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NEW DELHI: India took a step toward
modernizing its cities by awarding 20
with funds to solve problems from
shoddy sewage treatment to snarled
traffic.  The government eventually
plans to spend $15 billion to remake
100 cit ies over f ive years,  Urban
Development Minister Venkaiah Naidu
said. The first 20 to receive financing
include the capital of New Delhi, the
western cit ies of Pune, Jaipur and
Ahmadabad, and the southern cities of
Chennai and Kochi.

Since Prime Minister Narendra Modi
first touted his vision for creating so-
called smart cities across India, there
has been little clarity over what “smart”
actually means beyond a better life for
the country’s 400 million city dwellers.
While India has rapidly urbanized in

recent decades, most towns and cities
still lack basic infrastructure like running
water or stable electricity. Many feature
huge slums housing millions of poor.

The cities were selected based on
their proposals after more than 15 mil-
l ion Indian cit izens weighed in on
which problems should be solved first,
marking “a paradigm shift” in having
India’s development guided by the
public, Naidu said.

Some sent ideas to city officials via
social media. Others entered local con-
tests for designing logos or writing
essays. Bhubaneswar, the capital of the
eastern state of Orissa, unfurled a 10-
kilometer-long (6-mile-long) canvas
banner across the city and invited resi-
dents to scroll down their suggestions.
“We are big believers in the power of

competition to spur bottom-up creativ-
ity, citizen engagement, and stronger
proposals,” said James Anderson of
Bloomberg Philanthropies,  which
advised the government on the pro-
gram.

Some of the proposals mentioned a
need for better transportation, sewage
treatment, security or trash manage-
ment.  Many envisioned funding
through public-private partnerships.
The Rajasthani heritage city of Jaipur
wants to improve waste management,
while New Delhi plans to install under-
ground fiber-optic cables for more
Internet connectivity.  The traff ic-
clogged city of Chennai has plans for
improving public transportation as well
as dealing with disasters like last year’s
devastating floods. — AP 

BEIJING: China strongly condemned
the United States after a US warship
deliberately sailed near one of the
Beijing-controlled islands in the hotly
contested South China Sea to exercise
freedom of navigation and challenge
China’s vast sea claims.

The missile destroyer USS Curtis
Wilbur sailed within 12 nautical miles of
Triton Island in the Paracel chain “to
challenge excessive maritime claims of
parties that claim the Paracel Islands,”
without notifying the three claimants
beforehand, Defense Department
spokesman Mark Wright said Saturday
in Washington.

China, Taiwan and Vietnam have
overlapping claims in the Paracels and
require prior notice from ships transit-
ing what they consider their territorial
waters. The latest operation was partic-
ularly aimed at China, which has raised
tensions with the U.S. and its Southeast
Asian neighbors by embarking on mas-
sive construction of man-made islands
and airstrips in contested waters.

Vietnamese Foreign Ministry
spokesman Le Hai Binh said that
Vietnam respects “innocent passage” of
ships through territorial waters in line
with international law. State media
quoted Binh as reiterating Vietnam’s
sovereignty over the Paracels and
Spratlys and calling on nations to
actively and practically contribute to
peace and stability in the South China
Sea.

The US has claimed the attempts to
restrict navigational rights by requiring
prior notice are inconsistent with inter-
national law and pledged to regularly
carry out similar maneuvers. In October,
another US warship sailed in the nearby
Spratly Islands near Subi Reef, where
China has built one of seven artificial
islands.

‘Unprofessional and irresponsible’
The latest operation also drew

Beijing’s ire. Defense Ministry
spokesman Yang Yujun issued a state-
ment saying the “unprofessional and
irresponsible” US action “severely violat-
ed Chinese law, sabotaged the peace,
security and good order of the waters,
and undermined the region’s peace and
stability.” In an opinion published yes-
terday by the official Xinhua news
agency, China described the maneuver
as a “deliberate provocation” that raised
doubts about the United States’ sinceri-
ty just days after Secretary of State John
Kerry visited Beijing for meetings about
the South China Sea and North Korea
that were called productive by both
sides.

China’s official response has been
restrained compared to the public out-
rage seen online, according to Xinhua. A
social media search yesterday showed a
smattering of posts calling on China to
adopt a tougher military posture
against US encroachment - if not wage
war with the United States.

China claims almost the entire South
China Sea and its islands, reefs and
atolls on historic grounds. The area has
some of the world’s busiest shipping
lanes, and US officials say ensuring free-
dom of navigation is in US national
interests, while not taking sides in the
territorial disputes.

