
HONG KONG: Two pro-independence
Hong Kong lawmakers lost their appeal
yesterday against a ban preventing them
from taking up their seats in parliament as
Beijing faces accusations of stepping up
interference in the city’s politics. Baggio
Leung and Yau Wai-ching deliberately mis-
read their oaths of office, inserted exple-
tives and draped themselves with “Hong
Kong is not China” flags during a swearing-
in ceremony in October.

Speaking after yesterday’s judgment, an
angry Leung said the “invisible hand” of
Beijing had intervened in Hong Kong’s
affairs.  Leung and Yau were voted in to
parliament in citywide polls in September
which saw several rebel candidates take
seats for the first time, advocating either
independence or self-determination for
Hong Kong.

The new movement supporting a possi-
ble split from Beijing for the semi-
autonomous city has gained traction as
young pro-democracy campaigners grow
increasingly frustrated with a lack of politi-
cal reform.  Beijing hit out at the pair in a
special “interpretation” of the city’s consti-
tution earlier in November that effectively
prevented them from taking up their seats
because of the way they took the oath.

Following Beijing’s protest, Hong Kong’s
High Court ruled the two lawmakers
should be disqualified from the legislature
because their oaths were invalid, in an
unprecedented judicial review brought by
the city’s leader and justice secretary. Yau
and Leung appealed, but lost out yester-
day in a judgment that took Beijing’s ruling
into account, amid criticism that the sepa-
ration of powers in Hong Kong has been
compromised.

The Court of Appeal’s judgment referred
to Beijing’s ruling as giving the “true mean-
ing” to the part of the constitution that
requires lawmakers to take an oath of alle-

giance to Hong Kong as a special adminis-
trative region of China. The judgment said
the court’s duty to apply the city’s constitu-
tion, known as the Basic Law, outweighed
the doctrine of separation of powers and
non-intervention. 

‘Political suppression’ 
Yau and Baggio were originally offered a

second chance at taking the oath by the
president of the legislature, but Beijing
stepped in to prevent that. Its special inter-
pretation of the Basic Law ruled that any
oath-taker who does not follow the pre-
scribed wording of the oath, “or takes the
oath in a manner which is not sincere or
not solemn”, should be disqualified.

Yesterday’s appeal judgment said there
could be “no dispute” that Yau and Leung
had declined to take the oath. Leung said
he did not believe he had done anything
wrong. “The way the oath incident has
developed from an affair within Hong Kong
to what it is now is unexpected to us all,” he
told reporters. Leung said the pair were
actively considering their next step but had
not decided whether to proceed to the
Court of Final Appeal.

The judgment came as the government
announced plans to take a third newly
elected lawmaker to court over her oath-
taking. The department of justice said it
would initiate proceedings against teacher
Lau Siu-lai, a prominent activist who made
her name during the city ’s mass pro-
democracy rallies in 2014 and now advo-
cates self-determination for Hong Kong. 

It gave no further detail on the grounds
for the case. Lau’s oath was rejected during
her swearing in as she read the pledge at a
snail’s pace, leaving long gaps between
every word. She was later given a second
chance to read it and was able to take up
her seat. Lau slammed the decision to take
her to court as “political suppression”. — AFP 

HK’s anti-China lawmakers 
lose appeal over seat ban
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BANDA ACEH: Indonesian military personnel and officials gather for a photograph with performers during an “Archipelago
Unity” gathering, being held across the country to call for peace and reduce tensions ahead of a December 2 protest. — AFP 

JAKARTA: The capital of Muslim-majority
Indonesia is on edge ahead of what is expected
to be a second massive protest by conservative
Muslims against its Christian governor and no
group more so than its Chinese minority. They
have reason to be concerned. The movement
against the governor, who is being prosecuted
for allegedly insulting the Quran, has overflowed
with racial slurs against his Chinese ancestry, an
unnerving sign in a country with a history of
lashing out violently against the ethnic minority
that makes up 1 percent of its 250 million people.

