
HONG KONG: An elderly Catholic cardinal critical of
Beijing and a Cantonese pop star are among a group
of veteran democracy advocates who have been
arrested under Hong Kong’s national security law,
legal and police sources said Wednesday. Those
arrested were all trustees of a now-disbanded fund
that helped finance demonstrators detained during
massive democracy protests that swept Hong Kong
three years ago.

Retired cleric Cardinal Joseph Zen and singer
Denise Ho were among those detained, a police
source and a legal source confirmed to AFP. Zen, who
recently turned 90, is a former bishop of Hong Kong
and one of the most senior Catholic clerics in the
Chinese business hub.

He has been critical of the Vatican’s decision to
reach a compromise with China over the appointment
of bishops on the mainland and an advocate of Hong
Kong’s democracy movement. Ho is a popular local
vocalist and an outspoken advocate for LGBTQ
rights. Prominent cultural studies scholar Hui Po-
keung was arrested at Hong Kong’s airport on his way
to take up an academic post in Europe on Tuesday,
two legal sources previously confirmed to AFP.

Hui was arrested for “collusion with foreign
forces”, one source said, an offence under a security
law that Beijing imposed on Hong Kong in response to

the democracy protests. Three legal sources said vet-
eran barrister Margaret Ng was also arrested. Police
have yet to issue a statement on the arrests. The secu-
rity law has crushed dissent in the once outspoken
business hub and can carry up to life in jail.

Those arrested were among five trustees of the
“612 Humanitarian Relief Fund”, which helped arrest-
ed protesters pay their legal and medical bills.
Another trustee, democracy activist Cyd Ho, has
already been jailed for unauthorised assembly in a
separate case.

The fund disbanded last year after the city’s
national security police demanded it hand over opera-

tional details including information about its donors
and beneficiaries. Shortly before the fund closed in
October, Hong Kong’s Lingnan University said its
contract with Hui had ended but declined to state a
reason on privacy grounds.

Academics who played prominent roles in Hong
Kong’s now decimated democracy movement have
often found themselves dropped by universities and
are struggling to find work. A social commentator and
prolific author, Hui taught for more than two decades
at Lingnan University and was credited by former stu-
dent leader Nathan Law with inspiring his political
career.—AFP
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HONG KONG: File photo taken on August 18, 2021 shows (L-R) Cardinal Joseph Zen, barrister Margaret Ng, professor Hui Po-
keung and singer Denise Ho attending a press conference at Salesian Missionary House in Hong Kong, to announce the clo-
sure of the 612 Humanitarian Relief Fund, established to support democracy protesters. — AFP

SEOUL: Visitors line up to take photos in the Blue House compound, a day after it was opened to the public following a cam-
paign promise by President Yoon Suk-yeol, in Seoul on May 11, 2022. — AFP

Australia’s election 
battle gets personal
SYDNEY: Australian Prime Minister Scott
Morrison derided his Labor Party opponent
Wednesday as an unreliable “loose unit” on the
economy as he fought to catch up in the opinion
polls 10 days from the federal election on May 21. In
their third televised election debate, characterised
as the “final showdown” before 17 million
Australians cast their compulsory votes, Morrison
and Labor’s Anthony Albanese got personal.

At the outset of the campaign last month,
Albanese forgot both the unemployment rate and
the main lending rate. More recently, he apparently
had difficulty explaining his party’s disability policy.
“He’s a loose unit when it comes to the economy. He
makes things up as he goes along,” said Morrison
using a slang term for someone who is unreliable.

Albanese hit back, accusing Morrison of shirking
responsibility for the slow rollout of vaccines and
rapid antigen tests in the Covid-19 pandemic, for
his management of the 2019-2020 “Black Summer”
bushfires, and this year’s deadly east coast floods.

“Whenever this prime minister is confronted
with any challenges, he blames the states, blames
someone else consistently,” he said. Albanese
accused Morrison’s conservative Liberal-National
Party coalition of allowing climate change policy to
drift. The prime minister has vowed to mine and
export coal for as long as there are buyers, touted a
“gas-fired recovery” from the pandemic, and resis-
ted global calls to cut carbon emissions faster by
2030. “Climate change is real and it is here now. We
see it with the bushfires and floods,” Albanese told
the Channel Seven-hosted debate. “Australia can be
a renewable energy superpower for the world if we
seize this opportunity.”

