
NEW DELHI: Indian authorities
have evacuated passengers from
the Delhi-Lucknow Shatabdi
Express at the Ghaziabad railway
station near capital New Delhi ear-
ly yesterday following reports of a
bomb scare on the train.

India’s leading television NDTV
reported, quoting “railway
sources,” that the security authori-
ties evacuated all the passengers
from the Delhi-Lucknow Shatabdi

Express following a warning
received from the Mumbai Anti-
Terrorism Squad about the possi-
bility of bomb attacks in trains fer-
rying between New Delhi and
Kanpur, near the capital of Uttar
Pradesh, Lucknow. This has led to
the cancellation or diversion of a
number of trains.

The NDT V quoted Delhi
Divisional Railway Manager Arun
Arora as saying: “We received an

input from Delhi Police about a
possibility of bombs in major
trains like Shatabdi, Duronto,
Rajdhani, Vaishali Express and
Nilanchal Express.”

The official added that the
security forces have launched
search operations across all rail-
way stations in the city soon after
receiving the information and “so
far nothing was found.” Security
was beefed up at major railway

stations including New Delhi,
Nizamuddin, Old Delhi and Anand
Vihar. Media sources reported that
the security authorities have
received a letter in which the mes-
senger warned of attacks in train
in the coming 72-hours-time.  This
has come one day after a terror
attack on the Air Base in Punjab’s
Pathankot, near Pakistan border
killing three security personal and
four militants. —KUNA

I N T E R N AT I O N A L

BEIJING: Beijing has rejected a protest
from Vietnam after a Chinese plane land-
ed on a contested reef in the South
China Sea, saying the operation took
place within Chinese territory. A Chinese
“test flight” landed on Fiery Cross reef,
foreign ministry spokeswoman Hua
Chunying said in an online statement
late Saturday. Vietnam also claims the
reef.

China has asserted its claim to almost
all of the South China Sea by rapidly
building artificial islands including
airstrips said to be capable of hosting

military jets. It began work in 2014 on a
3,000-metre runway on Fiery Cross reef
in the Spratlys island group, around
1,000 kilometers from China’s island
province of Hainan.

Hua said the test flight was civilian in
nature, adding that the “relevant activity
falls completely within China’s sover-
eignty”. Hanoi earlier strongly protested
at the flight, labelling it a violation of
sovereignty which “influences peace and
stability in the South China Sea”.

“Vietnam resolutely protests China’s
above-mentioned action, asking China

to immediately end while not repeating
similar move,” said foreign ministry
spokesman Le Hai Binh in Hanoi.
Vietnamese officials also said they had
asked Beijing to investigate the ramming
and sinking of a Vietnamese fishing boat
by a suspected Chinese boat.

The fishermen were around 60 nauti-
cal miles from Con Co Island in central
Quang Tri province on Friday when a for-
eign boat crashed into their craft. The 11
crew members were rescued but the
boat sank, the fishermen told the
VNExpress news site. The captain was

quoted as saying that he saw Chinese
characters on the foreign boat. Ha Le,
deputy head of the Vietnam Fisheries
Surveillance Department, told AFP
Chinese officials had offered to check on
the report if more details became avail-
able.

Relations between the communist
neighbors have grown tense in recent
years over the disputed Spratly and
Paracel island chains. Rioting broke out
in Vietnam after Beijing sent an oil rig
into contested waters in 2014, and at
least three Chinese people were killed.

Since then the two sides have tried to
mend relations. China’s President Xi
Jinping visited Hanoi in November but
that visit also saw anti-Chinese protests.
Hanoi has stepped up cooperation with
the US, in what analysts say is a hedge
against China’s rising power. Several oth-
er claimants have also built facilities in
the South China Sea but at a slower pace
than China. The Philippines, Malaysia,
Brunei and Taiwan also have claims to
parts of the Sea, home to strategic ship-
ping lanes as well as substantial oil and
gas reserves. —AFP

Beijing rejects Vietnam dissent over South China Sea landing

MAKATI CITY: Protesters display placards during a rally at the Chinese
Consulate to protest moves by China in “fortifying” its claims at the disputed
Spratlys Islands in the South China Sea. —AP

HONG KONG: Hong Kong pro-
democracy lawmakers said yester-
day that they will press the gov-
ernment for answers after a fifth
employee of a publisher specializ-
ing in books critical of mainland
China’s leadership went missing.
Lawmaker Albert Ho said the city
was “shocked and appalled” by the
disappearance of Lee Bo. Like the
four others who have disappeared
in recent months, Lee is associated
with publisher Mighty Current.

