
Desperate times
for Australian
govt as crunch
election looms
SYDNEY: Australia’s embattled centre-
right government faces a make-or-break
test this weekend, with by-election voters in
Sydney’s wealthy beachside suburbs appar-
ently poised to wipe out Prime Minister
Scott Morrison’s slender parliamentary ma-
jority. Polls show the government losing in
Wentworth on Saturday and with it their
one-seat parliamentary majority, in what has
been described as the most consequential
by-election in modern Australian history.

Defeat in the once safe Liberal seat
would be a huge embarrassment for Morri-
son-whose two-month tenure as prime min-
ister has been marked by crisis and party
infighting-and would send him limping into
next year’s general election. The sprawling
constituency takes in the famous Bondi
Beach and the haunts of stars like Russell
Crowe and Hugh Jackman.

“It could not come at a worse time for
Scott Morrison because sometimes even
winning a by-election might not be enough
for a new leader-you have to win it convinc-
ingly,” politics expert Nick Economou of
Monash University said. Analysts believe a

loss and a minority government would derail
the Liberals’ legislative agenda, make Mor-
rison a virtual lame duck prime minister and
perhaps even trigger a vote of no confi-
dence in his premiership.

Crumbling before our eyes    
The by-election was triggered by the

resignation of Malcolm Turnbull as an MP
after he was turfed out of the prime minis-
tership in a party coup, despite calls for him
to stay on and not jeopardize the coalition’s
hold on power.  “Since the Turnbull demise,
they have really been crumbling before our
eyes. They are abandoning policies left, right
and centre, a reshuffle has left them all at sea,

issues that they were strong on they’ve lost
their way on,” said Economou. 

Morrison has invested heavily in the
vote, appearing multiple times on the stump
with Liberal candidate Dave Sharma and
upending decades of Australian foreign pol-
icy in a desperate bid to woo Wentworth’s
Jewish voters. Morrison floated the idea of
moving the Australian embassy in Israel
from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, a move that
prompted Palestinian anger and infuriated
Australia’s Muslim-majority neighbor In-
donesia. Opinion polls show Sharma, a for-
mer Australian ambassador to Israel, trailing
independent candidate Kerryn Phelps by
around ten points. —AFP 
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Australian state 
legalizes abortion
SYDNEY: Queensland lawmakers have voted to legalize
abortion, overturning a century-old “morality” law and capping
a 50-year campaign in Australia’s most conservative state. The
state parliament approved 50-41 late Wednesday the law al-
lowing women to terminate pregnancies at up to 22 weeks, and
later with the approval of two doctors. The legislation also cre-
ates 150-metre “safe access” zones around clinics offering
abortions where protests are banned, and it requires doctors
who refuse to perform abortions to refer women elsewhere. 

Pro-choice campaigners had been seeking since the 1970s
to overturn an 1899 criminal code adopted from British law that
criminalized abortion as an “offence against morality”. Abor-
tions were rarely prosecuted in the state, but pro-choice cam-
paigners had until now been unable to overturn the criminal
code.  This week’s vote come at a time when women hold po-
sitions of influence in Queensland politics. The state govern-
ment is headed by two-term Labor Premier Annastacia
Palaszczuk, whose deputy, Jackie Trad, is a long-time pro-
choice campaigner.

Queensland’s main conservative opposition Liberal National
Party (LNP) is also led by a woman, Deb Frecklington. The LNP
remains officially opposed to abortion, but Frecklington al-
lowed its lawmakers to vote their conscience, helping push the
measure through. “History has been made,” Palaszczuk tweeted
after the vote. “Women will no longer have the fear of commit-
ting a crime when making the deeply personal decisions over
their own bodies.” Anti-abortion campaigners vowed to pursue
their efforts. —AFP 

VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis yesterday re-
ceived an invitation to visit North Korea and the
pontiff indicated that he would consider making
what would be a landmark trip to the hermit na-
tion, according to South Korean officials.  South
Korean President Moon Jae-in relayed the invi-
tation from North Korean leader Kim Jong Un
to the pope verbally during a 35-minute meeting
in the Vatican.

Any visit would be the first by a pope to the
reclusive state which
does not allow priests to
be permanently sta-
tioned there. There is lit-
tle information on how
many of its citizens are
Catholic, or how they
practice their faith. Kim
told Moon, a Catholic, of
his wish to meet the
pontiff during a meeting
last month and the South
Korean leader announced before the trip that he
would be relaying a message.

According to the president’s office, Francis
expressed his strong support for efforts to
bring peace to the Korean peninsula. Moon’s
office quoted the pope as telling Moon: “Do not
stop, move forward. Do not be afraid.” Asked if
Kim should send a formal invitation, Moon’s of-

fice quoted the pope as responding to Moon:
“your message is already sufficient but it would
be good for him to send a formal invitation.” “I
will definitely answer if I get the invitation, and
I can go,” the president’s office quoted the
pope as saying.

Reconciliation
The pope is expected to be in Asia during a

trip to Japan next year. A Vatican statement
made no mention of the
verbal invitation from
Kim. It spoke only of “the
promotion of dialogue
and reconciliation be-
tween Koreans” and “the
common commitment to
fostering all useful initia-
tives to overcome the
tensions that still exist in
the Korean Peninsula, in
order to usher in a new

season of peace and development.”
The two Koreas have held three summits this

year. Kim also held an unprecedented summit
with US President Donald Trump in Singapore
in June, and promised to work toward denu-
clearization of the Korean peninsula. Any trip to
the North, however brief, could be contentious
for the pope. North Korea’s constitution guar-

antees freedom of religion as long as it does not
undermine the state. But beyond a handful of
state-controlled places of worship, no open re-
ligious activity is allowed.

Aides close to the pope have said he is
open to taking what they call first steps in
places where the Church has been persecuted

in the hope that the situation could improve.
Church officials estimate that North Korea
had a Catholic community of about 55,000
just before the 1950-53 Korean War. Reli-
gious agencies have estimated the number re-
maining from the few hundreds to about
4,000. —Reuters

VATICAN CITY:  Pope Francis, center, South Korean President Moon Jae-in, left, and his wife Kim Jung-
sook (R) pose during a private audience at the Vatican. — AFP

SYDNEY: An election poster of independent candidate Kerryn Phelps is seen on a street in
the seat of Wentworth in Sydney. — AFP
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