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BEIJING: A couple and a child wait in the street of Beijing. Married couples in
China will be allowed to have two children, after concerns over an ageing
population and shrinking workforce ushered in an end to the country’s con-
troversial one-child policy. —AFP

HEILONGJIANG: Novice soldiers run along a road during a test of military skills in Heihe in northeastern China’s Heilongjiang
province. China has created three new military units as part of reforms to modernize its military and improve its fighting
capacity. —AP

SHANGHAI: China has unveiled
changes to the structure of its mili-
tary, adding three new units,
described by President Xi Jinping as
“a major policy decision to realize
the Chinese dream of a strong
army”, state media reported. The
formation of the new units, which
follows Beijing’s announcement

that it was building a second aircraft
carrier, comes with China acting
more aggressively in territorial dis-
putes in the South China Sea and
East China Sea, drawing the ire of its
neighbors and the United States.

Beijing in November said it
planned sweeping changes in a
move intended to enhance the rul-
ing Communist Party’s control over
the People’s Liberation Army (PLA).

The latest reforms announced late
Friday will see a new army unit set
up to oversee China’s arsenal of
strategic missiles. Besides the
“Rocket Force”, the PLA also unveiled
an army general command to serve
as the headquarters for land forces
and a support unit to assist combat
troops, the official Xinhua news

agency said.
Xi, who is chief of the Communist

Party and also serves as head of the
military, has previously announced
plans to slash China’s number of
troops by 300,000 to roughly two
million to craft a more efficient fight-
ing force. China’s Central Military
Commission, which Xi chairs, on
Friday also released guidelines to
help build the country’s vision of a

modern military before 2020 by cut-
ting troops and improving the quali-
ty of combat personnel, Xinhua said.
The announcements come with
China also expanding its naval
capacity by building a second air-
craft carrier. The nation’s first such
vessel, the Liaoning, is a secondhand
Soviet ship built more than 25 years

ago that was commissioned by
China in 2012 after extensive refits.

‘Influential and persuasive’   
The Global Times newspaper,

known for its nationalistic editorial
stance,  said new conditions
required a strong army and cited
the United States as a reason. “If
China has a big gap with the US in
terms of military prowess, this will

affect its international position
and other countries’ attitude
toward China,” it said in an editori-
al posted on its website yesterday.
“With a strong army, China can be
more politically appealing, influen-
tial and persuasive.”

Beij ing’s forces have been
involved in sometimes tense con-
frontations with Japanese and
Philippine units over maritime dis-
putes in the East China Sea and
South China Sea respectively,
prompting fears that the disputes
could result in armed clashes. The
new PLA Rocket Force, meanwhile,
is tasked with maintaining conven-
tional and nuclear weaponry with
the ability to both deter and strike,
Xi told a ceremony for the found-
ing of the three new organizations,
according to Xinhua. But a
spokesman for China’s Ministry of
Defense denied any shift in the
country’s nuclear weapons policy.
“China’s nuclear policy and nuclear
strategy are consistent, there has
been no change whatsoever,”
spokesman Yang Yujun said Friday,
according to a transcript posted
on the ministry’s website.

The new unit would take over
from the Second Artillery Force, he
said.  At a mil itar y parade in
September, China showed off “car-
rier-killer” missiles, including the
land-based DF-21D intermediate-
range type which is thought to be
equipped with onboard terminal
guidance systems that give it the
unprecedented ability to attack a
moving target. A Chinese analyst
said the latest moves were aimed
at modernizing the military. “For a
long time, China had no overseas
interests, the navy, air force and
guided missile units were relatively
weak compared with the army,” Ni
Lexiong, a professor at the
Shanghai University of Political
Science and Law said. “To catch up
with European and American pow-
ers... China must raise the modern-
ization level and combat strength
of the army.”—AFP
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BEIJING: Chinese President Xi Jinping (front left) gives a military flag to Wei Fenghe, commander
of the Rocket Force of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA), and Wang Jiasheng (front
right), political commissar of the Rocket Force, in Beijing. —AP

HONG KONG: A Hong Kong employee of a
publishing firm known for producing books
critical of the Chinese government has gone
missing, his wife said, following the earlier
apparent disappearance of four colleagues.
It is the latest incident to fuel growing
unease in Hong Kong at the erosion of free-
doms in the semi-autonomous Chinese city,
with fears that the five men may have been
detained by Chinese authorities.

