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HONG KONG: Hong Kong’s new Chief Executive Carrie Lam (right) shakes
hands with China’s President Xi Jinping as he prepares to depart from Hong
Kong’s international airport yesterday. —AFP 

HONG KONG:  Carr ie  Lam,  who was
sworn in as Hong Kong’s f irst female
leader yesterday, is a former student
activist who climbed the rungs of the
civil service over 36 years, and a tough,
capable and possibly divisive Beijing-
backed leader. Lam, most recently Hong
Kong’s number two official, has to unify
the Chinese-ruled city as public resent-
ment swells at Beijing’s growing interfer-
ence in its affairs despite being promised
a high degree of autonomy.

She also has to reinvigorate the econo-
my and address growing social inequali-
t ies and high proper ty prices,  issues
Chinese President Xi Jinping highlighted
at her swearing-in ceremony. Several
sources who have worked with Lam say
she’s intelligent, hard-working and able to
push controversial government policies,
earning her the trust of Beijing factions
who strongly lobbied for votes on her
behalf when she was chosen in March.

But her hardline and pro-Beijing ten-
dencies, say critics and opposition democ-
rats, risk sowing further social divisions in
the former British colony that returned to
China 20 years ago under a “one country,
two systems” formula that guarantees it
wide-ranging freedoms. “Carrie Lam ... is a
nightmare for Hong Kong,” said student
activist Joshua Wong in March, one of the
leaders of the student-led “Umbrella

Movement” protests in 2014 which
blocked the streets for 79 days demanding
full democracy.

“Theoretically, the chief executive is a
bridge between the central government
and the Hong Kong people. But Lam will
be a tilted bridge. She will only tell us
what Beijing wants, and won’t reflect what
the people want to the communist
regime.” Lam, dubbed “the fighter” by
media, was once the most popular official
in the cabinet of staunchly pro-Beijing for-
mer chief executive, Leung Chun-ying,
who in 2012 won a similar election
restricted to just 1,200 voters. “Picking
Carrie as chief secretary was Leung’s best
appointment,” said a senior government
official who declined to be identified
because he was not authorized to speak
to the media. But she could also some-
times be a “bully”, he added.

Lam’s popularity began to slip just as a
younger generation of protesters rose to
prominence, and tumbled further during
the course of her election campaign this
year. Her attempt to push through a
planned Palace Museum in Hong Kong,
showing artefacts from the museum in
Beijing’s Forbidden City, was criticised for
being presented as a done deal without
public consultation, highlighting what some
describe as her “autocratic” style, according
to a source who knows her. —Reuters

Hong Kong’s first female leader a 

‘tilted bridge’ over troubled water

MARAWI CITY: Sprawled on the board-
ed-up balcony of a two-storey house, the
barrel of his rifle poked into a hole cut in
the wood, the Philippine army sniper
calls for quiet before taking his shot.
“Firing,” he says evenly, before the .50 cal-
ibre shot r ings out,  sending tremors
through the house. He was firing at a

home less  than a  k i lometer  away,
believed to be a stronghold of Islamist
militants who have been holed up in
Marawi City for over five weeks.

A spotter sat next to him, with his scope
set into another hole. The two spoke quiet-
ly to each other as the sniper took three
more shots across the Agus river into the

militant-held commercial district of
Marawi, now a battleground strewn with
debris from ruined buildings. Scores of
bodies are rotting in the area, and the
stench mixes with the smell of gunpowder.

Thousands of soldiers are battling to
retake the southern Philippine city, where
militants loyal to Islamic State launched a
lightning strike on May 23. The southern
Philippines has been marred for decades
by insurgency and banditry. But the inten-
sity of the battle in Marawi and the pres-
ence of foreign fighters from Indonesia,
Malaysia, Yemen and Chechnya fighting
alongside local militants has raised con-
cerns that the region may be becoming a
Southeast Asian hub for Islamic State as it
loses ground in Iraq and Syria.

As troops poured in to contain the
siege, few were expecting a slow, difficult
and unfamiliar urban war. “We are used to
insurgencies...but a deployment of this
magnitude, this kind of conflict is a chal-
lenge for our troops,” said Lt Col
Christopher Tampus, one of the officers
commanding ground operations in
Marawi. He said progress in clearing the
city has been hindered by militant fire and
booby traps like gas tanks rigged with
grenades.

