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MANILA: Boys hitch a ride on a pedicad at the Divisoria market in
Manila. — AFP

MANILA: The Maoist-led rebel group in
the Philippines said yesterday it was ter-
minating a unilateral ceasefire it declared
five months ago and resuming a protract-
ed guerrilla warfare that has killed tens of
thousands of people. The New People’s
Army said in a statement that the cease-
fire agreed to last August would expire on
Feb 10, but added the rebels would still
support peace talks with the government
of President Rodrigo Duterte. “In our
experience and in the experience of other
peoples, it is possible to negotiate while
fighting until the substantive agreements
are forged to address the roots of the
armed conflict and lay the basis for a just
and lasting peace,” the group said.

It said the decision was made because
the government failed to comply with its
“obligation” to pardon and release all
political prisoners and “has treacherously
taken advantage” of  the ceasefire to
encroach on its territory. Jesus Dureza,
presidential adviser on the peace process,
said he was “dismayed” with the move,
which came after  peace negotiators
agreed to fur ther discuss a bi lateral
ceasefire. But he said he would recom-
mend to Duterte that the government’s
unilateral ceasefire be maintained to pro-
vide an “enabling and conducive environ-

ment” to peace talks. “The road to peace is
not easy to traverse. What is important is
that we all stay the course,” Dureza said.

Defence Minister Delfin Lorenzana said
in a statement that the army will continue
to enforce the government’s unilateral
truce and “wil l  not actively operate
against the New People’s Army while our
ceasefire is in effect”. He said soldiers will
defend themselves if attacked and will
pursue all lawless groups to maintain
peace and order.  The communists
accused the military of occupying 500
barrios, or town districts, that are suppos-
edly within their control and that govern-
ment forces were allegedly engaged in
“hostile actions” and other “offensive
operations”.

Military spokesman Brigadier General
Restituto Padilla said the NPA was still
involved in extortion, recruitment and
attacks on plantations, mines and other
businesses. He cited nine incidents show-
ing rebel violations of their own truce,
including abducting a soldier in the south
and k i l l ing two others in a nor thern
province. From September to November
last year, the military reported zero armed
encounters with communist guerrillas but
it  has obser ved an increase in rebel
attacks in the last two months. —Reuters

Philippines communist rebels end 
ceasefire but support peace talks

MANILA: The Philippine justice secretary
yesterday brushed aside accusations that
police killings of thousands of drug suspects
may be crimes against humanity, stating
criminals were not human. Amnesty
International earlier in the day accused police
of murdering defenseless people or paying
others to kill as part of President Rodrigo
Duterte’s drug war, and said the deaths may
amount to crimes against humanity. 

“The criminals, the drug lords, drug push-
ers, they are not humanity. They are not
humanity,” Justice Secretary Vitaliano Aguirre
told reporters when asked to comment on
the Amnesty report. “In other words, how can
that be when your war is only against those
drug lords, drug addicts, drug pushers. You
consider them humanity? I do not.”

Among a litany of alleged crimes,
Amnesty accused police of shooting dead

defenseless people, fabricating evidence,
paying assassins to murder drug addicts and
stealing from those they killed or the victims’
relatives. It also said police were being paid
by their superiors to kill, and documented
victims as young as eight years old. “The
police are behaving like the criminal under-
world that they are supposed to be enforcing
the law against,” the report said. Police have
reported killing 2,555 people since Duterte
took office seven months ago and immedi-
ately launched his war on crime, while nearly
4,000 others have died in unexplained cir-
cumstances, according to official figures.

Duterte has repeatedly made comments
echoing similar sentiments to Aquirre’s, urg-
ing police to kill drug users as well as traffick-
ers. “Crime against humanity? In the first
place, I’d like to be frank with you: are they
humans? What is your definition of a human
being” Duterte said in August last year refer-
ring to drug offenders. “Human rights? Use it
properly in the right context if you have the
brains.” The next month Duterte said he
would be “happy to slaughter” three million
drug addicts, and likened his campaign to
Nazi leader Adolf Hitler’s efforts to extermi-
nate Jews in Europe. 

However the Philippine National Police
and the presidential office issued statements
yesterday rejecting many of the assertions in
the Amnesty report. “The PNP has always
observed and upheld respect for human
rights,” a police statement said. National
police chief Ronald Dela Rosa also rejected

accusations that the police officers were get-
ting secret bonuses for killing alleged drug
offenders. He insisted only two percent of
the police force was corrupt. 

