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At China university, 
‘confessions’ strike
fear into students

In late December, on the leafy streets of China’s
prestigious Peking University, a handful of students
held up banners to protest against a takeover of

the campus Marxist society by the Chinese
Communist Party-affiliated Student Association.
Within an hour, police rushed at the group and
dragged them into a nearby building, where, barricad-
ed in classrooms, they were shown videos of recent
graduates, including one from their own university,
“confessing” to working with an “illegal organization”
to arrange protests in southern China, students
involved told Reuters.

Yesterday, a solidarity group that has been calling
for the activists to be released posted online state-
ments decrying the videos as “slander”. Friends of the
activists told Reuters that the videos distorted facts
and were an attempt to threaten those who have been
calling for the release of dozens who have been
detained since August. The private screening was part
of efforts by Chinese authorities to stem a groundswell
of activism on China’s university campuses, with stu-
dents taking up causes from #MeToo to the rights of
migrant and factory workers.

Chinese authorities have in recent years made
increasing use of video “confessions” to seize the pub-
lic narrative in politically charged cases and to make
an example of those detained as a warning to others,
rights groups say. A Peking University spokeswoman
declined to comment due to the university currently
being on winter break. China’s Public Security
Ministry did not reply to a faxed request for comment.

The videos shown to the students last month focus
on events in July 2018, when Chinese police quashed
protests by workers from a welding equipment manu-
facturer in the southern city of Shenzhen who wanted
to form a labour union with leaders of their choice.
Around 50 students and activists from across China
had flocked to support the workers, sparking waves of
further detentions that spread to China’s top university
campuses, including Peking University, informally
known as Beida.

The videos featured four activists in their 20s, all
recent graduates, saying that they had spread “false
information”, founded organizations that intended to
“overthrow” the government and worked in concert
with foreign media. Shen Mengyu, Zheng Yongming
and Gu Jiayue - all of whom had supported workers at
Jasic International, the welding equipment firm - said
they had been assigned by an unnamed “organization”
to organise the worker protests.

Yue Xin, a Beida graduate who first made headlines
in April 2018 for her vocal #MeToo activism, said that
the Shenzhen protests had been “politically motivated”
and created a “negative impact on society”. Yue also
renounced her earlier efforts, inspired by the global
#MeToo movement, to force Beida to divulge informa-
tion about a decades-old rape case. “At the time peo-
ple placed too much importance on public disclosure,”
she says in the video, according to students who have
seen the clip, adding that “foreign forces fixated with
China’s bad side” had exploited this desire to “provoke
troubles”. It was not possible to contact Yue, Gu,
Zheng or Shen for comment.

‘Invert black and white’
The versions of events given by the activists in the

video are radically different from how close friends
recall the incidents described, four of them told
Reuters, declining to be named for fear of reprisals
from the authorities. “There has been no news of these
classmates since they went missing in August. No one,
whether family or lawyers, has been allowed to see
them. Where they are being held, what they have suf-
fered, we don’t have a clue,” one of the friends said.

The reference in the videos to an “illegal organiza-
tion” that orchestrated the protests was an attempt to
“invert black and white”, given it was the workers’
protests that drew activist support, not the other way
around, the same source said. “The leftwing students
and the support group’s actions are guided by
Marxism, are answering Chairman Xi Jinping’s call and
are in line with Socialist ideas,” another said, referring
to Xi’s calls for China to stick with Marxist theories.
Since 2012, when Chinese President Xi Jinping took
office, law enforcement authorities in China have made
increasing use of “confessions”, often delivered via
state media, during politically charged cases, some-
times involving foreign citizens.

Tool of ‘terror’
Gu and Zheng are being held in a form of detention

known as “residential surveillance at a designated loca-
tion”, or RSDL, according to notices sent to their fami-
lies and seen by students. The controversial measure
allows police to interrogate suspects for six months
without legal representation and is meant to be
reserved for severe crimes such as “endangering
national security”, “terrorism” or serious bribery crimes.