‘In the mood to change’ 
The pair also sparred on a string of other policy

disagreements: Morrison’s failure to fulfil a three-
year-old campaign promise to create a federal anti-
corruption commission; Albanese’s support for min-
imum wages to match inflation; and Labor’s support
for more funding for childcare. Despite the public
wrangles, including in two previous election
debates, the opinion polls have not budged much
since Morrison called the election a month ago.

A weekend Newspoll gave Labor a 54-46 per-
cent lead over Morrison’s ruling coalition on a two-
party basis. But few pundits are counting Morrison
out. Three years ago, he defied a string of negative
opinion polls to win what he termed a “miracle”
election. Opinion polls in any case are a snapshot,
not a prediction, cautioned Mark Kenny, professor
at the Australian National University in Canberra.
But “if I put my money on it, I think I’ll probably go
with what passes for empirical data that we do have
at the moment, which suggests that Australians are
in the mood to change the government: They’ve had
enough of Morrison”, he told AFP.

On the campaign stump, Morrison freely con-
cedes: “You may not like me.” He has pointed, how-
ever, to Australia’s post-pandemic economic resur-
gence and low unemployment rate. Even on the
economy, however, he has difficulties. Inflation is
running hot at a 20-year high as prices soar at gas
stations, in shops, and for housing. —  AFP

Solomons PM 
dismisses concerns
over China 
maritime deal
HONIARA, Solomon: Solomon Islands’ prime minis-
ter dismissed criticism of a new maritime investment
deal with China on Wednesday, saying there was noth-
ing “sinister” in the draft agreement. The new agree-
ment, a copy of which has been leaked to the media,
comes after a controversial security pact was signed
last month.

The security pact gave Beijing a military foothold in
the South Pacific, and sparked alarm in Australia and
the United States. On Wednesday, Solomon Islands
Prime Minister Manasseh Sogavare shrugged off criti-
cism about the separate leaked memorandum of
understanding on maritime investment, describing it as
a “normal bilateral development initiative” that is yet to
be formalised.

“There is nothing sinister nor trivial about the Blue
Economy Memorandum of Understanding,” his office
said in a statement. A day earlier, Australian Prime
Minister Scott Morrison had expressed concern
regarding the memorandum, which covers undersea
cables, port wharves, shipbuilding and other areas.

Morrison said he was “very concerned, as many
other Pacific leaders are, about the interference and
intrusion of the Chinese Government into these types
of arrangements”. Solomon Islands’ warming ties with
China have been a key issue in Australia’s election
campaign since a draft of the Solomons security
agreement with China was first leaked on social media
in March.

That draft allowed for Chinese naval deployments in
the Solomon Islands, eliciting a warning from the
United States that it would “respond accordingly” if
China installed a military base in the Pacific archipela-
go. In April, Solomon Islands PM Sogavare said that
his government would not allow a Chinese military
base to be built in his country “under its watch”. The
latest leaked maritime investment deal, dated just
“2022”, covered investment in wharves, shipbuilding
and ship repair, offshore gas and oil exploration and
other “blue economy” industries.

Sogavare’s Wednesday statement said the memo-
randum of understanding was a broad document,
which would be followed by a more detailed agree-
ment. — AFP

S Korea’s president 
opens Blue House 
to the public
SEOUL: Thousands of South Koreans poured into
the presidential Blue House in leafy northern Seoul
on Wednesday, after President Yoon Suk-yeol made
good on a campaign promise to return the once-
fortified compound to the people.

The building, named for the approximately
150,000 hand-painted blue tiles that adorn its
roof, has been home to South Korea’s leaders since
1948, and was largely restricted to the public. That
has changed since Yoon, a former top prosecutor
who was sworn in on Tuesday, refused to move in,
saying the hilltop headquarters-on a site once
used by former colonial power Japan-fostered an
“imperial” presidency and undermine communica-
tion with the public.

Instead, Yoon is working from the 10-storey
defence ministry building-an undistinguished office
block in downtown Seoul, hastily adorned with the
presidential seal. Critics have slammed the move as
a costly waste of time and money, which could also
put the country’s security in jeopardy at a time of
high tensions with the nuclear-armed North.

But on opening day, South Koreans flocked to
the 250,000-square-metre complex, which is
flanked by mountains and nestled behind the royal
Gyeongbokgung Palace. “It is an honour of my life
to come here and actually see the presidential
office,” Choi Jung-bun, 70, told AFP as she ate a
packed lunch by a stream in its garden.

