
HONG KONG: A Chinese court yesterday jailed 10
Hong Kong democracy activists for up to three
years over a bid to flee the city by speedboat to
Taiwan, as a crackdown on dissent in the territory
intensifies. The group were arrested by the Chinese
coastguard on August 23 en route to the self-ruled
island, which has quietly opened its doors to
Hongkongers seeking sanctuary.

The court in the southern city of Shenzhen sen-
tenced Tang Kai-yin to three years in jail and
Quinn Moon to two years for organizing an illegal
border crossing.

The eight others were sentenced to seven
months behind bars for illegally crossing the bor-
der. The 10 were also fined up to 20,000 yuan
(US$3,060) in addition to their jail terms. The sen-
tencing follows the imposition of a sweeping new
security law in Hong Kong this year that has given
the government broad powers to prosecute politi-
cal dissidents. A number of activists have fled the
city for overseas and political organizations have
shuttered their doors as Beijing seeks to keep a lid
on unrest that rocked the financial hub for months
last year.

A total of 12 people were caught on the boat and
have been held in custody for more than four
months on the mainland. The group were facing
prosecution in Hong Kong related to last year’s
protests before attempting their escape.

They will likely face further charges in the city
after serving their mainland sentences.

Two minors from the so-called “Hong Kong

12”, aged 17 and 18, were returned to the city
yesterday after they admitted wrongdoing,
Chinese officials said. The court said it would not
pursue its case against them. In Hong Kong, the
18-year-old faces charges of conspiracy to com-
mit arson, while the 17-year-old faces charges of
attempted arson and possession of offensive
weapons.

‘Utterly unjust’ 
Barrister Chow Hang-tung, from the “Save 12”

concern group, condemned the mainland legal
process as “utterly unjust” as their families and
lawyers had been kept in the dark.

“According to the state media’s report, the
defendants even praised the mainland’s justice sys-
tem, which is very absurd,” Chow said. “We can’t
imagine what kind of treatment they have got in the
detention center.” The 10 adults first appeared
before the Shenzhen court on Monday, but the trial-
like many in China’s opaque legal system-was not
open to foreign reporters or diplomats.

Families of the accused were only notified three
days before the hearing and were unable to attend
due to the short notice and COVID-19 restrictions.
Their lawyers were barred from meeting the
detainees, with authorities instead appointing state-
approved legal representation. 

The lawyers said the sentences were too heavy
and the allegation of organizing a border crossing
was not substantiated. “I think no matter he was
sentenced to one day or seven months, every single

day is unjust,” said the father of jailed activist
Cheng Tsz-ho.

‘Fleeing tyranny’ 
According to mainland Chinese media, Tang

bought the boat in August and learnt basic driving
skills for the escape, while Quinn Moon was
responsible for communicating with the rest of the

group, urging them to tell the coastguard they were
going fishing if caught. They all pleaded guilty to
the crime and signed confession papers in the pres-
ence of lawyers, said the Southern Daily, a mouth-
piece of the Guangdong provincial Communist
Party committee. The United States on Monday
called for the immediate release of the group, say-
ing they were “fleeing tyranny”.  — AFP
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HONG KONG: Hong Kong’s acting chief superintendent of the Commercial Crime Bureau, Cheng Lai Ki speaks to the
media in Hong Kong yesterday after the release of the two youngest members of the so-called “Hong Kong 12”
held over the border in the southern Chinese city of Shenzhen since last August when the 12 were caught trying to
flee the territory for Taiwan. — AFP
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Singapore kicks
off COVID-19
vaccination drive
SINGAPORE: Singapore began a coronavirus
vaccination campaign yesterday with a nurse
receiving the first jab, making it among the first
Asian nations to roll out inoculations.

The city-state, which has suffered a mild
outbreak, became the first country in Asia to
approve the Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine earlier
this month, and its program kicked off with
healthcare workers. 

Nurse Sarah Lim, 46, whose work includes
screening suspected COVID-19 patients, was
the first to be immunized, the health ministry
said.  “I feel grateful and thankful for being the
first to be vaccinated,” the nurse from the
national center for infectious diseases was cited
as saying by the Straits Times newspaper. More
than 30 staff from the center are receiving the
first dose of the two-shot vaccine Wednesday,
and will get the second next month. After health-
care workers, the city-state will vaccinate the
elderly, and then the rest of the population. The
government expects to have enough vaccines
for all 5.7 million people in the city by the third
quarter of 2021, with the voluntary vaccine free
for all Singaporeans and long-term residents.

