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KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia’s government yesterday pushed
a law through parliament that makes “fake news” punishable
by a maximum six-year jail term despite an outcry from crit-
ics worried it will be used to stifle dissent before elections.
The law targets foreign as well as local media, and is seen in
part as an effort to silence criticism of the scandal surround-
ing sovereign wealth fund 1MDB that has rocked the admin-
istration of Prime Minister Najib Razak.

The election is expected within weeks and Najib is bat-
tling to win a third term at the head of the coalition that has
led Malaysia for over six
decades. The current parlia-
ment is dominated by the rul-
ing Barisan Nasional (BN)
coalition. The law originally
proposed a maximum prison
sentence of 10 years and a fine
of 500,000 ringgit ($130,000)
for publishing what authorities
deem to be fake news, but the
government lowered the jail
term to six years following a
storm of criticism.

“This law is not intended
to restrict the freedom of speech but to restrict the dissemi-
nation of fake news,” said minister Azalina Othman Said. But
opposition legislators were not convinced, criticizing the
law’s heavy penalties and its potential to limit free speech.
“This bill... is a weapon to close the truth so that what is false
can be upheld as true, and what is true can be reversed as
false,” said Lim Guan Eng of the Democratic Action Party.
“This is something very dangerous for our country.”

The law must still be debated in the senate but is
expected to be passed. More than half of the senate is filled
with Barisan Nasional members. After this it needs royal
assent before taking effect. The new law has sparked wide-
spread anger from activists, press freedom groups and the
opposition, who believe it is aimed at cracking down on dis-

senting voices rather than safeguarding the public from
false information.

Draconian penalties
Before it was passed, Brad Adams, Asia director at Human

Rights Watch, condemned it as a  “blatant attempt by the
government to prevent any and all news that it doesn’t like,
whether about corruption or elections”. He said it “uses dra-
conian penalties and broad language in an audacious and
unprecedented effort to control discussion of Malaysia
worldwide”. The law covers any information that is deemed

to be “wholly or partly fake”.  It
includes several examples, such
as a blogger publishing a report
known to be false; someone
sharing information on social
media they know to be false;
and someone giving a speech
containing information they
know to be untrue.

Malaysia is one of several
countries in Asia turning to such
legislation, emboldened by US
President Donald Trump’s fulmi-
nations against “fake news”, but

activists warn authoritarian regimes will use the laws to tar-
get opponents. A parliamentary committee in neighboring
Singapore, which is examining possible legislation to combat
“fake news”, came under fire Monday from activists who
alleged it misrepresented them. 

Institute of Journalists Malaysia board member Ram
Anand said the law, like existing legislation, would hang over
journalists in the country and do “very little” to improve
press freedom. “We should be removing criminal laws that
affect the media, not add more of them,” he said. Malaysia
ranks 144th out of 180 countries in the 2017 World Press
Freedom Index, with number one being the freest.

The law comes less than a week after parliament voted in
favor of a move to redraw electoral borders. Opposition

politicians said this would tilt the election in Najib’s favour.
Najib is fighting to keep his coalition-which has never lost a
national poll-in power while battling allegations that billions
of dollars were looted from 1MDB, a sovereign wealth fund

he founded. Both Najib and the fund deny any wrongdoing.
He faces a tough challenge from an opposition led by his for-
mer boss and ex-premier Mahathir Mohamad, 92, who is
looking to unseat him at the polls. —FP 
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Indian police accused 
of failing rape victims
despite new reforms
BHARATPUR: More than five years after a horrific
rape sparked promises to empower women in India
and reform the handling of sexual assault cases, vic-
tims say they still face harassment when they turn to
police for help. The sickening assault on Delhi student
Jyoti Singh in 2012 provoked national soul-searching
about widespread failure to tackle sex crimes, and
bolstered laws to punish offenders and police accused
of turning a blind eye or victim shaming. But rights
groups say police still refuse to file cases against sus-
pected rapists and pressure victims to settle with their
tormentors, despite such misconduct carrying a two-
year jail term under the tough new measures.

“Police came to our house and threatened us, say-
ing ‘sign a settlement or we will beat you up’,” said one
woman, who was bound and assaulted by her brother-
in-law last year in rural Rajasthan. “They also asked
for a bribe, intimidated us. Whenever I would go to the
police station, they would try to shoo me away, saying
things like ‘you’re just pretending, you’re lying, nothing
has happened’,” said the woman, who cannot be
named for legal reasons.

More than 100 sexual assaults are still recorded
every day in India, including five in the capital alone.
Human Rights Watch said in a November report that
promises to improve the handling of sex crimes in the
aftermath of the Delhi attack “have not been fully real-
ized”. Victims are still referred by police to local hos-
pitals for degrading virginity tests, says Jan Sahas, a
charity assisting women with legal services.

“Victims are often treated like animals,” said the

charity’s Harish Chandra Dipankar. Swati Maliwal,
head of the Delhi government’s Commission for
Women, said reporting a rape was now easier thanks
to the reforms-”but that is it”. 

