
Ex-HK adviser slams
city leader over 
deadly COVID storm
HONG KONG: A former top government adviser con-
demned Hong Kong’s leader yesterday, calling for her to
“resign in shame” over a deadly COVID-19 wave that has
clogged the city’s healthcare system and sent elderly
deaths soaring. Former government adviser Wong Chack-
kie joins a chorus of pro-Beijing loyalists in criticizing
Chief Executive Carrie Lam at a politically sensitive junc-
ture for the city with a new leader to be selected by July 1.

Key Chinese officials-including President Xi Jinping-
are also expected to be in town by that date for the 25th
anniversary of Hong Kong’s handover from Britain to
China. But Hong Kong’s 740,000 plus cases and 4,300
deaths in under three months-mostly inside the city’s care
homes-have seen Lam’s administration rebuked for its low
vaccination rates and unclear messaging around potential
lockdown and testing measures. “If a leader is of any
virtue, he or she should resign in shame after seeing so
many elderly people die of policy faults,” Wong wrote in
an opinion piece published Tuesday in the Ming Pao
newspaper, calling the crisis a “man-made calamity”.

“After the situation got out of hand, all the officials
knew was to shirk the responsibilities by repeatedly
emphasizing that the outbreak had overwhelmed the gov-
ernment’s capacity,” the former top adviser to Lam’s pred-
ecessor Leung Chun-ying said.

The outbreak hit as Beijing remolds Hong Kong in its
own authoritarian image after huge and sometimes violent
democracy protests erupted in 2019. It imposed a sweep-
ing national security law that criminalizes dissent, and a
new “patriots only” legislature that vets anyone standing
for public office for their political loyalty. Hong Kong’s fifth
wave has been the first real test for the “patriots only”
government. Researchers estimate the infection toll is sig-
nificantly higher than official figures indicate, likely reach-
ing half the city’s 7.4 million population.—AFP

ASHGABAT: The son of Turkmenistan’s autocrat
leader, Gurbanguly Berdymukhamedov, decisively won
the presidential election, officials said yesterday, paving
the way for hereditary succession in one of the world’s
most tightly controlled countries. Serdar
Berdymukhamedov, 40, won the ballot held last
Saturday with 73 percent of the vote, the Central
Electoral Commission (CEC) said in a statement on its
website.

Nine candidates stood in the poll in the isolated
country of six million people, but few doubted that
Berdymukhamedov’s only son Serdar-who has pledged
to pursue his father’s course-would take over the coun-
try’s top job. Berdymukhamedov senior, who is now
Turkmenistan’s outgoing president, chair of the cabinet
and senate chief, has been the regime’s top decision-
maker for the last 15 years.

The strongman known as the gas-rich country’s
“protector” has dominated public life since the coun-
try’s founding president, Saparmurat Niyazov, died in
2006 and he tolerates no dissent.

Last month Berdymukhamedov said he would step
aside and allow “young leaders” to govern, triggering a
snap vote. In the end Berdymukhamedov junior
obtained a victory margin far lower than the 98- and

97-percent routs posted by his 64-year-old father in
the hermit state’s previous two elections.

No change to neutrality 
Observers say his father will still be holding the

reins, after the family patriarch pledged to remain in
politics as head of the senate. One thing that is unlikely
to change is the republic’s neutral status in international
affairs. Serdar Berdymukhamedov told journalists last
Saturday that status would remain if he won because it
“allows Turkmenistan to develop fully-fledged relations
with all states”.

The country that honors its leaders with ostenta-
tious gold statues remains strongly dependent on

China, which dominates purchases of its natural gas.
Smaller volumes purchased by Russia’s Gazprom,
meanwhile, could be threatened by the impact of sanc-
tions targeting Moscow over its invasion of Ukraine-a
conflict that Turkmen state media has all but ignored.

The country has also not admitted any coronavirus
cases since the outbreak of the pandemic.

The now-confirmed father-son leadership transition
will be the first of its kind in Central Asia, a former
communist region that also includes Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. CEC officials in
Turkmenistan had taken their time to announce the
results of one of the world’s most predictable elections,
which saw Berdymukhamedov face off against relative-
ly unknown civil servants and provincial officials. On
Sunday, CEC’s chairman Gulmyrat Myradov told jour-
nalists who had attended a press conference in expec-
tation of hearing the results that the latter were being
delayed due to “the need for a thorough count”.

Across the Caspian Sea in the Caucasus region,
Azerbaijan became the first former Soviet country to
establish a dynasty, when President Ilham Aliyev took
the helm upon father Heydar Aliyev’s death in 2003.
Tajikistan, the ex-Soviet bloc’s poorest successor state,
is expected to follow a similar path. Upper house head

Rustam Emomali, 34, is in pole position to succeed vet-
eran leader Emomali Rakhmon, 69, should Rakhmon
retire or prove unable to fulfil his duties.

