
HONIARA, Solomon Islands: The Solomon Islands’
prime minister said Tuesday that a contentious security
agreement with Beijing was “ready for signing”, denying
reports that his country had been pressured to allow a
Chinese naval base to be built in the Pacific island
nation. In an impassioned speech to parliament, Prime
Minister Manasseh Sogavare offered little detail on the
final deal beyond saying that there was “no intention
whatsoever... to ask China to build a military base in the
Solomon Islands”.

He dismissed reports in the Australian media that his
country was being pressured by China to build the
base. “Where does that nonsense come from? The
security treaty... is pursued at the request of the
Solomon Islands’ government,” he said.

“We are not pressured in any way by our new
friends.” A draft version of the agreement, leaked last
week, sent shockwaves through Canberra because it
included proposals that would allow Chinese security
and naval deployments to the Pacific nation.

Asked in parliament about the status of the deal,
Sogavare said: “We will finalise and finish now. The doc-
ument is ready for signing.” Australian Prime Minister
Scott Morrison this week said reports of the deal were

“a reminder of the constant pressure and threats that
present in our region to our own national security”.

Morrison said he had been in contact with New
Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern, who this week
called the draft deal “gravely concerning”. But Beijing
on Tuesday dismissed all concerns, calling the pact
“beyond reproach”.

Foreign ministry spokesman Wang Wenbin said at a
routine briefing that China hoped the “relevant coun-
tries can earnestly respect the Solomon Islands’ sover-
eignty... instead of condescendingly believing that they
have the right to tell the Solomon Islands what it should
or should not do”.

‘Very insulting’ 
In his speech Tuesday, Sogavare said existing securi-

ty arrangements with Australia would “remain intact”
under the new pact with China, but added that “to
achieve our security needs, it is clear that we need to
diversify the country’s relationship with other countries-
and what is wrong with that?”

China’s growing influence in the Pacific in recent
years has fed into a tense relationship with Australia,
as has Canberra’s strengthened military ties with the
United States and other allies. The prospect of a
Chinese naval base in the South Pacific has long been
a concern for Australia and the United States because
it would allow Beijing to project its power deeper into
the region.

Sogavare labelled concern from “many leaders”
about China’s presence threatening regional security as
“unfortunate perceptions”. He said that it was “very
insulting... to be branded as unfit to manage our sover-
eign affairs” by other nations and condemned those
who had leaked the draft pact with China as “lunatics
and agents of foreign regimes”.

‘Partner of choice’ 
The Solomon Islands were rocked by unrest last

November when protesters tried to storm the parlia-
ment and then went on a deadly three-day rampage,
torching much of Chinatown in the capital Honiara.
More than 200 peacekeepers from Australia, Fiji, Papua
New Guinea and New Zealand were deployed to
restore calm and Sogavare managed to avoid being
deposed.

Sogavare said Tuesday that Australia and New
Zealand would remain the “partner of choice when it

comes to the need to call for assistance in critical
times”. Last year’s riots were sparked by a range of ten-
sions in the Solomon Islands, including opposition to
Sogavare’s rule, inter-island rivalries and high unem-
ployment, but anti-China sentiment in the nation also
played a key role.

Leaders on the most populous island of Malaita
fiercely oppose Sogavare’s decision to shift diplomatic
ties from Taiwan to Beijing in 2019, a switch that
became a lightning rod for broader frustration about
Chinese investment in the Pacific nation. — AFP
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HONIARA, Solomon Islands: An undated handout photo released on March 29, 2022 by the Royal Solomon Islands
Police Force (RSIPF) shows China Police Liason Team officers training local RSIPF officers in drill, unarmed combat
skills, advanced usage of long sticks, round shields, tactical batons, T-shape baton, handcuffs, basic rifle tactics and
crowd control. — AFP

Women ministers
urge Taleban to let
girls return to school
DOHA: Two women ministers, from mainly Muslim
nations, on Monday put international demands that
Afghan girls be allowed back in school to a top
member of the Taleban government, officials said.
Indonesia’s Foreign Minister Retno Marsudi and
Qatar’s Deputy Foreign Minister Lolwah Al Khater
together held talks with the Taleban’s acting for-
eign minister Amir Khan Muttaqi in Doha amid
mounting concern over rights in the country, espe-
cially for women.

