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BANGKOK: Thai “cyber-scouts” have flagged
scores of websites for alleged royal defamation
since the death of King Bhumibol Adulyadej
and are monitoring all communication chan-
nels, a junta official said yesterday. A crack-
down on perceived royal insults has been
enforced following the king’s death last
Thursday, which has plunged the nation into
mourning for a beloved monarch.

Thailand’s monarchy is protected by a dra-
conian lese majeste law that outlaws criticism
and muzzles detailed discussion on the
monarchy-including by all media based in
Thailand. Surveillance by authorities is routine
but appears to have been stepped up. There
have also been vigilante actions by pockets of
royalist hardliners. Police say they have opened
a dozen cases under Section 112 — the broad-
ly worded royal defamation law that carries up
to 15 years in jail for each infringement-since
the king died aged 88. But the number may
rise as authorities scour the internet for
infringements of the law.

“During this time we have centers to moni-
tor 24 hours a day,” Prajin Jantong, a deputy
prime minister, told reporters. “We are moni-
toring all channels, websites, all communica-
tion channels including LINE,” he added, refer-
ring to the messaging app widely used by
Thais. On October 14 officials found 52 web-
sites deemed to have broken the law and the
following day 61 websites were flagged, he
said, adding “some were closed” using special
powers granted to the junta.

“When (the public) sees these kinds of

website, they should inform authorities and
do not like or share them,” Prajin said, adding
some of the sites were hosted outside the
country. Prosecutions for lese majeste have
surged under the military which seized power
two years ago, with record-breaking sen-
tences handed down in some cases. Critics
say the junta has largely targeted its political
opponents.

Witch-hunt 
Thais have been overwhelmingly dignified

in grief following the king’s death, with people
donning black and so far abiding by an order
to “tone down” the country’s nightlife and
entertainment. But concerns about a lese
majeste witch-hunt have grown since the
king’s death. Five videos have emerged of
angry mobs beating people alleged to have
insulted the monarchy. In the latest example of
mob justice, a live broadcast on Facebook on
Tuesday morning showed a man dragged,
kicked and forced to prostrate himself in front
of a portrait of the king for allegedly insulting
the monarchy in a social media post.

The same day Justice Minister Paiboon
Koomchaya urged Thais to “socially sanction”
those who defame the monarchy, pledging to
track down “those people who violate the law”.
But on Wednesday the junta sent a more con-
ciliatory message. “The Prime Minister (Prayut
Chan-O-Cha) is upset over attacking clips,” jun-
ta spokesman Sansern Kaewkamnerd told
reporters. “By attacking people it damages our
image in the eyes of foreigners,” he said. —AFP
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MANILA: Protesters lie on the ground after being hit by a police van during a
rally in front of the US embassy. —AFP

MANILA: A Philippine police van rammed
into protesters, leaving several bloodied,
as an anti-US rally turned violent yesterday
at the American Embassy in Manila. At
least three student activists were taken to
a hospital after they were run over by the
van driven by a police officer, protest
leader Renato Reyes said.

Associated Press TV footage showed the
van repeatedly ramming the protesters as
it drove wildly back and forth after activists
surrounded and started hitting the vehicle
with wooden batons they seized from
police. In front of horrified crowds, includ-
ing video journalists and photographers,
the van suddenly charged backward then
sprinted forward twice over a space of
about 20 meters (60 feet),  barreling
through the scattered protesters and
hurtling some to the side like bowling
pins. A few were run over but somehow
managed to stand.

Some screamed in surprise, others
hurled stones at the van and yelled invec-
tives. A speaker called the police “puppies
of imperialists” on a loudspeaker. “There
was absolutely no justification for it,” Reyes
said of the violent police dispersal of about
1,000 protesters. “Even as the president
vowed an independent foreign policy,
Philippine police forces still act as running
dogs of the US.”

