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US won’t ‘tiptoe’ with Asia 
stability at threat: Shanahan

SINGAPORE: The United States will no longer “tiptoe”
around in Asia, with stability in the region threatened on
issues ranging from the South China Sea to Taiwan, acting
US Defense Secretary Patrick Shanahan said yesterday.
Shanahan did not directly name China when making accu-
sations of “actors” destabilizing the region, but went on to
say the United States would not ignore Chinese behavior,
the latest in the exchange of acerbic remarks between the
world’s two biggest economies. He added, however, he was
keen to foster a military relationship with Beijing.

“Perhaps the greatest long-term threat to the vital
interests of states across this region comes from actors
who seek to undermine, rather than uphold, the rules-
based international order,” Shanahan said at the annual
Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore, Asia’s biggest security
gathering. “If the trends in these behaviors continue, artifi-
cial features in the global commons could become toll-
booths, sovereignty could become the purview of the
powerful.”

Shanahan’s first major speech since taking over as act-
ing defense secretary in January came as the United States
and China remain locked in an escalating trade war and at
odds over a range of security issues in Asia. His reference
to artificial features was a swipe at islands built by China
in the disputed South China Sea, a strategic waterway
claimed almost wholly by Beijing. “We’re not going to
ignore Chinese behavior and I think in the past people
have kind of tiptoed around that,” Shanahan said later in
answer to a question.

A senior Chinese military official responded to
Shanahan’s comments by saying that the United States’
actions on Taiwan and the South China Sea were hardly
conducive to maintaining stability in the region. Shanahan
said it was in Beijing’s interests to have a constructive rela-
tionship with the United States. But he added: “Behavior
that erodes other nations’ sovereignty and sows distrust of

China’s intentions must end.” “Until it does, we stand
against a myopic, narrow, and parochial vision of the
future, and we stand for the free and open order that has
benefited us all - including China.”

US lawmakers said Shanahan’s speech was impressive.
“I was very impressed and I certainly am looking much
more positively on potentially voting for him when his con-
firmation happens,” Democratic Senator Tammy
Duckworth told reporters. The White House said last month
that it plans to nominate Shanahan as defense secretary, a
job he has been doing in an acting capacity since January,
the longest in Pentagon history. His nomination, if and when
it comes, will have to be confirmed by the Senate.

“The way he laid out the facts and the United States’
position in a firm way, but very upfront, impressed me
tremendously,” Duckworth added. Senator Angus King, a
political independent from Maine and on the Senate
Armed Services Committee, said Shanahan had “distin-
guished” himself and was hopeful the confirmation hearing
would take place within about a month.

Trade war
Shanahan said that he did not see the current trade dis-

pute between China and the United States as a trade war,
but rather just part of trade negotiations. An increase in
Chinese tariffs on most US imports on a $60 billion target
list took effect as planned yesterday, after Washington’s
own tariff increases. Shanahan also became the latest sen-
ior US official to call out Chinese telecoms giant Huawei,
saying in his speech that it was too close to the Chinese
government. The United States has accused Huawei of
espionage, breaching trade sanctions against Iran and
intellectual property theft. Huawei disputes all allegations.
China’s Defense Minister Wei Fenghe is due to address
Asia’s marquee security summit today when he is expected
to criticize the United States over its implied support for a

democratic Taiwan. On Friday, Shanahan held talks with
Wei that both sides called “constructive”, although their
teams later reverted to type with critical comments on
each other’s defence strategies.

