
MANILA: More than 100 people have been
kil led in the strongest typhoon to hit  the
Philippines this year, official tallies showed yester-
day, as efforts to deliver water and food to devas-
tated islands ramped up. More than 300,000
people fled their homes and beachfront resorts as
Typhoon Rai ravaged the southern and central
regions of the archipelago.

The storm knocked out communications and
electricity in many areas, ripped off roofs, damaged
hospitals, toppled concrete power poles and flood-
ed villages. Arthur Yap, governor of the popular
tourist destination Bohol, said on his official
Facebook page that mayors on the devastated
island had so far reported 72 deaths in their towns.

Ten people also died on the Dinagat Islands,
provincial information officer Jeffrey Crisostomo
told AFP. That took the overall number of reported
deaths to 108, according to the latest official fig-
ures, making it one of the deadliest typhoons to hit
the country in years.

But the toll was likely to rise as disaster agencies
assessed the full extent of the storm’s aftermath
across the vast archipelago. Rai smashed into the
country Thursday as a super typhoon packing wind
speeds of 195 kilometres (120 miles) per hour.

Thousands of military, police, coast guard and
fire personnel are being deployed to assist in search
and rescue efforts in the worst-affected areas.

Coast guard and naval vessels carrying food,
water and medical supplies are being dispatched,
while heavy machinery — like backhoes and front-

end loaders — are being sent to help clear roads
blocked by fallen power poles and trees.

“It’s going to be a long, tough road for people to
rebuild and get their lives back on track,” said
Alberto Bocanegra, head of the International
Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent
Societies in the Philippines. The organisation
appealed for 20 million Swiss francs ($21.6 million)
to fund urgent relief and recovery efforts.

An aerial survey of damage to parts of Bohol —

known for its beaches, rolling “Chocolate Hills”, and
tiny tarsier primates — showed “our people have
suffered greatly”, Yap said.

‘Reminiscent’ of Haiyan 
There has also been widespread destruction on

Siargao, Dinagat and Mindanao islands, which bore
the brunt of Rai when it slammed into the
Philippines.

Aerial photos shared by the military showed
severe damage in the Siargao town of General
Luna, where many surfers and holidaymakers had
flocked ahead of Christmas, with buildings stripped
of roofs and debris littering the ground. Tourists
were being evacuated from the island yesterday by
plane and boat.

Dinagat Governor Arlene Bag-ao has said the
damage to the island’s landscape was “reminiscent if
not worse” than that caused by Super Typhoon
Haiyan in 2013. Haiyan, called Yolanda in the
Philippines, was the deadliest cyclone on record in
the country, leaving more than 7,300 people dead
or missing. — AFP

Tourists being 
evacuated from 

the island

Monday, December 20, 2021

7
I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Established 1961 

Military, police, coast guard personnel deployed to assist in rescue efforts

Over 100 dead in Philippines 
Typhoon Rai: Officials 

SURIGAO CITY, Philippines: Fallen electric pylons block a road while a sign asking for food (L) is displayed along a
road in Surigao City, Surigao del norte province, yesterday, days after super Typhoon Rai devastated the city. —AFP

HK ‘patriots 
only’ polls see 
muted turnout
HONG KONG: Turnout was looking
muted yesterday as Hong Kongers
cast ballots for city lawmakers under
Beijing’s new “patriots only” rules
which drastically reduce the number
of directly elected seats and control
who can run for office.

It is the first legislature poll under
the new political blueprint China
imposed on Hong Kong in response to
massive and often violent pro-democ-
racy protests two years ago. All can-
didates have been vetted for their
patriotism and political loyalty to
China and only 20 of the 90 legisla-
ture seats are being directly elected.

The largest chunk of seats — 40
— are being picked by a committee of
1,500 staunch Beijing loyalists. The
remaining 30 are chosen by reliably
pro-Beijing committees that represent
special-interest and industry groups.
Ten hours after polling stations
opened, 1.1 million people had cast a

vote, around 25 percent of the elec-
torate. In 2016, 40 percent had cast
votes by the same point.

‘Genuine suffrage’ 
Daniel So, a 65-year-old who

works in technology, was among the
first queuing at a polling centre in
the wealthy Mid-Levels district.
“The young people are not so inter-
ested in this election because they
are misled by foreign politicians and
media,” he told AFP. “China is doing
so great now.”

