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News in brief

Beckham tackles bullying 
LONDON: Football legend David Beckham has visited
Indonesia - where one in three children have been phys-
ically attacked in school - to see how his charity, the 7
Fund, is combating bullying. The A-list celebrity and for-
mer England captain launched the fund to protect the
world’s most vulnerable youngsters in 2015 with the
United Nations children’s agency (UNICEF). “I feel very
proud to see how my 7 Fund is helping UNICEF tackle
bullying and violence in schools in Indonesia, and is ulti-
mately keeping children, especially girls, safe in their
schools so they can continue their education,” he said.
Bullying and violence are among the biggest worries for
young people in Indonesia, with more than 1 in 5 teens
aged 13 to 15 - or 18 million students - experiencing it,
leading to mental health problems and school dropouts,
UNICEF said.—Reuters

Thai family massacre
BANGKOK: Six men were sentenced to death yesterday
for the massacre of a Thai village headman and seven
members of his family, including three children, over a
land dispute. The execution-style murders, which
caused widespread public horror, saw the masked gun-
men storm into the local leader’s compound in the
southern province of Krabi in July 2017 and take his
family hostage with handcuffs and blindfolds. They held
the group for several hours while waiting for village
chief Worayuth Sanlang to return. Then they shot him in
the head along with seven family members. Three others
were injured but survived, including a woman who
played dead after a bullet passed through her ear. The
court said the massacre was motivated by a land dispute
between the village headman and the lead gunman,
Surikfat Bannopwongsakul.—AFP 

Knife attacker kills 3 
KHARTOUM: A man attacked worshippers with a knife
inside a mosque in Sudan’s eastern state of Kasala on
Tuesday, killing three people and wounding several oth-
ers, a police officer said. Kasala police chief Yahi
Sulayman said it took place when worshippers had
gathered for evening prayers in a mosque in Kasala city
which borders Eritrea. “Three people have been killed
and several wounded,” Sulayman said. A medic at a hos-
pital where the wounded were brought said they had
been stabbed. Residents said the attacker had tried to
address worshippers who refused to listen to him and
then started stabbing them. “People in the mosque then
retaliated and killed the attacker,” Sulayman said,
adding that the identity of the attacker had not been
established. Since January Sudan has shut its eastern
border with Eritrea, days after Khartoum declared an
emergency in the state of Kasala.—AFP 

Ethiopia names new PM
ADDIS ABABA: Ethiopia’s ruling coalition voted in
Abiye Ahmed as new prime minister on Tuesday follow-
ing the resignation of Hailemariam Desalegn last month,
the state-run Ethiopian Broadcasting Corporation said.
The state-run channel said the 180-member council of
the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front
(EPRDF) chose Abiye to succeed Hailemariam as the
chairperson of the coalition, meaning he automatically
became premier. “In today’s session, the council held a
vote and elected Abiye Ahmed as chairperson,” said the
EBC presenter, without giving further details. State-
affiliated outlets said Abiye won over 60 percent of all
votes in the council. Abiye, who hails from the Oromo
ethnic group, will take over the government of Africa’s
second most populous country. The ruling coalition has
struggled to contain persistent and violent unrest since
2015, the biggest challenge to its hold on power since
1991.—Reuters

Malaysian bid to redraw the
electoral map sparks anger

Hundreds protests as Malaysia approves redelineation plan
KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia approved yesterday plans to
redraw boundaries for more than a third of its parliamentary
seats, changes that critics say will help Prime Minister Najib
Razak cruise to a victory in a general election likely to be
called within days. Hundreds of protesters marched to parlia-
ment ahead of the tabling of the redelineation motion and
opposition lawmakers raised their objections in the House of
Representatives - with one member calling Najib a “thief”.
But the motion, which will
change the voter demo-
graphic in nearly 40 percent
of parliament’s 222 seats, was
approved by a simple major-
ity within five hours of the
tabling by Najib. Opposition
lawmakers chanted “cheat,
cheat” as the motion was
passed. 

