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MANILA: Nine years ago, Father Amado Picardal helped
bury a teenager from a slum family who was gunned
down by motorcycle-riding assassins in the southern
Philippine city of Davao. The death was among hundreds
in the large port city blamed on an anti-crime purge
some believed was secretly run by its mayor, Rodrigo
Duterte.

Memories of that violence flashed back in the Roman
Catholic priest’s mind when the tough-talking mayor tri-
umphed in last week’s presidential election on a pledge
to replicate his Davao crime-busting style in the rest of
the Philippines. “I felt sad and depressed,” Picardal said of
Duterte’s rise.

A Duterte presidency is “very frightening,” he said in
an interview, adding that human rights groups will need
to keep a close watch and document any violations,
especially extrajudicial killings, in the next six years
under Duterte’s presidency. From his 22 years as mayor
to the presidential campaign trail, Duterte has never
minced words about his deadly objective for criminals.
But he has generally denied the existence of death
squads in his city. However, investigations by the
Commission on Human Rights in the Philippines, a sen-
ior UN official,  Human Rights Watch, Amnesty
International and a group led by Picardal that opposed
summary executions have concluded otherwise.

Clarita Alia, a vegetable vendor and the mother of the
young man that Picardal helped bury in Davao in 2007,
said she is willing to testify if a case against Duterte goes
to court. Three other sons of hers who were suspected of
crimes she said they did not commit were also killed by
motorcycle-riding hitmen.

Bold campaign 
Duterte’s bold campaign pledge to end crime and

corruption within six months, his iron-fisted approach to
law and order and his public threat to kill all criminals
helped catapult the longtime mayor into the presidency.
But his tough anti-crime reputation may now haunt him
as he comes under a national and international spotlight
and tries to achieve his promise.

A former prosecutor who experienced the legal com-
plexities of battling criminals, Duterte was first elected
mayor in 1988. Nicknamed “Duterte Harry” after the Clint
Eastwood character with little regard for rules, he served
as hundreds of suspected criminals, drug dealers and
addicts were gunned down or fatally stabbed in a wave
of brazen attacks by motorcycle-riding gunmen dubbed
by the media as the “Davao Death Squads,” or the DDS.

On the final day of campaigning 10 days ago, he
made clear he would continue to employ his hard-line
approach to crime as president. “All of you who are into
drugs, you sons of bitches, I will really kill you,” Duterte
told a huge crowd in Manila. “I have no patience, I have
no middle ground, either you kill me or I will kill you
idiots.”

But he has denied any role in gangland-style killings,
at one point blaming warring gangs for the violence.
Investigators say they have found no hard evidence of a
direct role by Duterte in the vigilante-style killings, say-
ing not one witness has come forward to testify against
him, possibly for fear of reprisals.

In a report, the Commission on Human Rights said
206 people, mostly suspected criminals and including 19
minors, were slain in shootings and stabbings attributed
to the death squads from 2005 to 2009 alone, adding
that there were witnesses to at least 94 of the killings.

“Nobody wanted to testify,” said Loretta Ann Rosales,
who headed the commission at the time. “There was a
measure of fear. We can’t prove his criminal liability
because nobody would say that he ordered the killings.”
Phelim Kine of the US-based group Human Rights Watch
said it found no hard evidence of any direct role by
Duterte in 28 death-squad killings, mostly from 2007 to

2008, that it investigated. “What is unquestionable is that
we found evidence that Davao city officials and police
were directly involved and that evidence merits a thor-
ough investigation by the Philippine authorities,” Kine
said, adding that his group wasn’t aware if the govern-
ment had acted on the findings.

Shocking predictability
In its 2009 report, Human Rights Watch said many of

the killers were former Marxist rebel hitmen or targeted
criminals who turned into DDS gunmen to avoid death.
It said they were armed with .45 caliber pistols and paid
to carry out the executions by their “boss.” The boss “pro-
vides members of a death squad team with as little as
the name of the target, and sometimes an address and a
photograph. Police stations are then notified to ensure
that police officers are slow to respond, enabling the

death squad members to escape,” the human rights
group said.

“The motive appears to be simple expedience: Courts
are viewed as slow or inept. The murder of criminal sus-
pects is seen as easier and faster than proper law
enforcement,” it said. Philip Alston, then the UN special
reporter on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary execu-
tions who looked into the Davao violence, said in a 2008
report that it would be a “polite euphemism” to describe
the killers as “vigilantes” given the “shocking predictabili-
ty” with which they killed their victims, adding many of
them didn’t even wear masks.

“One fact points very strongly to the officially sanc-
tioned character of these killings: No one involved cov-
ers his face. The men who warn mothers that their chil-
dren will be the next to die unless they make themselves
scarce turn up on doorsteps undisguised,” Alston said.

