
SYDNEY: Australia’s newly elected prime minister
has said Pacific leaders have been “very positive”
about his government’s renewed engagement, even
as Beijing continues its diplomatic blitz across the
increasingly contested region.

The comments from Anthony Albanese-aired
Sunday in an interview with Sky News-came as
Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi visited Fiji for
closely watched meetings with the island nation’s
leaders and other Pacific foreign ministers.

Wang, who began his South Pacific tour
Thursday in Solomon Islands, is expected to dis-
cuss with his fellow for-
eign ministers a wide-
ranging draft agreement
and five-year plan, which
was leaked last week. The
leaked drafts, obtained by
AFP, were circulated to at
least 10 Pacific nations
ahead of the Fiji meeting,
sparking concern about
Beijing’s ambitions to dra-
matically expand security
and economic coopera-
tion within the South Pacific.

Australia ‘dropped the ball’ 
Albanese was scathing in his assessment of the

former Australian government’s Pacific plan, say-
ing it had “dropped the ball” in the region-blam-
ing both foreign aid cuts and “a non-engagement
on values”. “For our Pacific Island neighbours, the
issue of climate change is an absolute national
security issue,” he said. In addition to increased
action on the environment, Albanese touted a

boost in aid and a plan to set up a defence train-
ing school in the Pacific.

During Australia’s recent election campaign,
Albanese’s centre-left Labor party said the school
would involve forces from Papua New Guinea, Fiji,
Tonga, Timor-Leste, Vanuatu and Solomon Islands.
Albanese said Australia’s renewed diplomatic push
in the Pacific, which began with a visit to Fiji by
new foreign minister Penny Wong, had been well-
received.

“The response has been very positive,” he said.
Australia and China have been locked in a tense

duel for influence in the
Pacific, after Beijing last
month surprised Canberra
by securing a wide-rang-
ing security pact with the
Solomon Islands. Foreign
Minister Wong urged
South Pacific nations to
spurn China’s attempts to
extend its security reach
across the region while in
Fiji on Friday. “We have
expressed our concerns

publicly about the security agreement,” Wong told
reporters in the capital of Suva.

Climate change a key focus 
Chinese Foreign Minister Wang is expected to

remain in Fiji’s capital until at least Tuesday, meet-
ing with the country’s leaders and hosting the sec-
ond China-Pacific Island Countries Foreign
Ministers’ meeting.

Wang met Sunday with Pacific Islands Forum
Secretary-General Henry Puna, who said economic

recovery from the pandemic and “urgent and ambi-
tious climate change action” were key issues for
their discussion. “We welcome China’s climate
change commitments,” Puna said.

Wang’s whistle-stop tour of the Pacific previous-
ly took him to Kiribati, where he signed 10 memo-
randums of understanding covering climate change,

economic cooperation and other issues-although a
security agreement was not among them.

He also visited Samoa, where he signed a
bi lateral  agreement on Saturday promising
“greater collaboration”. Wang is expected to vis-
it Tonga, Vanuatu and Papua New Guinea to
round out his tour.  —AFP
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Australia’s new Prime Minister Anthony Albanese.

Afghan women 
demand education, 
work at protest
KABUL:  About two dozen Afghan women chanti-
ng “bread, work, freedom” protested in the capital
on Sunday against the Taleban’s harsh restrictions
on their rights. Since seizing power in August, the
Taleban have rolled back the marginal gains made
by women during the two decades of US interven-
tion in Afghanistan.

“Education is my right! Reopen schools!”
chanted the protesters, many of them wearing
face-covering veils, as they gathered in front of

the ministry of education. Demonstrators marched
for a few hundred metres before ending the rally
as authorities deployed Taleban fighters in plain
clothes, an AFP correspondent reported.

“We wanted to read out a declaration but the
Taleban didn’t allow it,” said protester Zholia
Parsi. “They took the mobile phones of some girls
and also prevented us from taking photos or
videos of our protest.” After seizing power, the
Taliban had promised a softer version of the harsh
Islamist rule that characterised their first stint in
power from 1996 to 2001.

But many restrict ions have already been
imposed. Tens of thousands of girls have been
shut out of secondary schools, while women have
been barred from returning to many government
jobs. Women have also been banned from travel-
ling alone and can only visit public gardens and

parks in the capital on days separate from men.
This month, the country’s supreme leader and

Taleban chief Hibatullah Akhundzada said women
should generally stay at home. They were ordered
to conceal themselves completely, including their
faces, should they need to go out in public.

The decree, which triggered international out-
rage, carried echoes of the Taleban’s first reign,
when they made the all-covering burqa mandato-
ry for women. The Taleban have also banned
protests calling for women’s rights and dismissed
calls by the United Nations to reverse their
restrictions.

