
HONG KONG: Amnesty International said yesterday
it will shutter its Hong Kong offices because of the
threat posed to staff by a national security law that has
fronted a sweeping crackdown on dissent in the busi-
ness hub. The decision came the same day a court in
the Chinese city convicted a former food delivery driv-
er of inciting secession by shouting slogans in the sec-
ond national security case to come to trial. China
imposed the law last year in response to massive and
often violent democracy protests, transforming Hong
Kong’s political, cultural and legal landscape and intro-
ducing mainland-style speech curbs.

Anjhula Mya Singh Bais, chair of Amnesty’s board,
said the decision to close had been made “with a heavy
heart” and was “driven by Hong Kong’s national securi-
ty law”. “(It) has made it effectively impossible for
human rights organizations in Hong Kong to work
freely and without fear of serious reprisals from the
government,” she added. The decision ends more than
four decades of the international human rights group’s
presence in the city.

Amnesty maintains two offices in Hong Kong. The
first is a local branch that focuses on human rights and
campaigns in the city itself. Recent reports published by
the team have included investigations into how the secu-
rity law has been deployed and studies of the police’s
use of force against democracy protesters. The second
office is a regional headquarters that carries out
research and advocacy work across East and Southeast
Asia and the Pacific.

Amnesty said the local office would close on October
31 while the regional office would move out “by the end
of 2021”. Hong Kong dubs itself “Asia’s World City” and
has long advertised itself as a business-friendly gateway
to mainland China with its own separate legal system
and speech freedoms unseen on the mainland. As a
result, many international businesses, media groups and
non-governmental organizations have used the city as a
regional hub.

Arrests and asset freezes
But sweeping political changes in the last two years

have created risks for any organization that might criti-
cize or disagree with China’s government. The national
security law imposed after the 2019 democracy protests
covers any offence China considers secession, subver-
sion, collusion with foreign forces or terrorism.

More than 70 people, including many of Hong Kong’s
most prominent democracy activists, have since been
charged with security crimes. The security law also
empowers authorities to freeze the assets of any individ-
ual or entity marked as a security threat and most of
those arrested are denied bail until trial. Earlier this year,
Hong Kong’s most outspoken pro-democracy newspa-
per Apple Daily collapsed after its assets were frozen
and its top executives were charged.

Dozens of civil society groups have disbanded in
recent months in a bid to avoid a national security inves-
tigation, often after being labeled “subversive” by
China’s state-controlled media. Major tech companies
such as Google, Facebook and Twitter have spoken pub-
licly about their concerns about Hong Kong’s security
law. Last year, The New York Times cited the law when it
announced it was relocating most of its Asia headquar-
ters from Hong Kong to Seoul. 

Secession charge 
A Hong Kong man who chanted protest slogans was

found guilty of inciting secession yesterday in the sec-
ond national security case to come to trial as authorities
wield a sweeping new law to snuff out dissent. Ma Chun-

man, a 31-year-old food delivery driver, was convicted
by a judge of trying to separate Hong Kong from China
by chanting slogans and displaying placards, as well as
through interviews with reporters last year.

China imposed a national security law in response to
massive and often violent democracy protests in the city
two years ago, in a move that has brought mainland-
style political speech curbs to the once outspoken busi-
ness hub. The city’s debut national security trial took
place in July when a man was convicted of terrorism and
secession after he rode his motorbike into police while
flying a protest flag.

But Ma’s prosecution was more of a legal weather
vane because-much like the vast majority of upcoming
national security trials-his offences did not involve a vio-
lent act and centered purely around his speech.
Prosecutors said slogans Ma used that incited secession
included “Liberate Hong Kong, revolution of our times”,
“Hong Kong independence, the only way out”, “Hong
Kongers, build our own country”, “One nation, one Hong

Kong” and “All shall be valiant, start armed uprising”.
Ma’s lawyers said their client was merely trying to

prove “exercising freedom of speech is not unlawful”. His
slogans, they argued, were “empty words” and “a fool’s
ravings” that did not reflect any plan or resources. But
Stanley Chan, one of the judges specially chosen by the
government to try security cases, disagreed and said Ma
acted like “a human recorder repeating political state-
ments”. “The defendant was constantly, unreservedly
inciting others to commit acts that are explicitly banned
in... the national security law,” Chan said. Whether Ma
had actual plans or committed acts to separate Hong
Kong from China was irrelevant to convicting him of
inciting others, Chan said. “In a society with rule of law,
no one enjoys infinite rights and freedom, otherwise the
destructive and subversive effects would go without
saying,” Chan said. Ma, who has been in detention for
the last 10 months, pleaded not guilty and did not take
the stand during his trial. He will be sentenced at a later
date and faces up to seven years in jail.— AFP 
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HONG KONG: Amnesty International marketing leaflets are seen in their office in Hong Kong, as the Human
Rights organization announces it will be closing its offices by the end of 2021 citing Beijing’s enacted
national security law as a reason. — AFP 

