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MARAWI, Philippines: Scores of people
ran to freedom through a terrifying
gauntlet of military air strikes and Islamist
gunmen yesterday, nearly two weeks
after being trapped in a deadly battle for
a Philippine city. They included one of
Marawi city’s most respected politicians,
who hid 71 Christians in his home and led
144 people through downtown streets
held by self-styled Islamic State fighters
and strewn with rotting corpses.

Norodin Alonto Lucman, the former
vice governor of a Muslim self-ruled area
that includes the now embattled city, said
he twice turned away gunmen, some of
them neighbours and distant relatives, at
his Marawi home asking for food and
weapons. But supplies eventually ran out
and they fled through bombed out
downtown streets at the mercy of Islamist
snipers. “It’s strewn with debris, dead bod-
ies of chickens, rats, dogs, even the smell
of rotting flesh,” he said of their two-kilo-
metre route. “As we walked many people
saw us on the street and they joined us,”
said Lucman. 

Surviving hell 
Twenty-three Christian teachers and

15 other companions also ran to safety
Saturday from another area of Marawi, a
city of 200,000 and the Islamic capital of
the mainly Catholic Philippines. “We laid

on the floor in the dark each night when-
ever we heard gunshots or explosions. We
barricaded the doors with furniture and a
refrigerator,” high school teacher Jerona
Sedrome, 27, told AFP. But after two
attempts, the militants forced their way in
and the teachers hid in a tunnel beneath
the house, she added. The rescued teach-

ers recounted between tears and gulps of
coffee and bottled water how they sur-
vived on steamed rice and rainwater over
nearly two weeks of air strikes, fires, and
gunfire that destroyed many of the sur-
rounding houses. “If it didn’t rain we had
no water and we didn’t eat,” said Sedrome’s
younger sister and fellow teacher, Jane

Rose Sedrome, 25. “We passed through
three corpses being eaten by maggots,” fel-
low teacher Regene Apao, 23, told AFP.
“We knew they were ISIS because they
wore black clothing and black head
masks.” Marawi has been transformed into
a warzone since hundreds of gunmen ram-
paged through the city on May 23. The
onslaught was part of a grand plan to
establish a Southeast Asian caliphate,
Defence Secretary Delfin Lorenzana said
Saturday during a brief visit with troops.
He added that up to 250 gunmen held
strategic buildings in downtown Marawi
nearly two weeks later - nearly five times
the military’s original estimate.

He said there was no indication they
would surrender or flee, and could not
say when the military operation would
finish as fears over civilian casualties
mounted. “We believe this is ISIS because
normally in this kind of conflict the local
fighters will  just scamper away and
maybe hide in the mountains,” he said,
using an alternative name for IS.

A fight to the last 
“But surprisingly this group has just

holed up there and are just waiting to
fight it out maybe to the last.” Of the 120
militants killed, eight were from
Chechnya, India, Indonesia, Malaysia,
Saudi Arabia and Yemen, Lorenzana said.

The holdouts have human shields,
thought to include a Catholic priest and
14 others kidnapped last week, the mili-
tary has said. As many as 2,000 people
also remained trapped in desperate con-
ditions in these areas, according to offi-
cials, likely without food and water and
with some injured or ailing.

Lucman, the local politician, said he
heard the militants had executed many
Christians in the early days of the siege,
and fears up to a thousand combatants
and civilians are already dead. An addi-
tional 38 soldiers and police have also
been killed along with 19 civilians, said
officials. The military has said it is firing
artillery and rockets from the air, as well as
dropping conventional bombs, as ground
forces in armored vehicles battle with the
heavily armed militants in the streets. 

Arnold Balo, 28, an ice cream factory
worker, said he cradled a boy in one hand
and carried a half-metre long machete in
the other, their only protection from the
gunmen as he escaped. 

At one point, a gunman perched near
the top of a building aimed a rifle at him
and ordered him to put his weapon on
the ground, Balo said. “I will do as you
order sir. Please don’t kill us,” he said he
told the gunman. Balo said he dropped
the machete, and the militant allowed the
group to pass. —AFP 

Scores flee gunmen in war-torn Philippine city

KUALA LUMPUR: The Malaysian govern-
ment is offering cash prizes of up to
$1,000 for the best videos explaining how
to “prevent” homosexuality, according to
a competition launched on the health
ministry’s website. Activists yesterday
said the move will further spread fear
among Malaysia’s LGBT community, as
conservative attitudes chip away at the
Muslim-majority nation’s one-time repu-
tation for moderation and tolerance.