While there’s been no official
word on what happened to the

five missing people,  Ho told
reporters that it appears their dis-
appearances are linked to the pub-
lisher’s books. “From the available
information surrounding the dis-
appearance of Mr Lee Bo and his
partners earlier, we have strong
reason to believe that Mr Lee Bo
was probably kidnapped and then
smuggled back to the mainland
for political investigation,” Ho said.

It’s not uncommon in mainland
China for company executives and
dissidents to be detained for
lengthy periods by the authorities

or vanish without anyone claiming
responsibility, but the disappear-
ances are unprecedented in Hong
Kong and have shocked the city’s
publishing industry. A few dozen
protesters marched to Beijing’s
Liaison Office yesterday to
demand information about Lee,
Mighty Current’s chief editor. Lee,
65, is also one of the company’s
major shareholders,  the South
China Morning Post reported.

Political scandals 
The company’s co-owner, Gui

Minhai, is also among those miss-
ing, as are three staff members.
Mighty Current and its Causeway
Bay Bookstore are known for gos-
sipy titles about Chinese political
scandals and other sensitive issues
popular with visiting tourists from
the mainland. Books by Mighty
Current are banned on the main-
land but are available in Hong
Kong, which enjoys freedom of the
press and other civi l  l iber ties
unseen on the mainland because
of its status as a specially adminis-
tered region of China. However,
the disappearances highlight
growing concern that Beijing is
moving to tighten its grip on the
former British colony as President
Xi Jinping moves to clamp down
on dissent.

Hong Kong Acting Secretary for
Security John Lee told reporters
that police were “actively” investi-
gating the case and would widen
the scope of their probe. The Hong
Kong-Macau Affairs Office, which
is under China’s State Council,
could not be reached yesterday for
comment.  Lee went missing
Wednesday evening and was last
seen leaving his company’s ware-
house, according to local media
reports.

His wife told the Cable TV news
channel in a repor t broadcast
Saturday that she received a
phone call from him the night he
disappeared. She said he told her
then that he was “assisting an
investigation” and alluded to the
earlier disappearances, but was
not more specific. The number
indicated the call  came from
Shenzhen, the mainland Chinese
city next door to Hong Kong, the
report said. —AP

Hong Kong unsettled by case 

of five missing booksellers

‘Strong reason to believe Bo was kidnapped’

HONG KONG: Protesters try to stick photos of missing booksellers during a protest outside the
Liaison of the Central People’s Government. —AP

MANILA: Nearly 50 young Filipinos
returned yesterday from a remote
Philippine-held island in the South China
Sea where they had staged a week-long
protest against Beijing’s claims in the dis-
puted waterway. The group arrived at
Pag-asa island on December 26 as part of
an effort to stir up popular opposition to
China’s claim to most of the contested
sea, including Pag-asa, also known as
Thitu.

The 47 youths have now returned to
Palawan island in the Philippines, Joy
Ban-eg, a coordinator of the group, con-
firmed. Pag-asa island is part of the
Spratlys chain in the South China Sea.
China claims most of the sea but the
Philippines, Brunei, Malaysia, Vietnam
and Taiwan have conflicting claims. The
end of the trip by the 47 Filipino youths
coincided with a fresh flare-up between
China and claimant Vietnam over the
contested sea, as Hanoi accused the
Asian giant of landing a plane on a dis-
puted reef. Beijing insisted the operation
took place within Chinese territory.

The Philippine Department of Foreign
Affairs has said it will also file a protest
over the incident. The youth group,
organized by a former navy officer, is

called Kalayaan Atin Ito, which translates
as “Kalayaan, This Is Ours”. “Kalayaan” is
the name of a township established by
the Philippines in the Spratlys to assert its
territorial claim and is also the Filipino
word for freedom.

The Philippine government had previ-
ously praised the group’s “patriotism” but
had urged them not to proceed with the
trip, while the youth group had accused
the Philippine government of not doing
enough to stand up to China.
Photographs of the group, posted on
their Facebook page, showed the youths
camping on the island and posing with
patriotic banners.