MOSCOW: A general view shows the US embassy building in Moscow. Russians hoping to apply for an
immigrant visa to the United States are now required to travel to the US Embassy in Warsaw, the State
Department confirmed on October 24, 2021. — AFP 

KABUL: Burqa clad Afghan women walk along a foot-
path in Kabul. — AFP 

BALA MURGHAB: Children wash clothes in Bala
Murghab district of Badghis province.  — AFP 

Russians now must 
travel to Warsaw for 
US immigrant visas
WASHINGTON: Russians hoping to apply for an
immigrant visa to the United States are now required
to travel to the US Embassy in Warsaw, the State
Department confirmed Sunday, while blaming restric-
tions imposed by Moscow. That development came
amid unresolved US-Russian tensions, and tit-for-tat
expulsions that earlier led Moscow to limit the number
of US diplomatic staff in Russia. The US visa move, in
effect since October 12, prompted a heated rejoinder
from Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Maria Zakharova.

American diplomats, she wrote on the Telegram
platform, had long been “destroying” the consular
services system in Russia, turning what should be a
routine, technical procedure “into a real hell.” The
State Department, for its part, pinned the blame
squarely back on Moscow. “The Russian government’s
decision to prohibit the United States from retaining,
hiring or contracting Russian or third-country staff
severely impacts our ability to provide consular serv-
ices,” a State Department spokesman said in a state-
ment received by AFP.

“The extremely limited number of consular staff in
Russia at this time does not allow us to provide routine
visa or US citizen services.” It added: “We realize this
is a significant change for visa applicants,” and it cau-

tioned them not to travel to Warsaw before booking an
appointment with the embassy there. The statement
recognized that the shift to Warsaw, which took effect
this month, was not an “ideal solution.”

It added: “We considered a number of factors
including proximity, availability of flights, convenience
for applicants... the prevalence of Russian speakers
among our locally engaged personnel, and the avail-
ability of staff.” Warsaw is around 1,200 kilometers
from Moscow. On the State Department website,
Russia has been added to a short list of countries
where “the United States has no consular representa-
tion or in which the political or security situation is
tenuous or uncertain enough” to prevent consular staff
from processing immigrant visa applications.

Most countries on that list have poor or no direct
relations with the US, including Cuba, Iran, Syria,
Yemen and Venezuela. Amid a continuing dispute over
how many diplomats each side can post in the other’s
country, Russia has placed the US on a list of
“unfriendly” countries requiring approval to employ
Russian nationals. Russian applicants for nonimmigrant
visas can still apply at any overseas US embassy or
consulate so long as they are physically present in that
country, the US statement said.

Meantime, the US Embassy in Moscow will be able
to process only “diplomatic or official visas.”
Successive rounds of tit-for-tat diplomatic expulsions
by the two countries have left embassies and con-
sulates badly understaffed, playing havoc with normal
services. This was a central subject of talks two weeks
ago during a Russia visit by Victoria Nuland, the
undersecretary of state for political affairs, but little
progress was announced.— AFP 

More than half 
of Afghans face 
acute food crisis
KABUL: Afghanistan is on the brink of one of the
world’s worst humanitarian crises, UN agencies warned
yesterday, with more than half the country facing
“acute” food shortages. More than 22 million Afghans
will suffer food insecurity this winter, they said, as a
drought driven by climate change adds to the disruption
caused by the chaotic Taleban takeover of the country.

“This winter, millions of Afghans will be forced to
choose between migration and starvation unless we can
step up our life-saving assistance,” said David Beasley,
executive director of the World Food Program. The crisis
is already bigger in scale than the shortages facing war-
torn Yemen or Syria, and worse than any food insecurity
emergency apart from the Democratic Republic of Congo,
officials told AFP. “Afghanistan is now among the world’s
worst humanitarian crises - if not the worst - and food
security has all but collapsed,” Beasley said in a statement.

“We are on a countdown to catastrophe and if we
don’t act now, we will have a total disaster on our
hands.” According to the statement issued by the World
Food Program and the UN Food and Agriculture
Organization, one in two Afghans faces Phase 3 “crisis”
or Phase 4 “emergency” food shortages. Phase 4 is one
step below a famine, and officials told AFP that
Afghanistan - already struggling to emerge from a 20-
year civil war - is facing its worst winter in a decade.

