
DHAKA: Dozens were injured yesterday as
Bangladeshi police fired rubber bullets and tear gas
in a third day of protests sparked by the death of a
prominent writer and government critic in jail.
Mushtaq Ahmed, 53, collapsed in a high-security
prison and died late Thursday, 10 months after
being arrested under a “digital security” law that
critics say is being used to silence dissent in the
country of 168 million people.

Live footage yesterday from local television sta-
tion Channel 24 showed a road and footpath in front
of the National Press Club-a favorite protest site in
Dhaka-turning into a battleground as police beat
protesters with batons to disperse them. Student
activists from the main opposition Bangladesh
Nationalist Party (BNP) hurled rocks and attacked
officers with bamboo and plastic pipes, prompting
police to retaliate by “firing rubber bullets and tear
gas”, Deputy Commissioner of Dhaka police
Sazzadur Rahman said.

“They did not take any permission (for the
protests),” he added, defending the police’s move to
clear the protesters. BNP spokesman Rizvi Ahmed
said about 30 student activists of the party, includ-
ing a senior leader, were injured in the clashes.
Several policemen were also hurt, including an offi-
cer who was rushed to hospital.  Ahmed said more
than 500 protesters were at the press club, trying
to form a human chain.

He defended the party not having sought permis-

sion for the protests at the National Press Club,
saying that historically no clearance was needed to
hold rallies there. “As they stood there for a human
chain, (police) baton-charged indiscriminately,” he
said. “It is a murder,” he said of Mushtaq Ahmed’s
death. “We think the state is involved.”

Swift probe
International and local rights groups have

demanded a swift probe into the death of the writer,
who was arrested over comments posted on social
media criticizing the government’s response to
coronavirus.  Ambassadors from 13 countries,
including the United States, France, Britain, Canada
and Germany, expressed “grave concern” over the
case. He had been detained under the Digital
Security Act, passed in 2018, which rights groups
say has been used to silence critics with hefty fines
and lengthy prison sentences.

Ahmed was denied bail at least six times.
Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina on
Saturday shrugged off concern over the internet
law, Ahmed’s death and criticism of her govern-
ment’s rights record.

Demonstrators have marched at Dhaka
University for several days chanting slogans con-
demning the government’s treatment of Mushtaq
Ahmed as well as other writers, journalists and
activists.

At least eight people have been arrested since

the protests erupted shortly after midnight follow-
ing Ahmed’s death on Thursday. Among them, seven
were student activists from two left-wing groups
and a labour leader in the southern city of Khulna.
Ruhul Amin, 38, was detained on Friday over

charges that he shared Facebook posts by Ahmed
and had slammed the writer’s death, his lawyer
Kudrat-e-Khuda said. “He has been charged under
the Digital Security Act and remanded into police
custody for two days,” he said. —AFP
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DHAKA: Policemen clash with the activists of Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) during the third day of protests fol-
lowing the death of Mushtaq Ahmed, in front of the National Press Club in Dhaka yesterday. — AFP 

Rights groups demand swift probe into death of writer

Bangladesh police fire rubber 
bullets, tear gas at new protests

Dozens of Hong Kong
dissidents charged 
with security crime
HONG KONG:  Dozens of Hong Kong dissi-
dents were charged with subversion yesterday
in the largest use yet of Beijing’s sweeping new
national security law, as authorities seek to crip-
ple the finance hub’s democracy movement.

Police arrested 55 of the city’s best-known
pro-democracy campaigners in a series of dawn
raids last month. Yesterday, 47 were charged
with one count each of “conspiracy to commit
subversion”-one of the new national security
crimes-with police saying the group would
appear in court on Monday morning.

Democracy supporters described the move
as a body blow. “Every prominent voice of the
pro-democracy movement in Hong Kong now is
either jailed, in exile, or charged for subversion
of state power,” activist Sophie Mak wrote on
Twitter. The European Union’s office in Hong
Kong said the charges were of “great concern”.
“The nature of these charges makes clear that
legitimate political pluralism will no longer be
tolerated in Hong Kong,” the office added.
Beijing is battling to stamp out dissent in semi-
autonomous Hong Kong after swathes of the
population hit the streets in 2019 in huge and
sometimes violent democracy protests. The
broadly worded security law, imposed on the
city last June, criminalizes any act deemed to be
subversion, secession, terrorism or collusion
with foreign forces. Those charged are routinely
denied bail until trial and face up to life in prison
if convicted.

