
YOGYAKARTA, Indonesia: Courtiers in elaborate
outfits danced to the gentle tinkling of Javanese
music as the Sultan of Yogyakarta looked on, a scene
that has played out in much the same way for cen-
turies in the tiny Indonesian kingdom. But the recent
ceremony to mark the 70th birthday of Hamengku
Buwono X, Indonesia’s last sultan with real political
power, had one key difference from previous cele-
brations - many of his relatives refused to attend. A
bitter feud has erupted at the heart of the kingdom
on Java island, after the Muslim ruler signaled he
wants his eldest daughter to become the sultanate’s
first female monarch after he leaves the throne.

Indonesia is home to numerous small kingdoms.
But while other provinces now elect political rulers
and their sultans are largely ceremonial figures,
Yogyakarta’s sultan serves as both royal leader and
governor of the city and its surrounding areas.
Jakarta allowed the Yogyakarta royal family to keep
power as the central government was grateful for
the sultanate’s support for independence in 1945
after a long period of Dutch colonial rule.

The sultan still maintains many of the trappings
of Javanese royal rule in the kingdom, which has a
history stretching back to the 16th century. His main
residence is a traditional Javanese palace complex,
known as a Kraton, and important events are cele-
brated with much pomp and circumstance.  But the
sultan’s push to make the eldest of his five daughters
- he has no sons - the first female monarch of

Yogyakarta has transformed him into an unlikely
champion for gender equality, and threatens to over-
turn hundreds of years of tradition in the Muslim,
conservative sultanate. 

Rooster or Hen? 
It has sparked a furious row with his family, who

say he is breaking rules laid down to govern the sul-
tanate, amid speculation that his brothers were jock-
eying to fill his position. “A female sultan is an impos-
sibility,” the sultan’s cousin, Kanjeng Raden
Tumenggung Jatiningrat, told AFP. “One symbol in
this palace is a rooster - so if we have a queen should
we change it to a hen?” The rooster is a symbol of
bravery. He added that a female ruler could not over-
see rituals in the mosque or other ceremonies that
have traditionally been led by men.

Hamengku Buwono, who has been on the throne
27 years, last year set in motion the process for his
daughter to become monarch by giving her the title
“Gusti Kanjeng Ratu Mangkubumi”. While he has not
confirmed publicly that she is the crown princess, in
Javanese culture - where much is conveyed through
symbolism rather than anything said out loud - the
signs are clear. The title Mangkubumi, which trans-
lates from Indonesian as “the one who holds the
Earth”, was the same one given to the sultan when he
was made crown prince several decades ago.

She was also entrusted with the task of
“attempting to bring safety, happiness and prosper-

ity to the world”, another indication she would suc-
ceed her father. And the sultan made small changes
to his own lengthy royal title - removing a word
normally only used by men and tweaking another -
to make it gender-neutral, opening the door for a
woman to take over. 

‘An Islamic Kingdom’ 
The sultan has defended the move, saying there

is nothing stopping him from making changes in his
kingdom and he has to adapt as Indonesia modern-
izes. “The Yogyakarta palace doesn’t have a heredi-
tary tradition that can’t be changed, and all ruling
sultans can introduce changes,” he told local media.
Still, many disagree with him, from his relatives to
local Muslim groups. “The king should maintain the
tradition as it was originally, because this is an Islamic
kingdom,” said Abdurrahman, from local hardline
group Islamic Jihad Front, who like many
Indonesians goes by one name.

But it is not the first time there has been a female
monarch in diverse Indonesia - nowadays Muslim-
majority, but which has had Hindu and Buddhist
kingdoms over the centuries and is home to about
300 different ethnic groups. Queens at times ruled
over the ancient Majapahit empire, which covered
large parts of what is now Indonesia from the late
13th to the early 16th centuries, as they did in Aceh,
on western Sumatra island, when it was an inde-
pendent sultanate. — AFP 
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MANDALGOVI, Mongolia: Mongolians went to the
polls across their sprawling, sparsely-populated coun-
try yesterday as it struggles to benefit from its vast nat-
ural resources amid disputes over foreign investment
and slumping demand from neighboring China.
Squeezed between Vladimir Putin’s Russia and
Communist China, Mongolia prides itself on its democ-
racy, but voters expressed frustration with the coun-
try’s poor governance and weakened economy. Many
said they feared a repeat of 2008 riots that followed
claims of election tampering.

