
Bangkok 
votes for 
new governor 
BANGKOK: Bangkok went to the polls Sunday
in its first governor election in almost a decade,
with the ballot viewed as an indicator for a
national vote expected within a year. Around
four million people are eligible to vote in the first
major poll since Thailand’s huge youth-led street
protests in 2020 demanding political change and
reform to the once-untouchable monarchy.

But daily life rather than politics has dominated
the candidates’ campaigns, with the leading con-
tenders promising to clear up the congested, pol-
luted and noisy megapolis home to 10 million.
Polling centres opened across Bangkok at 8:00
am (0100 GMT) — closing at 5:00 pm-with tem-
perature checks and Covid-19 restrictions at each
voting station.

“I am not excited about the election. It will
hardly change Bangkok, but I vote for a person
who I think can change Bangkok, though a little
bit. I do hope this candidate will make some
change,” said 28-year-old Nat, who gave only
his nickname, after he voted.

A record 30 candidates are in the running for
the top job, throwing their names into the hat
eight years after the 2014 coup saw local elec-
tions scrapped and the city run by government-
appointed leaders.

First thing Sunday morning, frontrunner and
independent candidate Chadchart Sittipunt was
seen riding his bike to his local polling station to
cast his ballot. The ex-transport minister in the
government ousted in the last coup has prom-
ised to tackle the city’s notorious traffic, as well
as making numerous green pledges, and insisted
voters want a change from the entrenched politi-
cal divisions.

He is facing off against incumbent Aswin
Kwanmuang, a former police general backed by
Prime Minister Prayut Chan-O-Cha, who has
also promised to fix the city’s perennial flooding
issues.

But his poor record on the issue-after just
under six years as governor-saw him endure
criticism after parts of Bangkok flooded earlier
this week following heavy rains. Political analyst
Thitinan Pongsudhirak of Chulalongkorn
University said the outcome would give some
idea of the capital’s willingness to back candi-
dates of the royalist and military establishment
that dominates Thai politics.

“Bangkok is not Thailand, but the Bangkok
governor election this time will be a bellwether
for bigger polls to come,” he told AFP this week.
Results are not formally expected until late
Sunday evening and will have to be ratified by
the country’s electoral commission.  —AFP

SUNAMGANJ, Bangladesh: North-east
Bangladesh’s worst floods in nearly 20 years began
receding on Sunday, but rescue workers were
struggling to help millions marooned by extreme
weather across the region that has killed around 60
people. Floods are a regular menace to millions of
people in low-lying Bangladesh and neighbouring
northeast India, but many experts say that climate
change is increasing the frequency, ferocity and
unpredictability.

In the past week after heavy rains in India, flood-
water breached a major embankment in
Bangladesh’s Sylhet
region, affecting around
two million people,
swamping dozens of vil-
lages and killing at least
10. Arifuzzman Bhuiyan,
head of the state-run
Flood Forecasting and
Warning Centre, told AFP
that the floods had hit
some 70 percent of
Sylhet district and about
60 percent of neighbour-
ing Sunamganj.

“It is one of the worst floods in the region,” he
told AFP. But he said the situation would improve
further in the next few days after heavy rains
stopped. Police said that a scuffle broke out in the
rural town of Companyganj on Saturday as authori-
ties stepped up relief operations for the roughly two
million people hit.

“There were more flood-affected people than
the estimated relief packs. At one point everyone

started to snatch relief goods when police dispersed
the crowd,” local police chief Sukanto Chakrobarti
told AFP. Mozibur Rahman, head of Sylhet district,
said that the embankment washed away along the
Bangladesh-India border was yet to be repaired.

“It is impossible to fix the embankment unless
waterflow from India plunges. The inundation sce-
nario in Sylhet city has improved. But outer towns
are still underwater,” Rahman said. “We are trying
to send relief and have opened hundreds of shelters
for the flood-hit people.”

Mofizul Islam, a resident of Sylhet city where
floodwaters were slowly
subsiding, said that he fell
off his motorbike after he
hit a pothole hidden under
the water on Sunday. “It is
very risky for the people
who are going out today,”
Islam told AFP.

50 dead in India 
Over the border in

India, around 50 people
have been killed in days of

flooding, landslides and thunderstorms, according
to local disaster management authorities. In the
north-eastern state of Assam, authorities said on
Sunday that the death toll from the floods had
reached 18. According to the Assam State Disaster
Management Authority (ASDMA), almost 3,250 vil-
lages were partially or fully submerged. ASDMA
officials said the situation had improved slightly but
that it remained critical in some districts.