Reduced to rubble
After weeks of military airstrikes and

shelling, Marawi, a lakeside city of around
200,000 is now a ghost town, the centre of

which has been reduced to charred rubble
and hollow structures. Buildings in the mil-
itary-controlled areas of the city are still
standing but deserted after residents fled.
Authorities estimate around 100 to 120
fighters, some of them as young as 16
years, remain holed up in the commercial
district of the city, down from around 500
at the beginning of the siege. The fighters
are holding around 100 hostages, accord-
ing to the military, who have been forced
to act as human shields, take up arms or
become sex slaves.

Military aircraft drop bombs on the mili-
tant zone almost every day. From the out-
skirts of the city, mortar teams take aim at
what they call “ground zero”, the heart of
the conflict. “Mortars are designed to tar-
get people and smaller areas than the
airstrikes.” said mortar specialist Sgt. Jeffery
Baybayan, as he jotted down coordinates
that come crackling over a radio from an
observer closer to the conflict area. “Hitting
targets accurately can be difficult and we’re
expending rounds without hitting targets.
We are concerned about our own troops
that are very close to the enemy area,” he
added, as the mortars exploded in the city,
sending up plumes of thick black smoke.

Surrender now or die
During the day ’s battle, Tampus

received reports that three civilians,
trapped for weeks near the fighting, were
trying to escape. Several soldiers respond-

ed to help rescue them - moving to the
area in two lines along the sides of streets
to avoid sniper fire. Three civilians - two
men and a woman using a walking stick -
came out and sat by the side of the street
once they were in the military zone. “The
bombs were so frequent coming from both
sides,” said Jose Locanas, a 53-year-old
Christian man trapped with his wife and
friend in his house. “We were caught in the
middle.”

Troops said they received word from
their relatives that the three were trapped
and managed to escort them out. More
than 400 people, including over 300 mili-
tants, 82 security forces and 44 civilians are
known to have died in Marawi. Some of
the bodies of civilians were found decapi-
tated and the military has warned the
number of residents killed by rebel “atroci-
ties” could rise sharply as troops retake
more ground.

Every day, troops make announcements
through loudspeakers for the militants to
“surrender now or die”. To the trapped civil-
ians, they offer help to get out of the con-
flict area. Authorities say they believe the
militants are running out of supplies and
ammunition, but they say there is no dead-
line to retake the city. Tampus, the officer,
said when troops reinforcements come
into Marawi, they are initially apprehensive
because of the high death toll. “But once
they are here, the discipline kicks in and
they are focused,” he said.—Reuters

Snipers, bombs, mortars - Philippine troops battle Islamists

MANILA: Rodrigo Duterte ends his
first year as Philippine president on
Friday as a hugely popular leader,
after taking Filipinos on a promised
“rough ride” of drug war killings and
foreign policy U-turns. Duterte has
been heavily criticized for his
unprecedented crackdown on drugs,
which has claimed thousands of lives,

and he marks 12 months in office
enduring the biggest crisis of his rule
as Islamist militants occupy parts of a
southern city.

The 72-year-old has also upended
decades of foreign policy stability,
launching verbal bombs against tradi-
tional ally the United States while
steering the Philippines closer to
authoritarian regimes in China and
Russia.  Yet an overwhelming majority
of Filipinos support him, according to
a series of surveys by pollsters over

the past 12 months, with the most
recent one showing 75 percent were
satisfied with his administration’s per-
formance.  

“People like the man,” Ricardo
Abad, head of sociology and anthro-
pology at Ateneo University in Manila,
told AFP, referring to Duterte’s decisive
leadership style.  “People may disagree

with his policies, or are maybe ambiva-
lent towards them, but because they
like him, people will tend to give him
the benefit of the doubt.” Many people
overseas know Duterte for his appar-
ent joy in prosecuting his drug war-he
said he was “happy to slaughter” mil-
lions of addicts-as well as gutter lan-
guage in which critics are frequently
called “sons of whores”.  

