
HONG KONG, China: A 90-year-old Hong Kong
cardinal went on trial alongside five fellow democracy
supporters on Monday over their role in running a
fund to help defend people arrested in anti-govern-
ment protests. Cardinal Joseph Zen, one of Asia’s high-
est-ranking Catholic clerics, was originally detained
earlier this year under a national security law that
Beijing imposed on Hong Kong to quell dissent.

His arrest for “colluding with foreign forces”
shocked the city’s Catholic community and renewed
criticism of the Vatican’s warming ties with Beijing,
including from fellow senior clerics. Police have not yet
charged Zen with a national security offence, which
can carry a sentence of up to life in jail.

Instead, he and his fellow defendants, including

activist and singer Denise Ho and veteran human rights
barrister Margaret Ng, are being prosecuted for the
less serious offence of failing to properly register their
defence fund as a society. If convicted they face a fine
of up to HK$10,000 ($1,274) but no jail time. All have
pleaded not guilty.

Zen, a retired former Bishop of Hong Kong, arrived
for court on Monday morning with the help of a walk-
ing stick. The Vatican has been muted on his arrest,
previously saying it was concerned and “following the
development of the situation very closely”.

Pope Francis declined to comment on Zen’s prose-

cution when asked about it earlier this month but said
he was determined to continue pursuing a dialogue
with Beijing. The trial comes at a sensitive time for the
Vatican, which is working to renew its controversial
agreement with Beijing later this year over the
appointment of bishops in China.

Shanghai-born Zen was critical, calling the deal a
“sellout” of China’s underground Catholics who have
faced persecution for remaining loyal to Rome and
refusing to recognise the Communist Party-sanctioned
Catholic Patriotic Association.

‘We abandoned him’ 
One of the most senior Catholic clerics to criticise

the Vatican’s response to Zen’s arrest is German
Cardinal Gerhard Mueller.

“We abandoned him,” Mueller told the Italian
newspaper Il Messaggero earlier this month, saying he
was disappointed that a recent consistory-a gathering
of cardinals in Rome-did not speak in support of Zen.

“This cardinal will be sacrificed on the altar of rea-
son, to defend and implement the diplomatic agree-
ment with Beijing,” he added. Zen’s group acted as
trustees of a now-defunct fund that helped pay legal
and medical costs for those arrested during huge and
sometimes violent democracy protests three years
ago. The “612 Humanitarian Relief Fund” is charged
with not properly registering under the Societies
Ordinance, a colonial-era law from 1911. The fund dis-
banded after national security police demanded it
hand over operational details, including information
about its donors and beneficiaries.

In an illustration of the democracy movement’s
widespread support, prosecutors on Monday revealed
the fund had raised as much as HK$270 million ($34
million) from 103,000 donations by the time it closed.

The prosecution said “part of the fund was used for

political activities and non-charity events”, including
donations to protest groups and activists overseas.
The defence argued the fund’s political views were
irrelevant to the charge of whether it had registered
correctly.

China responded to the 2019 protests with a
sweeping crackdown on dissent. A majority of the
city’s most prominent democracy activists are now in
jail or have fled overseas, while dozens of civil society
groups have shuttered. Some groups have been prose-
cuted for funding and registration irregularities, even
though several had functioned without incident for

years. Hong Kong’s government says prosecutors are
simply following the law.

Critics contend a form of “lawfare” has been used
to silence critical groups and bog them down in
expensive legal fights. The court is not sitting on con-
secutive days and the trial is expected to conclude in
early November.

The initial national security investigation was trig-
gered when one of the defendants, cultural studies
scholar Hui Po-keung, was intercepted at Hong Kong’s
airport on May 10 as he tried to leave to take up an
academic post in Europe. — AFP
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HONG KONG: Cardinal Joseph Zen, one of Asia’s highest-ranking Catholic clerics, arrives at a court for his trial in Hong Kong
on September 26, 2022.  — AFP

BODA, Bangladesh: People gather along the banks of the Karatoya river after a boat capsized near the town of Boda.  — AFP

Little cheer as 
Japan, China mark 
50 years of ties
TOKYO: Japan and China will mark 50 years of diplo-
matic relations this month with little public celebration,
as increasing friction over territorial rivalries and mili-
tary spending frays ties. The world’s second and third
largest economies are key trading partners and just a
few years ago seemed poised for a diplomatic blossom-
ing, with plans for a state visit by Chinese President Xi
Jinping. Since then, ties have soured significantly as
Beijing bolsters its military, projects power regionally
and beyond, and takes a harder line on disputed territo-
ry. In recent months, Chinese missiles are believed to
have fallen within Japan’s exclusive economic zone, and
Tokyo has protested what it calls growing aerial and
maritime violations.

