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HONG KONG: Press freedom further
declined in Hong Kong in 2015, driven by
growing self-censorship and government
interference as Beijing expands its influ-
ence over the city’s boisterous media, a
new report said yesterday. The southern
Chinese city prides itself on having relative
freedom of expression compared with
severely restricted reporting in mainland
China, a legacy of Britain’s handover of
power in 1997.

“Press freedom in China, Hong Kong
and Macau deteriorated further in 2015, as
the Communist Party of China used every
means at its disposal to control the media,”
the International Federation of Journalists’
China Press Freedom Report said. The
report comes at a time when the fate of
five booksellers, feared to have been
detained in mainland China after disap-
pearing late last year have put residents on
edge with concerns the semi-autonomous
city’s freedoms are being eroded.

The five are from Hong Kong’s Mighty
Current publishing house, known for sala-
cious titles critical of Beijing leaders. “There
has been strong outcry from the Hong
Kong people, with many concerned about
their personal safety and freedom of
speech,” the report said of sentiment after
the disappearances. The report also pre-
dicted China’s ruling Communist Party will
use resources to strengthen its influence in
the city, which will hold elections for its
legislature later in the year and for a new
leader in 2017. “As Hong Kong goes to
elections next year the party is also using
its considerable wealth to consolidate its
influence over the region,” it said.

Last year’s report warned of “interven-
tion behind the scenes” at a time when
tensions remained high after more than
two months of mass protests for fully free
leadership elections in late 2014. Ken
Tsang, a pro-democracy activist who was
allegedly beaten by police during the

protests in an attack captured by television
cameras and beamed around the world
said the situation in Hong Kong was “terri-
ble”. “Maybe we can say we have lots of
freedoms but somebody is threatening
you at your back, I think all Hong Kong citi-
zens can feel that,” Tsang told AFP after a
court hearing on Thursday. “The situation
is not that good, we are terrified,” he said.

A British colony until 1997, Hong Kong
is ruled under a “one country, two sys-
tems” deal that allows it far greater civil
l iberties than those enjoyed on the
Chinese mainland, including freedom of
speech and the right to protest.  The
report, presented at Hong Kong’s Foreign
Correspondents’ Club, also called the out-
look in 2016 for the rest of mainland China
“even worse”. Chinese authorities have
detained and harassed reporters, used
forced television confessions and other
methods in l imiting and influencing
reporting, the report said. — AFP 

Hong Kong press freedoms decline in 2015

SHANGHAI: Four miners trapped underground for 36
days in a collapsed Chinese gypsum mine were pulled
out late Friday, a “miracle” rescue in a country with a
poor track record on industrial accidents. The final oper-
ation to save the men trapped more than 200 meters
underground took two hours as they were hauled up
to the surface one by one in a rescue “capsule”, accord-
ing to state broadcaster CCTV. 

The four were among 29 trapped when the mine
collapsed on December 25. But the rescue was marred
as a local government official said there had been no
contact with 13 other missing miners. The incident
drew comparisons to a 2010 mining accident in Chile,
which saw 33 miners trapped underground for 69 days
before their rescue. “It is a miracle,” said Zeng Kunyuan
on microblog Weibo, China’s equivalent of Twitter. “I
hope they can sit at the dinner table on the eve of
Spring Festival!” the posting said, referring to the
upcoming Chinese New Year when people return
home to have a traditional meal with their families.

Dramatic footage released by CCTV showed rescue
crews applauding as the men were brought above
ground in China’s eastern province of Shandong. Of the
29 that were trapped, one has been found dead and 11
were rescued the day after the accident. There has been
no contact with the remaining 13, however. “We used
life detection equipment to search for them.

Unfortunately, we haven’t heard from those 13 missing
miners,” Zhang Shuping, mayor of Linyi city which gov-
erns the area was quoted by CCTV as saying.

The four rescued men were shown being wrapped
in military blankets, blindfolded to protect their eyes,
and put into ambulances. They were named by state
media as Zhao Zhicheng, aged 50, Li Qiusheng, 39,
Guan Qingji, 58, and Hua Mingxi, 36. “Thanks,” Guan
was reported to have said as he was hoisted out cling-
ing to a cable which held him with a series of harnesses
strapped to his body. The four had suffered no major
injuries and would soon be able to return home, the
official Xinhua news agency quoted Cao Qingde,
deputy head of the local hospital where they were
being treated, as saying.

‘New page’
Rescuers first detected signs of life on December 30.

The rescue team managed to contact the miners, the
broadcaster reported, and send down food, clothes
and lamps through a tunnel. However, complicated
geological conditions made the rescue difficult with
crews having to account for the structural instability of
the tunnel and falling rocks. Government officials said
this marked China’s first rescue of its kind, accom-
plished by drilling through rock with a large drill head.
“In the rescue history of the People’s Republic of China,

this has turned a new page,” Gao Guangwei of the State
Administration of Work Safety told CCTV.