But many Filipinos look past the
crass talk and see a down-to-earth,
anti-establishment figure who

empathises with their struggles and is
willing to take extreme actions to
make dramatic change across all sec-
tors of society.  “He brought an entirely
new style of leadership, which people
probably thought we needed,”
Edmund Tayao, a political science pro-
fessor at the University of Santo
Tomas, told AFP.

Rough ride
In his inauguration speech,

Duterte typically sought not to
sugarcoat his plans for the
Philippines. “The ride will be rough.
But come join me just the same,”
Duterte said.  The roughest part of
the ride had for most of the past
year been his crackdown on drugs.
Police killed 3,171 drug suspects,
according to official figures.
Unknown assailants killed another
2,098 people in drug-related

crimes, while there were 8,200
more murders with no known
motive, according to the police. 

Rights groups and other critics
warned Duterte may be orches-
trating a crime against humanity,
alleging he had unleashed corrupt
police and vigilante death squads
on a campaign of mass murder.
Duterte had made the drug war
the top focus of his presidency
until May 23, when gunmen ram-
paged through the southern city
of Marawi flying black flags of the
Islamic State group.

He immediately imposed mar-
tial law across the southern third of
the Philippines, home to roughly
20 million people, to quell what he
said was an IS bid to establish a
local caliphate. But despite a
relentless bombing campaign
backed by the United States,
Duterte’s military has been unable
to dislodge the militants. The fight-
ing has claimed more than 400
lives, according to the government,
and it shows no signs of ending.

Super majority
Another example of Duterte’s

popularity is his “super majority” in
the lower house of congress, where
there are just seven opposition
members in the 296-member cham-
ber. Even one of the opposition law-
makers, Edcel Lagman, offered
grudging praise this week. “Despite
his unpresidential demeanor, pro-
fane language, abusive rhetoric and
flawed policy statements, President
Rodrigo Duterte, in his own
inscrutable way, has held the nation
together,” he said. 

But Lagman said, with Duterte’s
promises of “change” yet to
become reality, his popularity had
started to slide. If that is happen-
ing, Duterte’s “super majority ”
could fall apart.  In the Philippines,
lawmakers from parties across the
political spectrum typically flock to
a popular president in the early
stages of his or her term. But the
politicians, driven by self-interest
rather than ideology, have also in
the past quickly jumped off the
bandwagon when approval ratings
dropped. —AFP
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high after ‘a rough’ year
Crackdown on drugs claimed thousands of lives

Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte checks the scope of a Chinese-made CS/LR4A sniper rifle
during the ceremonial presentation of rifles and ammunition by China to the Philippines at
Clark Airbase in northern Philippines. —AP

WASHINGTON: Less than three months after
President Donald Trump and China’s leader strolled
the manicured lawns at Mar-a-Lago, the White House
is suddenly engaged in a multipronged pressure cam-
paign against Beijing, born of frustration with the limit-
ed results of their much-touted cooperation on end-
ing North Korea’s nuclear threat. Delivering a one-two
punch to China on Thursday, the Trump administra-
tion approved a $1.4 billion arms sale to Taiwan and
blacklisted a small Chinese bank over its business ties
with North Korea. 

The State Department earlier in the week gave
Beijing a dismal grade in a new human trafficking
report that was endorsed by Ivanka Trump, the presi-
dent’s daughter and senior adviser. The actions cul-
minated days of increased irritation among the presi-
dent and his top aides over China’s reluctance to
tighten the economic screws on Pyongyang. Until
recently, American officials had been hailing the
improved coordination with China and describing it
as the centerpiece of their strategy for preventing
North Korea’s isolated totalitarian government from
being able to strike the US homeland with nuclear
weapons.

Trump hinted at his loss of patience last week,

tweeting that his bid to secure a tougher Chinese
approach “has not worked out.” China represents
about 90 percent of North Korea’s trade.  After a meet-
ing Friday with South Korean President Moon Jae-in
that focused heavily on North Korea, Trump made no
reference to Beijing. The shifts in Trump’s China policy
in some way reflect the natural ebbs and flows that
are to be expected in great power relations. The US
and China have the world’s two biggest economies,
with all the commercial opportunities and headaches
such a dynamic entails. 

