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At least eight dead in 
Indonesian accident

JAKARTA: At least eight people including a toddler
died and two German tourists were among those res-
cued after a speedboat capsized off the coast of
Borneo yesterday. Witnesses described passengers
jumping into the water without life vests as the boat-
carrying 51 people-capsized outside a busy Indonesian
port, while others on board are feared to be trapped
inside the boat, rescue officials said. Eight people
including a two-year-old child have been found dead,
while 22 other people-including a German man and
woman-were rescued alive and taken to hospital for
treatment, he said. 

Vietnam activist jailed 
for ‘anti-state’ charge

HANOI: A Vietnamese activist was jailed for nine years
yesterday for “anti-state activity”, her lawyer said, the sec-
ond such heavy sentence handed down by the authori-
tarian state in less than a month. Dissidents, rights
lawyers and bloggers are routinely jailed in the commu-
nist country but rights groups and activists accuse the
new government in place since last year of waging a
particularly harsh crackdown on its critics. Anti-China
activist Tran Thi Nga, 40, was sentenced after a one-day
trial in a heavily guarded courthouse in northern Ha
Nam province, where dozens of supporters gathered
outside, some holding signs calling for her release.

Violence against Afghan 
journalists sees surge  

KABUL: At least 10 journalists were killed in
Afghanistan in the first half of 2017, a 35 percent surge
from last year, a media watchdog said yesterday, with
rampant violence on the rise in the war-torn country.
Taleban militants and the Islamic State group were
behind most of the “direct and indirect” attacks on
media workers in Afghanistan, the Afghan Journalists’
Safety Committee (AJSC) said in a new report. The
Afghan government accounted for 46 percent of vio-
lence against journalists in the first half of the year, lim-
iting access to information and creating challenging
conditions for the media, he added. —Agencies

MANILA: Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte has
demanded the United States return church bells seized by
American forces in a bloody campaign more than a centu-
ry ago, in another blast at his country’s traditional ally.
American forces took three bells from the Catholic church
of Balangiga town on the eastern island of Samar in 1901
as war booty in what historians said was a particularly bru-
tal military operation in the new US colony.

“Give us back those Balangiga bells. They are not yours.
They are ours.  They belong to the Philippines. They are
part of our national heritage,” Duterte said at his annual
State of the Nation Address on Monday. “Those bells are
reminders of the gallantry and heroism of our forebears
who resisted the American colonisers and sacrificed their
lives in the process.” Two of the bells are installed at a
memorial for US war dead in Wyoming, while the third is
with US forces in South Korea.

Some US politicians oppose the dismantling of the
memorial. US embassy spokeswoman Molly Koscina gave
a non-committal reply yesterday to Duterte’s demands.
“We are aware that the bells of Balangiga have deep signif-
icance for a number of people, both in the United States
and in the Philippines,” she said in an email to AFP. “We will
continue to work with our Filipino partners to find a reso-
lution.” The brutal Samar campaign was launched about a
month after Filipino rebels killed 34 US troops in Balangiga
on September 28, 1901, according to a US Army War
College research paper. Seven other American soldiers
perished during the escape from Balangiga, and US rein-
forcements razed the town the day after, it added. Duterte
on Monday repeated a Filipino account of the campaign
that the commanding general, Jacob Smith, ordered
Samar be turned into a “howling wilderness” and that all
Filipino males aged 10 or above be killed. 

A 1902 US court-martial convicted Smith of a minor
offence in relation to the Samar campaign, while 39 other
Americans were separately found guilty of torturing and
shooting Filipino prisoners there, the US Army War College
research paper said. However none of them were jailed,
according to the paper. The then Philippine president Fidel
Ramos first sought but failed to recover the bells during a
1998 Washington trip.