‘US troops out now’
Police lobbed tear gas and arrested at

least 23 protesters who broke through a
line of riot police and hurled red paint at
the officers and a US government seal at
the start of the rally at the seaside embassy
compound. A firetruck doused the rowdy
protesters with water to push them back,

but they took hold of the water hose and
confronted the outnumbered police with
rocks and red paint.  After breaking
through the police corridor, they scribbled
“US troops out now” and other slogans at
the embassy’s tall fence with red paint.

The protesters, consisting of students,
workers and tribespeople, were demand-
ing an end to the presence of visiting US
troops in the Philippines and to support a
call by President Rodrigo Duterte for a for-
eign policy not dependent on the US, the
country’s longtime treaty ally. The activists
came from the largest left-wing umbrella
group called Bayan (Nation), which has
organized regular anti-US protests in front
of the embassy for decades, most of which
are peaceful.

Duterte was on a state visit to China,
where he is seeking to repair relations
strained under his predecessor over terri-
torial conflicts in the South China Sea. He is
also seeking to expand two-way trade and
investments and financing for badly need-
ed infrastructure projects. Amid an uneasy
relationship with the US, Duterte has tried
to reach out to China and Russia, bringing
uncertainty to his country’s long alliance
with America.

But the protesters also opposed the
president’s effort to lean toward China.
“The Philippines will not be dictated on,
whether by the US or China,” they said in a
statement. The Philippine National Police
did not comment immediately yesterday.
The violence happened as the police and
Duterte are under increased international
scrutiny for their alleged role in the killings
of thousands of drug suspects and pushers
as part of the president’s war on illegal
drugs. —AP
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HONG KONG: Hong Kong’s legislature
again descended into chaos yesterday as
pro-Beijing politicians blocked the
swearing in of two new lawmakers who
want a split from China, in an increasing-
ly divided parliament. It comes as fears
grow in the semi-autonomous city that
Beijing is tightening its grip, fuelling an
independence movement in Hong Kong.
Yesterday saw rival lawmakers clash in a
heated shouting match after the pro-
Beijing camp walked out of the swear-
ing-in session.

The walkout led to the meeting being
cancelled, preventing pro-independence
lawmakers Yau Wai-ching and Baggio
Leung from taking the oath that would
allow them to take up their seats. In the
ensuing confrontations one veteran pro-
democracy legislator threw slices of
luncheon meat at his opponents while

another was surrounded by security
after turning China and Hong Kong flags
displayed on pro-Beijing lawmakers’
desks upside-down.

Meanwhile, pro-Beijing lawmakers
chanted “Apologise!”, demanding Yau
and Leung say sorry for their failure to
take the oath properly at last week’s
swearing-in ceremony. The pair had
their oaths rejected last Wednesday
after they draped themselves in “Hong
Kong is not China” flags. The oath states
Hong Kong is a special administrative
region of China.

Both refused to pronounce China
properly, and Yau was heard to replace
the words “the People’s Republic of
China” with “the People’s ref*****g of
Zeena”. They were given permission to
retake their oaths Wednesday, but the
session was abandoned after the pro-

Beijing walkout left an insufficient num-
ber of legislators in the chamber. “If they
want people to respect their oaths, they
have to express regret over their behav-
ior last week and to apologize to all
Chinese around the world,” pro-Beijing
lawmaker Priscilla Leung told reporters.

Hundreds of pro-Beijing supporters
waved Chinese flags and stamped on
pictures of the two outspoken lawmak-
ers outside the legislative council build-
ing. The pair said they wanted to com-
plete their oaths, but would not apolo-
gize for last week’s behavior. “We are
empowered by the people to enter the
Legco,” Baggio Leung said.

Court challenge 
The former British colony was hand-

ed back to China in 1997 under an
agreement protecting its freedoms for

50 years, but there are concerns those
liberties are being eroded. Leung and
Yau are part of a new wave of lawmak-
ers advocating independence and self-
determination who won seats in the
Legislative Council (Legco) — Hong
Kong’s lawmaking body-in citywide
polls last month. Five legislators, includ-
ing the pair, had their oaths rejected at
last week’s swearing in.