The contest largely comes down to a choice
between the ruling Democratic Party and the opposi-
tion Mongolian People’s Party. Both their campaigns
have been heavy on bromides about economic devel-
opment but light on concrete proposals for tackling
voter concerns, including improving the country’s edu-
cational and healthcare systems. In Mandalgovi, capital
of the province of South Gobi, mother of three Shatariin
Chahdal told AFP: “I voted for an independent candi-
date, who is young and wise. “I want the new govern-
ment to focus on creating new jobs rather than deliver-
ing cash handouts.”

Across the country - more than twice the size of
France, but with a population of only three million -
trucks with mobile ballot boxes crisscrossed the vast
steppe to enable the sick and elderly to vote, while

herders and others streamed to polling stations in set
up in gers, traditional Mongolian tents. But while enor-
mous efforts have been made to ensure participation in
even the most isolated areas, enthusiasm for voting has
waned in the 26 years since the young democracy
threw off the yoke of Soviet influence. 

Turnout has declined each election cycle, a trend
that experts attribute to increased scepticism in the
country’s political class. “As the economic crises persist,
there’s considerable mistrust in the political system,”
Morris Rossabi, an expert on Mongolia at Columbia
University, told AFP, adding that voters were “facing
increasing disillusionment with political parties”.
Mongolia’s vast natural resources have drawn the atten-
tion of multinational mining giants, such as Anglo-
Australian Rio Tinto, which has a multi-billion-dollar
copper and gold project at Oyu Tolgoi.

But political disputes over the role of foreign
investment - and at what price - have stymied devel-
opment, while slowing growth in China, by far
Mongolia’s biggest trade partner, has sent commodity
prices collapsing. China’s economy grew 6.9 percent
last year, the worst since 2009, meaning less demand
for the raw materials, such as coal, that Mongolia sup-
plies. For its part Mongolia enjoyed world-leading
growth of 17.3 percent in 2011, but that slumped to
2.3 percent last year.

One third of voters had gone to the polls by noon
yesterday, the election commission said. Ashleigh
Whelan, country director for the International

Republican Institute (IRI), which has observers all over
the country, said turnout had been high in the country-
side but disappointingly low in Ulan Bator. — AFP 
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WASHINGTON/BANGKOK: The United
States has decided to remove Thailand
from its list of worst human trafficking
offenders, officials said, a move that
could help smooth relations with
Bangkok’s military-run government. The
upgrade, confirmed to Reuters by a US
official in Washington and a Bangkok-
based official from an international
organization with direct knowledge of
the rankings, would mark a rare boost
for US-Thai relations. Ties between the
countries have flat-lined since the Thai
military seized power in a 2014 coup
that Washington strongly condemned.

It also comes as President Barack
Obama works to forge a united front
among wavering Southeast Asian
countries against China’s pursuit of its
territorial claims in the South China
Sea. Bangkok has protested publicly to
Washington that it should be removed
from the lowest ranking on the State
Department’s annual Trafficking in
Persons (TIP) report, which is due to be
released on Thursday. The report is
expected to cite improvements in
Thailand’s efforts to combat human
trafficking, especially in its vital multi-
billion-dollar seafood industry, the US
official said.

The upgrade would put Thailand on
a so-called “ Tier 2 Watch List” and
remove it from the rating for countries
with the worst human-trafficking
records, known as Tier 3. Major General
Sansern Kaewkamnerd, spokesman for
the Thai premier ’s office, said the
upgrade shows Prime Minister Prayuth
Chan-ocha had stuck to his pledge to
fight human trafficking in response to
international criticism. “The internation-
al community will see that what the
prime minister told the international
community he would do, he did,”
Sansern told Reuters.

