
Anti-China protesters 
march in Hong Kong
HONG KONG: Angry protesters marched through
Hong Kong yesterday against what they described as
suppression by Beijing, days after Chinese authorities
ruled that part of a city rail station would come under
mainland law. Semi-autonomous Hong Kong has been
ruled under a “one country, two systems” deal since
Britain returned it to China in 1997 and enjoys rights
unseen on the mainland, including freedom of speech
and an independent judiciary. But a string of recent
incidents have fuelled concern over the erosion of its
autonomy and rule of law, including the jailing of promi-
nent pro-democracy activists.

Campaigner Joshua Wong, who joined thousands of
protesters at the march yesterday, said suppression by
China’s Communist Party government had worsened in
2017. Wong, 21, was jailed in August over his role in the
Umbrella Movement mass pro-democracy protests of
2014 and is on bail pending an appeal against his six-
month sentence. “In 2018, I hope that every Hong
Konger can become an avenger, and win back the core
values eroded by Beijing,” Wong said. Many of the pro-
testers were angry at the so-called “co-location”
agreement, which would bring part of a new rail termi-
nus in the heart of Hong Kong under mainland law.

The high-speed link to the sprawling southern
mainland cities of Shenzhen and Guangzhou is due to
open this year, with plans for a joint immigration
checkpoint that would see mainland police and other
officials based in the Hong Kong terminus. The station
is on Hong Kong’s famous harbourfront in Kowloon,
not on the border with the mainland further to the
north. China’s top legislative body approved the proj-
ect last week. The final stage before implementation is

a vote by Hong Kong’s legislative council, which is
weighted towards Beijing.

‘Severe threat’   
Pro-democracy lawmakers, campaigners and some in

the city’s legal community say the plan is a violation of
Hong Kong’s mini-constitution, the Basic Law, which says
national laws do not apply to Hong Kong with a few
exceptions. Hong Kong’s pro-Beijing government argues
the rail set-up is for the convenience of passengers and
both local and Chinese authorities insist it does not

impinge on the city’s autonomy. “I find it ironic that the
legally illiterate are explaining what the rule of law is,”
said office worker Patrick Tang, 48, of Beijing’s ruling on
the rail link. Teacher Simon Woo, 47, who joined the
march with his wife and daughter, said the “survival of
Hong Kong is under severe threat”, citing the rail termi-
nus agreement as one of the main reasons he was
protesting. The march culminated at a forecourt outside
the government’s headquarters known as Civic Square, a
traditional protest area recently reopened to the public
after being shut down during the 2014 rallies.—AFP
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ISLAMABAD: Pakistan’s government plans to seize control
of charities and financial assets linked to Islamist leader
Hafiz Saeed, who Washington has designated a terrorist,
according to officials and documents reviewed by Reuters.
Pakistan’s civilian government detailed its plans in a secret
order to various provincial and federal government depart-
ments on Dec 19, three officials who attended one of several
high-level meeting discussing the crackdown told Reuters.

Marked “secret”, a Dec 19 document from the finance
ministry directed law
enforcement and govern-
ments in Pakistan’s five
provinces to submit an
action plan by Dec. 28 for
a “takeover” of Saeed’s
two charities, Jamaat-ud-
Dawa (JuD) and the Falah-
e-Insaniat Foundation. The
United States has labeled
JuD and FIF “terrorist
fronts” for Lashkar-e-
Taiba (“Army of the Pure”
or LeT), a group Saeed
founded in 1987 and which
Washington and India blame for the 2008 attacks in
Mumbai that killed 166 people.

Saeed has repeatedly denied involvement in the Mumbai
attacks and a Pakistani court saw insufficient evidence to
convict him. The LeT could not be reached for comment.
The Dec 19th document, which refers to “Financial Action
Task Force (FATF) issues”, names only Saeed’s two charities
and “actions to be taken” against them. The FATF, which is
an international body that combats money laundering and
terrorist financing, has warned Pakistan it faces inclusion on
a watch list for failing to crack down on financing terrorism.

Asked about a crackdown on JuD and FIF, Interior
Minister Ahsan Iqbal, who co-chaired one of the meetings
on the plan, responded only generally, saying he has

ordered authorities “to choke the fundraising of all pro-
scribed outfits in Pakistan”. In a written reply to Reuters, he
also said Pakistan wasn’t taking action under US pressure.
“We’re not pleasing anyone.  We’re working as a responsi-
ble nation to fulfil our obligations to our people and interna-
tional community.”    