Along with the expected warnings aimed at China,
Shanahan referred to cooperation between the two coun-
tries in areas like military-to-military exchanges, counter-
piracy and joint efforts to reduce the “extraordinary

threat” posed by North Korea’s military ambitions. “I am
confident that we’ll solve problems,” Shanahan said.
Shanahan also called on US allies to contribute more to
their own defense. Burden-sharing, from Asia to Europe,
has long been a demand of President Donald Trump’s
administration. “We need you to invest in ways that take
more control over your sovereignty and your own ability
to exercise sovereign choices.” — Reuters 

MANILA: Tons of garbage sent to the Philippines years
ago was shipped back to Canada on Friday after a fes-
tering diplomatic row, as Asian nations increasingly
reject serving as dumping grounds for international
trash. After a long campaign to urge Canada to take
back the rotting waste, Philippine President Rodrigo
Duterte lashed out at Ottawa last week and ordered the
refuse returned immediately. The 69 shipping containers
of garbage were loaded onto a cargo vessel at Subic
Bay, a former US naval base and shipping port north-
west of Manila, and began the lengthy trip to Canada.

“Baaaaaaaaa bye, as we say it,” Philippine Foreign
Secretary Teodoro Locsin wrote on Twitter, along with
images of the vessel leaving. Canada’s Environment
Minister Catherine McKenna welcomed the news of
the trash being returned, telling reporters on Thursday:
“We committed with the Philippines and we’re working
closely with them.” Just days earlier Malaysia
announced it was shipping 450 tonnes of imported
plastic waste back to its sources, including Australia,
Bangladesh, Canada, China, Japan, Saudi Arabia and
the United States.

For years China had received the bulk of scrap
plastic from around the world, but closed its doors to
foreign refuse last year in an effort to clean up its envi-
ronment. Huge quantities of waste plastic have since
been redirected to Southeast Asia, including Malaysia,
Indonesia and to a lesser degree the Philippines.
“We’ve seen pristine communities... transformed into
dumpsites because of a tsunami of waste shipments
from the US, UK and Australia as a result of the China
ban,” said Von Hernandez, global coordinator from
Break Free From Plastic advocacy group.

The Philippine row centres on dozens of contain-
ers which a Canadian firm sent to the Southeast Asian
nation in 2013 and 2014 - incorrectly labelled as
recyclables. The issue has polluted Manila-Ottawa
ties for years, but it blew up when Duterte said in an
April speech: “Let’s fight Canada. I will declare war
against them.” — AFP
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Aquatic weed plagues 
waterways in Lagos
LAGOS: Traffic jams on the snarled up roads of Nigeria’s
megacity of Lagos are legendary, but a growing problem
is also clogging up the waterways of Africa’s biggest city -
water hyacinths. The spread of the invasive species of fast-
growing plant is not only damaging transport links in
Nigeria’s economic capital, built on a lagoon dotted with
islands. With waterways covered and silting up, the aquat-
ic weed is also threatening fishing jobs and a vital food
source. “This is all I can get since morning,” said fisherman
Solomon Omoyajowo, showing a handful of fish in a bowl
in his wooden canoe.

The 45-year-old fisherman has already been forced to
move his nets from one part of the Ogun river too thick
with weeds, to a new area nearer the sea. “Many fishermen
have abandoned their boats, while some of us who still
want to continue, now try our luck here,” he told AFP,
using his palms to wipe a stream of sweat from his face.
“Water hyacinths are killing the fish in the river,” said
another nearby fisherman, Adisa, as he cast his net into the
river. When he hauled it up, he had caught only four small
fish. “I don’t think I can do any other job apart from fish-
ing,” Adisa said. “I will continue to manage until the gov-
ernment comes to our aid to clear the weeds.”

Jobs at risk 
Originally from South America, the plant has caused

chaos across several countries in Africa. Earlier this year, a
thick green carpet of the weed choked up Kenya’s main
entry to Lake Victoria, the largest body of water in Africa. It
was first noted in Nigeria in the early 1980s, in the Badagry
creeks west of Lagos, reportedly spreading from neighbor-
ing Benin. Since then, mats of weeds have spread to rivers
across the country, including Nigeria’s oil-rich Niger delta.

Fishermen say the weed is so thick it creates a dense cov-
er that makes it difficult for fishing boats to navigate the riv-
er. It is having a damaging impact. One study, from Nigeria’s
Obafemi Awolowo University, estimated it put at risk one-
third of Nigeria’s local fish supply, a cheap source of food
millions rely on. That threatens to put thousands of fishermen
out of a job. “It has become a menace to the marine ecosys-
tems of Lagos,” said Nkechi Ajayi, spokeswoman from Lagos
State Waterways Authority, adding that it impacted “the
socio-economic activities” of river communities.