Thai Defense Minister General Prawit
Wongsuwan said the upgrade to Tier 2
Watch List did not mean Thailand will
stop tackling trafficking issues. “Even
though we will be moved to Tier 2 we
need to keep solving this problem,” said
Prawit. The report organizes countries
into tiers based on trafficking records:
Tier 1 for nations that meet minimum
US standards; Tier 2 for those making
significant efforts to meet those stan-
dards; Tier 2 “Watch List” for those that
deserve special scrutiny; and Tier 3 for
countries that are not making signifi-
cant efforts. Thailand was downgraded
to the lowest ranking in June 2014 just
weeks after the military seized power.

Thai officials were incensed last year
when Malaysia was upgraded from Tier
3 but Thailand was not,  and even
human rights advocates agreed that
Bangkok had made a greater effort to
curb human trafficking than Kuala
Lumpur had. In this year’s report, the
State Department has opted to keep
Malaysia at the higher ranking it
received last year, according to the US
official. State Department spokesman
John Kirby declined to comment on the
tier rankings: “We will not comment on
the contents of this year’s report until
after the report is released,” he said.

The junta has repeatedly vowed to
crack down on human trafficking, par-
ticularly in its  multi-bil l ion-dollar
seafood industr y.  Thailand is  the
world’s third-largest seafood exporter,
and much of the labor the f ishing
industry employs comes from neigh-
boring Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar.
Thailand recently reformed its anti-traf-
ficking laws and introduced a system to
track fishing vessels, part of what it
called “comprehensive and irreversible”
measures to clean up its supply chain
and curb illegal, unregulated and unre-
ported fishing.

But rights groups say millions of
migrant workers remain vulnerable to
abuse in the fishing sector and other
Thai industries. Investigations by news
organizations and rights groups have
exposed widespread trafficking and
abuse, sparking fears of a consumer
backlash in the West against Thai-
sourced seafood. The Obama adminis-
tration has been unsettled by China’s
warming ties with the Thai junta, which
has sought to counterbalance the cool-
ing of its traditionally strong U.S.  rela-
tionship, US officials say.

A Reuters investigation published
last August found that senior diplomats
repeatedly overruled the State
Department’s anti-trafficking unit and
inflated the grades of 14 strategically
important countries,  including
Malaysia. The State Department denied
any political considerations but US law-
makers raised questions about the
report ’s credibil ity and called for
reforms. The TIP report matters to
Thailand’s generals not only because
the US appraisal could affect a key
industry. The junta, widely criticized at
home and struggling to kick-start a
sluggish economy, also is keen to boost
its record for tackling issues that previ-
ous, civilian governments did little
about. — Reuters 

US to upgrade Thailand in 

human trafficking report 

SYDNEY: Voters sick of the Liberal-
Labor duopoly in Australian poli-
tics have plenty of choice at polls
on Saturday with more than 50
minor players on the ballot,
including a sex party, one for car
enthusiasts and another with no
policies. While Malcolm Turnbull’s
Liberals or the Labor party led by
Bill Shorten will be elected to high
office, minor party alliances can
hold the balance of power in the
upper house Senate. This means
their vote could decide the out-
come of an issue if the govern-
ment and opposition disagree,
something that has frustrated the
current Liberal government.

It prompted Turnbull to call an
early poll because crossbenchers -
politicians who are independent or
from minor parties - have failed to
pass legislation relating to the cre-
ation of a construction industry
watchdog. But minor players remain
undeterred, promising a range of
alternatives to the mainstream
despite operating on a shoestring.
The Greens are traditionally the
most powerful small party, and the
centrist Nick Xenophon Team -
named after its founder member - is
tipped to get two or three members

elected, but there are no shortage
of others hoping to pick up disaf-
fected voters.

The Australian Sex Party, estab-
lished in 2009 in response to what
it saw as escalating government
encroachment on adult’s civil liber-
ties, now has 6,000 members.
Among its policies, it advocates for
nationally consistent age of con-
sent laws, the decriminalization of

sex work and voluntary assisted
dying. In a bid to boost its chances,
it recently announced an alliance
with the Marijuana (Hemp) party,
running a “joint ticket” in all states
and territories except New South
Wales and Victoria.

