
Xi tells Putin 
China will keep 
backing Russia 
BEIJING: Chinese President Xi Jinping told his
Russian counterpart Vladimir Putin in a call
Wednesday that Beijing would keep backing
Moscow on “sovereignty and security”,
according to state media. China is “willing to
continue to offer mutual support (to Russia) on
issues concerning core interests and major
concerns such as sovereignty and security,”
Chinese state broadcaster CCTV reported Xi
as saying.

It was the second reported call between the
two leaders since Putin launched his invasion
of Ukraine on February 24. China has refused
to condemn Moscow’s invasion of Ukraine and
has been accused of providing diplomatic cov-
er for Russia by blasting Western sanctions and
arms sales to Kyiv.

According to CCTV, Xi praised the “good
momentum of development” in bilateral rela-
tions since the start of the year “in the face of
global turmoil and changes”. Beijing was will-
ing to “intensify strategic coordination
between the two countries”, Xi reportedly said.

China was ready to “strengthen communica-
tion and coordination” with Russia in interna-
tional organisations and “push the international
order and global governance towards more just
and reasonable development,” he added.

The European Union and the United States
have warned that any backing from Beijing for
Russia’s war in Ukraine, or help for Moscow to
dodge Western sanctions, would damage ties
with China. China as well as India are two
major economies that have not taken part in
retaliatory measures against Moscow over its
invasion.

In the eyes of Chinese officials, the
Europeans have allowed themselves to be
sucked into backing Ukraine, at Washington’s
initiative, in a move contrary to their interests
as Russian gas consumers. Once bitter Cold
War enemies, Beijing and Moscow have
stepped up cooperation in recent years as a
counterbalance to what they see as US global
dominance.

The two countries have drawn closer in the
political, trade and military spheres as part of
what they call a “no limits” relationship. The
two sides last week unveiled the first road
bridge linking the two countries, connecting the
far eastern Russian city of Blagoveshchensk
with the northern Chinese city of Heihe.

Wednesday’s call between the two leaders
fell on Xi’s 69th birthday and was their first
reported communication since the day after
Russia launched its invasion of its European
neighbour.

Xi, who has described Putin as an “old
friend”, also invited his Russian counterpart to
the opening ceremony of the Beijing Winter
Olympics in early February. Beijing is
Moscow’s largest trading partner, with trade
volumes last year hitting $147 billion, accord-
ing to Chinese customs data, up more than 30
percent on 2019. —AFP

BEIJING: Alan Li no longer sees any future for his
family in China after harsh COVID rules decimated
his business, upended his son’s education and left
his country out of step with the rest of the world. He
has given up hope of a return to normal after
months of lockdowns in Shanghai, and now plans to
close his firm and move to Hungary, where he sees
better opportunities and his 13-year-old son can
attend an international school.

“Our losses this year mean that it’s over for us,”
he told AFP wearily, asking to withhold his real
name. “We have been using our own cash savings to
pay 400 workers (during the lockdown). What if it
happens again this winter?”

Shanghai’s long shut-
down, which brought food
shortages and protests,
has driven some to recon-
sider staying in a country
where livelihoods and
lifestyles can vanish at the
whim of the state. Schools
have been closed and
exams called off, including
assessments for applying
to American universities.

Li is frustrated that his
son’s expensive bilingual schooling has been mostly
online for two years, and he is anxious about the
way Beijing has tightened oversight of the curricu-
lum. “This is a waste of our children’s youth,” Li
said. Being fairly well off, he has been able to take
advantage of a European investment scheme that
grants him and his family residency in Budapest.

“Many people know that if they sold all their
assets they could ‘lie flat’ in a European country,” he
said, using a slang phrase meaning to take it easy.
Beijing-based immigration consultant Guo Shize
told AFP his company has seen an explosion of
enquiries since March, including a threefold

increase in Shanghai clients. Even after the lock-
down eased, requests continued flooding in at more
than double the usual level. “Once that spark has
been lit in people’s minds, it doesn’t die down
quickly,” he said.

Exit ban 
Censors have sought to suppress discussion of

emigration, prompting nimble internet users to
adopt the term “run” instead. Searches for the term
on messaging app WeChat peaked during
Shanghai’s shutdown.

But as more people consider ways to leave,
Beijing has doubled down on strict exit policies for

Chinese citizens. All
“unnecessary” travel out
of the country has been
banned. Passport renewals
have been all but halted,
with authorities blaming
the risk of Covid being
carried into the country.

In the first half of 2021,
immigration authorities
issued only two percent of
the passports given out in
the same period in 2019.

One woman who emigrated to Germany told AFP
she receives dozens of messages from Chinese peo-
ple looking for tips on escaping.

