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News in brief

Journalist rejects espionage charge   

CASABLANCA: Jailed Moroccan journalist
and rights activist Omar Radi, appealing a con-
viction for espionage, denied on Tuesday deliv-
ering sensitive information to two British con-
sultancy firms. Radi was sentenced in July to six
years in prison for espionage and rape. His trial
had begun in 2020 just days after rights group
Amnesty International charged that Moroccan
authorities had planted Jewish-made Pegasus
spyware on his cellphone. Moroccan authorities
denied the report and “categorically rejected”
using Zionist entity spyware to monitor critics at
home and abroad. Radi — who has protested
his innocence throughout — faced charges of
rape and “undermining the internal security of
the state” in two separate cases investigated
separately but judged together.  — AFP

Mali kill 19 ‘terrorists’ 

BAMAKO: The Malian army said it had killed
19 jihadists in operations northeast of the capital
Bamako that were supported by European spe-
cial forces. A statement by the armed forces
chief of staff late Tuesday said operations in the
Timbuktu, Segou, Mopti and Bandiagara areas
successfully targeted “terrorists” — a term typ-
ically used to designate jihadists who have led a
bloody decade-old insurgency. Fifteen “bases”
were broken up, 34 motorbikes were seized and
15 were destroyed, and 37 mobile phones were
taken, it said. Eight people in the Timbuktu area
were arrested, it said, adding that the operations
had unfolded over several days.  — AFP

India sends wheat to Afghanistan

WAGAH: India has sent 50 trucks carrying
2,500 tonnes of wheat for crisis-hit Afghanistan
after Pakistan gave “exceptional” permission for
the shipment to pass through, officials said yes-
terday. Western countries sharply reduced aid
after the Taleban takeover last year, leaving
Afghanistan facing a “devastating” humanitarian
crisis with a majority of the 28 million popula-
tion in need of help, according to the United
Nations. In response to an appeal from the UN,
India decided to gift 5,000 tonnes of wheat and
the first convoy of lorries was flagged off by
officials on Tuesday at a ceremony in Amritsar
near the border with Pakistan. India’s arch-rival
said Pakistan said that it “agreed on an excep-
tional basis” to allow the shipment to traverse
through its territory. Islamabad had suspended
trade with India in 2019 after New Delhi
rescinded the partial autonomy of Indian-
administered Kashmir, which both countries
claim in full. — AFP

Hostage drama ends

THE HAGUE: A man with a firearm who held
several people hostage at Apple’s flagship store in
central Amsterdam was overpowered late
Tuesday after a siege lasting several hours, police
said, adding that the last of the hostages had been
freed. Police had deployed several special units to
“get the situation under control” after being alert-
ed of an armed robbery at 5:40 pm (1640 GMT)
which had rapidly transformed into a hostage sit-
uation. Police said the gunman was “lying on the
street and a robot was examining him for explo-
sives” in front of the store in Leidseplein in the
heart of the Dutch city.  — AFP

MANILA: Ferdinand Marcos Junior’s quest for the
Philippine presidency has Loretta Rosales recoiling
in horror remembering the nightmare she went
through standing up to his late father’s brutal rule.
Tortured and gang-raped by the elder Marcos’
troops under martial law in the 1970s, the former
history professor, now 82, told AFP she fears histo-
ry will repeat itself. “I don’t want this to happen
again to my people,” said Rosales, an activist turned
politician who has asked the government to disqual-
ify the younger Marcos, nicknamed “Bongbong”,
from the May 9 poll.

She fears he would take after his late father, who
shut down Congress and
other democratic institu-
tions as well as media out-
lets while ruling by
decree. Bongbong, 64, is
the clear leader in the
polls, running on a cam-
paign that steers public
discourse away from the
crimes of his father’s dic-
tatorship while preaching
unity and mapping a path
out of the pandemic.

Amnesty International estimates the late strong-
man’s security forces either killed, tortured, sexually
abused, mutilated or arbitrarily detained about
70,000 opponents, according to its Philippine vice
chairperson Aurora Parong.

Rosales took part in street protests during the
period as an activist with the Humanist League, a
group aligned with the Philippines’ Communist
Party that was the only serious opposition after
Marcos crushed most opponents.

In 1976 she was secretly arrested and taken to an
unmarked detention house, the former teacher said.
Boiling-hot candle wax was poured on her arms and
she was waterboarded as well as strangled with a
belt.

