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BANGKOK: A plaque installed on the weekend by ac-
tivists in Bangkok declaring Thailand “belongs to the
people” had been removed yesterday, after a show of
force by pro-democracy protesters calling for the royal
family to stay out of the country’s politics.

The kingdom has seen near-daily protests for the
past two months led by students demanding the resig-
nation of Prime Minister Prayut Chan-O-Cha, a former
army chief who masterminded the 2014 coup.

Some 30,000 demonstrators rallied Saturday close
to Bangkok’s Grand Palace — where organisers took a
stronger line on monarchical reform — before installing
a commemorative “People’s Plaque” the morning after.
But by yesterday, the plaque had vanished.

“I heard it’s missing and we’re investigating the case,”
Bangkok’s deputy police chief Piya Tawichai told AFP.

AFP journalists confirmed the removal. The almost-
immediate removal of the plaque “reflects the fact that
arch-royalists are not only incensed by demands for
monarchical reform but are not going to put up with any
symbols that even reflect opposition to the palace,” said
Paul Chambers of Naresuan University.

The plaque, placed in the historic Sanam Luang field,
had read: “The people have expressed the intention that
this country belongs to the people, and not the king.”

At its installation during Saturday’s protest, promi-
nent activist Parit Chiwarak shouted “Down with feudal-
ism, long live the people,” as the crowd cheered. The new
medallion referenced the original brass one embedded
for decades in the grounds of Bangkok’s Royal Plaza.

It commemorated the end of royal absolutism in 1932
after a revolution that transitioned the kingdom into a
constitutional monarchy. But it mysteriously disappeared
in 2017 — after King Maha Vajiralongkorn took power
following the death of his father — replaced with one

bearing a reminder for Thais to remain loyal to the “na-
tion, religion, king”. Some factions within the movement
— including the organisers of the weekend demonstra-
tions — have also called for frank discussions on the
monarchy, a once-taboo topic due to tough royal
defamation laws.  Activists say the missing plaque is em-
blematic of a wider whitewashing of Thai political his-
tory. Palace officials did not immediately respond to
requests for comment.

Organisers had initially planned to march to Govern-
ment House, but a last-minute change of plans saw pro-
testers move to the Privy Council’s office — opposite
the Grand Palace — to submit a list of demands ad-
dressed to the king. The highly influential board of royal
advisors wields significant influence in Thailand. Dozens
of officers stood guard, alongside water cannon trucks
in front of the palace.

The largely leaderless youth-organised movement,
partly inspired by Hong Kong’s pro-democracy protests,
is calling for Prayut’s government to be dissolved, a
rewrite of the 2017 military-scripted constitution, and
for authorities to stop “harassing” political opponents.

Some factions within the movement have also called
for greater accounting of the palace’s finances, the abo-
lition of royal defamation laws and a call for the king to
remain outside of politics.

King Maha Vajiralongkorn sits at the apex of Thai
power, bolstered by a powerful military and conservative
establishment.  He spends long periods in Europe, his
absence from Thailand raising ire on social media in re-
cent months as the economy tumbled because of the
pandemic. The new Sanam Luang plaque will be re-
garded “as an immediate challenge”, said analyst Paul
Chambers, warning that the growing acrimony could
lead to “state violence against protesters”.—AFP
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BANGKOK: An art professor from the Silpakorn University makes a stencil over an empty space in Bangkok
yesterday, where a commemorative plaque had been placed by pro-democracy protest leaders. — AFP

AGRA, India: From Princess Diana to President
Trump, everyone wants to visit the Taj Mahal, but in
the middle of a global pandemic the bucket-list ex-
perience is just a little less special. As India’s “monu-
ment to love” re-opened yesterday after a six-month
hiatus, special rules were introduced - including no
touching the white marble walls of the mausoleum
built for a Mughal emperor’s favorite wife.

Only 5,000 visitors are allowed daily - a quarter
of usual capacity - and all have their temperature
taken by staff wearing face shields, masks and gloves.
Visitors can whip off their masks for a photo, but se-
curity personnel are quick to remind them to put
them back on once the shutter has been pressed.

And the famous bench where people usually sit to
have their picture taken has been laminated in plastic,
to help cleaning between every photo op. “We have
all the safety measures in place,” said Vasant
Swarnkar from the Archaeological Survey of India
(ASI), which oversees the UNESCO world heritage
site in Agra south of New Delhi. “We want to send
out the message that things are not so bad and you
will be safe if you follow the instructions.”

Neither the new rules nor the dangers of catching
the coronavirus put off a steady stream of visitors to
the breathtaking 17th-century monument yesterday
morning.