Rosales said the Philippine human rights commission
asked the Ombudsman, which prosecutes officials for
wrongdoing, to investigate Duterte in 2012 for possible
administrative liability “for his inaction in the face of evi-
dence of numerous killings committed in Davao City and
his toleration of the commission of those offenses.”

Her commission cited the country’s constitution, local

laws and international conventions that bind the
Philippine government and its officials to protect human
rights and effectively investigate and prosecute viola-
tors. That attempt failed, however, when Duterte was let
off by a Philippine legal doctrine that absolves newly
elected officials from administrative liabilities they may
have committed in past terms, Rosales said. Duterte was
reelected mayor in 2013.

The Supreme Court struck down that doctrine last
year due to complaints that it had blocked the prosecu-
tion of officials accused of wrongdoing and corruption.
Although Duterte was cleared, 21 high-ranking police
officials who were not covered by the doctrine were
found guilty of “simple neglect of duty” by the
Ombudsman in 2012 for failing to stop death squad
assaults in their areas that killed 720 people from 2005
to 2008.

‘Checks and balances’ 
Each officer was fined the equivalent of one month

of salar y,  according to the Ombudsman’s office.
Despite his brash campaign rhetoric, Duterte will find
it hard to bring his Davao crime-fighting style to the
rest  of  the countr y because of  the oversight of
Congress, the judiciary and other agencies that check
abuses. The world will be watching too, said Picardal,
who was assigned to Davao for many years until he
moved to Manila in 2011.

“There are checks and balances,” he said. “The eyes
of the nation and the world are on him.” The 61-year-
old priest said he understands that the nearly 16 mil-
lion Filipinos who voted for Duterte for president have
a legitimate yearning for change because of their exas-
peration over crime and corruption. Some may not
even be aware that the killings in Davao were real and
not just Duterte’s bluster, he said. But for those who
were aware and glossed over the deadly violence that
blighted Davao, Picardal said he hopes they will exam-
ine their conscience and not yield to desperation.
“What I’m afraid of is that we’ll become a nation where
a lot of people have lost a sense of right and wrong,”
he said. — AP 
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HONG KONG: Hong Kong protesters
angry at a visit by a top Beijing official
shouted pro-democracy slogans and
demanded free elections yesterday but
were kept away from talks seen as an
attempt to bridge a growing political
divide.

The three-day trip by Zhang
Dejiang, who chairs China’s communist-
controlled legislature, is the first by such
a senior official in four years and comes
as concerns grow that freedoms are
under threat in semi-autonomous
Hong Kong as Beijing tightens its grip.
Although Zhang’s trip is ostensibly for
an economic conference, it is widely
being seen as a conciliatory mission
and a chance to gauge whether Beijing
should back the city’s unpopular leader
Leung Chun-ying to stand for a second
term. It comes as frustration over lack of
reform has sparked a fledgling inde-
pendence movement, condemned by
authorities in Hong Kong and China. 

Zhang will meet with pro-democra-
cy lawmakers yesterday evening in a
rare move, after kicking off his visit
Tuesday by promising to listen to politi-
cal demands from across society. But
opponents have criticized Zhang for
what they called “tokenistic” diplomacy
and slammed Hong Kong authorities
for putting parts of the city into a secu-
rity lockdown for his visit. Roads around
Zhang’s hotel and the convention cen-
tre hosting the economic conference
have been cordoned off with water-
filled barricades and protesters fun-
neled into designated areas, out of
sight.

Around 100 protesters marched to
one of the areas yesterday morning
before the conference started, vastly
outnumbered by police-thousands of
whom have been mobilized to protect
Zhang. They called for the “end of dicta-
torship”, fully free elections, and the
release of Liu Xiaobo, a Chinese Nobel
peace laureate jailed on the mainland,
as well as the resignation of city leader
Leung. One woman was moved along
by police as she waved a large Tibetan
flag by one of the barricades. “Our
requests are very clear, we do not wel-
come Zhang,” said John Leung, 30, of
the Hong Kong Confederation of Trade
Unions. 

‘Expression limited’ 
Rival groups of pro-China demon-

strators waved national flags and heat-
ed shouting matches ensued between
the two sides. “Despite all, we are
Chinese. Every policy and every govern-
ment has its own imperfections,” said
one pro-China protester who gave her
name as Ms Yuan. Demonstrators said
they expected higher numbers for an
evening rally.

Some said fear of a backlash had
kept numbers away in the morning. “I
think more people are scared of the
police,” said Alexandra Wong, 60, a
retired accountant. “They do what they
want.” Hong Kong police were criticized
for heavy-handed treatment of protest-
ers during massive pro-democracy ral-
lies that brought parts of the city to a
standstill in 2014.