Duterte, a self-described socialist, has since his election
last year worked to distance Manila from Washington
while building closer ties with China and Russia. The
Philippine islands, a Spanish colony for centuries, were
ceded to the United States in 1898 at the end of the
Spanish-American War. — AFP

Duterte demands US 
return church bells

MALDIVES: Maldivian troops blockaded
parliament and clashed with opposition
leaders for a second day, witnesses said
yesterday, as political turmoil escalated
in the troubled honeymoon islands. The
latest turbulence came as the United
Kingdom urged its citizens to take cau-
tion in the capital Male after soldiers tear
gassed protesting politicians there.
Soldiers barred the main opposition
Maldivian Democratic Party (MDP) from
entering the heavily guarded parliament
complex again yesterday, with witnesses
reporting shoving as MPs were forced
back from the barricade.

“Even when parliament is not in ses-
sion, MPs are free to go to the building and

attend to their work, but it is not allowed
now,” MDP spokesman Hamid Abdul
Ghafoor told AFP. “This is ridiculous.” The
parliament gates were padlocked by sol-
diers Monday in a move described as ille-
gal by exiled Maldivian opposition leader
Mohamed Nasheed. An opposition coali-
tion, united against President Abdulla
Yameen, had been threatening to move a
no-confidence motion against the speaker
in a bid to impeach the president’s ally. But
MPs trying to enter the compound were
hit with pepper spray and forcibly evicted. 

Yameen’s office said in a statement
Tuesday that parliament was closed
ahead of an “incoming VVIP visit”. Pakistan
Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif is in the

Maldives as the tropical island nation cel-
ebrates its 52nd anniversary, the Pakistan
High Commission in Sri Lanka said. “The
special measures taken by the security
forces at the parliament building on 24
July 2017 were to ensure the security and
safety of the premises, as mandated by
the... constitution,” Yameen’s office said.

Political protests
Residents said security in Male, a con-

gested capital just one-square mile (two
square kilometres) in size, was tighter
than usual. The UK government urged its
citizens to avoid large gatherings and
protests following the disturbance
around the parliament building.

“Previous demonstrations and political
protests have led to violence and arrests,”
the updated travel summary said.

Months of political upheaval in the
Maldives has dented its image as a honey-
moon paradise. The United States and oth-
er nations have urged the Maldives to safe-
guard democracy amid a crackdown by
Yameen on his political opponents, most
of whom are in exile or jail. The opposition
coalition, led by Nasheed, wants to defeat
Yameen at elections next year but is strug-
gling with its leadership in tatters.

Earlier this month they secured
enough support from government
defectors to begin impeachment pro-
ceedings against the speaker, hoping to

weaken Yameen’s grip on parliament.
However the parliament secretariat
declared the impeachment motion was
invalid, scheduling the next sitting on
July 31. The first attempt to impeach the
speaker in March triggered chaos when
troops acting on Yameen’s orders
stormed parliament and removed dis-
senting opponents by force.

Nasheed became the Maldives’ first
democratically-elected president in 2008,
but was narrowly defeated by Yameen in
a controversial 2013 election run-off. In
2015, he was sentenced to 13 years in
prison on terrorism charges that were
widely seen as politically motivated. He
now lives in exile in Britain. —AFP

Maldives troops blockade parliament, crisis worsens

India court to consider 
abortion for rape victim

NEW DELHI: Doctors today will examine a 10-year-old
raped by her uncle as India’s top court considers whether
she should be allowed to have an abortion despite strict
laws. The girl’s parents went to the Supreme Court after
their appeal to abort the 26-week fetus was rejected by a
lower authority, despite warnings her body was not ready
for childbirth. Indian law does not allow medical termina-
tions after 20 weeks unless there is a threat to the mother’s
life. But the Supreme Court agreed to hear the appeal,
ordering doctors to conduct a medical examination.

PYONGYANG: Washington’s ban on US citizens travelling
to North Korea will have no effect on the country’s tourism
industry and Pyongyang does not care about it “at all”, a
senior development official insisted yesterday.

The measure is due to be enacted this week and once it
goes into force US passports will no longer be valid for
travel to the isolated country, which is subject to multiple
sets of United Nations sanctions over its nuclear and mis-
sile programs. Around 5,000 Western tourists visit the

North each year, tour companies say, with Americans num-
bering about 20 percent of them. Standard one-week trips
cost about $2,000. But Han Chol-Su, vice-director of the
Wonsan Zone Development Corporation, denied that the
loss of business would have any impact.

