
BEIJING: Chinese leaders endorsed a sweeping
overhaul of Hong Kong’s electoral system yesterday,
creating powers to vet anyone standing for public
office and slashing the number of directly elected
politicians. The new measures, which bypassed Hong
Kong’s legislature and were imposed directly by
Beijing, are the latest move aimed at quashing the
city’s democracy movement after huge protests.

President Xi Jinping signed the new law after it was
unanimously approved by China’s top decision-mak-
ing body. One of the most dramatic changes is the
introduction of a committee that will vet anyone hop-
ing to enter Hong Kong politics for their patriotism.

The body will include background checks by Hong
Kong’s new national security apparatus and its deci-
sions cannot be legally challenged. “The National
Security Committee and the National Security Police
will provide reports on every single candidate to assist
the vetting by the qualification review committee,”
Tam Yiu-chung, Hong Kong’s sole delegate on China’s
rubber-stamp parliament, told AFP. 

When Hong Kongers are allowed to vote in limited
local elections, they tend to do so overwhelmingly for
pro-democracy candidates, something that has rattled
authoritarian Beijing.  Under the new measures, Hong
Kong’s legislature will be expanded from 70 to 90
seats.  But only 20 of those seats will now be directly
elected, down from 35. That brings direct representa-
tion down from half to less than a quarter of seats.  

The majority — 40 seats-will be chosen by a reli-
ably pro-Beijing committee. The remaining 30 will be
chosen by “functional constituencies”-bodies repre-
senting certain industries and special interest groups
that have also been historically loyal to Beijing. The
measures were welcomed by Hong Kong’s pro-
Beijing government, which will no longer have to face
a noisy and disruptive pro-democracy opposition in
the legislature.

“The excessive politicization in society and the
internal rift that has torn Hong Kong apart can be
effectively mitigated,” said chief executive Carrie Lam.
The next legislative elections under the new system
would be held in December, she added.   “Hong Kong’s
institutions of political power and governance must
always be firmly in the hands of those who love the
motherland and Hong Kong,” added the Hong Kong
and Macau Affairs Office, which formulates Beijing’s
policies for the financial hub. 

‘Degrading’ 
Opposition figures and some analysts took a less

rosy view, describing the new measures as a clear
move to ensure any remaining opposition to Beijing’s
rule is stamped out. “This whole new system is really
degrading and very oppressive,” Emily Lau, a former
pro-democracy lawmaker said. 

Lau questioned whether Hong Kongers would
want to take part in future elections and warned that

political unrest could explode again. “If you have so
many people who are very unhappy inside, all you
need is a little trigger and that would spark a lot of
people,” she added. Chong Ja Ian, an associate pro-
fessor on politics from the National University of
Singapore, said the new measures “seem to run

against the spirit of having, free, fair and competitive
elections, limiting popular participation in the politi-
cal process”.  “Certainly, giving a police force the
power to oversee who can stand for elections is not
seen in systems usually deemed democratic in a
meaningful sense,” he said. — AFP
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HONG KONG: (Left to right) Secretary for Constitutional and Mainland Affairs, Erick Tsang Kwok-wai, Hong Kong Chief
Executive Carrie Lam and Permanent Secretary for Constitutional and Mainland Affairs Roy Tang pose before a press
conference at the government headquarters yesterday. —AFP
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News in brief

Italy plans quarantine on EU arrivals

ROME: Italy will impose a five-day quaran-
tine on travellers arriving from other EU coun-
tries, both residents and foreigners, a source in
the health ministry said yesterday. Health
Minister Roberto Speranza will approve a new
rule later in the day, the source said, although
it was not immediately clear when it would
come into effect nor how long it would last.
Much of Italy remains under tight coronavirus
restrictions as it battles a deadly third wave of
infections, with the whole country facing a
lockdown over the three-day Easter weekend
starting on Saturday. — AFP

Cuba begins testing new vaccine 

HAVANA: Cuba began vaccinating tens of
thousands of health care workers with a second
COVID-19 vaccine on Monday, even though it
has yet to complete clinical trials. Last week,
Cuba started vaccinating 150,000 health care
workers with its Soberana 2 vaccine that is still
in the third phase of clinical trials. And on
Monday, the island nation started giving its
Abdala vaccine to 124,000 health care workers-
Abdala is likewise still in phase 3 of COVID vac-
cine trials. Cuba is also working on two other
vaccines-Mambisa and Soberana 1 — that are
respectively still in phase 1 and phase 2. —AFP