Relief for locals 
“The moment I heard the Taj is re-opening I de-

cided to visit. I had been planning it for so many
years,” said engineer Debargha Sengupta, 25, who
took a train from Allahabad 500 km away. “It’s amaz-
ing, it’s incredible. I had read about the Taj in books
and seen the pictures but to see it in real is so amaz-
ing,” he told AFP. “I am not worried about the coron-
avirus. It’s been six months and I am totally fed up
now. We cannot sit at home forever.”

The return of visitors is a huge relief to the many
people of Agra who depend on Taj Mahal tourists for
their livelihoods. “It was so frustrating to sit idle at
home for six months,” said an elated Zahid Baig, a
rickshaw driver. “Agra looked like a ghost city without
the Taj tourists,” he said. 

The re-opening comes as the Indian government
seeks to get Asia’s third-largest economy moving
again even as virus cases surge. So far it has recorded
more than 5.4 million coronavirus cases - second only
to the United States, which it could overtake in the
coming weeks.

‘We have to get used to it’ 
A lockdown imposed in March left tens of mil-

lions out of work almost overnight, while the econ-
omy shrank by almost a quarter between April and
June. “People have suffered a lot and it is time the
country opens up fully,” said bank official Ayub

Sheikh, 35, visiting with his wife and baby daughter.
“We are not afraid of the virus. If it has to infect us,
it will,” he told AFP. “Not many people are dying
now. I don’t think it is going to go away soon. We
have to get used to it now.”

There were few foreigners present yesterday as
India has not yet opened up to international tourists.
But Spaniard Ainhoa Parra - who lives in India - did
make the trip. “Coronavirus is in every country,” Parra

told AFP after posing for a selfie with her husband
and two friends. “We have to be careful, but if we
have to get infected we will.”

The allure of the monument, commissioned around
1630 by Mughal emperor Shah Jahan for his wife
Mumtaz Mahal, looks set to endure. “Taj has a mag-
netic effect on people. They are crazy about it,” said
ASI’s Vasant. “Everyone wants to visit it at least once
in their lifetime.” — AFP 
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KARBALA: For millennia, Iraqis have turned to
religion as they grieve their dead. This year, a pan-
demic and the killings of hundreds of young pro-
testors have lent greater sorrow to the Shiite
mourning ceremonies of Ashura. “Iraq has been
through so much misery — from war to torture to
imprisonment to forced emigration and now the
coronavirus pandemic,” said sheikh Hassan Dhak-
eri, a cleric in Iraq’s shrine city of Karbala. 

Iraq’s majority Shiite Muslims are marking a
month of mourning for Hussein, the Prophet Mo-
hammed’s grandson, killed by followers of Caliph
Yazid in the seventh century — the seminal mo-
ment in Islam’s Sunni-Shiite schism.

Since then the country has been through relent-
less cycles of sadness. Many turn to religion for
solace, Dhakeri said. Every year, thousands of Shi-
ite Muslims mark Ashura with a pilgrimage to
Imam Hussein’s resting place inside a glittering
shrine in the holy city of Karbala. Visitors are often
so moved by the story of his death that they sob
uncontrollably at the mausoleum’s golden gates.
“When we make this pilgrimage, and we’re carry-
ing all our worries and tragedies and needs, we
begin to cry,” Dhakeri said. “That is the first step
to having our prayers answered.”

‘We haven’t known joy’ 
In the last century alone, Iraq underwent several

bloody changes of power that culminated in the
rule of Saddam Hussein. Iraqis lived through war
with Iran in the 1980s, crippling international sanc-
tions in the 1990s and the US-led invasion of 2003,
which brought sectarian infighting and the fight
against the Islamic State group. Hundreds of thou-
sands of Iraqis fled their homeland and those who
stayed endured violence and the destruction of
critical infrastructure, healthcare and access to ed-
ucation. “Iraq is a sad country. From Saddam’s time
until now, we haven’t known joy,” said Mohammad
Karbalai, a 31-year-old religious chanter from Kar-
bala. Every year, he performs poetic eulogies or
emotional retellings of Hussein’s death, a story Shi-
ites see as representing the ultimate injustice, but
also triumph over death.

“People feel that there is injustice but there is
also good — and that in the end, all throughout
history, good always wins,” Karbalai told AFP. It’s
a powerful message for Iraqi youth marking their
first Ashura since nearly 600 people were killed in
anti-government protests that erupted last Octo-
ber. This year, Ashura mourners have combined
their religious rites with demands for justice, their
eyes flashing with pain as they lift framed portraits
of slain friends and relatives. “Imam Hussein is the
treatment for these wounds,” Karbalai told AFP.

