
BEIJING:  At his village along a “poverty allevia-
tion road” in Hunan province, farmer Liu Qingyou
shares a booklet detailing how Xi Jinping’s govern-
ment has hoisted him and 100 million other Chinese
from the breadline. In it, the cause of his family’s
hardship is diagnosed as “illness” and “schooling”,
followed by a list of ways the state has helped, from
grain subsidies to improving the yield of their
orange groves. Authorities designated his family as
impoverished in 2014 as Xi ramped up a “targeted
poverty relief” strategy that sent officials door-to-
door to assess poorer households. For Liu, the fol-
lowing years brought another boost: a new road
cutting through Hunan’s mountainous countryside,
helping transport produce to market twice as
quickly and giving valuable links to nearby towns.

But it has not been a smooth journey up China’s
economic ladder. Liu says his harvests have not
improved despite efforts by local authorities to help
him diversify his crop. Meanwhile, his wooden
house does little to keep out temperatures that
plunge close to zero in the winter. From his vantage
point, Liu and his family of five still live modestly,
and he worries for their future-despite being count-
ed as lifted from poverty. “We can get by,” he said.
“But our house is bad.” He wants what some others
have received from the state: resettlement or
enough funds to build a brick home. The reasons he
did not qualify are unclear to him. “Why can’t we
have the same?” he asked. 

War on poverty 
China’s decades-long war on want has yielded

remarkable results. “Over the past 40 years, China’s
economic growth has resulted in more than 800
million Chinese escaping extreme poverty... This is
an extraordinary achievement,” said Martin Raiser,
the World Bank’s country director for China. In
2015, Xi vowed to eradicate extreme poverty by
2020, a pillar of the Communist Party’s goal to build
a “moderately prosperous society” by the 100th
anniversary of its founding later this year. Xi
declared that the target was reached last year,
heralding a “major victory”.

But reality on the ground is patchier, with
experts warning that rising incomes have made
China’s poverty line outdated. Complex criteria to
determine who gets aid has also fuelled unhappi-
ness. Liu’s family was officially lifted from poverty
around four years after being designated-the prod-
uct of a policy shift by Beijing away from relying on
the breakneck growth that pulled nearly a billion
people out of penury.

Authorities set a poverty line based on income of
around $2.30 a day and offered targeted help to
those under the line. But China is now an upper-
middle income country, for which the World Bank
suggests a benchmark that doubles the current
threshold. “The current low, unidimensional, rural
poverty line no longer reflects what it means to be
poor in China’s rapidly evolving society,” said Terry

Sicular of the University of Western Ontario.
Contacting villagers remains sensitive, with six cars
of officials showing up unexpectedly during AFP’s
Hunan visit.

Authorities asked about AFP’s interview plans

and insisted on accompanying reporters around
after acquiring details like travel history for
Covid-19 prevention. A police officer showed up
at another interview, staying to observe for “sen-
sitive” issues. —AFP 
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BAOJING, China: This picture shows farmer Liu Qingyou at his orange orchard in Baojing County, in central China’s
Hunan province. —AFP 

Beijing’s decades-long war on want has yielded remarkable results 

Poverty road in China drives some
to riches, leaves others behind

News in brief

Iraqi MP target of extortion bid

SYDNEY: Police in Australia and Canada arrest-
ed four people accused of trying to extort a sen-
ior Iraqi politician, after what was described yes-
terday as a year-long campaign of intimidation.
Dual raids were launched after a string of attacks
on a Sydney home and online extortion attempts
linked to an address in Canada. The target was the
family of a “very senior politician” who is a dual
Australian and Iraqi citizen and “spends almost all
of his time in Iraq”, Australian police said. The
attacks are believed to have begun in December
2019, when masked and armed assailants broke
into a home in western Sydney, assaulting a 16-
year-old boy and stealing cash. —AFP 

Ghana receives first free vaccines

ACCRA, Ghana: Ghana received yesterday the
first shipment of COVID-19 vaccines from Covax,
a global scheme to procure and distribute inocu-
lations for free, as the world races to contain the
pandemic. Covax, launched last April to help
ensure a fairer distribution of coronavirus vac-
cines between rich and poor nations, said it would
deliver two billion doses to its members by the
end of the year. “We are pleased that Ghana has
become the first country to receive the COVID-
19 vaccines from the Covax facility,” UNICEF,
which organized the shipment from Mumbai, said
in a joint statement with the World Health
Organization-both backers of Covax. —AFP

