
HONG KONG: Hong Kong’s leader yesterday said she
would not impose a mainland China-style hard lockdown
as the city faces its worst coronavirus wave to date, even
as she vowed no switch to living with COVID-19.

The comments came as hospitals began to buckle
under the strain of rising infections with at least two
medical facilities placing patients in beds outside their
entrances. No place in the world has managed to return
to zero COVID cases after such an outbreak except
mainland China, which has imposed citywide lockdowns
and mass stay-at-home orders when even a handful of
cases are detected.

Hong Kong Chief Executive Carrie Lam ruled out that
approach. “We have no plans whatsoever to impose a
complete, wholesale lockdown,” she told reporters. But
she also rejected calls from some public health experts
and business figures to switch to a mitigation strategy
saying zero-Covid remained her administration’s goal.

“We have to continue to fight this anti-epidemic bat-
tle. Surrendering to the virus is not an option,” Lam said.
Authorities will continue to use smaller-scale district
lockdowns, with testing of all residents in housing blocks
where cases are detected, she added.

For more than two years, Hong Kong has followed

China’s strategy, pursuing zero virus cases with largely
closed borders, lengthy quarantines, contact tracing and
stringent social distancing laws.

But the new wave fuelled by the highly transmissible
Omicron virus variant has battered the city’s capacity for
testing, quarantine and treatment, and is testing the poli-
cy like never before. More than 1,600 new daily infec-
tions were reported yesterday, and the figure hovered
over 1,000 for much of last week. Local researchers have
warned that new daily cases could exceed 28,000 a day
by March.

Supply crunch 
Before this outbreak, Hong Kong treated all coron-

avirus patients in dedicated isolation wards, but beds at
hospitals and a temporary mass treatment facility near
the airport have quickly filled. Close contacts of virus
cases were earlier sent to a government quarantine
camp, but many are now being told to isolate at home.
Lam said 3,000 flats in newly constructed public hous-
ing blocks will be converted for quarantine use and that
officials are seeking 10,000 hotel rooms too.

Hong Kong’s number two official John Lee said on
Tuesday that he would self-isolate at home “for pru-
dence’s sake” after a domestic helper working at his
home was found to be a preliminary positive case.

Pro-Beijing lawmaker and executive councillor
Regina Ip also announced she would work from home
after her driver tested preliminarily positive.

Last week saw long queues of people waiting to get
tested, and many who tested positive reported being
turned away from hospitals.

Hong Kong has sourced 100 million rapid test kits
and will distribute a million of them a day to high-risk

individuals once they arrive, Lam said yesterday.
Scenes from the city in recent days resembled the

early phase of the pandemic, as shoppers cleared out
supermarket shelves to stock up on food and essentials.

Hong Kong imports most of its fresh food and pro-

duce from mainland China, and vegetable prices spiked
last week due to a virus-related supply disruption. Lam
yesterday said her administration was recruiting more
cross-border drivers and will look into waterborne
freight as an option.  — AFP
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HONG KONG: Police (R) wearing personal protective equipment (PPE) stand as people wait outside the Pok Oi hospital in
Hong Kong yesterday, as the city faces its worst coronavirus wave to date. — AFP

BANDUNG, Indonesia: Indonesian teacher Herry Wirawan (C) is escorted prior to his trial at a court in Bandung, West
Java yesterday, where he was later sentenced to life in prison for the rape of 13 students, all minors. — AFP

Human rights 
worsening in Sri
Lanka: Cardinal
COLOMBO: The leader of Sri Lanka’s Roman
Catholic church launched a scathing attack on
President Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s government yesterday
over what he called increasing threats to human rights
on the troubled island. Cardinal Malcolm Ranjith con-
demned Monday’s attack on a high profile TV journal-
ist and the “abduction” of a campaigner for justice for
the 279 people killed in the 2019 Easter Sunday
bombings.

“Police have demonstrated uncivilised barbaric
behaviour in arresting a young man-Shehan Malaka-
who is seeking justice for the Easter attack victims,”
the Cardinal told reporters in Colombo. He said police
in civilian clothing and travelling in a white van
grabbed Malaka from the streets on Monday and his
life was saved only because he broadcast his abduc-
tion live on social media. “If he didn’t have the pres-
ence of mind to use his phone for a live (broadcast),
we wouldn’t ever get to know what happened to him,”
the head of Sri Lanka’s minority Catholic community
said. “He would have disappeared.”