Some Afghan women initially pushed back
against the curbs, holding small protests. But the
Taleban soon rounded up the ringleaders, holding
them incommunicado while denying they had been
detained. —AFP

Nigeria’s opposition 
names former VP as 
2023 election candidate
ABUJA, Nigeria: Nigeria’s main opposition par-
ty on Saturday named former vice president
Atiku Abubakar as its candidate for the 2023
election to replace President Muhammadu
Buhari. Abubakar, 75, a northern Muslim and
stalwart of the People’s Democratic Party or
PDP, has made numerous bids to capture the
presidency of Africa’s most populous country.

He won most ballots from PDP party dele-
gates who voted in  a  pr imary e lect ion in
Abuja on Saturday, beating a challenge from
Rivers State Governor Ezenwo Nyesom Wike.
“Today, we are making another history, histo-
ry which we believe will bring about funda-
mental changes,” Abubakar told supporters in
a national arena in Abuja where the primary
took place.

“PDP, PDP, power to the people.” In his
acceptance speech he accused Buhari’s party of
dividing Nigeria along ethnic and religious lines
and promised to tackle insecurity and the
country’s economic woes.

The PDP and Buhari’s ruling All Progressives
Congress party (APC) were both scheduled this
weekend to select candidates for the presiden-
tial race in February. But a day before its pri-
maries were to start, the APC announced that it
had pushed its party convention back a week to
June 6 through June 8.

Buhari, 79, leaves office with Nigeria still
struggling to end a more than decade-long
jihadist conflict in its northeast and a wave of
violent banditry and mass kidnapping in its
northwest. Africa’s largest economy is also still
recovering from the impact of the coronavirus
pandemic and fallout from the Ukraine war
that has pushed up fuel and food prices across
the continent.

The PDP ruled Nigeria for a decade and a
hal f  before i ts  then-president  Goodluck
Jonathan was ousted by the APC alliance in
2015 to bring Buhari to power. A veteran of
Nigerian politics, Atiku was vice president to
president Olusegun Obasanjo when Nigeria
returned to democracy after military rule in
1999. He lost to Buhari in the 2019 election.

But his long political career has also been
dogged by some allegations of graft, although
he always denied any wrong-doing. He was
head of the customs service during the military
era before entering the private sector investing
in oil and agriculture and becoming one of
Nigeria’s wealthiest and well-known figures.

APC wrangling 
The APC said the delaying of its own primar-

ies decision followed a ruling by electoral
authorities to extend the deadline for the sub-
mission of candidates’ names. The APC gave no
further details, but the ruling party has been
caught in fierce wrangling over who should run,
with former Lagos governor Bola Tinubu and
current Vice President Yemi Osinbajo among
the possibles.

Buhari has not endorsed any candidate to
succeed him and some analysts expect him to
attempt to find a consensus nominee to keep
the APC’s fact ions together ahead of  the
February 2023 presidential and parliamentary
elections.

An alliance of smaller parties drawn together
for Buhari’s 2015 election win, the APC has
often struggled to contain internal divisions. “It
clearly means the APC is going the consensus
route, which requires more backroom dealing
than the usual primaries,” SBM Intelligence
analyst Tunde Ajileye said of the ruling party
delay.

“It also means the consensus candidate is
one that many are not accepting easily.” Local
media have been discussing a possible return
by former president Jonathan as an APC candi-
date after a group of supporters bought him a

nomination form. Jonathan himself denied any
part in the move.

Under an informal agreement among the
political elite, Nigeria’s presidency is usually
alternately “zoned” between candidates from
the north and the south. After eight years under
northerner Buhari, many agree the presidency
should now go to a candidate from the south.

Rotating power at the national government
level has been seen as a balancing force in a
country almost equally divided between the
mostly Christ ian south and predominantly
Muslim north.

Most top PDP candidates like Abubakar
were from the north. Most APC top candidates,
including Tinubu and Osinbajo, are also from
the south of Nigeria. Former president Jonathan
is a southerner.

Since its return to civi l ian rule in 1999,
Nigeria has held six national elections, which
were often marred by fraud, technical difficul-
ties, violence and legal challenges. In 2019,
when Buhari was re-elected, the Independent
National Electoral Commission was criticised
for  delaying the in i t ia l  vote by a week.
Abubakar, who lost to Buhari, challenged the
results in court.  —AFP

ABUJA, Nigeria: Different banners of Nigeria’s opposi-
tion party (Peoples Democratic Party) is seen on a
wall at the Central Area, Abuja before its National
Convetion in Abuja, Nigeria on May 28 2022.  —AFP
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diplomatic 
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At least 27 civilians 
killed in DR Congo 
massacre
BENI: At least 27 civilians were kil led by
members of a notorious rebel group in eastern
Democratic Republic of Congo on Saturday,
the army and Red Cross  sa id . The Kivu
Security Tracker (KST), which monitors vio-

lence in the region via a team of experts on
the ground, posted on Twitter to say that at
least 27 civilians had been killed in the attack.