‘Remain strong’ 
The activists charged yesterday represent a

broad cross-section of Hong Kong’s opposition,
from veteran former pro-democracy lawmakers
to academics, lawyers, social workers and a host
of youth activists. Joshua Wong, one of the city’s
most recognizable pro-democracy figures, was
among those charged, visited by police inside
prison where he is currently serving a sentence
for organizing protests in 2019. John Clancey, an
American lawyer and long-time Hong Kong res-
ident who was with the initial group arrested,
was one of the few not charged yesterday. Many
struck a defiant tone as they prepared to report
to police yesterday to hear the charges.

“Democracy is never a gift from heaven. It
must be earned by many with strong will,”
Jimmy Sham, a key organizer of 2019’s huge
protests, told reporters outside a police station.
“We can tell the whole world, under the most
painful system, Hong Kongers are the light of
the city. We will remain strong and fight for
what we want,” he added.

Former student leader Lester Shum said: “We
have long decided not to bow our heads to
totalitarian rule. I hope Hong Kong people can
carry on with this decision.” The alleged offence
of those arrested for subversion was to organize
an unofficial primary last summer to choose
candidates for the city’s partially elected legisla-
ture, in hopes that the pro-democracy bloc
might take a majority for the first time. Many of
those candidates were ultimately disqualified
from standing, and authorities scrapped the
election because of the coronavirus. But
Chinese and Hong Kong officials viewed the pri-
mary as an attempt to “overthrow” and “para-
lyze” the city’s government and therefore a
threat to national security. 

Critics say that declaration has effectively
made opposition politics in Hong Kong all but
illegal. Clifford Stott, a British academic who
was hired by Hong Kong’s government to sit on
a short-lived advisory panel to the city’s police
watchdog after the protests, gave a stark
assessment of yesterday’s charges. —AFP

‘Seedballs’ giving
Kenya’s forests 
a helping hand
MASAI MARA, Kenya: At first glance, the round
black pellets could easily be mistaken for animal
dung. But these hardy little balls contain acacia
seeds that are helping regrow Kenya’s depleted
forests. In a tranche of razed forest bordering the
Masai Mara wildlife reserve, a team of rangers scat-
ter generous handfuls of “seedballs” around the
bald clearing to give nature a fighting chance to
regenerate. It takes just minutes for the eight
rangers from the Mara Elephant Project, a conser-
vation group, to toss some 22,000 seedballs across
this ravaged corner of the Nyakweri forest. “It is
very simple,” said Jackson Maitai, whose rangers
discovered that loggers had illegally cleared this
land during their routine patrols to protect ele-
phants in the area.

“The seedballs are not actually heavy. We just
throw them away everywhere we see there is defor-
estation, so it is not a big deal.” Humble though they
may be, seedballs are tackling a century-old prob-
lem in Kenya. Trees were felled en masse by colo-
nial administrators to fuel a train across East Africa,
while land today is cleared for agriculture and char-
coal production as Kenya’s population grows
upward and outward. The forests bordering the
Masai Mara, the legendary wildlife haven and
savannah wilderness in the country’s southwest, are
no exception, chipped away for pasture, crops and

charcoal, a cheap fuel. 
Nyakweri, for example, has lost more than 50

percent of its forest cover in the past two decades,
reducing key habitats for wild animals, according
to Marc Goss, the director of the Mara Elephant
Project. But forests, which cover just seven percent
of Kenya’s land mass, also act as water reserves
and a powerful bulwark against climate change and
desertification. Kenya’s forests are cleared at a rate
of 5,000 hectares a year, the environment ministry
said in 2018.

For three years, Goss and his team have been
giving nature a helping hand by scattering seed-
balls by any means possible-on foot, by car and

even dropped by helicopter. Developed by
Seedballs Kenya, the casing of charcoal dust pro-
tects the seed inside from being eaten by mice,
birds or insects before it germinates. The shell is
semi-porous, giving it a fighting chance even in
arid conditions. “You can throw them out year
round. It would sit there, wait for the rain to come,
it washes the dust away, and then the seed is back
to its natural state, and will be able to start grow-
ing,” said Teddy Kinyanjui, the co-founder of
Seedballs Kenya. The idea is not entirely new: in
ancient Egypt, seeds were coated in mud to pro-
tect them from the elements and hungry passersby,
Kinyanjui said. —AFP

ALMATY, Kazakhstan: Police in
Kazakhstan detained dozens of protest-
ers yesterday who were calling for the
release of political prisoners in line with
a resolution passed by the European
Parliament. Government opponents
were attempting their first protest since
the resolution called for the European
Union to prioritize rights in its relations
with Kazakhstan, saying there had been
a “worrying deterioration” in the oil-
rich country. Roughly 50 protesters
were detained in the largest city Almaty
before they could gather near a city
park, where the internet appeared to
have been shut down.    

