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WASHINGTON: A US government team
that monitors religious freedom around
the world has been denied visas to India,
New Delhi’s embassy in Washington
confirmed Friday. The US Commission
on International Religious Freedom
(USCIRF) visits countries to report on vio-
lations of religious freedom and make
policy recommendations to US officials.
The group said Thursday that India had

refused its request for visas for a long-
planned trip, saying it was “deeply disap-
pointed.” USCIRF chairman Robert
George said the group’s members had
traveled to nations that “are among the
worst offenders of religious freedom,”
including Pakistan, Saudi Arabia,
Vietnam and China.

It comes as Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s Hindu nationalist gov-

ernment faces accusations it has fos-
tered an atmosphere of rising intoler-
ance and emboldened religious hardlin-
ers.  In its response, the Indian embassy
in Washington questioned the right of a
“foreign entity like USCIRF to pass its
judgment and comment on the state of
Indian citizens’ constitutionally protect-
ed rights.” “There is no change in the
policy of the government of India with

respect to such visits,” it said in a state-
ment, adding that the Indian constitu-
tion guarantees the right to freedom of
religion.

The US group has been denied visas
to visit India in the past, a spokesman
for the Indian foreign ministry said,
without giving specific dates. The reli-
gious monitors will still try to visit India,
“given the ongoing reports from reli-

gious communities, civil society groups
and NGOs that the conditions for reli-
gious freedom in India have been dete-
riorating since 2014,” George said. A
recent spate of violent attacks on secu-
lar intellectuals and Muslims suspected
of killing cows, which Hindus consider
sacred, have heightened concerns of
mounting intolerance under Modi’s
two-year-old government. —AFP
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65 passengers hurt; Bangkok
water taxi engine explodes 

BANGKOK: At least 65 passengers were injured yesterday
when the engine of a Bangkok water taxi exploded as the
boat approached its dock, police said. Among the injured
were three foreigners, including a Japanese male and two
women from Myanmar, according to the city’s Erawan
medical emergency center. The rest were identified as Thai
nationals. The boat was ferrying about 70 people on an
early morning route through Bangkok’s canals in a neigh-
borhood on the eastern outskirts of the city, said police Lt
Col Chaithanan Jirapiyaset. The explosion occurred as the
boat reached the Wat Thepleela Pier, in one of the capital’s
working-class neighborhoods, causing panic that prompt-
ed several passengers to jump to the pier or into the water
for safety. The Erawan center said that at least 65 people
were treated for injuries at several of Bangkok’s hospitals,
with varying degrees of burns.

Boko Haram cattle rustling 
prompts market shut-down 

MAIDUGURI: The Borno state government in northeast
Nigeria has suspended trading in four cattle markets to
prevent the sale of stolen livestock to raise funds for
Boko Haram Islamists. Governor Kashim Shettima said
“all trading activities have been suspended until further
notice in line with (the) government commitment to
ensure that no public place is turned into an avenue for
funding activities of the terrorists”. The affected markets
are in the towns of Gamboru, Dusuman, Shuwarin and
Ngom all outside the provincial capital Maiduguri. Sales
of dried meat such as “kilishi”-a popular delicacy in
northern Nigeria made from roasted thin strips of
spiced beef, lamb or goat-have also been banned, he
added on Friday. A military counter-offensive that
began last year has recaptured territory lost to Boko
Haram in Borno and two neighboring states and the
government in Abuja believes the group is “technically”
defeated. Hit-and-run raids on remote villages in the
mainly agricultural region-a trademark tactic of the
group-have increasingly seen Boko Haram fighters
make off with cattle and foodstuffs. 

HK police dismantle 
World War II bombs

HONG KONG: Hong Kong police said yesterday they dis-
posed of eight World War II explosives, after a hiker found the
unexploded devices on a trail. Unexploded bombs are usual-
ly found by unsuspecting hikers or at construction sites in the
southern Chinese city, which was the scene of fierce fighting
between Japanese and British allied forces in 1941. “The
bomb disposal squad received the report and travelled to the
scene where what was believed to be six World War II-era
grenades and two mortar shells were found,” a police state-
ment said. Police said they “safely handled” the eight explo-
sives at the site, near the Happy Valley region of Hong Kong,
adding that no evacuation of nearby residents was needed.
“We found two Japanese 50 millimeter mortar bombs and
then we found six Japanese hand grenades,” Stuart Woods,
who reported the explosives to the police, told official broad-
caster RTHK. “There seems to be a lot around this area, but
there’s a few less now, which is good,” Woods, who was look-
ing for historical artefacts with a metal detector, told RTHK. 