FAO Director-General Qu Dongyu said: “It is urgent
that we act efficiently and effectively to speed up and
scale up our delivery in Afghanistan before winter cuts
off a large part of the country, with millions of people -
including farmers, women, young children and the elder-
ly - going hungry in the freezing winter.”—AFP

Climate change ‘now 
worse’ than war for 
Afghan farmers
BALA MURGHAB: Drought stalks the parched fields
around the remote Afghan district of Bala Murghab,
where climate change is proving a deadlier foe than the
country’s recent conflicts. As the world watched the
Taleban wage a stunning offensive that ended in the
rapid collapse of the country’s western-backed govern-
ment, a longer-term crisis was building.

In desperate attempts to feed their families, herders
have been forced to sell their livestock, farmers to flee
their villages and parents to sell their daughters into
marriage at ever younger ages. “The last time I saw rain

was last year, and there wasn’t much,” Mullah Fateh,
head of the Haji Rashid Khan village in Bala Murghab.
Communities cling to life in small clusters of mud-brick
homes among an endless ocean of rolling brown hills in
this corner of Badghis province - where 90 percent of
the 600,000-strong population live off livestock or
fields, according to humanitarian agency ACTED. “We
sold sheep to buy food, others died of thirst,” Fateh told
AFP. When the first of two recent droughts hit in 2018,
he had 300 sheep, but as the latest dry spell bites, he’s
down to 20. Yesterday, UN agencies said more than 22
million Afghans will suffer “acute food insecurity” this
winter, warning the unstable country faces one of the
world’s worst humanitarian crises.

Aid-dependent Afghanistan, which has spent
decades trapped in cycles of war, has borne the sixth
hardest blow from climate change, driven by green-
house emissions such as CO2, according to a study by
environmental group Germanwatch. An Afghan lifestyle
causes 0.2 tons of CO2 emissions per year, compared

to 15 from the average American, World Bank figures
show. As predicted, one of the devastating effects has
been a drop in rainfall in northern Afghanistan.

When Mullah Fateh needs to fetch water, he sends
young boys and men on a day-long trip with a donkey.
This year, he said, two young shepherds died of thirst
in the hills. The thirst attacks not just the body, but fam-
ily bonds. This year 20 families in Haji Rashid Khan vil-
lage, which has no school and no clinic, sold their very
young daughters into marriage, to raise money for
food. “The rest of the children were hungry and
thirsty,” explained Bibi Yeleh, a mother of seven whose
15-year-old daughter is already married and whose
seven-year-old will soon follow. If the drought contin-
ues, she said, a two and a five-year-old will be next, to
be handed over to the groom’s family when they are
older. Around 45 of roughly 165 families in the village
and tens of thousands across the province have been
displaced this year into miserable camps on the out-
skirts of larger towns. —AFP

Mozambique’s 
elite on trial in 
$2 billion scandal
MAPUTO: For two months, Mozambique has been
captivated by live footage of a trial of some of the coun-
try’s most powerful people over illicit loans that torpe-
doed the country’s economy and plunged hundreds of
thousands into poverty. The $2 billion debt scandal has
sparked legal cases across three continents and
exposed corruption on a global scale, with Swiss bank
Credit Suisse fined $475 million last week for “fraudu-
lently misleading investors” and corruption over its part
in issuing the loans. Nineteen suspects have been shown
on TV screens across the country in orange prison
garb-among them a former president’s son-denying
charges ranging from fraud and embezzlement to money
laundering.

The government of former president Armando
Guebuza authorized the loans-equivalent to 12 percent
of the gross domestic product of one of the poorest
countries in the world-in 2013 and 2014 to buy a new
fleet of tuna fishing and maritime security vessels. The
government carried out the process in secret without
scrutiny from MPs, and when the scandal was revealed
by US newspaper the Wall Street Journal in 2016, inter-
national donors like the International Monetary Fund
suspended financial aid. To cope with the shortfalls, the
government reduced public spending, which campaign-
ers say drove 2.6 million people into poverty.

Africa’s Qatar
The trial is a “unique opportunity that Mozambicans

have to hold those who have pushed them into poverty”
to account, said Adriano Nuvunga, coordinator of anti-
corruption umbrella group Budget Monitoring Forum
(FMO). “Civil servants and politicians will know that
corruption will not go unpunished. Corruption is push-
ing millions into poverty,” Nuvunga said. When the
loans were taken out, Mozambique’s star was rising
after two decades of democratic and market-led
reforms and the discovery of huge gas reserves off its
Indian Ocean coast. Some suggested Mozambique
could be Africa’s answer to Qatar, but the gas project
has been throttled by an Islamist insurgency.

The loan scandal only added to the woes, causing a
currency collapse and tipping the country into the
worst economic crisis in its history. The sheer scale of
the scandal sparked legal proceedings in Britain, South
Africa, Switzerland and the United States. Normal
courtrooms were too small to accommodate the legions
of lawyers, witnesses and journalists. The hearings are
instead taking place on prison grounds in a giant tent
normally used for weddings, with air-conditioning units
and a red carpet leading to the judges’ bench.—AFP