Japan also regularly complains about Chinese activi-
ty around the disputed Tokyo-controlled Senkaku
islands, which Beijing claims and calls the Diaoyus.
“Chinese ships are loitering for dozens of days in the
East China Sea, while an artificial island and a base have
already been built in the South China Sea,” said
Kenichiro Sasae, head of the Japan Institute of
International Affairs. “That makes us wonder-how much
further will China’s ambition go in terms of naval pow-
er?” added Sasae, a former ambassador to Washington
and vice-minister of foreign affairs. The war in Ukraine
has only deepened the divide, with Japan backing
Western allies opposed to Russia’s invasion while
Beijing avoids criticising Moscow.

And the conflict has refocused attention on whether
China might try to forcibly reunite Taiwan with the
mainland, prompting Japan’s Prime Minister Fumio
Kishida to warn the Ukraine situation “could be East
Asia tomorrow”.

‘Anxious about China’ 
Beijing and Tokyo normalised relations in a joint

communique on September 29, 1972, that officially end-
ed their state of war and saw Japan drop its recognition
of Taiwan. Economic ties grew quickly and steadily, but
political relations have been more unstable, weathering
a series of crises, including over the disputed Senkaku-
Diaoyu islands. Beijing’s growing power has left Japan

“anxious about China”, said Rumi Aoyama, director of
the Waseda Institute of Contemporary Chinese Studies.
“Japan sees China’s activities in the Senkaku islands as
problematic, and involving a ‘core interest’,” she told
AFP.

“But the problem is, China doesn’t understand this
Japanese perspective. Instead, it tends to see Japan as
just following whatever the US says.” Tokyo is a long-
standing and key US ally, but it has been expanding its
partnerships as a bulwark against Beijing. It backed a
revived “Quad” alliance with Australia, India and the
United States, and Kishida in June became Japan’s first
leader to attend a NATO summit. “China is gaining
power and confidence, that’s a trend that can’t be
ignored,” said Ken Endo, an international politics pro-
fessor at University of Tokyo and a security expert.

Japan must “consistently state internationally” that
changing the status quo by force, whether in Ukraine or
Taiwan, is unacceptable. And he says Tokyo needs a
more robust defence capacity, something Kishida and
his ruling party have already publicly backed, to show
that “it’ll cost a lot if you invade us”. Japan is reportedly
weighing boosting defence spending up to two percent
of GDP within five years, from the current one-percent
level. That would represent a sea change in Japan,
whose pacifist constitution still limits its military capaci-
ty, but a modest increase compared to decades of addi-
tional spending by Beijing. —AFP

US, S Korea begin 
naval drills after 
North’s missile test
SEOUL: South Korea and the United States began
their first combined naval exercise near the peninsula
in five years on Monday, a day after Pyongyang con-
ducted a ballistic missile launch. Washington is Seoul’s
key security ally and stations about 28,500 troops in
South Korea to protect it from the nuclear-armed
North.

South Korea’s hawkish President Yoon Suk-yeol,
who took office in May, has vowed to beef up joint
military exercises with the United States, after years of
failed diplomacy with North Korea under his prede-
cessor.

“This exercise was prepared to demonstrate the
strong will of the South Korea-US alliance to respond
to North Korean provocations,” the South’s navy said
in a statement. The four-day exercise on South Korea’s
east coast will involve more than 20 vessels and an
assortment of aircraft, which will conduct drills for
anti-ship and anti-submarine warfare operations, tac-
tical manoeuvres and other maritime operations, the
navy added.

“Through this exercise, we will further improve the
ability to conduct joint operations between the naval
forces of the two countries,” Kwak Kwang-sub, a sen-
ior South Korean naval officer, said in the statement.

The drills come a day after nuclear-armed
Pyongyang conducted another ballistic missile launch,
the latest in its record-breaking blitz of weapons tests
this year. North Korea is under multiple sets of inter-
national sanctions over its programmes to develop
nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles.

Close neighbour China said it had “noted” the joint
military drills in the region when asked about the mis-
sile launch on Monday, and called for “dialogue and
consultation”. “The main issue is that the North
Korean side’s legitimate and reasonable concerns have
not received due response,” foreign ministry
spokesman Wang Wenbin said at a routine briefing.

“The US should shoulder its own responsibilities,
stop confrontation and pressure, and create conditions
for the resumption of meaningful dialogue.” Seoul has
also detected signs the North is preparing to fire a
submarine-launched ballistic missile (SLBM), the pres-
ident’s office said Saturday, a weapon Pyongyang last
tested in May.

Earlier this month, the North revised its nuclear
weapons law, enshrining a “first strike” doctrine and
vowing never to give up its nukes. Allies Washington
and Seoul have long carried out joint exercises, which
they insist are purely defensive. North Korea, however,
sees them as rehearsals for an invasion.—AFP

Bangladesh boat 
tragedy death 
toll hits 40
DHAKA: Rescue workers recovered 15 more bodies
on Monday after a boat carrying religious pilgrims
capsized in Bangladesh, taking the death toll to 40
with dozens still missing, police said. The small boat
packed mostly with women and children on their way
to a popular temple flipped over on Sunday in a river
as onlookers screamed from the shore.