The younger Berdymukhamedov’s inauguration is
scheduled for next Saturday. — AFP
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News in brief
Russia seeks jail for Navalny

MOSCOW: Russian prosecutors yesterday called for
jailed Kremlin critic Alexei Navalny to serve 13 years in
prison on new fraud charges. Navalny, President
Vladimir Putin’s most vocal domestic critic, was jailed
last year after surviving a poison attack he blames on
the Kremlin. “I request that Navalny be sentenced to a
term of 13 years and a subsequent two years of proba-
tion,” prosecutor Nadezhda Tikhonova was quoted as
saying by Russian news agencies. The prosecutor also
requested “two years of restricted freedom” for
Navalny and that he pay a fine of 1.2 million rubles
($10,600 or 9,700 euros). — AFP

NZ offers visas to Ukrainians

WELLINGTON: New Zealand will offer 4,000 spe-
cial visas to refugees fleeing the Russian invasion of
Ukraine if they have family in the southern hemisphere
nation, its government said yesterday. Immigration
Minister Kris Faafoi said it was New Zealand’s largest
special visa category in decades in support of an inter-
national aid effort. Over 2.8 million people have fled
Ukraine since Russia invaded on February 24, accord-
ing to UN estimates. “It’s a two-year visa to help peo-
ple escape the current conflict and to shelter here in
the hope they can return home when the war ends,”
Faafoi said. — AFP

Dhaka on rape case probe

DHAKA: Bangladesh will ban questions probing the
“immoral character” of rape victims in criminal cases,
authorities said yesterday, after a long campaign by
rights groups against humiliating interrogations of
traumatized survivors. Experts say the country’s
Evidence Act, a 19th-century relic of the British colo-
nial era, has been routinely used to discredit the testi-
mony of victims during court cross-examinations and
police investigations. Women activists have spent more
than a decade demanding the law be amended and last
year a coalition of rights groups petitioned
Bangladesh’s top court for its repeal. — AFP

Cruise ship runs aground 

SANTO DOMINGO: Officials in the Dominican
Republic confirmed Monday that a large cruise ship
had run aground off the Caribbean island nation’s
north coast after leaving the port of Puerto Plata.
According to local media, the ship is the Norwegian
Escape, which carries 3,000 tourists and 1,600 crew
members. “For the moment, there is no risk for passen-
gers or crew members,” said Vice Admiral Ramon
Gustavo Betances Hernandez, who added that the ship
had run aground due to “strong 30 knot winds.” “The
tide in this area rises about 1 meter (3 feet) at four in
the morning (0800 GMT). — AFP

Fujimori returns to prison 

LIMA: Disgraced former Peruvian president Alberto
Fujimori returned to prison after an 11-day hospitaliza-
tion with heart problems, his daughter announced
Monday. The 83-year-old, currently serving a 25-year
sentence for crimes against humanity committed dur-
ing his presidency, had heart surgery in October. “My
father was discharged today from the Centenario
Clinic to continue his treatment at Barbadillo prison,”
tweeted Keiko Fujimori, the ex-president’s daughter
and current leader of the opposition party Fuerza
Popular. — AFP

Call for release of French journalist 

DAKAR: Press rights groups have called for the
release of French journalist Olivier Dubois, who was
taken hostage by a jihadist group in Mali almost a year
ago. A short video circulating on social media since
Sunday appears to show Dubois, but has not been
authenticated and its origin is unknown, as is the date
it was filmed. The man, who seems to be in good health
in the video, addresses his parents and his partner,
from whom he says he receives messages. He also
urges the French government to “continue to do its
best” to obtain his release. — AFP

PENAJAM, Indonesia: Indonesia’s President Joko
Widodo sits next to a tent as he and his entourage
camp at a ground in Penajam Paser Utara, where the
government plans to move its capital from Jakarta to
East Kalimantan. — AFP

Hazmat suits and panic 
buying: Pandemic 
images return to China
SHANGHAI: A Shanghai pedestrian swarmed by haz-
mat-clad health officials, police tape wrapped around
entire blocks, and panic buying at a Shenzhen shopping
centre: China is returning to virus controls many hoped
it had long left behind. The country is facing its worst
COVID-19 outbreak since the first wave of the pandemic
emerged in Wuhan in late 2019.

While the daily caseload is comparatively small,
around 5,300 were recorded yesterday, the Omicron
variant is shaking Beijing’s “zero-COVID” strategy-and
that means the return of mass testing and tough restric-
tions on movement. Shanghai’s famous waterfront, usual-
ly buzzing with tourists and locals, fell quiet this week as
authorities moved to stamp out a rise in COVID cases in
China’s biggest city. Just a handful of masked pedestri-
ans snapped pictures of the skyline as workers were told
to stay home, students turned to online classes, and
restaurant dining was banned in some districts. Instead
of an all-out lockdown-imposed in other cities across
China during a recent virus resurgence-Shanghai
restrictions were targeted at squashing clusters in spe-
cific zones.