Iraqis are also mourning more than 8,000 loved
ones who have lost their lives to Covid-19, among
nearly 300,000 confirmed cases in the country. In
a bid to stem the spread of the virus, Iraq has kept
its borders closed to non-residents and urged cit-
izens not to attend large gatherings. But tens of
thousands of Iraqis are estimated to have attended
Ashura rituals in Karbala. Even higher numbers are
expected to attend Arbeen in early October, mark-
ing the close of the traditional 40-day grieving pe-
riod since Hussein’s death. 

“This year is an exceptional year because of
the virus,” said Riyad Salman, who heads the De-
partment of Rituals at Karbala’s shrines. The slen-
der, blue-eyed Iraqi is usually responsible for
organising thousands of prayer groups during
Ashura.—AFP
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time of coronaTAIPEI: Taiwan said yesterday its armed forces

have the right to self-defence and counter attack
amid “harassment and threats”, in an apparent warn-
ing to China, which last week sent numerous jets
across the mid-line of the sensitive Taiwan Strait.

Tensions have sharply spiked in recent months be-
tween Taipei and Beijing, which claims democratically
run Taiwan as its own territory, to be taken by force
if needed.

Multiple Chinese aircraft flew across the mid-line

of the Taiwan Strait and into the island’s air defence
identification zone on Friday and Saturday, prompting
Taiwan to scramble jets to intercept and President
Tsai Ing-wen to call China a threat to the region.

Taiwan’s defence ministry said in a statement it
had “clearly defined” procedures for the island’s first
response amid “high frequency of harassment and
threats from the enemy’s warships and aircraft this
year”.

It said Taiwan had the right to “self-defence and
to counter attack” and that it followed the guideline
of “no escalation of conflict and no triggering inci-
dents”. Taiwan would not provoke but is also was “not
afraid of the enemy”, it added.

The Chinese drills took place last week as Beijing
expressed anger at the visit of a senior US official to
Taipei. yesterday, the official China Daily newspaper
said in an editorial the United States was trying to use

Taiwan to contain China but nobody should under-
estimate its determination to assert its sovereignty
over the island.

“The US administration should not be blinkered in
its desperation to contain the peaceful rise of China
and indulge in the US addiction to its hegemony,” it
said. China has been angered by stepped-up US sup-
port for Taiwan, including two visits in as many
months by top officials, one in August by Health Sec-
retary Alex Azar and the other last week by Keith
Krach, undersecretary for economic affairs.

The United States, which has no official diplomatic
ties with the island but is its strongest international
backer, is also planning major new arms sales to Tai-
wan. China this month held rare large-scale drills near
Taiwan, which Taipei called serious provocation.
China said the exercise was a necessity to protect its
sovereignty. — Reuters
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MANILA: The Philippines’ president has eased
an overseas travel ban on Filipino nurses and
other medical workers to allow more to take jobs
abroad, his spokesman said yesterday, as his gov-
ernment believes it has its coronavirus outbreak
under control.

Thousands of health workers, who call them-
selves “priso-nurses”, had appealed to the govern-
ment to let them travel, Reuters reported last week.
The nurses say they feel underpaid, under-appre-
ciated and unprotected in the Philippines.

President Rodrigo Duterte approved the pro-
posal of the labour ministry to expand exemptions
from the ban to those who had overseas contracts
and complete documents as of Aug. 31, spokesman

Harry Roque told a regular briefing.
So far only those with contracts as of March 8

have been allowed to travel. Roque said the presi-
dent’s decision would benefit 1,500 health person-
nel. “These are nurses who already spent a lot (of
money) processing their papers. They are not that
many so we allowed them to leave,” Roque said.

Healthcare workers from the Philippines are on
the front lines of the pandemic at hospitals in the
United States, Europe and the Middle East as well
as at home.

Duterte’s government in April barred nurses,
doctors and other medical workers from leaving,
saying they were needed to fight the coronavirus
crisis in the Philippines, which is still tackling its
first wave of infections.

The country has the highest number of recorded
coronavirus infections in Southeast Asia with
286,743 cases. Its 4,984 deaths are second only to
Indonesia. But Roque insisted there was no reason
to panic and said: “We are in control.” “We know
the enemy and we know how to fight the enemy
through isolation, tracing and treatment,” Roque
added. — Reuters
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AGRA: Tourists visit the Taj Mahal yesterday.— AFP 