Missouri city stops some 
arrests because jail full

KANSAS CITY: Missouri’s third largest city is unable to
serve more than 12,000 outstanding arrest warrants to
people accused of crimes such as shoplifting, traffic
infractions and misdemeanor assaults because there is
no room for the offenders in the county jail as a result of a
bitter dispute between the sheriff and local officials. The
situation is so bad in Springfield, population 165,000, that
a local judge told city officials recently that she had one
docket of cases with 82 people on it and only eight both-
ered to show up.  Springfield Police Chief Paul Williams
said offenders are thumbing their noses at police.
“They’re tearing tickets up in front of people,” Williams
said. “Officers are frustrated because they can’t arrest any-
one, judges are frustrated that they can’t see people,
prosecutors are frustrated. It has just kind of spun out of
control.” The chaos stems from a disagreement between
Greene County Sheriff Jim Arnott and municipal officials
over use of the county jail, which opened in 2001. 

BEIJING: China said yesterday it will raise military spending
by 7.6 percent this year, its lowest increase in six years, but
vowed to protect its maritime rights amid disputes in the
East and South China Seas and improve intelligence gather-
ing. The 954.35 billion yuan ($146.67 billion) figure is only
around a quarter of the US Defense Department budget for
2016 of $573 billion, but comes at a time of rising concern
over China’s intentions in territorial disputes. The increase is
the first single-digit rise since 2010, following a nearly
unbroken two-decade run of double-digit jumps, and
comes as China’s economy slows.

It was announced yesterday at the start of the annual

meeting of parliament, but had been flagged by an official
who gave a rough figure the previous day. President Xi
Jinping is seeking to drag the People’s Liberation Army, the
world’s largest armed forces, into the modern age, cutting
300,000 jobs and revamping its Cold War-era command
structure. However, the reforms have run into opposition
from soldiers and officers worried about job security and
few details have been released as to what will happen to
those laid off.

Premier Li Keqiang told the opening of China’s largely
rubber-stamp parliament that the country will “strengthen
in a coordinated way military preparedness on all fronts and
for all scenarios”. “We will work to make the military more
revolutionary, modern and well-structured in every respect,
and remain committed to safeguarding national security,”
he said. “We will make steady progress in reforming military

leadership and command structures and launch reform of
the military’s size and structure as well as its policies and
institutions.”

Economic headwinds
The official Xinhua news agency attributed the slow-

down in the pace of defense spending to “rising economic
headwinds and last year’s massive drawdown of service
people”. China’s Defense Ministry, in a commentary on its
website, described the slower pace as “appropriate”. “It cer-
tainly doesn’t mean the Chinese people’s dreams of a
strong country and military will be impacted upon,” it

added. Beijing is feeling public pressure to show it can pro-
tect its claims to the South China Sea after the United States
began conducting “freedom of navigation” operations near
islands where China has been carrying out controversial
reclamation work and stationing advanced weapons.

A draft of the five-year plan, a blueprint for the country’s
aspirations from this year through to 2020, said China
would strengthen its capabilities in maritime law enforce-
ment and “appropriately handle” infringements of its mar-
itime rights, though it gave no details. The Global Times, a
widely read tabloid published by the ruling Communist
Party’s People’s Daily, said that for many Chinese the smaller
increase “was a bit of a disappointment”, but called for
understanding. “There is no need to spend hugely to catch
up with the US, which seeks to keep its global military pres-
ence. China’s regional military deterrence aimed at national

defense has been taking shape.”
The five-year plan also said China would improve its

national security “technology and equipment construction”
and raise the country’s intelligence gathering abilities.
China, the world’s second-largest economy, is increasingly
exposed to international crises like the Middle East but has
little experience at dealing with them, unlike established
powers like the United States and Russia. Underscoring the
sensitivity of China’s defense spending, about a dozen sen-
ior officers approached by Reuters on the sidelines of parlia-
ment declined to comment on the matter. 

