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HONG KONG: Nathan Law, a student
leader of Hong Kong’s mass ‘Umbrella
Revolution’ democracy rallies two years
ago, is now at the forefront of a new
guard of young lawmakers pushing for
autonomy from China. In the biggest
polls since the 2014 protests made Law
a household name in Hong Kong, the
23-year-old entered the legislature with
a convincing victory, gaining more than
50,000 votes. He becomes the youngest
lawmaker in the Legislative Council
(LegCo). Law was representing new par-
ty Demosisto-which he founded with
fellow Umbrella Movement leader
Joshua Wong-calling for Hong Kong
people to have the right to vote in a ref-
erendum on independence from
Beijing. 

Britain in 1997 handed the city back
to China under a “one country, two sys-
tems” agreement, with its rights and

freedoms guaranteed for 50 years under
a semi-autonomous system. But fears
are growing that Beijing is tightening its
grip and that those liberties are being
eroded. Law has pledged to push his
party ’s self-determination message
from the start in LegCo, the city’s law-
making body. “People are voting (for) a
new way and a new future for the dem-
ocratic movement,” he said after his win. 

“I’m bearing the trust and support of
many people. It motivates me to do bet-
ter.” In an interview with AFP, Law cast
himself as a bridge to unite the factions
of the democratic camp, which is split
between established parties wary of a
pro-independence message and new
activists who want more autonomy.
University student Law, who is reading
cultural studies, rose to prominence
during the 2014 rall ies,  delivering
speeches to tens of thousands who

protested on the streets and meeting
government officials in what were ulti-
mately fruitless negotiations.

After the failure of the Umbrella
Movement to win political reform,
morale in the pro-democracy camp
waned, with Law and Wong in and out
of court on protest-related charges. Law
was last month convicted of inciting
people to join an unlawful assembly,
but escaped jail time with a community
service sentence. 

His election is a validation of the
2014 rallies, says Law, one of at least
four young campaigners who are calling
for more distance from Beijing to win a
LegCo seat. “There are a lot more people
coming out to vote because they see
new choice,” Law said. “We inherited
some spirit  from the (Umbrella)
Movement and I hope that that can con-
tinue in the future.”— AFP 

From ‘Umbrella Revolution’ leader to lawmaker: Nathan Law

HONG KONG: A new generation of young Hong
Kong politicians advocating a break from Beijing
became lawmakers for the first time yesterday in
the biggest poll since mass pro-democracy ral-
lies in 2014. A record 2.2 million people voted in
the city-wide legislative election as fears grow
Beijing is tightening its grip on the semi-
autonomous city. It was the highest turnout
since Hong Kong was returned to China by
Britain in 1997 and comes as tensions have
reached unprecedented highs over Beijing inter-
ference.  Hong Kong’s freedoms were protected
for 50 years in the handover agreement, but
many believe they are disappearing. Young
activists particularly have lost faith in the “one
country, two systems” deal under which the city
is governed, which grants it much greater liber-
ties than on the mainland. That disillusion, exac-
erbated by the failure of the 2014 rallies to win
political reform, has spawned a slew of new par-
ties calling for more autonomy.

As results rolled in, four of the new breed of
candidates were confirmed to have won seats,
with a fifth also on course for victory. Among
them was Nathan Law, 23, leader of the 2014
“Umbrella Movement” rallies, who came second
in his constituency. Hong Kong is split into five
geographical constituencies, each with several
seats in the Legislative Council (LegCo), Hong
Kong’s lawmaking body. Law and his new party
Demosisto are calling for a referendum on inde-
pendence, emphasizing Hong Kongers’ right to
choose whether they want to split from China. 

“I think Hong Kongers really wanted change,”
Law said, celebrating his win. “Young people
have a sense of urgency when it comes to the
future.” With the pro-democracy camp divided
between those who back the idea of possible
independence and those who are more wary of
the once taboo notion, Law said he would seek
unity. “We have to be united to fight against the
(Chinese) Communist Party,” he said. Law has
previously distanced himself from the more radi-
cal “localist” movement, which includes activists
who are stridently pro-independence and have
previously advocated violence.

‘Message to Beijing’
Young campaigners have been galvanized by

a number of incidents which have pointed to
increased Beijing interference. The most high-
profile was the disappearance of five city book-
sellers known for salacious titles about Beijing
politicians. They resurfaced in detention on the
mainland. Political analyst Willy Lam said voters
had chosen the new guard to “send a strong
message to Beijing”. “Beijing will be very unhap-
py about the results and its quite possible that
they may use this as a pretext to squeeze Hong
Kong even harder,” he said.

Beijing and Hong Kong authorities have
repeatedly railed against the concept of inde-
pendence as unconstitutional. The loudest pro-
independence voices were banned by the gov-
ernment from standing in the vote, a move
which triggered widespread anger. However,

some localists who were allowed to run called
for independence on the campaign trail. One of
them, Yau Wai-Ching of new party
Youngspiration, gained a seat saying Hong Kong
had “the right to discuss its sovereignty”.