The incident was the latest deadly accident in a
country where safety rules are often flouted to cut
costs. Despite the jubilation over the rescue, some
online postings called for accountability over the acci-
dent. “Feel so proud of this? Shouldn’t it be the time to
hold someone accountable?” said one posting. The
mine owner committed suicide by drowning himself at
the scene soon after the collapse, Xinhua reported pre-
viously. The cause of the collapse is under investigation,
but industrial safety regulations are often evaded in
China and corruption enables bosses to pursue profits
at the cost of worker safety.

Four officials in Pingyi county, where the mine is
located, including the county’s party chief and head of
government, were removed from their posts in the
wake of the incident. The gypsum pit and other mines
in its vicinity were ordered to stop production in
October by local authorities because of a risk of sink-
holes, but it kept operating secretly, the Beijing Times
reported earlier. Accidents linked to lax industrial safety
enforcement saw hundreds of people killed in China
last year, including a landslide caused by improper dis-
posal of waste in the southern commercial hub of
Shenzhen in December and chemical blasts in the
industrial city of Tianjin in August. — AFP 
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Cuba’s President Raul Castro

SHANDONG: The first miner (centre on hoist) is lifted from a collapsed mine in Pingyi, east China’s Shandong Province. — AP 

HAVANA: Cuba’s Communist President
Raul Castro will be welcomed under the
Arc de Triomphe in Paris during a rare
state visit  tomorrow to showcase his
island’s warming ties with big world pow-
ers. Having restored relations last year
with the United States, the 84-year-old
leader now pays court to France, one of his
most powerful European allies, in a new
era of economic and diplomatic ties. “This
visit is important for Cuba’s image,” said
Eduardo Perera, an expert in international
relations specializing in Europe at Havana
University. “It will undeniably make Cuba
shine on the international stage.” Although
Washington has yet to lift its half-century
trade embargo against Cuba, US and
European businesses are jockeying for a
place in the market as the island’s econo-
my gradually opens up.

Trade delegations have been flocking
to Cuba, hoping to cash in on its highly
trained workforce and native assets such
as its sunny Caribbean tourist beaches.
Cuba, meanwhile,  needs to tap new
sources of income as its main ally among
its neighbors, Venezuela, is in an economic
and political crisis. During Castro’s visit,
France and Cuba are expected to sign an
“economic roadmap” to develop ties,
French officials said. They will also sign
deals on transport, tourism and fair trade.
Bilateral trade between France and Cuba is
currently worth about $195 million. That
level is “not in line with our ambitions,”
France’s foreign trade minister Matthias
Fekl was quoted as saying in French news-
paper L’Humanite.

Castros in the Elysee
It is Castro’s first state visit to Europe

since he took over from his elder brother
Fidel as leader in 2006. The latter visited
France in 1995 and met with its then presi-
dent Francois Mitterrand. Raul Castro will

be officially received on Monday by French
President Francois Hollande under the Arc
de Triomphe in central Paris, according to
French officials.  The Champs Elysees
avenue will be decked with Cuban flags.
He will hold talks with Hollande in the
Elysee presidential palace and attend a
state dinner. He will meet various French
officials on Tuesday.

Hollande in May became the first
Western leader to visit Cuba following the
announcement of the historic rapproche-
ment with the United States. He called for
the lifting of the trade embargo, in place
since 1962. France recently engineered an
agreement among the Paris Club of inter-
national creditors to write off $8.5 billion
of Cuba’s debt. It could now agree to fur-
ther,  bilateral debt relief,  potentially
widening Cuba’s access to international
financial markets. Paris is also taking a
leading role in strengthening Cuba’s politi-
cal ties with Europe overall. It hopes for a
new cooperation deal after years of ten-
sion over the sensitive issue of human
rights in Cuba.

International authorities have accused
the Castros of repressing and harassing
their political opponents. The government
is sensitive about being lectured on the
topic. A diplomatic source in Paris said
human rights “will be discussed” during
the bilateral talks. Hollande is expected to
take a discreet stance on the issue, how-
ever. Hollande this week hosted Iran’s
President Hassan Rouhani, another head
of state from a country whose leaders are
accused of human rights abuses. Hailing a
“new relationship,” Hollande and Rouhani
sealed a sheaf of big trade deals drawn up
since nuclear sanctions on Iran were lift-
ed. In Cuba, Hollande himself drew criti-
cism on human rights grounds for meet-
ing with Fidel Castro during his visit last
year. — AFP 

Cuba’s Raul Castro on grand 
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HONG KONG: Anti-Beijing protesters, holding yellow umbrellas and a picture of
human rights activist Wang Qingying, protest to demand Wang’s release, in
Hong Kong. — AP 

BURNS: Leaders of the armed group that took over a
national wildlife refuge in Oregon to oppose federal land
policy have been arrested and are behind bars until anoth-
er court hearing Friday. Authorities and jailed group leader
Ammon Bundy now are working to persuade the handful
of holdouts at the remote preserve to stand down.