Of those five, one pro-Beijing law-
maker and one pro-democracy lawmak-
er, whose oaths were declared invalid
the first time round, were allowed to
retake them Wednesday morning. The
Beijing camp then walked out, forcing
the session to be abandoned before Yau,
Leung and pro-democracy teacher Lau
Siu-lai, who read her oath at a snail’s
pace last week, took the stand. The
chaotic scenes came after a late-night

court bid Tuesday by city leader Leung
Chun-ying and justice secretary Rimsky
Yuen to block Yau and Baggio Leung
from taking up their seats.

That went directly against a decision
by the pro-Beijing president of Legco,
who had already given the green light
for them to have a second chance at the
oath. The court refused to grant an
injunction against Wednesday’s oath-
taking, but gave permission for a judicial
review into whether the pair should be
disqualified, putting their future as law-
makers into question. In a separate case
Wednesday, former pro-democracy law-
maker Raymond Wong was convicted of
throwing a glass at city leader Leung
Chun-ying inside the Legco in 2014.
Wong, 64, was convicted of common
assault and will  be sentenced on
Tuesday, local media reported. —AFP
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BEIJING: Visiting Philippine
President Rodrigo Duterte had
praise for China yesterday, setting
aside a maritime dispute as the
combative leader reconfigures his
country’s diplomatic alliances. The
Asian giant was “good”, he said. “It
has never invaded a piece of my
country all these generations,”
Duterte added in an apparent com-
parison to the Philippines’ former
colonial ruler the United States.
“During the Cold War, China was
portrayed as the bad guy,” he added.
“And all of these years, what we
have read in our books in school
were all propaganda produced by
the West.”

Duterte is in China for a four-day
trip that is expected to confirm his

tilt away from Washington and
towards Beijing’s sphere of influ-
ence. Foreign policy under Duterte
has dramatically shifted from that
pursued under predecessor
Benigno Aquino, who took Beijing
to an international tribunal over its
extensive territorial claims in the
South China Sea and won a
resounding victory.

The move infuriated Beijing. But
Duterte, who took office in June
shortly before the tribunal ruling,
has made a point of not flaunting
the outcome, even though China
seized Scarborough Shoal-a fishing
ground within the Philippines’
exclusive economic zone-in 2012.
The judgment, Duterte said, was “a
piece of paper with four corners”.

“The arbitral award gives us the
right. China has the historical right.
And they’re insisting. In this situa-
tion, do we argue, or do we just
talk? I would say, let us put it (off) to
some other day.”

As Duterte has cozied up to
Beijing, he has repeatedly
denounced the United States and
President Barack Obama for criticiz-
ing his deadly war on crime. He has
also suspended joint US-Philippine
patrols in the South China Sea, and
has threatened an end to joint mili-
tary exercises. The South China Sea
is of intense interest to Washington
and it has repeatedly spoken out on
the various territorial disputes
between China and its neighbors
over the strategically vital waters.

Rising tensions 
Tensions have risen between the

US and China over Washington’s so-
called “pivot” to the Asia-Pacific, a
move that Beijing says is intended to
contain it. Duterte will meet top lead-
ers including President Xi Jinping
and Premier Li Keqiang during his
stay. Hours before he spoke, Chinese
foreign ministry spokeswoman Hua
Chunying told a regular briefing that
Beijing was pleased to move towards
resolving the territorial dispute
“through consultation and dialogue”. 

“This is how two friendly neigh-
bors should treat each other,” she
added. “Anyone who truly wishes for
peace, stability, development and
prosperity in the Asia Pacific” should
welcome Duterte’s visit. In an editori-
al yesterday, China’s nationalist
Global Times newspaper said
Washington had treated Manila “as a
pawn”, adding Duterte was now
“redesigning Philippine foreign poli-
cy based on Philippine interests”.
Duterte has said his China trip will
focus on promoting economic ties.