The incident near the remote northern town of
Boda was the latest in a string of similar tragedies
blamed on poor maintenance and overcrowding in the
low-lying delta country. Boda police chief Sujoy
Kumar Roy said fire service and navy divers recovered
15 bodies in the Karotoa River downstream from
where the boat tipped over.

It was carrying around 90 people, of whom around
50 were pilgrims on their way to the centuries-old
Hindu temple for a major festival, according to police.
“Many people are still missing. Our joint search and
rescue operation is ongoing,” Roy told AFP.

Police said they have lowered the number of miss-

ing people as some have reported that they have found
relatives who had swum to safety. But dozens are still
believed to be missing, police officers said. District
police chief Sirajul Huda said the boat was carrying
three times its capacity.

“There were heavy rains in the morning and that is
why when the ferrying began, pilgrims packed the boat
to make it quickly to the temple,” he told AFP. “The
boatman asked some people to disembark in an effort
to ease the weight-load. But no one listened,” he said.

Local media said at least 10 people had been res-
cued and sent to hospital. Mobile phone footage aired
by TV station Channel 24 showed the overcrowded
boat suddenly flipping over, spilling the passengers
into the muddy brown river.

Dozens of people watching from the shore started
shouting and screaming. The weather was calm at the
time. Thousands of Hindus in Muslim-majority
Bangladesh visit the famous Bodeshwari Temple every
year. Sunday marked the start of Durga Puja, the
biggest Hindu festival in Bangladesh-and also eastern
India-drawing large crowds at the temple. Last
December, around 40 people perished when a packed
three-storey ferry caught fire in southern Bangladesh.

A ferry sank in Dhaka in June 2020 after a collision
with another vessel, killing at least 32 people. And at
least 78 people perished in 2015 when an overcrowd-
ed ship collided with a cargo vessel in a river west of
the capital. — AFP

BEIJING: File photo taken in September 1972 shows then-
Japanese Prime Minister Kakuei Tanaka (L) walking with
Chinese leader Mao Zedong (R) during his historic visit in
Beijing to forge diplomatic ties, opening a new page in the
two countries’ troubled history. — AFP

Mass grave containing 
remains of 12 found in 
Afghanistan: Taleban
KANDAHAR: A mass grave containing the remains of
12 people has been uncovered in Afghanistan, Taleban
officials said on Monday. The grave was found by vil-
lagers over the past few days in the town of Spin
Boldak, bordering Pakistan, a site of fierce fighting
between former Afghan government forces and
Taleban fighters before the hardline Islamists seized
power last year.

Government spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid said
the people were killed nine years ago when the US-
backed government was in power but the site has not
been independently investigated. “These were individ-
uals who were arrested from villages by the former
cruel commander General Raziq. They were all civil-
ians who were killed and buried in a mass grave,” he
said, referring to Kandahar’s late police chief-a power-
ful commander known for his effective battles against
Taleban fighters during the 20-year war.

“We are looking into the issue of this mass grave
after which we will decide on what kind of investiga-
tion should be conducted.” The remains have been
reburied nearby, along with that of another individual

found in a separate unmarked grave, said Haji Zaid, the
spokesman for the governor of Kandahar province.

UN Special Rapporteur on human rights in
Afghanistan, Richard Bennett, tweeted that it was
“important these remains are not disturbed and dam-
aged further pending forensic examination.” Videos
posted to social media, shared by Taleban officials,
show villagers gathered around heaps of bones.

General Abdul Raziq was shot dead by a body-
guard in October 2018, minutes after a meeting with
then top US commander in Afghanistan, General Scott
Miller. The Taleban claimed responsibility, saying they
had targeted Raziq who had a reputation of being a
ruthless opponent in Kandahar and neighbouring
provinces.

Raziq’s brother Tadin Khan rejected the Taleban
accusations. “This is an attempt to malign our family,”
Khan, who had succeeded Raziq as Kandahar police
chief, told AFP in a brief comment by telephone from
the United Arab Emirates. Human Rights Watch called
for an investigation into the killings.

“Discovery of grave sites makes it all the more
urgent the authorities prevent acts of revenge,” tweet-
ed Patricia Grossman, associate director at HRW. The
Taleban seized power on August 15 last year after gov-
ernment officials and army troops abandoned cities,
but deadly clashes erupted between both sides in and
around the town of Spin Boldak. US and UK officials
had even accused the Taleban of killing several former
government officials and their relatives in the town
after it fell to the hardline Islamists. — AFP