Lee Bo, the chief editor of a publisher
which produces books on Chinese politics,
was a colleague of the four others. A source
said Lee, 65, was last seen in Hong Kong on
Wednesday at the publisher’s warehouse,
which he is in charge of. Lee’s wife Sophie
Choi also said he was in Hong Kong
Wednesday but went missing that night. “I
started looking for him when he didn’t come
home for dinner that night at around 7 pm,”
Choi said. “He called me that night at around
10 pm to tell me that everything was all
right,” Choi said.

But she said the number from which Li
was calling her did not belong to him and
originated from the neighboring mainland
Chinese city of Shenzhen. Choi said she
reported the case to Hong Kong police on
Friday. Police said the incident had been list-
ed as a “missing persons” case. “It is a very
difficult time for me... I’m not sure what has
happened, these are not things that normal
people know about,” Choi said. The source
said that Lee was last seen in the publisher’s
warehouse in Hong Kong at 5pm on
December 30th. “Apparently he met some-

body and subsequently disappeared. This is
very shocking if it is true.”

Hong Kong was handed back to China by
Britain in 1997 under a “One Country, Two
Systems” arrangement. It enjoys liberties not
seen on the mainland, including freedom of
the press and publication, but there are fears
these are under threat. When the four other
publishers disappeared last autumn Lee had
said he was a shareholder in the Mighty
Current publishing company. “I think (it has
happened) probably because of publishing
matters...  political books banned on the
mainland,” he said at the time. The other
men who went missing are Gui Minhai, a
Swedish national and co-owner of the
Mighty Current publishing company. Local
media said he failed to return from a holiday
in Thailand in October.

The publishing company’s general man-
ager Lui Bo, an employee Cheung Jiping and
bookstore manager Lam Wing-kei are also
reportedly missing after disappearing in
southern China in October. Rights groups
had expressed concern at the previous dis-
appearances, with Human Rights Watch say-
ing there was a “concerted effort” by the
mainland to prevent Chinese political books
travelling from Hong Kong to China. Hong
Kong publisher Yao Wentian, who was due
to release a dissident’s book about Chinese
President Xi Jinping, was reported to have
been detained for almost three months in
January 2014. In May 2014 Yao, then 73, was
sentenced by a Chinese court to 10 years in
jail for smuggling. —AFP
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MANILA: Stray bullets and exploding
firecrackers have k i l led two and
injured hundreds in the Philippines,
authorities said, amid the country’s
traditional riotous New Year celebra-
t ions.  A drunk man died after  he
embraced a giant firecracker, called
“Goodbye Phil ippines”,  as  i t  was
about to explode, health secretary
Janet Garin told reporters.

“His jaw was shattered. He was so
intoxicated he hugged the Goodbye
Philippines,” Garin said, adding the
man was pronounced dead at the
hospital. 

Eighty percent of the country’s 100
mil l ion people are Catholic  but
Filipino superstition dictates making
ear-shattering noises during New
Year ’s  Eve to ward off  bad luck .
Revelers set off firecrackers and shoot
guns into the air to celebrate the
December festive season. The health
department listed 380 injuries due to
fireworks and four others due to stray
bullets.

In many hospitals across the coun-
try, firecracker victims rushed into
emergency rooms grimacing in pain
as they held their bloodied limbs. An
eight-year-old boy in the northern

farming province of Nueva Vizcaya
had three of his fingers amputated
after a firecracker exploded in his
hands, Garin said. At least nine chil-
dren had their fingers amputated due
to firecracker injuries, she said. In a
Manila shantytown, a lit firecracker
started a slum inferno, which quickly
spread,  f i re bureau spokesman
Renato Marcial said.

The blaze destroyed a cramped
maze of wood and cardboard huts in
the early hours of Friday, leaving
3,000 people homeless, city disaster
officer Johnny Yu said. Panicked and
weeping residents fled their burning
homes carrying clothes and furniture
while men,  many of  whom were
drunk from a night of merrymaking,
desperately tried to put out the fire
with buckets of water, an AFP pho-
tographer at the scene saw. A 65-
year-old woman died from a heart
attack as she watched her house
burn, Yu said. Many Filipino civilians
keep licensed guns in their homes to
protect themselves in a high-crime
society and most f irecrackers are
legal and easily available. The 384
injuries recorded so far for 2015 are
up from 354 in 2014.—AFP
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SEOUL: North Korean leader Kim Jong-Un
said raising living standards was his top priori-
ty in a low-key annual New Year’s address on
Friday that avoided any explicit reference to
the country’s nuclear weapons program. The
30-minute televised speech was not without
the normal bellicose rhetoric-threatening a
“sacred war” if provoked and stressing the
need to develop “varied” military strike
options-but the clear thrust was economic
development in the isolated, cash-strapped
state.