The Philippines is hoping, among
other things, that Beijing will repeal
a ban on imports of its bananas-an
economic sanction intended to pun-
ish Manila for its South China Sea
stance. Hua said Wednesday
announcements on infrastructure
cooperation and economic develop-
ment projects could be expected
during the Philippine leader’s visit.
Beijing has also enthusiastically
endorsed Duterte’s war on drugs,
which has seen more than 3,700
people killed and led the
International Criminal Court to warn
that those responsible could face
charges. Hua praised Duterte yester-
day for “rolling out policies to ensure
social order and public security”,
adding that the two sides were
already in close communication
about cooperating on drug control
and anti-crime issues. —AFP
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BEIJING: Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte addresses members of the Philippine community. —AP

MANILA: Millions of people in the
Philippines were on high alert yesterday for
one of the strongest typhoons to ever hit
the disaster-battered country, with authori-
ties warning of giant storm surges and
destructive winds. Super Typhoon Haima
was forecast to hit remote communities in
the far north of the country about 11:00 pm
(1500 GMT ) yesterday, bringing winds
almost on a par with catastrophic Super
Typhoon Haiyan that claimed more than
7,350 lives in 2013.

“It’s not just heavy rain and strong winds
that we are expecting. It’s also floods, land-
slides and storm surges in coastal areas.
Those in these areas, you are in danger. Find
safer ground,” Allan Tabel, chief of the interi-
or ministry’s disaster and information coor-
dinating centre, told a nationally televised
briefing. With Haima having a weather band
of 800 kilometers more than 10 million peo-
ple across the northern parts of the
Philippines’ main island of Luzon will be
affected, according to the government’s dis-
aster risk management agency. Haima was
approaching the Philippines with sustained
winds of 225 kilometers an hour and gusts
of 315 kilometers an hour, according to the
state weather bureau. Authorities warned
coastal communities to expect storm surges
of five meters or higher.

“It’s already started. The wind is strong,
the waves are big,” said Julie Hermano, man-
ager of a small resort in Santa Ana, a coastal
town of about 30,000 people that is in the
typhoon’s direct path. “Some residents have
been panic-buying food in markets because
we were told it ’s going to be a super
typhoon. We’ve already tied down our water
tank and prepared our (power) generator
set.” The Philippine islands are often the first
major landmass to be hit by storms that gen-
erate over the Pacific Ocean. The Southeast
Asian archipelago endures about 20 major
storms each year, many of them deadly.

The most power ful and deadly was
Haiyan, which destroyed entire towns in
heavily populated areas of the central
Philippines. “We are possibly dealing with a
typhoon that is even stronger than Typhoon
Yolanda (as Haiyan was known in the
Philippines) in 2013. We must therefore
brace ourselves for the possible effects of a

typhoon of this magnitude,” government
executive secretary Salvador Medialdea said
in a statement. “We call on all government
agencies to be on highest level of prepared-
ness and to take all necessary precautions.”

In the northern regions expected to be
worst hit, tens of thousands of people
sought  refuge in  schools  and other

makeshift evacuation centers as authori-
ties raised the highest typhoon alert of
“signal five”. Flights to the north were also
suspended and schools were closed. The
Philippine capital of Manila is about 450
kilometers south of where Haima is fore-
cast to make landfall. Authorities said the
city, with about 12 million people, was not

expec ted to  be badly  hit  a l though i t
would be hit with some rain. Haima was
forecast to exit the Philippines Friday,
then track towards southern China. Haima
is the second typhoon to hit the northern
Philippines in a week, after Sarika claimed
at least one l ife and left three people
missing. —AFP

Millions in Philippines on 

alert for super typhoon

BAGUIO CITY: A resident holding his pet cats sits in a temporary shelter, after local
authorities ordered a pre-emptive evacuation of affected residents hours before
Super Typhoon Haima is forecast to hit. —AFP


