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MANILA: The Philippines may invest in its
first-ever submarine fleet to help protect its
territory in the disputed South China Sea,
President Benigno Aquino said yesterday.
The impoverished nation, which has never
before operated submarines and until now
relied largely on US surplus ships, has been
ramping up defence spending in response
to China’s military expansion in the region.

China claims almost all of the South
China Sea despite conflicting claims from
the Philippines, Vietnam, Malaysia, Taiwan
and Brunei. Aquino said the Philippines
could lose control of its entire west coast
should China succeed in enforcing its
claims. “We’ve had to accelerate the mod-
ernization of our armed forces for self-
defence needs,” he told reporters. “We are a
natural transit point into the Pacific and we
are now studying whether or not we do
need a submarine force,” he said. Beijing
has reclaimed more than 2,900 acres (1,174
hectares) from the South China Sea in less
than two years in an intensive island-build-
ing campaign, and has deployed surface-
to-air missiles on a disputed island there,

according to Taipei and Washington.
China’s military dwarfs that of the

Philippines, despite Aquino’s efforts to raise
defence spending to record levels and the
acquisition of new warships and fighter jets.

This year China’s proposed defense
spending of 954 billion yuan ($147 billion)
is about 59 times that of the Philippines.
The Philippines has turned to its longtime
ally the United States and former wartime
foe Japan to bolster its military hardware.

It has also asked a United Nations-
backed arbitration panel to declare China’s
sea claims illegal, with a ruling expected
later this year. China boycotted the arbitra-
tion hearings at The Hague.

‘Be realistic’ 
However, buying submarines would not

solve the disputes as the Philippines could
not match China’s military might, said Benito
Lim, a political science professor at the
Ateneo de Manila University. “Aquino should
be realistic. He needs force to counter force,”
Lim told AFP, adding the Philippines should
reopen dialogue with China. “A submarine

will be a very expensive investment, and it
may not address the problem in the most
reasonable way,” he said. Aquino said the
South China Sea dispute concerns every
country since it could disrupt trade in ship-
ping lanes through which about a third of
the world’s oil passes. “The uncertainty
breeds instability. Instability does not pro-
mote prosperity,” he said. But while the
Philippines is fortifying its defenses, Aquino-
who will step down in June when his single
six-year term ends-said that as an impover-
ished nation the government would priori-
tize “butter rather than guns”.

“We have no illusions of ever trying to
match, trying to engage anybody in an
arms race or in a military build-up,” he said.
In a separate development a defense
department official confirmed that the
Philippines had sealed an agreement to
acquire two anti-submarine helicopters.
The Anglo-Italian AW159 helicopters will be
delivered in a little over a year, said defense
undersecretary Fernando Manalo, adding
they would be the nation’s first. He did not
disclose the cost. — AFP

Philippines mulls submarines as China row simmers

MANILA: Filipino boys play on floaters beside their creekside homes in Manila
yesterday. The government continues to clear garbage and shanties along the
creeks to avoid flooding in parts of the city. — AP

NAYPYITAW, Myanmar: Myanmar’s slow transi-
tion to democracy took a momentous step yes-
terday as a trusted aide to ruling-party leader
Aung San Suu Kyi took over as the country’s pres-
ident, officially ending more than 50 years of the
military’s control over government.

In a day full of ceremony and symbolism, Htin
Kyaw was sworn in along with his two vice presi-
dents and 18 Cabinet ministers. Suu Kyi, the
Nobel Peace laureate and face of Myanmar’s pro-
democracy movement, takes on a prominent
role as the country’s new foreign minister and
the head of three other ministries - education,
energy and the presidential office. “The Union
Parliament has elected me as president, which is
a historic moment for this country,” Htin Kyaw, 70,
said in a speech after being sworn in. He pledged
to work toward national reconciliation, strive for
peace with warring ethnic rebels and improving
the lives of Myanmar’s 54 million people.

While it was a historic day for the impover-
ished Southeast Asian country, democracy
remains incomplete. The military retains consid-
erable power in the government and parliament,
and the president himself will play second fiddle
to Suu Kyi. She cannot be president because of a
constitutional manipulation engineered by the
military, and has repeatedly said she will run the
country from behind the scenes.

