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MUZAFFARGARH, PAKISTAN: A
Muslim teacher in Pakistan could face
the death penalty after being accused
of blasphemy, sparking anger from
school officials and activists who said
the law is being abused to carry out
personal vendettas.

Arabic teacher Gibreel Ahmed was
arrested at a government school in
southern Punjab province on May 14
after allegedly beating two brothers in
the sixth grade for not coming to class
on time. 

The students’ parents complained to

the Government High School Gurmani
in Muzaffargarh district, whose head
told AFP the 40-year-old teacher had
been suspended after an inquiry.

But four days after the original com-
plaint, the parents went to police to
accuse Ahmed of blasphemy, according
to local authorities. The school said no
mention of blasphemy had been made
before the police complaint.

Blasphemy is a hugely sensitive issue
in conservative Muslim Pakistan, where
even unproven allegations can stir beat-
ings and mob violence. Rights groups

have said the laws are routinely abused
to seek vengeance. Multan-based lawyer
Shahbaz Ali Gurmani, who said he has
spoken with the father of the accused,
said this was one of those cases. 

“ The case of this Arabic teacher
seems fake and lodged to take revenge
from him,” he told AFP this week. “This is
happening across Pakistan now, unfor-
tunately, that wherever a blasphemy
case is lodged there appears personal,
social or political motive behind it in
the most cases.” 

The school’s headmaster agreed, say-

ing that the initial complaint from the
parents had made no mention of blas-
phemy. The teacher did beat the stu-
dents and was suspended for it, said
Qazi Muhammad Ajmal. But the blas-
phemy allegation was “baseless”, he
said, adding that the majority of the
school’s 16 teachers agreed. 

Prominent human rights activist Hina
Jillani said police at times act on such
complaints as they are afraid of a back-
lash if they do not. “In Pakistan, these
laws are used to take revenge, for vested
interests, unfortunately,” she said.  

Muhammad Bilal, the father who
complained, told AFP that Ahmed
would often beat students. “My son told
me on May 10 that the teacher beat
them for not carrying out a blasphe-
mous act,” he said. “We were angry and
we took up the issue.”

The teacher is being held in jail as an
investigation is carried out, said local
police official Javed Akhtar. Ahmed’s
father Fazlur Rehman told AFP that
police had refused to take his state-
ment or clarify where they were keep-
ing his son. — AFP
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BEIJING: North Korean performers entertain customers at the Okryugwan
restaurant. —AP

MANILA: Media groups expressed
outrage yesterday at Philippine
president-elect Rodrigo Duterte’s
endorsement of killing corrupt
journalists, warning his comments
could incite more murders in a
nation already one of the world’s
most dangerous for reporters.

Duterte,  who won last
month’s elections in a landslide
after pledging to kill  tens of
thousands of criminals,  told

reporters on Tuesday there was
justification for killing journalists
who took bribes or engaged in
other corrupt activities. “Just
because you’re a journalist you
are not exempted from assassi-
nation, if you’re a son of a bitch,”
Duterte said when asked how he
would address the problem of
media killings in the Philippines
after a reporter was shot dead in
Manila last week.

The National Union of
Journalists of the Philippines

described the comments as
“appalling”. It conceded there
were corruption problems in the
industry but said these did not
justify murdering reporters. “He
has also, in effect, declared open
season to silence the media,
both individual journalists and
the institution, on the mere per-
ception of corruption,” the NUJP
said in a statement.

The Philippines is one of the

most dangerous nations in the
world for journalists, with 176
murdered since a chaotic and
corruption-plagued democracy
replaced the dictatorship of
Ferdinand Marcos three
decades ago.

Speaking at a press confer-
ence in his southern hometown
of Davao to introduce his cabinet
on Tuesday night, Duterte sug-
gested the majority of those vic-
tims were partly to blame. “Most
of those killed, to be frank, have

done something. You won’t be
killed if you don’t do anything
wrong,” said Duterte, who will be
sworn into office on June 30.

Journalist ‘deserved to die’  
Duterte also raised the case of

Jun Pala, a journalist and politi-
cian who was murdered in Davao
in 2003. Gunmen on a motorcy-
cle shot dead Pala, who was a
vocal critic of Duterte. His murder

has never been solved. “If you are
an upright journalist, nothing will
happen to you,” said Duterte,
who has ruled Davao as mayor
for most of the past two decades
and is accused of links to vigi-
lante death squads.

“The example here is Pala. I do
not want to diminish his memory
but he was a rotten son of a
bitch. He deserved it.”

Duterte added he knew who
the killer was. Luis Teodoro,
deputy director of the Manila-

based Center for Media Freedom
and Responsibility, described
Duterte’s comments as “distress-
ing” and said they sent a signal to
would-be killers that it was okay
to murder in certain circum-
stances.