Another Youngspiration candidate, Baggio
Leung, who has openly supported independ-
ence, also looked likely to win a seat as the count
neared completion. A recount in one remaining
constituency held up the final result and was
continuing Monday afternoon. Most established
pro-democracy politicians do not support the
notion of independence and there were con-
cerns in the democratic camp that new activists
would split the vote, triggering overall losses.  If
the democrats were to lose four seats, they
would forfeit the one-third voting bloc they
need to veto bills, stacking the already skewed
legislature even more in favor of Beijing.

Results so far show they are likely to hold on
to that veto power, although some veteran
democrat campaigners were voted out to make
way for the new generation. However, the over-
all make-up of the LegCo remains weighted
towards Beijing under a system that makes it
almost impossible for the democracy camp to
take a majority. Thirty of the council’s 70 seats
are elected by special interest groups represent-
ing a range of businesses and social sectors.
Those seats go predominantly to pro-Beijing
candidates. Of 3.7 million voters, 58 percent
came out to vote, compared with 53 percent in
2012. — AFP 

Anti-China politicians emerge
victorious in Hong Kong vote

Fears grow as Beijing tightens its grip

HONG KONG: Student Nathan Law (center) who helped lead the 2014 protests,
celebrates after winning a seat at the legislative council elections in Hong
Kong yesterday. — AP 

HONG KONG: Pro-democracy candidates (from left) Lam Cheuk-ting, Alvin Yeung Ngok-kiu, Raymond Chan Chi-chuen, Fernando Cheung and
Leung Kwok-hung celebrate after winning seats at the legislative council elections in Hong Kong yesterday. — AP 

KUALA LUMPUR: Once bitter foes, former
Malaysian leader Mahathir Mohamad and
the one-time protege he jailed, Anwar
Ibrahim, exchanged a previously-unthink-
able handshake yesterday that illustrated
the country’s topsy-turvy politics. Mahathir
sparked a social media frenzy with a show
of support at a court appearance by Anwar,
who was jailed again last year by Malaysia’s
current government following a controver-
sial sodomy conviction, the same charge
Mahathir used against him in 1998.

The brief and smiling encounter-images
were shared widely online-underlined the
current political flux in Malaysia, where
opposition to scandal-tainted current
Prime Minister Najib Razak has upended
alliances. Najib is accused of massive graft
in the alleged looting of billions of dollars
in state money. He denies the charge and
has cracked down in response. Mahathir,
who imposed his will on Malaysia for 22
years as prime minister before retiring in
2003, has led calls for Najib to be toppled
and to face justice. Yesterday’s meeting
capped months in which Anwar and
Mahathir have flirted from a distance, reviv-
ing memories of their stormy past.

The charismatic Anwar was deputy pre-
mier and heir apparent to the autocratic
Mahathir until he was sacked in 1998 by his
boss over political differences, an episode
that continues to reverbrate. Charged with
sodomy and corruption, Anwar spent six
years in jail. But he emerged to lead the
previously ineffectual political opposition
to historically strong electoral showings
until he was jailed again in 2015 by Najib’s
government. Mahathir played down yester-
day’s meeting, saying he was merely show-
ing support for a legal challenge launched
by Anwar against a new security law.

‘Now I’ve seen everything’
The law, rammed through last year by

Najib’s government, grants Najib draconian
security powers. “I  don’t know about

friends but I know I talked to him,” Mahathir
said with a chuckle when reporters asked
after the encounter whether the two were
friendly again. “I met him and had a long
chat with him about what he was doing.”
But the encounter quickly went viral in pol-
itics-obsessed Malaysia. “Now I think I have
seen everything,” Eric Paulsen of activist
group Lawyers for Liberty said in tweeting
an image of the handshake. It remains to
be seen whether any real detente between
the political heavyweights can be
achieved-or can put a dent in Najib. The
formidable opposition alliance that Anwar
forged has crumbled amid infighting, espe-
cially after his jailing.

Najib, meanwhile, has tightened his grip
and used the powerful ruling coalition’s
deep pockets and pervasive control to win
recent by-elections. The next general elec-
tion must be held by mid-2018. However,
leading independent pollster Ibrahim
Suffian called the handshake “a big deal”
and a sign that “Mahathir has come full cir-
cle”. “The fundamental problem for the
opposition was that Mahathir and Anwar
couldn’t get along,” he said. “Their shaking
hands means their interests have con-
verged.” Anwar has condemned both of
his convictions-on charges of sodomising
male aides-as false and politically motivat-
ed. Sodomy is illegal in the Muslim-majori-
ty country.

Najib denies the corruption allegations
against him, but the US Justice
Department filed suit in July to seize more
than $1 billion in luxury assets which it
says were purchased with money stolen
from Malaysian state fund 1MDB. Mahathir
is spearheading an effort to form a new
political party of anti-Najib figures from
the ruling United Malays National
Organization (UMNO). But his attacks on
Najib have garnered mixed reviews, with
many accusing him of hypocrisy for toler-
ating corruption and repressing dissent
during his own premiership. — AFP 

HANGZHOU: Facing populist ire at home,
leaders at the G20 summit have tried to
walk a fine line: Acknowledge anti-global-
ization anger while arguing that ever more
liberal trade is the cure for sluggish
economies. “The feeling of the G20 is that if
we do not address the question of fairness,
it will endanger global governance as we
know it,” a senior European diplomat told
AFP at the sprawling venue in the Chinese
city of Hangzhou.

