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HONG KONG: Hong Kong leader Carrie Lam yesterday
indefinitely delayed a proposed law that would have
allowed extraditions to mainland China, in a dramatic
retreat after anger over the bill triggered the city’s biggest
and most violent street protests in decades. The extradi-
tion bill, which would have covered Hong Kong’s seven
million residents as well as foreign and Chinese nationals
there, was seen by many as a threat to the rule of law in
the former British colony. 

Around a million people marched through Hong Kong
last Sunday to oppose the bill, according to organizers of
the protest, the largest in the city since crowds came out
against the bloody suppression of pro-democracy demon-
strations centered around Beijing’s Tiananmen Square on
June 4, 1989.

Demonstrations continued through the week and were
met with tear gas, bean bag rounds and rubber bullets
from police, plunging the Asian finance hub into turmoil
and piling heavy pressure on Lam. “After repeated internal
deliberations over the last two days, I now announce that
the government has decided to suspend the legislative
amendment exercise, restart our communication with all
sectors of society, do more explanation work and listen to
different views of society,” Lam told a news conference.

In her first public appearance or comments since
Wednesday, she said there was no deadline, effectively
suspending the process indefinitely. Political opponents
called for the bill to be scrapped completely. Protest
organizers said they would go ahead with another rally on
Sunday to demand Lam step down. The about-face was
one of the most significant political turnarounds under
public pressure by the Hong Kong government since
Britain returned the territory to China in 1997, and it threw
into question Lam’s ability to continue to lead the city.

It also potentially alleviated an unwanted headache for
the leadership in Beijing, which is grappling with a slowing
economy and an all-consuming trade war with the United
States. Asked repeatedly if she would step down, Lam
avoided directly answering and appealed to the public to

“give us another chance”. She said she had been a civil ser-
vant for decades and still had work she wanted to do. She
added that she felt “deep sorrow and regret that the defi-
ciencies in our work and various other factors have stirred
up substantial controversies and disputes in society”.

‘Great care’
The extradition bill deliberations started in February

and Lam had pushed to have it passed by July. But the
protests changed the equation. Cracks began to appear on
Friday in the support base for the bill with several pro-
Beijing politicians and a senior adviser to Lam saying dis-
cussion of the bill should be postponed for the time being.
Sing Tao newspaper reported yesterday that China’s top
official overseeing Hong Kong policy, Vice Premier Han
Zheng, met Lam in Shenzhen in recent days.

Lam declined to confirm whether or not the meeting
had happened, but took ownership for the decision to sus-
pend the bill and said she had support from the central
government. Steve Tsang, a political scientist at SOAS in
London, said Beijing had most likely ordered Lam to post-
pone the bill. “They would have indicated to Carrie...that
this just has to end. She didn’t understand what she was
doing,” he said. “I think Carrie Lam’s days are num-
bered...Beijing cannot afford to sack her right away,
because that would be an indication of weakness.”

The Chinese government office in charge of Hong Kong
affairs expressed “support, respect and understanding” of
Lam’s decision to suspend the bill. In a statement via the
state news agency Xinhua, a spokesman said the central
government “fully affirmed” the work of Lam and the Hong
Kong government and would continue “to firmly support”
her. Beijing “strongly condemns” the violence during the
protests and supports the Hong Kong police, the statement
said. Pro-democracy politicians, responding to Lam’s
announcement, said a suspension was not enough.

“Carrie Lam has lost all credibility among Hong Kong
people. She must step down,” said Claudia Mo, a legislator
and member of the pan-democratic camp, which has

opposed the bill. A spokesman said the US consulate in
Hong Kong welcomed Lam’s decision and urged “great
care and taking into account the views of the local and
international community should the Hong Kong govern-
ment pursue any amendments to its extradition laws, par-
ticularly as they relate to mainland China”. Beyond the
public outcry, the extradition bill had spooked some of
Hong Kong’s tycoons into starting to move their personal
wealth offshore, according to financial advisers, bankers and
lawyers familiar with the details. And senior police officers
have said Lam’s refusal to heed public opinion was sowing

resentment in the force, which was already battered by
accusations of police brutality during the 2014 pro-democ-
racy “Umbrella” civil disobedience movement. Lam had said
the extradition law was necessary to prevent criminals using
Hong Kong as a place to hide and that human rights would
be protected by the city’s court which would decide on the
extraditions on a case-by-case basis. Critics, including lead-
ing lawyers and rights groups, note China’s justice system is
controlled by the Communist Party, and say it is marked by
torture and forced confessions, arbitrary detention and poor
access to lawyers. — Reuters

