
HONIARA, Solomon Islands: Western powers
sounded the alarm Thursday over leaked plans to dra-
matically expand China’s security and economic reach
in the South Pacific, in what one regional leader called
a thinly veiled effort to lock island states into “Beijing’s
orbit”. If approved by Pacific island nations, the wide-
ranging draft agreement and a five-year plan, both
obtained by AFP, would give China a larger security
footprint in a region seen as crucial to the interests of
the United States and its allies.

Foreign Minister Wang Yi rejected Western criti-
cism of Beijing’s deepening engagement in the Pacific
as he launched an eight-nation tour to present the
potentially lucrative offer. “China’s cooperation with
Pacific Island countries does not target any country,”
he said in the Solomon Islands’ capital Honiara, while
warning other countries not to interfere.

“All the Pacific island countries are entitled to make

their own choice instead of being just mere followers
of others,” he told journalists. The Chinese package
would offer 10 small island states millions of dollars in
assistance, the prospect of a China-Pacific Islands free
trade agreement and access to China’s vast market of
1.4 billion people.

It would also give China the chance to train local
police, become involved in local cybersecurity, expand
political ties, conduct sensitive marine mapping and
gain greater access to natural resources. The “compre-
hensive development vision” is believed to be up for
approval when Wang meets regional foreign ministers
on Monday in Fiji.

No help needed 
“This is China seeking to increase its influence in

the region of the world where Australia has been the
security partner of choice since the Second World
War,” Australian Prime Minister Anthony Albanese
said. Australia “needs to respond”, he said, outlining a
“step-up” in Pacific engagement with extra money for
defence training, maritime security and infrastructure
to combat the effects of climate change. Australian
Foreign Minister Penny Wong flew to Fiji on the same
day her Chinese counterpart began his Pacific tour.

Under the new Australian government there would
be no more “disrespecting” Pacific nations or “ignor-
ing” their calls to act on climate change, she said in the
capital Suva. In a barb seemingly directed at Beijing,
she added: “We don’t seek to create unsustainable
debt levels.” New Zealand’s Prime Minister Jacinda
Ardern said the region had no need for Beijing’s secu-
rity arrangements. “We are very strongly of the view

that we have, within the Pacific, the means and ability
to respond to any security challenges that exist, and
New Zealand is willing to do that,” she said after a
meeting with US senators in Washington. US State
Department Spokesman Ned Price warned the coun-
tries in question to be wary of “shadowy” agreements
with China. 

‘Mass surveillance’ 
The Chinese plan, if approved, would represent a

significant change, facilitating the deployment of
Chinese police and increased flights between China
and the Pacific Islands. Beijing would appoint a region-
al envoy, supply training for young Pacific diplomats
and provide 2,500 government scholarships.

“It’s relatively rare paper evidence of China’s ambi-
tion to establish itself as a regional security power,”
said Mihai Sora, Pacific foreign policy analyst at the
Sydney-based Lowy Institute.

The Chinese plan is also raising alarm bells in
regional capitals. In a stark letter to fellow Pacific
leaders, Federated States of Micronesia President
David Panuelo warned the agreement seems “attrac-
tive” at first glance, but would allow China to “acquire
access and control of our region”. Calling the propos-
als “disingenuous”, Panuelo said they would deliver
Chinese influence over government and industries, and
allow “mass surveillance” of calls and email.

Lucrative 
Micronesia has a compact of free association with

the United States, making it one of the region’s closest
US allies. But other Pacific leaders may see the
Chinese proposal as possibly lucrative or beneficial.

Policymakers in the United States, Australia, New
Zealand and Japan are still reeling from revelations
in April that the Solomon Islands secretly negotiated
a security agreement with Beijing. A leaked draft of
the agreement contained a provision al lowing
Chinese naval deployments to the island nation,
which lies less than 2,000 kilometres (1,200 miles)
from Australia.

Solomon Islands has said it will not host a Chinese
military base but Honiara is also prohibited from
speaking publicly about the deal without China’s per-
mission. During his visit to the Solomon Islands, Wang
stressed Beijing had “no intention at all” to build a mil-
itary base in the island state.

Wang signed a series of agreements with Solomon
Islands, according to the island state’s Foreign Minister
Jeremiah Manele, including one on maritime invest-
ment. A leaked draft of the maritime deal, details of
which have not been made public, showed it covers
undersea cables, port wharves, shipbuilding and other
areas. The pair also discussed a possible project to
build a police training centre, Manele said. Travelling
until June 4, Wang will also stop in Papua New Guinea,
Fiji, Kiribati and Samoa, as well as hold video calls
with Micronesia and the Cook Islands-a self-govern-
ing part of New Zealand. — AFP
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HONIARA, Solomon Islands: Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi (L) and his counterpart Solomon Islands’ Jeremiah Manele (R)
attend a press conference in Honiara on May 26, 2022. — AFP

Many stranded after 
ransomware attack 
on Indian airline
NEW DELHI: Hundreds of Indian air travellers were
stranded inside their planes after the low-cost airline
SpiceJet cancelled or delayed flights due to an
“attempted ransomware attack”, the company has said.
Many angry passengers, some of whom were left wait-
ing inside their planes for up to five hours earlier this
week, complained about a lack of communication from
the budget carrier.

