
DHAKA: Nearly 100,000 supporters of Bangladesh’s
main opposition party descended on Dhaka Saturday
to protest against the government of Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina and demand new elections. “Sheikh
Hasina is a vote thief,” they chanted at the Golapbagh
sports ground where the rally was held as the crowd
spilled into surrounding streets.

All seven opposition Bangladesh Nationalist Party
(BNP) MPs announced their resignations from parlia-
ment at the event, which will leave the legislature
largely a rubber stamp — Hasina’s party already had
more than a two-thirds majority. Western governments
and the United Nations have expressed concerns over
the political climate in Bangladesh. It is one of the
fastest-growing economies in Asia but the Ukraine war
has forced the government to suspend gas and diesel
imports, while power cuts and fuel price hikes have
triggered demonstrations in recent months.

The Bangladeshi taka has depreciated by up to 25
percent, driving up the cost of food imports and hitting
poor and lower middle class people. Autorickshaw
driver Russel Miah joined the rally to express anger at
rising prices of food and other commodities, which he

said had left him struggling to provide his family with
three meals a day. “I am a victim of oppression,” he
said. “I came here today to protest against the people
who are responsible for my current situation.”

None of Bangladesh’s half-dozen television news
stations carried live coverage of the event, raising sus-
picions authorities had pressured them not to.

A BNP official claimed that hundreds of thousands
of people had joined the rally by mid-morning. “Our
main demand is Sheikh Hasina resign and parliament is
dissolved and let a neutral caretaker government step
in to hold a free and fair election,” spokesman
Zahiruddin Swapan told AFP. A senior security officer
speaking on condition of anonymity estimated the
crowd at up to 80,000 people. There had been no vio-
lence so far but SWAT teams, counter-terrorism units
and canine squads were on standby, said Dhaka
Metropolitan Police spokesman Faruq Ahmed.

‘We want freedom’ 
Tension was high in the capital after security forces

stormed the BNP headquarters on Tuesday, leaving at
least one person dead and scores injured.

Two of the party’s top leaders were arrested on
Friday on charges of inciting the violence, adding to
the roughly 2,000 activists and supporters the party
said had been detained since November 30 to try to
prevent the rally from going ahead. The opposition has
been holding protests around the country and Hasina
has rejected outright their demands for her resignation
and an election under a caretaker government.

Police set up checkpoints on routes into Dhaka and
security was tight across the sprawling metropolis of

20 million people on Saturday. Another police officer
said up to 3,000 policemen were deployed outside the
rally ground to ensure security. Only a handful of cycle
rickshaws and cars plied Dhaka’s normally congested
roads, with BNP officials accusing the government of
triggering an unofficial transport strike to try to pre-
vent people from joining the rally. The country’s lead-

ing Bengali daily newspaper Prothom Alo said ruling
party student cadres beat at least 10 BNP supporters,
searched their mobile phones and handed them over to
police. Mohammad Alamgir, a businessman who trav-
elled from the southern island of Bhola to attend the
protest, said: “I don’t support any political party. We
want freedom from the current situation.” — AFP
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DHAKA, Bangladesh: Police charge baton on Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) activities as they gathered in front of the par-
ty’s central office in Dhaka, ahead of a BNP rally called in an effort to force Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina to resign. — AFP

BENI, DR Congo: A woman places a candle in Beni during a prayer vigil in remembrance of the victims of the ungoing unrest
in the East of the country. — AFP

Families slam 
Indonesia over 
Papua killings
JAKARTA: The acquittal by an Indonesian human
rights court of a retired army officer from charges
over the killing of four Papuan teens in 2014 was a sign
of impunity, a representative of the families said. The
families called for the case to be reopened after a
human rights court in Makassar, in South Sulawesi
province, acquitted Isak Settu on Thursday from
charges of “crimes against humanity”.

An earlier Indonesian human rights commission
found that the military had shot the four high-school
students during protests in Paniai, a central area of
Papua province where a long-simmering insurgency
has often flared into violence.

“We, the victims’ families and witnesses, see that
the country commits impunity, and protects the per-
petrators of the case of gross human rights violations
in Paniai,” Yones Douw, who represents the victims’
families, told AFP late on Friday. Settu faced 10 years
in jail over his alleged role in the incident, when
Indonesian security forces opened fire on a crowd
protesting against the beatings of Papuan youths by
the army.

The earlier human rights commission found that
rank-and-file soldiers and their superiors were to
blame for the deaths of the students, aged 17 and 18,
as well as wounding another 21 demonstrating
Papuans. The incident constituted “gross human rights
violations”, the commission, known as Komnas HAM,
concluded in 2020.