The refuge
Four members of the armed group are still at Malheur

National Wildlife Refuge. The holdouts posted a video
Friday to the YouTube channel “DefendYourBase,” which
the group has been using to give live updates during the
nearly month-old standoff, saying they demand pardons
for everyone involved. A speaker believed to be David Fry
said he asked the FBI whether it was possible to “get out of
here without charges,” but “they keep saying that’s not pos-
sible.” He asks, “Why can’t they pardon all of us?” It comes
after federal and state law enforcement arrested Bundy
and others Tuesday in a traffic stop that left one man dead
and then blocked the roads leading to the property. Others
were apprehended later.

What is Ammon Bundy saying?
Bundy has urged those still at the refuge to leave and

asked the federal government to allow the holdouts to go
home without being prosecuted, according to statements
released through his attorney. He told the holdouts
Thursday: “Turn yourselves in, and do not use physical
force.” Bundy said the armed activists never pointed their
weapons at anyone and “never wanted bloodshed.”

What’s next for those arrested?
So far, eleven people have been taken into custody,

including Bundy and his brother Ryan Bundy. They all face
the same charge - conspiracy to impede officers of the
United States from discharging their official duties through
the use of force. Charges could be added or dropped
depending on the FBI investigation, which is still under-
way. A federal judge said Thursday that she will not release
any of those arrested while the occupation continues, the
Oregonian reported. The judge has ordered seven of the

defendants, including the Bundys, held in jail pending a
Friday afternoon hearing, saying they are a danger to the
community.

How did this begin?
The group took over the refuge on Jan. 2 to demand

the federal government turn public lands over to local con-
trol and object to the prison sentences of two local ranch-
ers convicted of setting fires. The case led Bundy’s group to
demand an inquiry into whether the government is forcing
ranchers off their land, though the father-and-son ranchers
distanced themselves from the occupiers.  It’s a clash over
public lands that dates back decades in the West.

What about the man killed?
Robert “LaVoy” Finicum, a 55-year-old rancher from

Arizona, died after being shot by police who stopped his
truck and another vehicle carrying occupiers. The FBI
released video showing a white truck driven by Finicum
taking off and officers chasing it. It shows Finicum’s vehicle
plowing into a snowbank, and a man identified as the
rancher getting out of the truck. At first, he has his hands
up, but then he appears to reach into his pocket at least
twice. The FBI said Finicum had a loaded gun, and his truck
nearly hit an agent before it got stuck in the snow. The
bureau said authorities gave Finicum medical assistance
about 10 minutes after the shooting, when they were sure
there were no other threats. Finicum vowed this month
that he would die before spending his life behind bars. He
was a prominent voice of the group, and his affable but
passionate demeanor made him a popular subject for on-
camera interviews. — AP 

What’s going on with the Oregon armed standoff
PORT-AU-PRINCE: Several hundred
radical opposition protesters
demonstrated Friday in Port-au-
Prince, angry over an international
election mission that they say will
interfere in Haiti’s presidential vote.
The protesters, who back the elec-
tion’s opposition candidate, are
upset by the Organization of
American States’ deployment of a
special mission meant to ease the
country’s political crisis. The OAS is
acting at the request of outgoing
President Michel Martelly, and
opposition activists claim that he
and his foreign backers are bent on
rigging the poll in favor of his cho-
sen candidate. 

Demonstrators marched down
the streets of the capital with red
cardboard signs in hand which read
“Down with the OAS.” “The time has
come that we take the destiny of
our country in hand after 212 years
of destruction, and the OAS is
always in the middle of these con-
flicts,” student Joenson Versailles
said. Martelly is constitutionally pro-
hibited from standing for re-elec-
tion and his legal term in office

ends on February 7, when he had
hoped to hand over power. His
favored candidate, the previously
little-known Jovenel Moise, won
October’s first round with around a
third of the vote and remains the
favorite.

But opposition flag-bearer Jude
Celestin was close behind and
refused to campaign ahead of the
second vote, alleging the govern-
ment was working against him. The
second-round presidential runoff,
which was originally scheduled for
December 27, was postponed
indefinitely last Friday, less than 48
hours before voting was to begin.
Members of the UN Security
Council expressed concern Friday
“that the delay in elections may
undermine Haiti’s ability to address
the security, economic and social
challenges it faces.” Since 1986,
when president-for-life Jean-Claude
“Baby Doc” Duvalier fled a revolt,
the Caribbean island nation, which
is wracked by poverty and the after
effects of a devastating 2010 earth-
quake, has struggled repeatedly to
hold credible elections. — AFP 

Haiti’s radical opposition 
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OREGON: Police monitor a checkpoint near the
Malheur Wildlife Refuge near Burns, Oregon. — AFP 