Malaysia ‘sugar daddy’ site charged 

SHAH ALAM, Malaysia: The head of a con-
troversial Malaysian “sugar daddy” dating web-
site was charged yesterday with causing public
alarm after his claims that university students
were using the service sparked an outcry.
Sugarbook bills itself as a site “where romance
meets finance” and aims to link up older men
with younger women, with the men expected to
provide financial support for their companions.
But it sparked an uproar after releasing statistics
purportedly showing thousands of students
were using it to make money in the socially con-
servative, Muslim-majority country. —AFP

Displaced families 
face exodus as Yemen
fighting shifts again
MARIB, Yemen: As the sound of gunfire grew
closer, Mahfouz Ahmed knew to scoop up his chil-
dren and run, before getting caught in the line of
fire between Yemen’s warring sides. The Al-Zor
camp where they had been living for four years was
no longer safe, as the Iran-backed Huthi rebels
drew near in a major offensive against the northern
city of Marib and its nearby oil fields.  The family
collected what few possessions they had, including
a small television, a cooking burner and a few pots
and pans, and headed to Jaw Al-Naseem, another
camp closer to Marib, which is the Saudi-backed
government’s last northern bastion. 

“We were about 600 families living in Al-Zor
camp, and now they have dispersed,” Ahmed told
AFP, as he sat on the floor of a green tent in Jaw Al-
Naseem, just three kilometers (less than two miles)
from the city.  “Some are living with relatives and
others-three or four families, sometimes even sev-
en-are living in one tent. Only God knows what kind
of situation this is.” Ahmed and his family first fled
their home in the battleground city of Taez in 2016,
part of a huge exodus of Yemenis for whom Marib
province became a sanctuary of sorts in a country
ravaged by years of war. Around 140 sites have
sprung up in the region to provide basic shelter for
the displaced, who number up to one million
according to some estimates.

Fighting menaces camps 
Al-Zor is among a cluster of 14 displacement

sites in Marib’s Sirwah district-a flashpoint area on
the road to the rebel-held capital Sanaa. Marib has
been menaced by fighting in recent weeks as
Saudi-backed government troops struggle to
defend the city. All the camps could be forced to
empty as the Houthis intensify their campaign for
the province, a huge prize that would consolidate
their control of the north and give them possession
of Yemen’s richest oil and gas fields. 

The International Organization for Migration
(IOM) has said that Sirwah has been hit hardest
since the rebel offensive resumed this month, with
some 1,048 families-averaging six members each-
displaced so far. Ahmed’s wife, Huriya, said the situ-

ation has become unbearable for the couple and
their four children. “They do not study. We can’t
find schools or teachers, and we don’t know what to
do for them,” she told AFP, as two girls sat on the
bare floor watching cartoons. “We are two families
in one tent with the bathroom and kitchen inside,”
said Huriya, her voice quivering under the niqab
covering her face. 

Until early last year, life in Marib was relatively
peaceful despite the civil war that erupted in 2014.
With its proximity to the Saudi border, the province
was largely untouched by the first years of conflict,
and even flourished as those who sought sanctuary
opened businesses and restaurants. —AFP

DENPASAR, Indonesia:  A Russian
fugitive whose dramatic sprint out of
an Indonesian immigration office was
captured on CCTV has been caught
again after two weeks on the run,
authorities said yesterday. Andrey
Kovalenko fled the office on
Indonesia’s resort island of Bali to
avoid deportation, with the surveil-
lance footage showing him keeping
pace on foot with a motorcycle as he
escaped. Authorities fanned out
across the island in the hunt for
Kovalenko, who was nabbed early
yesterday at a villa in tourist hub Kuta
along with girlfriend Ekaterina
Trubkina, who was wanted for
allegedly assisting his escape.

His dash for freedom on February
11 came as officials readied to deport
Kovalenko back to Russia on an
Interpol warrant. The 32-year-old had

just finished a prison term following a
2019 arrest for selling hashish to
tourists in Bali. The Interpol warrant
was linked to a drugs case back in
Kovalenko’s home country, said Eko
Budianto, head of the immigration
division at Bali’s justice and legal
agency. Trubkina, 31, also Russian,
could face up to nine months in prison
if convicted of assisting Kovalenko’s
escape, authorities said. 

