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News in brief

8 Indian tourists die in Nepal hotel

KATHMANDU: Eight Indian tourists including four chil-
dren died of suspected suffocation in a hotel in Nepal
yesterday, police said, after trying to keep warm by
using a gas heater during the night. The victims were
staying in Daman, a hill resort south of Kathmandu
which is known for its panoramic views of the
Himalayas. “They had lit a gas heater to keep the room
warm and probably suffocated,” police official Hobindra
Bogati told Reuters. Seven other tourists in the group
were unharmed. Tourism is a major source of revenue
for Nepal’s economy, providing hundreds of thousands
of jobs. Last year just over 1 million tourists visited the
country, of which the biggest contingent - around a
tenth - came from India. — Reuters

Five Indonesian fishermen kidnapped 
JAKARTA: Abu Sayyaf militants from the Philippines
seized five Indonesian fishermen from a vessel off east-
ern Borneo, Jakarta officials said yesterday, the latest in
a series of abductions in the area. Indonesia’s foreign
ministry said it was working closely with Malaysian and
Philippines authorities to rescue the crew, while urging
other fishermen to avoid the area. Eight crew members
were aboard the vessel when it was boarded by the mil-
itants-who have distant links to the Islamic State organ-
ization-but three were allowed to go free. Abu Sayyaf is
a group of self-proclaimed Islamic militants based in the
southern Philippines who have engaged in bombings as
well as kidnappings of Western tourists and missionaries
for ransom since the early 1990s. 

Hope fades for missing trekkers
POKHARA, Nepal: Rescuers in the search for four
South Korean trekkers and three Nepalis said yesterday
there was little hope of finding them alive after they
were swept away and buried by an avalanche in the
Himalayas. The group was descending near Annapurna
base camp around 3,230 metres (10,600 feet) above sea
level when the avalanche struck on Friday after heavy
snowfall. “It has been so many days, so it is hard to be
hopeful for survival. With our equipment we found sig-
nals on the area when the avalanche landed, confirming
that there are bodies buried inside,” rescue worker Ang
Tashi Sherpa said. Experts say there is a very low
chance of survival for those buried in an avalanche for
more than two hours.

Myanmar govt panel finds ‘war crimes’ 
but no ‘genocide’ against Rohingya 

Rights groups dub report as ‘whitewash’ days ahead of UN court ruling
YANGON: A government-appointed panel established in
Myanmar to probe allegations of abuses in Rakhine state
in 2017 that drew global outrage said on Monday they had
found no evidence of genocide against the Rohingya
Muslim minority.

More than 730,000 Rohingya fled Rakhine state during
weeks of brutal violence, during which the United Nations
says gang rapes and mass killings were carried out with
“genocidal intent”. Hundreds of villages were burned to
the ground and later razed and scraped.

Although the panel acknowledged “war crimes” had
taken place, rights groups and Rohingya leaders dismissed
the report as a “whitewash” days ahead of an expected
ruling by the UN’s highest court on a genocide case
against the country.

The commission of inquiry said there were “reasonable
grounds” to conclude members of the security forces
among “multiple actors” were responsible for possible war
crimes and serious human rights violations during a mili-
tary-led crackdown against the group in 2017.

These included the “killing of innocent villagers and
destruction of their homes”, it said. But in its statement,
issued to mark the finalization of a full report based on
interviews with villagers and members of the security
forces, the panel blamed Rohingya militants for attacking
30 police posts and “provoking” the crackdown and
described the situation as an “internal armed conflict”.

“The ICOE has not found any evidence suggesting that
these killings or acts of displacement were committed pur-
suant to an intent or plan to destroy the Muslim or any
other community in northern Rakhine State,” the panel’s
statement read.

“There is insufficient evidence to argue, much less con-
clude, that the crimes committed were undertaken with the
intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical,

racial or religious group, or with any other requisite men-
tal state for the international crime of genocide.”

Myanmar President Win Myint said in a statement yes-
terday the government “concurred” with the findings of
the commission and vowed to pursue further investiga-
tions, specifically into alleged crimes by civilians and
Rohingya militants.

He said he had given the report to the army chief, so
that the military might extend ongoing investigations, he
said, adding that the executive summary would be made
public. The army began a rare trial in November of sol-
diers and officers from a regiment deployed to Gu Dar
Pyin village, the site of an alleged massacre of Rohingya.

