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China to snub arbitration hearing with Philippines
MANILA: China is standing pat on its
decision to reject arbitration by an inter-
national tribunal that will begin formal
hearings this week to resolve a long-
seething feud with the Philippines over
the South China Sea, Beijing’s ambassador
to Manila said yesterday. The five-member
tribunal starts hearings in The Hague on
Tuesday to address China’s contention
that the arbitration body does not have
authority to assume jurisdiction over
Manila’s complaint against Beijing.

A high-level delegation that includes
the Philippines’ solicitor-general and the
heads of the foreign, defense and justice
departments, along with Washington-
based lawyers hired by Manila, have flown
to The Hague to argue the Philippines’

case. The days long hearings are crucial
because the Philippines’ complaint
against China could no longer be heard if
the tribunal declares it has no jurisdiction
over the case.

Chinese Ambassador Zhao Jianhua
told reporters in Manila that his govern-
ment would stick to its decision not to
participate in the arbitration and instead
renewed China’s offer to resolve the con-
flict through one-on-one negotiations
with the Philippines. “Our position is con-
sistent. We’ll not accept nor participate in
the arbitration,” Zhao said. “Our door for
bilateral consultation and negotiation is
still open and will be open forever.”
Responding to a question from a reporter,
Zhao reiterated that China would never

start a war with the Philippines over the
long-contested territories. “I cannot imag-
ine that China would wage a war against
the Philippines over what is happening in
the South China Sea. It is not China’s poli-
cy and will not be China’s policy,” he said.

Manila’s bold move 
The Philippines brought its disagree-

ments with China to international arbitra-
tion in January 2013, a year after Chinese
coast guard ships took effective control of
the disputed Scarborough Shoal follow-
ing a tense standoff with Filipino ships.
Manila’s bold move has angered Beijing
and strained relations. Chinese coast
guard ships have since been driving away
Filipino and other fishermen from the

shoal, at times using water cannons in
actions that the Philippine government
has condemned and protested, Filipino
officials said.

In its complaint,  the Phil ippines
asked the tribunal to declare China’s so-
called “nine-dash line” territorial claim
over much of  the South China Sea
inval id under the United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea. The
Philippine government has also asked
the tribunal to declare the extent of ter-
ritorial waters that can be accorded to
at least eight islands, reefs and atolls
under Chinese control in the disputed
territory in a bid to limit Beijing’s reach
in scattered areas of it.

Brunei ,  Malaysia,  Taiwan and

Vietnam also have territorial claims in
the busy waters, which are among the
world’s  busiest .  Tensions f lared in
recent months after the Philippines and
other claimant countries discovered
that China had undertaken massive
island-building in seven reefs and atolls
in a disputed region called the Spratlys.
Washington and several other govern-
ments have expressed alarm and asked
Beijing to stop the massive off-shore
construction. But China has argued that
it has a right to undertake any activity
in territories it says it has owned since
ancient times, adding that the artificial
islands would benefit fishermen but
would also be used for  China’s
defense.— AP 

SYDNEY: Australia moved closer to recognizing
Aboriginal people in its constitution yesterday after
talks with indigenous leaders, Prime Minister Tony
Abbott said as he urged an end to the “echoing silence”
in the founding document. Written more than a centu-
ry ago, Australia’s constitution fails to mention
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander people and a cam-
paign has been underway for several years to “recog-
nize” the continent’s first inhabitants via a referendum.

“I am confident that the time is right to move down
this path,” Abbott said after unprecedented bipartisan
talks in Sydney with some 40 indigenous leaders and
Labor opposition leader Bill Shorten. “I think that there
is an abundance of good will. I think we are good
enough, big enough and brave enough to do this, but
it is important that we get it right.” Abbott praised
Australia with its indigenous heritage, British founda-
tion, and multicultural character but said: “What we
now need to do is to end that echoing silence in our
constitution... the omission of indigenous people.”

Nothing in or out 
Debate on the content of the changes has already

begun, and Abbott said he was ruling nothing in or
out, but that both he and Shorten were committed to
holding a recognition referendum. “Based on today’s

discussions, we consider that the referendum could
not be held before the next term of parliament and
should be outside the politics of the election cycle,”
they said in a joint statement.

“We agree the referendum should be held when
there is the best possible chance of success.”Both
politicians also agreed to a broad national conversa-
tion on the issue, and proposed a series of community
conferences across the country starting as soon as
September. They also plan a referendum council
broadly reflective of the Australian people to consider
the referendum question, timing and constitutional
issues. No timeframe was settled but Abbott said he
was hopeful the question’s wording could be framed
by mid-2016 with a referendum held as early as 2017.

“I would be very disappointed, I would feel that we
have not lived up to our high expectations and we
haven’t quite been our best selves if we weren’t able to
do this in the next term of parliament,” he said. Support
for the “recognize” movement is high, with a Fairfax
Ipsos national poll in The Sydney Morning Herald yes-
terday putting it at a record 85 percent.  Eleven percent
were opposed. Australian lawmakers formally recog-
nized indigenous people as the country’s first inhabi-
tants in 2013, but there has been debate about how
the constitution should be changed. 

