
COX’S BAZAR, Bangladesh: Bangladesh yester-
day started moving a second group of Rohingya
refugees to a controversial flood-prone island in
the Bay of Bengal despite opposition from rights
activists.

More than 1,600 of the Muslim minority from
Myanmar were taken to Bhashan Char earlier this
month, and Foreign Minister A K Abdul Momen
said just under 1,000 were in the latest batch
heading for what he called a “beautiful resort”.
Buses took the Rohingya from camps in Cox’s
Bazar, where nearly one million refugees are
packed, to Chittagong port where they will be tak-
en to the barren island.

“They are going voluntarily. They are very
eager to go Bhashan Char because they have
heard from their relatives, those who have gone to
Bhashan Char, that (it) is an excellent place,”
Momen told AFP.

He claimed the island was “100 times better”
than the camps, and that the refugees had
“appealed” to be taken there. “Bhashan Char is a
beautiful resort. It is an excellent resort. And once
anybody goes there, they will love it,” the minister
added. Two Rohingya men in the latest group said
they were going to the island willingly. Nur Kamal, a

Rohingya from the giant Kutupalang refugee camp,
said he was going to be with relatives already at
Bhashan Char: “What is the point of staying here (in
the camps) without them?”

Serajul Islam said he was going with five family
members and was not being forced. “The way the
international community is handling our issue, I
don’t see any future in the camps,” he told AFP from
the bus taking him to Chittagong.

“It is better I go and live the rest of my life there
in better housing. At least I won’t have to think
about floods during the rainy season and unbear-
able heat in the summer.” More than 700,000
Rohingya packed the camps in Bangladesh in 2017
after a deadly Myanmar military clampdown that
the United Nations has said could be genocide.

After the first transfer on December 4, several
Rohingya said that they were beaten and intimidat-
ed to agree to move. The Bangladesh government
eventually wants to put 100,000 Rohingya on the
13,000-acre (56 square-kilometer) island, despite
criticism from rights groups because Bhashan Char
is so isolated. The UN said it has not been involved
in the process.

“Allegations from within the community about
cash incentives being offered to Rohingya families

to relocate to Bhashan Char as well as use of intim-
idation tactics are making the relocation process
questionable,” said Amnesty International’s South

Asia campaigner Saad Hammadi. Foreign minister
Momen said critics of the policy were “making up
stories”. — AFP
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A convoy of buses carries Rohingya refugees being relocated to a controversial flood-prone island in the Bay of
Bengal, in Ukhia yesterday. — AFP

Bhashan Char island ‘100 times better’ than the camps: Minister

Bangladesh begins moving more 
Rohingya to flood-prone island

News in brief

Guinea clashes leave 11 dead

CONAKRY, Guinea: Two days of communal
clashes in southeast Guinea have left at least 11
people dead and more than 40 wounded, offi-
cials said Sunday. The violence between mostly
Muslim Tomas Mania and mostly animist Tomas
was sparked Saturday by the unveiling of a new
house for the Tomas patriarch in the town of
Macenta, local sources said. Police reinforce-
ments from neighboring towns failed to stop the
fighting Sunday and several of their number had
been injured, a prefectural source said.
Witnesses said many residents had fled and tak-
en shelter in the surrounding forest. —AFP

Croatia hit by 5.2 magnitude quake 

ZAGREB, Croatia: An 5.2-magnitude earth-
quake rattled central Croatia and the capital
Zagreb early yesterday morning, the European-
Mediterranean Seismological Centre (EMSC)
said, with initial reports indicating no casualties.
The tremor was felt at 530 GMT in Zagreb, with
an epicenter some 50 kilometres south outside
the town of Sisak, home to some 35,000 people,
EMSC reported. “We have not yet been
informed of damage,” Kresimir Kuk, head of the
Croatian Seismological Institute, told the
national television (HRT). Local media reported
some damage to building facades in Sisak. In
March, Zagreb was struck by a 5.3-magnitude
quake, the strongest in decades, which badly
damaged buildings in the capital. —AFP

