
MANILA: The United States and the Philippines
announced a deal Thursday to give US troops access to
another four bases in the Southeast Asian nation, as the
longtime allies seek to counter China’s military rise. The
agreement to expand cooperation in “strategic areas of
the country” was made during a visit by US Defense
Secretary Lloyd Austin. It comes as the countries seek
to repair ties that were fractured in recent years.
Previous Philippine president Rodrigo Duterte favoured
China over his country’s former colonial master, but the
new administration of Ferdinand Marcos has been keen
to reverse that.

Beijing’s growing assertiveness on Taiwan and its
building of bases in the disputed South China Sea have
given fresh impetus to Washington and Manila to
strengthen their partnership. Given its proximity to
Taiwan and its surrounding waters, cooperation from
the Philippines would be key in the event of a conflict
with China, which a four-star US Air Force general has
warned could happen as early as 2025.

The four new locations bring the total number of
sites accessible to US forces to nine, Austin told
reporters on Thursday. Talks were ongoing for a poten-
tial 10th site, a senior Philippine official told AFP. The
announcement came as the United States reopened its
embassy in the Solomon Islands after a 30-year hiatus
as it competes with China for influence in the South
Pacific.

The United States and the Philippines have a
decades-old security alliance that includes a mutual
defence treaty and the 2014 Enhanced Defense
Cooperation Agreement, which allows US troops to
rotate through five Philippine bases, including those
near disputed waters.

It also allows the US military to store defence equip-
ment and supplies on those bases. The EDCA stalled
under Duterte, but Marcos has sought to accelerate its
implementation. Philippine defence secretary Carlito
Galvez told reporters the location of the new sites
would be made public after local communities and offi-
cials had been consulted.

But it has been widely reported that most of the
locations are on the main island of Luzon-the closest
Philippine landmass to Taiwan-where the United States
already has access to two bases. The fourth will report-

edly be on the western island of Palawan, facing the
Spratly Islands in the hotly contested South China Sea,
taking the number of sites there to two.

‘Illegitimate claims’ 
Austin said the allies were committed to “strengthen-

ing our mutual capacities to resist armed attack”, as he
accused China of making “illegitimate claims in the West
Philippine Sea”. Manila refers to waters immediately
west of the country as the West Philippine Sea.

Beijing responded Thursday, saying Washington was

exacerbating “regional tensions” by continuously
strengthening its military deployment. The United States
is also seeking to bolster alliances with other nations to
counter China’s rapid military advances, including its
AUKUS partnership with Australia and Britain.

Australia has agreed to step up the pace of military
interactions with Washington, while Japan is planning to
enter joint exercises with both countries. While Marcos
has sought to strike a balance between China and the
United States, he has insisted he will not let Beijing
trample on Manila’s maritime rights.

About 500 US military personnel are currently in the
Philippines, with others rotating through the country for
joint exercises as required.

Protest against EDCA 
The US military presence has long been a sensitive

issue in the Philippines. Around 100 protesters rallied
outside the country’s military headquarters on Thursday
calling for the EDCA to be scrapped. The United States
previously had two major bases in its former colony, but
in 1991 the Senate voted to terminate the lease agree-
ment after growing nationalist sentiment.

Beijing claims sovereignty over almost the entire
South China Sea and has ignored a ruling at The Hague
that its claims have no legal basis. The Philippines,
Vietnam, Malaysia and Brunei also have overlapping
claims to parts of the sea.

China also claims self-ruled, democratic Taiwan as
part of its territory, to be reclaimed one day, by force if
necessary. “Looking at the location of the proposed
sites, it seems pretty clear that these sites are in relation
to a Taiwan contingency,” said Greg Wyatt of PSA
Philippines Consultancy. — AFP
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LUCKNOW: Journalist Siddique Kappan walks out
from Lucknow district jail after being granted bail on
Feb 2, 2023. — AFP 

Four new locations bring total number of sites accessible to US forces to nine

MANILA: US Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin III (L) talks beside his Philippine counterpart Carlito Galvez Jr at a joint
press conference in Camp Aguinaldo military headquarters in metro Manila. — AFP

Pakistan mosque 
suicide bomber ‘was 
in police uniform’
PESHAWAR: The suicide bomber who killed more
than 80 police officers at a mosque inside a sensitive
compound earlier this week entered wearing a uniform
and helmet, a provincial police chief said Thursday.

