
BRISBANE: Australia’s conservative government
bowed to public pressure and announced the release of
a Tamil asylum-seeking family from island detention
yesterday, after the youngest daughter fell ill. The
Murugappan family of four have been held at the
remote Christmas Island immigration detention center
since August 2019, as they fight deportation to Sri
Lanka. The family’s neighbors in the small, rural
Queensland town of Biloela have been waging a vocal
campaign for them to remain in Australia, giving their
case national prominence.

Amid growing support for their case, Priya and
Nades Murugappan along with their Australian-born
daughters Kopika and Tharunicaa will now be allowed
to live temporarily in Perth, Western Australia.

It comes after four-year-old Tharunicaa was airlifted
to a hospital in Perth last week to receive treatment for
a blood infection. Immigration Minister Alex Hawke
announced Monday the family would stay in Perth while
they exhaust their legal options, as the government
faced a backlash within its own political ranks over its
handling of the case.

“In making this determination I am balancing the
government’s ongoing commitment to strong border
protection policies with appropriate compassion in cir-
cumstances involving children in detention,” he said in a
statement. Australia’s hardline immigration stance pro-
hibits anyone who arrives by boat-as the Murugappans
did separately in 2012 and 2013 — from staying in the
country permanently, and the couple have not been
accepted as refugees. Their lawyer, Carina Ford, said
the family was “relieved” at being reunited and leaving
detention after more than three years, both on
Christmas Island and in Melbourne. The “Home to Bilo”
campaign welcomed Monday’s decision, saying it was

“the first important step in getting them home” to the
Biloela community.

Hawke said he had not yet decided whether to grant
an exemption allowing the family to apply for alternative

visas. An online petition urging the government not to
deport the family to Sri Lanka, where the daughters
have never visited, has gathered more than 500,000
signatures. — AFP
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News in brief
Duterte not to cooperate with ICC 

MANILA: Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte
will “never cooperate” with an International
Criminal Court probe into the country’s deadly
drug war, his spokesman said yesterday, branding
the process “legally erroneous”. Outgoing ICC
chief prosecutor Fatou Bensouda on Monday
asked judges at the world’s only permanent war
crimes court to authorize an investigation into alle-
gations that Philippine police unlawfully killed as
many as tens of thousands of civilians between
2016 and 2019. Duterte was elected in 2016 on a
campaign promise to get rid of the country’s drug
problem, and he openly ordered police to kill drug
suspects if their lives were in danger. — AFP

India drops charges against marines

ROME: All legal proceedings have been dropped
in India against two Italian marines who shot and
killed two fishermen off the coast of Kerala in 2012,
Italy’s foreign minister said yesterday. “All legal
proceedings in India against our two marines...
have been closed,” tweeted Luigi Di Maio. “It
definitively brings this long episode to an end.” The
shelving of the case comes two months after India
said it was prepared to accept compensation of
100 million rupees, or about 1.1 million euros, from
Italy for the families of the two fishermen, following
prolonged negotiations. — AFP

150 migrants try to cross into Melilla 

MADRID: Around 150 migrants tried to cross into
Spain’s Melilla enclave early yesterday from neigh-
boring Morocco in an attempt which was thwarted
but left nine police slightly injured, officials said.
The incident, which involved “a group of 150 peo-
ple”, took place before dawn at around 5:15 am,
although “none of them got into Melilla”, the
Spanish government delegation in the enclave said
in a statement. They tried to get in by running
along the Dique Sur breakwater in Melilla port that
marks the frontier but were stopped by Spanish
police officers with help from their Moroccan
counterparts. — AFP

Kaunda, 97, treated for pneumonia

LUSAKA: Zambia’s 97-year-old former president
Kenneth Kaunda is being treated for pneumonia in
hospital and is improving, his aide said yesterday.
Kaunda, the country’s founding father who ruled
Zambia for 27 years from 1964, was admitted to
Maina Soko military hospital in the capital Lusaka
on Monday. “He is being treated for pneumonia but
he doesn’t have Covid,” his administrative assistant
Rodrick Ngolo told AFP, dispelling rumors that the
nonagenarian had contracted the coronavirus.
“The problem of pneumonia comes up regularly
and each time you hear he is in hospital, it’s
because of pneumonia,” he said.—AFP

