
NARAYANGANJ, Bangladesh: The death toll from a
ferry disaster in Bangladesh jumped to 26 yesterday
after rescuers pulled the vessel out of the water and
found more bodies inside, officials said yesterday.

The sunken ferry was extracted from the heavily pol-
luted Shitalakshya River in the central district of
Narayanganj as hundreds of onlookers and relatives of
the missing watched from the shore.

“We have found 21 bodies today after the ship was
pulled out of the water,” local official Mustain Billah told
AFP. The one-and-a-half storey Sabit Al Hasan sank
after it collided with a bigger cargo vessel on Sunday.
The vessel had departed less than an hour earlier from
Narayanganj, 20 kilometers (12 miles) from Dhaka, offi-
cials said. A local police inspector said the ferry was
packed with passengers after the government confirmed
it would impose a seven-day lockdown across the
country to combat the recent rise in coronavirus cases.

Billah said the ship was carrying at least 46 people
when it left.  “Some 20 people swam to safety after the
vessel sank,” he said, adding several people could still
be missing. “We have ordered a probe into the acci-
dent,” he said. 

Local police chief Dipak Saha said rescue efforts
were hampered for hours by a powerful storm that hit
after the accident. Under the lockdown, all domestic
travel services-including buses, ferries, trains and
flights-will be suspended from yesterday. Shops and
malls will be shut for a week and a night curfew in

effect.  Public and private sector businesses were told to
only have a skeleton crew in their offices. Ferry acci-
dents are common in Bangladesh, a delta nation criss-
crossed by hundreds of rivers.  

Millions of people are heavily reliant on ferries for
transport, particularly in the country’s southern coastal
region, but the vessels have a poor safety record.
Experts blame poor maintenance, lax safety standards

at shipyards and overcrowding for many of the acci-
dents. In June last year, a ferry sank in Dhaka after it
was hit from behind by another ferry, killing at least 32
people. In February 2015, at least 78 people died when
an overcrowded ship collided with a cargo boat in a
central Bangladesh river. The number of accidents has
dropped sharply in recent years as authorities crack
down on unseaworthy vessels. — AFP
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News in brief
Crowdfunding to pay damages

SINGAPORE: A Singaporean blogger said he had
crowdfunded almost $100,000 that he was ordered
to pay as damages for defaming the prime minister
by sharing an article on Facebook. Leong Sze Hian
was sued by Singapore’s Prime Minister Lee Hsien
Loong after sharing the piece, which linked Lee to
the money-laundering scandal at state fund 1MDB
in Malaysia. Critics say the case is the latest exam-
ple of the government seeking to silence dissent
online in the tightly regulated city-state. A court last
month found in Lee’s favor and ordered the blogger
to pay the prime minister Sg$133,000 ($99,000)
plus costs, which are yet to be determined. — AFP

Funeral for Salvadoran woman 

SAN SALVADOR: A Salvadoran woman who died
at the hands of Mexican police was buried Sunday
in the southwest of El Salvador, in the presence of
family and close friends. The coffin of Victoria
Salazar was driven in a white car from a funeral
home in Sonsonate, 65 kilometers (40 miles) south-
west of San Salvador, to a private cemetery in La
Generosa, on the outskirts of the city. “The family
gave Victoria a Christian burial today, and close
friends attended the funeral,” a spokesman for the
presidential office, which helped Salazar’s family
repatriate her body from Mexico, said. — AFP

Four Niger soldiers killed in attack

NIAMEY, Niger: Niger’s defense ministry said
Sunday that four of its soldiers had been killed the
day before in twin “terrorist” attacks in the coun-
try’s southeast, the day after President Mohamed
Bazoum was sworn in. “Several terrorists” had been
killed in the simultaneous Saturday morning attacks
against military positions, the ministry said using a
term usually used to describe jihadists. It added that
the “heavily armed” attackers “came from a neigh-
boring country” in a reference to Nigeria, where
groups linked to Boko Haram are active. — AFP

Charred bodies found in Mexico

OAXACA, Mexico: The charred bodies of three
police officers were found in their burnt-out car
Saturday on a road in southern Mexico, in an area
rife with violence between rival gangs, investigators
said. The prosecutor’s office said the victims were
the director of the San Pablo Coatlan municipal
police and two subordinates, attacked in their patrol
car on a rural road in southern Oaxaca state. The
area is plagued by violence between rival gangs
involved in marijuana cultivation, and disputes over
farmland. More than 300,000 people have been
murdered in Mexico since the government deployed
the military to fight drug trafficking in 2006,
according to authorities, who say most of the
killings are linked to gang violence. — AFP 

Night of ‘disorder’ in Belfast

LONDON: Northern Ireland police said Sunday
that Unionist protesters threw 30 petrol bombs at
officers and torched cars during a night of “disor-
der” in a suburb of northern Belfast. The violent
clashes on Saturday evening came after protesters
hurled manhole covers, masonry and petrol bombs
at police late Friday in another loyalist neighbor-
hood and Northern Ireland Secretary Brandon
Lewis appealed for calm. North Area Commander
Chief Superintendent Davy Beck in a statement
released Sunday said some 30 protesters, some in
masks, had gathered on Saturday evening. Several
dozen men mounted an “orchestrated attack on
police”, he said. A 47-year-old man was arrested
and remains in custody. — AFP