The first major protest against Gov. Basuki
“Ahok” Tjahaja Purnama on Nov 4 drew more
than 100,000 people to Jakarta’s streets. Some
held up banners calling for Ahok to be killed or
decrying Chinese influence. It ended in violence,
with one death and dozens injured after hard-lin-
ers attacked police. A separate mob tried to
invade the apartment complex where Ahok lives
in the north of the city and vandalized property
in the area, which is home to many Chinese.

Hard-line organizers of the protest, who were
unsatisfied by a police decision earlier this month
to formally name Ahok as a suspect in the blas-
phemy case instead of arresting him, are promis-
ing another giant rally on Friday. After police
pressure, they have agreed to concentrate the
rally around a national monument in central
Jakarta and insist it will be peaceful. The furor
over Ahok, sparked by his criticism of detractors
who argued the Quran prohibits Muslims from
having a non-Muslim leader, has highlighted reli-
gious and racial fault lines in Indonesia, the
world’s most populous Muslim nation, and the
growing challenge from proponents of Shariah
law to its secular system of government.

Painful memories 
For Chinese Indonesians, the controversy has

awakened painful memories of the mass
protests that ousted late dictator Suharto dur-
ing the 1998 Asian financial crisis.  Boiling
resentment against immigrant Chinese tycoons
who profited from ties to Suharto and his
famously corrupt family spilled over into mob
attacks on Chinese property and people, killing
many. Nearly two decades later,  Jakarta’s
Chinatown is still scarred by the burned out
shells of buildings torched in the chaos.

“Certainly as Chinese descendants, we are
still traumatized by the riots in 1998,” said
Clement Alexander, a grocery store owner in a
narrow lane of the bustling Petak Sembilan mar-
ket in Chinatown. “We heard that horrible event
may happen again if the government fails to
control the protests. It’s scared us, but we can-
not do anything except pray,” he said.

“For rich ethnic Chinese, they could flee to
Singapore or to other countries, but for lower-
class people like me it is rather difficult, we just
survive and depend on the government for pro-
tection.” When Ahok in 2012 became the first
Chinese to be elected deputy governor of
Jakarta, and the first Christian in half a century,
it was seen as a sign of the pluralistic tolerance
fostered by the moderate form of Islam prac-
ticed in Indonesia.

But his rise to governor in 2014 to replace
political ally Joko “Jokowi” Widodo after his elec-
tion as president was unpalatable to hard-liners.
With the support of moderates that hope to
gain from Ahok’s fall, they have elevated their
agenda to the national stage, and revealed that
intolerant interpretations of Islam adapted from

the Middle East have made greater inroads than
believed.

Ahok is running for a second term as gover-
nor in elections due in February but since the
blasphemy accusations erupted in September,
his sky-high popularity in opinion polls has
melted away. A pro-tolerance rally in Jakarta on
Nov. 19 attracted less than 10,000 people. A mil-
itary-organized event in the city on Wednesday
meant to showcase respect for all of Indonesia’s
six officially recognized religions was mainly
populated by soldiers, schoolchildren and
police, who had no choice about attending.

Clogged streets 
For the Nov 4 protest, the normally clogged

streets of Jakarta were nearly emptied of cars,
embassies closed, countries such as Australia
issued advisories against travel to the city and
many businesses shuttered for the day, particu-
larly in Chinatown. “We are afraid the riots in
1998 would be repeated. But I don’t want to
talk about that horrible event,” said Jhony Tan,
owner of a store selling Buddhist worship para-
phernalia.

“I hope the government can handle this
issue, so there’s no negative impact to any other
community, especially to ethnic Chinese here. If
they fail, Indonesia will be ruined,” he said. “I’m
sure the majority of Indonesian people are will-
ing to see that this problem has nothing to do
with us.” Christianto Wibisono, an ethnic Chinese
businessman and former government adviser
whose home was burned in the 1998 riots, said
that despite communal tensions, he is hopeful
the government will maintain calm during
Friday’s protest and beyond. — AP 

Indonesia protests awaken 
fears for minority Chinese

A country with a history of lashing out

MANILA: Troops in the southern
Philippines retook a disused building
from Muslim militants yesterday, ending
an intense five-day siege that killed
dozens of fighters the authorities say had
pledged allegiance to Islamic State. The
incident highlights the challenges facing
President Rodrigo Duterte in keeping
order in the Philippines, particularly in
his native south, riven by nationalist
rebellions for decades.