Settu was the only officer brought to trial over the
incident and was acquitted of all charges in Thursday’s
hearing, which was live-streamed.

He was a liaison officer during the incident and the
court ruled he did not have effective command of the
local military office when the shooting occurred.

Two of the five judges dissented from the ruling,
arguing that Settu was the highest-ranking officer
there at the time and thus could be held responsible
for failing to control the conduct of the troops.

“This verdict is yet another slap in the face not only
for victims and families of victims of the Paniai shoot-
ings, but also for victims of other gross human rights
violations in Indonesia who for years have demanded
justice and accountability,” Usman Hamid, Amnesty
International Indonesia executive director, said in a
statement. Usman also said it was hard to believe that
only one officer had been brought to trial. The human
rights trial, a special jurisdiction, was the first in
Indonesia since 2004. No perpetrators were punished
in the three previous human rights trials.

The victims’ families also sent a letter, seen by AFP,
to the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights in
Geneva, Volker T¸rk, asking for help in pushing the
Indonesian government to reopen the case.
Indonesia’s military has been accused of committing
atrocities against Papuan civilians during a decades-
long insurgency seeking independence for the miner-
al-rich province.—AFP

HK media tycoon 
Jimmy Lai jailed 
over lease violation
HONG KONG: Hong Kong pro-democracy media
tycoon Jimmy Lai received a fresh jail sentence of five
years and nine months on Saturday after being found
guilty of fraud in a contractual dispute. Lai, the 75-
year-old founder of the now-shuttered Apple Daily
newspaper, had recently completed a 20-month jail
term resulting from multiple convictions for his part in
protests and unauthorised assemblies.

He also faces a possible life sentence at his upcom-
ing trial on national security charges. While the earlier
convictions were related to his role in the huge
democracy protests that swept Hong Kong in 2019,
the latest case involved one of his companies violating
the terms of the lease on his newspaper’s offices.

Lai and former Apple Daily executive Wong Wai-
keung were both found guilty of fraud in October in
what District Judge Stanley Chan described as a
“planned, organised and years-long” scheme.
Prosecutors said that a consultancy firm Lai operated
for his personal use had taken up office space that
Apple Daily had rented for the purposes of publica-
tion and printing.

This was in breach of the terms of the lease Apple
Daily signed with a government company and
amounted to fraud, prosecutors said. Defence lawyers
previously argued the case should have been a civil
suit instead of a criminal prosecution, adding that the
square footage involved was minimal.

In addition to his jail term, Lai was fined HK$2 mil-
lion ($257,000) and banned from managing compa-
nies for eight years. Co-defendant Wong, 61, was
jailed for 21 months with the judge comparing him to
“the getaway driver for a robbery”.

The judge said the sentence was in response to a
“simple case of fraud”, which dated back to the 1990s
when the lease first came into effect. He criticised
Apple Daily for abusing its reputation as a well-known
media company as a “protective shield”, which he
claimed discouraged the landlord from taking action
against the breach of lease terms.

But he said the case had nothing to do with politics
or press freedom. “Don’t draw any connection to poli-
tics,” Chan said. One of Hong Kong’s best-known pro-
democracy activists, Lai has long been openly loathed
by Beijing.

For years, Apple Daily was scathing in its criticism
of China’s Communist Party and openly supportive of
democracy. It collapsed last year after its funds were
frozen and many of its senior staff were charged
alongside Lai under the sweeping national security
law Beijing imposed on Hong Kong-primarily over
their campaign for international sanctions against
China. — AFP

Survivors recount 
escape from DR 
Congo massacre
KITSHANGA, DR Congo: In a displacement camp in
eastern Democratic Republic of Congo, Eric, Samuel,
Tuyisenge and Florence recounted walking for miles to
flee a horrific rebel attack on their village. M23 rebels
massacred at least 131 civilians-including 12 children-
and committed more than two dozen rapes on
November 29-30 in two villages in Rutshuru territory,
including Kishishe, the United Nations says.

The group has denied any responsibility, blaming
“stray bullets” for the deaths of just eight civilians. But
in the Mungote camp, Eric Nesehose said he could not
forget seeing his nephews Jacques and Musayi gunned
down before his eyes.

“They went out of the house, shouting ‘there’s
gunfire’,” he said. “Bullets hit them at the door and
killed them instantly.” Fleeing for their lives, Eric and
other villagers walked 40 to 60 kilometres (25 to 37
miles) across the hills to the Mungote camp in
Kitshanga district.

