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SAN PABLO CITY, Philippines: Boxing legend Manny
Pacquiao smiles as he soaks up the sounds of adoring
fans screaming his name, their cheers heralding a new
career as one of the Philippines’ most powerful politi-
cians. After winning his farewell fight against Tim
Bradley, the eight-time world champion hit the cam-
paign trail this week in a bid to secure a seat in the
Senate when Filipinos go to the polls on May 9.
Pacquiao’s rise from desperate street kid to boxing
superstar has made him one of the nation’s biggest
heroes and, in a nation where celebrities often become
lawmakers, he is effortlessly translating sporting suc-
cess into the political ring.

Surveys show Pacquiao is virtually guaranteed to
win a Senate seat and his journey through shanty
towns near Manila, where he threw caps and other
souvenirs to joyous fans holding life-sized posters of
him, appeared more a victory lap than an effort to con-
vince sceptical voters. “I’m happy campaigning right
now. So many people are shouting, cheering for me.
I’m glad with the warm welcome in every rally. I really
didn’t expect that,” Pacquiao told AFP on Thursday
during a break from the festivities. 

With constant speculation that another mega-
bucks bout against American rival Floyd Mayweather
might lure him out of retirement, Pacquiao insisted
he was enjoying “retired life” and that he was not

thinking about boxing at all. “I’m now a full-time
politician. I remember when I dedicated myself to be
a boxer and become a champion. It’s my feeling right
now,” he said.

Pacquiao, who has served two terms as
a congressman, is running for a seat in the
24-member Senate as part of a long-term
strategy to become president, a not unre-
alistic ambition given his wild popularity.
Pacquiao’s international reputation took a
huge hit in February when the devout
evangelical Christian described homosex-
uals as “worse than animals”.

Major sponsor Nike immediately can-
celled its partnership with him and a host
of US celebrities voiced outrage. But the
comments had far less impact in the
Philippines, with surveys showing his pop-
ularity slumping only slightly afterwards
then quickly recovering. Boosted by his success
against Bradley this month, Pacquiao is now in third
place in the Senate race and a near certainty to take
one of the 12 seats available, according to the latest
survey from a major pollster. 

Message for the Poor 
Campaigning in the bustling city of San Pablo

Thursday, there was no sign of rancour. Vendors and tri-
cycle drivers mobbed Pacquiao as he got off a flatbed
truck, eager to touch their hero and pose for selfies. A
high school drop-out, Pacquiao entered boxing to feed

his family, and he says his political ambi-
tions are anchored in his desire to help the
poor. He is promising to increase the
salaries of teachers, offer scholarships to
poor students and give subsidies to farm-
ers, selling himself as a beacon of hope for
millions of poor who have not felt the ben-
efits of stellar economic growth under
President Benigno Aquino. 

“I tell them not to be discouraged
because our life was worse than theirs. We
did not have our own house, our own land
and sometimes even food,” Pacquiao said.
“I experienced what it was like to sleep on
the streets. I want to serve so they will be

proud that Manny is for the poor.”  
Many in San Pablo said they were drawn to

Pacquiao’s message, as they talked about their own
hardships. “I hope he gives projects for non-college grad-
uates,” said housewife Jessica Bautista, 29, who only fin-
ished grade school. “I hope we get training because the
government and companies only prioritise graduates
but we have no diploma.”  — AFP

Pacquiao now a political heavyweight
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HONG KONG: A plastic sheet, a blanket, a
sleeping bag: A makeshift bed laid out in
the shadow of towering apartment blocks
by a man who would rather be homeless
than cooped up in Hong Kong’s cramped
and overpriced housing units. Bright-eyed,
neatly turned out but painfully thin, 54-
year-old Ah-po works in a warehouse by
day. By night he sleeps in the stands of a
neighborhood football pitch in an urban
public park, and has done for three years.

In a city where the wealth gap is
becoming an unbridgeable gulf, Ah-po is
among an increasing number of low earn-
ers opting to sleep outside rather than in
minuscule units known as “cubicle” or
“subdivided” flats, apartments carved into
tiny living spaces by landlords capitalizing
on demand as public housing remains in
short supply. “I work so hard in the day
time - I just hope to live comfortably and
well in the evening,” Ah-po told AFP. “But
nowadays the rent is so high.”