Syrian refugees caught in Greece 

ATHENS: For the third time in three years,
Syrian refugees have tried to flee from Greece
by impersonating a sports team, Athens airport
police said Monday. Late Sunday, nine Syrians
dressed as members of a volleyball team with
fake travel documents tried to board a flight to
Vienna but were stopped by police. Last year
12 other Syrians disguised as handball players
with fake Bulgarian passports were arrested
trying to board another flight to Vienna. —AFP

Vietnam flight attendant sentenced

HANOI: A Vietnam Airlines flight attendant
was handed a two-year suspended jail term
for spreading the coronavirus, Vietnamese
state media said yesterday. Duong Tan Hau
broke his two-week home quarantine require-
ment and met 46 people after working on a
repatriation flight from Japan in November,
the country’s official government website said.
The 29-year-old was convicted of “spreading
dangerously infectious diseases” in a court in
southern Ho Chi Minh City yesterday, accord-
ing to the metropolis’ official mouthpiece,
Phap Luat Thanh Pho Ho Chi Minh. The com-
munist nation has used extensive contact trac-
ing and mandatory mass quarantines to keep
virus numbers low. —AFP

Vote-buying risk in Bulgaria 

SOFIA: The coronavirus pandemic could
affect the outcome of Bulgaria’s upcoming
election as vote-buying-already widespread in
the country-will have more impact, a report by
an anti-corruption organization has warned.
Between five and 19 percent of the ballots cast
in Bulgarian elections since 2013 have been
influenced by vote-buying or other voter
intimidation practices, the Anti-Corruption
Fund non-governmental organisation said late
Monday. It said there was a greater risk these
practices could affect the overall result in
Sunday’s general election in the EU country as
“the bought or controlled voters will be less
sensitive to pandemic risks” and more motivat-
ed to cast their ballots. — AFP

North Korean leader’s 
sister slams South’s 
Moon as US ‘parrot’
SEOUL: North Korean leader Kim Jong Un’s influ-
ential sister slammed the South’s president yester-
day as “a parrot raised by America” after he criti-
cized a missile test by Pyongyang. The nuclear-
armed North has a long history of using weapons
tests to ramp up tensions, and last week carried out
its first substantive provocation since US President
Joe Biden’s inauguration.

The US and Japan said the weapons fired were
ballistic missiles-banned under a UN Security
Council resolution-while Pyongyang insisted they
were tactical guided weapons. South Korean
President Moon Jae-in, who has long backed
engagement with Pyongyang, made a carefully
measured speech on Friday  — when the South
marked three deadly attacks by the North since
1999 — that did not specifically refer to the missile
test. Actions that stand in the way of resuming dia-

logue between Pyongyang and Washington were
“undesirable”, he said.

His speech prompted denunciation from
Pyongyang, with Kim Yo Jong, a key adviser to her
brother, calling it the “height of effrontery”. She had
been “struck speechless”, she said in a statement
carried by the official KCNA news agency, referring
to Moon only as the South’s “chief executive” and
not by his name or title. Calling him “a parrot raised
by America”, she said he was employing “the gang-
ster-like logic of the US”.

It is a far cry from the diplomacy of 2018, when
Moon visited Pyongyang and gave a speech to a
vast crowd in the May Day Stadium, where at one
point an image of him and Kim Jong Un was dis-
played across a grandstand. The Biden administra-
tion is in the final stages of a review on policy
towards the North, and the new US president has
repeatedly said he will look to rebuild the alliances
with partners such as South Korea that suffered
under his predecessor Donald Trump.

Biden has warned the North that “there will be
responses if they choose to escalate” testing.

He left the door open for further diplomacy, but
the White House said Monday a summit between

him and Kim was “not his intention”. European
members of the UN Security Council have asked for
a meeting to discuss the launch. — AFP 

In this file photo, Kim Yo Jong, North Korean leader Kim
Jong Un’s powerful sister, listens to South Korean
President Moon Jae-in (right) during a performance of
North Korea’s Samjiyon Orchestra at National Theater in
Seoul, South Korea. — AFP

Myanmar crackdown
death toll passes 500
YANGON: The death toll in the Myanmar military’s
crackdown on protesters has passed 500, as armed
rebel groups yesterday threatened the junta with
retaliation if the bloodshed does not stop. World
powers have ramped up their condemnation of the
military’s campaign against the anti-coup movement
that is demanding the restoration of the elected
government and the release of civilian leader Aung
San Suu Kyi.

Washington suspended a trade pact with
Myanmar and UN chief Antonio Guterres called for
a united global front to pressure the junta after
more than 100 protesters were killed in a bloody
weekend. Adding to that pressure campaign, a trio
of ethnic rebel groups yesterday condemned the
crackdown and threatened to fight alongside pro-
testers unless the military reined in its violence.

