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MANILA: President Rodrigo Duterte
plans to extend martial law in the south-
ern Philippines to defeat Islamist mili-
tants who have seized a major city, his
administration said yesterday, as critics
warned the country could be edging
towards a dictatorship. Duterte had
imposed military rule for 60 days in the
Mindanao region, home to 20 million
people, after gunmen waving black
Islamic State flags occupied Marawi city
on May 23, triggering clashes that have
killed more than 550 people. 

While the military said at least 60 mili-
tants continued to hold out against gov-
ernment forces nearly two months later,
critics expressed surprise by Duterte’s
request for a martial law extension until
December 31. “I have come to the conclu-
sion that the existing rebellion in
Mindanao which has prompted me to
issue (the martial law proclamation), will
not be quelled completely by 22nd July
2017,” Duterte said in a letter to Congress.

Congress is to convene Saturday to
discuss an extension after Duterte met
with its leaders late Monday, presidential
spokesman Ernesto Abella told
reporters. The president also asked
Congress to suspend a constitutional
safeguard against warrantless arrests.
“This is not only a step back, but several
steps back for our democracy,” opposi-
tion lawmaker and prominent martial
law critic Edcel Lagman told AFP, calling
Duterte’s request illegal.

Lagman and Senator Antonio Trillanes,
a fellow critic, also warned of a potential
repeat of human rights abuses under the
late dictator Ferdinand Marcos, whose 20-
year rule was ended by a bloodless popu-
lar revolt in 1986. Trillanes, a retired naval
officer, also accused Duterte of using mar-
tial rule as preparation for installing a rev-
olutionary government that would allow
him to stay in office beyond his six-year
electoral mandate. “Once he feels that
there is not enough opposition to a nation-

wide martial law declaration, he will go for
it,” Trillanes told AFP.  The country’s constitu-
tion allows the president to impose martial
law for up to 60 days, as well as allowing
authorities to detain suspects for up to
three days without charges to suppress
invasion or rebellion. Beyond two months,
the president can extend it “for a period to
be determined by the Congress”.

‘Extraordinary measure’ 
But Duterte’s all ies dominate

Congress, and House Speaker Pantaleon
Alvarez said yesterday he saw no obsta-
cle to approving an extension. Duterte
had initially consulted the military and
police on extending martial rule. His
spokesman would not say if the plan to
extend by five months was their idea. In
May, Duterte said he had made the
move to stamp out an attempt by mili-
tants, including foreign fighters, to
establish an IS caliphate on Philippine
territory. — AFP

Duterte seeks martial law extension in south

JAKARTA: Conservative Islamic groups
protested yesterday in the capital of
Indonesia, the world’s most populous
Muslim nation, denouncing President Joko
“Jokowi” Widodo’s attempt to ban radical
organizations. Demonstrators from an
alliance of Islamic groups waved flags and
held up banners calling the government
tyrannical and repressive. The crowd, which
swelled to an estimated 2,000 people, was
divided into separate rows for men and
women and was mostly peaceful, said
Jakarta police spokesman Argo Yuwono.

A decree signed by Jokowi last week
that amends a law regulating mass organi-
zations will give the government almost
unfettered power to ban groups it deems
contrary to the country’s constitution.
Parliament has one year to reject or
approve it. It is likely that Hizbut Tahrir, a
group that campaigns for Indonesia to
adopt Shariah law, is among the targets of
the decree, with the government
announcing in May that it planned to ban
the organization.

“Jokowi’s anti-Islam decree is proof this
is a dictatorial regime,” a rally coordinator,
Kholilulloh Al-Habsyi, told the crowd from
a truck. Rights groups have criticized the
decree as a draconian and anti-democratic
measure and say governments could easi-
ly abuse its power. Jokowi’s measure fol-
lowed months of sectarian tensions in
Jakarta that shook the government and
undermined the country’s reputation for
practicing a moderate form of Islam.

Hizbut Tahrir, along with groups such as
the violent Islamic Defenders Front, was
behind a series of massive protests in
Jakarta, the capital, against the city ’s
minority Christian governor, an ally of
Jokowi who was accused of blaspheming
Islam. He subsequently lost a bid for re-
election to a Muslim candidate and was
imprisoned for two years for blasphemy
despite prosecutors downgrading the
charge to a lesser offense. Hizbut, a global
organization that is already banned or cir-

cumscribed in some countries, is estimat-
ed to have tens of thousands of members
in Indonesia.