Many arrested in Costa Rica 

SAN JOSE, Costa Rica: Costa Rican investiga-
tors on Monday carried out 57 raids, including on
the building housing the country’s top executive
offices, in a sweeping bid to dismantle an alleged
bribery and kickback scheme involving construc-
tion companies and public works. Twenty-eight
people were detained, including the owners of at
least two major construction firms. At the executive
building - known as the Casa Presidencial - agents
focused on the office of Camilo Saldarriaga, a top
aide President Carlos Alvarado. Saldarriaga’s job
included supervising the national budget and coor-
dinating transfers from the Treasury Department to
agencies such as the office in charge of highway
construction, also linked to the probe. — AFP

Australia govt releases Tamil 
family from island detention

Asylum-seeking family of 4 will now be allowed to live temporarily in Perth

MELBOURNE: People hold up placards at a rally to support a Tamil family of four - including two Australian-born
toddlers - held in a detention center from deportation.óAFP

YANGON: In this file photo, people participate in a rally in support of State Counsellor Aung San Suu Kyi in
Yangon, as she prepares to defend Myanmar against accusations of genocide against Rohingya Muslims at the
International Court of Justice in The Hague. — AFP

Junta trial of 
Myanmar’s Suu 
Kyi under way
NAYPYIDAW, Myanmar: The trial of deposed
Myanmar leader Aung San Suu Kyi got under way yes-
terday, more than four months after a military coup,
with junta witnesses testifying the Nobel laureate
flouted coronavirus restrictions and illegally imported
walkie-talkies.  Near daily protests have rocked
Myanmar since the generals’ February 1 putsch.

A mass uprising has been met with a brutal military
crackdown that has killed more than 850 civilians,
according to a local monitoring group. The junta has
brought an eclectic raft of charges against the Nobel
laureate, including claims she accepted illegal pay-
ments of gold and violated a colonial-era secrecy law.
On Monday the court heard a police force major testify
that Suu Kyi broke coronavirus restrictions during last
year’s elections that her National League for
Democracy (NLD) party won in a landslide, her lawyer
Min Min Soe told AFP.

Another police major testified on separate charges
accusing her of illegally importing and possessing
walkie-talkies, she added. Suu Kyi “paid keen atten-
tion” throughout the hearing, another member of her
legal team, Khin Maung Zaw said in a statement. 

Journalists were barred from proceedings in the
special court in the capital Naypyidaw, but an AFP
reporter said there was a heavy police presence out-

side. Suu Kyi’s lawyers-who have struggled to gain
access to their client-have said they expect the trial to
wrap up by July 26. “I’m confident Daw Aung San Suu
Kyi will overcome this trial,” Khin Maung Zaw told AFP
after the hearing.  “And she seems quite determined to
assert her rights, whatever the results.” A separate trial
is scheduled to start on Tuesday over sedition charges
she faces alongside ousted president Win Myint and
another senior member of the NLD.

If convicted of all charges, Suu Kyi, 75, faces more
than a decade in jail. “It is a show trial motivated only
by political reasons,” Debbie Stothard, Coordinator of
the Alternative ASEAN Network on Burma, told AFP. 

“Min Aung Hlaing is determined to lock up Aung
San Suu Kyi for the rest of her life. If he could, he would
probably charge her under every law available.”

Cloistered icon  
Suu Kyi spent more than 15 years under house

arrest during the previous junta’s rule before her 2010
release. Her international reputation diminished follow-
ing her defense of military-led violence against
Myanmar’s marginalized Muslim Rohingya community.
But the coup has returned Suu Kyi to the role of clois-
tered democracy icon.

On Thursday, she was hit with additional corruption
charges over claims she illegally accepted $600,000 in
cash and around 11 kilos of gold. Her lawyer Khin
Maung Zaw dismissed the new charges-which could
see Suu Kyi hit with another lengthy prison term-as
“absurd”. “There is an undeniable political background
to keep her out of the scene of the country and to
smear her prestige,” he told AFP last week. “That’s one
of the reasons to charge her-to keep her out of the
scene.” —AFP

5 Afghan polio 
vaccinators shot dead
JALALABAD: At least five polio workers were shot
dead in eastern Afghanistan yesterday, officials said, in
the area’s second attacks on vaccinators in less than
three months. The workers were gunned down in three
separate locations within hours in a “coordinated
attack”, Nangarhar provincial police spokesman Farid
Khan said.