“If the US government says Americans cannot come to
this country, we don’t care a bit,” he told AFP in Pyongyang.
Washington announced the move after the death of Otto
Warmbier, the University of Virginia student who was sen-
tenced to 15 years’ hard labor in the North for trying to
steal a propaganda poster. Warmbier was sent home in a
mysterious coma last month-Pyongyang said he had con-

tracted botulism-and died soon afterwards, prompting US
President Donald Trump to denounce the “brutal regime”.

‘Risk of arrest’ 
The State Department has long warned its citizens

against travelling to North Korea, telling them they are “at
serious risk of arrest and long-term detention under North
Korea’s system of law enforcement”, which “imposes unduly
harsh sentences for actions that would not be considered

crimes in the United States”. Han’s organization is trying to
promote the Wonsan-Mount Kumgang International
Tourist Zone, a grandiose vision of a tourism hub on the
east coast.

He said Washington’s move was politically motivated.
“The US has been continuing with sanctions against us but
we don’t care at all,” he said. Pyongyang officials consistent-
ly say that sanctions against their country have no effect
on it. But according to tour companies business has
already been hit hard by recent developments, including
tensions over the North’s weapons programs, with Trump
administration officials warning that military action was an

option on the table. “Certainly, of all the dramas that have
gone on lately, the Warmbier issue is the biggest one for
tourism,” said Simon Cockerell, general manager of market
leader Koryo Tours which has seen bookings fall 50 per-
cent. “It’s depressed the market quite considerably.”

The US decision, he said, would hit North Koreans work-
ing in the tourist sector, and wipe out “any possibility of a
humanizing human element between those two sides who
demonize each other so much”. Matt Kulesza, of Young
Pioneer Tours-the company which brought Warmbier to
the country-said the ban’s effect on the North would be
“absolutely nothing”. But Americans, he added, would lose
“the freedom to travel to DPRK (North Korea) and experi-
ence the DPRK for themselves”.

Gleaming towers 
A promotional video for Han’s project takes in beach

resorts, the Masikryong skiing centre, and Mount
Kumgang, renowned throughout the peninsula for its
beauty. It shows the port of Wonsan transformed into a
mass of gleaming towers, shopping, entertainment and
trade districts, served by multiple transport links including
a dual carriageway with four lanes in each direction-a far
cry from the bumpy potholed road with unlit tunnels that
currently links it to Pyongyang.

Air routes from China, Russia and Japan are also dis-
played, but no regular international flights have so far been
scheduled to Wonsan’s newly-built airport. In 2015, said
Han’s colleague Ri Kyong-Chol, there had been negotia-
tions to start direct flights to Beijing and Shanghai. But
“since then, because of political circumstances, the partici-
pants of the other side balked”. The vast majority of foreign
tourists to North Korea are Chinese. Han was unable to put
a cost on the scheme. Foreign investment would be wel-
come, but so far none had been forthcoming due to US
sanctions, he said. Hundreds of thousands of South
Koreans used to visit Mount Kumgang every year, travel-
ling to a Seoul-funded tourist resort that was the first
major inter-Korean cooperation project. But that came to
an abrupt end in 2008 when a North Korean soldier shot
dead a South Korean tourist who strayed off the approved
path and Seoul suspended the trips. New South Korean
president Moon Jae-In favors engagement with the North
to bring it to the negotiating table as well as sanctions.

