
WUHAN: Relatives of Wuhan’s coronavirus dead
yesterday said Chinese authorities have deleted
their social media group and are pressuring them to
keep quiet while a World Health Organization team
is in the city to investigate the pandemic’s origins.

Scores of relatives have banded together online
in a shared quest for accountability from Wuhan
officials who they blame for mishandling the out-
break that tore through the city one year ago. The
effort has thus far been thwarted by official
obstruction, monitoring of social media groups and
intimidation, say next-of-kin. But pressure has
escalated in recent days, apparently to muzzle any
criticism and avoid embarrassment during the high-
ly sensitive WHO investigation.

A group on social media platform WeChat used
by 80 to 100 family members over the past year
was suddenly deleted without explanation about 10
days ago, said Zhang Hai, a group member and a
vocal critic of the outbreak’s handling. “This shows
that (Chinese authorities) are very nervous. They
are afraid that these families will get in touch with
the WHO experts,” said Zhang, 51, whose father
died early in the pandemic of suspected COVID-19.

The WHO experts arrived in Wuhan on January
14 and are due to emerge from a 14-day quarantine
on today.

“When the WHO arrived in Wuhan, (authorities)
forcibly demolished (the group). As a result we have

lost contact with many members,” Zhang added.
Other next-of-kin confirmed the group’s deletion.
WeChat is operated by Chinese digital giant
Tencent. 

Popular platforms routinely censor content
deemed objectionable by the government.

‘Same old tune’ 
Relatives accuse the Wuhan and Hubei provincial

governments of allowing Covid-19 to explode out of
control by trying to conceal the outbreak when it
first emerged in the city in December 2019, then
failing to alert the public and bungling the response.
According to official Chinese figures, it killed nearly
3,900 in Wuhan, accounting for the vast majority of
the 4,636 dead China has reported. 

Many next-of-kin distrust those numbers, saying
the scarcity of testing in the outbreak’s chaotic ear-
ly days meant many are likely to have died without
being confirmed as having the disease.

More than two million people have died so far
globally. While China has broadly controlled the
pandemic on its soil, it has frustrated independent
attempts to trace its origins.

Instead, it has sought to deflect blame for the
horrific worldwide human and economic toll by
suggesting, without proof, that it emerged else-
where. A team of WHO virus experts were finally
allowed into Wuhan a fortnight ago.

Their highly watched probe into the virus origins
is due to start today, under tight security.

Another family member, a retiree who says her
adult daughter died of the virus last January, told
AFP she was summoned last week by authorities

and warned not to “speak to media or be used by
others”.  Authorities came to her door on Tuesday
“and sang the same old tune and gave me 5,000
yuan ($775) in a ‘condolence payment’”, she added,
requesting anonymity. — AFP
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SHANGHAI: Health workers in protective gear walk out from a blocked off area after spraying disinfectant in
Shanghai’s Huangpu district yesterday. — AFP 

Beijing mounts pressure apparently to muzzle criticism, avoid embarrassment 

Wuhan next-of-kin say China 
silencing them as WHO visits

News in brief

China deploys anal swabs 

BEIJING:  China has begun using anal swabs to
test those it considers at high risk of contracting
COVID-19, state TV reported, with social media
users and travellers squirming over the invasive
procedure which doctors say can be more
effective in detecting the virus. Officials took
anal swabs from residents of neighborhoods
with confirmed COVID-19 cases in Beijing last
week, broadcaster CCTV said, while those in
designated quarantine facilities have also under-
gone the test. —AFP

Australia to compensate migrants 

SYDNEY:  An Australian watchdog yesterday
ordered the government to pay damages to
over a thousand asylum seekers whose per-
sonal data was wrongly made public seven
years ago. Lawyers believe this is the first time
in Australian history that compensation has
been ordered for a mass privacy breach.  More
than 9,000 migrants had their personal infor-
mation-including their name, date of birth, citi-
zenship, reason for detention and location they
were being held-mistakenly published online in
2014.  Around 1,300 could now each receive
sums of up to US$15,500 within 12 months,
after they formed a class action lawsuit to
claim damages. —AFP