“The police behaviour is uncivilised and they acted
like barbarians,” Ranjith said. White vans were com-
monly used by unidentified attackers to kidnap people
during a previous Rajapaksa administration when
thousands disappeared.

Malaka was taken before a magistrate and released
on bail yesterday after a social media outcry. Police
said they arrested him on a “hate speech” charge for
allegedly bringing the government into disrepute.

Malaka had also spearheaded a Catholic church
protest campaign to fly black flags last year to con-
demn slow progress in police investigations into the
Easter bombings, which targeted three churches and
three deluxe hotels.

Home-grown Muslim fundamentalists were held
responsible for the attack, but the authorities failed to
identify the masterminds. The Cardinal said Sri Lanka’s
overall human rights record was deteriorating, urging
his followers to remain vigilant and resort to legal
action. Sri Lanka is on the agenda later this month at
the UN Human Rights Council in Geneva-which has
repeatedly censured Colombo for failing to implement
pledges to ensure accountability for rights abuses,
particularly towards the end of the island’s ethnic war
in 2009. “Why would they behave like this at a time
when they are preparing to defend their record in
Geneva?” Ranjith asked. “I think they don’t have any
brains.” Sri Lankan rights groups have also con-
demned Monday’s attack on the home of TV presenter
Chamuditha Samarawickarama, who had criticised the
powerful ruling Rajapaksa family and their allies in
recent broadcasts. — AFP

Indonesia teacher gets 
life in prison for 
rape of 13 students  
BANDUNG, Indonesia: An Indonesian court yesterday
sentenced a teacher to life in prison for the rape of 13
students, in a case that has drawn national attention to
sexual abuse in some of the country’s religious boarding
schools. Herry Wirawan, 36, was found guilty of raping
13 female students — all minors — and impregnating at
least eight of them by Bandung district court in West
Java. The revelations sparked national outrage, with a
senior government official saying President Joko
Widodo has paid special attention to the case.

The pattern of abuse came to light when the family of
a female student reported Wirawan to the police for rap-
ing and impregnating their teenage daughter last year.

During the trial, it was revealed he had raped the chil-
dren — many from poor families attending the school on
scholarships — over five years.

Prosecutors requested chemical castration and the
death penalty for the accused, who asked the judge for
leniency to allow him to raise his children. Wirawan
arrived in court in handcuffs and kept his head down as
judge Yohannes Purnomo Suryo Adi sentenced him to
life in prison. The court said restitution for the victims
will be paid by the government. The chairman of

Indonesia’s Child Protection Commission said yester-
day’s verdict meant “justice for the victims has been
served”.

‘There will be more’ 
But a family member of one of the victims told AFP he

was “very disappointed” that Wirawan did not receive a
harsher sentence and warned that leniency would
embolden other abusers. “This wound will never be
healed as long as we live, maybe until we die. The pain
we are feeling is indescribable. We don’t feel heard,” said
Hidmat Dijaya, an uncle of one of the 13 victims.

“If the sentence is lenient like this, there will be more
Islamic teachers who will abuse children,” he added. “We
will let God as the highest judge punish him. We can only
pray because those judges failed to represent our hurt
and pain.” More than 25,000 Islamic boarding schools
— known as “pesantren” — are dotted across
Indonesia, with nearly five million students living and
studying in the dorms.

Teaching is often regimented — students attend reg-
ular classes during the day and continue Koranic studies
and Islamic teachings into the evening. The Bandung
rape case has shone a spotlight on the problem of sexual
abuse in some of the schools, with 14 out of the 18 cases
reported to the Child Protection Commission last year
taking place in pesantren. Last year two teachers at a
boarding school in South Sumatra were arrested for sex-
ually abusing 26 male students over the course of a year.

And in 2020, a boarding school teacher in East Java
was sentenced to 15 years in prison for sexually assault-
ing 15 female students.—AFP

China-born 
billionaire denies
Australian election 
interference
SYDNEY: A Chinese-Australian billionaire yesterday
denied being the unidentified “puppeteer” accused by
Australia’s top spy of trying to buy off election candi-
dates on behalf of a foreign power. Property developer
Chau Chak Wing said allegations that he was the
unnamed person that funnelled hundreds of thousands
of dollars to potential candidates to try to influence an
election were “baseless and reckless”.

