
Philippine coast 
guard holds drills 
in South China Sea
MANILA: The Philippine coast guard is conducting drills
in the South China Sea which an official said yesterday
were part of efforts to secure “our maritime jurisdiction”
over the disputed waters. The exercises near the
Philippine-occupied Thitu Island and China-controlled
Scarborough Shoal come amid heightened tensions over
the resource-rich sea.

The latest diplomatic wrangle between the two coun-
tries was triggered by the detection last month of hun-
dreds of Chinese vessels in the Spratly Islands.  Most of
the boats have since dispersed around the contested
archipelago.  China-which claims almost the entirety of the
sea-has refused repeated demands by the Philippines to
call back the ships, which Manila says are maritime militia
vessels and Beijing says are fishing boats.

In response, the Philippines has deployed more patrol
vessels, including coast guard and navy ships, to intensify
surveillance and prevent illegal fishing. 

The coast guard drills began last week.  “We are sup-
porting the whole-of-nation approach in securing our
maritime jurisdiction,” coast guard spokesman

Commodore Armando Balilo said.
The exercises involve training in navigation, small boat

operations, maintenance and logistical operations. They
are being held near Thitu Island and Scarborough Shoal,
as well as the Batanes islands in the north, and the south-
ern and eastern parts of the country.

Scarborough-one of the region’s richest fishing
grounds-has long been a flashpoint between Manila and
Beijing. China seized it from the Philippines in 2012 follow-
ing a tense standoff. The drills began as Philippine armed
forces held joint exercises with US soldiers that ended
Friday. —AFP
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News in brief

Spain nabs fugitive Moroccan 

MADRID: A Moroccan man suspected of stabbing to
death six family members, including two minors, while they
slept has been arrested in Spain, police said yesterday. The
unidentified man is wanted in Morocco over his alleged
role in the murders in February of his brother and his sis-
ter-in-law, as well as their two adult children and their two
grandchildren, in Sale in northwestern Morocco. He was
arrested in Castellon in northeastern Spain where he has
lived since 2002 with his wife and one of his sons, Spanish
police said in a statement. The man had been involved in a
dispute with various members of his family over an inherit-
ed piece of land and had threatened over the phone to kill
his brother and his family “in their home at night,” the
statement added.  —AFP

Shark kills surfer off New Caledonia

NOUMEA, France: A 53-year-old man has died of sus-
pected shark bites while paddle boarding near a beach in
Noumea, New Caledonia, prosecutors said yesterday, the
latest in a number of attacks since the start of this year. The
man was found lifeless on his board by a boater late
Saturday just off the Nouville peninsula, on the main island
of the French South Pacific territory. An autopsy to confirm
the cause of death is expected today. “At this stage, inves-
tigators do indeed suspect a shark attack,” state prosecu-
tor Yves Dupas said in a statement. Authorities regularly
issue shark alerts and warn swimmers to be vigilant for
several species found in the waters surrounding New
Caledonia.  —AFP

LA police shoot man in Hollywood

LOS ANGELES: Los Angeles police said on Saturday offi-
cers shot dead a driver wearing body armor who had
reversed into a patrol car in Hollywood. The officers were
responding to a call when a car pulled in front of them on
Sunset Boulevard, hit the brakes and backed into their
vehicle, the LA Police Department tweeted Saturday. “The
driver of the car exited, was wearing body armor, & had
his right hand concealed behind him,” LAPD tweeted. “He
moved toward the (officers) who had exited their patrol
car. He counted ‘3, 2, 1’ & began to move his arm to the
front of his body, at which time there was an OIS (officer-
involved shooting).” The man was hit by gunfire and pro-
nounced dead at the scene, police said.  —AFP

Anti-lockdown protests in London

LONDON: Police in London said Saturday they arrested
five people, and eight officers were injured, after disorder
at large-scale protests against England’s remaining coron-
avirus restrictions, the mandatory use of masks and possi-
ble introduction of so-called vaccine passports.
Demonstrators had gathered early afternoon and marched
along several major arteries, including the main shopping
district Oxford Street, with videos and photos showing
thousands in attendance. Hundreds then rallied in Hyde
Park later following the march, an AFP reporter said, where
“small pockets of disorder” broke out, according to
London’s Metropolitan Police Service.  —AFP 

Pope ‘sad’ over 130 migrants

VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis yesterday voiced his “sad-
ness” and “shame” over the fate of 130 migrants who went
missing after their boat capsized in the Mediterranean.
European humanitarian group SOS Mediterranee said
Thursday that ten bodies were spotted near a capsized
rubber boat off the coast of Libya, which had around 130
people aboard. “I confess to you that I am very saddened
by the tragedy which once again occurred in recent days
in the Mediterranean,” he told the faithful gathered in Saint
Peter’s Square. —AFP

NEW DELHI: India’s capital New Delhi yesterday
extended its lockdown as the country’s COVID-19
crisis grew with infections and deaths hitting
record highs. The announcement came as the
healthcare system struggled to cope with the huge
surge, with reports of severe oxygen and medicine
shortages and patients’ families pleading for help
on social media.