Minor parties secured 15 per-
cent of the vote in 2013 elections
under Australia’s complex transfer-
able ballot system, where voters

rank parties or candidates accord-
ing to preference. Fiona Patten,
Sex Party MP in the Victorian state
upper house, said they traditional-
ly attract the youth vote, but sup-
port was increasing among baby
boomers. “Because we’ve also had
a very strong stance on euthana-
sia,  I  must say I ’m getting
approached by people in their 80s
who are saying ‘I’m voting for Sex
Party’,” Patten said. “And they’re
also the people who want access
to medicinal marijuana.”

‘Real-Time’ Voting 
Independent Victorian senator

John Madigan has called for “a snub
to the major political parties on
July 2 and a vote for independents
and minor parties”. “People are sick
and tired of the duopoly. They no
longer want the Coles and Woolies
of Australian politics calling the
shots,” he said, referring to the gro-
cery shopping duopoly. Political
scientist at Monash University Nick
Economou admitted “the choice
has never been greater”. “It’s true
that there’s a bit of a drift away
from the major parties, but there’s a
huge increase in the number of
parties,” he said. — AFP 
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SYDNEY: Australia’s Labor Party leader Bill Shorten speaks to the
press at Port Botany yesterday as he campaigns to become prime
minister at an election on July 2.  — AFP 

MANILA: Cambodian opposition leader
Sam Rainsy yesterday accused Prime
Minister Hun Sen of using the judiciary to
crush the opposition and guarantee his
own victory in 2018 elections while the
country goes “down the drain” amid ram-
pant corruption. Speaking to Reuters in
Manila, where he spends some of his time
since he went into his latest period of self-
imposed exile, Rainsy said he still hopes to
strike a political deal with his nemesis. He
said he will definitely return home just
before local elections in June next year.

“Hun Sen himself realizes that he is los-
ing ground, that the popular support the
opposition enjoys is growing,” Rainsy said
during a break from a meeting with nearly
60 key members of his Cambodia National
Rescue Party (CNRP), most of whom had
flown into the Philippines’ capital
overnight. “So he wants to disrupt the
election process by creating an atmos-
phere of fear and intimidation ... This is just
intimidation and an attempt to frighten
the whole population not to support the
opposition.”

Government spokesman Phay Siphan
could not be reached for comment yester-
day. The spokesman for Hun Sen’s
Cambodian People’s Party denied that the
government or the party uses the judici-
ary for political ends. “The cases against
people at the CNRP are criminal wrongdo-
ings, and they must be held responsible

before the law,” said Sok Eysan, adding
that Rainsy should not hope for a political
deal before the 2017 vote.

Rainsy, 67, has gone into exile four
times, the latest coming last November
when a warrant for his arrest was issued.
He flew to Paris, where he has lived for
considerable periods of his adult life. He
said that since then Hun Sen, who has led
the country for three decades altogether,
has used the judiciary to hound opposi-
tion politicians to avoid a rerun of the
2013 poll. The CNRP says it won and that
the result was fixed to keep it out of pow-
er. “The judiciary in Cambodia is just a
political tool for the ruling party to ensure
impunity for themselves and to crack
down on the opposition,” said Rainsy,
wearing a garland of jasmine flowers pre-
sented to him for the party meeting.

‘Culture of Violence’
Rainsy’s deputy, Kem Sokha, has been

holed up in the CNRP’s headquarters in
Phnom Penh for more than a month to
avoid arrest. Rainsy said that two of his
party’s lawmakers are behind bars while
others face threats and live in danger. Hun
Sen, who is 63 and has said he will rule
Cambodia into his seventies, portrays
himself as the man who saved Cambodia
from the terror and chaos of the Khmer
Rouge years in the 1970s and the civil war
that followed. — Reuters 
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MANDALGOVI, Mongolia: A villager casts his vote for the parliamentary elections at a polling station
in the middle of Gobi province yesterday. — AFP

YOGYAKARTA: This picture taken on May 7, 2016 shows Sultan Hamengku Buwono X, who holds the dual roles of sultan of the tiny kingdom of
Yogyakarta and local governor, together with his wife, Queen consort Gusti Kanjeng Ratu Hemas, as they watch a dance performance to cele-
brate his 70th birthday and 27th year in power.  — AFP 