Several of the protesters shouted
“freedom to political prisoners” as they
were manhandled into waiting vans.
The Central Asian nation’s new presi-
dent Kassym-Jomart Tokayev has
styled himself as a reformer and last
year signed off on a law easing restric-

tions on public assembly. But the
European Parliament’s non-binding
February 11 resolution said “systemic
shortcomings in relation to respect for
freedom of association, assembly and
expression” persisted. 

It also criticized “secret court deci-
sions” that have outlawed as extremist
two opposition groups affiliated with
former energy minister Mukhtar
Ablyazov. Kazakhstan’s foreign ministry
said the resolution was “initiated by
unfriendly politicians, fuelled by inac-
curate information from destructive cir-
cles”. The state prosecutor warned on
Friday that anyone attending the
protests-called in cities across the vast
country-could face administrative
detentions of between 20 and 50 days
for joining unauthorized rallies.   

In a Facebook post on Saturday,
Ablyazov, who fled the country in 2009,
called on Kazakhs “not to stay on the

sidelines when democracies are ready
to support the people of Kazakhstan in
the fight against dictatorship”. The ex-
bank chief, who is wanted for embezzle-
ment and organizing the murder of a
banker in his home country, was grant-

ed asylum by France. He insists the
criminal cases are politically motivated
retribution for his opposition to former
president Nursultan Nazarbayev, who
remains a powerful figure and is close
to Russian leader Vladimir Putin. —AFP  

ALMATY, Kazakhstan: Kazakh law enforcement officers detain a participant in an opposition
rally in Almaty yesterday. — AFP 

MASAI MARA, Kenya: Rangers from the Mara Elephant Project (MEP) help to disperse seed balls by hand at a
section of Nyakweri indigenous forest destroyed for charcoal making in the Masai Mara ecosystem. —AFP 

Dozens held over Kazakh 
political prisoner protest

Philippines receives 
first vaccines 
from China
MANILA: The Philippines received 600,000 vaccine
doses from China yesterday, kickstarting the country’s
inoculation drive despite concerns over the Sinovac
jab’s effectiveness. Top government officials and health
workers will be the first on Monday to receive the
Chinese-made vaccine-called CoronaVac-just days
after the drug regulator approved it for emergency
use. President Rodrigo Duterte, whose government
has been under fire over delays in procuring vaccines,
oversaw the delivery of the doses at a military air base.
Around 525,000 doses of the AstraZeneca jab were
also due to arrive Monday as part of the COVAX
global inoculation program and will also be offered to
healthcare workers.

The regulator did not recommend CoronaVac for
healthcare workers due to its comparatively low effi-
cacy. An advisory group to the Philippine govern-
ment allowed it to be offered to those willing to take
it, but many nurses and doctors are reluctant and
have opted to wait for other vaccines. In the
Philippine General Hospital, one of the country’s main
facilities treating COVID-19 patients, only 10 percent
of staff were willing to be inoculated with the
Chinese-made vaccine, spokesman Jonas Del
Rosario told AFP.

It was far from the 94 percent who registered to
take the Pfizer-BioNTech jab, said Del Rosario, who
himself opted not to take the CoronaVac shot. The
hesitancy is not new in the Southeast Asian nation,
which has struggled with vaccine programs in recent
years. The Philippines was the first country in 2016 to
deploy the dengue vaccine Dengvaxia, but a botched
rollout led to unfounded claims that several dozen
children had died from the jab.

Recent surveys have shown vaccine confidence
remains low, with almost half of the population

reportedly unwilling to be inoculated against the
coronavirus. To boost trust, several top officials-
including the health minister-are expected to receive
the CoronaVac jab. President Duterte, who has
defended Chinese-made vaccines, suggested he will
be inoculated in public, having previously said he
would receive it in private. But the 75-year-old
leader’s doctors are still deciding which vaccine to
use for him. The rollout came as the number of daily
new infections in the Philippines hit a four-month
high. More than 570,000 cases have been confirmed,
including over 12,000 deaths. Aside from hospital
workers, the military is set to receive 100,000
Sinovac doses.

Members of the Philippines armed forces are
required to get vaccinated and those who refuse
could be disciplined. The government is in talks with
seven vaccine makers, including Sinovac, in the hope
of securing enough doses to inoculate 70 million
people-about 60 percent of the population-this year.
But the bulk of the supply is not expected to start
arriving until the summer. — AFP 