Indonesian authorities have previ-
ously caught international fugitives
wanted by Interpol who sought to
hide in Bali.  In July last year, Bali
police arrested Marcus Beam, an
American fugitive accused of scam-
ming $500,000 from women he met
online between 2015 and 2019. Beam
had been hiding in Bali with his girl-
friend where he worked as a porn
actor-director. —AFP

BALI, Indonesia: Andrey Kovalenko (center), a Russian man wanted by Interpol, and Russian
national Ekaterina Trubkina (left) stand during a press conference at Imigration Ngurah Rai
office in Jimbaran on Indonesia resort island of Bali yesterday. — AFP 

MARIB, Yemen: Yemeni children sit at the Jaw Al-Naseem camp for internally displaced people on the outskirts
of the northern city of Marib, in the Saudi-backed Yemeni government’s last northern bastion. —AFP 

Malaysia under fire
after controversial 
Myanmar deportation
KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia’s government faced
mounting criticism from opposition MPs and rights
groups yesterday over its decision to deport over
1,000 Myanmar nationals in defiance of a court
order. The migrants, whom activists say include vul-
nerable asylum seekers, departed Tuesday on
Myanmar navy ships from a Malaysian military base
back to their homeland, just weeks after a coup.
Rights groups had fiercely criticized the plan, and
hours before the deportation the Kuala Lumpur
High Court ordered it be temporarily halted to allow
a legal challenge from activists. 

But officials pushed ahead regardless, repatriat-
ing 1,086 migrants and offering no explanation as to
why the court’s instructions were ignored. In a joint
statement, four opposition lawmakers condemned
the “inhumane” deportation and suggested govern-
ment officials could be held in contempt for ignor-
ing the legal ruling. “This act... is a clear display that
the Malaysian government does not respect the
ongoing court process and has put Malaysia in a
bad light on the human rights front,” they said.
Amnesty International, one of the groups that chal-
lenged the deportation, said the government “owes
an explanation to the people of Malaysia as to why
they chose to defy the court order”.

“These dangerous deportations have not been
properly scrutinized and put individuals at grave
risk,” said Katrina Jorene Maliamauv, executive
director of Amnesty’s Malaysia office. More than
100 migrants originally to be deported are believed

to have been left behind, with officials offering no
explanation as to why. Yesterday the High Court
ruled those remaining should be not sent back as
NGOs challenge the repatriation. Malaysian immi-
gration officials insisted there were no members of
the persecuted Rohingya minority-not recognized
as citizens in Myanmar-or asylum seekers among
those repatriated. 

But rights groups have raised doubts over
authorities’ claims there were no asylum seekers
among the deportees. Authorities have since 2019
blocked the UN refugee agency from immigration
detention centers, meaning they cannot assess
which migrants have genuine asylum claims and
should be allowed to remain in Malaysia. It is rare
for NGOs to challenge repatriations but in the latest
case, they were particularly concerned about the
worsening human rights situation in Myanmar since
the coup. —AFP

Russian fugitive nabbed in Bali
after dramatic escape

Singaporean admits
killing maid after
‘inhumane’ abuse
SINGAPORE: A Singaporean woman has admit-
ted to starving, assaulting and ultimately killing her
domestic worker from Myanmar in what prosecu-
tors called one of the worst cases of maid abuse in
the city-state. The affluent financial hub is home to
about 250,000 domestic workers who mostly come
from poorer Asian countries, and stories of mis-
treatment are common. But the abuse meted out
against Piang Ngaih Don was particularly awful,
with the helper stamped on, strangled, choked, bat-
tered with brooms, and burnt with an iron.

Gaiyathiri Murugayan, 40, pleaded guilty on
Tuesday to 28 charges including culpable homicide
against the 24-year-old maid. She will be sentenced
at a later date, and could be jailed for life. “That
one human being would treat another in this evil
and utterly inhumane manner is cause for the right-
eous anger of the court; and the law must come
down with full force”, prosecutors said. The maid
was employed by Gaiyathiri and her husband, a
police officer, in 2015 to help take care of their
four-year-old daughter and one-year-old son. But
she physically assaulted the victim almost daily,
often several times a day, with her 61-year-old
mother sometimes joining in, according to court
documents seen by AFP. —AFP 