According to their estimate, more than 92,000

people were in relief camps. The state and national
rescue forces, helped by the army, were working to
rescue people from villages and distribute food,
clean drinking water and other essentials, as well as
to clear roads. West of Assam, at least 33 people

were killed in Bihar state in thunderstorms on
Thursday. Bihar, in common with other parts of
northern India and Pakistan, has been suffering an
intense heatwave, with temperatures reaching 40
degrees Celsius (104 degrees Fahrenheit).  —AFP

Around 50 people killed in days of flooding, landslides and thunderstorms in India

Bangladesh’s worst floods recede 
but millions still marooned

NAGAON, India: Villagers make their way on a raft past homes in a flooded area after heavy rains in Nagaon dis-
trict, Assam state. Heavy rains have caused widespread flooding in parts of Bangladesh and India, leaving mil-
lions stranded and at least 57 dead. —AFP

UK demands EU 
action on N Ireland 
as US lawmakers visit
LONDON: Britain has insisted it is up to the
European Union to unblock political paralysis in
Northern Ireland, after assuring a delegation from
the US Congress of its “cast-iron” commitment to
peace in the province. The UK government has
provoked anger on both sides of the Atlantic with
a plan to overhaul the so-called Northern Ireland
Protocol, a trading arrangement that was agreed
as part of its Brexit divorce deal with the EU.

London is bidding to placate pro-UK unionists
who are refusing to join a new power-sharing
government in Belfast-led for the first time by pro-
Irish nationalists-until the protocol is reformed.
Interviewed by the Sunday Telegraph newspaper,
Northern Ireland Secretary Brandon Lewis
demanded that Brussels adopt a new negotiating
mandate to address the fierce objections of the
Democratic Unionist Party (DUP).

“I made this point to the EU myself before the
(May 5) elections. My view was, it was much easi-
er to get a deal before the elections than after-
wards,” Lewis said. “The idea that it was going to
be easier after the elections was a crazy one from
the EU.”

The protocol recognised Northern Ireland’s
status as a fragile, post-conflict territory that

shares the UK’s new land border with the EU.
Keeping the border open with neighbouring
Ireland, an EU member, was mandated in the 1998
Good Friday Agreement, given that the frontier
was a frequent flashpoint during three decades of
violence.

‘Frank’ discussion 
But the protocol’s requirement for checks on

goods arriving from England, Scotland and Wales
has infuriated the DUP and other unionists, who
say it drives a wedge between Northern Ireland
and the rest of the UK. Lewis stressed that the
DUP, as the biggest unionist party, had a demo-
cratic mandate to back its position.

“And at the moment, the protocol, which the EU
claims is about protecting the Good Friday
Agreement, is the very document putting the Good
Friday Agreement most at risk,” he said. But the EU
insists the protocol is not up for renegotiation.

And last week Nancy Pelosi, the speaker of the
US House of Representatives, warned that the UK
could forget about a post-Brexit trade deal if it
rewrites the agreement. On Saturday, Foreign
Secretary Liz Truss met in England with a con-
gressional delegation led by Richard Neal, a sen-
ior member of Pelosi’s Democratic party in the
House.

“We discussed our cast-iron commitment to the
Belfast (Good Friday) Agreement, the importance
of free trade and our condemnation of Russia’s ille-
gal invasion of Ukraine,” Truss tweeted.

The foreign ministry declined to comment fur-

ther. But according to Britain’s Observer newspa-
per on Sunday, Truss told Neal’s delegation that
London could not let the “situation drag on” if the
EU did not respond favourably.

Neal, however, stressed Washington’s “unity”
with the EU after the members of Congress visit-
ed Brussels on Friday. And after what he called
the “frank” meeting with Truss, the Democrat
tweeted on Sunday: “I urge good faith negotia-
tions with the EU to find durable solutions for
post-Brexit trade between Great Britain and
Northern Ireland.” — AFP

BELFAST, United Kingdom: Ireland’s Prime Minister
Micheal Martin speaks with members of the media
after a series of meetings with the main Stormont par-
ties to discuss the Northern Ireland Protocol and the
assembly crisis, at the Grand Central Hotel in Belfast,
Northern Ireland. —AFP

Xinjiang crackdown 
under scrutiny
ahead of UN 
chief visit
BEIJING, China: China’s crackdown on Muslim
minorities in the remote region of Xinjiang will
return to the spotlight next week when Beijing
hosts the United Nations human rights chief for
the first time in nearly two decades. The highly
scrutinised six-day trip by High Commissioner
Michelle Bachelet will begin Monday, with stops in
the cities of Urumqi and Kashgar in Xinjiang, as
well as Guangzhou in southern China, the UN
announced Friday.

