
PUTRAJAYA, Malaysia: Malaysia will hold a snap
election on November 19, officials announced
Thursday, with the ruling party seeking to consolidate
its comeback after its former leader was jailed for cor-
ruption. The United Malays National Organisation
(UMNO), which ruled the country for more than 60
years, was voted out in 2018 over a massive graft scan-
dal, but capitalised on disarray amongst its opposition
to claw back to power in 2021.

Prime Minister Ismail Sabri Yaakob has now decided
to hold elections-a year ahead of schedule-in a bid to
expand the slim parliamentary majority of the Barislan
National coalition that UMNO leads. The election date
announcement comes eight weeks after former prime
minister and UMNO leader Najib Razak began serving
a 12-year sentence for corruption in the 1MDB financial
scandal.

Some observers now fear that an UMNO win in
November could see Najib freed and further anti-graft
probes quashed. Veteran opposition leader Anwar
Ibrahim, head of bitter UMNO rival the Pakatan
Harapan alliance, told AFP on Thursday: “We want to
end graft.” “The key issues we have been raising are on
cost of living, affordable housing, health, quality of edu-
cation,” he added. Other parties entering the fray
include Pejuang, led by 97-year-old former prime min-
ister Mahathir Mohamad, who has put himself forward
for a third stint as premier.

Election Commission chairman Abdul Ghani
Salleh said at a press conference that nomination
day for candidates will be on November 5. UMNO
expects to win big and cement its rule, and while it
has the political machinery to do so, it remains taint-
ed by the 1MDB corruption scandal. Also among
those facing graft-related charges is UMNO presi-

dent Ahmad Zahid Hamidi. “If UMNO wins, there are
concerns that the rule of law will not be honoured in
Najib’s conviction,” said Bridget Welsh of the
University of Nottingham Malaysia. “Voters will be
deciding effectively whether Najib and UMNO par-
ty president Zahid will not face punishment for the
criminal charges they face.” Ex-premier Mahathir
expressed similar concerns earlier this month, telling
reporters that if UMNO won, “their first objective is
to free Najib” and drop all other charges. It was
Mahathir’s reformist coalition that ousted UMNO in
2018, but it lasted only 22 months in power due to
infighting. 

Soaring inflation, tumbling currency 
The mega scandal surrounding the 1MDB state fund

triggered investigations in the United States,

Switzerland and Singapore-whose financial systems
were believed to have been used to launder the money-
and battered Malaysia’s global image.

The US Justice Department has said more than $4.5
billion was stolen from 1MDB between 2009 and 2015
by high-level officials at the fund and their associates,
with the proceeds spent on everything from high-end
real estate to pricey art.

Meanwhile, the economy and the rising cost of living
will also be key election issues, with inflation soaring
and the local ringgit currency tumbling. “This is a cru-
cial election because they are electing a government
that will bring Malaysia out of the pandemic and back
to normality,” said James Chin, a Malaysia expert at the
University of Tasmania. There are also concerns about
the polls being held in the monsoon season, which usu-
ally brings widespread floods. —AFP
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PUTRAJAYA, Malaysia: Malaysia’s Election Commission (EC) chairman, Abdul Ghani Salleh (C) speaks during a press con-
ference in Putrajaya on October 20, 2022. Malaysia will hold elections on November 19, officials said. — AFP

HK victim slams 
‘barbaric’ attack 
at China consulate 
LONDON, United Kingdom: A Hong Kong man
Wednesday decried his “barbaric” treatment at the
hands of Chinese diplomats in Britain who dragged
him inside their compound to assault him after an
anti-Beijing protest. Bob Chan spoke at a news
conference in London after China, insisting its
diplomats in Manchester were blameless, lodged a
formal complaint with the UK government. In a let-
ter to Greater Manchester Police, Consul-General
Zheng Xiyuan complained the police had failed to
intervene promptly after protesters “stormed” the
mission on Sunday.

While insisting that China was “respectful of the
right to protest”, consular staff were required “to
physically fend off unauthorised entry and subse-
quent assaults”, he said. But Zheng himself was
named on social media and in the UK parliament as
attacking Chan, along with three other consular
diplomats. Iain Duncan Smith, a Conservative MP
and virulent critic of the Chinese communist
authorities, said the diplomats should be expelled
and decried the “wholly inadequate” response
from his own government.