Two spokesmen for the military could not be reached for
comment by Reuters. In Bangladesh, where hundreds of
thousands of Rohingya who fled Myanmar have taken refuge,
a Rohingya leader, Dil Mohammed, described the report as a
whitewash. “We have been persecuted for decades. So many
of our people were killed, our women were raped, our chil-
dren were thrown into fire and our homes were torched. If it
is not genocide, what is it?” he said. 

The International Court of Justice, the highest UN
court, will this week issue a decision on a request for
emergency measures in a genocide case against the coun-
try. Gambia filed the suit in November alleging Myanmar
was committing “an ongoing genocide” against the
Rohingya. The commission of enquiry was formed in 2018
as the country faced growing calls for accountability. The
government appointed two local and two international
members - Filipino diplomat Rosario Manalo and Kenzo
Oshima, a former Japanese ambassador to the United
Nations. Myanmar says the international efforts violate its
sovereignty and has vowed to carry out its own investiga-
tions into the allegations. But few have been punished so
far. Seven soldiers jailed for 10 years for killing 10

Rohingya men and boys in the village of Inn Din were
granted early release last November, after serving less
than a year in prison. “The problem is, according to
Myanmar’s constitution, the military is the only institution
that can investigate its own members for breaches of mili-

tary discipline,” Maung Maung Soe, a political analyst
based in the commercial capital of Yangon, told Reuters.
“We will be able to solve this problem only if a court mar-
tial seriously engages and takes specific actions on those
who committed war crimes.” — Reuters

Hostage justice? 
Japan fights 
back with an 
internet FAQ
TOKYO:  Japan yesterday published a list defending
how it treats people accused of crimes, the latest
move in its struggle to counter accusations of
“hostage justice” after ex-Nissan chief Carlos
Ghosn’s dramatic escape to Lebanon. The 3,000-
word list of 14 questions and answers on the Justice
Ministry’s home page, in English and Japanese,
addresses Japan’s conviction rate of more than 99
percent and why lawyers aren’t present during
questioning.

Ghosn, who was free on bail, fled over the New
Year holidays as he was awaiting trial on charges
such as under-reporting income - which he denies. He
said he had no choice but to run and that he felt “like
the hostage of a country I served for 17 years.”

His complaints were echoed by Australian sports
journalist Scott McIntyre, who was detained in the
same center as Ghosn for 44 days on trespassing
charges after he tried to get information on his miss-
ing children. McIntyre said the lights were on 24
hours a day, making it impossible to sleep more than
an hour each night, and that several of his fellow
detainees told him they would confess to crimes they
had not committed to shorten their time there.

Both cases have drawn foreign attention to Japan’s
criminal justice system and put its government on the
defensive, with Justice Minister Masako Mori at one
point saying Ghosn’s accusations were “intolerable.”
“Japanese detention centers maintain detention
rooms appropriately ... The rooms are structured so
as to allow sufficient natural light and ensure good

airflow,” the Ministry said on its website. “Access to
bathing is granted to detainees at least twice a week
in order to keep them in good health.” In its global
report this month, Human Rights Watch criticized
what it called Japan’s “‘hostage’ justice system.”

“Criminal suspects are held for long periods in
harsh conditions to coerce a confession,” it said,
adding that the situation received renewed attention
after Ghosn’s arrest. One of the longest answers on
the ministry’s website, at 325 words, was a response
to “Isn’t it fair to describe Japan’s justice system as
one of ‘hostage justice?’”

“To the contrary, the Japanese criminal justice sys-
tem does not force confessions by unduly holding
suspects and defendants in custody. It is therefore not
accurate at all to criticize the system as being a
‘hostage justice’ system,” it said. “In Japan, there are
strict requirements and procedures stipulated in law
with regard to holding suspects and defendants in
custody, with due consideration given to the guaran-
tee of human rights.” — Reuters

DHAKA: Bangladesh’s government
will set up a commission to investigate
a sharp rise in the number of rapes,
the deputy attorney general said on
Monday, after the country’s top court
ordered it to act.

Deputy Attorney General Abdullah
Al Mahmud said it was clear that the
number of rapes had risen as he
promised to abide by the court’s
directive, delivered on Sunday. No
official figures are yet available for
2019, but human rights organization
Ain o Salish Kendra (ASK) estimates
that the number of rapes doubled to
about 1,500 last year. It based the
estimate on media reports and the
complaints it handled. “You can’t deny
that the number of rapes has
increased,” Mahmud told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation. “We
have taken this directive on a positive
note and the government won’t just sit
idly. It will try its best to tackle this
problem.”