Leaders from the Group of 20 economies
sought to put a gentler face on global trade,
touting its benefits in lifting millions out of
poverty, while acknowledging that too
many had been left behind. It was a striking
tone for the Group of 20, which represents
85 percent of world GDP and two-thirds of
its population. But the declaration of inclu-
sion and equality struck an incongruous
note in a city largely deserted of ordinary
people. Authorities have detained potential
troublemakers and ushered away millions
of citizens to make way for delegations that
swept in along empty highways.

Germany’s Angela Merkel best illustrated
the delicate approach, calling for the sys-
tem to be made fairer but also speaking out
against the temptation to look inwards,
with “protectionist measures that put the
brakes on growth”. “ The fight against
inequality is an important theme, to firmly
connect growth and social justice,” said

Merkel, whose own approval ratings have
sagged after she welcomed huge numbers
of refugees into Germany. French President
Francois Hollande said: “France is for global-
ization but on condition that it is regulated,
that there are principles, standards, particu-
larly for the environment, for society.”

Backsliding on trade   
China’s leader Xi Jinping in his opening

speech warned against protectionism and
backsliding on trade amid a backdrop of
sluggish global growth. But there have been
mixed messages from the group’s members.
US President Obama came to the summit to
advocate his two signature trade deals for
the European Union and Asia-Pacific. But at
home his party’s nominee Hillary Clinton has
disowned the policies, which stand to lose
her votes. For opponents of free trade, there
is no bigger target than the Transatlantic
Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP)
which Washington wants to finalize before
Obama steps down in January. Activists
have criticized it since negotiations began in
2013, believing it will give big business
unfair benefits and allow multinationals to
escape regulation through the backdoor.
Obama admitted before the G20 there was a
“reaction” to globalization and that people
were “absolutely right” to worry about
inequality, but insisted:  “The answer is not
to pull up the drawbridge.” — AFP

SEOUL: North Korea yesterday fired
three suspected medium-range
Rodong missiles that travelled about
1,000 kilometers and landed near
Japan in an apparent show of force
timed to the G-20 economic summit

in China, Seoul officials said.  North
Korea has staged a series of recent
missile tests with increasing range,
part of a program that aims to even-
tually build long-range nuclear mis-
siles capable of striking the US main-

land. Such tests are fairly common
when international attention is
turned to Northeast Asia, and this
one comes as world leaders are
gathering for the G-20 summit of
advanced and emerging economies
in the city of Hangzhou in eastern
China. Beijing is the North’s only
major ally, but ties between the
neighbors have frayed amid a string
of nuclear and missile tests and
what many outsiders see as other
provocations in recent years. South
Korea’s Joint Chiefs of Staff said that
the three missiles, all believed to be
Rodongs, were launched from the
western North Korean town of
Hwangju and flew across the coun-
try before splashing in the sea. A
Joint Chiefs of Staff statement
described the launches as an “armed
protest” meant to demonstrate
North Korea’s military capability on
the occasion of the G-20 summit
and days before the North Korean
government’s 68th anniversary.

In early August, another Rodong
missile fired by North Korea also
travelled about 1,000 kilometers, the
longest-ever flight distance by that
missile. Japan’s Kyodo news agency

said all three missiles yesterday fell
in Japan’s exclusive economic zone
in the Sea of Japan, which the
Koreas call the East Sea. Japan’s
Foreign Ministry says Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe approached South
Korean President Park Gewn-hye
during a coffee break at the G-20
and agreed to cooperate closely.  

The White House said the United
States was closely monitoring what
it described as the latest provoca-
tion by North Korea. President
Barack Obama was in China meeting
with the leaders of France and
Germany around the time of the
launch. Before yesterday’s launch, on
the sidelines of the G-20 summit,
Park criticized the North for what she
called provocations that are hurting
Seoul-Beijing ties. The latest firing
won’t help the push by Chinese
President Xi Jinping to get Park to
scrap the planned deployment of a
powerful US anti-missile system in
the South. During a bilateral meet-
ing yesterday’s final day of the G-20,
Xi warned Park that  “mishandling
the issue is not conducive to strate-
gic stability in the region, and could
intensify disputes.”— AP

Malaysia ‘abuzz’ as old foes
Mahathir, Anwar join hands

G20 treads lightly on
‘globalisation’ taboo

HANGZHOU: Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (center) poses with volunteers
after the closing of the G20 Leaders Summit in Hangzhou yesterday. — AFP 

North Korea fires 3 ballistic missiles

SEOUL: Visitors walk past replicas of North Korean Scud-B missile
(left) and South Korean Nike missiles (right) at the Korean War
Memorial in Seoul yesterday. North Korea fired three ballistic missiles
off its east coast yesterday, Seoul said, in a new show of force that
comes as top world leaders meet for the G20 summit in China. — AFP 