Bangladesh ferry disaster death 
toll hits 26, several still missing

NARAYANGANJ: Onlookers and relatives gather after the authorities recovered the capsized boat in
Shitalakshya River, in Narayanganj yesterday.—AFP

PRISTINA: Newly-elected President of Kosovo Vjosa
Osmani reacts after being sworn-in during a parlia-
ment session on Sunday.— AFP

Rescuers pull the vessel out of the water 

Malaysia’s Najib 
starts appeal over 
1MDB conviction
PUTRAJAYA, Malaysia: Former Malaysian leader
Najib Razak began an appeal yesterday against his
corruption conviction and 12-year jail term over the
multibillion-dollar 1MDB scandal, which contributed to
his government’s downfall in 2018. Najib was found
guilty on all counts last year in the first of several trials
he is facing related to the looting of the 1Malaysia
Development Berhad sovereign wealth fund.  The 67-
year-old-who remains free on bail-and his cronies
were accused of stealing billions of dollars from the
investment vehicle and spending it on everything from
high-end real estate to pricey art.

Yesterday, the former prime minister began his
first challenge at the Court of Appeal. “There was a
miscarriage of justice,” defense lawyer Muhammad
Shafee Abdullah told reporters after proceedings
wrapped up for the day. He argued the judge in the
original trial did not have sufficient experience in
handling criminal cases. 

“This alone should make this appeal successful and

the court can reverse the (earlier) judgment,” he said.
Anger at the plunder played a large part in the shock
loss of Najib’s long-ruling coalition at elections in
2018, and he was arrested and hit with dozens of
charges following his defeat. Following a lengthy trial,
he was found guilty of abuse of power, money-laun-
dering and criminal breach of trust over the transfer of
42 million ringgit ($10.1 million) from a former 1MDB
unit to his bank accounts.

As well as the jail term, he was fined almost $50
million. He denies any wrongdoing. At the start of the
appeal, his lawyer sought to get proceedings delayed
by a month, saying he wanted to obtain additional
documents from overseas to add to the evidence. But
the three judges hearing the case dismissed the bid.
During the appeal, set to run until April 22, Najib’s
lawyers will argue he had no knowledge of the trans-
actions into his accounts, according to documents
submitted to the court.

They are seeking to portray him as a victim and
blame financier Low Taek Jho-a key figure in the scan-
dal who has been charged in the United States and
Malaysia-as the mastermind.

Low is believed to have played an influential role in
the operations of 1MDB, although he held no official
role.  The financier, whose current whereabouts are
unknown, maintains his innocence. If he loses the
appeal, Najib still has a final chance to challenge the
conviction at Malaysia’s top court.—AFP

Vietnam’s pandemic 
response leader 
sworn in as president
HANOI: The man behind Vietnam’s successful handling
of the coronavirus pandemic, Nguyen Xuan Phuc, was
formally sworn in as president in Hanoi yesterday. Phuc,
66, was Vietnam’s prime minister for the last five years, a
period in which the economy boomed, and his govern-
ment’s COVID-19 response won plaudits at home and
abroad. Following secret voting yesterday, Phuc scored
the maximum votes among the almost 500-member rub-
ber-stamp national assembly. “This is his well-deserved
award,” said Nguyen Khac Giang, a Vietnamese politics
expert from New Zealand’s Victoria University of
Wellington.

Authoritarian Vietnam is run by the Communist Party
and officially led by the party general secretary, presi-
dent, and prime minister, with key decisions made by the
18-member politburo. Vietnam is in the midst of its
twice-a-decade leadership transition, with 76-year-old
Nguyen Phu Trong re-elected in January as party gener-

al secretary, the most important of the three roles. Phuc
was the only candidate nominated for president, as
Trong-who had held the presidency since 2018 after the
sudden death of his predecessor-stepped down. The
National Assembly said earlier this was “the first time
ever a prime minister was nominated to the position of
the president”.

After his swearing in, Phuc told the nation he was
“lucky and honored” to be given the position, which is
now only second to Trong in the power escalator.
Politburo leaders are usually expected to retire at 65,
but Vietnam has bent the age rules for both of them.
Although the presidency is largely a ceremonial role,
“Mr Phuc will now be the second-ranked member in the
party which makes a strong case for him to claim the
general secretary post if Mr Trong has to step down ear-
lier than expected,” Giang told AFP.