“Anybody involved in those scenes is not wel-
come here,” the former Tory party leader, one of
several UK parliamentarians who has been sanc-
tioned by Beijing, told the news conference. “They
must go.” Greater Manchester Police have them-
selves contradicted the Chinese account, after
video of the incident showed consular staff hauling
Chan inside the gates of the Manchester com-
pound. Chan was one of several protesters who
had displayed banners mocking the Chinese
Communist Party and President Xi Jinping. Chan
said he was pulled by the hair and assaulted from
behind by masked men, but could not say “100
percent” that Zheng attacked him.

“It was barbaric. I am very concerned for my
safety and I have nightmares about how my loved
ones might be treated,” said the Hongkonger, who
has lived in Britain since March of last year. “I am
shocked because I never thought something like
this could have happened in the UK,” Chan added,
while declining to give any more personal informa-
tion for fear of Chinese reprisals. — AFP

LONDON, United Kingdom: MP for the Conservative
party Iain Duncan Smith  speaks with Hong Kong
pro-democracy protester Bob Chan at the end of his
press conference, in London after he says he was
beaten at Manchester China Consulate during a
demonstration three days earlier. — AFP

Rohingya face 
backlash in 
Bangladesh
KUTUPALONG, Bangladesh: Rohingya refugee
Noor Kamal found a sympathetic welcome in
Bangladesh when he fled the soldiers rampaging
through his village-but five years later, the hostility he
now faces has left him pondering a dangerous return
home. Much has changed in the time since he and
750,000 other members of the stateless Muslim minori-
ty escaped neighbouring Myanmar, the survivors of a
horrific crackdown now subject to a UN genocide
probe.

Back then, thousands of Bangladeshis, outraged by
the anti-Muslim violence across the border, trekked
from across the country to distribute food and medicine
to the shell-shocked arrivals. But public attitudes have
hardened after years of fruitless efforts to negotiate a
safe return for the Rohingya, with media outlets and
politicians regularly condemning refugees as drug run-
ners and terror threats.

“There is so much hatred among local people and
the press here that I worry it may trigger violence at
any time,” Kamal told AFP from his home in
Bangladesh’s sprawling border relief camps. “It’s better
we return home even if it means we have to face bullets.
If we die, at least we will be buried in our motherland.”

Bangladesh has struggled to support the immense
refugee population-while there is financial assistance
from the UN refugees body and other humanitarian
organisations, Dhaka still faces huge administrative
challenges in hosting the camps. Last year’s military
coup in Myanmar has made the prospects of a whole-
sale return even more remote. Last month, Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina said the Rohingya camps had
become both a deep burden on her country’s economy
and a threat to its political stability. “If the problem per-
sists... it may affect the security and stability of the
entire region,” she told the UN General Assembly in
New York.

Resentment is widespread among Bangladeshis liv-
ing near the camps, who say the Rohingya have out-
stayed their welcome. “They are bringing shame to
Bangladesh,” Ayasur Rahman, the spokesman of a local
civil society group campaigning against the Rohingya’s
presence, told AFP. “They should be sent to Myanmar
immediately,” he said, accusing refugees of “snatching
our jobs (and) stealing our passports”. —AFP

Five killed in Chad
protest clashes
N’DJAMENA, Chad: Five people were killed
Thursday when police clashed with demonstrators in
the Chadian capital during a banned protest against
the ruling military, an AFP journalist saw. Hundreds of
demonstrators turned out to mark the date when the
military had initially promised to hand over power-a
spell that has been extended for another two years.

An AFP reporter saw five bodies on the floor of the
city’s Union Chagoua Hospital, two of which were cov-
ered with the Chadian national flag and three with
bloodied white sheets. The head doctor, Joseph Ampil,
later confirmed to AFP that five individuals had “died
from gunshots.” Palls of black smoke could be seen in
some parts of the city and the crack of teargas
grenades could be heard. Barricades were set up in
several districts and tyres were set alight in the main
avenues to block traffic.