‘Absolutely insane’ 
Emily, who did not want to use her real name,

tried to help a relative obtain a new passport to take
up a job in Europe, but the application was denied.
“It’s like being a child who wants to go to their
friend’s house to play but their parents won’t let
them leave,” she said, adding that she has heard of
passports being sold for up to 30,000 yuan
($4,500) on the black market.

A Chinese freelancer told AFP he was turned
back by immigration officers while attempting to fly
to Turkey for work last October, despite having
already checked in. “My itinerary sounded too sus-
picious to them. They took my passport into an
office and 15 minutes later told me I do not meet the
requirements” for leaving, he said on condition of
anonymity. “It was absolutely insane.”

He managed to leave weeks later by entering
semi-autonomous Macau on a different travel docu-
ment, before catching an onward flight. Some are

disillusioned with Beijing’s growing controls, which
have been ramped up during the pandemic.

“I just want to live in a country where the gov-
ernment won’t crudely interfere in my personal life,”
said Lucy, a 20-year-old student at an elite Beijing
university involved in LGBTQ and Marxist activism.
The virus policies had “allowed the government to
control and monitor everything”, she said.

“Perhaps rather than accepting and adapting to
this system, we must go elsewhere and create a
new life.”  —AFP

Schools have been closed and exams called off

China’s middle class looks to 
flee as COVID policies bite

BEIJING: People queue for a swab test for COVID-19 coronavirus at a swab collection site in Beijing.  —AFP

Two political veterans 
face off in fight for 
Nigeria’s presidency
LAGOS: When Nigeria’s opposition named veter-
an operator Atiku Abubakar as its 2023 election
candidate, ruling APC party chief Bola Tinubu
quickly welcomed a chance to compete against a
“worthy” opponent. Two wealthy, Muslim, septua-
genarian political warhorses who both shook off
corruption scandals, Tinubu and Abubakar have
much in common.

Now they face off in the February election after
winning their primaries. Tinubu, 70, is a former
Lagos governor nicknamed the “Godfather” for his
clout. Abubakar, 75, is a tycoon and former vice
president who as champion of the Peoples
Democratic Party (PDP) is on his sixth bid to gov-
ern Africa’s most populous nation.

In i t ia l  bat t le  l ines  are  drawn to replace
President Muhammadu Buhari, who steps down
after the two terms allowed in the constitution.
But eight months from the vote, analysts say the
campaign risks sliding into a race between south
and north in a polarised Nigeria struggling with
insecurity and economic woes, from high infla-
tion to weak oil output.

Campaigning may become divisive with a
longer-than-usual run-up to the February 25 vote-
in past elections, candidates were announced
shortly before the ballot. Seen as longtime fixtures
of Nigeria’s politics, both men may struggle to win

over a youthful population disenchanted with the
country’s business-as-usual, money-driven politics.

North and south 
A key part of campaigning, experts say, will be

Nigeria’s “zoning,” an unwritten deal calling for the
presidency to alternate between south and north.
After two terms with northern Muslim Buhari,
many expect a southern president.

That accord-and a tradition of candidates
choosing running mates from a different religion
and region-is seen as a balance in a country
almost equally split between a mostly Christian
south and predominantly Muslim north.

Tinubu and Abubakar this week must select
vice presidents who will signal how they plan to
balance their appeal to voters across the north,
southwest and southeast. “Zoning will be the main
talking point,” Songhai Advisory risk consultancy’s
Adedayo Ademuwagun said in a note.

“This election will effectively be viewed by vot-
ers as a contest between the north and south,
overshadowing economic and security develop-
ments.” Tinubu, as a southern Muslim, is likely to
benefit from the All Progressives Congress (APC)
party structure and has a strong power base in
southwest which he built up after being governor
of Lagos. He also has support from a powerful
alliance of northern governors, who are looking for
a say in his choice of a vice president. But he faces
serious hurdles. 

In the buildup to the primaries, the APC-origi-
nally a coalition of smaller parties that came
together to elect Buhari in 2015 — had to over-
come major internal splits. Tinubu won the candi-
dacy without the open support of Buhari, and his

presidential bid may exacerbate party tensions as
he clashes with Buhari loyalists, said SBM
Intelligence analyst Ikemesit Effiong.

“Tinubu securing the nomination is the first sal-
vo in a lot of political machinations that will
unfold,” he said. “Both at a party level, in terms of
how the PDP and APC dynamic shapes up, but also
internally with the APC.”