Singapore protesters detained 

SINGAPORE: Three LGBT rights protesters
have been arrested in Singapore after taking
part in a tiny, rare demonstration triggered by
the government’s alleged mistreatment of a
transgender student, police said yesterday. The
tightly-regulated city-state has tough laws
against public protests, which are usually not
allowed without a police permit-rarely granted-
regardless of the number attending. Five people
demonstrated outside the education ministry
Tuesday over the treatment of lesbian, gay,
bisexual and transgender students, waving plac-
ards that read “trans students will not be
erased” and “#Fix schools not students”. —AFP 

HK turns to ‘ambush lockdowns’ 

HONG KONG: Hong Kong has begun using
“ambush lockdowns” to suddenly close off and
test everyone inside neighborhoods where
coronavirus cases have spiked, as a spate of
recent outbreaks lay bare the rampant inequali-
ty in the wealthy Chinese finance hub. Police
cordoned off a row of densely packed tenement
buildings in the Yau Ma Tei area overnight on
Tuesday through to yesterday morning to con-
duct mandatory tests. The new tactic involves
authorities giving no warning of an impending
lockdown. —AFP

UN eyes $100m for Africa migrants 

GENEVA: The United Nations appealed yes-
terday for $100 million to help it boost support
for refugees fleeing escalating conflicts and
crises in Africa embarking on risky migration
routes to Europe. The UN refugee agency
voiced deep concern over swelling displace-
ment from conflicts in Africa’s Sahel region, as
well as in the East and Horn of Africa. This, it
said, was driving more people to attempt dead-
ly crossings of the Mediterranean towards
Europe, resulting in at least 1,064 deaths along
the central and western crossing routes last
year alone. “UNHCR is seeking just over $100
million to enhance refugee protection in African
countries en route to the Mediterranean,” the
agency said in a statement. — AFP

At historic fort, India
farmers raise flag 
and vow to battle on
NEW DELHI: Armed with a spear and a sword,
farmer Sher Singh climbed over the main gate of
India’s historic Red Fort and raised a Sikh religious
flag to the cheers of a large crowd of protesters.
Thousands of farmers poured into New Delhi
Tuesday, heading to the fort in the heart of the city
where Singh emerged as a symbol of their push
against India’s agricultural reforms. The farmers’
protest coincided with Republic Day-synonymous
with ceremonial splendor and military parades-but
the agricultural workers, bashing through barri-
cades on their tractors, were not there to celebrate.

The day’s demonstrations marked the culmina-
tion of a larger two-month protest to overturn laws
deregulating their sector, the biggest challenge to
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s rule in six years.
Modi’s government has enacted a raft of sweeping
and controversial reforms since coming to power in
2014, which have triggered street battles, including
in Delhi. The farming reforms have touched a raw
nerve in the vast nation of 1.3 billion people, where
nearly 70 percent of the population draws its liveli-
hood from the sector. On a day when the capital
holds its biggest military pageant, the rush of trac-
tors to central Delhi and the efforts to take over the
iconic fort marked a symbolic victory for farmers.

The site is not just the former seat of power for

the Mughal empire, but also where the prime minis-
ter raises the national flag on India’s independence
day. Locals came out of their homes to watch the
tractors roll down the Delhi streets, lining up on
both sides of the road to offer water and other
refreshments. Some even showered them with
flower petals. 

Singh, a “Nihang” Sikh warrior wearing an elec-
tric-blue robe and a foot-high turban, had a clear
message for the government. “We’re ready to die.