A chance to right a wrong
Aboriginal leader Pat Dodson called yesterday’s dis-

cussions “historic and terribly meaningful” while Kirstie
Parker, from the National Congress of Australia’s First
Peoples, said the meeting had been constructive. “We
believe that this process must bring about substantial
recognition, we don’t believe that symbolic change is
enough,” she told reporters after the talks.

Abbott has prioritized improving the lives of
indigenous Australians, who have significantly lower
life expectancies than others in the country, with many
living in remote and poor communities. He said he
would spend a week running the country in August
from an indigenous area, in the Torres Strait Islands and
Northern Peninsula in the far north of the country, fol-
lowing a similar scheme last year. 

But he acknowledged in the joint statement that
constitutional recognition could not address all the
issues indigenous people face and this would remain
a task for the government of the day. “However con-
stitutional recognition provides a chance for our
generation to right an old wrong,” they said.
Aborigines are believed to have numbered around
one million at the time of British settlement in 1788,
but there are now just 470,000 out of a total popula-
tion of 23 million. —AFP 
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SYDNEY: Indigenous Australian performers hold a smoking ceremony to open NAIDOC Week, a national program that celebrates the National
Aborigines and Islanders Day Observance Committee yesterday which grew from the first political groups seeking rights for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Island Australians in the 1920s. —AFP 

‘The time is right to move down this path’ 

TOKYO: Japanese officials yesterday cele-
brated the UN cultural body’s approval of
world heritage status for 23 historic sites
showing the country ’s transformation
from feudal isolation into an industrial
power at the end of the 19th century.
Seoul portrayed the decision as a diplo-
matic win after Japan also agreed to
acknowledge its history of forcing tens of
thousands of South Koreans, Chinese and
World War II prisoners of war to work at
dozens of factories,  mines and other
industrial facilities, conscripted to fill labor
shortages especially toward the end of the
war. China called for a better accounting
from Tokyo on its past forced labor prac-
tices.

Though the number of survivors is
dwindling, some of those who endured
starvation, abuse by their captors and
bombardment are still seeking redress, or
at least apology. Until recently, Seoul had
objected to the listing by the UNESCO
World Heritage Committee unless the role
of Korean prisoners forced to work at the
sites during World War II was formally rec-
ognized. The two countries sparred for
weeks but eventually reached a compro-
mise that finessed the issue. It is unlikely
to entirely finish it, however.

“Japan is prepared to take measures
that allow an understanding that there
were a large number of Koreans and oth-
ers who were brought against their will
and forced to work under harsh conditions
in the 1940s at some of the sites,” the
Japanese delegation said in a statement.
South Korean Foreign Minister Yun Byung-
se said the country was pleased that the
sites were recognized “in the form that
takes account of our legitimate concerns.”

“We have achieved our principle and
position that historical truths must be

reflected as they are,” he said. Japanese
officials expressed their delight with the
UNESCO l istings,  which include
Gunkanjima, or “Battleship Island,” a for-
mer coal mine on a fortress island off
Japan’s southwest coast. Kenji Kitahayashi,
the mayor of Kitakyushu, a city where the
Yawata steel mill, which used thousands of
forced laborers, is located, said the value
of places that “became the driving force of
Japan’s industrial development has gained
global recognition.”

Reflect history
Japan’s foreign minister, Fumio Kishida,

said in a statement that Japan would “sin-
cerely address the recommendations by
the International Council on Monuments
and Sites,” which asked that Japan
acknowledge that foreign workers were
forced to labor at many of the sites and
that its exhibits reflect the entire history of
those places. But Kishida emphasized that
Japan had not budged in its stance that
any issues related to compensation,
including forced labor,  were settled
decades ago.

China’s official Xinhua News Agency cit-
ed Beijing’s UNESCO envoy as questioning
Japan’s recognition of that past. “There
still lacks an adequate account from Japan
of the whole facts surrounding the use of
forced labor,” it cited Zhang Xiuqin, the
UNESCO ambassador, as saying. She urged
Japan to ensure that “the sufferings of
each and every one of the forced laborers
are remembered, and their  dignity
upheld.” China’s Foreign Ministry spokes-
woman Hua Chunying said yesterday at a
regular briefing that “Japan should win
trust from its Asian neighbors and the
international community with practical
actions.” — AP 

UNESCO title for industry sites

draws mixed reaction in Japan

KYUSHU ISLAND: Tourists visit the Hashima coal mine, known as “battleship island”
in Nagasaki prefecture. — AFP 

Teen in anti-Lee video free after sentencing

SINGAPORE: The Singaporean teenager behind online
attacks on former premier Lee Kuan Yew was given a
four-week jail term yesterday but freed in view of time
served since being accused of offending Christians and
posting an obscene image.   Amos Yee, 16, was jailed for
three weeks for wounding religious feelings in an
expletive-laden YouTube video comparing Lee Kuan
Yew to Jesus, which was posted after the independence
leader’s death in March.

