
BEIJING: China’s largest-ever military
exercises surrounding Taiwan were
drawing to a close on Sunday following a
controversial visit last week to the self-
ruled island by US House Speaker
Nancy Pelosi. Beijing has raged at the
trip by Pelosi-the highest-ranking elect-
ed US official to visit Taiwan in decades-
ripping up a series of talks and coopera-
tion agreements with Washington, most
notably on climate change and defence.

It has also deployed fighter jets, war-
ships and ballistic missiles around
Taiwan in what analysts have described
as practice for a blockade and ultimate
invasion of the island. Those exercises
were set to end Sunday, though Beijing
has not con-
firmed their
conclusion.

T a i w a n ’ s
transport min-
istry said six of
the seven “tem-
porary danger
zones” China
had warned
airlines to
avoid ceased to
be in effect as
of noon on Sunday, signalling a partial
drawdown of the drills. It said the sev-
enth zone, in waters east of Taiwan,
would remain in effect until 10 am (0200
GMT) local time on Monday.

“Relevant flights and sailings can
gradually resume,” the ministry said in a
statement. Taipei said some routes were
still affected in the seventh area, and
authorities would continue to monitor
ship movements there.

Beijing has also announced fresh drills
in the Yellow Sea-located between China
and the Korean peninsula-to take place
until August 15. Earlier on Sunday,

Beijing conducted “exercises in the sea
and airspace surrounding Taiwan Island
as planned”, the Chinese military’s
Eastern Command said.

Taipei’s defence ministry confirmed
China had dispatched “planes, vessels
and drones... simulating attacks on
Taiwan’s main island and on ships in our
waters”. Beijing also sent drones over
Taiwan’s outlying islands, it added.

‘Jeopardising’ peace 
In response, Taiwan said it had

mobilised a “joint intelligence surveil-
lance and reconnaissance system to
closely monitor the enemy situation” as
well as sending planes and vessels. Su

Tseng-chang,
Taiwan’s pre-
mier, said China
is “barbarously
using military
action” to dis-
turb peace in
the Taiwan
Strait.

“We call on
the Chinese
government not
to go around

wielding its military power, showing its
muscles everywhere and jeopardising
the peace of the region,” he told
reporters Sunday. Taipei’s foreign min-
istry said the drills threatened “the
region and even the world”.

An anonymously authored opinion
piece published Sunday by state broad-
caster CCTV said that after these exer-
cises, China’s military would be able to
stage “regular” training drills east of the
median line. That line is an unofficial
demarcation in the Taiwan Strait that
Beijing does not recognise.

To show how close it has got to

Taiwan’s shores, the Chinese military
released a video of an air force pilot
filming the island’s coastline and moun-
tains from his cockpit. The Eastern
Command also shared a photo it said
was of a warship on patrol with Taiwan’s
shoreline visible in the background.
Ballistic missiles were also fired over
Taiwan’s capital during the drills,
according to Chinese state media.

‘A dangerous opponent’ 
Taiwan has remained defiant through-

out China’s sabre-rattling, insisting it will
not be cowed by its “evil neighbour”. But

experts have warned the drills have
revealed an increasingly emboldened
Chinese military capable of carrying out
a gruelling blockade of the island as well
as obstructing US forces from coming to
its aid.

“In some areas, the PLA might even
surpass US capabilities,” Grant
Newsham, a researcher at the Japan
Forum for Strategic Studies and a former
US Navy officer, told AFP, referring to
China’s military by its official name.

“If the battle is confined to the area
right around Taiwan, today’s Chinese
navy is a dangerous opponent-and if the

Americans and Japanese do not inter-
vene for some reason, things would be
difficult for Taiwan.”

The scale and intensity of China’s
drills-as well as Beijing’s withdrawal from
key talks on climate and defence-have
triggered outrage in the United States
and other democracies. US Secretary of
State Antony Blinken said Washington
was “determined to act responsibly” to
avoid a major global crisis. China should
not hold talks on issues of global concern
such as climate change “hostage”, Blinken
said, as it “doesn’t punish the United
States, it punishes the world”. — AFP
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China’s military drills draw to a close

Taiwan’s Ministry of National Defense (MND) shows Taiwanese military personnel handling Hsiung Feng II anti-ship missiles at an undis-
closed location, in response to Chinese military exercises surrounding the island. —AFP

Colombia’s leftist
pres sworn in
BOGOTA, Colombia: Ex-guerrilla and former mayor
Gustavo Petro will be sworn in Sunday as Colombia’s
first-ever leftist president, with plans for profound
reforms in a country beset by economic inequality
and drug violence.

