
Japan expels 
Russian consul 
TOKYO: Japan has ordered a senior Russian official
stationed in the country to leave in retaliation for the
expulsion of a Japanese diplomat over alleged spying,
the foreign ministry said Tuesday. The tit-for-tat
move came after Tokyo demanded an apology last
week from Moscow for detaining a diplomat based in
the eastern city of Vladivostok, accusing Russia of
blindfolding and pinning the man down in “unbeliev-
able acts”.

On Tuesday, the foreign ministry said in a statement
that it would expel a Russian consul in the northern
city of Sapporo “as a corresponding measure to
Russia’s actions”. “The Japanese government declared
one consul from the Russian consulate general’s office
in Sapporo persona non grata, and demanded that the
person leave Japan in six days, which is to say by
October 10,” it said in a statement.

The Russian ambassador has been summoned and
informed of the decision, the ministry added. Last
week, top government spokesman Hirokazu Matsuno
said that Japan denied the espionage allegations and
said the official had been “blindfolded, with pressure
applied to both his hands and head so he was unable
to move while being detained, and then he was ques-
tioned in an overbearing way”.

Japan “strongly protests these unbelievable acts”,
he added. Russia considers Japan to be a “hostile”
country-a designation it shares with all European

Union countries, the United States and its allies,
including Britain and Australia.

Tokyo had complex relations with Moscow even
before the invasion of Ukraine in February, and has
imposed tough sanctions on Russia over the war along
with its G7 allies. The two sides have yet to sign a
post-World War II peace treaty, with attempts to do
so long hampered by a territorial dispute over
Russian-controlled islands. — AFP

SYDNEY, Australia: During Xi Jinping’s decade-
long rule, China has built the world’s largest navy,
revamped the globe’s biggest standing army, and
amassed a nuclear and ballistic arsenal to trouble any
foe. With China’s neighbours now rushing to keep
pace, Xi’s next five-year term is likely to see a quick-
ening Asia-Pacific arms race. From South Korea
developing a blue-water navy to Australia buying
nuclear-powered submarines, weapons shopping has
surged across the region.

According to figures from the London-based

International Institute for Strategic Studies, Asia-
Pacific defence spending passed $1 trillion last year
alone. China, the Philippines and Vietnam have rough-
ly doubled spending in the last decade. South Korea,
India and Pakistan are not far behind.

Even Japan is proposing record defence budgets
and inching towards ending its long-standing “no first
strike” policy, citing an “increasingly severe” security
environment. “All the key players in the Indo-Pacific
region are responding to China’s military modernisa-
tion, basically as fast as they can,” said Malcolm
Davis, a former Australian defence official now with
the Australian Strategic Policy Institute.

Paper tiger no more 
For years, the People’s Liberation Army was seen

as ill-equipped and ineffective-disparaged by one his-
torian as “the world’s largest military museum”. It was

kitted out with ageing Soviet-derived weaponry, rid-
dled with corruption and was a predominantly
infantry force with a less-than-stellar record in for-
eign campaigns. The PLA’s participation in the Korean
War cost almost 200,000 Chinese lives. A 1979 inva-
sion of Vietnam cost tens of thousands more and has
been mostly airbrushed from official histories. When
Xi became commander-in-chief of the PLA in 2013,
some reforms were already under way.

They began in the 1990s, when Jiang Zemin was
shocked and awed into action by US military prowess
during the Gulf War and the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis.
But “it wasn’t really until Xi Jinping came in that that
effort started translating to capability”, strategic con-
sultant Alexander Neill told AFP.

The PLA had then just launched its first aircraft

carrier, the Liaoning-a refurbished Ukrainian ship-and
the J-15 multi-role fighter aircraft, based on a Sukhoi
prototype. Beijing’s military budget has now increased
for 27 consecutive years, according to the Stockholm
International Peace Research Institute.

‘Only competitor’ 
Today, China boasts two active aircraft carriers,

hundreds of long- and intermediate-range ballistic
missiles, thousands of warplanes and a navy surpass-
ing even the United States’s. After China launched a
brief and partial blockade of Taiwan in August, a top
US military officer tacitly conceded that preventing
the real thing would not be easy, even for Washington.
“They have a very large navy, and if they want to bul-
ly and put ships around Taiwan, they very much can

do that,” Seventh Fleet commander Karl Thomas told
US media. Meanwhile, China’s nuclear stockpile is
increasing exponentially and-according to the
Pentagon-can probably now be launched from land,
sea and air, echoing the US nuclear triad. According
to the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, China has
about 350 nuclear warheads, double the amount held
during the Cold War.