He says he can make up to HK$12,000
($1,500) a month when his health permits
- he suffers from arthritis - and has been in
and out of lower-rent accommodation
since his business failed eight years ago.
However, with property prices rocketing in
the past decade, even a unit measuring
less than 100 sq ft can cost several thou-
sand Hong Kong dollars per month. There
is no legal stipulation for landlords over
minimum apartment size or provision of
basic amenities. 

Cubicle flats seen by AFP measured as
little as 28 sq ft, just enough room to
squeeze in a bed. A grimy toilet and
kitchen are often shared by multiple ten-
ants. Even these units can cost around
HK$2,000. For Ah-po, the park is a more
pleasant environment and removes finan-
cial pressure - he fears his arthritis may
stop him working, leaving him unable to

pay the bills. “I’ve got familiar with people
who come here for morning exercise and
we will greet each other,” he says. “I have a
sense of belonging.”

Research by Hong Kong universities
and NGOs shows the number of homeless
rose to more than 1,600 in 2015, up 14 per-
cent since their last survey in 2013. More
than a third have jobs. “If they pay rent,
(the accommodation) is small, it’s hot, it’s
humid, there are many insects...If they go
into the park or under the flyover it’s noisy,
but they can sleep,” says Professor Wong
Hung at the Chinese University of Hong
Kong’s department of social work.

The problem has got worse in the last
two to three years as salaries have not
kept up with rent hikes, Wong adds. There
are long waiting lists for public housing

and temporary accommodation is often
on the outskirts of the city, meaning extra
cost to travel to work, Wong says. Now the
average age of the homeless is rising as
they now tend to stay on the streets long-
term. The government says it is trying to
“reintegrate” the homeless, with a range
of services from emergency shelters to
social security payments.

But campaigners argue it is not
enough. Authorities should focus on
building low-cost dorms in urban areas
where homeless people could settle for
two or three years, says Ng Wai-tung, of
the Society For Community Organisation
(SOCO), a Hong Kong NGO helping the
poor. “It’s very sad that people can’t afford
to rent a place even though they have
work,” says Ng. — AFP

HK working poor choose 

streets over bad housing

Number of homeless people rising

HONG KONG: This picture taken on April 18, 2016 shows a man watching his
television in his “cubicle” flat built within a subdivided “rooftop house” which
he shares with other tenants built on the roof of a ten-storey residential build-
ing in the Kowloon district. — AFP 

TAIPEI: Pro-Taiwan and China unification activists chant
slogans outside the Japan Exchange Association during a
demonstration yesterday. — AFP 

TAIPEI: Taiwan summoned Japan’s representative yesterday
to protest its seizure of one of the island’s fishing boats in an
area where Tokyo claims exclusive rights. The 50-tonne
Taiwanese boat was chased for hours by a Japanese vessel
and finally seized earlier this week, some 150 nautical miles
from Okinotori-shima, an atoll administered by Japan. The
seizure of the “Tung Sheng Chi 16” prompted protest from
Taipei, which said Japan had no authority in the area and
demanded the release of the ship and 10 crew.

They were later freed, but tensions remain as the release
came only after the ship’s owner paid a “lawsuit deposit” of 6
million yen ($54,000) as demanded by the Japanese authori-
ties, Taiwan’s foreign ministry said in a statement. Taiwan’s
Foreign Minister David Lin expressed the island’s displeasure
to Mikio Numata, who handles relations with Taipei in the
absence of official diplomatic ties. “We’ve told them we’ve
never recognized the exclusive economic zone (EEZ) around
Okinotori-shima and they have no right to seize the fishing
boat,” he told reporters.

Okinotori-shima is an uninhabited atoll in the Philippine
Sea which is mostly submerged at low tide. The Japanese EEZ
claim has also been rejected by China and South Korea,
although neither country has made its own claim. Taiwan’s
outgoing Premier Chang San-cheng issued a stern warning to
Japan as Taipei pledged to protect its fishing boats and said it
would send patrol vessels to the area on Sunday. “Don’t ever
think we’ll be weak (on this issue). Don’t test our determina-
tion,” an angry Chang told reporters. — AFP
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