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MANILA: Filipino activists rally against the Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement (EDCA) between the US and Philippines in front of the US embassy in Manila, Philippines. —AP

OLONGAPO: In a bar along the
Philippines’ Subic Bay owned by an
American military veteran, the main
topic of conversation is not the upcom-
ing US election despite the Donald
Trump coffee mugs, photographs and
caps on display. The talk is of Philippines
President Rodrigo Duterte’s tensions
with Washington and his courting of
China, which is worrying the bar’s most-
ly American clients who have settled in
the vicinity of the huge Subic Bay base,
a former US navy installation. “The
biggest fear is that one day he’s going to
wake up and say ‘everybody from the
US, get out of town’ and we’d have to
leave our loved ones behind,” said Jack
Walker, a retired Marine sergeant who
has lived in Olongapo, the town around
the base, for five years.

For more than a century the
Philippines and the United States have
had a shared history of colonialism,
wars, rebellion, aid and deep economic
ties. That could change as Duterte’s
three-month-old administration re-
examines the relationship.In a series of
conflicting statements, Duterte has
insulted US President Barack Obama
and the US ambassador in Manila for
questioning his war on drugs, which
has led to the deaths of more than

2,000 suspected users and pushers. He
told Obama “go to hell” and alluded to
severing ties with Washington. Then,
after weeks of anti-American rhetoric,
Duterte said the Philippines would
maintain its existing defense treaties
and its military alliances.

The comments have left Americans
and US businesses in the Philippines
jittery about their future, said Ebb
Hinchliffe, executive director of the
American Chamber of Commerce.
“Every time he opens his mouth and
says something negative about
America, that hurts me personally ...
and from a business standpoint, it’s not
helping,” he said. He said three trade
delegations representing American
technology, financial services and
manufacturing companies had can-
celled trips to the Philippines in recent
weeks. At least two American compa-
nies have opted to do business in
Vietnam instead “because of the presi-
dent’s anti-American sentiment”.
Hinchliffe declined to name the com-
panies or give further details.

Most pro-US nation
The United States effectively ruled

the Philippines from 1898, when it
acquired the country from Spain, until

recognizing its independence in 1946.
About four million people of Philippine
ancestry live in the United States, one
of its largest minorities, and about
220,000 Americans, many of them mil-
itary veterans, live in the Philippines.
An additional 650,000 visit each year,
according to US State Department fig-

ures. According to a Pew Research
Centre study last year, the Philippines
is the most pro-US country in the
world. Despite the shared history,
though, the Philippines has a strong
nationalistic movement that has ques-
tioned the US alliance. In 1991, the
government asked Washington to

vacate the Subic Bay naval facility and
the nearby Clark Air Base.

But as tensions increased with China
over the territorial dispute in the South
China Sea, the Philippines signed an
Enhanced Defense Cooperation
Agreement (EDCA) with the United
States in 2014 that grants Washington
increased military presence through
rotation of ships and aircraft for
humanitarian and maritime security
operations. 

However, Duterte has said that
agreement will be reviewed and he
insists that the Philippines, the third-
largest Asian recipient of American mili-
tary aid after Pakistan and Afghanistan,
can do without assistance.

He was to leave for China yesterday
on a state visit that could shift alliances
in the region. Philippine government
officials have sought to play down
Duterte’s comments. “Where the presi-
dent is coming from is that he wants to
encourage the Filipino people to be
more independent,” said government
spokesman Ernesto Abella. “It’s not so
much an anti-American relationship as
a pro-Philippine sentiment.” Still, the
mood was sombre at Dynamite Dick’s
bar in Olongapo when a Reuters
reporter dropped in recently.

Edward Pooley, a former Marine
colonel who has lived in the Philippines
for nearly 30 years, said Duterte’s words
were “heartbreaking” but he remained
optimistic about the bilateral relation-
ship in the long term. “We’ve always
done a lot of charitable activities and ...
we feel the appreciation. Don’t give up
on us,” he said. The mayor of the city of
220,000, Rolen Paulino, said his people
were “pro-American” but that he sup-
ports Duterte’s shift in foreign policy. “If
the president wants to invite Russia and
China ... I will teach my people Russian
and Chinese because we have to
adapt,” Paulino said.