US intelligence predicts that this stockpile may
double again to 700 by 2027. New nuclear missile
silos are being built in the northwest of the country.
Washington has pulled no punches in describing the
scale of might and ambition held by the People’s
Republic of China. “The PRC is the only competitor
capable of combining its economic, diplomatic, mili-
tary, and technological power to mount a sustained
challenge to a stable and open international system,” a
Pentagon report last year said. “Beijing seeks to
reshape the international order to better align with its
authoritarian system and national interests.” As much
as any hardware, it is this perceived global intent that
has spooked China’s neighbours.

Xi’s ‘huge favour’ 
Many of the big-ticket military projects around the

region plainly have deterrence in mind-whether it is
thwarting the “little blue men” of Beijing’s naval mili-
tias or a conventional attack. South Korea plans to
develop naval power capable of operating far from
coastal waters, which experts say has little to do with
the threat from rapidly arming North Korea.

Australia plans to acquire eight nuclear sub-
marines-which can stay underwater for extended
periods and launch retaliatory strikes-with British and
American help, part of the so-called AUKUS agree-
ment. There is also discussion in Canberra about
obtaining hypersonic weapons, longer-range ballistic
missiles and even state-of-the-art B-21 stealth
bombers, capable of striking anywhere in the world
virtually undetected.—AFP
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BEIJING, China: China’s President Xi Jinping (C) and Premier Li Keqiang (3rd L) arrive for a reception at the Great Hall of the
People on the eve of China’s National Day in Beijing. — AFP

TOKYO, Japan: Russian Ambassador to Japan Mikhail
Galuzin leaves the Japanese Foreign Ministry after a meeting
with Japan’s Vice Foreign Minister Takeo Mori in Tokyo on
October 4, 2022. Japan has ordered a senior Russian official
stationed in the country to leave in retaliation for the expul-
sion of a Japanese diplomat over alleged spying. — AFP

TEKNAF, Bangladesh: Members of Bangladesh security personnel stand guard beside Rohingya refugees rescued from the
sea after a Malaysia bound boat sank off the Bangladesh coast in Teknaf on October 4, 2022. — AFP

Blackouts hit 130
million in Bangladesh 
after grid failure
DHAKA: At least 130 million people in Bangladesh
were without power on Tuesday afternoon after a
grid failure caused widespread blackouts, the gov-
ernment’s power utility company said. Bangladesh
has suffered a major power crisis in recent month as
a result of higher global energy prices following
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, and has imposed regu-
lar service cuts to conserve electricity. But it
remained unclear what caused Tuesday’s unsched-
uled blackout, which hit more than 80 percent of the
country shortly after 2 pm local time (0800 GMT),
according to the Power Development Board.

Apart from some locations in Bangladesh’s
northwest, “the rest of the country is without pow-
er”, Power Development Board spokesman Shamim
Ahsan told AFP. Ahsan said 130 million people or
more were without electricity and it remained
unclear what had caused the fault. “It is still under
investigation,” he said, adding that a technical mal-
function was the probable cause. Junior technology
minister Zunaid Palak said on Facebook that power
would be restored by 8 pm in the capital Dhaka,
itself home to more than 22 million people.

Energy crisis 
Soaring energy prices have wrought havoc on

the South Asian nation’s electricity grid in recent
months, with utilities struggling to source enough
diesel and gas to meet demand. A depreciating cur-
rency and dwindling foreign exchange reserves left
Bangladesh unable to import sufficient fossil fuels,
forcing it to close diesel plants and leave some gas-
fired power stations idle.

The government imposed lengthy power cuts to
conserve existing stocks in July, with outages last-
ing up to 13 hours each day at their peak. Tens of
thousands of mosques around the country have
been asked to curtail the use of air conditioners to
ease pressure on the electricity grid.

The blackouts sparked widespread public
anger and helped mobilise large demonstrations
on the streets of the capital Dhaka. At least three
protesters were killed by security forces during
the rallies, partly motivated by rising cost-of-liv-
ing pressures.

Around 100 others were injured during a police
crackdown on one demonstration, according to the
opposition Bangladesh Nationalist Party. Consumer
inflation has hit household budgets hard and the
government recently pledged to cap the price of
several staple foods, including rice, to quell public
discontent.

Bangladesh last witnessed a major unscheduled
blackout in November 2014, when around 70 per-
cent of the country went without power for nearly
10 hours. — AFP

Three dead after 
Rohingya refugee boat 
sinks off Bangladesh
COX’S BAZAR, Bangladesh: At least three peo-
ple drowned and nearly 20 others were missing off
the Bangladesh coast after a boat carrying
Rohingya refugees sank in rough weather on
Tuesday, authorities said.