Women’s rights groups have also

said the incidence of sexual violence
is rising, blaming a failure to imple-
ment the law that has led to a culture
of impunity for such crimes. In addi-
tion, many victims never report the
crime for fear of being ostracized by
their families and wider communities,
they say. The High Court’s ruling was
in response to a private petition filed
by a lawyer in response to the rape
this month of a student at Dhaka’s top
university that sparked protests.

The lawyer, Khandoker Kawsar,
said he wanted the government to
form a commission to identify the
drivers and tackle the issue. The
court said the commission should be
created within a month and should
submit a set of recommendations to
tackle the problem within six months.
“This has become a scary issue,
There are times when I am scared to
send my own children to school,”
said Nina Goswami, a director at
ASK, calling the court’s intervention
“a timely initiative”. — Reuters

THE HAGUE: In this file photo taken on December 11, 2019, Myanmar’s State Counsellor Aung San Suu Kyi (cen-
ter) stands before the UN’s International Court of Justice next to Abubacarr Tambadou (second left), minister of
justice of the Gambia, in the Peace Palace of The Hague, on the second day of her hearing on the Rohingya
genocide case. — AFP

TAIPEI:  Rights groups and gay couples
called on Taiwan’s President Tsai Ing-wen
yesterday to cement the island’s reputation
as a bastion of LGBT rights by recognizing
international same-sex marriages following
her landslide re-election victory.

Taiwan is at the vanguard of the bur-
geoning gay rights movement in Asia and
became the first place in the region to
legalize gay marriages last year after a
bruising political fight.

Nearly 3,000 couples have since wed
as of December but rights advocates say
the law still contains restrictions not faced
by heterosexual couples.  Same-sex cou-
ples can only wed foreigners from coun-
tries where gay marriage is also recog-
nized and can only adopt their partners’
biological children.

“I hope President Tsai can see the diffi-
culties international couples face,” said
Lai Kai-li, whose partner is from conser-
vative Malaysia. “We feel like our futures
are in limbo right now and we can’t really
make any plans,” she added. A 26-year-
old Hong Konger-who asked to be identi-

fied only as Yan-said she longed for Tsai’s
Democratic Progressive Party to push fur-
ther on gay rights.

“Hong Kong doesn’t have freedom and
human rights now and I think it would nev-
er recognize same-sex marriage,” she told
reporters. Hong Kong’s judges have
repeatedly ruled in favor of granting more
rights to same sex couples but the city’s
conservative pro-Beijing leadership has
resisted legislative changes. “President Tsai
said she has achieved marriage quality but
we’d like to tell her it’s not completed yet
and there are still some things to be done,”
said Chien Chih-chieh, secretary general of
Taiwan Alliance to Promote Civil
Partnership Rights.

According to the alliance, more than
200 international same-sex couples are
waiting for their unions to be recognized
in Taiwan. Tsai was handed a second term
earlier this month following a landslide
victory that won her a significant man-
date. Her party also retained a comfort-
able majority in the island’s single house
legislature. — AFP

Signs of life at 
‘no-man’s land’ 
around volcano
TAAL, Philippines: A desolate landscape of ash
dunes and bare trees left by the eruption of the
Philippines’ Taal volcano lay in contrast with a
few signs of life at ground zero of the disaster
yesterday. The island site was buried by massive
deposits of ash when Taal erupted last week and
remains under a mandatory evacuation order
due to a feared bigger blast.

Yet about a dozen white cows milled near
dust-blanketed homes, and several brightly col-
ored boats were docked at the shore yesterday,
according to an AFP reporter taken on a rare
military flight around the area. 

Thin plumes of steam rose from the crater.
Authorities have said any outward signs of an
imminent eruption have been weak over the past
several days.

But scientists warn the volcano is still at
risk of a major blast, and more than 110,000
people have taken refuge in shelters away
from danger. At least 3,000 who lived on the
island were ordered out, though many have

made trips back to rescue livestock or fetch
items from their homes.

Houses were flattened or buried under the
ash, though AFP saw at least one with a roof
swept clean.

Many families previously offered services

catering to the tourists who visited the volcano-
a popular attraction in the Philippines despite
the risk of eruption. The government has said it
is now working on a plan to permanently relo-
cate them, and turn the island into what officials
have called a no-man’s land. — AFP

Bangladeshi women wearing masks stage a silent protest against rape in Dhaka. —Reuters
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TAAL: A bird’s eye view of mud-covered and destroyed houses with Taal volcano in back-
ground as seen from a Philippine airforce helicopter during an aerial survey in Agoncillo town,
Batangas province, south of Manila yesterday. — AFP