Rights groups say that the lack of oversight gives
police carte blanche in their interrogations, allowing tor-
ture and forced confessions, including those that can
then be publicly released. China aired nearly 50 such
confessions between 2013 and 2018, according to RSDL
Monitor, a group run by Madrid-based rights activist
Peter Dahlin, who featured in one such video himself,
aired by China’s state broadcaster in 2016. — Reuters

On a television set in a grim, overcrowded Bangkok
detention center refugees closely followed Saudi
woman Rahaf Mohammed Al-Qunun’s quest for

resettlement, as the 18-year-old asylum-seeker’s case
spurred hopes of a major policy turn from Thailand - a
country that does not recognize refugees. Qunun fled her
family to Bangkok, barricaded herself in an airport hotel
room and staved off deportation with her Twitter feed,
ultimately gaining refuge in Canada on Jan 12.

Thai authorities were initially caught flat-footed by the
young Saudi’s bold social media campaign. But in the days
since they have promised to address some of the lingering
issues of indefinite detention and deportation of asylum
seekers. Yesterday, Thai authorities signed an MoU to end
the detention of all child refugees and asylum seekers. It
was welcomed by the UNHCR as a “positive example” of
the kingdom’s increasingly humane approach to the issue.

Rights groups have for years condemned Thailand,
which is not a signatory to the UN’s convention protecting
refugees, for its hostility to asylum seekers - often trap-
ping them on a carousel between detention and work in
the black economy. An estimated 900 adults remain in
grubby immigration detention centers (IDCs) hoping to be
resettled like Qunun but fearing an endless extension to
their months, or years, of limbo.

Nazir, a Pakistani-Christian in Bangkok’s biggest IDC,
said he watched Qunun’s case unfold on the news, dis-
cussing the twists and turns with his wife over the phone.
He shook his head in amazement at the “days” it took for
Qunun’s refugee status to be determined by the UNHCR
before Canada stepped in with the asylum offer, while he

has been locked up for several months. “My wife is alone
with my daughter outside...they are very sad,” Nazir, whose
name has been changed to protect his identity, told AFP.

Despite its hardline to asylum seekers, Thailand’s lax
visa rules, multiple entry points and graft-prone officials
have made it an easy staging-post for those escaping con-
flict, persecution and poverty. The kingdom wants that
reputation to change. But in the wake of Qunun’s case
immigration police chief Surachate Hakparn has also
vowed to recalibrate the detention policy, saying the king-
dom will no longer deport anyone “involuntarily”.
Knocking the issue over to the UNHCR, which finds coun-
tries to resettle asylum seekers, Surachate says the agency
must speed up its processes. “Otherwise they have to live
in anxiety and spend six to seven years (here).”

Yesterday he led a rare media tour of the Bangkok IDC
to boost faith in his pledge to change the system.
Detainees played sports behind a high grill as the media
tour began, while others queued to call family members —
opportunities available just twice a week to the scores
packed into the center.

‘Holding on’
At the end of 2018 there were around 1,000 asylum

seekers in Thailand compared to more than 7,000 in 2014.
The UNHCR cites the drop as evidence of faster process-
ing of cases to resolve the backlog. But less than one per-
cent of the world’s refugees are resettled each year while
the number of places available “continues to decline”,
according to a UNHCR spokesperson. Ahmed, a refugee
from Somalia, was locked up at the Bangkok IDC with his

brother. Like Qunun, he too hopes to be resettled in
Canada. But the similarities end there - he has been in
detention for four, long years. “Nothing is moving for-
ward,” he told AFP. “But we are holding on.”

Others have given up hopes for resettlement. Lama, a
Syrian, fled the war-ravaged country four years ago while
pregnant with twins. She and her husband sold their belong-
ings and bought a plane ticket to Thailand. They obtained
UN refugee status in 2017 but were placed in detention cen-
ters to await possible resettlement. The monotonous, over-
crowded life in the IDC wore them down and they decided
to give up their quest for asylum in early January and head
back to Syria. “It’s very hard to be here again,” Lama told
AFP from Damascus. “We never leave home (because of)
security issues... but at least we are all together.”