Daily rallies across Myanmar by unarmed demon-
strators have been met with tear gas, rubber bullets
and live rounds. The Assistance Association for
Political Prisoners (AAPP) said it had confirmed a
total of 510 civilian deaths but warned the true toll
was probably significantly higher. Yesterday, pro-
testers in Yangon emptied rubbish bags in the
streets as part of the latest action, while in the town
of Muse in Shan state a 35-year-old protester was
shot dead.

Rebel warning 
Three of the country’s myriad armed ethnic

insurgent groups — the Ta’ang National Liberation
Army, the Myanmar Nationalities Democratic
Alliance Army and the Arakan Army (AA) — issued

a joint statement threatening retaliation. “If they do
not stop, and continue to kill the people, we will
cooperate with the protesters and fight back,” the
statement said. If such groups take up arms, Debbie
Stothard at the International Federation for Human
Rights (FIDH) warned that the situation could
degenerate into civil war.

Two dozen ethnic minority rebellions have flared
in Myanmar since independence from British colo-
nial rule in 1948, fighting over autonomy, ethnic
identity, drugs and natural resources. The military
has sought to cut deals with some armed groups
and earlier this month took the AA off the list of ter-
rorist organizations.

But over the weekend it launched airstrikes in
eastern Karen state — the first such strikes in 20
years — targeting the Fifth Brigade of the Karen
National Union (KNU) after the group seized a mil-
itary base. An estimated 3,000 people fled through
the jungle to seek safety across the border in
Thailand, according to local groups. Hsa Moo, a
Karen human rights activist, told AFP that the Thai
authorities had pushed the people back and
accused them of blocking UN refugee officials from
the area. Thai Prime Minister Prayut Chan-O-Cha
insisted that there was “no influx” of refugees and
that the kingdom’s authorities had not “scared them
off with guns or sticks”.  — AFP

A relative cries during the funeral of a protester, who died amid a crackdown by security forces on demonstrations
against the military coup, in Taunggyi in Myanmar’s Shan state on Monday. — AFP

Tanzanian police say 
45 died in stampede 
at Magufuli tribute
DAR ES SALAAM, Tanzania: Tanzanian police
announced yesterday that 45 people had died dur-
ing a stampede in Dar es Salaam on March 21 as
mourners paid their last respects to the late presi-
dent John Magufuli. The crush took place when
thousands of grieving citizens tried to push their
way into a stadium in the city to bid farewell to their
leader, whose sudden death after a mysterious
absence was announced on March 17.

“There were a lot of people who wanted to get in
the stadium, and some were not patient. They tried
to force their way in and that resulted in a stam-
pede. Forty-five died in the accident,” Dar es
Salaam regional police commander Lazaro

Mambosasa said. Five of the deceased were from
the same family, Mambosasa said. A woman and
four children were earlier reported crushed in the
accident at Uhuru Stadium, though the true toll of
the stampede was not announced at the time. 

Mambosasa said several dozen were also injured
in the crush but most had been released from hospi-
tal. Magufuli’s body was transported to the major
cities of Dar es Salaam, Dodoma, Zanzibar, Mwanza
and Geita, before being finally laid to rest in his
ancestral village of Chato, in the country’s north-
west, on March 26. Tens of thousands came out to
pay their respects, lining roads, weeping and run-
ning alongside the casket as a military motorcade
moved through the cities.

The stampede took place on the second day of
tributes at Uhuru Stadium in Dar es Salaam, when
the public was allowed in to pay their respects.
Magufuli died aged 61 from what authorities say
was a heart condition, after a mysterious absence of
almost three weeks, and questions remain over the
true cause of his death which the opposition says

was from COVID-19.
His deputy Samia Suluhu Hassan was sworn in as

the country’s first female president, and led the cer-
emonies bidding him farewell. A state funeral held in
the capital Dodoma, the day after the stampede,
was attended by African leaders from across the
continent. Magufuli was hailed for his fight against
corruption and massive infrastructure projects, but
was criticized for the stifling of democracy and
crackdowns on the media, civil society and the
opposition. His legacy is also marred by his COVID
denialism, which saw Tanzania refuse to issue data
or take any measures to curb the spread of the
virus. Hassan has vowed to “start where Magufuli
ended” and all eyes are on potential changes to the
country’s policies and openness regarding COVID-
19. Yesterday she nominated Finance Minister Philip
Mpango as her deputy, which needs to be endorsed
by parliament.  Mpango last month appeared in a
video coughing and gasping at a press conference
outside a hospital to dispel rumors he had died of
COVID-19. —AFP