Killings persist in Manila 
A young man’s body lay in a pool of

blood, surrounded by bullet casings. A loved
one rushed to the scene in the dark, run-
down Manila neighborhood and howled in
anguish as onlookers huddled behind a
police cordon. It’s a scene that has been
replayed thousands of times in Philippine
President Rodrigo Duterte’s brutal war on
drugs over the past seven months.

But this was on Tuesday night, a day after
Philippine police were ordered to halt anti-
drugs operations that have left more than
2,500 people dead in what police say are
shootouts. Thousands of users and small-
time dealers have also been killed outside of
the police anti-drugs missions. Human rights
groups say many are by assassins paid by
police, or are police themselves. Police deny
involvement in extra-judicial killings.

Aldrin de Guzman, 24, was gunned down
outside his home before midnight on
Tuesday in circumstances all-too-familiar for
the dwellers of Manila’s poorest neighbor-
hoods. Another man was shot and killed in a
crumbling shophouse not too far away, at
around the same time. Mystery gunmen on a
motorcycle shot de Guzman repeatedly,
according to police, following the same pat-
tern as thousands of other vigilante-style

killings of drug dealers and users. De
Guzman’s mother, Elisa, said her son had no
enemies, but had used drugs in the past.
“That’s a long time ago. If the person is
already reforming, they still do this?” she said,
tears building in her eyes.

“They should stop all these shootings...
many are caught in between, just like my
son. They should stop claiming lives.” No wit-
nesses saw the killers. The attack bore the
same hallmarks as many of the other killings
over the past seven months activists believe
are carried out by hit men working in
cahoots with police, or by officers in plain
clothes. The Philippine National Police (PNP)
has said allegations that hit men were on the
police payroll “are obviously not the norm”
and the PNP was making “significant break-
throughs” in investigations into killings.

Killing in a shophouse
Duterte has suspended drugs operations

to allow a purge of corrupt police following
the kidnapping and killing of a South
Korean businessmen by counter-narcotics
officers. He has handed over charge of the
anti-drugs campaign to the Philippine
Drugs Enforcement Agency, a body a frac-
tion of the size of the national police. A
report by Amnesty International yesterday
said its investigation showed drugs killings
were “systematic, planned and organized”,
and police had even received money for
murders and for delivering bodies to funeral
homes. —Agencies

‘Criminals not human,’ says Philippine Justice Secretary

HONG KONG: The mystery over the
reported abduction from Hong
Kong of a Chinese billionaire deep-
ened yesterday after a newspaper
advert appeared in his name pledg-
ing loyalty to China, in a case that
has heightened fears over Beijing’s
meddling. The whereabouts of fin-
ancier Xiao Jianhua-one of China’s
richest men-are unclear after
reports in overseas Chinese-lan-

guage media that he was taken
from Hong Kong by mainland secu-
rity agents last week. The reports
suggested Xiao’s disappearance
was part of China’s ongoing anti-
corruption campaign, which some
critics believe has been used to tar-
get President Xi Jinping’s political
opponents.

Xiao had been staying at Hong
Kong’s Four Seasons hotel and was
looked after by female bodyguards,
local media reported. A front-page
advert in Hong Kong newspaper

Ming Pao, attributed to Xiao, said he
had “always loved the (ruling
Communist) party and the country”
and would soon meet with media. “I
personally believe the Chinese gov-
ernment is civilized and has rule of
law,” the advert read. “I have not
been kidnapped.” Xiao, who said in
the statement he was a Canadian
citizen, insisted he was being treat-
ed for an illness overseas.

The founder of Beijing-based
Tomorrow Group, Xiao was previ-
ously reported to have denied alle-
gations he fled to Hong Kong in
2014 to escape the corruption crack-
down. He is said to have acted as a
broker for the Chinese leadership,
including for Xi’s family. But over-
seas Chinese-language news site
Bowen Press said Xiao could also
have been connected to an “anti-Xi
coalition”. It is illegal for mainland
agents to operate in semi-
autonomous Hong Kong, but the

disappearance of five booksellers
known for publishing salacious titles
about Beijing’s leadership in 2015
prompted widespread criticism
China had overstepped that line.

