
LAHORE: Members of a gypsy family cook food in their make-shift home in suburbs of Lahore, Pakistan yesterday. — AP 
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HONG KONG: A publisher of books criti-
cal of China’s leaders who went missing
in Hong Kong last week has travelled to
China voluntarily, his wife said yesterday,
as Britain expressed concern and remind-
ed its former colony of its commitment to
press freedom. Four other associates of
the publisher that specializes in selling
and publishing gossipy political books
on China’s Communist Party leaders have
been unaccounted for since late last year.
The disappearances and China’s contin-
ued silence have stoked fears of main-
land Chinese authorities using shadowy
tactics that erode the “one country, two
systems” formula under which Hong
Kong has been governed since its return
to China in 1997.

Lee Bo, 65, a shareholder of Causeway
Bay Books, went missing last week, amid
mounting speculation he may have been
taken by Chinese agents. His wife, Sophie
Choi, however, withdrew a missing per-
sons report for her husband on Monday.
“He went voluntarily so that’s why ... I
cancelled the report,” Chao said in brief
comments to reporters staking out her
apartment. Hong Kong police confirmed
in a statement that the missing persons
report had been cancelled, but said they
would continue investigating.

Neither Lee nor his  wife could be
reached by Reuters on their  mobile
phone numbers. Britain confirmed on
Tuesday that one of those missing was a
British citizen. An embassy spokesman in
Beijing added in a statement that Britain
was “deeply concerned” by reports of dis-
appearances and detentions. “We encour-
age the Hong Kong SAR (special adminis-
trative region) government to honor its
commitment to protecting the freedom
of the press, and we hope the Chinese
authorities will continue to make every
effort to ensure that the environment in
which the media and publishers operate
in the Hong Kong SAR supports full and
frank reporting,” the statement said.

Britain handed the global financial
hub back to China under an agreement
that its core liberties and way of life -
including freedom of speech and an
independent judiciary - continue for 50

years.  In  a  handwritten note dated
January 3 and purportedly written and
signed by Lee, photos of which were
widely circulated on social  and local
media but  couldn’t  be ver i f ied by
Reuters, Lee wrote that he had travelled
back to China in order to assist with an
unspecified “investigation”.

An off icer  at  the Publ ic  Security
Bureau in Shenzhen, just over the border
from Hong Kong in China’s Guangdong
province, told Reuters he’d been instruct-
ed by his supervisors to say he wasn’t
aware of  the case.  The Guangdong
provincial Public Security Bureau said it
wasn’t  aware of  the s ituat ion and
referred inquiries to the Guangdong
propaganda department. “I don’t know
anything about this,” said Deng Hong, a
deputy direc tor  of  Guangdong’s
Information Office when contacted by
Reuters. The office gave no immediate
response to faxed questions seeking fur-
ther details on Lee’s whereabouts or his
involvement in any investigations.

Several trenchant editorials by China’s
state media fuelled public concern in
Hong Kong that China might be tighten-
ing its grip on the city. Hong Kong leader
Leung Chun-ying said it would be “unac-
ceptable” and unconstitutional if Chinese
agents  were found to have been
involved. Chinese Foreign Minister Wang
Yi on Tuesday denounced “groundless
accusations” by others about the case.
China’s state-run Global Times wrote that
many of the books published by Lee’s
firm had “maliciously fabricated content”
that stoked political rumours in mainland
China and caused an “evil influence”.

Lee had told Reuters in November that
the men had likely been arrested because
of a “new book they are going to publish”.
He did not elaborate. Angela Gui, the
daughter of missing Gui Minhai, who had
penned tabloid-style exposes on China’s
leaders and was the owner of Mighty
Current, the publishing house that owns
Causeway Bay Books, said she hoped the
missing men would be found soon. “And
that they will be returned from wherever
they are as soon as possible,” she told
Reuters by phone from Britain.— Reuters
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BEIRUT: In the besieged Syrian town of
Madaya, skeletal residents are braving land-
mines and snipers to scrounge for food
despite a rare ceasefire deal that was meant to
allow aid to enter. “We’ve forgotten what
bread tastes like,” 27-year-old Mohamed said
from the town near the Lebanese border.
People trapped in Madaya are starving to
death, Mohamed and other residents said in
interviews, and few have any hope. “The situa-
tion has become very tragic,” he said.