Her abusers delivered electric shocks to her fin-
gertips and toes, leaving her trembling uncontrol-
lably, and stripped off her clothes, she told AFP.
“Then they started playing protest songs that we
sang at our street marches, to taunt you, to dehu-
manise you,” she recounted. Rosales said her tortur-
ers wanted her to lead them to Jose Maria Sison,
founder of the Communist Party which had begun

waging a Maoist armed
insurgency, as well as her
fellow activists.

‘Gutter politics’ 
The younger Marcos

has downplayed or disput-
ed accounts of abuses
committed under the rule
of his father. “I do not
know how they (Amnesty)
generated those numbers
and I haven’t seen them,”

he said in an interview with a television channel that
aired on January 25. “Let us ask Amnesty
International to share that information that they
have and maybe it will help us make sure that the
system works and alleged abuses that occurred
should not occur again.”

Asked about Rosales’ specific allegations,
Marcos spokesman Vic Rodriguez told AFP: “There
goes Ms Etta Rosales again, pushing very hard her
lies to further her group’s gutter politics.” The

Philippine government acknowledged abuses in a
2013 settlement that awarded 9.8 billion pesos
($190 million) in reparations to more than 11,000
victims out of about 75,000 claimants.

The settlement cited “the heroism and sacrifices
of all Filipinos who were victims of summary execu-
tion, torture, enforced or involuntary disappear-
ances and other gross human rights violations”.
Payouts were funded from nearly $700 million held

by the elder Marcos in secret Swiss bank accounts
that was handed over to Manila in 1995 after
authorities concluded the money was plundered
from the Philippine treasury.

Rosales said her abusers were plainclothes
“agents” who kept an eye on anti-Marcos groups.
Some had even enrolled in classes she taught at a
Manila university. After her torture she was moved
to a military prison and freed a month later. —AFP

The Philippine government acknowledged abuses in a 2013 settlement

MANILA, Philippines: This photo taken on February 9, 2022 shows Loretta Ann P. Rosales, a victim of the country’s martial
law in the 1970s, gesturing during an interview with AFP at her residence in Quezon City, suburban Manila. — AFP

Philippine torture victim relives 
horror as dictator’s son rises

‘I don’t want this 
to happen again 

to my people’

HONG KONG: Hong Kong parents
are being separated from children and
babies who test positive for the coron-
avirus, compounding public anger
over the financial hub’s lack of readi-
ness for a major outbreak now sweep-
ing the city. The densely populated
metropolis is in the throes of its worst-
ever COVID wave, registering thou-
sands of cases every day as hospitals
and isolation units run out of space.

A strict China-style zero-COVID
policy kept the virus mostly at bay the
last two years at the expense of
marooning the city internationally. But
when the highly contagious Omicron
variant eventually broke through ear-
lier this year, authorities were caught
flat-footed.

Hong Kong has been ordered by
China to stick to its zero-COVID poli-
cy and aim to isolate anyone who
tests positive even though the number
of daily cases has soared far beyond
capacity. Some parents have com-
plained of being unable to accompany
children in hospital while others have
flocked to social media to voice fears
of separation if they seek treatment
for themselves or sick young ones.

The revelation has sparked dis-
may, including among health profes-
sionals. “If a child requires hospitali-
sation due to COVID, it should be
made possible for one parent to stay
in the same room unless the child’s
condition is very serious,” Siddharth
Sridhar, a microbiologist at the
University of Hong Kong, wrote on
Twitter. “In times like these, staying
rational and compassionate is more
important than ever.”

‘I’ll sleep on the floor’ 
Laura, a 32-year-old British-born

permanent resident, told AFP her
daughter Ava tested positive after
she was admitted to hospital on
Sunday night with a fever and
laboured breathing. Ava is now stable
in the intensive care unit and will
soon be moved to an isolation ward
but she will have to recover without
her parents for at least seven days.
“I’ve said I’ll sleep in the corridor, on
the floor, anywhere,” she said, fight-
ing back tears.

Laura and her husband Nick man-
aged to share a quick video call with
Ava on Tuesday. “It was devastating,”

Laura recalled, asking to use just her
first name. “She’s 11 months, she’s
aware of her surroundings, separa-
tion anxiety is at an all-time high at
this age, she was inconsolable, just
crying ‘Mamma, Mamma’.”

Online parent groups have filled
with angst, fear and confusion this
week. Kunj Gandhi, the administrator
of a popular Facebook support
group for people going through
quarantine, wrote that many hospi-
tals had stopped letting parents stay

with children as wards filled beyond
capacity.  