Hundreds of police were attending afternoon
prayers inside what should have been a tightly con-
trolled police headquarters in the northwest city of
Peshawar on Monday when the blast erupted, causing
a wall to collapse and crush officers.

“Those on duty didn’t check him because he was in
a police uniform... It was a security lapse,” Moazzam
Jah Ansari, the head of the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
provincial police force, told a news conference.

The suspect is shown in CCTV images arriving at
the gates on a motorcycle before walking through a
security checkpoint and asking officers where the
mosque was located. Authorities are investigating how
a major breach could happen in one of the most sensi-
tive areas in the city, which houses the intelligence and
counter-terrorism bureaus.

“Our comrades were martyred in this uniform, but
the bomber made it worthless for us,” Amanullah Khan,
a police officer on duty at a checkpoint in Peshawar,
wearing a bulletproof jacket and a helmet with a
Kalashnikov in his hands, told AFP.

“Now I will doubt the uniformed officials as well as
other people, which is very sad and which has created
a distrust.” It is Pakistan’s deadliest assault in several
years and the worst since violence began to resurge in
the northwest bordering Afghanistan after the Taleban
seized power in Kabul in 2021. On Thursday, police
officials revised down the death toll, putting it at 83
policemen and one woman civilian, after saying there
was confusion in registering bodies. 

A city on edge 
The assault has put a scarred city on edge, harking

back to when Peshawar was at the centre of rampant
violence carried out by the Tehreek-e-Taleban
Pakistan (TTP), also known as the Pakistani Taliban.

Most TTP fighters were rounded up, killed or
pushed into Afghanistan in a military clearance opera-
tion beginning in 2014. But analysts say Islamist mili-
tant groups-which are highly factional-have become
emboldened since US and NATO troops withdrew
from Afghanistan and the Taliban swept into Kabul,
with Islamabad accusing Afghanistan’s new rulers of
failing to secure their borders.

The TTP, separate from the Afghan Taleban but
with a similar ideology, has mostly targeted security
forces at checkpoints. Ansari blamed militant group
Jamaat-ul-Ahrar-an occasional affiliate of the TTP-for
the attack, adding that they were searching for the
bomber’s handlers. The TTP-who once frequently
attacked places of worship and schools-has distanced
itself from the Peshawar blast, claiming it no longer
attacks mosques. “They first claimed this attack and
later denied any involvement after a public backlash,”
said Ansari.

‘Not trained to fight a war’ 
Bickering politicians who are months away from

contesting a general election amid a severe econom-
ic crisis have traded blame for the deteriorating
security situation. “Multiple institutions with no poli-
cy have no ability to take a decision on launching a
decisive offensive against the militant groups. We
need empowered political leadership,” security ana-
lyst Saad Muhammad told AFP. “Our current police
force is not trained to fight a war,” he added. Police
said they have a “fair idea” about the bomber’s iden-
tity, after matching his head-found at the scene-with
security footage. Authorities are also investigating
the possibility that people inside the compound
helped to coordinate the attack, a senior city police
official told AFP on condition of anonymity on
Wednesday. —AFP

US reopens Solomons 
embassy, vying with 
China for influence
HONIARA: The United States reopened its embassy
in the Solomon Islands Thursday after a 30-year hia-
tus, part of a bid to counter China’s growing influence
in the South Pacific. Re-establishing the diplomatic
outpost was a renewal “of our commitment to the peo-
ple of Solomon Islands and our partnerships in the
Indo-Pacific region”, US Secretary of State Antony
Blinken said in a statement.

The US closed its embassy in the capital Honiara
in 1993 after the end of the Cold War led to a reduc-
tion in diplomatic posts and a shift in priorities.
Washington signalled its intent to reopen it in early
2022, before the Solomons signed a secret security
pact with China.

The deal, penned by Prime Minister Manasseh
Sogavare and Beijing, sparked fears among Western
powers that the Solomons could provide China with a
new foothold in the Pacific. US diplomat Russell
Corneau, the interim representative in Honiara, said at
the opening ceremony that the embassy would “serve
as a key platform” between his government and the
Solomons.

Blinken’s statement added that the reopening
“builds on our efforts to place more diplomatic per-
sonnel throughout the region and engage further with
our Pacific neighbours”. Sogavare did not attend the
opening ceremony, but foreign affairs secretary Colin
Beck said the embassy’s reopening was “welcomed by
the government and people of the Solomon Islands”.