Bowing to pressure, Hong Kong 
leader suspends extradition bill

Chinese government supports Lam, condemns violence

MODENA: Amanda Knox told an Italian legal forum
yesterday she feared “harassment” and “new accusa-
tions” four years after she was acquitted of the grue-
some killing of her British housemate. Knox, from Seattle,
spent four years behind bars after the half-naked body
of fellow exchange student Meredith Kercher was found
on November 2, 2007 in a bedroom of the apartment
they shared in the central Italian city of Perugia.

Now, the 31-year-old is controversially back in Italy
for a discussion panel entitled “Trial by Media” at the
Criminal Justice Festival in the northern city of Modena.
“To tell the truth I am afraid, afraid of being harassed,
insulted, afraid of being trapped and new accusations
being directed at me,” Knox said. “I have come back
because it was something I had to do - there was a time
when I felt at home in this beautiful country and I hope
one day to recapture this feeling,” Knox, speaking in
Italian, told the forum, her voice often close to breaking.

‘Many think I am wicked’ 
“I know that, despite my acquittal, I remain a con-

troversial figure in the face of public opinion, especially
here in Italy. I know many people think I am wicked,”
said the American. “Some have even suggested that by
being here I am once again traumatizing the Kercher
family and profaning Meredith’s memory,” she went on.
“They are wrong,” she insisted.

“The fact I continue to be held responsible for the
Kerchers’ pain shows how powerful false narratives can
be and how they can undermine justice, especially
when reinforced and amplified by the media,” said
Knox. The conference has been organized by a group
of Modena lawyers and the Italy Innocence Project,
which focuses “on the issues related to wrongful con-
victions and miscarriages of justice”. “The Italy
Innocence Project didn’t yet exist when I was wrongly
convicted in Perugia,” Knox tweeted in May.

From the outset, her case sparked lurid headlines in
Britain and Knox’s hometown of Seattle, Washington.
Prosecutors described the murder as a drug-fuelled
sex game gone awry involving Knox, her Italian
boyfriend Raffaele Sollecito and an Ivorian drifter,
Rudy Guede. Sollecito was acquitted alongside Knox,
but Guede was convicted in a separate “fast track” trial
and is serving a 16-year jail term in Italy. Defense
lawyers argued their clients could not get a fair trial
because of the media frenzy over the murder, with lurid
headlines seizing on the young US student’s nickname
“Foxy Knoxy”. Knox left Italy after she was acquitted
on appeal in 2011. In an essay published online on
Wednesday, she recalled fleeing the country “in a high-
speed chase, paparazzi literally ramming the back of my
stepdad’s rental car”. Knox’s sentence was raised to 28
years in prison when her conviction was upheld in 2014,
though both she and Sollecito were finally acquitted by
Italy’s top court the following year and she returned
home to work as a journalist and commentator. — AFP
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MODENA: US journalist Amanda Knox reacts after she
addressed a panel discussion titled “Trial by Media”
during the Criminal Justice Festival at the Law
University of Modena, northern Italy yesterday. — AFP 

HONG KONG: People pray outside the government headquarters in Hong Kong yesterday. Hong Kong’s
embattled leader has suspended a hugely divisive bill that would allow extraditions to China in a major
climbdown after a week of unprecedented protests and political unrest. — AFP 

Guatemala: War, 
poverty, migrants
PARIS: Central America’s most populated country,
Guatemala is scarred by war, gang violence and poverty,
its people among the streams of migrants heading north to
the United States. Ahead of presidential elections on June
16, here are some facts about the country with a popula-
tion of nearly 17 million.