This government has been ignoring us for long but
they can no longer do that,” Singh told AFP at the
400-year-old fort. “This is a historic day... We are
not fighting the tricolor (flag) but Modi’s ego. Our
flags symbolize that India is for everyone not just
Modi and his party or his rich friends.” Around him,
other Nihang and farmers-many from the northern
state of Punjab-wielded ceremonial weapons
including swords, daggers and even a medieval-
style morning star. —AFP

SINGHU, India: Farmers listen to a speaker during a protest against the central government’s recent agricultural
reforms, at the Delhi-Haryana state border yesterday. —AFP 

Indonesian 
volcano erupts,
spewing hot ash
3km away
JAKARTA: One of the world’s most
active volcanoes, Indonesia’s Mount
Merapi, erupted yesterday, belching
out huge clouds of smoke and ash
that billowed down the sides of its
rumbling crater. The volcano, near
Indonesia’s cultural capital
Yogyakarta, shot hot ash into the air
around three dozen times throughout
the day.  Some of it travelled as far as
three kilometers (two miles) away
from its peak, Indonesia’s geological
agency said. Authorities told resi-

dents to stay outside a five-kilometer
no-go zone, warning about possible
lava flows. 

Fiery red lava has been seen
flowing down the volcano in recent
days, but authorities have kept its
alert status at the second-highest
level. Mount Merapi’s last major
eruption in 2010 killed more than
300 people, and forced the evacua-
tion of around 280,000 residents
from surrounding areas.

That was its most powerful erup-
tion since 1930, which killed around
1,300 people, while another explosion
in 1994 took about 60 lives. Indonesia
sits on the Pacific “Ring of Fire”, a
vast zone of geological instability
where the collision of tectonic plates
causes frequent quakes and major
volcanic activity. The Southeast Asian
archipelago nation has nearly 130
active volcanoes. —AFP 

YOGYAKARTA, Indonesia: People look up at Mount Merapi, Indonesia’s most active vol-
cano, as it spews rocks and ash out for another day in Yogyakarta yesterday. —AFP 

GENEVA: The UN human rights
chief has called for an International
Criminal Court investigation into Sri
Lanka’s Tamil separatist conflict and
sanctions on military officials accused
of war crimes, according to a report
obtained by AFP. Michelle Bachelet
accused Sri Lanka of reneging on
promises to ensure justice for thou-
sands of civilians killed in the final
stages of the 37-year separatist war
that ended a decade ago. “Domestic
initiatives for accountability and rec-
onciliation have repeatedly failed to
produce results, more deeply
entrenching impunity, and exacerbat-
ing victims’ distrust in the system,”
she said in the report obtained ahead
of its official release.

The government of  President
Gotabaya Rajapaksa has reversed
some advances made under previous
administrations in protecting human
rights, the report said. Surveillance

of rights activists and dissidents has
increased and a climate of self-cen-
sorship has emerged, i t  added.
Rajapaksa won a 2019 presidential
election on a nationalist agenda
which included a promise that
troops who crushed Tamil rebels
would not be prosecuted. Rajapaksa
was the top defence official when
government forces crushed the
guerrillas in a military campaign that
ended in May 2009. His brother
Mahinda was president then and is
currently prime minister.

‘Asset freezes’ 
UN reports have accused Sri

Lankan troops of shelling hospitals
and indiscriminate aerial bombard-
ments, executing surrendering rebels
and causing the disappearance of
thousands of minority Tamils. At least
100,000 people were killed in the
war and allegations were made that

40,000 Tamil civilians were killed in
the final onslaught. 

The president, a retired army lieu-
tenant colonel, threatened last year to
withdraw from the UN rights council
if it pursued allegations against his
troops. Sri Lanka has not signed up
to the ICC, and so it is outside its

jurisdiction. But while another state
cannot refer a non-signatory to the
ICC, the UN can. In her latest assess-
ment, Bachelet recommended for the
first time that the ICC look into Sri
Lanka’s case, and said action should
be taken against war criminals,
including Tamil rebels. —AFP 

UN rights chief seeks sanctions
against Sri Lanka generals

KANDY, Sri Lanka: In this file photo, Sri Lanka’s President Gotabaya Rajapakse (right)
and Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapakse (left) leave after a new cabinet swearing-in cer-
emony at the Buddhist Temple of the Tooth in the ancient hill capital of Kandy. —AFP 


