since pro-democracy rallies in 1989 that
were crushed with deadly force.

The demonstrations erupted over the weekend
across major cities, including Beijing and Shanghai,
with China’s vast security apparatus moving swiftly
to smother any further unrest. But new clashes
broke out in China’s southern city of Guangzhou on
Tuesday night and into Wednesday, according to
witnesses and social media footage verified by AFP.

Security personnel in hazmat suits formed ranks
shoulder-to-shoulder, taking cover under see-
through riot shields, to make their way down a
street in the southern city’s Haizhu district as glass
smashed around them, videos posted on social
media showed. In the footage people could be
heard screaming and shouting, with orange and blue
barricades strewn across the ground. People are
seen throwing objects at police, and later nearly a
dozen men are filmed being taken away with their
hands bound with cable ties.

A Guangzhou resident surnamed Chen told AFP
on Wednesday that he had seen around 100 police
officers converge on Houjiao village in Haizhu dis-

trict and arrest at least three men on Tuesday night.
Some students at Guangzhou’s universities said

they were forced out of their dormitories overnight
Wednesday, according to social media posts, as a
growing number of universities nationwide ordered
students home in the wake of campus demonstra-
tions. Multiple Guangzhou districts lifted restric-
tions on some or all locked-down neighbourhoods
Wednesday afternoon, according to government
announcements.

‘Crackdown’ looms 
Anger over China’s zero-COVID policy-which

involves lockdowns of huge numbers of people and
has strangled the economy-has been the trigger for
the protests. A deadly fire last week in Urumqi, the
capital of the northwestern region of Xinjiang, was the
catalyst for the outrage, with people blaming Covid
curbs for trapping victims inside the burning building.

But demonstrators have also demanded wider
political reforms, with some even calling for
President Xi Jinping to stand down. China’s strict
control of information and continued travel curbs
have made verifying protester numbers across the
vast country very challenging.

However, the widespread rallies seen over the
weekend are exceptionally rare in China. The 1989
pro-democracy protests ended in bloodshed when
the military moved in, most famously in Beijing’s
Tiananmen Square and surrounding areas.

And the Wednesday news of the death of former

Chinese leader Jiang Zemin-who came to power
just after Tiananmen-saw state media emphasise his
role in that crackdown. “During the serious political
turmoil in China in the spring and summer of 1989,
Comrade Jiang Zemin supported and implemented
the correct decision of the Party Central Committee
to oppose unrest,” state broadcaster CCTV said.

Some internet users used Jiang’s death to juxta-
pose the more liberal 1990s with rule under Xi,
China’s most hardline ruler in decades. “The Jiang
era, while not the most prosperous era, was a more
tolerant one,” one Weibo user wrote.

Signalling its zero-tolerance approach to the
protests, China’s top security body on Tuesday
called for a “crackdown” on what it described as
“hostile forces”. The body —  which oversees all
domestic law enforcement-also agreed at a meeting
that it was time to “crack down on illegal criminal
acts that disrupt social order” as well as “safeguard
overall social stability”. The warning came after a
heavy police presence across Beijing and Shanghai
on Tuesday appeared to have quelled protests in
those cities.

Some rallies did go ahead elsewhere on Monday
and Tuesday, however. At Hong Kong’s oldest uni-
versity, over a dozen people led the crowd Tuesday
in chanting slogans such as “give me liberty or give
me death”. “We are not foreign forces, we are
Chinese citizens. China should have different voic-
es,” one woman shouted, while another held a plac-
ard mourning victims of the Urumqi fire. — AFP
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SEOUL, South Korea: A group of protesters hold a gathering in Seoul on November 30, 2022, in support of demonstrations held in China over Beijing’s COVID-19 restrictions. — AFP

New demonstrations in China’s southern city as authorities warn of ‘crackdown’

China protesters clash with police 

At least 16 killed, 
24 wounded in north 
Afghanistan blast
KABUL: At least 16 people were killed and 24
others wounded Wednesday by a blast at a
madrassa in Afghanistan’s northern city of
Aybak, a doctor at a local hospital told AFP.
There have been dozens of blasts and attacks
targeting civilians since the Taleban returned
to power in August last year, most claimed by
the local chapter of the Islamic State (IS)
group.

A doctor in Aybak, about 200 kilometres
(130 miles) north of the capital Kabul, said the
casualties were mostly youngsters. “All of them
are children and ordinary people,” he told AFP,
asking not to be named. A provincial official
confirmed the blast at Al Jihad madrassa, an
Islamic religious school, but could not provide
casualty figures.