Spokesmen for the JuD and FIF both said they could not
comment until they receive official notifications of the gov-
ernment’s plans. “We don’t have any intimation about any

crackdown so far,” FIF
spokesman Salman Shahid
told Reuters. “No one has
asked us about our work or
assets.”  Saeed could not
be reached for comment.
He has frequently denied
having ties to militants and
says the charitable organi-
zations he founded and
controls have no terrorism
ties. He says he promotes
an Islamic-oriented gov-
ernment through doing
good works.

First major move
If the government follows through with the plan, it would

mark the first time Pakistan has made a major move against
Saeed’s network, which includes 300 seminaries and
schools, hospitals, a publishing house and ambulance serv-
ices. The JuD and FIF alone have about 50,000 volunteers
and hundreds of other paid workers, according to two
counter-terrorism officials. Participants at the meeting
raised the possibility that the government’s failure to act
against the charities could lead to UN sanctions, one of the
three officials said. A UN Security Council team is due to
visit Pakistan in late January to review progress against
UN-designated “terrorist” groups.

“Any adverse comments or action suggested by the team
can have far-reaching implications for Pakistan,” the official
said.  The Dec 19th document gave few details about how
the state would take over Saeed’s charities, pending the
plans submitted from the provincial governments. It did say
it would involve government entities taking over ambulance
services and accounting for other vehicles used by the char-
ities. It says law enforcement agencies will coordinate with
Pakistan’s intelligence agencies to identify the assets of the
two charities and examine how they raise money.

The document also directs that the name of JuD’s 200-

acre headquarters, Markaz-e-Taiba, near the eastern city of
Lahore be changed to something else “to make it known
that the Government of “Punjab (province) solely manages
and operates the Markaz(headquarters)”. The move to seize
the charities could spark some concern from the powerful
military, which has proposed plans to steer Saeed and the
JuD into mainstream politics. The military did not respond to
a request for comment. In August, JuD officials formed a
new political party, the Milli Muslim League, and backed
candidates who fared relatively strongly in two key parlia-
mentary by-elections. — Reuters

LAHORE: Pakistani youth holding an umbrella are silhouetted during sunset on the out-
skirts of Lahore. — AFP
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Echoes of escaped 
Brazilian slaves live 
on in Rio de Janeiro
RIO DE JANEIRO: Hundreds of years after Brazilian
slaves first fled to rebel communities called quilom-
bos, remnants of those outposts of freedom live on in
the heart of Rio de Janeiro. Often the quilombos
were established in remote places-better to get away
from pursuers. However, three founded in Rio have
survived as living testaments to a tradition at the
core of Brazil’s complicated racial history. Of course,
Afro-Brazilians do not need to escape slavery any-
more, but in a country riven by racial inequality and
historic injustices, the quilombos now serve as focal
points for resistance of a more contemporary kind.

The Sacopa quilombo is one of the city’s best
kept secrets, a beautiful area of tropical forest that
has ended up being surrounded by the high-rent
Lagoa Rodrigo de Freitas neighborhood. Back in the
19th century, long before the fancy apartment build-
ings sprang up, this was where slaves seeking free-
dom would gather, starting new lives. The population
grew and, around it, so did Rio. “We’re still here
because I have been very stubborn. They tried
everything to take this land from us but we have the
rights,” said Luiz Sacopa, 74, who is the eldest living
descendant of the original slaves.

He says he has lost count of the attempts by peo-
ple to oust the quilombo. One neighbor planted mar-
ijuana on the plot to try to incriminate them. Then,
citing noise complaints, the Rio state court stopped
the quilombo from hosting cultural events like feijoa-
da feasts and classes in capoeira, a dance-like martial
art developed by fugitive slaves. That was “a very
hard blow,” Sacopa said. “We were very respectful,
always ending everything by 8:00 or 9:00 pm,” said
another family member, Jose Claudio Torres Freitas,
during an event staged on official Black
Consciousness Day.

“This is the only day we’re allowed to do any-
thing,” he said. The modern-day quilombos like
Sacopa do have some legal protection. In 2003, then
leftist president Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva signed a
decree regularizing boundaries and titles for descen-
dants of quilombo slaves, who are collectively known
as quilombolas. However, the bureaucratic proce-
dures are complex and while the three quilombos in
Rio de Janeiro have been recognized, they are still
waiting for the second stage of the paperwork to be
completed.