As Hong Kong leader Carrie Lam
arrived to cast her vote, three pro-
testers from the pro-democracy
League of Social Democrats party
chanted: “I want genuine universal
suffrage”. “(Lam) said this was an
improvement of the electoral system,
but in real ity, i t  str ipped Hong
Kongers of their r ight to vote,”
activist Chan Po-ying told reporters.

The government bought up news-
paper front pages and billboards,
sent flyers to every household, pinged
mobile phones with reminders to vote
and made public transport free for
the day. Despite the publicity blitz,
the latest polls showed only 48 per-
cent of respondents said they would

vote-a record low-and 52 percent
said they found no candidate worthy
of support.

Starry Lee, chair of the biggest
pro-Beijing party, the DAB, urged
people to participate. “The polling
stations’ feedback showed that not
many people are voting,” she told
reporters. An accountant in her 20s,
who gave her name as Loy, said she
had no plans to use her ballot. “My

vote won’t mean anything because
ultimately it’s Beijing’s people win-
ning,” she told AFP.

In North Point, a district known for
government support, a 74-year-old
man who gave his surname as Lo said
he did not know most of the “new
faces” on the candidate list but still
voted. “I picked those who would
voice opposition, not the yes men,” he
told AFP. — AFP

HONG KONG: A voter leaves a polling station during the Legislative Council elec-
tion in Hong Kong’s Choi Hung area yesterday. —AFP

Floods in Malaysia 
displace more than 
30,000 people 
KUALA LUMPUR:  More than 30,000 people were
evacuated from their homes in Malaysia yesterday as
the country battles some of its worst flooding in
years. The tropical Southeast Asian nation often sees
stormy monsoon seasons towards the end of the year,
with flooding regularly prompting mass evacuations.

Downpours since Friday have caused rivers to
overflow, submerging many urban areas and cutting
off major roads, leaving thousands of motorists
stranded. More than 30,000 flood victims across
eight states and territories were recorded on an offi-
cial government website, with over 14,000 of them in
the central state of Pahang.

Nearly 10,000 people fled their homes in the
country’s richest state of Selangor-which sur-
rounds the capital Kuala Lumpur-with Prime
Minister Ismail Sabri Yaakob expressing surprise
at the severe flooding there. “The amount of rain
that fell in Selangor yesterday, what fell in one day

would usually fall in one month,” he told at a press
conference.

The premier promised swift aid for the flood
victims and initial funding of 100 million ringgit
($23.7 million) to repair damaged houses and infra-
structure. A government website showed water
exceeding dangerous levels in six central and
northeastern states yesterday afternoon. As flood-
waters receded from the capital, business owners
went back to their shops to clean up the damage
left by the downpours.

Lee Joon Kee, the owner of a tourist information
centre and souvenir shop, said he had only reopened
a few days ago after closing for nearly two years
due to coronavirus restrictions. “It’s very sad but we
have no choice. The only choice (we have is) to move
on and clean out the mess, then we will continue our
new chapter.”

Dozens of bus routes in and around the capital
have been suspended along with train services to
the port city of Klang. Operations at three water
treatment plants in Selangor were also disrupted,
with taps expected to run dry for tens of thou-
sands of people in parts of the state as well as the
capital. Malaysia’s worst flooding in decades took
place in 2014, forcing about 118,000 people to flee
their homes. — AFP

KUALA LUMPUR: People clean up their house after it was hit by flood in Kuala Lumpur Malaysia yesterday. —AFP

Hundreds queue for
passports in bid to 
leave Afghanistan 
KABUL: Hundreds of people braved sub-zero
temperatures in Afghanistan’s capital to queue
outside the passport office early yesterday, a
day after the Taleban government announced it
would resume issuing travel documents. Many
began their wait the previous night and most
stood patiently in single file-some desperate to
leave the country for medical treatment, others
to escape the Islamists’ renewed rule.

Tense Taleban personnel periodically
charged crowds that formed at the front of the
queue and at a nearby roadblock. “We don’t
want any suicide attack or explosion to hap-
pen,” said Taleban security operative Ajmal
Toofan, 22, expressing concerns about the dan-
gers of crowding. The local branch of the
Islamic State group, the Taleban’s principal ene-
my, killed more than 150 people in late August
when citizens massed at Kabul airport in a des-
perate bid to leave during the early days of the
new regime.