Major graft case
Meanwhile, Indonesia’s anti-corruption

agency has named the country’s speaker
of parliament as a suspect in a major graft
scandal which is estimated to have
siphoned around $170 million out of gov-
ernment coffers.  The Corruption
Eradication Commission named house
speaker Setya Novanto as a suspect late
Monday in the giant graft case that has
also implicated other senior politicians,
including the justice minister, ex-interior
minister and several governors. 

The head of the commission, Agus
Rahardjo, said Novanto “allegedly abused
his authority and position for personal
gain or for the interest of a corporation”.
Investigators allege that Novanto was
among many politicians who received
kickbacks from funds earmarked for a gov-
ernment project to issue new ID cards to
the country’s 255 million inhabitants. “The
accusations are all untrue,” Novanto told a
press conference yesterday.

Indonesia’s special anti-corruption
court has said that more than one-third of
the 5.9 trillion rupiah ($443 million) fund
was embezzled by a network of politicians
and businessmen in a scheme that
allegedly ran from 2009 to 2015. Novanto,
who is also the chairman of the ruling
coalition party Golkar, is the fourth sus-
pect announced in the case, which could
turn into a test of President Joko Widodo’s
willingness to take a tough stance against
corruption since many of those implicated
are government officials. Novanto was
previously named a suspect in another
corruption case which forced him to quit
as speaker in 2015 when he was accused
of extorting a stake from US mining giant
Freeport-McMoRan in exchange for
extending the company’s right to operate
in the archipelago. —Agencies

PARIS: France has leapfrogged the United
States and Britain as the world’s top so-
called soft power, helped by the election of
President Emmanuel Macron, a study of
countries’ non-military global influence
showed yesterday.

While France has risen, Donald Trump’s
ascent to the White House has seen the US
slip from the top last year to third place in
the Soft Power 30 study, compiled by PR
company Portland Communications and
the University of Southern California. Soft
power measures a country ’s ability to
secure international alliances and influence
others through its attraction and appeal.

The study uses polling in 25 countries
and digital data to measure a country’s
influence. It takes into account factors such
as the ability of countries to attract foreign
students to its universities and tourists, as
well as its cultural allure. France’s rapid rise
from fifth place last year, when it was in the
doldrums under unpopular ex-president
Francois Hollande, is partly due to the cen-
trist Macron’s election in May. But the coun-
try’s diplomatic reach also played a key role.

“France’s greatest strength lies in its vast
diplomatic network,” the study says. “It is
unrivalled in terms of membership to mul-
tilateral and international organisations, as
well as in its diplomatic cultural missions.

“With Macron having long campaigned for
cooperation and integration, it is not
unreasonable to expect France’s global
engagement and influence to grow.”

France also remains the world’s top
tourist destination, the report said. The ter-
ror attacks that have cost the lives of more
than 230 people since 2015 “have not
stopped tourists flocking to France and
enjoying its rich cultural offering, cuisine,
and lifestyle,” the report says. The top five
countries by order are France, Britain, US,
Germany and Canada. Japan has risen to
sixth place from seventh, Switzerland is
seventh and Australia slips to eighth.

The survey attributes the US decline-it
has slipped from first last year to third-to a
deterioration of “global sentiment” as a
result of Trump’s “America First” policy. The
US was still “unrivalled” in higher education,
technological innovation and the produc-
tion of film, music and TV, it pointed out.

Meanwhile, the report’s authors warn that
Britain’s fall-it was top of the rankings last
year-”should serve as a warning of what is
likely to come for post-Brexit British influ-
ence”. With negotiations under way for
Britain to leave the European Union within
two years, the report says: “It is hard to imag-
ine the direction of travel for British soft pow-
er... will be upwards in the future.” — AFP 

Critics warn that country edging towards dictatorship 

MANILA: Protesters hold placards to protest the extension of martial law on
Mindanao island in southern Philippines. —AP 

Indonesian Islamists protest 
attempts to curb radicals
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JAKARTA: Indonesian Muslims gather during a rally. —AFP 