‘So quick’
Inside the Bangkok IDC the fast-tracking of Qunun’s case

- and the accompanying scrutiny of Thailand’s immigration
policy - has offered a glimmer of hope for change. In Nazir’s
case, he and his wife Shamim were granted UN refugee sta-
tus three years after fleeing Pakistan when Shamin converted
from Islam to Christianity and married Nazir in secret. In
Thailand they lived on the margins but enjoyed happy
moments, including the birth of their daughter, until an immi-
gration crackdown saw Nazir swept into detention for visa
overstay.  His wife now lives with her daughter in a small
one-room apartment in a Bangkok suburb, visiting Nazir
every week. The Saudi “case was so quick... (I have) never
seen (anything like it) before. She is very lucky,” Shamim
said. “But our lives are being wasted.” — AFP 

Thais prodded towards refugee policy reform 

Privatize Nigeria 
oil industry?
Easier said 
than done

Aleading contender in Nigeria’s
presidential election next month
has pledged to privatize the

country’s oil industry, but that’s a prom-
ise that might prove hard to keep, some
observers say. Atiku Abubakar, the main
opposition party contender, has vowed
to break up the Nigerian National
Petroleum Company (NNPC), which he
called a “mafia organization”.

The NNPC and other state-run
organizations have been widely criti-
cized as becoming slush funds for suc-
cessive governments, particularly around
election time in the African OPEC state.
Abubakar, who served as vice-president
to Olusegun Obasanjo between 1999
and 2007, made his latest remarks at a
conference on the economy in Nigeria’s
economic capital Lagos last week. “I
said unless we dismantle these mafia
organizations, we cannot progress, let’s
privatize them,” he said. “I am committed
to these privatizations, as I have said. I
swear even if they are going to kill me, I
will do it.” 

Sitting president, Muhammadu
Buhari, who is running for a second term
in office, made the fight against corrup-
tion a keystone of his first election cam-
paign. His junior minister for oil,
Emmanuel Kachikwu, told AFP: “In
terms of corruption, he (Buhari) has
done his very best.”

Climate of fear 
But it was Kachikwu himself who in

late 2017 denounced what he called the
“climate of fear” at the heart of the
NNPC since the president appointed
one of his close associates, Maikanti
Kacalla Baru, as group managing direc-
tor. Last April he also spoke out against
the state subsidies to cut the cost of
petrol for motorists, saying it cost the

government $3.9 billion every year. In
fact, the NNPC, which has total control
of distribution, has been accused by
many campaigners of overestimating the
number of litres used by an exorbitant
amount in order to rake back in more
money to the government.

“(The) NNPC monopoly on fuel dis-
tribution is not an ideal situation and will
have to end,” said Kachikwu. “And then
part of the corruption in the area will
also end.” But he warned: “If we are not
fixing it, we are going bankrupt.”
Kachikwu reports directly to Buhari,
who as well as being head of state has
taken on the oil minister portfolio him-
self. Buhari takes much the same line on
corruption as his main rival to the presi-
dency, Abubakar.

At an election campaign meeting
Wednesday, Buhari promised an over-
haul of the NNPC to claw back billions
of dollars in looted public funds.
Kachikwu came into Buhari’s govern-
ment as a political novice but as an
expert in the field. He previously served
as ExxonMobil’s deputy chief for Africa.
He reckons that to reinvigorate the
country’s oil industry and increase pro-
duction to four billion barrels a day it
would take between a 25 and 30 billion
dollars’ investment. 

The only way that is going to happen,
he says, is via the privatisation of the
NNPC and the liberalization of the sec-
tor as a whole. “Nobody needs the gov-
ernment to do their business,” he said.
“(The) NNPC is overseeing the whole
chain of production, from the pipelines
to the exportation or distribution.” It
also seems powerful enough to have
successfully blocked all political
attempts to reform an organization
which carries about a million barrels a
day - 50 percent of the total volume of
oil output in Africa’s top oil producer. 