On the streets of Honiara, there were mixed reac-
tions to the re-opening. Local artist Natty Sala
described it as a “step in the right direction” for
improved diplomatic ties. Sala hoped the US would
step up efforts to remove the tonnes of unexploded
Japanese and American ordnance which still litters the
Solomons’ shores, dating back to some of the fiercest
battles of World War II.

“This is good news for the Solomon Islands.” While
50-year-old Lois Bana appreciated the United States
re-establishing an embassy, she worried whether it
was just part of the “geopolitics” to counter China’s
influence in the region. — AFP

Indian journalist 
walks free after 
two years in jail
NEW DELHI: An Indian journalist held in custody
for more than two years without trial walked free on
Thursday after being granted bail in a money laun-
dering case. Siddique Kappan was arrested in
October 2020 in the northern state of Uttar Pradesh,
where he had travelled to report on a high-profile
gang rape case.

He and three others were accused of belonging to
an Islamist fundamentalist group and eventually
charged with conspiracy to incite violence. Kappan
has maintained his innocence and says that he had only
travelled from his home state of Kerala to do his duties
as a journalist. He was bailed in the case in September
last year but remained behind bars for months longer
because of a separate money laundering case against
him. “I will continue my fight against draconian laws.
They kept me in jail even after I got bail,” he told
NDTV news network after his release from jail in the
city of Lucknow.

“These two years were very tough, but I was never
afraid.” India has slipped 10 places in the Reporters
Without Borders press freedom ranking to 150 out of
180 surveyed countries since the Hindu nationalist
government of Prime Minister Narendra Modi took
office in 2014.

Critical reporters often find themselves behind bars
and hounded on social media by supporters of the rul-
ing Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). Nine other journalists
are currently in Indian prisons, according to Reporters
Without Borders. — AFP

Sweden to toughen 
anti-terror laws
STOCKHOLM: Sweden’s government on Thursday
proposed new legislation to ban activities linked to
extremist groups, in a move to toughen anti-terror
laws, a key demand from Turkey to approve
Stockholm’s NATO bid.

The proposed legislation widens the scope of
activities that can be prosecuted. “This is a wider
criminalisation that takes aim at a slew of activi-
ties within a terrorist organisation that don’t need
to be concretely connected to a specific terrorist
crime,” Justice Minister Gunnar Strommer told a
press conference.

Actions such as handling equipment, organising
camps or locations for meetings, cooking or being in
charge of transport for designated terrorist organisa-

tions would be criminalised under the new law, which
Strommer stressed was a “considerable widening of
the scope compared to current legislation”.

In November, the country amended its constitution
to allow the proposed bill to move forward, as it was
deemed to infringe on Sweden’s freedom of associa-
tion laws. The government intends to put the draft leg-
islation to a vote in parliament in March, with the aim
of it entering into force in June.

Sweden has been adopting tougher anti-terror laws
since 2017, when an Uzbek asylum seeker who had
sworn allegiance to the Islamic State group (IS) drove
a truck down a busy shopping street in Stockholm,
killing five people.

Cracking down on extremist groups has also been a
key demand from Ankara before it will approve the
country’s stalled bid to join NATO. After Russia invad-
ed Ukraine, Sweden and Finland abandoned their
long-held policy of non-alignment and applied to join
the military alliance in May of 2022.

But Turkey has blocked the bids, accusing Sweden
in particular of providing a safe haven for what it con-
siders “terrorists”, especially members of the
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK).

Among other things, pro-Kurdish demonstrations in
Sweden, where PKK flags have been common, have
been a thorn in Ankara’s side. But Strommer noted that
“partaking in a demonstration or at a meeting will not
in itself be punishable”.

He also said flag-waving in itself would not be
criminalised but such activities could potentially
be used as evidence in court. The government
intends to put the legislation to a vote in parlia-
ment in March, with the aim of it entering into
force in June.

Negotiations between Sweden and Turkey have
stalled since Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
criticised Swedish police for allowing a far-right
activist to burn a copy of the Koran outside Turkey’s
Stockholm embassy. — AFP

PESHAWAR: Moazzam Jah Ansari (C), head of the Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa province police force, speaks during a press
conference at the Police Headquarters in Peshawar. — AFP

HONIARA: Solomon Islands’ Permanent Secretary,
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and External Trade Colin
Beck (C), director EAP/ANP of the US Department of
State Taylor Ruggles (L) and Charge d’Affaires
interim, US Embassy Solomon Islands Russell
Comeau attend the reopening ceremony of the US
embassy in Honiara, Solomon Islands. — AFP