The vast nation of 1.3 billion people recorded
349,691 fresh cases and 2,767 deaths in the last 24
hours-the highest since the start of the pandemic.
The northern megacity-home to 20 million people
and the worst-hit in India-had imposed a week-
long lockdown on Monday.

“We have decided to extend the lockdown by
one week,” Delhi Chief Minister Arvind Kejriwal
said. “The havoc of corona(virus) continues and
there is no respite. Everyone is in favor of extend-
ing the lockdown.” Delhi on Saturday reported just
over 24,000 new cases-with more than one-quar-
ter of those tested returning positive results-and a
record-high 357 deaths. The country has adminis-
tered almost 141 million vaccine shots so far, but
experts say the mass inoculation program needs to
be significantly stepped up to combat the worsen-
ing outbreak. Prime Minister Narendra Modi said
in a monthly radio address yesterday that India
had been shaken by a “storm”, and called on peo-
ple to get vaccinated and not “get swayed by any
rumor about the vaccines”.

There’s been growing criticism of Modi’s gov-
ernment over allegations it was caught underpre-
pared ahead of the surge. Yesterday, Twitter con-
firmed it withheld dozens of tweets critical of the
unfolding crisis at the request of the Indian gov-
ernment. The social media giant said the tweets
were blocked in India after a legal demand from
New Delhi, months after similar action was taken
against comments critical of the government’s new

agriculture laws that sparked violent protests.
Some tweets included comments, including from

regional opposition lawmakers, about the over-
whelmed healthcare system. 

‘Watched him die’ 
In the last seven days, India has recorded more

than two million cases-an increase of 58 percent
on the previous week, according to data compiled
by AFP. Indian-administered Kashmir on Saturday
became the latest region to impose curbs on
movement and activities as it announced a week-
end lockdown. Vinod K Paul, a member of the gov-
ernment advisory body NITI Aayog, warned in a
presentation to the prime minister and state lead-
ers on Friday that daily cases could rise to as high
as half a million by mid-May.

“(The) number of deaths may increase due to
lack of treatment facilities,” the Indian Express
reported Sunday, cit ing the presentation.
Numerous reports have emerged in badly affected
regions of some patients dying even before they
were admitted to hospitals.

“He was gasping for air, we removed his face
mask and he was crying and saying ‘save me,
please save me’,” Mohan Sharma, 17, said of his
father, who died in a queue outside a northeast
Delhi hospital. “But I could do nothing. I just
watched him die,” Sharma said.

Boosting oxygen supplies 
The government has stepped up its efforts to

provide oxygen supplies through special trains
and airlifts of containers from other countries
inc lud ing  Germany, S ingapore  and  Saudi
Arabia. More than 500 oxygen-generat ion
plants were also to be set up in government
hospitals, the health ministry said yesterday.
Businesses and entrepreneurs have said they

would pitch in as well.
US Secretary of State Antony Blinken on

Sunday tweeted that the administration was
“working closely with our partners in the Indian
government”.

“We will rapidly deploy additional support to
the people of India and India’s health care heroes,”
he added. Arch-foe Pakistan offered medical
equipment and supplies after Prime Minister Imran

Khan tweeted prayers for a “speedy recovery”.
The neighboring country is also struggling with

the virus and yesterday reported 157 deaths in the
previous 24 hours-the highest since the start of the
pandemic. Sri Lanka passed 100,000 cases yes-
terday, while the tiny Himalayan nation of Bhutan,
which has vaccinated more than half of its popula-
tion with first vaccine shots, has reported 1,000
overall infections. —AFP

PM says India had been shaken by a ‘storm’, urges people to get vaccinated

New Delhi extends lockdown 
as India cases hit new record

CHENNAI: A partially deserted road is seen during the Sunday lockdown imposed as a preventive
measure against the spread of the CCOVID-19 coronavirus in Chennai yesterday. —AFP

Myanmar shadow 
govt hails ASEAN 
call to end violence
YANGON: Myanmar’s shadow government of
ousted lawmakers has welcomed a cal l  by
Southeast Asian leaders for an end to “military
violence” after their crisis talks in Jakarta with
junta leader Min Aung Hlaing. The general attend-
ed a high-level summit Saturday with leaders
from the 10-country Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (ASEAN) to discuss Myanmar’s
mounting crisis.

Since the military ousted civilian leader Aung San
Suu Kyi in a February 1 coup, Myanmar has been in
an uproar with near-daily protests and a nationwide
civil disobedience movement. Security forces have
deployed live ammunition to quell the uprising,
killing more than 740 people in brutal crackdowns,
according to local monitoring group Assistance
Association for Political Prisoners (AAPP).

The ASEAN meeting produced a consensus that
there would be “an immediate cessation of violence
in Myanmar”, the bloc said Saturday. It added that
ASEAN will also have a special envoy to “facilitate
mediation” between all parties, and this represen-
tative will be able to travel to Myanmar.

But while they “heard calls for the release of all
political prisoners”, a commitment to free them was
not included in the consensus statement. A
spokesperson from the shadow government-known
as the National Unity Government (NUG) — on
Saturday said ASEAN’s statement was “encourag-
ing news”.