“Many (parents) tried to fight or
rationalise it but in the end had to
make the heartbreaking decision of
leaving their child in hospital so the
child could get the treatment he/she
needs,” she wrote. On a 17,000-
strong mostly Cantonese-speaking
Facebook group for mothers looking
for coronavirus treatment, many said
they had sick children but feared
going to hospital. — AFP

HONG KONG: People queue up for COVID-19 tests outside a community vaccination
centre especially for children and the elderly in Hong Kong yesterday, as the city faces
its worst coronavirus wave to date. —AFP

UN urges vaccines 
to help N Korea 
end COVID isolation   
SEOUL: The world should provide millions of dos-
es of COVID-19 vaccines to North Korea, where
“draconian” anti-pandemic measures are worsening
an already-severe food crisis, a UN human rights
expert said yesterday.

The impoverished nation has been behind a rigid
self-imposed coronavirus blockade since early
2020 to protect itself from the pandemic, with the
economy suffering and trade all but stopped. The
country’s “draconian” anti-COVID measures,
including border closures and further limits on
domestic freedom of movement, have worsened the
food crisis, Tomas Ojea Quintana, UN special rap-
porteur on human rights, said.

Crucial domestic market activity has been cut off,
and international aid workers have been forced to
depart, with humanitarian operations all but halted,
he said, adding that vulnerable populations were at

risk of starvation.
The international community should “agree on a

strategy to provide the DPRK with 60 million doses
of vaccination to cover at least two shots for the
entire population,” Quintana said at a press briefing
in Seoul Wednesday. Vaccinations are “the key to
opening the DPRK’s border... and bringing it out of
isolation,” he added, using the acronym for North
Korea’s official name.

North Korea has yet to confirm a single case of
the novel coronavirus. According to the World
Health Organization, North Korea had by the end of
2020 conducted 13,259 COVID-19 tests, which all
came back negative. It had been due to receive
more than 1.7 million doses of the AstraZeneca vac-
cine through the Covax programme last year, but
rejected them due to concerns over side effects,
Yonhap reported at the time.

It has also rejected offers of vaccines from
allies Russia and China, local reports say. In
January, North Korea conducted a record seven
weapons tests, including firing the most powerful
missile since 2017, as it ignored US offers of
talks. Pyongyang is under multiple sets of inter-
national sanctions over its nuclear and ballistic

missile programmes.
Quintana again called for such restrictions to be

eased to protect the country’s most vulnerable in
the face of a severe food shortage. — AFP

SEOUL, South Korea: United Nations special rapporteur on
human rights in North Korea, Tomas Ojea Quintana,
speaks during a press conference wrapping up his nine-
day visit to South Korea, in Seoul yesterday. —AFP

HK parents decry child 
separations during virus surge   

Husband arrested
in China chained 
woman case   
BEIJING: Chinese authorities said yesterday they
had arrested a man accused of keeping his wife
chained in a shack and punished at least 17 local offi-
cials over a case that has sparked viral outrage. The
incident triggered intense debate on mental health
and human trafficking in January after a blogger’s
video showed her with a chain and padlock around
her neck in freezing weather in Jiangsu province.

Provincial authorities said the woman was found
to have schizophrenia and had been sold several
times, including once in 1998 for 5,000 yuan

($790), after being taken from her village in south-
western Yunnan province. Officials said “special
actions to comprehensively and thoroughly investi-
gate and rectify the violation of rights” were being
taken. They added that the woman-known as
“Xiaohuamei”, which means “little plum blossom”
and is likely a nickname-is a mother of eight chil-
dren and is receiving hospital treatment. Officials in
the area where she was found had initially denied
allegations of any abduction and trafficking but
higher-level investigations were launched after a
public outcry.

Xiaohuamei is said to have disappeared after liv-
ing for a few months with a man in Jiangsu who had
bought her, and was soon taken in by a couple who
operated a hotel, the probe found. She was then
sold again to two other people before being bought
by her current husband’s family.

The husband, surnamed Dong, was formally

arrested on Tuesday along with two other people
accused of trafficking, authorities said.
Investigations are ongoing against six others
allegedly involved in trafficking her, while eight local
officials have been dismissed from their posts and
nine others handed various punishments.

The case continued to generate anger yesterday,
with a related hashtag on China’s Twitter-like Weibo
platform attracting 580 million views shortly after
the news of the punishments came. “The credibility
of our government has long been lost,” one user
said of the latest statement. “You haven’t shown us
evidence.” Others called for a national crackdown
on trafficking. China’s one-child policy-only relaxed
in 2016 — has led to a shortage of women due to a
traditional preference for boys. The resulting gender
imbalance is believed to have fuelled human traf-
ficking, according to a United States congressional
report. —AFP