Reacting to the trip, the Chinese foreign
ministry had previously said it was “strong-
ly dissatisfied with the actions and words
of the Philippine side.” Despite having one
of the weakest militaries in the region, the
Philippines has been vocal in challenging
China’s claims to the South China Sea, a
vital sealane and rich fishing ground which
is also believed to hold vast mineral
resources. The Philippines has an interna-
tional arbitration case now pending in the
Hague where it is challenging China’s terri-
torial claims, though China has refused to
recognize the proceedings. —AFP
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TOKYO: Japan’s Emperor Akihito
expressed his hopes for world peace
as he appeared Saturday with his
wife,  Empress Michiko,  sons and
grandchildren behind bullet-proof
glass before thousands of well-wish-
ers waving flags.

The 82-year-old Akihito, who was
scheduled to make five such appear-
ances at  Tokyo’s  Imperial  Palace
Saturday, also released a New Year’s
statement in which he expressed his
sympathy for people displaced from
their homes and still living in tempo-
rary housing after the March 2011
tsunami and nuclear disaster  in
northeastern Japan.

Michiko, wearing a pinkish beige
dress, waved to the crowd, estimated
by public broadcaster NHK at 44,000
in the morning. That’s likely to dou-

ble in the afternoon. Masako, wife of
the crown prince who has made rare
public appearances because of a
stress-related illness, also joined this
year’s New Year’s greeting, smiling in
a deep blue dress. Akihito is the son
of Hirohito under whose name Japan
waged World War II and surrendered
seven decades ago. But from the
start, he has stood for peace.

His role is symbolic and he holds
no political power, but he is relative-
ly popular with the people. Michiko
was the first commoner to marry into
the Japanese royal family, and she
also has at times suffered from stress,
like the Harvard-educated Masako, a
former diplomat. “From the start of
this New Year, I pray for peace for our
nation and for the world,” Akihito
told the crowd. —AP
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HONG KONG: Large crowds protested in
Hong Kong yesterday after a pro-Beijing offi-
cial was appointed to a senior role at the main
university, as fears grow over what critics see
as political interference in the city’s education
system. The downtown rally staged by teach-

ers, students and alumni comes in the wake of
Arthur Li’s selection last month as chairman of
HKU’s governing council.

The appointment taps in to wider concerns
that academic freedoms in the city are under
threat, particularly in the wake of last year’s
student-led mass pro-democracy rallies.

Demonstrators yesterday marched to the
Government House, the residence of unpopu-
lar Hong Kong leader Leung Chun-ying, who
appointed Li.  

The protesters held banners that read
“defend the university ’s autonomy” and

“uphold academic freedom”. Others shouted
“Arthur Li, you will pay.”  Organizers said 3,000
people took part in the protest, while police
estimated the crowd at around 800. Li, a
member of Hong Kong’s Executive Council,
the top advisory body to the government,
started his three-year term on January 1.

He is widely known to be close to Leung,
who is also the chancellor of all the city’s uni-
versities. “The appointment is not just about
HKU, it’s not just about universities.  This is an
issue of governance in all of Hong Kong,”
Benny Tai, a key figure in last year ’s pro-
democracy movement, told the crowd. “The
government just does not listen to public
opinion,” added Tai, who also teaches at the
school. 

98 percent disagree 
Protester Timothy O’Leary, a humanities

professor at HKU, told local broadcaster Cable
TV: “I think this is a disappointing appoint-
ment. I think this is an indication that the gov-
ernment does not want to move forward in
helping.” Li’s appointment comes after the
university’s council, criticized as being pro-
Beijing, rejected liberal law scholar Johannes
Chan as pro-vice chancellor at the university,
sparking protests from staff and students.

At a non-binding vote in November by
HKU alumni on whether Li should be appoint-
ed, 98 percent said no. The Hong Kong gov-
ernment defended the appointment yester-
day. “The decisions are based on the merits of
individuals, including their ability, expertise,
experience, integrity and commitment to
public service,” a government spokesman said
in a statement.

Former British colony Hong Kong was
handed back to China in 1997 under a deal
that guaranteed the retention of its civil liber-
ties and capitalist system for 50 years.
Teachers have previously accused officials of
politically motivated censorship, including in
2012 when tens of thousands marched
against “national education”, a government
proposal to introduce Beijing-centric patriotic
teaching into schools. The plan was later
dropped. —AFP
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HONG KONG: Protestors shout slogans during a rally against Executive Council mem-
ber Arthur Li’s selection last month as chairman of Hong Kong University’s (HKU)
governing council. — AFP
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TOKYO: Japan’s Emperor Akihito (center left) and Empress Michiko
(center right) with the imperial family members appear during the New
Year’s greeting at the Imperial Palace. —AP
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