His choice of vice president will be key. As a
Muslim from the south, he has fewer options for
selecting a high-profile Christian running mate
from the north. Winning the northern regions,
where voter numbers and rates were higher in
2019, is vital. —AFP

ABUJA, Nigeria: A man walks past a poster of Nigeria’s
ruling All Progressive Congress party chieftain, Bola
Tinubu at the venue where the party is holding its
special convention to elect the party’s presidential
flag bearer for 2023 election at the Eagle Square in
Abuja.  —AFP

French troops claim 
capture of senior 
IS figure in Mali
PARIS: French troops in Mali have captured a sen-
ior member of the Sahel affiliate of the Islamic State
group, the French military said Wednesday. The
arrest comes as France prepares to complete its
withdrawal from Mali after almost a decade battling
a jihadist insurgency in the country with the French-
led Barkhane anti-insurgency force.

“In the night of 11-12 June, an operation of the
Barkhane force allowed the capture of Oumeya
Ould Albakaye, a senior figure in the Islamic State in
the Greater Sahara (IS-GS),” a spokesman for the
chief of staff told AFP. The operation, carried out
near the border with Niger, took weeks of prepara-
tion involving air force and ground army units, the
defence ministry in Paris said.

Albakaye will be held by French forces for ques-
tioning for several days and then handed to the Malian
authorities, the military added. A security source who
asked not to be named told AFP that Albakaye had

once been seen as a potential successor to former IS-
GS leader Adnan Abu Walid al-Sahrawi, who was
killed by French forces in August 2021.

An explosives expert, Albakaye was a regional
chief in the group, commanding the areas of
Gourma in Mali and Oudalan in neighbouring
Burkina Faso. He is responsible for a large number
of abuses against civilians in those countries, the
military said. France is to complete its withdrawal
from Mali within the next few months when its main
military base at Gao will be returned to Malian
forces.

‘Re-positioning’ 
On Wednesday the French defence ministry

called the capture of Albakaye “another success for
the Barkhane force, which is pursuing its fight
against armed terrorist groups while re-positioning
itself outside Mali”.

Relations between Mali and France plummeted
after the military seized power in Bamako in August
2020. The junta has resisted setting an early date to
restore civilian rule and tightened ties with Moscow,
bringing in “military instructors” that France and its
allies condemn as mercenaries hired from the pro-
Kremlin Wagner group.

For most of the previous decade, France had

been Mali’s staunchest ally in its fight against
jihadists who have claimed thousands of lives and
driven hundreds of thousands from their homes.

France began its anti-jihadist operations in the
Sahel in 2013, helping Mali, its former colony, to
snuff out a revolt in the north. But the jihadists
regrouped to attack the volatile centre of the coun-
try, initiating a full insurgency that elected president
Ibrahim Boubacar Keita was unable to break.

In August 2020, protests against Keita culminat-
ed in a coup by disgruntled colonels-a move fol-
lowed by a second military takeover in May 2021.
Relations with France kept deteriorating, propelled
by the junta’s resistance to setting an early date to
restore civilian rule and by Bamako’s charges that
France was inciting the region to take a hard line
against it. In January this year, the French ambassa-
dor to Bamako was expelled and the following
month France announced the pullout of its troops
from Mali, and those of the French-led Takuba force
which comprises nearly 1,000 soldiers drawn most-
ly from EU countries. 

An unknown is the impact of the turmoil on the
United Nations’ peacekeeping force in Mali
(MINUSMA), which with 14,000 troops and
police is one of the biggest UN operations in the
world. —AFP
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Sri Lankan navy 
stops Australia
bound migrant boat
COLOMBO: Sri Lanka’s navy said it stopped a fishing
trawler transporting dozens of migrants to Australia on
Wednesday, the fifth such attempt to be blocked in the
last month. The boat, crewed by five members, was

detected near Trincomalee on the island nation’s east
coast with 50 men, 11 women and three children
aboard as passengers, navy spokesman Indika de
Silva told AFP. “The boat had just left from somewhere
along the Trincomalee coast when it was detected by a
navy craft,” he said. “The suspects will be handed over
to the police for further investigations.”

Four other boats aiming to ferry passengers to
Australia had attempted to embark from Sri Lanka in
the past month, he said, adding that 300 people had
been arrested for immigration-related offences over
the same timeframe. Security officials have said Sri

Lanka’s worsening economic crisis may be encourag-
ing illegal emigration.

The country has for months faced severe short-
ages of food, fuel and medicines after running out
of foreign exchange to import essential goods.
Australia’s hardline immigration stance bans any-
one who arrives by boat without authorisation
from staying permanently. Christmas Island, the
nearest Australian territory to Sri Lanka, is located
about 3,500km southeast of Sri Lanka. The
Australian mainland is 5,500km from the South
Asian country.  —AFP