‘Credible suspicion’ 
One of the men, Lee Bo, vanished

from Hong Kong, triggering interna-
tional condemnation and local
protests. Lee always insisted he had

gone over the border voluntarily.
Hong Kong’s security bureau said
the government “will not allow non-
Hong Kong law enforcement offi-
cers to take law enforcement actions
in Hong Kong”.  But James To of the
Democratic Party said there was a
“credible suspicion” Hong Kong’s
“one country, two systems” deal had
been breached. ”After the Lee Bo
fiasco people are very concerned
about whether Hong Kong residents
or people lawfully staying in Hong
Kong will be protected,” To said.

The South China Morning Post
reported Xiao was currently in main-
land China, not receiving medical
treatment, and was only in contact
with his family. Xiao had wanted to
move some of his businesses to
Japan after feeling unsafe in Hong
Kong, Initium news site said. His wife
was now in Japan after reporting his
case to Hong Kong police then with-
drawing it, the report said. 

According to the Financial Times
Xiao was led away by Chinese public
security agents from an apartment
at the Four Seasons. The hotel said
there was an “active police investiga-
tion” when asked about the case.
Hong Kong police said they had
received a request for assistance
over a “mainland citizen” Saturday,
but a family member had later
retracted it. They said the person it
referred to had crossed a border
control point between Hong Kong
and China on Friday.

The Canadian consulate said it
was aware of the reports and its offi-
cials were “in contact” with authori-
ties. Xiao said in the Ming Pao state-
ment he was a permanent resident
of Hong Kong, and held a diplomat-
ic passport. In 2015, he was made
“ambassador-at-large” for Antigua
and Barbuda, according to news site
Caribbean360, which pictured Xiao
at the time with the country’s prime
minister Gaston Browne. Hong
Kong-based analyst Willy Lam said
Xiao may have been targeted
because he knew “potentially
embarrassing details” about finan-
cial actions involving major Chinese
political clans. 

China’s anti-corruption drive was
launched after Xi took power in
2012 and has brought down gov-
ernment officials and corporate
executives. Billionaire Guo
Guangchang, chairman of one of
the country’s biggest private-sector
conglomerates Fosun, vanished
from public view in 2015 in connec-
tion with an investigation by
authorities, and then re-emerged. In
2016 the chairman of one of China’s
most prominent fashion firms also
disappeared, returning to work a
week later amid speculation he had
been caught up in the anti-corrup-
tion campaign. —AFP

‘Abduction’ of Chinese 
billionaire sparks fear 

Newspaper advert pledges loyalty to China

HONG KONG: Xiao Jianhua, a Chinese-born Canadian billionaire reads a book outside the
International Finance Centre in Hong Kong. Mystery surrounds the whereabouts of Xiao report-
edly taken away from his Hong Kong hotel by mainland police, in a case that could rekindle con-
cerns about overreach by Chinese law enforcement in the semiautonomous city. —AP

WASHINGTON: By visiting Japan and South
Korea on his first official overseas trip, Defense
Secretary Jim Mattis is seeking to reinforce key
alliances after US President Donald Trump’s cam-
paign-trail complaints that defense treaties disad-
vantaged the United States. The visits also reflect
the urgency of concerns on both sides of the
Pacific about North Korea’s nuclear and ballistic
missile programs. 

Mattis, a retired four-star Marine general,
inherited a North Korea problem that has grown
more worrisome as the communist nation’s
leader, Kim Jong Un, claims progress toward field-
ing a ballistic missile capable of delivering a
nuclear warhead to the United States. Former
Secretary of State John Kerry said in early January
the US may need “more forceful ways” of dealing
with North Korea if it develops a ballistic missile
of intercontinental range.

Mattis, who entered office hours after Trump
on Jan 20, took off from Joint Base Andrews,
Maryland before daybreak and is due to arrive
today in Seoul, where he will meet with his coun-

terpart, Defense Minister Han Min Koo, amid a
swirl of political turmoil. President Park Geun-hye
was impeached in December and the constitu-
tional court is reviewing whether to formally end
her rule. Later in the week, Mattis is to hold talks
in Tokyo with Defense Minister Tomomi Inada and
other senior Japanese government officials.