“We look forward to firm action by ASEAN to
follow up its decisions and restore our democracy
and freedom for our people and for the region,”
said Dr Sasa, the NUG’s minister of international
cooperation, who is currently in hiding with the rest
of his fellow lawmakers.

The lawmakers-most of whom were part of Suu
Kyi’s National League for Democracy party-are
wanted for high treason by the junta. Overnight,
European Union foreign policy chief Josep Borrell
said the bloc will continue to call for the release of
political prisoners.

As Myanmar nears three months under the mili-
tary regime, escalating violence by its security
forces-especially in urban centers-has pushed pro-
testers and prominent activists into hiding. The jun-
ta has also throttled communications across the
country, imposing a nightly internet shutdown for
70 consecutive days and restricting mobile data to
a mere trickle. —AFP

A protester throwing red paint onto a welcome sign for
Myingyan town, during a “red paint protest” as part of
demonstrations against the military coup in Myingyan
in Myanmar’s Mandalay division yesterday. —AFP

Canadian couple 
witnesses to China’s 
Uyghur repression
OTTAWA: During the decade they lived in  the
Chinese region of Xinjiang, Canadians Gary and
Andrea Dyck had a front-row seat to Beijing’s
“very methodical” repression of the Uyghur peo-
ple, which Canada’s parliament and others have
declared to be genocide.

“We saw these things starting to happen and we
knew this is not going anywhere good,” Andrea
Dyck said. “We started to see more and more
restrictions. Every week there was a new rule or a
new development.” Rights groups say up to one
million Uyghurs, a mostly Muslim Turkic minority
with a culture distinct from China’s ethnic Han
majority, are now detained in internment camps.  

China has strongly denied allegations of human
rights violations, saying training programs, work
schemes and better education have helped stamp
out extremism in the northwest region and raise
income. The Dycks, who are fluent in Uyghur and
Mandarin, settled in Xinjiang in 2007 and ran a
composting business for agricultural waste.

“We just really enjoyed life, enjoyed being with
the Uyghur people and being accepted and wel-
comed into relationships and the culture, and it was
a very special time-until it wasn’t,” Andrea told
AFP on Fr iday from their  home in  Manitoba.
Following violent riots in 2009 that they witnessed,
“traditional Uyghur neighborhoods had started to
be dismantled, people were moved more and more
into apartment buildings, away from their commu-
nities,” she said.

Targeting of Uyghur culture that Gary called
“very methodical” started with restrictions on
Islamic traditions, and expanded later to include
rules on food, clothing, and even language.

The couple said some versions of the Koran were
banned, and eventually all books in the Turkic lan-
guage. “In a prominent market I saw a sign posted
that said it’s not allowed to speak Uyghur,” Andrea
said.  “Every single thing became mandated in a way,
(people are told) it’s permitted, but then in this way
only,” she explained. In 2016, as the crackdown
intensified, the couple said they started noticing an
increased police presence, with checkpoints set up
at every major intersection and closed-circuit secu-
rity cameras installed all over. —AFP

In this undated handout photo received from the
Philippine Coast Guard (PCG) yesterday, coast guard
personnel conduct maritime exercises near Thitu
island, in the disputed South China Sea. —AFP

Johnson under 
pressure after 
ex-aide’s attacks
LONDON: British Prime Minister Boris Johnson faced
growing scrutiny yesterday following explosive accusa-
tions by his former chief aide Dominic Cummings earlier
this week that he lacks competence and integrity.
Cummings, who stepped down as his top adviser in
December, used a personal blog Friday to allege
Johnson tried to solicit potentially illegal donations to
renovate his publicly-funded Downing Street flat.

He also claimed the UK leader suggested blocking an
internal inquiry into government leaks, because the cul-
prit identified was a close friend of Johnson’s fiancÈe
Carrie Symonds. Johnson’s office has dismissed the
damning accusations, insisting all “reportable dona-
tions” are transparently disclosed and that the prime
minister “has never interfered in a government leak

inquiry”. International Trade Secretary Liz Truss said
Sunday the claims were “a massive distraction” and that
she had been assured all rules have been fully complied
with. “This is tittle tattle that’s being promoted and I
don’t think it addresses the key issues the people of
Britain care about,” she told Sky News.

But the charges, which follow weeks of stories about
allegedly inappropriate lobbying and sleaze involving
Johnson, his ministers and officials, have dominated
news headlines and front pages this weekend. Some
Conservatives have joined the condemnation of Johnson,
with former attorney general Dominic Grieve, a long-
time critic, branding him “a vacuum of integrity”.

They have also prompted the main opposition
Labour Party to call for a “root and branch” independ-
ent inquiry into the use of taxpayers’ money by
Johnson’s government.   “Whether I back Dominic
Cummings’ view or Boris Johnson’s view, what we need
is a proper independent inquiry where it isn’t about two
boys fighting and is about taxpayers in our country,”
Labour lawmaker Jess Phillips told Sky News. She con-
firmed the party will pose an urgent question in parlia-
ment next week about the allegations surrounding
Johnson’s flat refurbishment. —AFP