Some 40,000 people, mostly civilians, are
believed to be in the town in Damascus
province, many of them displaced from the
neighboring rebel stronghold of Zabadani.
Both Zabadani and Madaya are under the con-
trol of a loose alliance of opposition forces,
including secular rebels and Islamist groups.
They are encircled by regime forces, and last
year were part of a deal, along with two rebel-
besieged villages in northwestern Syria, to
allow aid in and the exit of civilians and the
wounded. But so far Madaya has seen only a
one-off aid delivery three months ago, and
residents, activists, and aid agencies describe
dire conditions in the town now.

“There’s nothing to eat anymore. Nothing
but water has entered my mouth for two days,”
32-year-old Momina said. “We just want some-
one to tell us if help is coming or not because
we have nothing here.” Mohamed said the

cost of what food was available was astronom-
ical. “The situation has become very tragic.
Very little can be smuggled in, so the prices of
food are extremely high,” he said. “A bag of
milk can go for $100, a kilo of rice for $150,” he
said.

‘Surviving on weeds’   
According to the Britain-based Syrian

Observatory for Human Rights, at least 10
people have died from lack of food and medi-
cine in the town. Another 13 have been killed
by regime mines or snipers while trying to
leave in search of food, the monitoring group
said. It said regime forces had placed addition-
al mines and barbed wire around Madaya
since the September deal, adding that some
1,200 people inside had chronic illnesses, and
more than 300 children there were suffering
from malnutrition and other ailments.

“Many of the town’s residents have been
forced to survive on weeds and others pay
huge sums of money at government check-
points to obtain food,” Observatory director
Rami Abdel Rahman said. “One resident who
was really suffering put his car on sale for the
price of 10 kilos of rice. He is one of many who
did that. He didn’t manage to sell it, and a rela-
tive of his died as a result of the food short-
ages,” he added. “Young people, women and
children have turned into skeletons from

hunger.  The town needs everything,” said
Moaz Al-Qalamuni, a journalist in Madaya.
Pawel Krzysiek, a spokesman for the
International Committee of the Red Cross who
entered Madaya during the last aid delivery,

also painted a bleak picture.

‘Mothers cannot lactate’
“People for far too long have been left

without all the basics, basic food supplies,

basic medicines, no electricity and no water... I
really saw the hunger in the people’s eyes,” he
said. “People were begging us for baby milk,”
during the aid delivery, he added. “They said
the mothers cannot lactate, they are malnour-
ished, they are scared. There is no way to feed
newborns and the young babies.” The crisis
comes despite a rare deal that was intended to
bring relief to Madaya and Zabadani, along
with the government-held towns of Fuaa and
Kafraya in Idlib province, which are under
rebel siege. The September deal produced a
six-month truce to allow the delivery of
humanitarian aid and the evacuation of
wounded civilians and fighters.

A first aid delivery went ahead, and in
December some 450 fighters and civilians
from Zabadani, Fuaa and Kafraya were evacu-
ated. But there have been no subsequent aid
deliveries, and while government forces can
air drop some supplies into Fuaa and Kafraya,
the opposition has no similar way to get food
into Madaya. Krzysiek said the ICRC and Syria’s
Red Crescent were hoping to be able to bring
aid into Madaya “as soon as possible”. “It’s not a
solution to do one-off, one-shot food deliver-
ies,” he said. “In places like that, that have been
left without aid for months, even years, you
really need to deliver regularly to makes sure
that people have enough to food to feed
themselves and their families.”— AFP 

Despite ceasefire, Syrians starve in besieged town

HONG KONG: China’s first landing of a
plane on one of its new island runways
in the South China Sea shows Beijing’s
facilities in the disputed region are
being completed on schedule and mili-
tary flights will inevitably follow, foreign
officials and analysts said. China’s
increasing military presence in the dis-
puted sea could effectively lead to a
Beijing-controlled air defense zone,
they said, ratcheting up tensions with
other claimants and with the United
States in one of the world’s most
volatile areas.

