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MANILA: The Philippines said yesterday
it expects China to try to build on a reef
close to its coast in a move it called “unac-
ceptable” and “very disturbing”.
Reclamation of Scarborough Shoal off
the main Philippine island of Luzon in a
disputed area of the South China Sea
could escalate tensions between Beijing
and Washington. Here are five facts about
the shoal and why it is a potential flash-
point in Asia. 

What is it? 
Scarborough Shoal is a small ring of

reefs that lies about 230 kilometers from
the Philippines and 650 kilometers from
the nearest major Chinese land mass, the
southern island province of Hainan.  It is
rich with marine life that fishermen from
the Philippines, China and Vietnam have
tapped for generations. Although it is in
the Philippines’ Exclusive Economic Zone,
China and Taiwan also claim it falls within
their sovereign territory, part of a broader
row over territorial rights in the South
China Sea.  

Why is it important? 
Beijing has moved aggressively in

recent years to cement its claims to most
of the South China Sea, assert military
control over the waters and thus weaken
US influence. China has built islands and
airstrips on reefs and islets in the Spratlys
archipelago, a strategic location in the
southern part of the sea.  A US-based
think tank released photos in December
showing Beijing appeared to have
installed weapons systems at its outposts
in the area. Because of its position, anoth-
er military outpost at Scarborough Shoal
is seen as the last major physical step
required to secure control of the sea.  An
outpost at the shoal would also put
Chinese fighter jets and missiles within
easy striking distance of US forces sta-
tioned in the Philippines.  The shoal also
commands the northeast exit of the sea,
so a Chinese military outpost there could
stop other countries’ navies from using
the vital stretch of waters.

What has happened?
The shoal became part of US territory

when the Philippines was made an
American colony through the Treaty of

Paris in 1898. It was transferred to the
Philippines upon independence in 1946.
The Philippine navy then used it as a gun-
nery range for joint exercises with US
forces, who had permanent bases nearby
on Luzon island until 1991. China took
effective control of the shoal after an
April 2012 stand-off with the Philippine
Navy, and blocked Filipino fishermen
from entering the shoal. A UN-backed tri-
bunal ruled last year that China’s claims
to the South China Sea had no legal basis.
It also ruled that blocking Filipino fisher-
men at the shoal was illegal. However
after new Philippine President Rodrigo
Duterte visited Beijing in October,
Filipinos were allowed to fish again
around the shoal.  Duterte then took a
“unilateral” decision to make the lagoon
at Scarborough a protected marine sanc-
tuary, drawing criticism from local fisher-
men who feared another blockade. 

What happens next?
China vowed to ignore the tribunal’s

ruling and press on with artificial island
building. Yet it denied doing any con-
struction work at the shoal.  Then-US
President Barack Obama reportedly
warned Chinese President Xi Jinping last
year against building an island at the
shoal, establishing a so-called “red line”.At
his confirmation hearing the new
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson said
Washington should block Beijing’s access
to its artificial islands.  Philippine Defense
Secretary Delfin Lorenzana yesterday said
that China was “trying to get
Scarborough” as part of a strategy to
counter US influence in the region. 

Risk of military confrontation? 
China has proved it is willing to use

deadly force to back its claims in the
South China Sea. Beijing gained control
of the Paracel Islands in 1974 following
clashes with the South Vietnamese Navy
that left about 50 Vietnamese troops
dead.  Vietnam and China fought a naval
battle on Johnson Reef in the Spratlys in
1988 that killed about 70 Vietnamese mil-
itary personnel. Washington does not
want to get into a war with Beijing, but
Trump and his cabinet picks have so far
issued contradictory statements on the
South China Sea. — AFP 

TOKYO: A Japanese Christian samurai
who died in exile about 400 years ago
after refusing to renounce his faith was
beatified by the Catholic Church in an
elaborate mass yesterday. About 12,000
people attended the ceremony for
Takayama Ukon in Osaka which was con-
ducted by Cardinal Angelo Amato, repre-
senting Pope Francis, and is a step on the
path to possible sainthood.  Christianity
came to Japan in 1549, introduced by
Jesuit missionary Francis Xavier and for
decades the faith made dramatic inroads
before coming under official persecution
in the late 16th and 17th centuries that
forced it underground. 