Swallowed up   
The Pedra do Sal quilombo, right in the center of

Rio near the port, is where many slaves went soon
after arriving on ships from Africa. The site is also
rich in cultural significance as a key location in the
development of the still thriving Afro-Brazilian reli-
gion candomble. But legal uncertainties mean few of
those from the 25 families descending from the origi-
nal Pedra do Sal community live there anymore. “The
neighborhood wasn’t like this back then-it was very
isolated,” said Damiao Braga, the quilombola leader.
“But it was gradually invaded and swallowed by the
city. There were many disputes, including with the
Catholic church.” Even recognition from UNESCO
for the nearby Valongo Wharf, where slave ships
used to dock, has not helped much. “We have inter-
national support but the disputes remain. Empty
buildings have been taken over and once that hap-
pens, it’s not easy to reverse,” Braga said. —AFP

Firecrackers kill 
in east Germany
BERLIN: Firecrackers left two people dead, a child
injured and five people requiring amputations during
New Year celebrations in Germany, police and emer-
gency services said yesterday. A 35-year-old man and
a 19-year-old died when fireworks went off in their
faces in the eastern state of Brandenburg, regional
police said on Twitter. A firework thrown by a group of
youths left an 11-year-old boy with severe facial
injuries in the same region, regional daily Markische
Allgemeine reported. The paper described the firework
as a “Polish rocket” sold on the Polish border and which
typically contains more explosive than those which
retail in Germany. In Berlin, five people had hands or
fingers amputated after suffering severe injuries with
fireworks leaving 21 people hurt overall in the capital,
according to hospital officials. Firework-related acci-
dents, fires and assorted injuries are a regular feature
of New Year celebrations in Germany. 

Nearly 200 hurt 
In another development, nearly 200 people were

injured during traditionally raucous New Year cele-
brations in the Philippines despite President Rodrigo
Duterte’s order limiting the use of firecrackers, the
health minister said yesterday. The order signed in
June restricted the noisy explosives to community
fireworks displays in an attempt to curb the bloody
merrymaking that leaves scores of Filipinos dead or
injured each year.

The Philippines is mainly Catholic but the violent
New Year festivities draw on ancient superstitions and
Chinese traditions, with people firing guns and setting
off powerful fireworks in the belief the bangs will drive

away bad spirits. Health Secretary Francisco Duque
said 191 people were hurt during the 2018 revelry-
down 77 percent compared to the average over the
past five years-but added his department might recom-
mend a total firecracker ban to ensure zero casualties.

“We are relatively pleased-relative because there
are still injuries but pleased because of the substantial
reduction in fireworks-related injuries,” Duque told
reporters as he thanked Duterte for issuing the order.
Asked how to further minimize injuries, Duque said: “I
think the end goal really is to ban fireworks complete-
ly.” Duterte, 72, won elections in mid-2016 vowing to
strictly enforce law and order measures. He has also
waged an unprecedented drug war which has claimed
thousands of lives and led rights groups to warn he may
be orchestrating crimes against humanity. — Agencies 

MANILA: A child injured by firecracker is seen at the Jose
Reyes Memorial Medical Center in Manila yesterday, after
New Year’s celebrations. — AFP

HONG KONG: An unidentified man (center) is surrounded by pro-democracy protesters prior
to being led out of the recently reopened Civic Square after they claimed he tore up a protest
sign, during the annual New Year’s Day pro-democracy rally in Hong Kong. — AFP 
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Indian state leaves 
13 million citizens 
off the register
NEW DELHI: Around 13 million people living in
northeastern India’s largest state have been left off a
controversial draft list of citizens released yesterday
by authorities, who are under pressure to identify
and expel illegal immigrants. Assam has long strug-
gled to curb immigration from neighboring
Bangladesh and is the only Indian state to compile a
register of citizens. 

The latest draft list includes only 19 million of the
state’s more than 32 million residents. It was prepared
on the orders of the Supreme Court, which is hearing a
series of claims to Indian citizenship from undocu-
mented residents of the state. But there are also con-
cerns the Assam state government, which is led by
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s Hindu nationalist
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), could use the issue to tar-
get the state’s Muslim minority.

Political leaders have vowed to deport anyone stay-
ing in the state illegally, although it is far from clear
that Bangladesh would accept them. Assam Chief
Minister Sarbananda Sonowal sought Sunday to reas-
sure anyone left off the draft list, saying every “bona
fide Indian citizen” would eventually be included. The
BJP won elections in the state in 2016 after promising
to root out illegal immigrants from mainly Muslim
Bangladesh and protect the rights of indigenous
groups. Migrants have long been accused of illegally
entering the state from Bangladesh and taking land,
causing tensions with local people and sporadic out-
breaks of communal violence.—ÅFP