Chinese foreign ministry officials
confirmed on Saturday that a test flight
by a civilian plane landed on an artifi-
cial island built in the Spratlys, the first
time Beijing has used a runway in the
area. Vietnam launched a formal diplo-
matic protest while Philippines Foreign
Ministry spokesman Charles Jose said
Manila was planning to do the same.
Both have claims to the area that over-
lap with China. “That’s the fear, that
China will be able take control of the
South China Sea and it will affect the
freedom of navigation and freedom of
overflight,” Jose told reporters.

In Washington, State Department
spokesman John Kirby said China’s
landing of the plane “raises tensions
and threatens regional stability.”
Senator John McCain, the chairman of
the influential US Senate Armed
Services Committee, criticized the
Obama administration for delaying fur-
ther “freedom of navigation” patrols

within 12 nautical miles of the islands
built by China. China has been building
runways on the artificial islands for over
a year, and the plane’s landing was not
a surprise. The runway at the Fiery Cross
Reef is 3,000 meters long and is one of
three China was constructing on artifi-
cial islands built up from seven reefs
and atolls in the Spratlys archipelago.

The runways would be long enough
to handle long-range bombers and
transport craft as well as China’s best jet
fighters, giving them a presence deep
into the maritime heart of Southeast
Asia that they have lacked until now.
Chinese officials have repeatedly
stressed that the new islands would be
mostly for civilian use, such as coast

guard activity and fishing research.
Foreign ministry spokeswoman Hua
Chunying said at the weekend that the
test flight was intended to check
whether the runway met civilian avia-
tion standards and fell “completely
within China’s sovereignty”.

However, military landings on the
islands were now “inevitable”, said
Leszek Buszynski, a visiting fellow at the
Australian National University’s
Strategic and Defence Studies Centre.

An air defense zone, while unlikely
soon, was feasible and possible in future
once China’s built up its air strength, he
said. “The next step will be, once they’ve
tested it with several flights, they will
bring down some of their fighter air

power - SU-27s and SU-33’s - and they
will station them there permanently.
That’s what they’re likely to do.”

De facto defense zone
Ian Storey, a South China Sea expert

at Singapore’s ISEAS Yusof Ishak
Institute, said he expected tensions to
worsen as China used its new facilities
to project power deeper into the South
China Sea. Even if China stopped short
of formally declaring an Air Defense
Identification Zone, known as an ADIZ,
Beijing’s need to protect its new
airstrips and other facilities could see it
effectively operating one. Work is well
underway to complete a range of port,
storage and personnel facilities on the
new islands, US and regional officials
have said. Fiery Cross is also expected
to house advanced early warning
radars and military communications
facilities, they said. “As these facilities
become operational, Chinese warnings
to both military and civilian aircraft will
become routine,” Storey said. “These
events are a precursor to an ADIZ, or an
undeclared but de facto ADIZ, and one
has to expect tensions to rise.” China
sparked condemnation from the
United States and Japan in late 2013
when it declared an ADIZ over the East
China Sea, covering uninhabited
islands disputed with Tokyo. Hua, the
Chinese foreign ministry spokes-
woman, said on Monday that there
were no immediate plans for an ADIZ in
the South China Sea. —Reuters
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PAG-ASA ISLAND: Filipino children take part in a clean-up at
Pag-asa island, a remote Philippine-held island in the South
China Sea. — AFP 

HOUTA: A Syrian child sits in front of a mural covered in bullet holes on the wall
of a former school in the rebel-held region of Eastern Ghouta, on the outskirts
of the Syrian capital Damascus yesterday. — AFP 

ISLAMABAD: The Pakistani Taleban has released its
first annual report, claiming it killed hundreds of people
in 2015, with analysts suggesting its “inflated” figures
illustrate the jihadists’ struggle to demonstrate their
capability as security improves. The report, written in
Urdu, is a detailed list of attacks carried out on security
forces, police and politicians in several Pakistani cities
and the northwestern tribal areas between January 3
and December 26. 