“This is a deeply storied site that conjures up old
Korean kings and modern-day presidents. I am sure
it will become one of the major tourist attractions.”

Back to the people 
According to officials, more than 25,000 people

toured the complex on the first day of full opening,
having signed up in advance. Visitors seemed
thrilled to finally be allowed inside, with huge
queues in front of the main building as people wait-
ed patiently to take photographs. That was despite

the fact that the building itself has not yet been
opened to visitors over security concerns, for
example over communications equipment that still
needs to be removed. Up to 39,000 visitors per day
will be allowed to visit the complex, officials said,
during the first phase of the public opening, which
runs until May 22.

In the past, the presidential office ran a much
smaller tour program that allowed 1,500 visitors
per day, with restrictions on many areas. However,
the changes may not be permanent if the opposi-
tion has its way.

“When the Democratic Party wins the next pres-
idency, we will go back to the Blue House,” former
party chairman Song Young-gil said last week in an
interview with local media. But Cho Ok-kyung, a
61-year-old visitor from Bucheon, west of Seoul,
said the compound had been returned to the peo-
ple-and it should stay that way. “I’d like this place to
keep open indefinitely so that future generations
can enjoy it too.”

Bad feng shui? 
Yoon’s critics have said his desire to move the

office was tied to his belief in feng shui, a traditional
religious practice which stresses the importance of
harmony between humans and nature. The former
prosecutor has been dogged by accusations of ties
to a shaman, which he has denied. The Blue House
has long been rumoured to foster bad luck for its
residents, given the assassination, impeachment,
corruption trials and imprisonment that have befall-
en South Korean presidents. Yoon’s vow that he
would not spend a single day in the Blue House
compound even drew criticism from his predeces-
sor Moon Jae-in, who called the decision “danger-
ous” amid heightened tensions with North Korea.

“It is hard to understand how the decision was
formulated to determine Yoon would not spend a
day at the Blue House,” Moon said last month. The
move is also to blame for Yoon’s record-low
approval rating of just 41 percent, according to a
recent Gallup poll.

Yoon started his term in office with a security
briefing in an underground bunker, as he faces an
increasingly belligerent Pyongyang. North Korea
has conducted a record 15 weapons tests since
January, including two launches just days before his
inauguration. — AFP

SYDNEY: Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison (R)
and the Opposition Leader Anthony Albanese (L) attend
the second leaders’ debate of the 2022 federal election
campaign at the Nine studio in Sydney. — AFP

YANGON: Myanmar’s junta has charged a former
central bank deputy governor with corruption, state
media reported Wednesday, the latest figure close to
Aung San Suu Kyi’s ousted government to be  prose-
cuted by the military. Trained in the United States and
Britain, Bo Bo Nge was appointed in 2017 as liberali-
sation swept the Southeast Asian nation after the for-
mer junta relaxed its grip on power.

He was detained shortly after the coup last year as
the military rounded up high-ranking members of Suu
Kyi’s civilian government as well as other officials and
advisors. A corruption case was opened after several
“complaints” against Bo Bo Nge were examined by the
Anti-Corruption Commission, according to a report in
the state-backed Global New Light of Myanmar.

They included failing to collect tax due on with-
drawals of around $1.4 million from an account held by
officials from the Open Society Foundation and other
actions that “caused losses to the government”, it said.

A guilty verdict on the charge carries a maximum

15-year jail term although the report gave no details
on when court proceedings would begin. The Anti-
Corruption Commission is also prosecuting several
charges against Suu Kyi, which her supporters say are
baseless. Myanmar’s economy has slumped since the
coup, with its kyat currency plunging against the dollar
and rolling power outages in major cities. Bo Bo Nge’s
junta-appointed replacement was shot by unknown
assailants in Yangon in April, days after the central
bank ordered that foreign exchange earned by locals
must be deposited in licensed banks and exchanged
for kyat. Investors flocked to Myanmar after the former
military rulers relaxed their iron grip in 2011, paving
the way for democratic reforms and economic liberali-
sation in the country of more than 50 million people.
But human rights groups have pressed foreign compa-
nies to rethink their activities in Myanmar following
last year’s coup and the subsequent crackdown which,
according to local monitoring groups, has left more
than 1,800 people dead.—AFP
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