Migrant gateway
On the southern border of Mexico, Guatemala is a

gateway for the large numbers of Central American
migrants aiming to reach United States. The bulk are from
Guatemala and its southern neighbors, Honduras and El
Salvador. All three countries are wracked by poverty and
violence. US President Donald Trump threatened last year
to cut aid to the countries if they do not halt the flow of
migrants. He also heaped pressure on Mexico, which
agreed to deploy its new National Guard to its highly
porous border with Guatemala. The Guatemalan National
Migrant Assistance Council estimates that about 1.5 million
Guatemalans live in the United States and only between
300,000 and 400,000 have legal residence. 

Poverty, violence 
While Guatemala has the biggest economy of Central

America’s seven countries, it also has some of the worst
poverty, malnutrition and maternal-child mortality rates in
Latin America, the World Bank says. It is expected to
reach 3.3 percent growth in 2019 (from three percent for

2018), with textiles and clothing, coffee, sugar, silver and
bananas among its main exports. However, nearly 60 per-
cent of its population lives below the poverty line of $1.50
a day, most in rural and indigenous areas. It has one of the
world’s highest homicide rates, although this has been
dropping: official statistics put the rate at 22.4 murders per
100,000 people at the end of 2018, from 26.1 a year earli-
er. Around half the killings are blamed on drug trafficking
and extortion operations carried out by powerful gangs.

36-year civil war 
Once part of the Mayan empire, Guatemala was ruled

by Spain from 1524 until its independence in 1821. Spanish
remains its official language and there are 21 native, mainly
Maya, tongues. In 1954 the leftist regime of freely elected
Jacobo Arbenz Guzman was overthrown in a US-backed
coup, leading to a string of pro-American, right-wing
regimes and the outbreak of civil war. The fighting
between government troops, left-wing rebels and right-
wing vigilante groups ended with a peace accord in 1996.
According to the UN, about 200,000 people died or were
forcibly disappeared. About 1.5 million were displaced or
exiled. Dictator Efrain Rios Montt, who ruled from 1982 to
1983, died in 2018 while on trial for the genocide at the
peak of the war.

Comedian in power 
In 2016, former TV comic Jimmy Morales, famous for

playing a country bumpkin cowboy who nearly gets elect-
ed president by accident, became president for real. He
had campaigned on a promise of clean government after
his predecessor, Otto Perez, was forced to step down fol-
lowing charges of corruption. However, a UN anti-corrup-
tion mission now wants to investigate Morales on suspi-

cion of campaign finance violations. He is constitutionally
prohibited from running for a second term.

‘Ring of Fire’ 
Guatemala is situated in the “Pacific Ring of Fire” where

around 85 percent of the world’s seismic activity is con-
centrated. The Fuego volcano, 35 kilometers (22 miles)
southeast of the capital Guatemala City, erupted around
five times in 2018, claiming around 200 lives in June. Three
other volcanoes surround its landmark Lake Atitlan,
Guatemala’s most important tourist attraction, which has
become heavily polluted. — AFP 

Catalans separatists 
conquer new bastions 
of power
BARCELONA: Not content with controlling the regional
government and hundreds of town halls, Catalonia’s inde-
pendence movement is conquering new power centers
even if the mayorship of Barcelona could still be out of
reach. The push follows a failed attempt to declare inde-
pendence from Spain in October 2017, which prompted
the Spanish government to impose direct rule on the semi-
autonomous region in Spain’s biggest crisis in decades. 

In recent months, the movement took over Barcelona’s
Chamber of Commerce after a campaign to mobilize
grassroots support. The pro-independence Intersindical-
CSC union won elections among workers in the region’s
public administration, becoming the union with most rep-
resentation. Then in May municipal elections, separatist
candidate Ernest Maragall won the most votes. With
enough support, he would be the first pro-independence
mayor of the city since Spain transitioned to democracy in
the 1970s. That looks less likely now, however, as Maragall
did not get a majority and looks unlikely to get the support
he needs to become mayor.