“Our responsibility here is to protect peo-
ple,” Toofan added calmly, his gun pointed pro-
fessionally towards the ground. “But the people
are not cooperating.” He spoke to AFP as one of
his colleagues pushed a man who then fell
headlong just short of a coil of barbed wire.

Mohammed Osman Akbari, 60, said he was
urgently trying to reach Pakistan, because
dilapidated hospitals at home were unable to
complete his heart surgery. Medics “put springs
in my heart”, he said, referring to a stent. “They
need to be removed and it’s not possible here.”
Nearby, ambulances containing people too sick
to queue were parked at the side of the road.

“The patient has a heart problem,” said
ambulance driver Muslim Fakhri, 21, referring to
a 43-year-old man lying on a stretcher inside his
vehicle. An applicant has to be present to
ensure the passport is issued, he explained.

‘No one cares’ 
The Taleban initially stopped issuing pass-

ports shortly after their return to power, which
came as the previous, Western-backed regime
imploded in the final stages of a US military
withdrawal. In October, authorities reopened
the passport office in Kabul only to suspend
work days later as a flood of applications
caused the biometric equipment to break down.

But the office said Saturday that the issue
has been resolved and those whose applications
were already in process can now get their doc-
uments. Mursal Rasooli, 26, said she was happy
to hear the news. “The situation here is not
peaceful,” she told AFP, hugging her two-year-
old daughter Bibi Hawa close for dual relief
against the biting cold.

“If the situation gets worse than this, then
we have the passport” and can flee, she said.
Her husband is in Iran because he could not
find work here, she added, before expressing
concern about skyrocketing prices and a lack
of jobs and education for women and girls.
Issuing passports-and allowing people to leave
amid a humanitarian crisis the UN has called
an “avalanche of hunger”-is seen as a test of
the Taleban’s commitment to the international
community.

The Taleban are meanwhile pressing donors
to restore billions of dollars in aid that was sus-
pended when they came to power. Local musi-
cian Omid Naseer, sporting a leather jacket, short
beard and unkempt hair, was desperate to leave.
For “months now, since the Taleban came (to
power), we’ve had no work”, he said. “The artists
are most vulnerable, but no one cares.” —AFP

Government-aligned 
bloc wins Malaysian 
local polls 
KUALA LUMPUR: An alliance backing
Malaysia’s ruling coalition won a landslide victory
at state polls on Borneo island Saturday, as the
country gears up for a general election, possibly as
soon as next year. The Sarawak Parties Alliance
(GPS) claimed at least 75 of 82 seats in a contest
that saw 349 candidates competing for control of
the country’s largest state of Sarawak.

The result for one seat remains unresolved, as
vote tallies were not completed due to bad weath-
er and roads being cut off as unusually heavy
rainfall hits the tropical nation, election officials
said. The four-party bloc is aligned with Prime
Minister Ismail Sabri Yaakob’s government at the
national level, and their victory could give his
coalition a boost.

It follows a win for Ismail Sabri’s party in anoth-
er local poll last month, and may further fuel expec-
tations that a general election could be called next
year. The outcome of Saturday’s polls means the
GPS could play a kingmaker role in the upcoming
federal election, offering support to whoever
appears to have the best shot of emerging as the
victor, one analyst said.

“Any coalition that takes a majority of seats in
the next election will not have to worry about
GPS’s hold over Sarawak,” James Chin, a political
analyst from the University of Tasmania, told AFP.
“They will go with whoever forms the government.”

When will national polls happen? 
The government and opposition have agreed not

to dissolve parliament for national polls until July
next year as officials focus on combating the coro-
navirus pandemic. But speculation is mounting a
vote could be called soon after that. A national
election must be held by mid-2023 at the latest.

Malaysian politics has been in turmoil since ear-
ly 2020, when a reformist government headed by
Mahathir Mohamad collapsed after less than two
years in power due to infighting. It was replaced by
a weak coalition, which itself fell apart earlier this
year, paving the way for Ismail Sabri to clinch the
leadership for his United Malays National
Organisation (UMNO) party. —AFP


