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TOKYO: The Japanese island of Okinawa marks 50
years since the end of US rule Sunday, with discon-
tent simmering about the ongoing presence of
American troops and fears about growing regional
tensions. The post-World War II US occupation of
Japan lasted until 1952, but it took another 20 years
for Okinawa, the country’s southernmost prefecture,
to regain its sovereignty.

The anniversary was marked with official cere-
monies in Tokyo and Okinawa, with the island’s gov-
ernor Denny Tamaki calling attention to the “exces-
sive burden” he said is placed on residents in his
prefecture as it hosts the bulk of United States
bases. The long-festering
controversy was highlight-
ed by Prime Minister
Fumio Kishida, too. “The
government takes this fact
seriously, and will continue
to make an utmost effort
to reduce this burden,” he
told the ceremony in
Okinawa. Longstanding
concerns for Okinawans
about the US troop pres-
ence-and more recent
worries about the threat of a military confrontation
involving China-remained palpable.

“I’m not in the mood to celebrate at all ,”
Okinawan native Jinshiro Motoyama told AFP ahead
of the anniversary as he sat outside a Tokyo gov-
ernment building on a week-long hunger strike. Like
many Okinawans, he feels the region bears an unfair
burden in hosting the majority of about 55,000 US
military personnel in Japan and is protesting to
draw attention to the issue.

Okinawa accounts for just 0.6 percent of Japan’s
landmass but hosts about 70 percent of all US mili-
tary bases and facilities. And that presence has pro-

duced a host of issues-from crashes and noise pol-
lution to crimes involving servicemen, including the
1995 gang rape of a local schoolgirl.

“Only when issues surrounding US bases have
been resolved in a way that satisfies Okinawans can
we celebrate,” said Motoyama, a 30-year-old grad-
uate student. A nationwide poll by broadcaster
NHK this month found 80 percent of Japanese con-
sider the current disproportionate distribution of
United States forces “wrong” or “somewhat wrong.”

‘Island of peace’ 
A key flashpoint is the planned relocation of

Okinawa’s Marine Corps
Air Station Futenma,
sometimes dubbed the
“world’s most dangerous
base” due to its proximity
to residential areas. It is
scheduled to move to less-
populated Henoko, but
many Okinawans want it
transferred elsewhere in
the country, with 70 per-
cent of local voters reject-
ing the relocation plan in a

non-binding 2019 referendum.
“Upon Okinawa’s reversion, the prefecture and

the central government agreed they will aspire to
make it the island of peace, but fifty years on, that
goal is not achieved yet,” Tamaki told the ceremony
on Sunday.

Construction in Henoko has continued nonethe-
less, with the central government defending it as the
“only possible way” to mitigate Futenma’s dangers
and maintain the Japan-US alliance’s deterrence.
The US military presence accounts for around five
percent of Okinawa’s annual income, but it remains
Japan’s poorest prefecture, with a child poverty rate

of nearly 30 percent, more than twice the national
average.

Local officials argue transferring some of the
bases elsewhere would free up land that could bring
in other revenue, including by attracting more
tourists. US President Joe Biden visits Japan later
this month for the first time since taking office, with
concerns about China’s growing military assertive-
ness in the region likely to be on the agenda.

“I am profoundly grateful for Japan’s resolute
support for democracy, freedom, and the rule of law
and for Okinawa’s contribution to advancing these

ideals,” Biden said in a statement released Sunday.
In recent months, Japanese officials have expressed
concern about stepped-up local Chinese marine
activity including hundreds of take-offs from an air-
craft carrier.