Critics say the new
boundaries will benefit
Najib’s Barisan Nasional
(BN) coalition, which is fac-
ing arguably its toughest
polls since independence more than 60 years ago, by assign-
ing larger number of opposition-leaning voters to fewer seats
and dividing constituencies along ethnic lines. “Today, parlia-
ment was asked to pass a motion to save Najib and the ruling
government,” said Lim Kit Siang, veteran leader of the oppo-
sition Democratic Action Party. Lim had earlier denounced
Najib as a “thief” and was asked to leave the house by the
speaker for disrupting proceedings. Najib is under pressure
to deliver an emphatic victory, as he grapples with a scandal
at state fund 1Malaysia Development Berhad (1MDB), and
public anxiety over rising living costs. 

His coalition lost the popular vote in the last general elec-
tion, in 2013, but managed to stay in power.  An election must
be held by August, but Najib is widely expected to call it in

days. The recommendation to modify electoral boundaries
was made in a report by the Election Commission (EC), which
has for years been accused by the opposition of taking
instructions from the prime minister. The EC and the govern-
ment have both said the recommendation for change in elec-
toral borders was free from political interference. “The gov-
ernment did not disturb or influence the EC in their work, and
respects decisions made by EC in the interest of the people

and the country,” Najib
told parliament.

‘Manipulating the rolls’       
Maria Chin Abdullah,

former chairwoman of
pro-democracy group
Bersih, and one of about
200 protesters who had
marched earlier in the day,
said the commission’s
report was being used to
unfairly force through the
boundary changes. “They
want to bulldoze the

report that contradicts the constitution, ignores the rule of
law and manipulates the electoral rolls,” she said. Former pre-
mier Mahathir Mohamad, who at 92 is the opposition candi-
date for prime minister, should Najib, his former protege, be
defeated, briefly joined the protesters.

Electoral boundaries were last changed in 2003, under the
leadership of then-premier Mahathir. He, too, was accused of
manipulating the process in favor of the ruling coalition,
which has held power since independence from Britain in
1957. The latest changes will not alter the number of seats in
the parliament or state assemblies, but will modify the size of
several constituencies. Selangor - the country’s richest state
and one of the few controlled by the opposition - will see
voter demographics change in 18 of its 22 parliamentary

seats. Johor state, where the ruling coalition is expected to
face a tough battle, will see changes to 19 of its 26 parliamen-
tary seats.

The redrawing of boundaries will mean some pro-opposi-
tion constituencies with grow to include more than 100,000
voters, while pro-government ones are much smaller. For
instance, in Selangor outside Kuala Lumpur, the biggest par-

liamentary constituency would be Damansara - held by the
opposition - with 150,439 voters, while the smallest would be
Sabak Bernam - held by BN - with 37,126 voters. Earlier in
the week, the government tabled a bill seeking to outlaw “fake
news”, with fines and up to 10 years in jail, raising more con-
cern about media freedom in the wake of the 1MDB scandal.
The bill is expected to be passed today.—Reuters

Critics say the 
move ensures 

victory for PM 

KUALA LUMPUR: Protesters display placards during a rally organized by election reform group Bersih (Clean) against
a bill to redraw electoral boundaries near Parliament House in Kuala Lumpur yesterday. —AFP 

Kim Jong Un: The 
princeling taking 
a diplomatic turn
SEOUL: Six years after inheriting power from his father,
Kim Jong Un has established his authority domestically,
taken North Korea to unprecedented nuclear heights, and
is now looking to flex his muscles abroad. Kim’s shock visit
to Beijing-traditionally Pyongyang’s strongest backer,
although the relationship has soured during his time in
power-is the first time he is known to have set foot outside
the impoverished North since he assumed the leadership.  

But Kim, who is in his mid-thirties, has repeatedly
shown an ability to stamp an outsized footprint on the
global stage without ever leaving home.  The third member
of the Kim dynasty to rule the North, he has turned his
country into a bona fide nuclear power with intercontinen-
tal ballistic missiles he says can reach across the globe,
including the United States-with state media regularly pic-
turing him overseeing launches.