The former senator, 62, takes over from the deeply
unpopular Ivan Duque for a four-year term during
which he will enjoy support from a left-leaning major-
ity in Congress. Petro’s hard-fought victory in June
elections brought Colombia, long ruled by a conser-
vative elite, into an expanding left-wing fold in Latin
America that could be consolidated in October with a
likely victory for Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva in Brazil.

At a ceremony in Bogota on the eve of his inaugu-
ration, Petro said his government would aim to “bring
to Colombia what it has not had for centuries, which
is tranquility and peace.” “Here begins a government
that will fight for environmental justice,” he added.

On the campaign trail, Petro had promised to raise
taxes on the rich, invest in health care and education,
and reform the police after a brutal crackdown on
anti-inequality protests last year that was interna-
tionally condemned.

He has vowed to suspend oil exploration, to pro-
mote clean energy and to reactivate diplomatic and
commercial relations with the government of Nicolas
Maduro in Venezuela, suspended since 2019. Petro
starts from an “enviable position, with a large majori-
ty in Congress and, in terms of the street, with sup-
port that no government had in recent years,” analyst
Jorge Restrepo of the Resource Center for Conflict
Analysis (Cerac) told AFP.

‘Critical’ debt burden 
Petro’s presidency is historic in another sense, too:

by his side will be the country’s first-ever Afro-
Colombian woman vice-president, environmental and

women’s rights activist Francia Marquez, 40. The pair
will grapple with an economy reeling from the coron-
avirus pandemic, a spike in violence and deep-rooted
anger at the political establishment that culminated in
last year’s protests.

Almost 40 percent of Colombia’s 50 million peo-
ple live in poverty, while 11.7 percent are unem-
ployed. Inflation reached 10.2 percent year-on-year
in July. On Monday, a preparatory commission set up
by Petro said he was inheriting “a level of indebted-
ness and fiscal deficit that... is critical.”

Petro, who in his youth was a member of the M-19
urban guerrilla group, has promised to implement
outstanding provisions of the 2016 peace agreement
that saw the rebel FARC movement lay down arms
after nearly six decades of civil conflict. The former
mayor of Bogota has also vowed to pursue negotia-
tions with the National Liberation Army (ELN)
armed group. Despite the FARC disbanding to
become a political party, Colombia has seen a surge
in violence as thousands of dissidents battle the ELN
and powerful cartels for control of drug fields, illegal
gold mines and lucrative smuggling routes. — AFP

BOGOTA, Colombia: Colombia’s President-elect
Gustavo Petro (R) greeting Costa Rica’s President
Rodrigo Chaves, who arrived in the country to attend
his inauguration, in Bogota. —AFP

German diplomat in 
Brazil arrested
RIO DE JANEIRO, Brazil: Brazilian police said
they arrested a German diplomat Saturday for
allegedly killing his husband at their home in an
upscale Rio de Janeiro neighborhood, then attempt-
ing to cover up the crime.

Uwe Herbert Hahn, a German consul, told author-
ities his husband, Belgian national Walter Henri
Maximilien Biot, had taken ill Friday night, collaps-
ing and fatally hitting his head, police said. However,
analysis of the body and the couple’s apartment in
the beach neighborhood of Ipanema found Biot had
been severely beaten, they said.

“The version of events given by the consul, that
the victim suffered a fall, is incompatible with the
conclusions of the forensics report,” officer Camila
Lourenco said in comments posted on social media
by Rio de Janeiro’s 14th police precinct.

“It found various bruises, including on the torso,

compatible with injuries inflicted by stomping, as
well as lesions compatible with an attack with a
cylindrical instrument,” she added. “The cadaver is
screaming out the circumstances of its death.”

The precinct’s Instagram account posted pic-
tures of what appeared to be blood stains on the
floor and furniture of the couple’s apartment.
Brazilian media reports said Hahn would not have
diplomatic immunity given the nature of the crime.
Police did not immediately respond to a request for
comment.

Local media reports said Hahn, who had been
married to Biot for 20 years, tried to clean up the
scene of death before police arrived, then told offi-
cers his husband had been drinking a lot and taking
sleeping pills.

Biot was a week shy of his 53rd birthday,
according to a picture of his ID card published in
the Brazilian press. The German embassy did not
immediately respond to a request for information.
But both the embassy and the consulate in Rio de
Janeiro are in “close contact with the Brazilian
authorities investigating this case”, a source in the
German federal foreign office said Sunday. —AFP


