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BANGKOK: Kickflipping Thai skateboarders are flipping
the bird at authorities, joining pro-democracy rallies in
Bangkok to vent their anger over a lack of respect and ded-
icated public space for extreme sports in the kingdom. A
youth-led pro-democracy movement kicked off in Thailand
in July last year, demanding reforms to the monarchy, a
rewrite of the military-scripted constitution and the resig-
nation of Prime Minister Prayut Chan-O-cha. A deadly third
coronavirus wave and the detention of protest leaders
sucked much momentum from the movement this year, but
there have been near-daily small-scale rallies since June.

The sluggish rollout of Thailand’s vaccination program,
and the financial pain from restrictions has heaped political
pressure on Prayut’s government. During a recent demon-
stration at the Democracy Monument-a major intersection
in Bangkok-groups of skaters slid over metal bars and
benches while others scaled the central part of the monu-
ment to drape a giant cloth banner with anti-government
messages.

Nattakarn Tewarit, 17, says he and his fellow skaters are
unfairly maligned as troublemakers and deserve greater re-
spect after the sport was included in the recent Tokyo
Olympic Games for the first time. “We see skateboarders
being shooed away by police and security guards,” he told
AFP, adding that building new skateparks would mean fewer
collisions with pedestrians in public spaces. “Normal pro-
testers use their voices as a tool against the government but
we use skateboards-they are our weapon.”

Fellow skater Thana, 19, is upset about the government’s
handling of the coronavirus outbreak and says most skate-
boarders are working-class youngsters whose families have
been hit hardest by the pandemic and restrictions. New
cases on Wednesday tallied close to 12,000 after hitting a

peak of 23,000 infections a day last month-but testing rates
have also declined. The closure of Bangkok’s few dedicated
skateparks, as part of restrictions, has also had an impact on
the community.

“It’s where lost souls come together,” Thana told AFP,
adding the hobby had helped many of his friends cope with
depression. “It’s more than just a sport.” Ice, 18, says the
protest allows her friends to express their creativity. “When
we skate across the mock-up dead bodies with the face of
General Prayut... we want to express our anger and disap-
proval against the government,” she told AFP. —AFP

Bangkok protesters 
skate for democracy

‘Normal protesters use their voices, we use skateboards’

This photo taken on September 7, 2021 shows a skateboarder boardsliding while
carrying a flag that reads, "Prayut Get Out" during an anti-government protest
calling for the resignation of Thailand’s Prime Minister Prayut Chan-O-Cha in
front of the Democracy Monument in Bangkok. —AFP

Earthquake and
crime-Haiti sinks
deeper into gloom
PORT-AU-PRINCE, Haiti: Haiti sunk deeper into confusion and
fear Wednesday, a day after the Port-au-Prince prosecutor was
sacked for requesting the indictment of the prime minister on
suspicion of involvement in the assassination of President Jovenel
Moise. The country has been rudderless and beset by a worsen-
ing humanitarian and political crisis since an armed hit squad
killed the president on July 7, a crisis only worsened by a deadly
earthquake a month later.

Prime Minister in hot seat 
Moise’s last political act was to appoint Ariel Henry as head

of government as prime minister. But even before the funeral of
the head of state, a standoff had erupted between Henry and his
former interim predecessor, Claude Joseph. Amid pressure from
various countries, tensions seemed to ease, with politicians in
Port-au-Prince unanimously demanding that those responsible
for the president’s slaying be brought to justice. Henry solemnly
pledged to do so. But over the following weeks, the new premier
proved incapable of keeping another promise: to create a climate
conducive to the organization of fresh elections. Worse, Henry is
now suspected of having had telephone exchanges in the hours
after the attack with one of the main suspects of the president’s
assassination. Henry has swept away the accusation without any
response, other than dismissing the prosecutor who leveled the
accusations against him.

Power vacuum 
The abrupt presidential void since July 7 was a final blow for

Haitian democracy. Moise had not held any elections since com-
ing to power in 2017, and as a result Haiti now has only 10 elected
officials. Members of parliament left their seats in January 2020,
leaving only a third of the Senate as the sole symbolic guarantor
of legislative power. But they lacked any ability to legislate or
control the actions of a government whose legitimacy was con-
tested. Moise, criticized by the opposition for authoritarian over-
reach, also weakened the justice system by not appointing new
judges to the higher ranks of the judiciary. In February, after de-
nouncing an attempted coup, the late president illegally forced
three judges on the Appeals Court into retirement. Lacking suf-
ficient members to convene, the highest court of justice in the
country is now paralyzed.

No referee in sight 
With a hollowed-out political class, any interim management

of Haiti is now adrift. After dozens of military coups, Haiti demo-
bilized its army in 1995, but it was reconstituted by Moise in
2015. It still has only about 500 members, mostly engineers more
capable of tackling natural disasters than any foreign foes. The
ranks of the National Police force may have grown since its foun-
dation in 1995, but it still has fewer than 20,000 officers serving
a crime-wracked country of 10 million, and has been shaken by
internal disputes —AFP

Amnesty accuses 
Egypt of ‘intimidation’
to silence activists
BEIRUT, Lebanon: Amnesty International yesterday ac-
cused Egyptian security agencies of “persistent intimida-
tion and harassment” of human rights defenders as a
political tactic to silence them. The London-based group
interviewed more than 25 people summoned by the feared
National Security Agency for its report called “This will
only end when you die”. “Activists and human rights de-
fenders said at every summons NSA officers regularly
threatened them with arrest and prosecution unless they at-
tended interrogations, and raided the homes of those who
failed to appear,” Amnesty said. Most of the 21 men and
seven women interviewed described “living in constant fear
of being detained by the NSA,” said the group.

“As a result, many are too scared to express their opin-
ions or participate in political activities and some have been
driven into exile,” the rights group said. The report details
how those interrogated, many of them former political de-
tainees, were routinely subjected to “intrusive questioning”

with threats of torture against them and their families “if
they refused to disclose information”. Human rights defend-
ers interviewed in the report said NSA officers conducted
“unauthorized examinations of phones and social media ac-
counts”, and the questioning took place without the pres-
ence of lawyers.

Egypt’s most prominent political prisoner, Alaa Abdel-
Fattah, previously told AFP of the strict probation measures
he had to observe during a short release between two spells
in jail. Amnesty urged President Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi, a for-
mer army chief who took power in 2014 after leading the
military overthrow of Islamist president Mohamed Morsi
the year before, to “put an end to extrajudicial harassment”.
Since taking office, Sisi has overseen a sweeping crackdown
on dissent, with rights groups estimating that Egypt holds
about 60,000 political prisoners.

“I don’t want Egyptians to feel that there are human
rights violations in Egypt,” Sisi said late Wednesday on a
live call-in program on state TV. He noted that Egypt
would open the “largest prison complex” in the country
within a few weeks, following “the US model” of providing
“humane” care to detainees. Earlier this week, Sisi
launched a “national strategy” for human rights while tak-
ing aim at international rights groups, accusing them of
being unaware of the full spectrum of “challenges facing
the country”. —AFP