“This is the work of the Taleban, targeting health
workers to deprive people of polio vaccines,” he said.
Health ministry spokesman Osman Taheri confirmed
the attacks. The Taleban denied responsibility.

Polio has been eradicated across the world apart
from Afghanistan and neighboring Pakistan, where dis-
trust of vaccines and eradication campaigns is rife. The
Taleban and religious leaders often tell communities
that vaccines are a Western conspiracy aimed at steril-
izing Muslim children, and they also suspect immuniza-
tion drives are used to spy on militant activities.
Officials say the Taleban do not allow door-to-door
vaccination campaigns in areas they control. Tuesday
saw five vaccine workers killed and one wounded in a
spate of attacks across Nangarhar, the local govern-
ment said. Three were also wounded in the provincial
capital, Jalalabad.

The inoculation drive in the province had now been
halted, a health official told AFP. “These were all tar-
geted attacks against polio vaccinators, and for now
we have stopped all polio vaccination drives in
Nangarhar province,” the official said, asking not to be
named.—AFP

China to launch 
first crew to 
new space station
BEIJING: The first crew for China’s new space station
prepared to blast off this week for the latest step in
Beijing’s ambitious program to establish itself as a
space power. The mission is China’s first crewed
spaceflight in nearly five years, and a matter of pres-
tige for the government as it prepares to mark the
100th birthday of the ruling Communist Party on July 1
with a propaganda blitz.

A Long March-2F rocket carrying three astronauts
in the Shenzhou-12 spacecraft is slated to lift off from
a base in northwest China’s Gobi desert on Thursday,
according to experts with knowledge of the matter.
They plan to spend three months on the Tiangong sta-
tion, China’s longest crewed space mission to date,
with spacewalks among their tasks.

The astronauts will aim to “get their new home in
space kitted out and ready to use,” said Jonathan
McDowell, an astronomer at the Harvard Smithsonian
Center for Astrophysics.—AFP

KABUL: Relatives carry the body of a polio worker who
was shot dead by gunmen following a string of target-
ed attacks on polio workers where at least four people
were killed, in Nangarhar Province yesterday. — AFP

This file photo taken on June 9, 2021 shows a Long
March-2F carrier rocket carrying the Shenzhou-12
spacecraft for China’s first manned mission to its new
space station. — AFP

Chinese scientist 
denies lab-leak 
theory of virus
WASHINGTON: The Chinese scientist at the center
of theories that the coronavirus pandemic originated
with a leak from her specialized lab in the city of
Wuhan has denied her institution was to blame for the
health disaster. “How on earth can I offer up evidence
for something where there is no evidence?” Dr Shi
Zhengli told The New York Times in rare comments to
the media.  “I don’t know how the world has come to
this, constantly pouring filth on an innocent scientist,”
she told the US daily. US President Joe Biden last
month ordered intelligence agencies to investigate the
origin of the pandemic, including the lab-leak theory. 

The leak hypothesis had been floated earlier during
the global outbreak, including by Biden’s predecessor
Donald Trump, but was widely dismissed as a conspir-

acy theory. But it has gained increasing traction
recently, fueled by reports that three researchers from
the Wuhan Institute of Virology became sick in 2019
after visiting a bat cave in the southwestern Chinese
province of Yunnan. Shi is an expert in bat coron-
aviruses, and some scientists have said she could have
been leading so-called gain-of-function experiments,
in which scientists increase the strength of a virus to
better study its effects on hosts.

According to The New York Times, in 2017 Shi and
her colleagues at the Wuhan laboratory published a
report on an experiment “in which they created new
hybrid bat coronaviruses by mixing and matching
parts of several existing ones - including at least one
that was nearly transmissible to humans - in order to
study their ability to infect and replicate in human
cells.” But in an email to the paper, Shi said her experi-
ments differed from gain-of-function experiments
since they did not seek to make a virus more danger-
ous. Instead they were trying to understand how the
virus might jump across species.

“My lab has never conducted or cooperated in
conducting GOF experiments that enhance the viru-
lence of viruses,” she said. — AFP