China’s population 
China expects its population to rise by around 45 mil-

lion-almost the number of people in Spain-in the next five
years, it said yesterday, as it confronts a growing demo-
graphic crisis in the wake of the one-child policy. A draft
five-year plan published at the opening of the National
People’s Congress, the country’s Communist-controlled par-
liament, projected that the population-long the world’s
largest-would grow to “around 1.42 billion” by 2020.

That contrasted with the previous document, issued in
2011 when population controls limiting most couples to a
single offspring were still in force, which pledged to restrict
the population to “within 1.39 billion” by last year.
Authorities insist that the family planning rules have been a
key contributor to the country’s economic boom, but they
were often brutally enforced and have left China with a
shrinking workforce and severe gender imbalances. The
government this year loosened the hugely controversial
one-child policy to allow all couples to have two children.
But many parents say they are reluctant to have more
because of the cost.

“We will adhere to the basic national strategy of family
planning and comprehensively implement the policy of
allowing each couple to have two children,” said the draft
five-year plan, which is due to be approved during the NPC.
Its expectations for 2020 would represent a significant
growth acceleration from the last five years, during which
China’s population rose by 33 million. The total stood at
1.37 billion people at the end of 2015 - when total births fell
by 320,000 - official data showed. China’s working-age pop-
ulation, which it defines as 15-59, has been in decline since
2012 while the number of people above 60 is ballooning,
placing enormous pressure on the country’s pension sys-
tem.

The country will raise its retirement age to address the
issue, the plan said, “gradually postponing” it in order “to
comprehensively deal with the falling working-age popula-
tion”. It also pledged to address “the problem of skewed
gender ratio at birth”-a result of sex-selective abortions or
infanticide targeting girls because of centuries-old social
preferences for boys. China started implementing the one-
child policy in the late 1970s and the average ratio of boys
to girls at birth was 114.7 in the 1980-2014 period, state
media have reported previously, leaving more than 30 mil-
lion Chinese men at the risk of ending up without a wife.
The ratio still stood at 113.51 last year, the National Bureau
of Statistics said in January.  —Agencies
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Japan to suspend work

on relocating US base 
TOKYO: The Japanese government has accepted a
court-mediated settlement plan to halt construction
work related to the relocation of a US airbase on
Okinawa and resume talks with local authorities who
want the base off the island. The Tokyo government
and authorities in Okinawa have long been at logger-
heads over relocation of the US Marines’ Futenma air-
base, which is in an urban area of the southern island.
Tokyo wants to move the base to a less populated
area, called Henoko, but Okinawa Governor Takeshi
Onaga wants the base off the island altogether.

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s government had
already suspended construction work voluntarily for a
month last year to allow time for talks with island
authorities, but failed to achieve a meaningful solu-
tion. Okinawa, the site of a bloody World War Two
land battle, hosts the bulk of US military forces in
Japan, and many residents resent what they see as an
unfair burden. US installations take up about 18 per-
cent of Okinawa’s land. The United States and Japan
agreed in 1996 to close Futenma and move its facili-
ties elsewhere on Okinawa, but the plan stalled due
to opposition from residents worried about noise,
pollution and crime.

In 1995, a 12-year-old Japanese schoolgirl was
raped by three US servicemen on Okinawa, sparking
huge protests. Despite agreeing on a new round of
talks, both Abe and Onaga were quick to stress their
determination to stick to their respective stances on
the base relocation, underscoring tough negotiations
ahead. “There is no change to the government’s
stance that the relocation to the Henoko area is the
sole choice for the restoration of the Futenma base,”
Abe told reporters. “But, if the current situation, in
which the government and Okinawa prefecture are
suing each other, continues, the Futenma base ...
might very well remain fixed there for years to come,”
he said.

US State Department spokesman John Kirby said
both the US and Japanese governments remained
committed to the plan to construct the replacement
facility. “It is the only solution that addresses opera-
tional, political, financial and strategic concerns; that
permits the operational readiness of our forward-
positioned Marine forces and avoids the continued
use of Marine Corps Air Station Futenma,” Kirby told a
regular news briefing. Onaga, who once accused Abe
of looking down on Okinawa, said after their meeting:
“I was elected governor on the platform of not allow-
ing a new base in Henoko. ... I will keep pursuing this
policy with confidence.” —Reuters

BEIJING: Along with their traditional robes,
Tibetan delegates to the annual meeting of
China’s ceremonial parliament are sporting
unique lapel pins displaying their loyalty to
the Beijing leadership at a time of simmer-
ing tensions in their Himalayan homeland.
New this year and not seen on any other
group of delegates, one of the inch-wide
round pins shows a Chinese flag and busts
of five Chinese leaders, from revolutionary
founding father Mao Zedong to current
President Xi Jinping. The other shows a
smiling Xi visiting a Tibetan family.