“I am very happy that we have a president
who represents people,” said Mar Thin, a 50-year-
old street cleaner. She said she used to own 70
acres (28 hectares) of land that she and her sister
inherited from their father before the military
kicked them out and appropriated the land for
the defense ministry.

“I hope that the new government can solve
the land confiscation problem and let us own our
land as farmers. All we want is enough food, and
to live without fear. I hope that President Htin
Kyaw will do that for us because Daw Suu prom-
ised us a lot of things, and we love her too,” Mar
Thin said, using an affectionate term for Suu Kyi.
US President Barack Obama noted the continu-
ing challenges for Myanmar, also known as
Burma, in a statement in which he called Htin
Kyaw’s election “a historic milestone in the coun-
try’s transition to a democratically elected, civil-
ian-led government.”

Challenges
“Burma will face significant challenges going

forward, including achieving broad-based eco-
nomic development, advancing national recon-
ciliation, and promoting the rights and freedoms
of all its people,” Obama said. “The United States
looks forward to being a friend and partner of
the new government and the people of Burma as
they make progress toward building a more
inclusive, peaceful, and prosperous future.”

Htin Kyaw’s swearing-in was held in an aus-
tere hall of parliament, with lawmakers dressed
in traditional costume. A few hours later, outgo-
ing President Thein Sein shook hands with his
successor and handed him a letter and a golden
sash, officially transferring power.

It was Suu Kyi who led her National League for
Democracy party to a landslide win in November
elections, ushering in Myanmar’s first civilian
government after 54 years of direct and indirect
military rule. Suu Kyi endured decades of house
arrest and harassment by military rulers without
ever giving up on her nonviolent campaign to
unseat them. 

The constitutional clause that denied her the
presidency excludes anyone from the position
who has a foreign spouse or child. Suu Kyi’s two
sons are British, as was her late husband. The
clause is widely seen as having been written by
the military with Suu Kyi in mind. She has repeat-
edly made it clear that she will run the govern-
ment from behind the scenes, and in his speech
yesterday, Htin Kyaw paid obeisance to Suu Kyi.

“The new parliament and new government are
formed in accord with the policies of the National
League for Democracy led by Aung San Suu Kyi,”

he said, and referred to the party’s goal to amend
the constitution. “I have the obligation to work
toward achieving a constitution that has demo-
cratic norms and is suitable for the nation,” Htin
Kyaw said. “I want to tell the new government, we
must constantly try to fulfill the hope and will of
the people of this country. I wish all citizens of this
country a successful and peaceful life.” The consti-
tution, drafted under the former junta, reserves 25
percent of the seats in parliament for military offi-
cers, guaranteeing that no government can
amend the constitution without the army’s
approval. The military also heads the Home
Ministry, the Border Affairs Ministry and the
Defense Ministry, which gives it control over the
corrections department, ensuring that the release
of political prisoners is its decision to make.

The military also ensured that one of Htin
Kyaw’s two vice presidents is a former general,
Myint Swe, a close ally of former junta leader
Than Shwe. Myint Swe remains on a U.S. Treasury
Department blacklist that bars American compa-
nies from doing business with several tycoons
and senior military figures connected with the
former junta.

As Htin Kyaw was sworn in, Suu Kyi sat in the
front row watching. The same pledge was simul-
taneously read by First Vice President Myint Swe
and Second Vice President Henry Van Tio. After a
20-minute tea break, the 18 members of Htin

Kyaw’s Cabinet, including Suu Kyi, took a joint
oath of office read out by the speaker.

Suu Kyi’s leadership of four ministries is
unusual, and the lack of public criticism of her
wide power is likely a sign of her continuing
broad support.

Despite her inability to become president, Suu
Kyi’s entry into the government is a remarkable
turn of fortune not only for her, but also for the
country, which had been under iron-fisted mili-
tary rule for decades beginning in 1962. The junta
kept Myanmar in isolation and economic stagna-
tion while refusing to listen to international coun-
sel or homegrown demands for democracy.