China seized the unpopulated Triton
Island, an area of 1.2 square kilometer
from former South Vietnam in 1974. In
May 2014, China parked a huge oil
drilling platform off the Vietnamese
coast in the area, prompting Vietnam to
send fishing boats and coast guard ves-
sels to harass the rig and nearby
Chinese vessels. Skirmishes led to colli-
sions and the capsizing of at least one
Vietnamese boat. — AP 

China reviles US for 
Warship near island

NAYPYIDAW: In a modest dormitory in Myanmar’s
capital Naypyidaw, novice MP Tin Thit recites a poem
he has penned called “No Retreat”, steeling himself to
enter Myanmar’s parliament carrying the dreams of a
nation left traumatized by army rule.

A poet, editor, activist-and now newly elected MP-
he is among hundreds of political newcomers poised
to take their seats today in the country’s most demo-
cratic legislature in generations, following the huge
November landslide win by Aung San Suu Kyi’s
National League for Democracy (NLD).

“This is our era,” the newly minted NLD lawmaker
told AFP on Saturday as he prepared for a last-ditch
round of parliamentary training organised by his par-
ty, brushing off concerns about his and his colleagues’
lack of experience. “This is our responsibility. We will
just do the job we have to do,” he said. The new parlia-
ment marks a momentous political shift for a country
that was held in the chokehold of oppressive junta
rule for decades. Many of the NLD MPs have served
prison time in Myanmar’s long struggle for democrat-
ic change.  They are a diverse bunch, counting
singers, lawyers and businessmen among their ranks.
But few have any experience of the cut and thrust of
Myanmar’s complex parliamentary process. They will
need to show the country’s 51 million people that
they can deliver the “change” that was virtually the
sole message of Suu Kyi’s triumphant election bid.
And that will not be easy.

Poverty endemic 
While the junta handed power to a quasi-civil-

ian reformist government in 2011, the Southeast
nation remains blighted by poverty and corrup-
tion. Junta-era neglect has left a legacy of ravaged
education, healthcare, infrastructure and a creak-
ing bureaucracy. Ethnic minority divisions have
also torn deep fractures across the nation and civil
wars continue to ravage border areas, fought by a
military that has ensured it will retain huge political
and economic powers under the new government.

“Our region is another world,” said Cing Ngaih
Mang, a newly elected MP for a small ethnic minor-
ity party from western Chin State, marveling at the
grandeur of Myanmar’s junta-built capital. “The dif-
ference in development is like comparing earth
and sky,” she told AFP, adding that she had been
watching parliamentary TV to brush up on proto-
col. 

For his part Tin Thit never aspired to be a politi-
cian. But he managed to topple former defense
minister Wai Lwin in November’s vote, winning a
lower house seat in the military heartland of
Naypyidaw. Some 390 NLD MPs are due to take
their seats in the national parliament on Monday,
turning the tables on the army-backed party that
dominated the legislature alongside a bloc of
unelected military MPs for the last five years. 

While the NLD-led parliament will be seen as
essentially a rubber stamp for Suu Kyi’s govern-
ment, complex political maneuvering awaits in the
coming days. The parliament will shortly nominate
a new president to replace incumbent Thein Sein, a
former general, in late March.

‘We can endure’ 
Suu Kyi is barred from the position by a military-

scripted constitution because she married and had
children with a foreigner. She has vowed to rule
“above” the next leader, a move that is likely to put
her at loggerheads with the army which holds an
effective veto on charter change because it retains a
quarter of seats in the legislature. Only around two
dozen NLD MPs entering parliament Monday, includ-
ing Suu Kyi, have prior legislative experience, mean-
ing the party has few veterans to show new lawmak-
ers the ropes. To combat this the party has been run-
ning workshops in recent weeks, while new MPs
flocked to Naypyidaw to watch their predecessors in
the last days of the previous parliament which ended
on Friday.

At a series of squat regimented housing blocks
where shabby one-storey dorms cost $4 a day, new
MPs were moving in. “We can endure it, we came here
for the country,” said one NLD lawmaker who asked to
remain anonymous, adding many had “served time in
prison” and could get by without luxury.  Tin Thit said
the experience was like a reunion, with former cell-
mates, school friends and other acquaintances gath-
ered together in a the junta-built capital. He served
seven years in jail for poems deemed critical of the
state. But the 49-year-old is also eager to put the past
behind him, in a sentiment that reflects the extraordi-
nary scenes of camaraderie in the parliament in
recent days as the army elite sought to hand over
power with grace-even throwing a party to mark the
occasion.”We need to move forward,” he said. — AFP 

New era as Suu Kyi’s 
MPs brace for office

A poet, editor and an activist - now elected MPs 

NAYPYIDAW:  In this photo taken on January 30, 2016, newly-elected National League of Democracy (NLD) members of parliament sit in a bus
as they depart the city development committee compounds for parliament. — AFP

MANILA: Philippine President Benigno
Aquino has ordered special efforts to
ensure a peace agreement with Muslim
rebels is implemented even after his term
ends this year, his spokesman said yester-
day. Congressional leaders have said they
are unlikely to pass the peace bill before
the president’s term ends in June.