She said glaring gaps in law enforcement remained,
pointing to a case in January that horrified even a city
used to gruesome sex crimes. “It is sad that even an
eight-month-old baby’s rape doesn’t shake up the sys-

tem,” Maliwal said of the high-profile case. But Delhi
police’s spokesman Madhur Verma said he was confi-
dent women “feel safer than they used to feel five
years ago”. He credited increased patrols, helplines
and self-defence classes for women all measures rolled
out after 2012 — for cleaning up the city but said
more needed to be done.”We are still working towards
it,” he said. —AFP 

KUALA LUMPUR: A commuter (R) walks past an advertisement reading “sharing a lie makes u a liar”
at a train station in downtown Kuala Lumpur. —AFP 

DHAKA: The UN High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) said yesterday it was concerned about the
safety of 56 Rohingya refugees from Myanmar on a
boat bound for Malaysia in stormy seas. Some
700,000 Rohingya Muslims fled from their homes in
Myanmar’s Rakhine State into Bangladesh after militant
attacks in August sparked a military crackdown that the
United Nations and Western countries have said con-
stitutes ethnic cleansing.

Myanmar rejects that saying its forces have been
waging a legitimate campaign against “terrorists” who
attacked government forces. The boat, which a UNHCR
spokesman said was believed to have set sail from
Rakhine State last week, stopped at an island in south-
ern Thailand on Saturday evening after a storm. 

It was the first Rohingya vessel, plying a route
refugees have used for years to get to Southeast Asia,
to be spotted off Thailand in more than a year. There
are signs that overcrowding in Bangladeshi camps
could prompt many others to make similarly perilous
voyages.  “Given the poor weather conditions currently
prevailing in the waters off the west coast of the
Thailand-Malaysia border, we are concerned for the
safety of the refugees,” said Caroline Gluck, a UNHCR
spokeswoman based in southeast Bangladesh. “If they
are found to be in distress, we hope they will be res-
cued and allowed to disembark in accordance with
international maritime law,” she said in an email.

The boat was restocked with essential supplies in
Thailand on Sunday before setting back out to sea, on
its way to Malaysia, Thai police said. The UNHCR said
it was in touch with Malaysian maritime authorities and
was ready to provide any necessary assistance to the
refugees when they arrived. 

Tens of thousands of Rohingya fled by sea following
an outbreak of sectarian violence in Rakhine State in
2012, some falling prey to human traffickers. That exo-
dus peaked in 2015, when an estimated 25,000 people
fled across the Andaman Sea for Thailand, Malaysia and
Indonesia. Rights groups expect another surge in
Rohingya boats sailing for Southeast Asia, even if not at
the levels of the past. — Reuters 
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NEW DELHI: In this file photo taken on December 8, 2014, Indian police escort Uber taxi driver and
accused rapist Shiv Kumar Yadav (C, in black) following his court appearance. —AFP 

Bodies of Indian
workers killed 
by IS arrive home 
AMRITSAR: The bodies of 38 Indian construction work-
ers kidnapped and murdered in Iraq by the Islamic State
group returned home yesterday four years after their dis-
appearance. Grieving families-who were told for years by
government officials that their loved ones were still alive-
waited at an airport in the northwest state of Punjab to
receive the coffins from Baghdad.

The victims were mostly from poor families in Punjab

and were employed by a construction company in Mosul
when they were abducted by extremists. India’s foreign
minister told parliament last month that 39 bodies were
unearthed from a mass grave in Badush, a village north-
west of Mosul. DNA testing confirmed the identity of 38 of
the corpses. One test was a partial match, with further
examination needed, India’s junior foreign minister said
yesterday.

The Indians were kidnapped in June 2014 as the Islamic
State group overran large swathes of territory in Iraq,
including the major northern city of Mosul. Indian officials
for years insisted the abductees were alive until proven
otherwise, drawing criticism from relatives who accused
the government of keeping them in the dark. Foreign
Minister Sushma Swaraj denied the government had given
the families false hope. It is not known when the Indians
were killed. —AFP 

AMRITSAR: Indian relative Gurpinder Kaur (R) cries near the coffin of her borther Manjinder
Singh, who was killed in Iraq, at the International Airport. — AFP 

Members of the Malaysian Maritime
Enforcement Agency patrol the waters
off Langkawi Island, as a boat carrying
Rohingya refugees heads towards
Malaysian territorial waters. —AFP 

Malala returns 
home to Britain
ISLAMABAD: Nobel Peace Prize winner Malala
Yousafzai left Pakistan for London yesterday after a
four-day whirlwind visit back to her homeland, her
first since militants nearly killed her in 2012, an official
said. Yousafzai  and her family were taken to
Islamabad airport in a security convoy and they
boarded a London-bound flight, said aviation offi-
cial Akmal Kayani. Yousafzai, known by her first
name, Malala, has been in Pakistan since Thursday,
on her first trip home since Pakistani Taleban mili-
tants shot her in the head on her way home from
school for advocating for greater education for girls.
After the attack, Yousafzai was airlifted abroad and
underwent surgery.

Malala on Saturday visited her old home in the
Swat valley, a mountain region northwest of
Islamabad, which was under the control of the mili-
tants for about two years until the army launched an
offensive to clear them out. “I miss everything about
Pakistan ... from the rivers, the mountains, to even the
dirty streets and the garbage around our house,”
Malala, 20, told Reuters in an interview on Friday.

A family friend said earlier Malala planned to
return home after completing her education at Oxford
University, where she is reading for a degree in poli-
tics, philosophy and economics.  Malala wrote an
anonymous blog for the BBC Urdu service as a
schoolgirl during the Taleban rule and later became
outspoken in advocating more educational opportuni-
ties for girls. 

In 2014, Malala became the youngest Nobel laure-
ate, honored for her work with the Malala Foundation,
a charity she set up to support education advocacy
groups with a focus on Pakistan, Nigeria, Jordan,
Syria and Kenya. —Reuters