Rumors have swirled in recent years about Trong’s
health after he took a month-long absence in 2019.
According to Giang, Phuc’s experience of “well manag-
ing Vietnam’s relationship with the US under the turbu-
lent administration of Donald Trump” will stand him in
good stead for his foreign affairs responsibilities as pres-
ident. Phuc will later designate a successor for the prime
ministerial role. Sources said the position will be given to
Pham Minh Chinh, 62, a former deputy minister of public
security. —AFP

China’s ‘wolf warrior’ 
diplomats howl 
at Xinjiang critics
BEIJING: China’s “wolf warrior” diplomats are back
after a brief lull, firing insults over Twitter, smearing crit-
ics and suggesting conspiracies. The hyperactivity of the
envoys follows renewed global pressure over Beijing’s
treatment of the Muslim Uyghur minority in China’s
Xinjiang region. Here are five things to know as the wolf
warriors once more bare their teeth:

When did it start? 
The term “wolf warrior diplomacy” became common

parlance in 2019, when Chinese envoys-most prominent-
ly spokesman Zhao Lijian-adopted a vociferous defense
of the Communist-led country on social media platforms
such as Twitter, which is blocked in China. The nickname
derives from a film about a Rambo-like Chinese special
forces soldier.

China insists it was forced into the change of tone,
which came amid the fulminations of Donald Trump’s
White House. But officials like Zhao, who made head-
lines in 2019 over controversial tweets as an envoy to
Pakistan, took to his fresh combat role as foreign min-
istry spokesman with particular aplomb a year later. He
has promoted conspiracy theories including that the
US military might have brought COVID-19 to China,
and then railed against Canberra in tweets alleging “the
murder of Afghan civilians & prisoners by Australian
soldiers”.

That post came with an illustration of a soldier hold-
ing a bloody knife to a child’s throat. It was denounced
by Australia’s prime minister, but set the tone for feuds
that still dominate relations. Trump’s rhetoric over the

“China virus” saw Beijing’s envoys up the ante as the
pandemic roiled the world. Experts say the switch into
attack mode partly reflects the new assertive China of
President Xi Jinping.

Why did the wolves return? 
As Joe Biden settled into the US presidency in

January, China’s diplomats floated hopes of a reset in
relations.  But the ceasefire collapsed at a US-China
meeting in Alaska in mid-March, where the Chinese
Communist Party’s top diplomat Yang Jiechi threatened
action over “US interference”.

“Yang’s tough talk in Anchorage seems to have
encouraged senior Chinese diplomats to indulge in
inflammatory remarks,” said Mathieu Duchatel, director
of the Asia Programme at Paris-based think-tank
Institut Montaigne. China’s consul-general in Rio de
Janeiro Li Yang has since referred to Canadian Prime
Minister Justin Trudeau as “boy” while calling Canada a
“running dog of the US”. And in late March as the
European Union, Britain, Canada and the United States
imposed sanctions over Xinjiang, foreign ministry
spokeswoman Hua Chunying went as far as to suggest
the CIA helped cook up rhetoric on the northwestern
region to destabilize China.

In response to backlash against brands like H&M and
Nike who raised concerns over the textile supply chain
in Xinjiang, Hua showed a photo she said showed Black
slaves in US cotton fields. Referencing the transatlantic
slave trade that same week, she argued others were in no
position to criticize China. China’s envoys say Beijing has
been forced to retaliate as rivals-particularly in the
West-gang up to curtail its rise. But officials’ attitudes
have markedly shifted under Xi from late leader Deng
Xiaoping’s philosophy to “hide your strength, bide your
time”. When France recently summoned the Chinese
ambassador over “unacceptable” behaviour, the
embassy said he would not immediately comply and
instead come to “make representations” over sanctions
and Taiwan issues. —AFP

Vjosa Osmani 
elected as new
Kosovo president
PRISTINA: Lawmakers elected Kosovo’s most popular
politician Vjosa Osmani as president Sunday, overcom-
ing an opposition boycott that had kept parliament
short of a quorum one day earlier. The 38-year-old law
professor, a standard bearer of a generation determined
to fight corruption, received 71 votes from the 82
deputies present, and was thus “elected president of the
republic”, speaker Glauk Konjufca declared.

“I will work for the strengthening of the state, the
rule of law,” Osmani told lawmakers, adding that “I will
be the president of all”. Osmani was backed by Prime
Minister Albin Kurti and his Vetevendosje movement
which won more than 50 percent of the vote in a gener-
al election in February.

That poll turned the page on a 120-member legisla-
ture which had been dominated by former Kosovo
Liberation Army (KLA) guerillas who fought Serb
forces in a bitter 1998-99 war. The victory on Sunday
on the parliament’s third attempt resolved a stalemate
caused by members including the former guerrillas and
minority Serbs both boycotting the vote on Saturday.
Osmani and Kurti must now mend a weak economy that
provides Kosovars with an average monthly salary of
just 500 euros (less than $600), and has pushed youth
unemployment to around 50 percent.

Many young people have emigrated to Switzerland
and Germany, and Kurti and Osmani both pledged more
“justice and jobs” during their campaigns. With six
female ministers in a 15-strong cabinet, their new
administration is also pushing back on longstanding
exclusion of woman from power. “Today, Kosovo elect-
ed a woman president,” a visibly moved Osmani said
Sunday, adding “the girls have the right to be wherever
they want... every dream of yours can become a reality”
in remarks addressed to young women. —AFP

HANOI: Former prime minister and Vietnam’s newly elected President Nguyen Xuan Phuc (center ) taking oath
during the National Assembly’s spring session in Hanoi. — AFP