Suu Kyi came to prominence in 1988, when
popular protests were building up. The junta
crushed the protests, which had turned into anti-
government riots, killing thousands of people
and placing Suu Kyi under house arrest in 1989.
The junta called elections in 1990, but refused to
hand over power when Suu Kyi’s party won over-
whelmingly. She was awarded the Nobel Peace
Prize a year later while under house arrest. The
junta finally started loosening its grip on power
in 2010, allowing elections that were won by a
military-allied party after Suu Kyi’s party boy-
cotted the polls as unfair. Thein Sein, a former
general, was installed as president for a five-year
term that started March 30, 2011, and ended yes-
terday.— AP
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Suu Kyi aide Kyaw takes over in transition to democracy

New Myanmar President Htin Kyaw (centre left) and outgoing president Thein Sein (centre
right) arrive for the  handover ceremony at the presidential palace in Naypyidaw
yesterday. — AFP

NAYPDYIDAW: Myanmar Foreign Minister Aung San Suu Kyi (left) speaks with Vice President
Henry Van Thio  as they attend the handover ceremony from outgoing President Thein Sein to
new Myanmar President Htin Kyaw at the presidential palace in Naypyidaw yesterday. — AFP

BEIJING: A former deputy governor of China’s
southern province of Hainan has been sen-
tenced to 12 years in prison for corruption, the
official Xinhua news agency said yesterday.

Ji Wenlin was a one-time ally of Zhou
Yongkang, the country ’s once-powerful
domestic security boss, who was felled by
President Xi Jinping’s anti-corruption cam-
paign. Xi has warned that rampant corruption
threatens the survival of the ruling Communist
Party and has waged a campaign against graft
in the past three years that has swept up scores

of senior officials in the party, the government,
the military and state-owned companies.

Investigators began looking into Ji’s activi-
ties as early as 2014, Xinhua said, adding that
he used his position to seek benefits, including
investments for several companies, illegally
obtaining 20.4 million yuan ($3.2 million) in
assets and bribes. 

Ji’s official biography says he worked under
Zhou when the latter was the party boss of the
southwestern Sichuan province and the public
security minister, among other posts. Zhou was

jailed for life last June. Several key Zhou allies
have been ensnared in the anti-graft cam-
paign, including Jiang Jiemin, the former top
regulator of state-owned assets. In another
report, Xinhua said the trial of a former senior
official who had vigorously backed Xi’s anti-
graft campaign had begun.

Wang Min, the one-time Communist Party
boss of Jinan city, about 300 km (185 miles)
south of the capital, Beijing, is suspected of
procuring property and other favours for com-
panies, and of taking bribes. — Reuters
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BANGKOK: Thai soldiers march while changing positions with fellow soldiers on a
street in Bangkok. — AFP

BANGKOK: Thailand’s junta chief has given
the military broad new police-like powers
to arrest and detain criminal suspects, in an
unannounced move that rights groups criti-
cized yesterday as a recipe for human rights
violations. The decree Prime Minister
Prayuth Chan-ocha issued late Tuesday
night comes amid a wider crackdown on
civil liberties. Authorities the same day
charged a woman with sedition for posting
a Facebook photo of herself holding a red
plastic bowl that was deemed too politically
charged.

The order, published in Thailand’s Royal
Gazette under the title “Suppression of
wrongdoings that could threaten Thai econ-
omy and society,” gives soldiers in the army,
navy and air force who are ranked sub-lieu-
tenant and higher the power to summon,
arrest and detain suspects in a wide range
of crimes for up to seven days. The soldiers
can act against people suspected in 27 dif-
ferent types of crime, including extortion,
human trafficking, robbery, fraud, forgery,
defamation, debt collection, gambling,
child protection, prostitution, loan sharking
and tour guide services. It says the soldiers
are appointed “crime prevention and sup-
pression officers” and anyone ranked below
sub-lieutenant can act as their assistants.