“We want to express our gratitude to
the Communist Party leadership and State
Council, so it’s only natural we wear the pin
of the leaders of five generations,”
Hongwei, one of the 18 delegates from the
Tibetan Autonomous Region said at yester-
day’s opening session of the National
People’s Congress. “There have been so
many great changes in Tibet,” said
Hongwei, who like many Tibetans uses just
one name. “If we don’t thank the party
leadership the State Council, if we don’t
thank the socialist system, who else should
we thank?” The State Council is China’s
Cabinet, headed by Premier Li Keqiang.

Images of Communist leaders are common
in Tibet, which is under much tighter party
control than the rest of China following a
history of political volatility, and is general-
ly off-limits to foreign journalists.

The remarks by Hongwei came days
after US government-backed Radio Free
Asia reported the death of 18-year-old
Buddhist monk Kalsang Wangdu after he
set himself on fire Monday in the Tibetan
area of Ganzi in the western Chinese
province of Sichuan, which adjoins Tibet.
The area also is known as Kardze in
Tibetan. The monk reportedly called for
Tibetan independence while he burned.
Yesterday, Yeshe Dawa, governor of Ganzi
prefecture, denied the report. “No, no, this
is a false allegation,” he said. “There is noth-
ing, we are a peaceful area.”

The International Campaign for Tibet
says at least 144 Tibetans have self-immo-
lated in China since early 2009 in protest of
Beijing’s rule. Some cases have been con-
firmed in China’s state media, which depict
them as acts of terror instigated by the
Dalai Lama, the Tibetans’ exiled spiritual
leader. Authorities have vowed to punish
the self-immolators, their family members

and sympathizers. Tensions in Tibet have
occasionally flared into violence in the
decades since communist troops entered
the region in 1950. The Dalai Lama fled the
regional capital of Lhasa in the wake of a
failed uprising against Chinese rule nine
years later. Although the Dalai Lama insists
that he seeks only authentic autonomy for
the region and Tibetans, Beijing accuses
him of being a separatist.

To win over Tibetans, Beijing has
poured more than $100 billion into the
region to improve living standards and
bring modernity. Critics, however, question
whether the investments have truly bene-
fited Tibetans or flowed mainly to Beijing
and migrants from the majority Han eth-
nicity. Violence broke out in Lhasa in 2008,
and many Tibetan cities and towns remain
under heavy security. Foreign journalists
are barred from the region, apart from the
rare tightly scripted reporting trip organ-
ized to showcase Tibet’s development. In
his address to the congress’ opening ses-
sion, Li made no direct mention of Tibet,
but said China would “stick to the Chinese
way - the right way - of managing ethnic
issues.” —AP 
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BEIJING: Members of the Chinese military band arrive at the Great Hall of the People for the opening
session of the annual National People’s Congress in Beijing yesterday. —AP

BANGKOK: Passengers hold on to a rope as they
ride the Saen Saeb canal boat in central Bangkok,
Thailand. Several dozen people were injured yes-
terday when the engine of a Bangkok water taxi
exploded as it approached its dock. —AP

Taleban rejects peace talks 
with Afghan government

KABUL: The Taleban yesterday refused to resume long-stalled
peace talks with the Afghan government, reiterating their pre-
conditions for holding dialogue, a statement said. “We want to
repeat our stance once again that until the occupation of for-
eign troops ends, until Taleban names are removed from inter-
national blacklists and until our detainees are released, talks
will yield no results,” it said. The statement comes as direct face-
to-face talks between the militant group and the Kabul gov-
ernment were expected to start in Islamabad this week. 

BEIJING: National People’s Congress (NPC) delegates from Tibet wear pins depicting five current and
former Chinese leaders and Chinese President Xi Jinping as they arrive at the Great Hall yesterday. —AP