Takayama, born in 1552, was a
renowned feudal warlord who protected
Christians at a time when authorities
attempted to stamp out all vestiges of
the religion. He died in Manila in 1615 in
exile after refusing to renounce the faith
as demanded by the shogun, or military
ruler of Japan, who viewed Christianity

as a threat to national security and inde-
pendence as Western colonialism made
inroads in Asia.

In the ceremony yesterday, hundreds
sang in a choir, while red-robed clergy
read from the Bible. Amato, reading an
Apostolic Letter from Francis, “pro-
claimed as Blessed” Takayama, lauded as
a man who chose faith over worldly suc-
cess and material comfort. His beatifica-
tion coincides with renewed attention
on the history of Christianity in Japan
with the release of the Martin Scorsese
movie “Silence”.  The film, a pet project of
the renowned American director, chroni-
cles the plight of Jesuit missionaries in
Japan when Christians were tortured to
force them to renounce their faith.

The movie was adapted from
Japanese author Shusaku Endo’s 1966
novel of the same name. Christianity was
initially met with a mix of curiosity and
acceptance among members of the
Japanese public. Its popularity spread

and there were an estimated 220,000 to
300,000 followers in Japan in the early
1600s out of a population of 15-20 mil-
lion.  But powerful warlords with nation-
al influence, cognisant of the Spanish
takeover of the Philippines, began to fear
the foreign faith and efforts to erase it
began in 1587.

Missionaries were expelled, while
Japanese adherents were ordered to
publicly renounce their faith, some-
times by stepping on a likeness of Jesus
or the Virgin Mary. In 1614, the govern-
ment banned Christianity completely.
Takayama, who was acclaimed as a
master of Japanese tea ceremony, was
not subject to abuse when he refused
to renounce his faith unlike many of his
fellow believers. The Japanese govern-
ment calculated in 2015 that there
were at  least  962,731 Christ ians-
Catholic and Protestant-in the country,
accounting for less than one percent of
the population. — AFP 

Catholic Church beatifies Japanese samurai

TOKYO: Shinzo Abe heads to the US this week-
and to a game of golf with Donald Trump-teeing
off a drive to keep Japan’s most important rela-
tionship out of the rough. After a formal summit
in Washington, the Japanese prime minister is
expected to board Air Force One with the new
US president and jet off to Florida for some time
together on the links. For Abe, a round of golf
could be an opportunity to avoid the hazards
that other world leaders have encountered in
their dealings with the unconventional com-
mander-in-chief. “So far, Trump has described
Japan as if it is an imagined enemy,” said
Fumiaki Kubo, an expert on US politics at the
University of Tokyo.  The idea of meeting in
person “is better than fighting during a phone
conversation,” he said, alluding to reports of
the heated call between Trump and Australian
Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull, which by
some accounts ended abruptly.

“You can’t escape a conversation by hanging
up the phone inside Air Force One,” Kubo said,
noting that spending such a long time with
Trump would be a chance for Abe to brief him
about the basic facts of the Japan-US relation-
ship.  In the more than seven decades since
defeat in World War II, Japan has risen to become
a steadfast ally of the United States. There are
47,000 US service personnel based in Japan, pro-
viding protection for their hosts and offering an
invaluable forward position in East Asia for the
Americans. The two countries enjoy a huge trade
relationship-goods and services worth about
$200 billion pass between them every year. But
Trump’s unorthodox White House run was built,
in part, on throwing shade on relations with
friends and enemies alike. The former reality TV
star, in comments to business executives, has
assailed Japan for allegedly devaluing the yen,
grouping it with other countries he says are tak-
ing “advantage” of the US.