Seven die in China knife attack 

BEIJING: A man armed with a knife killed sev-
en people and wounded seven others in north-
eastern China on Sunday, state media reported.
The attack-which police said appeared to have
been “random”-reportedly took place at 8.14
am local time (0014 GMT) in the city of
Kaiyuan in Liaoning province. The attacker was
later arrested in a local bath house, they added.
An inquiry has begun, the Kaiyun public securi-
ty office said in a post on the Twitter-like Weibo
website. Stabbings are relatively common in
China, where firearms are banned, and are often
used in random attacks by angry citizens who
see themselves as victims of injustice and seek
revenge on society. — AFP

Seven Pakistani troops killed 

ISLAMABAD: Seven Pakistani paramilitary
troops were killed by militants in an attack on a
check post in the country’s restive southwest, the
military said Sunday. The incident took place
Saturday night in the town of Harnai, around 170
kilometers (105 miles) east of Quetta, capital of
the Balochistan province which borders
Afghanistan and Iran. The Pakistani military has
been fighting a low-level insurgency for decades
in the province. “During the intense exchange of
fire, seven brave soldiers embraced shahadat
(martyrdom) while repulsing raiding terrorists,”
the military said in a statement. — AFP

China ramps up virus controls

BEIJING: Temperature checks, queues for tests
and inspections at airports-Chinese authorities
have stepped up health checks to snuff out the
threat of a coronavirus resurgence. China, where
the virus first emerged around a year ago, large-
ly contained its outbreak, and its economy has
roared back to life. But Beijing is taking few risks
with coronavirus cases skyrocketing in many
parts of the world and the threat of a new vari-
ant experts believe could be more transmissible.
Strict checks have been imposed across neigh-
borhoods in the capital Beijing, where suspected
virus cases have been detected. — AFP

SHENZHEN, China: The trial in China of a group
of Hong Kong pro-democracy activists who tried to
escape the city by speedboat for sanctuary in
Taiwan opened yesterday, as the United States
urged the immediate release of dissidents it says
“fled tyranny”. Ten of the so-called “Hong Kong 12”
were in court in the southern city of Shenzhen to
face charges linked to an illegal border crossing.

Chinese authorities took them into custody after
their boat was intercepted on August 23. The hear-
ing began as scheduled yesterday afternoon and a
convoy of vehicles were seen departing around four
hours later. The Yantian District People’s Court said
sentencing will be at a later date.

Court officials stayed tight-lipped about the case,
and the trial-like many in China’s opaque legal sys-
tem-was not open to foreign reporters or diplomats.
At least two of the group could face around seven
years in jail for organizing the attempted escape
from a city where democracy activists last year led
massive protests against Beijing’s rule.

Some of the group were already facing prosecu-
tion in Hong Kong, where a draconian national secu-
rity law imposed by China has largely stamped out
the city’s protest movement. “I would like to urge the
Yantian court to hand down the verdict as soon as
possible... With a verdict I can set off for Shenzhen. I
just want to meet my son,” activist Wong Wai-Yin’s
mother said yesterday evening.

Activist Lester Shum added that “none of the
families we know got to hear the trial”, despite the
court’s statement saying relatives were present.
“Their so-called ‘crime’ was to flee tyranny,” a US
embassy spokesperson told AFP, ahead of the
detainees’ scheduled court appearance.

Urging their immediate release, the spokesperson
said: “Communist China will stop at nothing to pre-

vent its people from seeking freedom elsewhere.”
The US has used Hong Kong’s evaporating freedoms
as a stick to beat China with in recent months.
China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs went into a famil-
iar attack mode over the US comments.

Washington must “immediately stop interfering in
China’s internal affairs through the Hong Kong issue
and immediately stop interfering in China’s judicial
sovereignty,” spokesman Zhao Lijian told reporters.

Secret trial 
Families of the accused-the youngest of whom is

just 16 — have called for the hearing in the
Shenzhen court to be broadcast live, after they were
unable to attend due to the short notice for the trial
and COVID-19 requirements. They were only noti-
fied of the trial date on Friday, while their lawyers
have been barred from meeting with the detainees.
Authorities instead have appointed state-approved
legal representation.