“When you say corrupt jour-
nalists can be killed, that is a
very clear message,” Teodoro
told AFP. The New York-based
Committee to Protect Journalists
also condemned Duterte’s
remarks. “What he has done with
these irresponsible comments is
give security officials the right to
kill for acts that they consider
defamation,” CPJ’s Southeast
Asian representative, Shawn
Crispin, told AFP from Bangkok.

And Reporters Without
Borders called for journalists in
the Philippines to boycott
Duterte’s press conferences until
he apologized. Adding to the
public relations nightmare for
Duterte, the distraught widow of
the Manila journalist killed last
week appeared in front of
reporters asking how Duterte
could imply her husband was
corrupt. “He had only 200 pesos
($4) in his wallet when he was
killed,” a sobbing Florabel
Balcoba told reporters.

Duterte’s spokesman Salvador
Panelo insisted Duterte’s com-
ments had been taken out of
context, and urged reporters to
look at the president-elect’s body
language to understand his com-
ments. “He is against all illegal
killings. He will pursue the crimi-
nals to the ends of the Earth in
accordance with the law and in
accordance with the constitu-
tion,” Panelo said. 

One of the world’s deadliest
attacks against journalists took
place in the Philippines in 2009,
when 32 journalists were among
58 people killed by a warlord clan
intent on stopping a rival’s elec-
tion challenge.

More than 100 people are on tri-
al for the massacre, including many
members of the Ampatuan family
accused of orchestrating it. Panelo
was the Ampatuans’ defence
lawyer until last year. —AFP
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DAVAO, PHILIPPINES: Philippines’ president-elect Rodrigo Duterte (C) meets his National
Security officials yesterday. —AFP

SEOUL: A group of North Koreans who
escaped from a Pyongyang-run restaurant
overseas where they had been working
have arrived in South Korea, the South’s gov-
ernment said yesterday.

South Korea’s Unification Ministry, which
deals with matters related to the North, pro-
vided no other details. Earlier in the day,
South Korea’s Yonhap news agency reported
that three North Korean women who had
been working at a restaurant in China
arrived in the South on Tuesday afternoon
or early Wednesday by flight from Thailand,
where they had traveled to after escaping.

It’s the second known group defection by
North Korean restaurant workers dispatched
abroad in recent weeks. Pyongyang has
accused Seoul of kidnapping the 13 North
Koreans who worked at a North Korea-run
restaurant in eastern China before escaping
and defecting to South Korea in April, and
has repeatedly demanded their return. South
Korea has denied the accusation and said the

workers chose to resettle on their own.
South Korean officials believe overseas

North Korean restaurants have been suffer-
ing economically since stronger internation-
al sanctions were applied against North
Korea over its nuclear test and long-range
rocket launch earlier this year. The workers
who defected to the South in April have said
that their restaurant was struggling to meet
demands from North Korean authorities at
home for foreign currency, according to
South Korean officials.

South Korea’s spy service said earlier this
year that North Korea was running about
130 restaurants overseas, mostly in China.
Overall, North Korea has about 50,000-
60,000 workers abroad, mostly in Russia and
China, with a mission to bring in foreign cur-
rency, according to the National Intelligence
Service. More than 29,000 North Koreans
have fled to South Korea since the end of
the 1950-53 Korean War, according to the
South Korean government. —AP

Escaped N Korean restaurant 
workers arrive in South

BEIJING: Chinese President Xi Jinping
stressed the importance of “friendly rela-
tions” to a visiting North Korean official
yesterday, after the envoy reportedly
told Chinese officials Pyongyang would
continue its internationally condemned
nuclear program.

Xi told top North Korean party official
Ri Su-Yong in Beijing that “China places
great value on the friendly cooperative
relationship” with its isolated neighbor,
an official report said.

China is North Korea’s largest trading
partner and has been its key diplomatic
protector for decades. But relations have
soured over Pyongyang’s nuclear tests
and long-range missile launches, with
Beijing supporting UN sanctions.

Ri told Chinese officials on Tuesday
that Pyongyang would stick to its policy
of “simultaneously pushing forward eco-
nomic construction and the building of
nuclear force”, according to the North’s
official KCNA news agency.

The report of the meeting between
Ri-a former foreign minister-and Xi,
which was posted on the website of the
Chinese Communist Party’s international
department, made no mention of the
nuclear issue. It cited Xi as saying he
hoped “all sides could remain calm,
increase communication and dialogue
and protect regional peace and stability”.

The report said Ri updated Xi on the
North’s once-in-a-generation party con-
gress last month, which cemented Kim
Jong-Un’s leadership and formally

endorsed his policy of nuclear expan-
sion. The lack of any official Chinese rep-
resentation at the congress was seen as
a sign of friction between the two tradi-
tional allies. 