That makes Okinawa an increasingly strategic
location for US and Japanese troops, and has raised
worries among residents about whether they could
be caught up in any future conflict. “When you
think of Okinawa, the first thing that crosses your
mind might be its beautiful sea, clear blue sky, good
food and kind residents,” Motoyama said. — AFP

Anniversary marked with official ceremonies in Tokyo and Okinawa

TOKYO, Japan: A counter-protester (2nd R) confronts anti-US military base protesters (not pictured) take part in a march
to mark the 50th anniversary of the US return of Okinawa to Japan, in Tokyo on May 15, 2022. —AFP
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marks 50 years since US rule ended
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Australia PM 
makes final push 
for re-election
SYDNEY: Australia’s conservative prime minister
sounded the gun on the last lap of a bitterly-fought
election campaign Sunday, admitting “not every-
thing went to plan” during the country’s pandemic
response. At an official launch of his party’s election
campaign ahead of the May 21 vote, conservative
Scott Morrison acknowledged missteps during the
crisis but declared “Australia has prevailed”

In reality, the election campaign has been under-
way for months-if not years-but the event offered
Morrison a chance to rally the party base and
appeal to voters who appear set to boot him out
after three tumultuous years in office.

According to the latest opinion polls, the centre-
left Labor party, led by Anthony Albanese is
expected to win Saturday’s vote. But both sides
know an upset is still possible. Morrison’s tenure
has been beset by a rolling series of crises, from cli-
mate-fuelled droughts, bushfires and floods to the
global Covid-19 pandemic.

“It has been one of the most challenging times
we have ever known,” Morrison said, while insisting
the country was now “heading in the right direc-
tion.” The 54-year-old from Sydney’s affluent
Eastern Suburbs has come under fire for a glacial
vaccine rollout that helped make sure Australia’s
borders were shut for the better part of two years.

He is also facing anger over the government’s
handling of natural disasters and reluctance to pivot
away from fossil fuels. Polls consistently show

around 70 percent of Australians want more action
on climate change, but Morrison has repeatedly
rejected calls for ambitious climate targets or scal-
ing back the country’s vast coal mining industry.

Seeking to make the election a choice rather than
a referendum on his leadership, Morrison has paint-
ed the Labor party as “loose units” on the economy

and an Albanese premiership as an “experiment.”
To sweeten the deal, Morrison also announced

plans to allow first-time buyers to use their pension
savings to purchase a home. That policy is likely to be
popular among young Australians struggling to get
access to a turbocharged property market but is also
likely to stoke home price inflation further. —AFP

MELBOURNE, Australia: Independent candidate Monique Ryan (C) smiles at a pre-polling centre in Melbourne on May 12,
2022 with Ryan ahead in the polls to defeat Australia’s treasurer Josh Frydenberg in the usually safe seat Liberal of
Kooyong in the May 21 general election. —AFP

Three children, three 
soldiers killed in 
Pakistan suicide blast
ISLAMABAD: Suicide bomber killed three chil-
dren and three soldiers in an attack on a military
vehicle in Pakistan’s restive northwestern region
bordering Afghanistan, officials said on Sunday. The
mountainous frontier separating Pakistan and
Afghanistan has long been a hive of militant activity,
with fighters using the porous border to escape
state security forces.

On Saturday evening a suicide bomber detonat-
ed in a small market near Miran Shah in North
Waziristan, just 26 kilometres (16 miles) southeast
of Afghanistan. Pakistan’s army said three children
aged between four and 11 years-old were killed in
the “suicide blast” alongside three soldiers in the
heavily militarised area.

“The bomber came by foot and blew himself up
when a vehicle of security forces passed by,” a local
government official told AFP on condition of
anonymity. Pakistan prime minister Shehbaz Sharif
said that “murderers of innocent children are ene-
mies of humanity and Islam”.

“We will not sit in peace until we hunt down
these barbarians and those who patronise them,” he
added in a statement. The attack has not yet been
claimed by any militant groups. The Pakistani
Taliban-Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) — has a
long history of plotting strikes in the region.