He also received a one-week jail term for posting an
obscene drawing of Lee and former British Prime
Minister Margaret Thatcher. District Court judge
Jasvender Kaur backdated the sentence to June 2,
when Yee was already in remand, saying the offences
“were not serious in nature but not trivial either”.

“We are very happy and delighted that we have
come to this,” Yee’s lawyer Alfred Dodwell told reporters.
“He has been accordingly convicted, he has been sen-
tenced today, it’s been backdated, he’s a free man
today,” he said, adding however that Yee wants to
appeal his conviction. Yee had faced an extended peri-
od behind bars. The maximum penalty for wounding
racial or religious feelings is three years and distributing
an obscene drawing is punishable by three months in
jail.

Rights groups have criticized the city-state for arrest-
ing Yee and sympathizers staged rallies in Singapore,
Hong Kong and Taiwan to demand the boy’s freedom
ahead of the sentencing. Jolovan Wham, a rights advo-
cate who attended yesterday’s court session, said
activists were “happy” that Yee has been freed. “But we
still condemn the fact that the judge has convicted him
to four weeks imprisonment,” he added.

A promise not to reoffend 
State prosecutors said that Yee had breached his

bail conditions, rejected probation and spurned sug-
gestions that he voluntarily undergo psychiatric evalua-
tion. “Amos chose a course of action which led to
remand and then prolonged that remand,” the prosecu-
tors said. They said a shift in Yee’s attitude was a key rea-

son for their decision to withdraw their earlier call for
him to be sent to a reform institution, where he would
have had to stay for at least 18 months. They noted that
the teenager had now removed the offending materi-
als which he had reposted online, and that he had told
a psychiatrist he “would admit to his guilt and promised
not to reoffend”. Yee’s case gained international atten-
tion after critics of the long-ruling People’s Action Party,
co-founded by Lee Kuan Yew, said he was a victim of
censorship and excessive punishment.

It has divided public opinion in the city-state,

with some attacking Yee for insulting both
Christianity and the nation’s revered founding father,
who was given a hero’s funeral on March 29.
International rights advocates including the United
Nations Human Rights Office for Southeast Asia and
the US-based Human Rights Watch had called on the
government to dismiss the case and immediately
release Yee. Amnesty International last week said it
considered the teenager “a prisoner of conscience,
held solely for exercising his right to freedom of
expression”. — AFP 

SINGAPORE: Singapore teenage blogger Amos Yee (center), accompanied by his mother Mary Toh
Ai Buay (front left) and father Alphonsus Yee (back left) walks out from the state court.— AFP 

SEOUL: The wife of late South Korean
president Kim Dae-Jung will visit North
Korea next month, his foundation said
yesterday, and possibly meet with
leader Kim Jong-Un. The Kim Dae-Jung
Peace Centre in Seoul said the agree-
ment on dates for the four-day visit by
93-year-old Lee Hee-Ho was reached
following talks with officials in North
Korea.

Lee has visited the Nor th three
times-the last occasion being to pay
her respects following the death of for-
mer leader Kim Jong-Il in December
2011.

She is the widow of Kim Dae-Jung,
who instituted the “sunshine policy” of
engagement with North Korea that led
to an historic summit with Kim Jong-Il
in 2000.

It was not immediately clear if Lee
would meet Kim’s son and successor,
Kim Jong-Un, who had initially extend-
ed Lee an invitation to visit last year,
after she sent a wreath marking the
third anniversary of his father’s death.

The trip will ostensibly be a human-
itarian one, with Lee planning to visit a
children’s hospital, a maternity home
and an orphanage in Pyongyang.

But an audience with Kim Jong-Un
would be significant, as the reclusive
leader has yet to meet with any South
Korean citizen since formally assuming
power more than three years ago.

An official with the Kim Dae-Jung
Peace Centre, said the North Korean
side had relayed Kim Jong-Un’s

approval for Lee to fly directly from the
South to the North.

Direct  f l ights between the two
countries, who remain technically at
war, are extremely rare.

“We hope her visit will help South
and North Korea improve relations,”
Yonhap news agency quoted the offi-
cial, Kim Sung-Jae, as saying.

Seoul has already supported her
trip as a positive step for cross-border
exchanges.

“The government’s position is that
it will actively support her planned trip
to North Korea,” Jeong Joon-Hee, the
spokesman for the South’s Unification
Ministry, told reporters.

Cross-border tensions have flared at
regular intervals this year, with North
Korea conducting a series of ballistic
missile tests in anger at annual US-
South Korean military exercises.

Most recently, Pyongyang was infu-
riated by the opening last month of a
new UN office in Seoul to monitor
North Korea’s human rights record.

The North responded by boycotting
the World University Games currently
underway in the southern South Korea
city of Gwangju.

Lee’s visit will come just ahead of
the 70th anniversary of the August 15,
1945 liberation of a single Korea from
Japanese colonial rule.

Both sides have noted the opportu-
nity for some sort of joint celebration,
but no event has been confirmed as
yet.—AFP
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