‘Friendly nation’
Japanese companies have also felt his ire on

Twitter, with car behemoth Toyota getting an
earbashing over a planned factory in Mexico.
Perhaps most worryingly for many Japanese,
Trump suggested during his campaign Tokyo
was not paying its fair share for the huge US mili-
tary presence, hinting that he might pull
American troops and saying Japan should devel-
op its own nuclear deterrent. At a time of rising

uncertainty caused by unpredictable North
Korea and China’s increasing willingness to press
its case in territorial and other regional disputes,
that unsettled Tokyo. Despite a professed will-
ingness to bolster their own military, the hawk-
ish Abe and his supporters know a US draw-
down would badly upend East Asia and leave
Japan vulnerable.

In the immediate aftermath of Trump’s shock
election victory last November, Abe hurried to
New York, becoming the first global leader to
meet the president-elect.  The meeting, at
Trump’s gilded Manhattan penthouse, seemed
to go off well.  Abe presented Trump with a golf
driver, reportedly worth around $4,500, and met
daughter Ivanka and her husband Jared
Kushner, both seen as having the president’s ear.
But if the prime minister was hoping for an
immediate return on his investment, he might
have been disappointed. Within days of taking
the Oval Office, Trump yanked the US from the
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), a complex free-

trade agreement in which Abe had invested a lot
of political capital.

The move fulfilled a campaign promise for the
property baron-turned-president, but left allies in
Asia spinning; the TPP was an economic guaran-
tee of US commitment to the region. Undeterred,
Abe has tried to keep things on an even keel,
holding his counsel on some of Trump’s more
divisive moves even as allies like Germany openly
frown at his controversial ban on refugees. And
when he heads to Washington for their official
meeting on February 10, Abe will come bearing
gifts: an economic cooperation package that
reportedly includes plans to help create 700,000
US jobs through Japanese investment in
American infrastructure. Showing a commitment
to US employment—a key campaign promise of
the president—is “part of Japan’s efforts to
explain to Trump that it is a friendly nation” not
just in security but also economics, said Mikitaka
Masuyama, professor of politics at the National
Graduate Institute for Policy Studies. — AFP

OSAKA: An illustration of Christian samurai Ukon Takayama (1553-1615),
depicted by Japanese artist Kazuko Mimaki, is projected onto a screen during
Takayama’s beatification ceremony in Osaka yesterday.  — AFP 

Fairway diplomacy? 
Abe putting hope in golf with Trump

MANILA: Manila expects China to try to build on a reef
off the coast of the Philippines, the country’s defense
secretary said yesterday, adding this would be “unac-
ceptable” in the flashpoint waterway. In an interview
with AFP, Delfin Lorenzana said he believed China would
eventually reclaim Scarborough Shoal, just 230 kilome-
ters from the main Philippine island of Luzon. Beijing has
already built up a number of islets and reefs in the
Spratly Islands in the South China Sea, installing military
facilities on several of them. Analysts say similar installa-
tions on nearby Scarborough Shoal could give China
effective military control over the disputed Sea-some-
thing the US has said it is not prepared to accept.

“They encroached,” Lorenzana said of a 2012 con-
frontation that saw Philippine vessels displaced from the
shoal. “They occupied three islands there (in the Spratlys)
plus they are trying to get Scarborough. So to us that is
unacceptable”. “If we allow them, they will build. That’s
very, very disturbing. Very much (more) disturbing than
Fiery Cross because this is so close to us,” Lorenzana

added, referring to one of the Philippine-claimed reefs
China has built on.  Because of its position, another mili-
tary outpost at Scarborough Shoal is seen as the last
major physical step required to secure control of the sea.
An outpost there would also put Chinese fighter jets and
missiles within easy striking distance of US forces sta-
tioned in the Philippines.  

The shoal also commands the northeast exit of the
sea, so a Chinese military outpost there could stop other
countries’ navies from using the waterway.A UN-backed
tribunal-in a case brought by Manila under then-presi-
dent Benigno Aquino-ruled last year that the so-called
“nine-dash-line” which underpins Beijing’s claim to most
of the South China Sea had no legal basis.  