Police arrested seven members of
the pro-democracy League of Social
Democrats party on Tuesday for
unfurling protest banners on hills and
flyovers. They also wrestled a leading
pro-democracy activist to the ground
near Zhang’s hotel as he tried to
breach a barrier. Human Rights Watch
said yesterday authorities had “sharply
limited” the public’s opportunities to
voice criticism of Zhang’s visit. It also
said Hong Kong officials should chal-
lenge Zhang “to make concrete com-
mitments to respect Hong Kong’s
autonomy on human rights and dem-
ocratic rule”.

Hong Kong is semi-autonomous
after being handed back to China by
Britain in 1997 and enjoys freedoms
unseen on the mainland, but there are
concerns Beijing interference is grow-
ing. Speaking at the economic forum
yesterday, Zhang said Hong Kong
should participate more in China’s
national development strategy. “I hope
that Hong Kong, with a broader mind
and vision, will fully seize the major
opportunities,” he said. He emphasized
the shared Cantonese culture of south-
ern China and Hong Kong, an apparent
bid to ease fears Beijing is trying to erad-
icate the city’s identity. Hongkongers
speak Cantonese, rather than the
Mandarin dominant on the mainland,
and there are concerns the language is
being squeezed out. — AFP 

HONG KONG: Pro-democracy activists hold a photo of Chinese
Communist Party’s third-highest ranking official, Zhang Dejiang, right,
with Chinese words that read “Zhang Dejiang get lost from Hong Kong”
during a protest outside the venue where Zhang gave a speech during a
visit to Hong Kong. — AFP 

XINZHENG: Scarves emblazoned with red drag-
ons draped over their black business suits,
Chinese officials lit incense and bowed solemnly
at the feet of a mythical ancestor known as the
Yellow Emperor. The avowedly atheist
Communist Party is promoting worship of the
ancient figure as it seeks to bolster its legitimacy-
and emphasize Chinese blood ties, including
with Taiwan ahead of the inauguration of
Beijing-skeptic president Tsai Ing-wen.

Thousands gathered in the heartland
province of Henan, where the Yellow Emperor-
described in archaic annals and present day
schoolbooks as the founder of Chinese civiliza-
tion-is said to have been born 5,000 years ago.
Shots from gold-painted cannon began the
annual ceremony, and the crowd, many in repli-
ca antique costume, listened to a booming
announcer heralding the “ancestor of the
Chinese nation”. High-ranking cadres-including
the province’s top official, and a former vice cul-
ture minister-processed up a red carpet, placed
offerings in front of an altar and gazed into the
statue’s chiseled visage, before bowing. Lydia
Zhou, an investment manager who flew from
Shanghai to attend, told AFP: “I’m here to wor-
ship. He is our ancestor and this is his birthplace.”

The lauding of an individual comes as

Communist chief Xi Jinping is increasingly lion-
ized in China’s state-run media, and the
announcer echoed his slogans: “Revive China, a
one hundred year dream, ruling by law, moder-
ate prosperity for all.”

Mixed up 
Historians say there is little evidence the

Yellow Emperor actually existed, but school
textbooks widely describe him as the founder
of Chinese culture and ancestor of all Chinese
people-including its 55 official ethnic minori-
ties, some of whom chafe against identifying
as Chinese. The same books assert China has
existed for 5,000 years since his birth, though
historians date the first Chinese dynasty-cover-
ing a tiny fraction of the present country-to
around 1600 BC.

The Communist Party attempted to outlaw
religion after taking power in 1949. Under Mao
Zedong, “Yellow Emperor worship was seen as
feudal superstition,” Ren Dahuan, vice president
of a state-run research association into the fig-
ure, told AFP. But now the party says religion can
be harnessed for social good ahead of it eventu-
ally melting away with economic progress.

Searching for tourist and investment income,
officials in the emperor’s supposed birthplace of

Xinzheng revived offerings in the 1990s. The cer-
emony was endorsed by the State Council,
China’s cabinet, in 2008.

Flesh and blood 
With economic growth slowing, the ruling

party has turned to a grab-bag of traditions as it
attempts to portray itself as a natural outgrowth
of Chinese culture. “These events are becoming
bigger and bigger, because the state needs
them to explain its legitimacy,” said Zhu Dake, a
cultural critic at Shanghai’s Tongji University.

At the same time it is looking to forge a sin-
gle identity for an ethnically diverse population.
“The state needs this bloodline,” Zhu added. “It’s
a political strategy.  China is a multi-ethnic coun-
try. Chinese people are a mixed-up thing, rather
than descendants of a single ancestor.” The mes-
sage of unity applies to all ethnic Chinese,
including the diasporas abroad and those in
Taiwan, which split from the mainland in 1949
at the end of a civil war. Its new president Tsai-
from the traditionally pro-independence
Democratic Progressive Party-will be inaugurat-
ed on Friday. Among those lighting incense in
Xinzheng last month was the head of Beijing’s
Taiwan Affairs Office, which handles relations
with Taipei.—AFP

Philippine rebels

to enter talks, 

name allies to

Duterte cabinet

MANILA: Philippine communist rebels waging one of
Asia’s longest insurgencies said yesterday they would
enter into peace talks with president-elect Rodrigo
Duterte and ask him to add four of their political allies
to his cabinet.