But that has left residents picking through a web of
local edicts. “We were informed last night to suspend
(dine-in service) and we’ll obey, otherwise we would
have to shut down if they found out,” one restaurant

owner in central Shanghai told AFP.  In a neighboring
district, another restaurant owner said the measures
were already putting people off eating out. “We don’t
have many customers these days,” he said, adding that
anxiety was running high. On Douyin-China’s version of
TikTok-one would-be restaurateur complained that the
dine-in ban was announced just as she had rented new
premises. “I’m literally going to cry.”

Hazmat guard 
In Shenzhen, the southern city of 17.5 million where a

harsher lockdown has been imposed, social media
videos showed panic buying at supermarkets where
shelves were fast emptying. Large red plastic barri-
cades blocked access to many compounds and lines
metastasized in the gaps between high rise buildings as
mass PCR testing rolled out. China’s harsh Covid con-
trols have generally enjoyed support from citizens: the
official death toll has remained low and, after the chaot-
ic first outbreak in Wuhan in 2020, life has largely
returned to normal. “Now I’m used to (control meas-
ures), it’s been a long time,” Beijing resident Yan Zhiping
told AFP. “As long as we protect ourselves well, there
won’t be problems.”

But the frequency of COVID restrictions has started
to grate on some as debate rises over whether Beijing
should adjust its unrelenting zero-COVID policy, espe-
cially in the face of the highly transmissible yet less-
severe Omicron variant. In Shanghai, one resident com-
plained online that the city had done “a bad job”, accus-
ing the government of blocking people from posting
negative comments. “Preventing and controlling the virus
accurately in Shanghai is just a joke, an extremely irre-
sponsible joke,” fumed another. — AFP

SHENYANG, China:  This photo taken on Monday shows a resident undergoing a nucleic acid test for the COVID-19 coron-
avirus in Shenyang, in China’s northeastern Liaoning province. — AFP

HONG KONG: A Chinese soldier wearing personal protective
equipment (PPE) stands guard at a People’s Liberation
Army (PLA) garrison in Hong Kong yesterday amid the city’s
worst-ever coronavirus outbreak. — AFP

Indonesian president 
takes camping trip 
to site of new capital
JAKARTA: Indonesian President Joko Widodo took a
camping trip to the country’s future capital, he said on
social media yesterday, posing for photographs in a forest
at the site of the new city.

The country is preparing to move its capital from over-
crowded Jakarta to Nusantara, in a megaproject that has
come under criticism from environmentalists who warn it
could damage ecosystems in the region. “Morning, how
does it feel to stay overnight at the location of Nusantara?
The air was cool and the weather was clear last night,”
Widodo posted on Instagram, captioning a picture of the
president sitting in front of his tent.

On Monday, Widodo and governors from across the
country inaugurated the site with a ceremony in which
they brought soil and water from their respective regions
and mixed them together to symbolise the country’s unity.
The new capital will cover about 56,180 hectares (216
square miles) of the eastern part of Borneo island, which
the country shares with Malaysia and Brunei.

But the project has faced hurdles-with fears over its
environmental impact compounded by the loss this week
of investor SoftBank Group, which withdrew from the
project without explanation.

Widodo announced plans to move the capital in 2019,
citing rising sea levels and severe congestion on the
densely populated Java island. The move is set to begin in
2024, but Widodo has cautioned the project could take
over a decade to finish. Indonesia is not the first country in
Southeast Asia to relocate an overpopulated capital, with
both Malaysia and Myanmar moving their administrative
centers in the 2000s. — AFP 

UN denounces
mass killings
in Myanmar 
GENEVA: The United Nations yesterday denounced
mass killings in Myanmar and accused the military of pos-
sible war crimes and crimes against humanity since last
year’s coup d’etat. The UN human rights office urged the
international community to take immediate steps to halt
the spiral of violence in Myanmar.

Myanmar’s military seized power on February 1 last
year, ousting the civilian government and arresting its de
facto leader, Aung San Suu Kyi. The junta has since waged
a bloody crackdown on dissent.

In a report covering the period since the takeover, UN
human rights chief Michelle Bachelet’s office said
Myanmar’s military and security forces had shown a fla-
grant disregard for human life. It described how the mili-
tary had bombarded populated areas with air strikes and
heavy weapons and deliberately targeted civilians, many
of whom were shot in the head, burned to death, arbitrari-
ly arrested, tortured or used as human shields.

“We have really been able to identify a pattern over
the past year, which indicates that this is planned, coordi-
nated, systemic attacks; that there are clear indications
that they would amount to war crimes and crimes against
humanity,” UN human rights office spokeswoman Ravina
Shamdasani told reporters in Geneva. “This is the clearest
yet indication of the commission of these crimes.”—AFP