“Certain SpiceJet systems faced an attempted ran-
somware attack last night that impacted our flight
operations,” the airline said Wednesday on Twitter.
The company added that it had “to a large extent con-
tained and rectified the situation”, but ongoing delays
had forced some flights to airports with night curfews
to be cancelled. An airline official on Thursday told
AFP that flight operations were back to normal, with-
out sharing details of any investigation into the inci-
dent. Mudit Shejwar, a SpiceJet passenger stuck wait-
ing inside a plane Wednesday, said the only communi-
cation his flight had received was “of some server
down and (an) issue with paperwork for fuel”.

“What about the losses we are going to suffer due
to the delay?” he posted on Twitter, adding that his
flight finally took off after a five-hour wait.
Ransomware attacks occur when hackers take control
of a computer system by encrypting all its data until a
ransom is paid. They have become increasingly com-
mon as more official and commercial business is con-
ducted online. The United States last year offered a
$10 million reward for help in tracking down leaders of
the “DarkSide” gang, an outfit Washington blamed for
a hack that shut down one of the country’s largest oil
pipelines. — AFP

Blinken to call 
for China to 
adhere to rules
WASHINGTON: US Secretary of State Antony
Blinken will call for China to abide by international
rules as he delivers a major speech Thursday on
America’s relationship with its rival. Days after
President Joe Biden visited Japan and South Korea
to shore up key alliances, Blinken will give a long-
awaited speech billed as the most comprehensive
statement by the administration yet on China.

In a contrast with the abrasive approach of
Biden’s predecessor Donald Trump, Blinken will
steer clear of talk of a sweeping global conflict and
will not ask nations to shun China, officials said.
“This is not about a new Cold War. This is not
about dividing the world into rigid ideological
blocs,” a senior official said as he previewed the
speech.

“It is not about containing or keeping down any
power. It is about upholding and, just as impor-
tantly, revitalizing the international order in a way
that protects core principles that have enabled
peace and prosperity for decades-and, indeed,
enabled China’s remarkable rise.”

The White House had long mulled whether
Biden should deliver the speech but finally decided
it would be given by Blinken, part of the adminis-
tration’s attempt to compete with China but also
lower the temperature.

Blinken had been set to deliver the speech, to
take place at George Washington University with
the Asia Society as host, in early May but post-
poned it after being diagnosed with COVID-19.

Shifting focus from Russia 
Blinken’s speech, Biden’s trip and a first-of-a-

kind summit in Washington in early May with
Southeast Asian leaders have aimed to show that
the United States is still focused on Asia-identified
from the start of the administration as a priority-
despite months of effort to confront Russia over its
invasion of Ukraine. The United States believes
that Russian President Vladimir Putin presents an
“acute, immediate threat” to the international
order and that countering him reinforces the mes-
sage on upholding rules, the official said on cus-
tomary condition of anonymity.

“China is the one country that has the intention,
as well as the economic, technological, military and
diplomatic means, to advance a different vision of
international order,” the official said. The Biden
administration has repeatedly spoken of pressing
China to abide by established rules, including in its
conflicts in the dispute-ridden South China Sea
and on trade, in which the United States accuses
Beijing of widespread theft.

Biden has been seeking to unite allies in the
face of China’s rise, unveiling in Tokyo the Asia
Pacific Economic Framework billed as coordinating
trade policies around the region. The Biden admin-
istration has similarly launched a forum with the
European Union to develop technological stan-
dards, hoping to prevent China from dominating
the 21st century through its rapid gains in artificial
intelligence.

Blinken will also voice support for working with
China in limited areas where cooperation is seen as
feasible, such as on climate change, after diploma-
cy between the world’s two largest emitters ahead
of last year’s Glasgow summit.—AFP

Four bombs kill 
at least 16 in 
Afghanistan
KABUL: The death toll from four bombs that ripped
through minibuses and a mosque in Afghanistan has
risen to at least 16, officials said Thursday, with some
of the attacks claimed by the Islamic State group. A
top UN expert called on Taleban authorities to investi-
gate Wednesday’s attacks, as well as a series of previ-
ous deadly blasts that targeted members of the minori-
ty Shiite and Sufi communities.

While the number of bombings has dropped across
the country since the Taleban seized power in August,
several fatal attacks rocked the country last month
during Ramadan. On Wednesday, at least 10 people
were killed when three bombs placed on separate
minibuses exploded in the northern city of Mazar-i-
Sharif, a health official and police said.