Duterte, who won a landslide victory in last week’s
elections, had offered four cabinet posts to the insur-
gents and expressed willingness to free ailing guerril-
las from prison to jumpstart peace negotiations that
had stalled three years ago. “We applaud the plans and
programs announced by president-elect Duterte.  We
believe these would be key factors to achieving peace,”
Luis Jalandoni, the rebels’ exiled chief peace negotiator
told Manila radio station DZMM by telephone.

Netherlands-based Jalandoni said the rebels were
expected to shortly exchange delegation visits with
the Duterte camp “as part of the process for preparing
the resumption of peace talks” as well as to iron out
terms of cooperation. Duterte, the mayor of the south-
ern city of Davao, on Monday welcomed plans by
Communist Party of the Philippines founder Jose
Maria Sison to end nearly 30 years of Dutch exile to
take part in the peace talks. He said the return of
Sison, his former political science professor at a Manila
university, would be important in helping to end the
rebellion, which has claimed an estimated 30,000 lives
since the 1960s. 

Both Jalandoni and Sison said no guerrillas would
actually serve in Duterte’s cabinet prior to reaching a
political settlement, when the insurgents hoped to lay
down arms and join a coalition government. “We have
relayed to president-elect Duterte that (guerrilla) per-
sonnel themselves would not be taking up govern-
ment posts, but we will recommend a list of qualified,
competent and dedicated persons that could fill the
posts,” Jalandoni said.

He said this would include nominees to the labor,
social welfare, environment, and agrarian reform port-
folios that were offered to them by Duterte, who takes
office on June 30. Jalandoni also told DZMM the
rebels would consider a ceasefire and would ask the
Duterte government to release 543 “political prison-
ers”, the insurgents’ term for imprisoned comrades.
Incumbent leader Benigno Aquino ended talks with
the communists in 2013 over the rebels’ demand for
the unconditional release of their detained comrades
that his government was unwilling to grant. — AFP 

Tensions rise

between powerful

Thai Buddhist

sect and police

BANGKOK: Tensions between Thai police
and a powerful Buddhist sect have spiked
this week after an arrest warrant was issued
for an abbot at the centre of an alleged multi-
million dollar scandal. The controversy over
the wealthy Dhammakaya temple, which is
renowned for its influential allies and colour-
ful displays of mass devotion, has revived
fears over the state of Buddhism in a nation
where 95 percent of the population adhere
to the faith.

The kingdom’s Buddhist clergy has been
mired in controversies ranging from allega-
tions of undeclared gifts of luxury cars to sex
and drugs scandals. Critics say the
Dhammakaya temple is closely linked to
Thaksin Shinawatra, the billionaire former
premier at the heart of the country’s political
rupture. They accuse it of trying to dominate
the Thai faith with prosperity theology style
teachings that promote donations in return
for good karma.

A court late Tuesday issued an arrest war-
rant for Phra Dhammachayo, who has failed
to report to police over accusations he
received illegal donations worth 1.2 billion
baht ($33 million) that had been embezzled
from a cooperative bank.

The temple, which boasts a sprawling and
futuristic headquarters in northern Bangkok,
refutes the allegations and insists the 72-year-
old abbot is too sick to report to authorities.
But that has not dimmed fears of a show-
down between police and the temple, which
says it has millions of supporters, some of
whom clashed with soldiers in February.

“We regret that the authority has issued
the arrest warrant... but Dhammakaya disci-
ples do not want to use mob rule over rule of
law,” Ong-art Dhamnitha, a representative of
the sect’s followers, told reporters yesterday.

Last April the Dhammakaya temple
returned some $20 million given by a com-
pany executive later accused of embezzling
the cash. It says the money was received in
good faith and without knowledge of the
executive’s crime. The temple defends itself
against its theological critics saying it pro-
vides a modern and accessible form of
Buddhism. —AFP

HENAN PROVINCE:  In this photo taken on April 9, 2016, a man (pays respects in front of a statue of the Yellow Emperor, or Huangdi,
after a memorial ceremony in Xinzheng. — AFP 

From legend to history: China 

turns to mythical emperor

DAVAO CITY: In this Wednesday, May 11, 2016 photo, residents walk past giant tarpaulins of presumptive
President-elect Rodrigo Duterte at his hometown.— AP 

Hong Kong protests as

top China official visits