“We heard bullets at dawn in the village of
Beu Manyama,” army spokesman Anthony
Mualushayi told AFP earlier Saturday. “When
we arrived, it was already too late because
the enemy ADF had already killed more than
a dozen of our fellow citizens with machetes.”

Described by the so-called Islamic State as
its local affiliate, the rebel Allied Democratic
Forces (ADF) have been accused of killing
thousands of civilians in DRC’s troubled east.

After the attack early Saturday, in the Beni
region in North Kivu province, soldiers pur-
sued the attackers and “neutralised seven
ADF” and captured another, Mualushayi said.

Earl ier Saturday, local Red Cross head
Philippe Bonane had put the civilian death
toll at 24 and was supervising the transfer of
bodies to the morgue. The massacre comes
after almost a month of relative calm in Beni,
where the Congolese and Ugandan armies
have been conducting joint military opera-
tions against the ADF since late November.

On Friday another Red Cross representa-

tive said that soldiers in the neighbouring Ituri
province had found 17 decapitated bodies,
also believed to be victims of the ADF. More
than 120 armed groups roam eastern DRC and
civilian massacres are common. —AFP

Both  I tur i  and  North  Kivu  have  been
under an official “state of siege” since May
last  year, and the  army and pol ice  have
replaced senior administrators in a bid to
stem attacks by armed groups. Despite this,
authorit ies have been unable to stop the
massacres which are regularly carried out on
civilians. —AFP
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Two killed in anti-coup protests

KHARTOUM: Sudanese security forces killed a pro-
tester Saturday during the latest mass demonstrations
against last year’s military coup, medics said. One pro-
tester, yet to be identified, died after “taking a bullet to
the chest” during rallies in the capital Khartoum, the
pro-democracy Central Committee of Sudan Doctors
said. Another was killed after suffering “suffocation by
tear gas”, the committee said. The latest deaths bring to
98 the toll from a crackdown on anti-coup protests,
which have taken place regularly since the October 25
military putsch led by army chief Abdel Fattah al-
Burhan, the committee said. Thousands took to the
streets on Saturday in several parts of Khartoum to
protest the military power grab and renew demands for
civilian rule. The coup upended a transition to civilian
rule after the 2019 ouster of autocratic president Omar
al-Bashir, following mass protests against his three
decades of iron-fisted rule.  —AFP

Seven fishermen missing 

MANILA: Rescuers searched waters off the Philippines
on Sunday for seven people missing after a collision
between a fishing boat and a cargo ship, authorities
said. The Philippine fishing vessel and Marshall Islands-
flagged MV Happy Hiro collided Saturday east of
Palawan Island, the Philippine Coast Guard said. The
fishing boat capsized and sank in the Sulu sea, coast
guard spokesman Commodore Armando Balilo said.
Thirteen of its 20 crew members were plucked from the
water by another fishing boat before being transferred
to the Happy Hiro. They suffered minor injuries. The
coast guard deployed rescue teams from nearby sta-
tions to scour the waters for the seven missing crew
members. The Philippines, an archipelago of more than
7,000 islands, has a poor maritime safety record.
Mishaps and overcrowding are common on vessels that
are often wooden-hulled outriggers used for fishing or
transporting people.  —AFP

Ex Sao Tome president dead

LISBON: Evaristo Carvalho, a former president of the
tiny archipelago of Sao Tome and Principe, died late
Saturday at the age of 80 in a Lisbon hospital after a
long illness, his family told Portuguese media. Carvalho
held the largely ceremonial post of president from 2016
to 2021 in the former Portuguese colony of 210,000
people in the Gulf of Guinea off West Africa.
Portuguese President Marcelo Rebelo presented his
condolences following the announcement, in a state-
ment on the presidency’s website. The president in
Portuguese-speaking Sao Tome has largely ceremonial
powers, authorised to arbitrate in political disputes but
not to govern, although the tiny island chain has a long
tradition of strong democracy. Power lies with the
prime minister, a post that Carvalho also held twice,
from July-October 1994 and from September 2001 to
March 2002. Sao Tome exports cocoa and coffee and
also lives on subsistence farming, fishing and tourism,
but it remains overwhelmingly dependent on interna-
tional aid.  —AFP