Released on December 29, it says that in 2015 the
Pakistani Tehreek-e-Taleban (TTP) carried out 73 target
killings, 12 ambush attacks, 10 raids, 19 IED (Improvised
Explosive Device) blasts, five suicide attacks, 17 missile
attacks and shot down two helicopters, and claims it
killed some 686 people in 2015. Claims by the TTP are
often exaggerated. In the report, for example, it claims
that it killed 247 people in an attack on Peshawar’s
Badaber airforce base in September. The official death
toll was 29. “This report mostly carries big claims, but
there is no evidence to support these claims which are
often inflated,” said Pakistani analyst Rahimullah

Yousafzai. “They have realized that this kind of report is
necessary to show people that they are still active and
potent,” Yousafzai said. Pakistan has been battling a
homegrown Islamist insurgency for over a decade, with
more than 27,000 civilians and security personnel
dying in extremist attacks, according to the South Asia
Terrorism Portal, a monitoring site.

But overall levels of extremist-linked violence
dropped dramatically last year, with 2015 seeing the
fewest deaths since 2007 - the year the Pakistani
Taleban umbrella group was formed. Analysts have
credited the fall to military offensives against the
Taleban in the tribal areas of North Waziristan and
Khyber where they are headquartered, as well as opera-
tions in the country’s largest city of Karachi. Authorities
have also taken steps to shut down insurgents’ sources
of funding and arrested thousands for inciting hatred
under a National Action Plan to curb militancy.

‘Campaign weakened’
Yousafzai suggested the TTP had issued the annu-

al report because “people are saying that their cam-
paign has weakened”. Amir Rana, the director of the
independent Pakistan Institute of Peace Studies
(PIPS), said despite the setbacks the TTP remained
operational in Pakistan. “Its real operational strengths
are its affiliates and support networks, which still exist
inside Pakistan and ... will take time to break,” Rana
said.

He predicted that the drop in extremist-linked
violence would continue, however. In its own annual
report for 2015, PIPS said that “terrorism declined by
48 percent, but TTP remained a major factor of insta-
bility in 2015”. Pakistan’s northwest tribal areas bor-
dering Afghanistan suffered the most in 2015 with
268 deaths, followed by 257 in Balochistan, 251 in
Sindh, 206 in Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa, 83 in Punjab and
four in Islamabad, the PIPS report said, for a total of
1,069 deaths. PIPS said the TTP and its affiliates were
responsible for some 57 percent of the 625 reported
attacks in 2015, attributing the remainder to other
jihadist, nationalist and sectarian groups. — AFP 
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BEIJING: A gargantuan gold-painted
statue of Communist China’s founding
father Mao Zedong has been erected in
open countryside by a group of capital-
ists at a cost of 3 mil l ion yuan
($460,000), reports said. The statue tow-
ers some 37 meters over empty fields in
the central  province of Henan and
shows the man who ruled China with an
iron grip for nearly three decades seat-
ed in thoughtful  repose,  his hands
crossed.  

Its construction was reportedly fund-
ed by several local entrepreneurs and
finished in December after nine months
of labor, the HMR.cn portal said on
Monday. Despite being blamed for mil-
l ions of deaths,  Mao is  sti l l  widely
revered in China, where the Communist
leadership tightly controls public dis-
cussion of history and seeks to use his
legacy to shore up its support.  China’s
current President Xi Jinping has praised
Mao as a “great figure” and revived some
of his rhetoric and centralization of
power, while following the party’s 1980s
conclusion that he also made “mistakes”.  

Some Internet users criticized the
statue, pointing out its location in
Henan, the centre of a famine in the late
1950s resulting from Mao’s economic
policies estimated to have killed as many
as 40 million people.  “Have you forgot-
ten about the Great Famine, building
that?” asked one poster on Sina Weibo, a
Chinese equivalent of Twitter. Others

questioned the statue’s resemblance to
the Great Helmsman, who also launched
the decade-long Cultural Revolution
that saw violence and destruction
nationwide. But many heaped praise on
the statue, with one Weibo user simply
saying: “Badass”. — AFP 
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KAIFENG: Photo shows a huge statue
of Chairman Mao Zedong under con-
struction in Tongxu county in Kaifeng,
central China’s Henan province. — AFP 