Kim has not visited China since com-
ing to power in December 2011 and Xi
has not visited Pyongyang.

The North Korean leader watched the
local Sobaeksu basketball team beat
China’s Olympic squad in three matches
on Monday, KCNA reported. But China’s
Sina Sports portal on Tuesday inter-
viewed a Chinese Olympian who attrib-
uted the results to biased refereeing. “At
times we stood still and were accused of
running, and we basically couldn’t make
any physical contact at all in defense,”
the unnamed player said. He added: “As
soon as we made contact,  we were
accused of a foul.” —AFP
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FORT MCMURRAY, ALBERTA: Thousands of
who fled a massive wildfire in the Canadian oil
city of Fort McMurray began to trickle back to
their homes yesterday, though the water was
still not safe to drink and other services were
limited.

More than 90,000 residents fled the remote
northern Alberta city as the fire hit four weeks
ago, burning entire neighborhoods. Officials
expect 14,000 to 15,000 to return yesterday as a
two week staged re-entry gets underway.

Downtown Fort McMurray, untouched by
fire, was quiet but not empty early on
Wednesday morning. Some stores were already
open, and there was still some smoke in the air.
John Smith, 77, and his wife, Joyce, were brac-
ing for heavy traffic on the main highway lead-
ing into the city, as well as what may lie ahead.
“We didn’t even have time to empty the
garbage,” he said.  “I’m going in first with a flash-
light and wearing a mask, and one of us will
open the doors and windows and flush the

house out.” The blaze was a devastating blow to
a community already reeling from a two-year
slump in global crude prices. It shuttered more
than a million barrels per day of crude produc-
tion, though some facilities have since resumed
operations.

Early in the morning, police began removing
the barricades that had kept residents out of
the city. Authorities told those returning to
bring two weeks’ worth of food, water and pre-
scription medication. The area is under a boil
water advisory and the local hospital’s capabili-
ties are limited.

Some 2,000 residents who had expected to
return this week were told on Monday that they
should not go back because of risks posed by
debris and contaminants, including caustic ash.
Among them were Elsie Knister, 63, and her
neighbor Mary Lindsey McNutt, 33. “I have pan-
ic attacks, there’s water damage, there are tox-
ins in my furniture and my cupboards, and
under the floor,” Knister said. “I am scared of
everything right now, and I am going to have to
deal with it one day at a time.”

The pair had been staying in Edmonton and
moved north to the Wandering River evacuee
camp over the weekend in preparation for
their return. They said they were not sure
where to go next. “I feel they are bringing peo-
ple back in here way too quickly,” McNutt said.
“My family in Nova Scotia are saying why don’t
you come home for the summer? If we are dis-
placed until August or September I will proba-
bly get on a plane.”

Deteriorating air quality could force offi-
cials to change re-entry plans yet again.
About 10 percent of the city’s homes were
destroyed by the blaze, which has blackened
more than 580,000 hectares (2,239 square
miles). —Reuters

Evacuees trickle back into 
Canadian city hit by wildfire

EDMONTON: Evacuees from the wildfires in and around Fort McMurray exit a bus at
the evacuation center at the Edmonton Expo Centre on May 4, 2016. —AP
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BEIJING: Chinese President Xi Jinping
waving after a press conference on
Monday. —AFP

KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia has sacked 15
immigration department officers and sus-
pended 14 others after an investigation found
staff had colluded with criminal syndicates to
manipulate systems that track entry and exit,
the government has said.

The subterfuge was centred at Kuala
Lumpur International Airport (KLIA) and had
begun in 2010, the department’s director-
general, Sakib Kusmi, said in a statement
released Tuesday.

Around two dozen other department staff
have faced administrative action or were
under observation, 63 have been transferred,
and criminal charges could be forthcoming, he
said. “The syndicates hacked or breached our
system with the help of the involved immigra-
tion officers,” he said. Sakib added that the
activity allowed the criminal networks-which
he said included foreign elements-to manipu-
late information on who entered or left the

country. No further details on the syndicates,
or other specifics of the nature or scope of the
sabotage, were given. Deputy Prime Minister
Zahid Hamidi said last week that about 100
people, including both immigration officers
and criminal syndicate members, were under
investigation by authorities over the security
breaches. The punishments were meted out
beginning in February. Sakib said the immigra-
tion department also would implement a
large-scale transfer of personnel at KLIA to
guard against a recurrence.

No mention was made of any terrorist or
extremist involvement in the affair, and Sakib
said no high-level immigration officials were
implicated. Muslim-majority Malaysia has said
that scores of its citizens had gone to join the
Islamic State group in Syria and Iraq, and
authorities have been on heightened alert
against extremists returning to carry out
attacks at home. —AFP

Malaysia fires immigration 
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