Dire conditions in Bangladesh’s refugee camps
prompt hundreds each year to pay smugglers for
passage out of the country. The fishing trawler left
at dawn and was bound for Malaysia before it ran
into trouble in the Bay of Bengal, with two coast
guard search boats scrambling to rescue survivors.

Police said at least three bodies had washed
ashore at the coastal town of Halbunia. “We recov-
ered the bodies. They are three young Rohingya
women aged between 18 and 20,” police inspector
Nur Mohammad told AFP.

Coast guard station commander Ashiq Ahmed
said the vessel was believed to be carrying around
65 people after stopping at several coastal towns
before embarking. “We have rescued 45 people
including 41 Rohingya refugees and four
Bangladeshis,” he told AFP.

“Nearly 20 people are still missing. The rescue
operation is still going,” he added. The boat sank off
the coast of Cox’s Bazar district, near the site of
sprawling camps that are home to around a million
Rohingya refugees.

Most arrived in Bangladesh five years ago after a
military crackdown in neighbouring Myanmar that
is now the subject of a genocide investigation at the
UN’s top court. — AFP

Mozambique region 
seeks answers after 
jihadist attack
PALMA, Mozambique: As jihadist fighters advanced
in northern Mozambique, Henriques Laba saw only one
route of escape. “We fled into the bush,” said Laba,
head of the village of Mute. “We ate what we could-
monkeys, elephants.”

Laba survived a jihadist offensive last year that ulti-
mately was crushed, yet even today leaves the region
deeply in shock. In March 2021, fighters affiliated to the
Islamic State group attacked the port city of Palma-the
jewel in the crown of a gas project that would suppos-
edly shower Cabo Delgado province with good jobs
and desperately-needed infrastructure.

Dozens of people were killed and tens of thousands
fled their homes, some of them, like Laba, seeking shel-
ter in the countryside and foraging for wild animals. The
attack marked a turning point in a five-year Islamist
insurgency, prompting the deployment of Rwandan
forces and troops from other African countries several
months later.

The security forces have since regained control of
much of the territory, but Palma’s administrative centre
is all but in ruins and most Western-led projects to
exploit the gas-the largest deposits south of the
Sahara-have been placed on indefinite hold.

Illiteracy and jihad 
The suffering in poor, remote and still-insecure Cabo

Delgado has remained outside most of the world’s
vision. But among local people, why and how their
region became embroiled in an Islamist uprising is a
source of anguish and debate.

“Some people think the issue is poverty, while the
government blames foreigners who came and beguiled
young people,” explained Jonas Alvaro Jose, one of the
few teachers to have returned to Palma district since the
jihadists were ousted last year.

Only two schools are currently open in the area. “It’s
easier to manipulate and recruit young people for little
money if most are left without education and have only
their religious beliefs to hold on to,” said Jose. Cabo
Delgado has the highest illiteracy rate in Mozambique-
one of the world’s poorest countries. Around two in
three people are unable to read or write, according to
US development agency USAID.

“No youth from my village has joined the bandits,”
said Laba. “But they recruit mainly Mozambicans, so I
believe what leads them to join their ranks is poverty. “I
hope the government will take efforts to prevent this
happening.” The province is the only part of
Mozambique with a Muslim majority. The capital,
Maputo, is more than 2,000 kilometres (1,240 miles)
away. “The government has significantly increased its
budget for the northern provinces, which demonstrates
that there is an awareness of the issue,” said Mirko
Manzoni, the UN’s special envoy to Mozambique.

But lack of information on the inner workings of the
jihadist group-known locally as al-Shabab, though it has
no links to the Somali militants of a similar name-ham-
pers the battle for young minds, he added. “We must
weaken their ability to recruit, and this is not only a
question of economic opportunities.”

Little food, little hope 
Violence has subdued in the months since foreign

troops were deployed in support of the Mozambican
army. But sporadic attacks continue and the jihadists
have started to stage incursions further south.

In Olumbi, a village a few dozen kilometres (around
20 miles) from Palma, most houses have been razed to
the ground. The settlement is mostly Muslim but the
attackers made no distinctions. “What happened to me
has also happened to my neighbours,” said Najum
Ntete, a trader who lost his home and several members
of his family.

“We lack food and can’t make ends meet,” said
Ntete. Humanitarian assistance has been slow in coming,
as roads are still under threat from the insurgents. To
some, foreign forces are the only lifeline. “If the
Rwandans leave, I’m leaving too,” said Markito, a local
resident who gave only his first name, repeating a
refrain often heard across the province. — AFP