Bachelet will meet “a number of high-level offi-
cials”, her office said, adding that she would “also
meet with civil society organisations, business rep-
resentatives, academics, and deliver a lecture to
students at Guangzhou University”. But hopes of a
thorough investigation into rights abuses have giv-
en way to concern among rights advocates that the
ruling Communist Party will use the visit to white-
wash its alleged atrocities. China is accused of
incarcerating one million Uyghurs and other
Muslim minorities in detention camps in the far-
western region in a years-long security crackdown
that the United States and other countries have
called a “genocide”.

Beijing has vociferously denied genocide allega-
tions, calling them the “lie of the century” and argu-
ing that its policies have countered extremism and
improved livelihoods. Bachelet will meet virtually
with heads of foreign missions on Monday before
visiting Xinjiang on Tuesday and Wednesday,
according to diplomatic sources in Beijing.

The visit to China is the first by the UN’s top
human rights official since 2005, when Beijing
was keen to soften its global image as it prepared
to host the 2008 Olympics. Since 2018, UN offi-
cials have been locked in negotiations with the
Chinese government to secure “unfettered, mean-
ingful access” to Xinjiang before the trip was
announced in March. Instead, campaigners fear
that Bachelet will get a stage-managed tour that
sidelines key issues.

Lack of access 
With hundreds of thousands in detention and

many mosques closed or destroyed, authorities in
Xinjiang appear to have pivoted in recent years to
focusing on economic development, according to
scholars and Uyghurs based outside China. “Now
there’s not much visible evidence of repression,”
said Peter Irwin of the Uyghur Human Rights
Project. Rights groups have warned that pervasive
state surveillance and fear of retaliation will prevent
Uyghurs on the ground from speaking freely to the
UN team.

“We fear the visit will be manipulated by the
Chinese government to whitewash the severe abus-
es in Xinjiang,” said Maya Wang, senior China
researcher at Human Rights Watch. Campaigners

have questioned why Bachelet-a former president
of Chile and a torture survivor-has not been more
outspoken about Xinjiang.

The United States warned Friday that Bachelet’s
“continued silence in the face of indisputable evi-
dence of atrocities in Xinjiang” was “deeply con-
cerning”. Her reluctance to criticise may reflect
Beijing’s powerful influence at the UN, which puts
officials “under a lot of constraints”, Irwin said.
Rights groups have been dismayed by the stalled
release of Bachelet’s long-awaited report on
Xinjiang, believed to have been completed in
September. Once published, the report could pro-
vide “political cover” for countries normally afraid
to criticise China’s rights record, added Irwin. A
spokeswoman for Bachelet said Tuesday that it
would not be released before her trip and there was
no clear timing for making it public. Hundreds of
overseas Uyghurs and Kazakhs-another Muslim
minority in Xinjiang-have staged rallies in recent
weeks to urge Bachelet to visit detained relatives. 

Tursan Can Heyit, 31, joined a demonstration in
Istanbul after unsuccessfully petitioning Chinese
authorities for years for information about his par-
ents and sister, who vanished in 2017 and 2018. The
Uyghur PhD student has since learned that his sister
was sent to a “re-education” camp in 2018, but his
parents’ whereabouts remain unknown.

“The UN must raise the concerns of relatives of
Uyghur concentration camp victims in meetings
with high-level Chinese officials,” he told AFP
from Istanbul. “I’ve tried asking through all the
available channels, but now I’m increasingly dis-
appointed.” —AFP

BANGKOK, Thailand: A woman casts her vote in the gov-
ernor elections in Bangkok on May 22, 2022.  —AFP

Hundreds 
of shelters

opened 

Pope following 
‘complex’ life of 
Catholics in China
VATICAN CITY, Holy See: Pope Francis said
Sunday that he was following “attentively” the
“often complex” life of Catholics in China, without
directly referencing a 90-year old cardinal arrested

in Hong Kong this month.
“I attentively and actively follow the often com-

plex life and the matters of the faithful and pastors,
and I pray every day for them,” the pontiff told the
public gathered in St Peter’s Square. Francis said he
took the chance to “assure them once again of my
spiritual closeness”.

Retired cardinal Joseph Zen, one of the most
senior Catholic clerics in Asia, was among a group
of veteran democracy advocates arrested in Hong
Kong earlier this month for “colluding with foreign
forces”. 

Those detained were all trustees of a now-dis-
banded defence fund that helped pay legal and
medical costs for those arrested during the huge
and sometimes violent democracy protests three
years ago.

The Vatican said at the time it was concerned by
Zen’s arrest and “following the development of the
situation very closely”. Zen has been critical of the
Vatican’s decision to reach a compromise with
China over the appointment of bishops on the main-
land, and critics have accused the Vatican of down-
playing his arrest.  —AFP
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