The Taleban, which frequently plays down
casualty figures, said 10 students had died and
“many others” were injured. “Our detective
and security forces are working quickly to
identify the perpetrators of this unforgivable
crime and punish them for their actions,”
tweeted Interior Ministry spokesman Abdul
Nafay Takor.

Images and video circulating on social
media-which could not immediately be veri-
fied-showed Taliban fighters picking their way
through bodies strewn across the floor of a
building. Prayer mats, shattered glass and oth-
er debris littered the scene.

Lull between blasts 
The Aybak doctor said some critically

wounded patients had been moved to better-
equipped hospitals in Mazar-i-Sharif, which is
about 120 kilometres away by road. “Those
who are here... were mostly hurt by shrapnel
and blast waves. They had some shrapnel on
their body and face,” he said.

Aybak is a small but ancient provincial cap-
ital that came to prominence as a caravan
stopping post for traders during the fourth and
fifth centuries when it was also an important
Buddhist centre. There has been a lull of a few
weeks between major blasts targeting civilians
in Afghanistan, although several Taleban fight-
ers have been killed in isolated attacks.

In September, at least 54 people-including
51 girls and young women-were killed when a
suicide bomber detonated a device at a hall in
Kabul packed with hundreds of students sit-
ting a practice test for university admissions.

No group claimed responsibility for that
bombing, but the Taleban later blamed the
Islamic State and said it had killed several
ringleaders. In May last year, before the
Taleban’s return to power, at least 85 people-
mainly girls-were killed and about 300 were
wounded when three bombs exploded near
their school in the neighbourhood — AFP

EU eyes special 
court to try 
Russia for war
BRUSSELS, Belgium: European Union chief
Ursula von der Leyen on Wednesday floated the
idea of a “specialised court” to put Russia’s top offi-
cials on trial over the war in Ukraine. “While contin-
uing to support the International Criminal Court, we
are proposing to set up a specialised court backed
by the United Nations to investigate and prosecute
Russia’s crime of aggression,” she said.

The chief of staff to Ukraine’s President
Volodymyr Zelensky, who has pushed for such a tri-
bunal, hailed von der Leyen’s words and said:
“Russia will pay for crimes and destruction. They
will not avoid it.”

But the initiative faces formidable legal and polit-
ical obstacles. The main problem is that the
International Criminal Court (ICC) does not have
jurisdiction over Russia’s “crimes of aggression”-its
invasion and war in Ukraine-because Moscow is not
a signatory to the court’s treaty.

That tribunal can therefore only judge specific
cases of war crimes and crimes against humanity
perpetrated in Ukraine, but even then Russian
President Vladimir Putin and his prime minister and
foreign minister enjoy immunity from prosecution
while in office. The only way the ICC can be called
in to judge Russia’s war is through a decision by the
UN Security Council-something that is impossible
because Russia, with its permanent seat on the
council, would veto it.

To get around that, von der Leyen is proposing
to have a court set up in an EU country that could
tackle Russia specifically on the crime of aggres-

sion, while leaving war crimes and crimes against
humanity to the ICC.

The Netherlands, which already hosts the ICC in
The Hague, has indicated its willingness to establish
the mooted new court on its territory. “It is our task,
as the international community, to make sure that we
do justice,” Dutch Foreign Minister Wopke Hoekstra
told journalists in Romania, as he attended a NATO
meeting. He said that should be done “through the
ICC-but also through other measures”.

A proposal text circulated by von der Leyen’s
European Commission noted that 14 EU member
states had already opened investigations into acts
carried out in Ukraine “based either on personal or
universal jurisdiction”.

It said that, where it came to crimes of aggres-

sion, “an alternative investigation mechanism could
be considered” where EU countries’ interests or cit-
izens were affected. Commission officials said that
path would run alongside the ICC-to which “the EU
will continue to give its full support”-and would
need UN support.

That would involve a procedural gambit where
the proposal would submitted to the UN Security
Council-where Russia is sure to shoot it down-and
then to the wider UN General Assembly of all UN
member states, where it stands a chance of passing.

The officials said there had been initial contact
with the United States on the idea, but no indication
as yet whether Washington would back the initia-
tive. The United States, like Russia, is not party to
the ICC. — AFP

BAKHMUT, Ukraine: Photograph shows a destroyed building in Bakhmut, Donetsk region, amid the
Russian invasion of Ukraine. Once known for its vineyards and cavernous salt mines, Bakhmut has now
been dubbed “the meat grinder” due to the brutal trench warfare, artillery duels and frontal assaults that
have defined the brutal fight for the city for over six months. —AFP