Samuel said he saw six dead bodies-three villagers
and three members of his own family, including his eld-
er brother James. “The rebels started shooting every-
where,” the young man said. “I decided to run and it
took me a week to get here by foot.”

Eastern DRC has been restive for years, and is
home to dozens of armed groups. The March 23 move-
ment, a mostly Congolese Tutsi group, resumed fight-
ing in late 2021 after lying dormant for years.

It has in recent months seized control of swathes of
land in Rutshuru territory north of Goma city. The
UN’s MONUSCO peacekeeping mission has said it

was not able to reach Kishishe and neighbouring
Bambo to investigate last month’s killings, but gathered
evidence from witnesses and other sources.

It says the violence against civilians was in reprisal
for clashes between the M23 and other, mostly Hutu
armed groups. 

Four children missing 
In Mungote, 30-year-old Twisenge Manirakiz

said most of her family had gone missing in the mas-
sacre. “We were in the church when we heard the
bullets,” she said, carrying a young child in a bundle
on her back.

“Everybody ran in one direction or the other to
try to save themselves. Some hid behind the school,
and when the gunfire continued, they ran into the
bush.” “I saw nine bodies on the ground,” she added,
tears in her eyes.

“I have seven children, but I arrived here with just
three. The other four have disappeared and I have no
idea where my husband is,” she said. Nearby, amid the
huts, 45-year-old Florence said she had to walk for
days to reach the camp.

She too said her husband and two of her children
were missing. Like most of the displaced, she arrived
with just the clothes on her back. “People who pity me
give me sweet potatoes,” she said. Mungote has long
welcomed those displaced by conflict in eastern DRC,
including civilians who fled a previous M23 offensive
in 2012, when the rebels briefly overran the main city
of Goma.

Camp officials said 40,000 households already
lived there before the latest bout of violence, and
4,000 more have arrived in recent weeks, stretching
resources. “Up to four families are sleeping in a single
hut-men, women and children,” the camp’s deputy
head Vumilia Peruse said. “They arrive with nothing...
The authorities must intervene as soon as possible to
avoid a disaster.” — AFP

HONG KONG: File photo shows Hong Kong pro-democracy
media tycoon Jimmy Lai arriving at the Court of Final Appeal.
Hong Kong pro-democracy media tycoon Jimmy Lai received
a fresh jail sentence of five years and nine months on
December 10, 2022 after being found guilty of fraud in a con-
tractual dispute. —  AFP

US slaps sanctions 
on China officials 
over Tibet rights
WASHINGTON, United States: The United States
on Friday imposed sanctions on two senior Chinese
officials over “serious human rights abuse” in Tibet,
including alleged torture and killings of prisoners and
forced sterilization.

The United States blocked any US assets and crim-
inalized transactions with Wu Yingjie, who was China’s
boss in Tibet from 2016 to 2021, and Zhang Hongbo,
China’s police chief in the Himalayan region since 2018

who is believed to still be in charge.
The sanctions announcement comes despite a rela-

tive easing of tensions between the United States and
China since Presidents Joe Biden and Xi Jinping met
last month in Bali and agreed to step up dialogue.

“Our actions further aim to disrupt and deter the
People’s Republic of China’s arbitrary detention and
physical abuse of members of religious minority
groups in the Tibetan Autonomous Region,” Secretary
of State Antony Blinken said in a statement.

Wu directed a policy of “stability” in Tibet that
included “serious human rights abuse, including extra-
judicial killings, physical abuse, arbitrary arrests and
mass detentions,” the Treasury Department said in a
statement. “Additional abuses during Wu’s tenure
include forced sterilization, coerced abortion, restric-
tions on religious and political freedoms and the tor-

ture of prisoners.” Zhang has engaged in abuses
including torture and killing of prisoners through run-
ning detention centers across Tibet, it said. China has
ruled the predominantly Buddhist region with an iron
first since 1951 when it sent in troops in what it called a
“peaceful liberation.” The region’s spiritual leader, the
Dalai Lama, fled in 1959 to India amid an abortive
uprising.

In recent years, the international spotlight has
increasingly focused on Xinjiang to Tibet’s north,
where the United States says that China is carrying
out a policy of genocide against Uyghurs and other
mostly Muslim, Turkic-speaking people.

As part of a slew of sanctions Friday, the United
States also targeted North Korea’s border guards over
their shoot-on-sight orders against citizens fleeing
into China and Russia. — AFP