Mobilising campaign
The separatists’ current drive focuses largely on gain-

ing ground in financial or professional institutions. During

the 2017 crisis, thousands of companies moved their legal
headquarters out of Catalonia, including the banks
CaixaBank and Banco Sabadell, energy group Naturgy and
cava-maker Freixenet. The grassroots campaign was
launched in December by the Catalan Business Circle, a
pro-secession business group, and the highly influential,
separatist ANC civic association. Surveys indicate that more
than half of Catalans are not in favor of independence.

But the idea was to encourage those independence sup-
porters in Catalonia not only to go to protests but also to
vote for separatist candidates in elections to unions, finan-
cial institutions, professional associations or sporting feder-
ations. “We realized that apart from parliament, town halls
and the government, there was a network of power struc-
tures that were mainly in the hands of people who weren’t
pro-independence,” Montse Soler of the ANC told AFP.

“Until now, the business community as a whole has been
represented by big business, with a unionist message,”
Joan Canadell, founder of the Catalan Business Circle said.
That’s something he wanted to change with the joint cam-
paign with ANC. In May, 31 of its candidates were elected
to the executive of Barcelona’s Chamber of Commerce out
of 40 posts that were up for grabs, taking control. The
Chamber of Commerce has a budget of 19.8 million euros
($22.3 million) and is represented in key economic entities
in the area, in the tourism, logistics and events sectors.

Canadell, the co-founder of the low-cost Petroleos
Independientes petrol stations whose logo includes the
Catalan separatist flag, will be its president. “For us, the
objective itself is not independence but it’s obvious that
we will work for it,” he said. His victory, due in no small
part to the votes of small businesses, caused concern in
other financial circles. — AFP 

Sri Lanka ‘super 
woman’ guilty 
of child abuse 
COLOMBO: Sri Lanka’s Supreme Court fined an award-
winning woman police officer for illegally detaining and
intimidating a teenage girl to frame a local politician for rape,
officials said Friday. Chief Inspector Waruni Bogahawatte
was also ordered to pay 100,000 rupees ($570) as compen-
sation to the victim while the state was also ordered to pay
50,000 rupees in the hearing earlier this week.

The 15-year-old girl was forced by Bogahawatte to
undergo repeated medical examinations to establish if she
had been sexually attacked. A three-judge bench held that
Bogahawatte, who won the best woman officer award in
2017, had abused her authority and violated the girl’s fun-
damental rights and also intimidated her family. Local
media had hailed her at as a “super woman” chasing child
abusers and sexual offenders.

The court heard that Bogahawatte repeatedly forced
the girl from the southern town of Akuressa to make a
false statement against a low-level politician who faced
several unrelated rape allegations. When the girl insisted
she had not been raped or sexually molested by the politi-
cian, Bogahawatte had illegally detained her at Matara
police station in 2012 and subjected her to four medical
examinations which proved negative.

Bogahawatte also locked up the girl in a cell with an
adult offender, violating rules in dealing with juveniles. The
court felt that the girl, who cannot be identified by the
media, had been treated as a perpetrator rather than a
potential victim of a crime. “This court also takes an oppor-
tunity to note with concern the increasing number of inci-
dents of abuse of power by law enforcement authorities.

“There is no doubt that what is brought before courts is
a fragment of the totality of incidents taking place across
the country,” the judges said Wednesday in their 24-page
decision seen by AFP. A senior police source told AFP they
would immediately withdraw the awards given to
Bogahawatte and she would also be subjected to an inter-
nal investigation and risked losing her job. Another
women’s organization which granted her a “Top Career
Woman” award in 2014 said it was reviewing the case. The
Supreme Court asked police to remind their staff of the
need to protect the basic rights of individuals.  — AFP

TAPACHULA: Migrants and residents use a makeshift raft to
illegally cross the Suchiate river, from Tecun Uman, in
Guatemala to Ciudad Hidalgo, Chiapas state, Mexico. — AFP

BARCELONA: People hold up placards with photos of the 12 Catalan separatist leaders who have been judged in Madrid
over their role in Catalonia’s failed 2017 independence bid during a demonstration to demand an acquittal for them. — AFP 