In a five-year plan unveiled last week, his government
said it would move to resume tours to Mount Kumgang
and re-open the shuttered Kaesong Joint Industrial Zone,
where South Korean firms employed tens of thousands of
North Korean workers, “when conditions are ripe”. But the
North’s tourism development plan did not factor in visitors
from the other side of the divided peninsula, Han said. “We
don’t need to think of them,” he said. “North and South
should cooperate among themselves but because of US
sanctions, this is not being done.  Southern authorities
have no intention to do so either.” — AFP 

N Korea: ‘We don’t care’ 
about the US travel ban
US passports will not be valid for travel to isolated country

PYONGYANG: A photo taken on July 24, 2017 shows groups of people gathered on Kim Il-Sung square ahead of
‘Victory Day’ celebrations. — AFP 

NEW DELHI: India’s new President Ram Nath Kovind
waves from a horse-drawn carriage during a ceremony
at the Presidential Palace. —AFP 

Low-caste Hindu leader Kovind 
sworn in as India’s president

NEW DELHI: Ram Nath Kovind was sworn in as India’s presi-
dent yesterday, becoming just the second leader from the
oppressed Dalit community to be elected head of state. A
former lawyer and state governor, Kovind was elected to
the largely ceremonial position last week with more than 65
percent of the vote by members of India’s parliament and
state assemblies. Kovind, accompanied by his wife, paid
respects early yesterday at a memorial dedicated to India’s
independence hero Mahatma Gandhi in New Delhi. The 71-
year-old was nominated by the ruling right-wing Bharatiya
Janata Party in a move analysts say would help Modi tight-
en his grip on power ahead of his re-election bid in 2019.

Thai police make huge drug 
haul linked to Laos suspect

BANGKOK: Thai police yesterday announced the seizure of
drugs worth $30 million, including seven million metham-
phetamine tablets, “ice” and liquid ketamine, from houses
around Bangkok linked to an alleged Laotian drug lord.
Nine Thais were arrested in the major two-day operation,
which turned up 60 kilograms of crystal methampheta-
mine-known as “ice”-and thousands of bottles of liquid ket-
amine. When smoked, “ice” gives a stronger high than the
pill version of meth-which is known in Thailand as “yaba”
and has also flooded other parts of Southeast Asia.

MANILA: Beijing urged Southeast Asian nations yester-
day to unite and “say no” to outside forces seeking to
interfere in the South China Sea dispute, in an apparent
swipe at the United States ahead of a regional summit.
Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi made the statement in
Manila where he hailed the “strong momentum” in
improving ties with the Philippines, a longstanding
American ally which has moved closer to China under
President Rodrigo Duterte.

Wang’s visit came a week before he was set to return
to Manila for a meeting of foreign ministers from the 10-
member Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)
and its partners, which include China and the United
States. Wang said warming relations between Beijing and
Manila had helped ensure stability in the South China
Sea, where rival claims have long made it one of Asia’s
potential military flashpoints. “If there are still some non-
regional forces or forces in the region that don’t want to
see stability in the South China Sea and they still want to
stir up trouble in the South China Sea, we need to stand
together and say no to them together,” Wang told
reporters. China claims nearly all of the strategically vital
sea, even waters approaching the coasts of its neighbors.
ASEAN members the Philippines, Vietnam, Malaysia and

Brunei, as well as Taiwan, claim parts of the sea. While the
United States is not a claimant and says it takes no sides
in the disputes, it has criticized what it has termed
Chinese “militarization” of the sea. Washington has
repeatedly sent warships close to Chinese-occupied
islands in the sea in recent years, triggering angry
responses from Beijing. Duterte, a self-described socialist,
has loosened his nation’s 70-year-old alliance with the
United States while looking to build stronger relations
with China and Russia. 

Duterte has downplayed the Philippines’ dispute with
China, declining to use a favorable ruling from a UN-
backed tribunal last year on the issue to pressure Beijing.
He has said better relations with China, following six
years of tension under his predecessor who took a hard
line with Beijing over the dispute, will generate billions of
dollars in promised Chinese investments and aid. Duterte
said on Monday the Philippines and China were in talks
for joint exploration in the sea, which is believed to sit
atop vast oil and gas deposits.  Wang yesterday pledged
20 million renminbi ($3 million) to help rehabilitate the
war-torn southern Philippine city of Marawi, where a US-
backed military offensive is seeking to flush out pro-
Islamic State group militants. —AFP 

China urges ASEAN states to 
reject outside interference 

MANILA: China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi (L) shakes hand with Philippine Foreign Affairs scretary Alan Peter
Cayetano after signing the Guestbook. —AFP 