Other countries that have started immuniza-
tions include Britain, EU nations, and the United
States, although most Asian nations are yet to
begin. In China, where the virus emerged, at
least one million people have already received
jabs after vaccine candidates were approved
for emergency use, although they have so far
been limited to priority groups such as state
employees. The inoculations are yet to receive
official approval. Vaccinations have been given
in limited numbers in other parts of the region,
including to members of Philippine President
Rodrigo Duterte’s security team, and to US
troops stationed in South Korea. 

Singapore has recorded about 58,000
infections, mostly among low-paid migrant
workers living in crowded dormitories, and just
29 deaths. —AFP

Afghan troops 
abandon 200 
checkpoints 
to Taleban
KANDAHAR: Afghan security per-
sonnel have abandoned nearly 200
checkpoints in restive Kandahar
province in recent weeks, officials
said yesterday, in some cases leaving
behind their weapons to be seized by
the Taleban.

Kandahar provincial governor
Hayatullah Hayat and a local lawmaker
separately confirmed the situation,
saying commanders would be disci-
plined for their actions. The defense
ministry in Kabul denied the reports,
insisting government forces had been
making progress in the region.
Government forces and the Taleban
have clashed regularly in Kandahar

province since October despite peace
talks between the warring sides. 

“Afghan security forces have
retreated from 193 checkpoints and
outposts in Zharai, Maiwand,
Arghandab and Panjwai districts,”
Kandahar provincial governor
Hayatullah Hayat said. “Most of the
security chiefs and officers who neg-
lected their duties have been dis-
missed and referred to the judiciary.”
Kandahar lawmaker Hashim Alkhozai
and a local police officer confirmed
the details to AFP. 

“The security forces exited the
bases leaving behind their weapons
and ammunition,” Alkhozai said. Most
of those who left were soldiers, said
Jan Mohammad, a policeman from
Zharai district.

“They left without firing a bullet,”
he said. “The Taleban now have all the
weapons seized from the army and
are using them against us.” Governor
Hayat blamed “poor coordination” for
the situation amid a shortage of police
and troops. Kandahar is the birth-

place of the Taleban, who went on to
rule Afghanistan with a harsh version
of Islamic sharia law until being over-
thrown by a US-led invasion in 2001.
Since a US-Taleban deal in February,
the insurgents have mostly refrained
from carrying out major attacks on

cities, but have launched near-daily
assaults against Afghan forces in rural
areas. Peace talks between the two
sides-which started in September in
the Qatari capital of Doha-are cur-
rently on a break and are due to
resume on January 5. — AFP

Shoppers crowd at a market in Herat. — AFP

US ‘stands ready’ 
to try mastermind 
behind Pearl murder
WASHINGTON: The US Attorney General said
Tuesday the United States “stands ready” to try a
militant convicted of murdering American journalist
Daniel Pearl whose release was ordered by a
Pakistani court. The decision by Sindh High Court to
release the accused comes months after it sparked
outrage for overturning the murder conviction and
death sentence of Ahmed Omar Saeed Sheikh, and
acquitted three other men connected to the case.

The four are being held under the emergency
orders of the local government while an ongoing
appeal against their acquittals is heard in the
Supreme Court, but defense lawyers argued against
their continued detention in the south of the coun-
try. “We remain grateful for the Pakistani govern-
ment’s actions to appeal such rulings to ensure that
(Sheikh) and his co-defendants are held account-
able,” acting attorney general Jeffrey Rosen said in

a statement, calling the acquittals “an affront to ter-
rorism victims everywhere.”

“If, however, those efforts do not succeed, the
United States stands ready to take custody of Omar
Sheikh to stand trial here,” the statement said. “We
cannot allow him to evade justice for his role in
Daniel Pearl’s abduction and murder.” Sheikh, a
British-born jihadist who once studied at the
London School of Economics and had been
involved in previous kidnappings of foreigners, was
arrested days after Pearl’s abduction and later sen-
tenced to death by hanging.

In January 2011, a report released by the Pearl
Project at Georgetown University following an
investigation into his death made chilling revela-
tions, and said that the wrong men had been con-
victed for Pearl’s murder. The investigation, led by
Pearl’s friend and former Wall Street Journal col-
league Asra Nomani and a Georgetown University
professor, claimed the reporter was murdered by
Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, the alleged mastermind
of the September 11, 2001 attacks, not Sheikh.