In an opposition stronghold, streets were deserted
and littered with tree branches and piles of bricks.
Schools and university establishments were closed,
and many traders in the city centre lowered their
shutters. The headquarters of Prime Minister Saleh
Kebzabo’s UNDR party was also attacked by demon-
strators “and partially burned down,” UNDR Vice
President Celestin Topona told AFP. France, Chad’s
former colonial power, condemned the violence, not-
ing it featured “the use of lethal weapons against
demonstrators.”

“France is not playing any part in these events,
which lie strictly in Chad’s domestic political domain,”
the foreign ministry said. “False information about
France’s purported involvement is baseless.”

The Chadian Red Cross said it had deployed 10
teams to provide first aid and taken “dozens” of
injured people to hospital. There was no immediate
official word on casualties.

October 20 date 
The violence comes on the heels of a national

forum organised by military strongman Mahamat
Idriss Deby Itno that extended his stay in power. The
38-year-old five-star general took over in April 2021
after his iron-fisted father, Idriss Deby Itno, in power
for three decades, was killed during an operation
against rebels.

The younger Deby has since angered many at home
and embarrassed backers abroad by staying in power
beyond his initially promised deadline, which would
have expired on Thursday. “They’re firing on us. They
are killing our people,” Succes Masra, whose
Transformers party was among groups that had called
the protest, said on Twitter. “The Soldiers of the one-
and-only General who refused to honour his word and
on the day when the 18 months are up-this is how he
intends to install the (Deby) dynasty.”

Deby’s junta had originally declared it would
restore civilian rule after 18 months in power and he
initially promised not to take part in elections that
would follow. But as the 18-month deadline neared, a
nationwide forum staged by Deby reset the clock.

On October 1, it approved a new “maximum” 24-
month timeframe for holding elections. It also named
Deby “transitional president” and declared he could be
a candidate in the poll. Deby was sworn in October 10,
and later appointed a so-called government of national
union headed by Kebzabo, a 75-year-old former jour-
nalist and one-time opposition figure.

One protestor, Abass Mahamat, 35, told he had
chosen to voice his anger at “this facade of a dialogue
which entrenches the system.” “In 31 years, we haven’t
see any positive change in our country.”

Troubled state 
The vast, arid Sahel state has had a long history of

coups and political turmoil since it gained independ-
ence from France in 1960. During his long stay in pow-
er, the elder Deby fought off several attempts to unseat
him by rebels crossing from Libya and Sudan. He was
supported by France, which deemed him a strong ally
in its campaign against jihadism in the Sahel. — AFP

N’DJAMENA, Chad: Demonstrators shout slogans during a protest in N’Djamena on October 20, 2022. — AFP

Philippines to 
get US military 
helicopters
MANILA: The Philippines will acquire heavy-lift mili-
tary helicopters from the United States, President
Ferdinand Marcos Jr said Thursday, after scrapping a
deal to buy similar aircraft from Russia. The govern-
ment of his predecessor Rodrigo Duterte had signed a
deal worth $216 million for 16 Mi-17 helicopters, but
backed out in the months following Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine and the imposition of wide-ranging sanctions
on Moscow.

Earlier Thursday, local media had quoted the
Russian ambassador to the Philippines as saying that
deal was still valid. But Marcos said it was dead. “We
have secured an alternative supply (for heavy-lift heli-
copters) from the United States,” Marcos, who was
elected president in May, told a business forum.

“Unfortunately, we made a down payment (to the
Russian manufacturer) that we are hoping to negotiate
to get at least a percentage of that back,” he added.
“But the deal as it stood maybe at the beginning of or
in the middle of last year has already been cancelled.”

Russian ambassador Marat Pavlov, however, was
quoted in local media as saying the manufacturer was
still proceeding with the assembly of the Mi-17s. The
Russian embassy in Manila could not be reached for
comment. Marcos did not specify which US helicopter
was chosen as the alternative, only that they will be
manufactured in Poland. The Philippine ambassador in
Washington, Jose Romualdez, told reporters in August
that Manila was looking at Chinooks to replace the
Mi-17s.—AFP

KUTUPALONG, Bangladesh: In this picture taken on
September 29, 2022, Rohingya refugees gather outside a
relief supplies distribution point at Kutupalong refugee
camp in Ukhia. — AFP