The military stepped up its offensive
after the weekend, pounding rebels
holed up in a disused municipal hall with
artillery and bombs dropped from air-
craft. The army said 30 security forces
were wounded and 61 rebels killed in the
operation. The militants belonged to the
Maute group, one of several Islamist
groups in the country’s restive south.

The siege ended as Duterte visited
injured soldiers in Lanao del Sur
province, where seven of his advance
security party were wounded on
Tuesday, when suspected Maute militias
set off a bomb under their truck. “The
town is deserted and the Maute is with-
drawing towards the mountain,” said mil-
itary spokesman Brigadier-General
Restituto Padilla. “They have been deci-
mated. The capability to sustain and get
back to the fight is no longer there.”

The government suspects the Maute
group in a Sept. 2 bombing in Duterte’s

home city, Davao, which killed 14 people
and wounded more than 70. Last week
Duterte appealed to the Islamic State-
linked Abu Sayyaf to disarm and start
talks. He urged them to halt piracy and
kidnapping and not retaliate on civilians
for military operations to drive the rebels
from their island strongholds. Duterte
has recently warned Islamic State could
take root in the Philippines and stressed
the need to avoid “contamination”, a risk
also faced by neighbouring Malaysia and
Indonesia.

The former mayor, who is overseeing
a drugs crackdown that has killed more
than 2,500 people, offered an olive
branch to Maute, questioning why it
wanted to take orders from Islamic State.
“Maute, they are inspired by ISIS,” Duterte
said in a speech, using an abbreviation
that refers to Islamic State. “I did not
want to wage a war against my own
countrymen. Please do not force my
hand.” But he vowed not to relent.

“When the time comes, it’s going to
be a war against terrorism and drugs and
I will tell you now, I will be harsh,” Duterte
said. “As harsh as I  can ever be.”
Separately, two men were arrested on
Monday north of the capital, Manila, over
the planting of a homemade bomb near
the US embassy. The device was detonat-
ed safely by police, who suspect the
Maute of being behind it. — Reuters 

Philippines ends siege against
rebels pledged to Islamic State

SEOUL: South Korean President Park Geun-hye’s
conditional resignation offer appears to be causing
cracks in what previously had been a strong push
for her impeachment, with opponents now strug-
gling to set a date for a vote to strip her of power.
Park offered Tuesday to leave office if parliament
arranges a safe transfer of power, triggering an
immediate backlash from opposition parties, which
called the overture a stalling tactic to help the pres-
ident navigate through a huge political scandal
involving her shadowy confidante.

Leaders of the country’s three main opposition
parties met yesterday and agreed to stick with their
plan to try to vote on an impeachment motion as
early as Friday. But they also said they’d meet again
if that plan does not work, meaning they’re bracing
for the possibility that a Friday vote might not take
place. Much of their hesitation to pick a clear date is
due to the fact that there are not enough opposi-

tion lawmakers to pass an impeachment through
parliament, and they would need help from dis-
senters in Park’s ruling Saenuri Party.

Impeachment motion
The three opposition parties and anti-Park inde-

pendent lawmakers have a total of 172 seats in the
300-seat National Assembly. A passage of an
impeachment motion requires at least 200 votes in
favor. About 40 ruling party lawmakers have
expressed their willingness to vote to oust Park. But
after Park’s resignation offer Tuesday, made in an
address to the nation, anti-Park lawmakers gath-
ered and agreed it would be best for Park to resign
in April, after the installation of a neutral Cabinet
that can help ensure a stable power transfer until a
new president is elected, according to the office of
Hwang Young-cheul, one of the lawmakers who
attended the meeting.