Pearl was South Asia bureau chief for The Wall
Street Journal when he was abducted in Karachi in
January 2002 while researching a story about

Islamist militants. A graphic video showing his
decapitation was delivered to the US consulate
nearly a month later. — AFP

KARACHI: Sheikh Aslam (right), a relative of one of the
accused of murdering US journalist Daniel Pearl and
his lawyer Nadeem Azhar speak with media represen-
tatives outside a prison in Karachi. A court in Pakistan
ordered the release of a British-born militant convicted
of murdering American journalist Daniel Pearl, who
was kidnapped and beheaded in the southern city of
Karachi in 2002. — AFP

Sinopharm: Vaccine 
79% effective 
against COVID-19
BEIJING: Phase 3 trials of a Sinopharm coron-
avirus vaccine found it was 79 percent effective,
the Chinese pharma giant said yesterday, lower
than rival jabs developed by Pfizer-BioNTech and
Moderna but a potential breakthrough in the battle
to stem the pandemic in Asia.

China, where the pandemic first emerged, has
been racing against the West to develop its own
COVID-19 vaccines, with five already in large-scale
Phase 3 clinical trials but none officially approved
yet. Yesterday’s announcement was the first data
released regarding the efficacy of a Chinese vaccine
candidate. “The protective effect of the (Sinopharm
CNBG Beijing) vaccine against COVID-19 is 79.34
percent,” said the Beijing Institute of Biological
Products, a Sinopharm subsidiary that has been
developing a vaccine with CNBG.

Sinopharm has applied to China’s drug regulator
for approval of the inactivated coronavirus vaccine,
the statement said, a type of inoculation using parti-
cles of the pathogen. But China has struggled to
gain international trust for its vaccine candidates,
hindered by a lack of transparency on test results. 

It has also been slow to complete Phase 3 trials,
which had to be conducted abroad due to China’s
success at curbing the spread of COVID-19 within
its own borders. Meanwhile, Western countries have
surged ahead with vaccine rollouts and approvals.
Hundreds of millions of doses have been booked
from frontrunner candidates by Pfizer-BioNTech
and Moderna, which have a 95 percent and 94 per-
cent efficacy rate respectively. 

Vaccine diplomacy 
Despite little data and unproven vaccines, more

than one million people have already taken unap-
proved jabs in China under its emergency use pro-
gram. They include frontline health workers, state-
owned enterprise employees and workers planning to
travel abroad. China plans to vaccinate millions more
this winter in the run-up to Lunar New Year, and
officials have vowed to ramp up vaccine production
capacity to more than 1 billion doses next year. 

The United Arab Emirates approved a
Sinopharm vaccine earlier this month, becoming
the first foreign country to adopt a China-devel-
oped COVID-19 inoculation.  Beijing has pledged
to share its vaccines at a relatively low cost-a
potential boost for poorer Asian countries who are
otherwise reliant on limited distribution offered by
a global scheme. That also hands China a diplo-
matic carrot at a time when it has faced wide-
spread criticism led by the US and Australia over

its handling of the initial outbreak.
“We will also give priority to developing coun-

tries for vaccines. This will be made through a vari-
ety of ways, including through donations and aid,”
foreign ministry spokesman Zhao Lijian said Friday.

Its inactivated vaccines are more easily trans-
portable than Pfizer’s candidate, which must be
stored at minus 70 degrees Celsius-impossible in
most developing countries. As a winter wave of
virus sweeps across much of the world spurring
fresh lockdowns and grim spikes in death tolls,
attention has returned to China’s management of the
pandemic. —AFP

LIMA: A health worker prepares a syringe to inoculate a
volunteer with a COVID-19 vaccine produced by China’s
Sinopharm during its trial at the Clinical Studies Center
of the Cayetano Heredia University in Lima. —AFP

India races to find 
UK arrivals to halt 
new virus strain
NEW DELHI: Indian authorities were trying yes-
terday to track down tens of thousands of people
who entered the country from Britain in recent
weeks as cases of a new and fast-spreading coron-
avirus strain more than doubled in 24 hours. They
have launched efforts to locate around 33,000 peo-
ple who flew to India in the last month from the UK
after 20 people tested positive for the new, more
virulent strain-up by 14 cases since Tuesday. 

India also extended yesterday the ban on flights
to and from Britain by a week to January 7 in a bid
to combat the new strain that British authorities say
is no more deadly, but which spreads more easily.

“Comprehensive contact tracing has been initi-
ated for co-travellers, family contacts and others,”
the Indian health ministry said Tuesday, referring
to those who flew between November 25 and
December 23, when Delhi suspended air links with
Britain. It remains unclear how many arrivals from
Britain it has traced so far. Britain is home to a
huge Indian community and several flights per day
take hundreds of people from London to New
Delhi and Mumbai. — AFP