The group is responsible for some of the bloodi-
est chapters of recent Pakistani history. But after a
brutal massacre of nearly 150 schoolchildren in
Peshawar, a 2014 military offensive crushed the
movement and drove its remaining members over
the border into Afghanistan. — AFP

Armed groups 
clash west of 
Libyan capital
TRIPOLI: Violent clashes rocked a western area of
the Libyan capital overnight and until Sunday morn-
ing, an interior ministry source said, as local media
reported the death of a militia commander. Janzour,
on the western outskirts of Tripoli, is home to the
headquarters of the United Nations Support
Mission in Libya as well as guarded compounds
reserved for staff of foreign diplomatic missions.

“The clashes between armed groups broke out
late Saturday night and continued until Sunday
morning in the area between the towns of Sayyad
and Janzour,” the ministry source told AFP, asking
to remain anonymous. The fighting “damaged pri-
vate homes” and for several hours forced the clo-
sure of the coastal road that runs from Tripoli to the
Tunisian border, said the source who did not report
any casualties.

Local media reported the death of a commander
of one of the groups in Sayyad, a small town about
25 kilometres (15 miles) west of Tripoli, killed by
another armed group. On social networks, several
unauthenticated videos showed gunfire between
armed men using military vehicles near Janzour.

Libya plunged into violent lawlessness in 2011 with
the NATO-backed revolt that toppled longtime dicta-
tor Moamer Kadhafi. Armed groups have vied for con-
trol of territory as a string of interim governments have
come and gone. Many such groups have been integrat-
ed into the state, partly in order to access a share of the
country’s vast oil wealth, and rights organisations have
often accused them of abuses. — AFP

Hundreds stage 
anti-French 
protest in Chad
N’DJAMENA, Chad: Hundreds of people demon-
strated Saturday against France in the Chadian cap-
ital, accusing the former colonial power of support-
ing the country’s military junta. Demonstrators in
N’Djamena burned at least two French flags and
vandalised several petrol stations belonging to the
French oil giant Total, an AFP journalist reported.

Two police officers were hurt in the violence,
according to a fellow officer who asked to remain
anonymous. The authorities had given permission
for the protest organised by the civil society plat-
form Wakit Tamma Cette, but deployed a large
police presence around the marchers.

The government later issued a statement saying
“Chad’s problems should remain strictly national
ones and should be debated among Chadians.” It
invited “all Chadians to join the inclusive dialogue
process” paving the way for “free and democratic
elections” following an 18-month transition period.

Communications Minister Abderaman
Koulamallah also acknowledged “the international
community and friendly countries like France for
their constant support to the Chadian people during
this transition”. The opposition said public aware-
ness was growing.

“We are glad that Chadians are becoming more
aware of our struggle and are joining us,” Max
Loalngar, a Wakit Tamma coordinator, told AFP.
“France installing dictators on our heads. We only
ask that our people be respected.”

The landlocked African nation was thrown into
turmoil after long-time leader Idriss Deby Itno died
fighting rebels in April 2021. His son Mahamat Idriss

Deby Itno and a military junta seized control but he
promised free elections this year.

He was swiftly supported by France, the
European Union and the African Union-powers that
imposed sanctions on military men who carried out
coups elsewhere in Africa-mainly because Chad is a
key player in the fight against jihadists in the Sahel.

Ahead of these elections, he had wanted a national
dialogue to start on May 10. Before that dialogue, the
government and more than 40 opposition groups
had sent delegations to Doha for preliminary talks.

But they spent much of the time in luxury hotels
and had yet to meet face-to-face, as the Qatari
mediators seek to establish enough common ground
for the two sides to begin full talks. Two weeks ago,
the Chadian Foreign Ministry said it had agreed “to
postpone the inclusive national dialogue to a later
date to be decided, after consultations with the rel-
evant institutions and political actors”.

France then urged Chad to hold “without delay”
the landmark national talks with opposition forces
that have been postponed indefinitely. —AFP

N’DJAMENA, Chad: Demonstrators carry placards which read as ‘No to France’ as they take part in an anti-French protest
in N’Djamena on May 14, 2022. — AFP