North Korea is expected to be at or near the
top of Mattis’ agenda. Beyond its long-range mis-
sile aspirations, the North already has missiles
capable of hitting South Korea as well as US bases
in Japan. Trump said during the campaign that
while he supports the alliances with Japan and
South Korea, he would not rule out abandoning
them if they refuse to pay more for their own
defense. “It could be that Japan will have to
defend itself against North Korea,” he told a cam-
paign rally in August. The first foreign leader he
met as president-elect was Japanese Prime
Minister Shinzo Abe; they ’l l  meet again in
Washington on Feb 10.

Mattis has said little in public since taking
office. But he has left no doubt that America’s

security alliances, including those in Asia, are a
top priority. He is the first recently retired military
officer to serve as defense secretary since George
C Marshall in 1950-51 during the Korean War.
Pentagon chiefs regularly visit South Korea and
Japan, reflecting their status as US treaty allies.
Chuck Hagel, who visited the heavily guarded
Demilitarized Zone between North and South
Korea as defense secretary in September 2013,
said in an interview that Mattis is making the
right move.

“It was a smart decision” to visit these allies
early, Hagel said. He believes officials in Tokyo
and Seoul are wondering: “Can we rely on the
US? What is the future here?” The US has about
28,000 troops stationed in South Korea and
about 50,000 in Japan. Hagel said Tokyo and oth-
er US allies in Asia have been particularly upset
by Trump’s decision to pull the US out of a Pacific
Rim trade initiative, the Trans-Pacific Partnership,
the centerpiece of former President Barack
Obama’s effort to strengthen US economic ties in
the region. —AFP

New Pentagon chief seeks to 
reassure nervous Asian allies

MANILA: Photo shows a body of an alleged drug user on the ground
after unidentified gunmen shot him dead in Manila.  —AFP

TOKYO: Tokyo has secured cost cuts on support
equipment for its next batch of six US F-35
stealth fighter aircraft of around $100 million,
according to sources and Japanese budget
papers, on top of savings being finalized for all
buyers of the high-tech jets. The deal represents
a rare case of Tokyo negotiating down the price
of military hardware from its US ally and under-
scores progress for the Lockheed Martin Corp -
run F-35 program, which has faced criticisms
over cost overruns and other problems.

US President Donald Trump, who lashed the
program as “out of control” in December, said on
Monday he had been able to shave some $600 mil-
lion from the latest US deal to buy about 90 F-35s
from Lockheed. But defense analysts and sources
downplayed news of those cuts, saying the dis-
count hailed by Trump was in line with what had
been flagged by Lockheed for months and would
apply to other countries committed to the pro-
gram. Lockheed and the Pentagon did not directly
respond to questions regarding the Japanese deal.
A spokesperson for the US Defense Department
office which runs the F-35 program said negotia-
tions over the current batch of fighters, known in
the industry as LRIP 10, was continuing.

“For every nation that buys an F-35 in LRIP 10,
the base price of the F-35 will be the lowest in F-35
history,” Lockheed spokesman Michael Rein said.
The price of the F-35 has been dropping with each
new batch as Lockheed and the US government
ramp up production, helping to lower overall costs.
Four sources told Reuters Japan had further
trimmed the price for its latest order, largely on

ground support costs such as parts, logistics and
technical assistance. “We went through each item
in detail and negotiated with the US,” said one of
the sources in Japan with knowledge of talks.

Costs down 
In a budget request last year, Japan’s Ministry of

Defense pegged the price of the six F-35s at 15.7
billion yen ($136.81 million) each. That had been
cut to 14.6 billion yen when the budget was
approved in December, in line with the 6-7 percent
per plane reduction flagged by the Pentagon late
last year. The cost of support equipment dropped
significantly, to 30.9 billion yen from 42.3 billion
yen, according to the publicly available documents.
Cost cuts on such deals are typically done by
removing some equipment or swapping out
expensive components for cheaper ones. Officials
from a new Japanese defense procurement
agency and Pentagon personnel met several times
in Tokyo between August and December before
agreeing on the lower price, said one of the
sources, who were not authorized to speak publicly
about the deal.

The total cost for the Japanese deal was just
over $1 billion, around 12 percent lower than bud-
geted in August. The cost to the United States for its
latest F-35 contract is expected to be around $9 bil-
lion, with the price per plane falling below $100
million. Japan’s higher budgeted per aircraft costs
of around $128 million include the aircrafts’ engines
and additional funds to have 38 of the 42 F-35s it
plans to buy assembled in Japan by Mitsubishi
Heavy Industries. —Reuters

Japan secures extra cost cuts 
on US F-35 fighter jet package