Mike Burgess, director-general of the Australian
Security Intelligence Organisation, recently set off a
firestorm of speculation when he sketched the rough
outlines of a foreign interference plot led by one shad-

owy individual. “I’ll call this person ‘the puppeteer’,” he
said during an annual threat assessment speech, with-
out offering a name or saying which election was being
influenced.

Opposition senator Kimberley Kitching on Monday
used parliamentary privilege to declare the “pup-
peteer” was Chau — who has repeatedly and success-
fully used Australia’s harsh defamation laws to sue
local media over similar claims.

“I am a businessman and philanthropist. I have nev-
er had any involvement or interest in interfering with
the democratic election process in Australia,” Chau
said in a statement issued through his lawyers.

Chau has been accused multiple times by parlia-
mentarians and local media of covertly working for
China’s ruling Communist Party, a charge he has
repeatedly denied.

One case related to former UN president of the
General Assembly, John Ashe, who was accused of
accepting bribes from Chinese businesspeople seeking
to influence the world body.

“It is always unfortunate when elected representa-
tives use the shield of parliamentary privilege as a

platform to vilify and attack Australian citizens without
producing a shred of evidence,” Chau said.

Chau invited Kitching to provide evidence and
repeat the claims “outside the parliament” where she
would not be protected from defamation claims.

Australia’s moves to deter foreign interference, with
a raft of tough new laws, and more vocal public pro-
nouncements by spy agencies have angered Beijing
and fuelled a breakdown in relations between the two
countries.

The issue of foreign interference has become a hot-
button issue ahead of Australia’s elections expected in
May. The conservative government has been accused
of weaponising intelligence by leaking allegations that
prospective Labor opposition candidates were target-
ed by the “puppeteer”.

Prime Minister Scott Morrison — whose party
trails heavily in the polls — has repeatedly claimed,
without evidence, that Labor leader Anthony Albanese
is Beijing’s preferred choice in the election. “They want
to appease when it comes to China,” Morrison has
claimed. “When it just comes to these issues and keep-
ing Australians safe, they’re just soft.”  — AFPChau Chak Wing 

Halt imminent drug 
executions, UN 
tells Singapore  
GENEVA: The United Nations yesterday urged
Singapore to halt the imminent executions of two
men held for drug offences-and furthermore end
its use of the death penalty altogether.  The UN
rights office voiced alarm at the case of Pausi
Jefridin and Roslan Bakar, who were both arrest-
ed in 2008 and convicted two years later on drug
trafficking charges.

The men have been on death row for the past
12 years and were reportedly informed only last
Wednesday that they would be executed one
week later, on February 16. “The use of the death
penalty for drug-related offences is incompatible
with international human rights law,” UN rights
office spokeswoman Ravina Shamdasani told
reporters in Geneva.

She stressed that capital punishment was only
permitted under international law for the “most
serious crimes, which is interpreted as crimes of
extreme gravity involving intentional killing.”
Making matters worse in this case, Shamdasani
said, were concerns that one or both men have
intellectual disabilities. She said Jefridin, reported-
ly a Malaysian national, had been shown to have
an IQ score of just 67. She also lamented that
Jefridin’s family, based in Malaysia, had struggled
to visit him due to COVID-19 restrictions.

A last-minute appeal yesterday was rejected,
she said, adding that if the executions go ahead as
planned on Wednesday, they will be the first in the
city-state since November 2019. Malaysian rights
group Lawyers for Liberty said another legal chal-
lenge was lodged late yesterday in Singapore, and
urged the city-state not to proceed with the exe-
cutions until that appeal has been heard.
Singapore, which has some of the world’s toughest
drugs laws, insists the death penalty is an effective
deterrent against crime. Shamdasani however
stressed that “globally, the death penalty has not
been proven to be an effective deterrent.”

At the same time, she warned, individuals on
death row, as well as their families, have suffered a
range of human rights violations.” “We call on the
government to commute their sentences, and to
reform Singapore’s legislation to bring an end to
the imposition of the death penalty.” Amnesty
International’s Singapore researcher Rachel
Chhoa-Howard agreed, saying the planned exe-
cutions this week were “appalling”.—AFP