But many in the business communi-
ty have labelled Duterte’s rhetoric as
largely bluster and take comfort in the
fact that he has yet to translate it into
action. The business process outsourc-
ing (BPO) sector - expected to account
for 9 percent of GDP this year - remains
largely optimistic about growth in the
Philippines. “Suffice to say, there are
questions that are being asked because
of (Duterte’s) statements,” said Danilo
Reyes, country manager of Genpact,
one of the biggest American BPO com-
panies in the country. “But it does not
really translate to actions, we continue
to expand.” —Reuters
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GABALDON, Philippines: Residents walk along a destroyed high-
way following heavy rains brought by Typhoon Sarika in the town
of Gabaldon, Nueva Ecija province, north of Manila. —AFP

BERLIN: Europe faces a new influx of Islamic
State jihadists if Iraqi forces retake the
group’s stronghold Mosul, officials and ana-
lysts warned yesterday, adding to fears on a
continent battered by a string of Islamist
attacks. Thousands of Europeans have left for
Iraq and Syria over the last two years to wage
jihad, but after the IS suffered a string of terri-
torial defeats this year in both countries,
some of its fighters have begun returning to
the continent.

As Iraqi forces press their offensive in
Mosul, the “caliphate” declared two years ago
by the IS, experts urged Europe to prepare
itself for more battle-hardened jihadists ready
to launch attacks back home. “The retaking of
the IS’ northern Iraq stronghold, Mosul, may
lead to the return to Europe of violent IS fight-
ers,” the EU’s commissioner for security Julian
King told German daily Die Welt. King thought
it was unlikely that there would be a mass exo-
dus of IS fighters from Mosul to Europe but he

stressed that even a handful of jihadists return-
ing would pose a “serious threat that we must
prepare ourselves for”. Around 2,500 European
fighters are still in the conflict zones, said King.

‘Guerrilla attacks’
The IS may become less appealing to

potential recruits if its Iraqi stronghold were to
crumble, but fighters left without a “home”
would pose dangers for the West, said
Raffaello Pantucci, Director of International
Security Studies at the Royal United Services
Institute. “Rudderless but without a sense of
revolutionary purpose, they will present a
menace to security officials around the world
for years to come,” he wrote in the Daily
Telegraph. The IS group “has shown a capacity
to send fighters back hidden among the
refugees coming to Europe. If it is threatened
in Iraq and Syria it may step up the number of
those ‘returnees’ to establish networks or even
launch attacks,” he warned. —AFP

DUBAI: Ten international rights organizations
urged Oman’s Sultan Qaboos yesterday to
revoke an order to close a newspaper and end a
crackdown by authorities on journalists and
activists. A court last month upheld a govern-
ment order to permanently close the Azamn
daily over an article about suspected corruption
within the judicial system. Its editor-in-chief
Ibrahim Al-Maamari and his deputy Yousef Al-
Haj were each sentenced to three years’ jail and
a colleague, Zaher Al-Abri, got one year. They
were convicted of disturbing public order,
undermining the prestige of the state and mis-
using the internet, judicial sources have said.

All three are on bail pending a hearing on
November 7. “These harsh sentences are a clear
attempt to hinder the work of journalists and to
curtail the right to freedom of expression and
opinion in Oman,” said the joint statement by 10
watchdogs including Reporters Without Borders
(RSF) and the Committee to Protect Journalists.
“The imprisonment of journalists whose only

crime was to exercise their profession in a legiti-
mate manner and the censorship of this story
do not bode well for the future of journalism
and civil liberties in the sultanate,” they added.
The groups urged the Gulf state’s ruler to use his
influence to “protect freedom of the media and
freedom of speech...(and) revoke the closure
order of Azamn newspaper”.

The signatories called for the sentences
against the journalists to be revoked and also
for two online activists arrested for expressing
their support for the Azamn three to be released
“immediately and unconditionally”. They urged
Qaboos to ensure that the internal security serv-
ice “stops its attacks on media freedom and free-
dom of expression and its targeting of journal-
ists, online activists and other human rights
defenders”. Also among the signatories are the
International Federation for Human Rights and
the Gulf Centre for Human Rights. Oman ranks
125th out of 180 countries in RSF’s 2016 World
Press Freedom Index. —AFP 
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