“The Workers Party of Korea gives top pri-
ority to the issue of improving people’s living
standards among millions of other national
tasks,” Kim said.  “We must create a turnaround
in economic development,” he added.  Kim
has issued similar calls in his three previous
New Year addresses and, as on those occa-
sions, Friday’s speech offered little in terms of
specific policy for achieving his economic
objectives. On relations with South Korea, Kim
said he was open to talks but warned Seoul
against any activity that might threaten a ten-
tative cross-border agreement reached in
August to reduce tensions. In particular, he
stressed the provocative dangers inherent in
the South’s annual joint military exercises with
the United States-a perennial thorn in North-
South ties.

‘Merciless, sacred war’
“If aggressors and provocateurs touch us

even slightly, we will not hesitate to respond
with a merciless sacred war for justice and
national reunification,” he said. His speech
came a day after the state funeral of North
Korea’s top official in charge of relations with
South Korea, Kim Yang-Gon, who state media
reported as having died in a car accident on
Tuesday. Kim had long been the North’s point
man on cross-border affairs, and his death was
seen as a further setback to efforts to improve
the always volatile relations between Seoul
and Pyongyang.

Kim Jong-Un, wearing black-rimmed glasses
and his trademark black Mao suit, delivered his
speech from behind a lectern in a wood-pan-
eled room in the ruling Workers’ Party Central
Committee Office Building in Pyongyang. No
audience was shown although the address was
regularly interrupted by what appeared to be
canned applause. There was no mention of the
nuclear arsenal or ballistic missile program that
has made the North the target of multiple
international sanctions over the years,
although Kim did stress the need to “develop
more varied means of military strikes”. “The
overall tone was quite low-key, and the empha-
sis was clearly on the economy, rather than
political or military issues,” said Yang Moo-Jin, a

professor at the University of North Korean
Studies in Seoul.

Looming party congress
“Possibly he wanted to avoid irritating China

and others in the region ahead of the crucial
party congress in May,” Yang said. The Workers’
Party congress will be the first of its kind for 35
years, and is expected to offer some clarity on
the current leadership’s policy direction.  Since
taking over power following the death of his
father Kim Jong-Il in late 2011, Kim has priori-
tized economic development in a way that his
father, with his “military first” policy, never did. In
his very first public address, at a military parade
in April 2012, Kim had said he was determined
that North Koreans would “never have to tight-
en their belts again”. He has relaxed some con-
trols on farmers and state-run firms, and set up
more than a dozen special economic zones.

And a closely monitored but tolerated
grassroots capitalism, born out of a spirit of
survivalist self-sufficiency that got many
through the catastrophic failure of the state
distribution system in the famine years of the
mid-to-late 1990s, has given rise to a growing
entrepreneurial class. While North Korea does
not release official economic data, South
Korea’s central bank estimated its economy
expanded 1.0 percent in 2014. —AFP 
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BEIJING: Married couples in China (from
Friday) will be allowed to have two chil-
dren, after concerns over an ageing popu-
lation and shrinking workforce ushered in
an end to the country’s controversial one-
child policy.  The change, which was
announced in October by the ruling
Communist Party, takes effect from
January 1, 2016, Beijing’s official Xinhua
news agency reported over the weekend.
The “one child policy”, instituted in the late
1970s, restricted most couples to only a
single offspring through a system of fines
for violators and even forced abortions.

For years, authorities argued that it was
a key contributor to China’s economic
boom and had prevented 400 million
births. Rural families were allowed two
children if the first was a girl, while ethnic
minorities were allowed an extra off-
spring, leading some to dub it a “one-and-
a-half child” policy. But it also led to heart-
rending tales of loss for would-be parents,
and prompted sex-selective abortions or

infanticide targeting girls because of a
centuries-old social preference for boys.
China’s population-the world’s largest at
1.37 billion-is now ageing rapidly and has
severe gender imbalances, all while the
country’s workforce is shrinking.

Under the new law, married couples
are now allowed to have a second child,
but the legislation maintains limits on
additional births. Around three million
extra babies will be born each year over
the next five years as a result, officials
from the National Health and Family
Planning Commission predicted at a
briefing in November. This would add a
total of about 30 million people to the
labor force by 2050, officials said. Still,
experts say the shift is likely too little,
too late to address China’s looming pop-
ulation crisis. Others warn that many
Chinese couples do not want more chil-
dren, particularly given the expense,
and the effects of the change remain
unclear. —AFP
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