While America’s military is by far the strongest, the
gap with China is rapidly narrowing. On security, diplo-
macy, foreign investment and other matters, it’s only
natural that US and Chinese interests will collide.  But
Trump’s rapid flip-flops on China are a departure from
the practice of past US presidents, who found persist-
ent behind-the-scenes pressure and engagement of
Beijing more likely than headline-grabbing confronta-
tions to produce deals on everything from carbon
emissions to currency exchange rates.

Trump was blisteringly critical of China as a candi-
date, saying he would not allow the Chinese “to rape
our country.” He also fielded a call from Taiwan’s presi-
dent weeks after his election victory. Trump’s tone

drastically shifted in the run-up to the summit with
Chinese President Xi Jinping in Florida. He toned
down threats to upend the US. “One China” policy,
which acknowledges Beijing’s claim to Taiwan. And he
said China doesn’t manipulate its currency.  

Amid the unpredictability, China’s government has
relied heavily on a close relationship that has devel-
oped between its US ambassador, Cui Tiankai, and
Jared Kushner, Trump’s son-in-law and senior adviser.
Kushner, who is heavily involved in foreign policy,
speaks frequently with the ambassador. “I think that
channel has not provided them with the correct
understanding with what they need to do on a range
of issues,” said Bonnie Glaser, a senior adviser for Asia at
the Center for Strategic and International Studies. 

“On North Korea, they just didn’t hit the mark.”
The White House insisted that its actions this week
were not aimed at punishing China for its reluctance
to ramp up pressure on North Korea. The State
Department said the arms sale to Taiwan was
approved under a long-standing US policy to help
the self-governing island’s self-defense. Treasury
Secretary Steve Mnuchin, who announced the sanc-
tions on the Chinese bank, said that “we are in no
way targeting China.”  —AP
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MANILA: Photo shows the dead body of Valien Mendoza, a suspected
drug dealer, gunned down by unidentified assailants in Manila. —AFP

BANGKOK: Thailand’s military government said
it will delay enforcing new labor regulations
after thousands of migrant workers fled home
to neighboring countries this week fearing
arrest and heavy fines under the new decree.
The scramble is the latest chaos triggered by
Thailand’s efforts to regulate the millions of for-
eign workers who prop up its economy with
jobs in factories, fishing boats and other low-
paid work.

The junta has trumpeted a flurry of cam-
paigns aimed at registering migrant workers
and cracking down on illegal smuggling routes,
but the efforts are often ad-hoc and short-lived.
As a result, much of the migrant work force
remains undocumented and vulnerable to
exploitation by traffickers and unscrupulous
employers. On Friday the junta said it would
suspend parts of a new foreign labor law, which
came into effect on June 23, for 120 days after
the regulations sparked a panic among migrant
workers and their employers.  

“During this window there will be no arrests
or crackdown on illegal workers except for
those who violate human trafficking laws,”
Deputy Prime Minister Wissanu Krea-ngam told
reporters. The reprieve comes after thousands
of laborers fled home to neighboring Myanmar
and Cambodia fearing arrest and fines of up to
$3,000 under the law which punishes migrant
workers lacking valid work permits.  Employers

can also be fined up to 800,000 baht ($24,000)
for each undocumented worker they hire.  

In Samut Sakhon, a seafood industry hub
known as “Little Burma” for its concentration of
Myanmar migrant workers, around 500 labor-
ers have been returning home daily during the
past week, said Suthasinee Kaewleklai from
the Migrant Worker Rights Network (MWRN).
“These workers don’t have any documents
and have to return to Myanmar as they fear
needing to pay a heavy fine,” she said. The
advocacy group also warned that traffickers
frequently profit from such mass movements
of migrants, with smugglers and border
agents exacting fees from undocumented
workers looking for a safe passage home.  A
police chief in Myanmar’s Karen state said
around 6,000 migrant workers had returned
home from Thailand since Thursday. 

Meanwhile on the Cambodian border, the
number of migrants streaming home has been
increasing daily since the new law came to into
effect, said Thai immigration officer Benjapol
Robsawad. Since Wednesday nearly 2,000 work-
ers have crossed back to Cambodia through the
Poipet checkpoint, he said. In 2014 some
250,000 Cambodians fled Thailand after fears
that the newly-installed junta government
would arrest and deport undocumented work-
ers. They slowly trickled back in the following
weeks. —AFP
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