And he secured a major diplomatic breakthrough for
his ostracized regime earlier this month when US President
Donald Trump said he would be willing to hold summit
talks with the young leader. It is a marked contrast to the
situation when he took over in his 20s, when he was con-
sidered untested, vulnerable and likely to be manipulated
by senior figures in an opaque and ruthless country. But he
has proved his mettle in dealing harshly-sometimes brutal-
ly-with any sign of dissent, even at the highest levels, while
maintaining an aggressively provocative stance with the
international community.

Rivals purged
At home Kim has amassed absolute control over both

the party and the military, at times ruthlessly purging
potential rivals. The most senior victim was his uncle and
mentor Jang Song Thaek, who was suddenly executed in
2013, denounced by state media as “despicable human
scum” and proclaimed guilty of a variety of colourful
crimes and political sins.  Then there was the brazen day-
light assassination last year of his half-brother Kim Jong
Nam, sprayed with a deadly nerve agent as he walked
through Kuala Lumpur’s international airport, in a hit most
analysts say could only have come from Pyongyang.

Rights groups say abuses are rampant in the North,
where between 80,000 and 120,000 prisoners languish in
political prison camps. But Kim has also been keen to proj-
ect a softer side, at least in official propaganda. Unlike his
father, who rarely smiled or spoke in public, the carefully
vetted images of Kim Jong Un’s heavily choreographed
appearances show a more garrulous figure, laughing and
joking with officers, soldiers and civilians during field trips,
as well as giving speeches to packed halls of party func-
tionaries.  He has noticeably modeled his image on that of
his grandfather Kim Il Sung, appearing to mimic his hair-
style, dress, mannerisms and public speaking style.

Lap of luxury
But unlike the North’s founder, whose youth was domi-

nated by the anti-Japanese struggle, Kim Jong Un has led
a life of luxury. He was born to his father’s third wife,
Japan-born ethnic Korean dancer Ko Yong Hui, who is
believed to have died of breast cancer in 2004.  Much of
his early history is still surrounded in mystery-so much so
that even his precise date of birth is unclear.

Kim was sent to school in Switzerland, where he was
looked after by his maternal aunt Ko Yong Suk and her
husband. School staff and friends, who were reportedly

unaware that he was a member of North Korea’s ruling
family, remembered him as a shy boy who liked skiing,
Hollywood tough guy Jean-Claude Van Damme and basket-
ball. He is said to have known that he would become North
Korea’s leader from his eighth birthday, when he received a
general’s uniform and the country’s military top brass bowed
to him. But Kim only entered the public eye in 2008 when his
father suffered a stroke and Pyongyang revved up plans for
the nation’s second dynastic succession. Pyongyang is
extremely sensitive and protective when it comes to the
image of the ruling family, and Kim’s father and grandfather
are ubiquitous, their portraits adorning every home and
office in the country while their bodies lie in state at the
capital’s Kumsusan Palace. Despite his overseas education,
Kim Jong Un is not known to have made any previous for-
eign trips since coming to power, and the most prominent
American he has met is his basketball idol Dennis Rodman,
who has made multiple visits to Pyongyang. —AFP

Canadian man 
pleads guilty to 
mosque murders
QUEBEC CITY: A Canadian man known for his far-right,
nationalist sympathies pleaded guilty yesterday to the
killing last year of six worshipers at a Quebec mosque - a

surprising turn of events in a
case that shocked the coun-
try. The rampage on January
29, 2017 was one of the
worst attacks on an Islamic
place of worship in the West,
and also left more than 30
injured. Described in the
immediate aftermath by
Prime Minister Justin
Trudeau as a “terrorist
attack,” the shooting spree
was a brutal blow to
Canada’s multicultural socie-
ty, and to a nation that wel-

comes tens of thousands of refugees each year.
Alexandre Bissonnette, 28, opened fire on a cold, snowy

night at the end of Sunday prayers at Quebec City’s
Islamic Cultural Center, a mosque located in a normally
quiet neighborhood. He had initially pleaded not guilty at
the start of the trial on Monday on the advice of his
lawyers, but apparently had a change of heart. “I’ve decid-
ed to plead guilty to all of the charges ... in order to pre-
vent the families of the victims from having to relive” the
horrors of the attack, said Bissonnette, who also faced six
counts of attempted murder.

