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TOKYO: A new Japanese cabinet minister
tasked with finding ways to boost the
birthrate and keep a shrinking population
from falling below 100 million said yester-
day he hoped to win over more Japanese to
his view that childrearing is rewarding.

Solutions to Japan’s population slide
have eluded policy makers for decades.
Forecasts based on current trends expect
the population to fall below 100 million in
2048, and to about 87 million by 2060,
when 40 percent of people will be 65 or old-
er.  Katsunobu Kato was promoted to a new

post in a cabinet reshuffle this week as
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe moved to show-
case his newly-minted slogan, “Society in
Which All 100 Million People Can be Active.”

The slogan is meant to reflect a commit-
ment to spreading the benefits of economic
growth to everyone.  Kato, a father of four,
gave few clues to how he planned to
achieve his ambitious goals, however. “My
personal feeling is that raising children can
surely be hard,” Kato, 59, told reporters,
when asked about his experience as a par-
ent. “But it also gives you happiness that

outweighs the difficulties. I would like to
tackle my job so that everyone can share
such a feeling.”

Abe is drawing a demographic red line
to halt the slide in Japan’s population at 100
million people by 2060, or a fifth below the
current figure. The prime minister is also
aiming for a 20 percent expansion in Japan’s
economy to 600 trillion yen ($5 trillion),
more support for childrearing and social
security reform.  Japan’s fertility rate of 1.42
is below the figure of 2.1 needed for a stable
population without immigration. Abe has

for now ruled out opening the door wider
to foreigners.   

Abe has instructed Kato to take the lead
in drafting a first round of policy steps by
the end of the year.  “Although various
measures are already in progress, we need
to discuss what’s missing and what steps
we need take to achieve the goals,” Kato
said. Kato’s plethora of ministerial titles
give him responsibility for tackling gender
equality, boosting women’s empower-
ment, and building national resilience,
among others.  — Reuters 

Cabinet minister seeks to curtail population crisis

MANDALAY: During Myanmar’s darkest days
of dictatorship, the Mustache Brothers’ brazen,
sarcastic stabs at military leaders won them
nationwide notoriety, and fans. While the
feisty comedic duo continues to draw large
crowds under the nominally civilian govern-
ment, there is one subject they refuse to poke
fun at: Upcoming general elections. After all,
they say, the country’s future is at stake, and
it’s time to get serious. As the sun sets on the
city of Mandalay, a crowd forms and the two
men start stressing the importance of voting
for the National League for Democracy. The
opposition party’s popularity is tied closely to
its leader, Aung San Suu Kyi, who spent 15
years under house arrest when the junta ruled
as she called for respect for human rights, the
rule of law and national reconciliation.

“Our people have suffered from bad poli-
tics since 1962,” said the extravagantly musta-
chioed Lu Maw. “There’s been so much dam-
age in the past. That’s why it is so important for
all of us.” “Everybody wants real change,” the
65-year-old added, “so it is so important the
NLD wins.” Myanmar started transitioning
from a half-century of brutal military rule to
democracy five years ago. But it’s been a

bumpy road. Early reforms implemented by
nominally civilian leaders - including the
release of junta-era political prisoners and the
freeing up of the media - have stalled or start-
ed backsliding.

Pulling the strings 
Many believe the country’s old military

rulers are still pulling the strings, and that they
will continue to do so even if the NLD wins the
majority of seats in Parliament - as most
experts predict. When Myanmar goes to polls
on Nov. 8, the Mustache Brothers want people
to be out there, exercising their newfound
rights to vote. If they do?

“Oh, the NLD will win by a landslide!” says
clean-shaven Lu Zaw, 63. “I would say the NLD
will win the coming election for sure, as long
as it is free and fair.” The Mustache Brothers -
they are actually cousins - perform regularly at
their house-turned-theater in Mandalay and,
these days, on the streets campaigning. As
evening falls, the pair are in full swing. One
yells out, “Please don’t steal anything. The gov-
ernment does not like competition.” The other
parades around with a sign that says
“Competition.” Though now fixtures on the

tourist trail, many years ago they were the
jesters who were too edgy for the generals.
That story goes back to 1996. Irked by one par-
ticular show the junta arrested two of the
then-three-man team. They served five years
in prison with hard labor.