But his successor Rodrigo Duterte has courted China
and backed away from his country’s close relationship with
the United States. Lorenzana said the Chinese island recla-
mation was intended to secure control of the South China
Sea.  “That could be their strategy to counter any superpow-
er that would encroach on South China Sea because they

believe South China Sea is-that’s like their lake to them-
theirs,” he added. The administration of new US President
Donald Trump has indicated it will push back against any
Chinese attempt to bolster control of the sea. During confir-
mation hearings, Secretary of State Rex Tillerson said the US
would block Chinese access to reclaimed islands, although
analysts have pointed out that this would require a military
blockade-an act of war. 

Lorenzana called Tillerson’s remark “very troubling”,
adding the Philippines would become the battleground if
conflict broke out between the two superpowers. He
added that China tried to build on Scarborough last year
but American warnings stopped them.  “The Americans,
that’s their red line. Red line meaning you can’t do that
there, so they (China) did not do it.” “If we had a strong
military presence (in the South China Sea), we can stop
them (China) but we don’t. I am still hoping in the future
some reasonable guy there in Beijing will come to see the
light that this is ours.” “That is shooting for the moon but
who knows?” Lorenzana added. — AFP

MANILA: Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte angrily
berated more than 200 allegedly erring policemen on
national TV yesterday and said he would send them to a
southern island to fight extremists dreaded for their
beheadings. Duterte’s expletive-filled outburst against the
officers at Manila’s presidential palace was his latest tirade
against a police force that he has called “rotten to the core.” 

He recently banned the national police from carrying
out his anti-drug campaign after a group of officers used
the crackdown as a cover to kidnap and kill a South Korean
man in an extortion scandal.  The 228 policemen from met-
ropolitan Manila are accused of a range of administrative
and criminal offenses, including extortion and illegal
arrests. Some have tested positive for drug use, regional
police spokeswoman Inspector Kimberly Molitas said.  

Duterte, a longtime crime-busting city mayor and gov-
ernment prosecutor who ran after erring policemen and
soldiers before he rose to the presidency in June, said he
had wanted to punish the policemen by ordering them to
clear the murky Pasig River by the presidential palace of
water lilies, but that the river was clear of lilies. So he
ordered them instead to prepare in two weeks for a two-
year deployment to Basilan Island, the birthplace of the
brutal Abu Sayyaf extremist group, where he said some
police stations have been blown up by the terrorists.

“If you survive, come back here,” Duterte told the police-
men, who were made to stand in the sun before him outside
the Malacanang palace. “If you die there, I’ll tell the police not
to spend to bring you here and just bury you there.” Duterte
said the policemen can opt to resign but warned them about
getting involved in criminal syndicates like some former
police and military personnel. “I will create a battalion just to
keep track of your movements because it has been the sad
experience of this country that the most vicious criminals are
mostly ex-police or sometimes, ex-military men,” he told the
policemen, their heads bowed, threatening them with death if
they venture into crime. “Sorry, I won’t think twice, you would
really be the ones to go down in extrajudicial killings,” said
Duterte, who stood beside top police officials. 

Some rogue policemen have mulcted street vendors and
ordinary Filipinos, while others have killed drug dealers,
seized and sold their methamphetamine, a strongly addictive
stimulant locally known as shabu, then pocketed the money,
Duterte said.  “If you’re mad at me, wait until my presidency
ends, then let’s go into a gunbattle,” said the president, who
started his six-year term in June. Duterte abruptly ended his
talk to lead a Cabinet meeting, but asked the policemen to
wait for him under the sun. — AFP

TOKYO: Japan’s main opposition Democratic Party leader Renho walks past her portraits as she
leaves after her press conference at the party’s headquarters in Tokyo. The head of Japan’s
main opposition party has called on Prime Minister Shinzo Abe to speak up against President
Donald Trump’s refugee ban ahead of their summit next week. — AFP 

Asia’s disputed shoal

MANILA: Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte (center by the podium) speaks to erring policemen during an audience at the Presidential Palace grounds in Manila yesterday. — AP 

China likely to build on a reef near Philippines
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