Foreign governments have warned that the Taleban
actions could cause a backlash at a fund-raising con-
ference for Afghanistan on Thursday, as aid agencies
warn of a growing food and health crisis in the country
of 37 million people.

Marsudi and Al Khater were the first foreign repre-
sentatives to meet a Taleban leader since the funda-
mentalist group sent girls home last Wednesday, a few
hours after letting them back into secondary schools.

In a Twitter comment Marsudi said that she and Al
Khater “discussed (the) humanitarian issue and educa-
tion for all in Afghanistan” with Muttaqi. “Girls in edu-
cation as well as women’s rights were discussed in the
meeting,” added a source briefed on Monday’s discus-
sions. The United States cancelled planned talks with
Muttaqi in Doha at the weekend in protest at the
school action. In a further blow, the hardline Islamists
have also ordered airlines to stop women flying unless
they are accompanied by a male relative. It has also
stepped up restrictions on foreign media.

The US special envoy on Afghanistan, Thomas
West, told a gathering of policy leaders in Doha at the
weekend that he expected the school ban to be quickly
reversed. Muttaqi’s planned appearance at the Doha
Forum was cancelled though he eventually arrived in
Qatar, where the Taleban have a representative office.

“No US official met with so-called interim foreign
minister Muttaqi during this visit to Qatar, including at
the Doha Forum,” a US State Department spokesper-
son told AFP. “The international community wants to
send the message that what is happening is unaccept-
able,” commented one diplomat after Monday’s meet-
ings. The girls’ education ban has been widely con-
demned after the Taleban, who retook Kabul in
August, gave commitments that girls would be allowed

to study. And there are now fears that the action could
damage a UN appeal to raise $4.4 billion to cover
Afghanistan’s food and health needs this year.

Germany and Britain are organising a fund-raising
conference on Thursday. Germany gave 600 million
euros in aid to Afghanistan last year, but its ambassa-
dor designate to the country, Markus Potzel, said: “It’s
very difficult to convince our politicians, our public,
our media to give public money to a country where
they deprive women of education.”.

Nobel Peace laureate Malala Yousafzai, who was
shot in the face by a Pakistani Taleban as a 14-year-
old, said the hardline group was “misusing the name
of Islam” by stopping girls studying. But she predict-
ed the ban would not last as Afghan women feel
“empowered”. — AFP

DOHA: Handout image provided by the Doha Forum shows Pakistani activist for female education and a Nobel
Peace Prize laureate Malala Yousafzai (L) meeting English former football player and UNICEF ambassador, David
Beckham, as UNICEF executive director, Catherine Russel (C) looks on, during the Doha Forum in Qatar’s capital, on
March 27, 2022.— AFP

KUALA LUMPUR, Malaysia: Activists hold posters against the execution of Nagaenthran K. Dharmalingam, sentenced to
death for trafficking heroin into Singapore, outside the Singapore High Commision in Kuala Lumpur. —AFP

Politics, pandemic
weigh on talks 
to save nature
GENEVA: While dozens of world leaders have pledged
to halt the devastating destruction of biodiversity across
the planet, observers say political momentum has yet to
filter into negotiations that will set the stage for a major
UN meeting later this year. Countries have proposed to
hold an extra biodiversity meeting in Nairobi in June as
talks in Geneva involving nearly 200 countries-although
without the United States-entered their final day Tuesday
without fully discussing some major topics.

Negotiators have held talks since March 14 to thrash
out details of a sweeping plan to “live in harmony with
nature” by mid-century-with key milestones in 2030 —
that will be adopted at the United Nations COP15 con-
ference in China later this year. The task is a daunting one
because biodiversity is undermined by a host of human
activities from intensive agriculture and overfishing, to
mining and rapid urbanisation.

“Biodiversity is not restricted to one place, it is every-
where, it is life,” said Ghanaian academic Alfred Oteng-
Yeboah, who has played a key role in international efforts

to protect wildlife and species diversity.  The imperative
to set goals that will be acted upon is even more urgent
because the world missed almost all the targets that were
set for the last decade.

“We think that this is the last chance that we have and
if we miss it we don’t know what is going to happen,” said
Oteng-Yeboah. After two years of pandemic delay, the
in-person negotiations seek to pack in both technical sci-
entific work as well as high-level negotiations on the
overarching targets.