Propeller problems 
Water transportation is also at risk. Operators complain

of damaged boats and risk of accidents. “We often find it
difficult to navigate whenever the weeds clog the river,”
said boat driver John Ibikunle, as he waited to pick pas-
sengers on Lagos Island. He said many commuters, who
once preferred water transport to beat the perennial
Lagos traffic gridlock, are returning to the roads, tired of
being stuck on water with weeds snagging the propeller.
“They cause mechanical problems to the propulsion sys-
tem of boats,” added Ajayi, from the waterways authority.

The plant doesn’t grow well in salt water, and environ-
mental experts say the plant expands during the rainy sea-
son when the level of fresh water rises in Lagos lagoon. “It

is a seasonal plant,” said Noah Shemede, an environmental
activist, from the vast area of wooden homes on stilts built
into the water, a fishing settlement called Makoko. “In the
Makoko community for instance, its impact is felt when the
rain is heavy and the salt level is lower,” Shemede said.

Lagos State Waterways Authority chief Abisola
Kamson said they have brought in two water hyacinth
removal machines to clear the weeds. “The machines act
like an underwater lawnmower,” Kamson said. “It cuts the
vegetation, collecting and storing the weeds and debris on
board.” But while fishermen and boat operators struggle
with the weed, one local entrepreneur sees a business
opportunity. — AFP

KARA-ISHERI, Nigeria: A boatman tries to navigate through
water hyacinths, an invasive aquatic plant, floating on Ogun
River in southwest Nigeria on May 23, 2019.  — AFP 

SINGAPORE: China’s Defense Minister Wei Fenghe (left) and acting US Secretary of Defense Patrick Shanahan
(front second right) attend the opening of the IISS Shangri-La Dialogue summit in on Friday. — AFP 

US pulls tax 
exemption from 
Pak diplomats 
WASHINGTON: The United States said Friday that it had
suspended tax exemption privileges enjoyed by Pakistani
diplomats due to parallel disputes with Islamabad in the
latest dust-up between the countries. Under the 1961
Vienna Convention, diplomats around the world do not pay
taxes in countries where they are posted, with embassy
staffers in Washington routinely flashing State Department-
issued exemption cards when dining out or shopping.

The State Department said it withdrew tax exemptions
for Pakistani diplomats and their dependents as of May 15,
citing pending tax issues faced by US diplomats in Pakistan.
“The issue is the subject of ongoing bilateral discussions,
and we hope to be able to resolve the issue and restore the
tax privileges,” a State Department spokesman said. While
the latest issue was not linked to politics, the United States
last year restricted Pakistani diplomats in Washington from
traveling outside a 40-km radius around the US capital after
charging that Pakistani police routinely harass US diplo-
mats, including through time-consuming traffic stops.

The Pakistani embassy in Washington said that 22 offi-
cials enjoyed the tax exemption. In a statement, it also said
that discussions were underway “on the basis of the prin-
ciple of reciprocity.” Pakistan is a Cold War ally of the
United States but the two countries have had bumpy rela-
tions in recent years, with President Donald Trump cutting
off some $300 million in military aid, saying Islamabad had
failed to curb Islamist extremists who stage attacks in
Afghanistan and India. — AFP

Angola rebel 
gets reburial 17 
years after death 
LUANDA: Former leader of Angola’s rebel UNITA move-
ment Jonas Savimbi will be reinterred yesterday, 17 years
after he was killed in a shootout with government soldiers
that spelt the end to the country’s long civil war. Angola, a
former Portuguese colony, became a Cold War battle-
ground after independence in 1975 when the Marxist-
Leninist People’s Movement for the Liberation of Angola
(MPLA) seized control. The United States lined up behind
Savimbi’s National Union for the Total Independence of
Angola (UNITA) rebels and the Soviet Union and its allies
backed the MPLA.