Sobs erupted in the courtroom as Judge Francois Huot
accepted Bissonnette’s guilty plea, following a court-
ordered psychiatric assessment. “I find you guilty of these
murders,” he said. Bissonnette, who was a university stu-
dent at the time of the shooting, could now face a life sen-
tence, or a minimum of 25 years in prison. In court yester-
day, Bissonnette - who police say called an emergency line
and confessed shortly after the shooting - read aloud from
a crumpled piece of paper, saying: “I bitterly regret what I
did, the lives that I destroyed. I am neither a terrorist, nor
an Islamophobe,” he said. “I do not know why I did a fool-
ish thing like that, and still today I’m having a hard time
believing it.”   —AFP

Kim, Xi break
the ice with
wine and
secret
pageantry
BEIJING: For a hush-hush “unofficial
visit”, North Korean leader Kim Jong
Un’s trip to China bore all the trap-
pings of a state reception: honor
guards, bouquets, red carpets, and a
banquet served on imperial yellow
porcelain. Chinese and North Korean
state media yesterday finally broke
the secret about Kim’s meetings with
President Xi Jinping in Beijing with a
slew of images that provided some
clues about the state of the complex
relations between the old allies.

Kim had never met a foreign leader
before, and the secrecy-a standard
security measure during past North
Korean state visits to China-allowed
both countries to stage manage any
potential embarrassing errors. Kim
discreetly rolled into Beijing on
Monday in a slow-moving, forest-
green train with tinted windows simi-
lar to those used by his father and
grandfather, known to have bullet-
proof carriages. Upon arrival, he was
offered tissue-wrapped flowers and
escorted away in a motorcade led by
a fleet of motorbikes, according to
photos from North Korea’s official
Rodong Sinmun newspaper.

No North Korean flags lined the
roads, however, though China typical-
ly plasters the city in the standard of
the country whose leader is visiting.
At the Great Hall of the People just off
Tiananmen Square, Kim and his wife

Ri Sol Ju watched a bayonet-wielding
honor guard march and salute along-
side Xi and first lady Peng Liyuan,
dressed in a striking white coat pat-
terned with black blotches. Footage of
talks that followed between Kim and
Xi from Chinese state broadcaster
CCTV cut pointedly between shots of
the Chinese leader speaking and Kim
studiously taking notes. Xi referred to
Kim as “Comrade Chairman” as he
expounded on the two countries’
“common ideals and beliefs”, accord-
ing to China’s official Xinhua news
agency.

The two leaders and their spouses
also watched an art performance and
attended a welcome banquet.  CCTV
footage showed technicolour adorn-
ments decorating 10 round tables put
out in a high-ceilinged, chandelier-
topped room-including bright fruit
baskets piled with grapes and tanger-
ines and crowned with green and
orange ornamental birds. In the mid-
dle of the largest, central table where
the two couples sat was a decorative
diorama of a lake park complete with

pagodas, a bridge and frolicking
doves and swans.  A photo from
Rodong Sinmun showed the two lead-
ers toasting, with Xi appearing to
have chosen red wine and Kim white.

‘Little brother’ 
Hua Po, an independent Chinese

political commentator, told AFP he felt
Kim had appeared “very humble”
before Xi, like “a little brother calling
to pay his respects to his big brother.”
Yet despite the warm welcome cere-
mony, “the overall atmosphere of the
talks was tepid, because the two sides
couldn’t fully accept each other emo-
tionally,” he assessed. Xi has backed
UN sanctions to punish Kim’s regime
over its nuclear and missile tests,
including during key political events
hosted by China last year, straining
relations between the longtime allies.

In recent years, Kim has done “a
range of things to anger, frustrate and
disrespect both Xi personally and
China,” explained Michael Kovrig, sen-
ior advisor for northeast Asia at the
International Crisis Group. —AFP

BEIJING: Photo shows North Korean leader Kim Jong
Un and his wife Ri Sol Ju posing for a picture in
Beijing. —AFP 

BEIJING: North Korean leader Kim Jong Un (center) waves from his train
as it prepares to depart from Beijing railway station. — AFP 

Alexandre Bissonnette