Delegates have concluded they need more time and a
document uploaded on the conference website suggests
a new meeting in the Kenyan capital between June 21 and
26 to “continue negotiations” on the draft text and other
issues. The decision is subject to official approval by the
Geneva meeting before it wraps up later Tuesday.

While more than 90 nations have signed up to a
pledge to halt biodiversity loss by 2030, delegates said
the weight of that political will has not been felt at the
negotiations in Geneva. “There’s a disconnect between
the lofty rhetoric and actions we’re seeing in the negotia-
tions,” said Brian O’Donnell, director of Campaign for
Nature. Ten days of intensive work allowed the delega-
tions to put their ideas on the table, without managing to
wrangle a consensus. The UN’s Convention on Biological
Diversity has “gone through an unprecedented period in
its history with the impact of the pandemic”, said the
organisation’s executive secretary Elizabeth Maruma
Mrema.—AFP

SINGAPORE: Singapore’s top court Tuesday dis-
missed a mentally disabled Malaysian man’s last-ditch
appeal against a death sentence, with his family saying
they were “devastated” and “shocked” by the ruling.
Nagaenthran K. Dharmalingam was arrested in 2009
for trafficking a small amount of heroin into the city-
state, which has some of the world’s toughest drugs
laws, and handed a then mandatory death sentence the
following year.

He was originally scheduled to be hanged in
November, but the plan sparked criticism due to con-
cerns about his intellectual disabilities, with the
European Union and British billionaire Richard
Branson among those condemning it. The 34-year-old
lodged a final appeal, with his lawyers arguing that
executing someone with mental disabilities violated
international law.

But the Court of Appeal rejected the challenge, with
Singapore’s Chief Justice Sundaresh Menon saying it
had “no factual and legal basis”, and domestic legisla-
tion takes precedence over international law.
Nagaenthran had been “afforded due process” and his
defence had put “nothing forward to suggest that he
has a case”, he said, adding the Malaysian’s lawyers
were filing “hopeless” motions after several appeals

had already been rejected. Nagaenthran, wearing a
purple prison outfit and white face mask, looked som-
bre throughout the proceedings. M. Ravi, a human
rights lawyer assisting in the case, said no more
appeals would be lodged and the execution could take
place in days.

Speaking to AFP from Malaysia, his sister Sarmila
Dharmalingam sobbed as she said the family was “dev-
astated”. “We are shocked by the court decision
despite my brother... having a low IQ.” His long-run-
ning case has been “a horrifying ordeal for us,” she
added. Reprieve, an NGO that campaigns against the
death penalty, said hanging Nagaenthran would be a
“travesty of justice” that breached Singapore’s com-
mitments to champion the rights of the disabled. “We
urge? President Halimah Yacob to listen to the cries
for mercy within Singapore and around the world...
and spare? the life of this vulnerable man,” the group’s
director Maya Foa said.

The appeal was supposed to take place months ago
but was delayed after Nagaenthran contracted
COVID-19. There have not been any executions in
Singapore since 2019, but concerns are growing that
the city-state is gearing up to hang several drug traf-
fickers in the coming months.—AFP
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Hong Kong jails 
ex-opposition 
lawmaker 
HONG KONG: A former Hong Kong opposition
lawmaker was jailed Tuesday for snatching a fold-
er from an official during a legislature meeting,
the latest sign of Beijing’s tightening grip over the
city’s once-boisterous chamber. Previous Hong
Kong legislatures had diverse political parties but
after Beijing clamped down on dissent and
imposed a sweeping national security law in 2020,
authorities changed the electoral rules to ensure
that only “patriots” could run for office.

The traditional pro-democracy camp no longer
has any seats, with many of its members either in
prison or in self-imposed exile. Tuesday’s verdict
against Leung Kwok-hung, a prominent pro-
democracy figure nicknamed “Long Hair”, further
shrinks the space for dissent in the legislature-
already homogenous in perspective as it is now
stacked with pro-Beijing loyalists.

The 66-year-old was charged with contempt
after snatching a folder from an official during a
legis lature meeting in 2016. His  case has
dragged on for years because of legal ambigui-
ty over whether lawmakers can be charged over
disruptions.—AFP