“The remains have been returned to UNITA and the
family,” Alcides Sakala Simoes, spokesman for UNITA,
told AFP on Friday. “There was a lot of emotion. It has
been 17 years since the government was asked to give us
the body. This is an important step for national reconcilia-
tion.” “We are moved and relieved, we will be able to
mourn,” Cheya Savimbi, his eldest son, said after the
remains were handed over at a ceremony in Andulo about
thirty kilometres from the village of Lopitanga where the
funeral will be held. At least half a million people died in
the conflict for the vast, oil-rich southern African nation,
which played out over more than a quarter of a century.

Early in 2002, soldiers pursued the 67-year-old Savimbi
across the province of Moxico in central eastern Angola.
On Feb 22, his pursuers caught up with him. He fought
back but, riddled with more than a dozen bullets, soon
died. His body was taken to the provincial capital Luena
and hurriedly buried in a cemetery, with a cross of iron on
the mound of red soil and the name “SAVIMBI Jonas”
etched into the trunk of an acacia tree.

Swift ceasefire
After his death, rival sides swiftly moved towards a

ceasefire in a conflict that had lasted 27 years. This year,
after long talks, the MPLA government agreed with UNI-
TA and the Savimbi family to hold a funeral on Saturday in
Lopitanga, in central Angola, where Savimbi’s father is
buried. The deal was unlocked after President Jose
Eduardo dos Santos, Savimbi’s sworn enemy, stepped
down in 2017 and was replaced by his defense minister,
Joao Lourenco.

“Seventeen years on, it was time further to heal the
scars of past conflict and under a new head of state, Joao
Lourenco, allowing this to happen is easier,” Alex Vines of
the London-based think tank Chatham House told AFP.
Typically dressed in a green combat uniform, with a walk-
ing stick in his hand and a revolver on his hip, Savimbi led
an army of more than 30,000 troops. Backed for many
years by apartheid South Africa, his forces were accused
of atrocities and he himself was described as having car-
ried out summary executions. His remains were handed
over after a dispute this week between government
authorities and UNITA over how the procedure would be
conducted. — AFP 

Botswana ex-prez 
slams successor 
JOHANNESBURG: Botswanan former president Ian
Khama has accused his chosen successor of becoming an
autocrat and threatening the country’s reputation as a
beacon of stability in Africa. Khama, 66, last week left the
ruling Botswana Democratic Party (BDP) in a culmination
of a dramatic fallout with President Mokgweetsi Masisi,
who took office last year. Khama told AFP that he took the
“very painful” decision to leave the BDP because of the
“immature and arrogant” attitude of Masisi’s government.

“The person who I nominated to be my successor, as
soon as he took office became very autocratic, very intol-
erant and it has led to a decline in the democratic creden-
tials that we have a reputation for,” Khama said in a tele-
phone interview. After serving the constitutional maximum
of ten years in office, Khama handed power in April 2018
to Masisi, who was then his deputy. Khama stepped down
18 months before elections, allowing Masisi to settle into
the role and start campaigning.

But the two leaders have clashed so badly that Khama
last weekend quit the party and declared he would cam-
paign against it in the October elections. Khama - whose
father Sir Seretse Khama co-founded the BDP in 1962 -
said he was not joining another party but would back
some opposition parliamentary candidates.

He said some senior BDP officials fear the party may
be “heading for an election defeat” because they believe
Masisi “has now become a liability”. Since coming to
office, Masisi changed several key policies adopted by
Khama - the most high-profile being the lifting of the
wildlife sports hunting ban imposed in 2014. “To me it’s
so sad and extremely painful that all these years’ work to
build up to what we had achieved is being put in
reverse,” said Khama, adding Masisi never previously
objected to the ban. — AFP

Ian Khama

ANDULO, Angola: Pallbearers guard the coffin of Jonas Savimbi, a former leader of the UNITA movement, as it is
carried during the reburial of the remains yesterday in his home village of Lopitanga. — AFP 


