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MANILA: This file photo shows Philippines’ President Rodrigo Duterte gesturing as he speaks during
a press conference at the end of Association of Souteast Asian Nations (ASEAN) leaders’ summit in
Manila. —AFP

MANILA: Philippine President
Rodrigo Duterte flew to Russia yester-
day to meet his hero, seek arms and
steer his nation’s foreign policy further
away from longtime ally the United
States. The five-day trip will cement a
dramatic improvement in relations
with Russia since Duterte came to
power last year and began unraveling
his country’s decades-long alliances
with the United States, which he
accuses of hypocrisy and bullying.

“Russia must cease to be at the
margins of Philippine diplomacy.
Overdependence on traditional part-
ners has limited our room to maneu-
ver in a very dynamic international
arena,” Duterte told reporters before
leaving. “This is a strategic oversight
that has led to many missed opportu-
nities for our country. I am deter-
mined to correct this.” 

The trip will also be personal for
Duterte, who has described Russian
President Vladimir Putin as his
“favourite hero” and proclaimed a
bond because of mutual passions
such as guns and hunting. The pair are
due to meet on Thursday. Since
assuming the presidency Duterte has
sought to build strong alliances with
China and Russia while moving away
from the United States, the
Philippines’ former colonial ruler and
most important military ally.

He has scaled down the number
and scope of annual military exercises
with the United States, barred Filipino

forces from joint patrols in the disput-
ed South China Sea and called for the
withdrawal of US troops from the
Philippines. 

US military ties have been loosened
even though China is expanding its
presence into Philippine-claimed waters
in the South China Sea. Duterte said last
week that Chinese President Xi Jinping
had threatened to go to war with the
Philippines over the territorial row. 

But Duterte,  a self-described
socialist, has been determined to
reduce the Philippines’ reliance on
the United States and build much
closer ties with China and Russia. “My
visit underscores the independence
of the Philippines’ foreign policy and
the firm resolve to broaden the hori-
zons of friendship and cooperation
with other nations,” he said yesterday.
China and Russia have supported or
at least not criticized Duterte’s con-
troversial war on drugs, which has left
thousands of people dead and led to
warnings by rights groups that he
may be orchestrating a crime against
humanity.

Ideological flow   
Duterte has railed against the

United States, particularly when
Barack Obama was president, for criti-
cizing the drug war. On a state visit to
China last year he announced the
Philippines’ “separation” from the
United States. “I’ve realigned myself in
your ideological flow and maybe I will

also go to Russia to talk to Putin and
tell him that there are three of us
against the world-China, Philippines
and Russia. It’s the only way,” he said
at that time. Duterte and Putin first
met on the sidelines of an Asia-Pacific
summit in Peru last November.Since
then, two Russian Navy flotillas have
visited Manila.

“The Russians are with me, I shall
not be afraid,” Duterte said while
touring the Russian Navy’s guided
missile cruiser Varyag during a port
visit to Manila last month. Duterte
said last week one of the top priori-
ties of his trip to Russia was to secure
precision-guided bombs to use on
Islamic militants in the southern
Philippines. He had also previously
said he hoped the Philippines would
soon be able to start acquiring other
Russian weapons. 

The Philippines and Russia estab-
lished diplomatic ties 41 years ago but
until Duterte took office relations
remained relatively low-key. This was
partly due to Manila’s alliance with the
United States. Philippine-Russian
trade last year totaled just $226 mil-
lion, according to government data,
while Philippine-US trade was worth
more than $18 bill ion last year.
Duterte’s visit to Moscow will be a
“propaganda victory for Putin and a
soft-power coup for Russia”, analyst
Richard Javad Heydarian said. “It will
be their way of poking the eye of
America.”—AFP

Philippines’ Duterte heads 

to Russia in blow to US

SINCAN: More than 220 suspects, including over two
dozen former Turkish generals, went on trial yesterday
accused of being among the ringleaders of the attempt-
ed coup last year aimed at ousting President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan. Furious protesters outside the court
called for the death penalty for the accused and flung
rope nooses at the defendants as they were paraded
into court handcuffed and held by the security forces.

Turkey blames the attempted July 15 putsch on the
US-based Muslim cleric Fethullah Gulen, a claim he
strongly denies, and has launched a relentless purge
under a state of emergency against those deemed to
have backed the plot. Gulen is among 12 of the 221 sus-
pects in the current trial who remain at large, with the
remainder appearing in court for the first time inside a
prison complex in Sincan outside Ankara. The suspects
were paraded into the courtroom by heavily armed
security forces forming two columns in front of televi-
sion cameras.

Dozens of protesters holding Turkish flags booed at
the suspects, with placards saying: “For the martyrs
and veterans of July 15, we want the death penalty.”
“We want the death penalty, we don’t want them to be
fed and housed here. We want these traitors to be
buried without any flag,” said protester Cengiz Ozturk.
Turkey abolished the death penalty as part of its drive
to join the European Union but Erdogan has on occa-
sion indicated it could be re-imposed to deal with the
coup plotters.

‘Martyrs don’t die’   
Twenty-six generals are among those charged,

including former air force chief Akin Ozturk and
Mehmet Disli, the brother of senior ruling party law-
maker Saban Disli. Also on trial is colonel Ali Yazici,
Erdogan’s former military aide, and Lieutenant Colonel
Levent Turkkan, who was the aide of Chief of Staff
General Hulusi Akar. The most prominent figure
among the suspects, Ozturk was dressed crisply in a

black sweater and held a blue file as he was led into
the court.

His appearance contrasted with the last known
image of him which showed him bearing injuries
including a bandaged ear after his capture two days
after the coup bid. In a tense start to the trial, relatives
of coup victims shouted “martyrs don’t die, the mother-
land cannot be divided”, a refrain often used by the
public and politicians in tribute to those killed during
the putsch. 

A mother of one of those killed yelled at the sus-
pects before she was taken away by force. The case is
being heard in Turkey’s largest courtroom, which was
purpose-built to hear coup-related trials and has space
for 1,558 people. There was heavy security in place,
with a drone flying overhead and armored security
vehicles on site as well as snipers on the roof.

Largest legal process    
Almost 40 of those on trial are accused of being part

of the “Peace At Home Council”, the name the plotters
are said to have given themselves on the night of the
failed coup. The charges against them include “violat-
ing the constitution”, “using coercion and violence in an
attempt to overthrow” the parliament and the Turkish
government, “martyring 250 citizens” and “attempting
to kill 2,735 citizens”, Hurriyet daily reported on Sunday.

The attempted putsch left 248 people dead,
according to the Turkish presidency, not including 24
coup-plotters killed on the night. The trial is one of
many being held across the country to judge the coup
suspects in what is the biggest legal process of
Turkey’s modern history. The vast Sincan courtroom
hosted in February the opening of the trial of 330 sus-
pects accused of murder or attempted murder on the
night of July 15. More than 47,000 people have been
arrested on suspicion of links to the Gulen movement
in an unprecedented crackdown under the state of
emergency.—AFP
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