Najibullah Tawana, head of the Balkh health depart-
ment, said three women were among the 10 killed in
the blasts. Hours after the explosions the Islamic State
group (IS) said on Telegram that its “soldiers” were
responsible. Late on Wednesday one other bomb
exploded inside a mosque in the capital Kabul, killing
six and wounding 18, according to police spokesman
Khalid Zadran. The interior ministry said the bomb was
placed inside a fan in the mosque. It was unclear
whether Wednesday’s bombings targeted any specific
community, and no group has so far claimed responsi-
bility for the Kabul attack. 

‘Crimes against humanity’ 
Dozens of civilians were killed in Kabul and other

cities in primarily sectarian attacks during the holy
month of Ramadan, which ended on April 30 in
Afghanistan, with some claimed by IS. Many of those
attacks targeted the Shiite Hazaras and Sufi communi-

ties. UN special rapporteur on human rights in
Afghanistan Richard Bennett told reporters such
attacks “reflect elements of an organisational policy”
and so bear the “hallmarks of crimes against humani-
ty”. Bennett called for an investigation as he wrapped
up his visit to Afghanistan, where he met several
Taleban officials and visited some of the sites targeted
by recent attacks. On April 29, at least 10 people were
killed in a Sunni mosque in Kabul in an attack that
appeared to target members of the minority Sufi com-
munity performing rituals. A week earlier, a bomb at a
Shiite mosque in Mazar-i-Sharif killed at least 12 wor-
shippers and wounded scores more.

The deadliest attack during Ramadan came in the
northern city of Kunduz, where another bomb target-
ing Sufi worshippers tore through a mosque on April
22. At least 33 people were killed in that blast and
scores more were wounded. The regional branch of IS
in Sunni-majority Afghanistan has repeatedly targeted
Shiites and minorities such as Sufis, who follow a mys-
tical branch of Islam. IS is a Sunni Islamist group, like
the Taleban, but the two are bitter rivals. The Taleban
have pursued an Afghanistan free from foreign forces,
whereas IS wants an Islamic caliphate stretching from
Turkey to Pakistan and beyond. —AFP

Nigeria parties set 
to name candidates 
for 2023 election
LAGOS: Commuters driving through Lagos’s wealthy
Ikoyi district have been greeted for months by the face
of Bola Tinubu whose Nigeria presidential campaign
posters are scattered around the city he once ran. The
former governor known locally as “Godfather of
Lagos” looks down from one electronic billboard over
the city’s Falomo Bridge with a slogan touting him as a
“great leader”. Tinubu, 70, may be confident of finally
achieving his presidential ambition in the 2023 elec-
tion, but he is just one in a packed field of high-profile
potentials still scrambling for position. Their political
fates will be decided this weekend when the ruling All
Progressives Congress party and opposition People’s
Democratic Party both hold primaries for candidates
to govern Africa’s most populous nation.

Deciding the APC and PDP candidates settles who
will be the likely favourite to replace President
Muhammadu Buhari, a former military commander
stepping down after two terms. Buhari, 79, leaves
office with Nigeria still struggling with a jihadist con-
flict in its northeast and violent banditry and kidnap-
ping in its northwest. Africa’s largest economy is also
dealing with the double hits of the coronavirus pan-
demic and the Ukraine war that have pushed up fuel
and food prices across the continent. As delegates
decide on candidates for the presidency, parliament
and governorship races, all eyes will be on Buhari to

see whom he endorses and whether he will push the
APC to accept a consensus candidate.

He has also yet to approve an amendment to a new
election law, which analysts say is clouding the way
some delegates can vote for candidates in the primar-
ies. For the APC, Tinubu faces rivalry from former ally
and Vice President Yemi Osinbajo who has been tout-
ing his experience helping run the federal government.

Tinubu and Osinbajo, who once worked together in
Lagos State, have busily canvassed support from gov-
ernors and local delegates in recent weeks. “If there
was anybody who can hit the ground running, that
person is me,” Osinbajo said on a delegate visit to
southwest Ogun state.

Rotimi Amaechi, who recently resigned as Buhari’s
transport minister and who is from Nigeria’s southern
oil region, is also challenging the two top APC players.
An alliance of smaller parties drawn together for the
2015 election, the APC has often struggled to contain
internal divisions. For such a key primary competition,
it is likely Buhari may again seek a consensus candi-
date as he did in March with the party convention to
choose a new chairman.  “Because the conduct of the
presidential primaries and the party’s eventual nomi-
nee will help define Buhari’s legacy, he will likely
become involved,” said Eurasia Group’s Africa analyst
Amaka Anuku. “Osinbajo is the most obvious choice
for Buhari’s endorsement.”—AFP

MAZAR-I-SHARIF, Afghanistan: An injured bomb blast victim
rests inside a hospital in Mazar-i-Sharif. Four bombs ripped
through minibuses and a mosque in Afghanistan on may
25, killing at least 11 people, officials said. — AFP

LAGOS: A woman walks past campaign posters of presidential aspirant of New Nigeria Peoples’s Party (NNPP) Rabiu
Kwankwaso displayed in Lagos. — AFP