In a joint letter over the weekend, the families

said they “strongly condemn” the authorities’ deci-
sion to hold the trial in “de facto secret”. “We urge
governments to send embassy personnel to the
hearing to guarantee a proper and fair trial by the
courts in Shenzhen,” they said, noting that those
detained include British, Portuguese and Vietnamese
nationals. The security law that now blankets Hong
Kong gives authorities sweeping powers of prosecu-
tion for acts deemed terrorism, secession, subver-
sion or collusion with foreign entities.

The city had enjoyed unique freedoms since its
handover from former colonial power Britain in 1997,
with a deal promising a “one country, two systems”
arrangement for 50 years. Beijing says the new
security law was needed to restore peace and sta-
bility but critics have condemned it as a fatal attack
on Hong Kong’s freedoms. China has a history of
putting dissidents on trial around the Christmas and
New Year period to avoid Western scrutiny.
Amnesty International said there was little chance
the group would receive a fair trial. — AFP

HONG KONG: Family members of a group of Hong Kong democracy activists, who tried to flee the city by speedboat to
Taiwan last August, hold a press conference in Hong Kong yesterday, the first day of their trial across the border in the
Chinese city of Shenzhen. — AFP

China trial of ‘Hong
Kong 12’ begins as
US decries ‘tyranny’

Sri Lanka welcomes 
first tourists despite 
new virus strain
COLOMBO: Sri Lanka welcomed its first foreign
tourists in nine months yesterday even as a new
deadlier strain of the coronavirus gripped the
island. A charter flight carrying 185 passengers
from Ukraine landed at a little-used airport south of
the capital, which has been stricken by a surge in
COVID-19 cases and deaths.

In less than three months, the official number of
coronavirus fatalities has risen from 13 to 191, while
the number of infections has gone from 3,300 to
more than 41,000. Still , authorities hope the
Ukrainian arrivals will be the first of thousands of

foreigners to visit-easing pressure on the tourism-
reliant economy that was shut down in March.

The visitors, who had to produce coronavirus-
free certificates before departure, were tested
again on arrival at Rajapaksa International airport.
They will be confined to their hotels for the dura-
tion of their holiday. “This is a pilot project to test
our systems,” government spokesman Ramesh
Pathirana said, adding that there would be a
review after one month. 

Sri Lanka’s international borders remain closed,
with the exception of repatriation flights and char-
ters approved by local health authorities.

But Sri Lanka is also scheduled to host a two-
Test cricket tour by England next month. The moves
come despite authorities announcing a deadlier
coronavirus strain. Minister for COVID Disease
Control, Sudharshini Fernandopulle, said the strain
was more infectious than one which spread in Sri
Lanka between January and October. —AFP

MATTALA: Ukraine passengers arrive at Mattala Rajapaksa International Airport, in Mattala yesterday. Sri Lanka
welcomed its first foreign tourists in nine months yesterday even as a new deadlier strain of the coronavirus
gripped the island. —AFP

S Korea detects 
first coronavirus 
variant cases
SEOUL: Three cases of a particularly infectious
coronavirus variant that recently emerged in Britain
have been confirmed in South Korea, health author-
ities said yesterday.

The three individuals are members of a London-
based family who arrived in the country on
December 22, according to the Korea Disease
Control and Prevention Agency. They have been
placed in isolation since testing positive for
COVID-19 on arrival, the KDCA statement said.

The new strain of the virus emerged earlier this
month in Britain and has already reached several
European countries, as well as Canada, Jordan and
Japan. Last week London said another new variant
of the virus was found in the country in cases
linked to South Africa, which is the first African
nation to record one million coronavirus cases.

The new strain, which experts fear is more con-
tagious, prompted more than 50 countries to
impose travel restrictions on Britain. South Korea
was among them and has barred flights from Britain
until January 7. In addition, the country will make it
mandatory for passengers travelling from Britain or
South Africa to submit negative Covid-19 test
results before departure, KDCA chief Jung Eun-
kyeong said.

Authorities are also looking into the case of an
elderly South Korean man who tested positive for
COVID-19 after his body was returned from Britain
earlier this month.

The announcement came as a third wave of the
virus grips the country, with a resurgence centered
on the greater Seoul area seeing daily cases climb
to over 1,000 several times this month despite
stricter distancing measures.  South Korea report-
ed 808 new cases yesterday, raising its national
total to 57,680 with 819 deaths. — AFP