“To talk of privatizing the NNPC is
campaign talk directed at foreign
investors,” said Benjamin Auge, an analyst
at the French Institute for International
Relations. But it is not a vote-winner and
has no impact of the real root of the cor-
ruption - the allocation of rights to sell
petrol, he added. Every year, the NNPC
allocates a series of traders to handle
crude oil exports. — AFP

Foreign detainees are pictured behind bars at an immigration detention center in Bangkok yesterday during a visit organized by authorities for journalists. — AFP 

The world
cupped: The
inside story 

It rarely sees the light of day but the
upscale bra is the most tested, sweated
over and highly engineered piece of

clothing of all. AFP went behind the scenes
at some of the most famous French lingerie
houses to draw back the veil on the almost
exclusively feminine world of bra making.
No other item of clothing provokes such
fierce emotions. Some swear by traditional
bras, others prefer the structural minimal-
ism of modern bralets and crop tops, while
a growing feminist minority entirely reject
what they see as a symbol of female
oppression.

Designed these days using 3D model-
ling, bras made by most big French brands
are sewn to the millimeter and samples are
worn by testers before going on sale. It
takes up to two years from the first
preparatory sketches for a new model to
end up in the shops, according to their
makers. Prototypes are on average remade
and altered around 40 times. The width of
a pencil mark can often be the difference
between two cup sizes, they say.

In the high-end family-owned Simone
Perele lingerie house, new products are
road tested by 80 of the bra makers them-
selves, said Stephanie Perele, the grand-
daughter of the label’s founder. They wear
them for three days, washing them every
night to see how the materials hold up
before making up to 10 adjustments in the
lead up to the final test. These multiple dry
runs on real women explain why there is no
such thing in Paris as a male “corsetier”
working on commercial women’s bras.

A women-only world 
And it is also why even the most sensi-

tive male fashion designers have their
work cut out reimaging a piece of notori-
ously intricate apparel that has between
20 and 30 parts. The managing director of
Aubade, Martina Brown, said that for its
latest collaboration it asked the Dutch
haute couture house Viktor & Rolf to
come up with 12 shades of its trademark
fuchsia color for a new range. In the end

Aubade went for their 13th suggestion,
she told AFP. 

“They had limitless ideas, some of which
unfortunately weren’t doable. We had to
drop the frills and the bows on the bonnet
- but we did manage to get them into the
embroidery. We also had to say no to their
neoprene fabric, which was very cute but
which scratches,” German-born Brown
added. “Comfort is what it is all about
now,” said Alain de Rodellec, head of the
French lingerie industry body, Promincor.
It has organized a huge “Lingerie Rocks”
show Sunday to mark the halfway point
of Paris fashion fortnight. “The bra is the
first thing many women put on in the
morning, and it is against the skin all day
long,” he noted.

Seduction is not a priority for most
women. “Push-up bras are losing ground in
favor of a more natural hold,” Rodellec
said. More and more innovative bras are
been made without underwiring, which can
be a challenge for the “corsetieres” partic-
ularly when dealing with more ample bos-
oms. However, only one in four women in
France take a D cup or bigger, while more
than half fit into a C.

A genius girl and girdles  
The world-famous French lingerie

industry was launched in the 1820s. The
corset soon became commonly worn by
pretty much all women, regardless of their
class. But by the end of the 19th century, as
more women took up sport and other
leisure activities, their needs changed.
Francois Auguste Gamichon made the first
big technological breakthrough with an
elastic meshed bra made with a mix of
materials including vulcanized rubber. He
and his nephew Paul-Maurice Kretz, who
brought into his firm, Chantelle, in 1898,
won gold medals for their patents at the
world fairs in Paris, Milan and London.

But it was a woman, Herminie Cadolle,
who in 1889 came up with the key idea of
supporting the chest from above with
shoulder straps. Her company, Cadolle, is
still a leading brand. By the start of the
1930s, when dresses became thinner and
more body-hugging, bras began to reflect
women’s natural proportions. The golden
age of French bra making followed World
War II, with the dawn of Christian Dior’s
“New Look” in 1947. New brands multi-
plied including Empreinte, Simone Perele,
Lise Charmel and Aubade in 1958. — AFP