One of those who was jailed has since died.
Today the surviving Mustache Brothers still
make fun of the current leaders. But the ordeal
left its mark. With the prospect of real political
change approaching there are some things
too serious to joke about. “I have no plan to tell
jokes about the election because I don’t want
to cause a disturbance,” says Lu Maw, who
avoided prison because he didn’t perform on
the fateful night. “This is a very important time
for us and I’m taking it very seriously. I don’t
want to detract from the election’s meaning
by my jokes.” The Mustache Brothers have a
special relationship with Suu Kyi. 

The infamous performance that sent them
to prison took place at her home in Yangon, at
an Independence Day celebration.  She’s never
forgotten what happened, and they are devot-
ed to her. “Vote for the NLD!” the men chant as
the audience breaks out into a dance. “They
are the guiding star of the people!” — AP 

Jesters arrested for jokes 
get serious for elections

The one subject they refuse to poke fun

MANDALAY:  Lu Maw displays a sign that stands for “National Security Agency” and a picture of Myanmar’s
opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi with US President Barack Obama during an evening show of the Mustache
Brothers. — AP 

Philippine police kills 
in bus hostage drama 

MANILA: Philippine police shot and killed a man who took a fellow
bus passenger hostage in central Manila yesterday, authorities said.
Police closed down a normally clogged avenue and surrounded the
bus where the unidentified assailant held up a fellow passenger with
a knife.  “The hostage was able to escape and that was when the
police shot and wounded him (the assailant). No other people in the
bus were hurt,” Manila police spokeswoman Chief Inspector Kim
Gonzales told AFP.  “He has already passed away. We don’t know who
he is or why he did it.” Local press reports said the bus passengers fled
when the driver stopped the vehicle after noticing the incident.

“We congratulate our policemen for doing a good job,” Manila
city mayor Joseph Estrada told reporters. “There were no negotia-
tions,” he added. “They deceived the hostage-taker and waited for
an opportunity to get at him.” In 2010 a hostage crisis also ended in
gunfire at a park just one kilometer away from yesterday’s incident,
after a disgraced ex-Manila police officer held a bus with Hong Kong
tourists on board hostage after being fired.  Day-long negotiations
to release those trapped on the bus failed and, with the drama
being broadcast live around the world, security forces bungled a
rescue attempt. They shot the hijacker dead but eight of the Hong
Kong tourists died and seven others were injured, triggering a diplo-
matic firestorm that took nearly four years to resolve. — AFP 

Arrest, ads spotlight 
Pak army detentions

KARACHI: Paramilitary troops in Pakistan’s biggest city arrested a
prominent politician on Thursday, fuelling jitters about a showdown
between the powerful Muttahida Qaumi Movement (MQM) party and
the military-run Rangers. Months of action by the paramilitary force
against the party that runs Karachi has raised fears of bloodshed in the
city of 20 million people. The campaign has also sparked a row between
the police and the military over civilian detentions. The MQM, which has
controlled the southern city for decades, said Rangers arrested a senior
party member at his house in an early morning raid. He is the fourth
member of the party’s steering committee to be detained. “The MQM is
being pushed up against the wall,” said party spokesman Farooq Sattar.

Political parties and activists have accused Rangers of abducting and
killing party members and residents during a crackdown on crime. The
Rangers deny the accusations and say they are acting to preserve law
and order. Their campaign has led to a row between the police and the
Rangers in a country where rivalry often simmers between the powerful
military and the police, invariably mirroring friction between the military
and civilian governments. On Tuesday, Karachi police placed newspa-
per advertisements asking for information about missing people they
said were detained by “unknown Rangers”. “If anyone has information
about the whereabouts of this person, please inform the police station,”
the advertisements read. “The identity of whoever provides information
will be kept confidential.”

‘Based on lies’ 
The Rangers denounced the advertisements as “absolutely based on

lies” and aimed at degrading their “superb performance” in the eyes of
the public. “Its purpose is to undermine the Karachi operation,” the
Rangers said in a statement. Police said they placed the advertisements
in response to the order of a court looking into cases of missing people.
Most Pakistani politicians are wary of the military, which has ruled the
nuclear-armed nation of 190 million people for about half its history.

Many worry that the military is expanding its powers in Karachi by
weakening political parties, just as, they say, it is doing on a national lev-
el, though less forcefully. The MQM, which controls Karachi, says
Rangers have extra-judicially executed more than 50 of its members.
The Rangers deny the accusations. — Reuters 