Prayuth, the former army chief, invoked
the powers under a law he enacted after
leading a May 2014 coup that gives him as
junta chief near-absolute authority without
any accountability. The law, known as
Article 44, allows Prayuth to take any meas-
ures deemed necessary to promote public
order and unity. Rights groups say Article 44
is essentially martial law in all but name.
“There are people whose behavior and

wrongdoings are considered crimes. They
threaten the country’s economy and socie-
ty,” the order says. Deputy Prime Minister
Prawit Wongsuwan was quoted by The
Bangkok Post as saying that soldiers would
also act as interrogators and were taking on
the new role because there were not
enough police to tackle crime.

Brad Adams, the Asia director of Human
Rights Watch, called the move “a recipe for
abuse, not greater peace and order.” “By
erasing the line between the military and
the police, Prime Minister Prayuth has fur-
ther reinforced his dictatorship and guaran-
teed more blatant human rights abuses,
increased numbers of civilians being tried in
military courts, and further impunity for sol-
diers to do whatever they want whenever
they want,” he said.

Since toppling an elected government in
the 2014 coup, Prayuth has restricted free-
dom of speech, barred public protests and
relentlessly pursued critics by detaining
journalists, academics and other perceived
dissidents at military bases for so-called
“attitude adjustment.” 

The junta says criticism could destabilize
the nation, which it says needs unity after
almost a decade of sometimes violent polit-
ical conflict. 

On Tuesday, a 57-year-old woman in
northern Thailand was arrested and
charged with sedition for posting a photo
of herself holding a red plastic bowl
inscribed with a New Year’s greeting from
two former prime ministers, siblings
Yingluck and Thaksin Shinawatra, according
to Human Rights Watch. A military court in
Chiang Mai released her on 100,000 baht
($2,800) bail pending a military trial. —AP
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WASHINGTON: A senior US diplomat said
yesterday he hopes China will accept an
offer for a technical briefing on a new mis-
sile defense system the United States wants
to deploy in South Korea, a prospect
Beijing sees as a threat to its national secu-
rity. US Deputy Secretary of State Anthony
Blinken said the Terminal High Altitude
Area Defense (THAAD) system was neces-
sary for the United States to protect itself
and regional allies from North Korean mis-
sile attacks.

“We realize China may not believe us
and also proposed to go through the tech-
nology and specifications with them ... and
prepared to explain to what the technolo-
gy does and what it doesn’t do and hope-
fully they will take us up on that proposal,”
Blinken told Washington’s Brookings
Institution. Blinken spoke ahead of a visit
by Chinese President Xi Jinping to
Washington for a nuclear security summit
that will have concerns about North Korea
high on the agenda.

The United States and South Korea
agreed to begin talks on possible THAAD
deployment last month after North Korea
tested its fourth nuclear bomb on Jan. 6
and launched a long-range rocket on Feb 7.
China backed tough new sanctions on
North Korea following the tests but has
voiced opposition to THAAD as its radar has
a range that would extend far beyond the
Korean peninsula and into China.

Asked whether China would accept a US
briefing on THAAD, Chinese Foreign

Ministry spokesman Hong Lei would not
directly reply, repeating China did not view
the matter “as simply a technical one”.

“The THAAD system exceeds the normal
defensive needs of the Korean peninsula,
threatens China’s reasonable national secu-
rity interests and damages regional strate-
gic stability,” Hong told a news briefing in
Beijing yesterday. South Korea’s military
said on Tuesday that North Korea test fired
a short-range missile on its east coast in the
latest of a string of launches that
Pyongyang has characterized as a response
to the sanctions.

US President Barack Obama will meet
South Korean President Park Geun-hye and
Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe on
Thursday to discuss North Korea’s nuclear
program, ahead of a bilateral meeting
between Obama and Xi later that day.
Blinken said THAAD deployment was a nec-
essary step until Pyongyang’s behavior
changed. “None of these steps are directed
against China but we have also been very
clear that as long as this persists ... we will
have to take steps,” he said.

Obama’s deputy national security
adviser,  Ben Rhodes,  said China had
stepped up pressure on North Korea, but
this had to be shown to change
Pyongyang’s calculus. “We’ve had good
support from China, but we clearly believe
that there’s more that will continue to
have to be done, including on enforcing
the sanctions we have put into place,”
Rhodes told reporters. — Reuters
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