They said they would still take part in a possible
impeachment vote on Dec 9 if details for an April
resignation aren’t worked out through negotia-
tions, Hwang’s office said. Opposition parties have
previously said a vote on Park’s impeachment
would take place either on Friday or Dec 9, because
parliamentary plenary sessions are already sched-
uled on those days. “It’s true that some cracks have
taken place at anti-Park forces in the Saenuri Party
after her speech,” said an official at the main oppo-
sition Democratic Party, formerly known by its
Korean-language name, Minjoo. The official, who
requested anonymity because he wasn’t author-
ized to speak to the media, said opposition parties
are using unofficial, backroom channels to see if
they can still secure enough Saenuri lawmakers
who would align with their impeachment drive.

If impeached, Park’s presidential powers would
be suspended until the Constitutional Court makes

a ruling on her fate. The court would have 180 days
to deliberate. Park, in her Tuesday speech, contin-
ued to deny accusations by prosecutors that she
colluded in the criminal activities of her longtime
friend Choi Soon-sil, who, despite having no official
role in government, allegedly had a say in policy
decisions and exploited her presidential ties to bul-
ly companies into giving large sums of money to
businesses and foundations that Choi controlled.

Confidential documents
Prosecutors have indicted Choi, two ex-presi-

dential officials and a music video director known
as a Choi associate for extortion, leaking confiden-
tial documents and other charges. The scandal has
sparked mass protests every Saturday in Seoul.
About 30,000 anti-Park demonstrators gathered in
the city’s downtown area yesterday, according to
protest organizers. — AP 

S Korean opposition struggles for clear impeachment plan

HONG KONG: Democratically elected lawmaker, teacher Lau Siu-lai (C), from the
‘Democracy Groundwork’ party, holds a press conference with other lawmakers at
the Legislative Council (Legco). — AFP 

MANILA: Thousands of Filipino protesters
returned yesterday to the site of a 1986 revolt
that ousted dictator Ferdinand Marcos, this time
to condemn his burial at a heroes’ cemetery.
Police said at least 3,000 people gathered at the
“People Power” monument along the main EDSA
highway in metropolitan Manila, chanting “Dig

him up.” Protesters held up pro-democracy plac-
ards, including one that read, “Keep calm and
democracy will die.”

Millions gathered three decades ago at the
site just outside the main military and police
camps in a largely peaceful uprising to oust
Marcos, ending a presidency marked by massive

corruption and human rights violations.
Yesterday’s protest was the latest in a growing
political storm following the Nov. 18 burial,
which was allowed by President Rodrigo Duterte
and upheld by the Supreme Court amid protests
by anti-Marcos groups.

The rally speakers included Maria Serena
Diokno, who resigned Tuesday as head of the
government’s historical commission to protest
the burial. “We should never forget our history,”
Diokno said. “We won’t allow even a part of the
dictatorship to return.” A few thousand activists
gathered separately last week in a “Black Friday”
protest at Manila’s seaside Rizal Park, where they
carried Marcos’ effigy in a mock coffin.

Duterte, whose father served in Marcos’s
Cabinet, allowed the burial on grounds that there
was no law barring his interment at the Heroes’
Cemetery, where presidents, soldiers, statesmen
and national artists are buried. It was a political risk
in a country where democracy advocates still cele-
brate Marcos’s ouster each year. Duterte’s decision
was upheld earlier this month by the Supreme
Court. Marcos opponents had 15 days to appeal
the decision, but Marcos’s family, backed by
Duterte’s defense and military officials, buried him
in a secrecy-shrouded ceremony with military hon-
ors at the cemetery. The stealthy burial enraged
democracy advocates and sparked protests in
Manila and other cities, including in southern
Davao city, the president’s hometown. —AP 

At revolt site, Filipinos protest Marcos burial

MANILA: Anti-Marcos activists shout slogans during a protest at the People Power monument
against the burial of the late dictator Ferdinand Marcos at the Heroes’ Cemetery. —AFP 