Aquino had ordered “consultation and
meetings with the stakeholders as well as
meaningful action so we can continue the
peace process”, his spokesman Herminio
Coloma told reporters. Aquino had hoped
to pass the bill to seal a peace accord with
the largest Muslim rebel group, the Moro
Islamic Liberation Front (MILF). But oppo-
sition from some legislators had delayed
its passage despite his lobbying.

Aquino’s chief peace negotiator
Teresita Deles had told him that her office
would be meeting  concerned parties
especially the MILF to firm up the mecha-
nisms and the transition for when the

peace deal is implemented, Coloma said.
“We need to do all that is possible to
ensure the full implementation of the
Comprehensive Agreement... beyond this
administration,” he quoted Deles as say-
ing.

The draft law is aimed at ending a
Muslim separatist  revolt  in the main
southern island of Mindanao that has
claimed over 100,000 l ives since the
1970s.  The law would create an
autonomous area and grant a measure of
self-rule to the Muslim minority in the
south of the largely Christian nation.

Aquino wanted it passed this year but
the timetable was set back severely fol-
lowing public outrage over the death of
44 police commandos in an encounter
with Muslim separatist guerrillas last year.
Adding to the time pressure is parlia-
ment ’s scheduled adjournment in
February before the campaign for presi-
dential and other elections in May.  — AFP 

Philippine leader: Muslim peace
bid to continue after his term

NEW DELHI: In this June 12, 2015 file photo, an Indian motorist rides past an
overflowing roadside garbage-dumping site. — AP 

BEIJING: Chinese are packing train and
bus stations as the peak travel season
kicks into high gear this weekend with
hundreds of millions of people going
home for Spring Festival celebrations -
or head for vacation destinations.
Chinese travelers are expected to make
2.9 billion trips during the 40-day peri-
od between Jan. 21 and March 3, with
the majority of those trips falling in the
weeks around the Feb 8 Lunar New
Year, the Ministry of Transport said.

“I have my parents back in my
hometown and I must go back and
have the family reunion,” said Ma Xijie, a
migrant worker from Sichuan province
who was travelling back home by train
with his son and wife. “It’s great to have
the whole family sit down and enjoy a
family dinner together. I have been
working far from home with my kid for
a whole year,” he said.

At the Beijing railway station, stu-
dent Ren Chongyuan from Shandong
province said it was a bit easier to buy
tickets this year, but he still had to book
two months in advance. This year’s trav-
el crush - considered the largest annual
human migration - may be relatively
less severe due to a lackluster economy.

In coastal Zhejiang province near
Shanghai, officials expect a 4.4 percent
drop in passenger traffic as jobs dry up

and migrant laborers pack up early to
head to their family homes in China’s
hinterlands well before the New Year.

By comparison, Chinese made 3.6 bil-
lion trips during the same holiday peri-
od in 2014. — AP 

China braces for 2.9bn Lunar New Year trips 
NEW DELHI: A disabled passen-
ger said yesterday she was
forced to crawl on New Delhi
airport’s tarmac after Air India
failed to provide a wheelchair
when her plane landed, an alle-
gation the carrier denies. Anita
Ghai, 53, a leading disability
rights activist, said she was left
stranded after arriving in Delhi
from the northern Indian city of
Dehradun on Saturday evening.

After being helped down
steps from the plane by airline
staff and a friend, Ghai said no
wheelchair was available for her
to reach the terminal-bound
bus several meters away. “We
were kept waiting on the tar-
mac for half an hour before a
passenger coach came to pick
me up. I had to crawl on the tar-
mac to board the coach,” Ghai
said.  “I kept on reminding the
staff to arrange a wheelchair
throughout the journey but to
my shock when we landed
there was none and all they said
was there were security rea-
sons.”

Ghai, who is confined to a
wheelchair after suffering polio
as a child, described the inci-
dent as shocking and embar-
rassing. Air India denied the
incident, saying there was a
delay in bringing the wheelchair
because the plane was parked
in an outlying bay. “We strongly
deny the statement... We at Air
India give utmost importance to
passenger’s safety and comfort,”
it said in a statement, according
to the Press Trust of India. 

It is not the first time India’s
state carrier,  which has not
made a profit since 2007, has
been in the news for the wrong
reasons. Last month, a London-
bound flight with more than
200 passengers was forced to
return to Mumbai after three
hours in the air over a suspect-
ed rat sighting in the cabin.  A
plane carrying 160 passengers
was forced this month to return
to Delhi almost 30 minutes into
a Milan-bound fl ight after
smoke was detected in the
cabin. — AFP   

Disabled passenger claims 
Air India made her ‘crawl’

BEIJING: A train station worker uses a speaker phone to alert Chinese travelers to board their trains at the south train
station. — AP 

India cities get funds to tackle woes, modernize 