Contestants are invited to submit a
video clip addressing various categories
including gayness or “gender confusion”,
and offering suggestions as to how these
could be “prevented or controlled”.
Winners will receive between 1,000 and
4,000 ringgit ($235-$940) after the com-
petition closes at the end of August, the
ministry’s website said. The short video
clips need to focus on “prevention, con-
trol and how to get help” as well as “issues
and consequences”.

The guidelines described the overall
theme of the video contest as: “Value

Yourself, Healthy Lifestyle Practice.” “Each
work will be judged on originality, con-
tent, concept and creativity and quality
production by a panel of judges appoint-
ed by the organizers,” according to the
health ministry’s website. 

“The very fact that they lump LGBT
people under a category called ‘gender
confusion’ shows that the authorities are
very much confused themselves,” Pang
Khee Teik, a well-known local activist,
told AFP. “It is mind-blowing that a gov-
ernment agency wants the whole coun-
try to be sucked into its confluence of
confusion.”

Participants in the competition can
also make videos about sex and the
Internet, or sexual health. Malaysia’s
Deputy Director-General of Health
Lokman Hakim Sulaiman said in a state-
ment the contest was “never intended to
discriminate any specific group” and that
it was “purely to tap knowledge and cre-
ativity of adolescents on sexual and repro-
ductive health related matters”. — AFP

Malaysia offers $1,000 for 
best ‘gay prevention’ video

MARAWI, Philippines: Residents carry their belongings as they walk along a
deserted street as they flee their homes on the southern island of Mindanao yes-
terday. — AFP 

SINGAPORE: Pentagon chief Jim Mattis moved
to reassure Asian allies yesterday that the United
States can work with China on reining in North
Korea’s nuclear weapons program without com-
promising its opposition to Beijing’s continued
“militarization” of the South China Sea. President
Donald Trump - who frequently denounced
China on the campaign trail - has turned to

Beijing to help pressure Pyongyang, prompting
broad concerns that America will go easy on
China’s maritime activities.

Longstanding partners are also mortified that
Trump has seemed indifferent to traditional
alliances, and have interpreted his pulling out of
a trans-Pacific trade deal and the Paris climate
accords as signs of broader American disen-
gagement. Mattis, arguably Trump’s most impor-
tant statesman as the new president hopes to
slash the State Department, tried to allay the
fears. “In the security arena, we have a deep and
abiding commitment to reinforcing the rules-
based international order, a product of so many
nations’ efforts to create stability,” Mattis said in
Singapore at the Shangri-La Dialogue, a major
defense summit for countries from the Asia-
Pacific region and beyond. Calling North Korea’s
nuclear ambitions a “threat to us all”, Mattis
asked the international community to come

together on the issue. It is “imperative that we
do our part each of us to fulfill our obligations
and work together to support our shared goal of
denuclearization on the Korean Peninsula,”
Mattis said. “The Trump administration is encour-
aged by China’s renewed commitment to work
with the international community toward denu-
clearization,” he added. Pyongyang on Monday

test-fired another rocket, the latest in a series of
launches and atomic tests that have ratcheted
up tensions over its quest to develop weapons
capable of hitting the United States - something
Trump has said “won’t happen”.

The defense chief spoke directly to concerns
America might grant concessions to China to
ensure cooperation on North Korea, saying the
issue was not “binary” and that the United States
would continue to pressure Beijing elsewhere.
“Artificial island construction and indisputable
militarization of facilities on features in interna-
tional waters undermine regional stability,”
Mattis said, calling China out over its “disregard
for international law” and “contempt for other
nations’ interests”.

The US Navy on May 25 conducted a “free-
dom of navigation” operation in the South China
Sea, when the USS Dewey guided-missile
destroyer sailed within 12 nautical miles of

Mischief Reef in the Spratly Islands. China claims
nearly all of the South China Sea, despite partial
counter-claims from Taiwan and several south-
east Asian nations including the Philippines,
Brunei, Malaysia and Vietnam. It has rapidly built
reefs into artificial islands capable of hosting mil-
itary planes and other equipment.

‘Unbeliever’ 
Summit delegates were clearly anguished by

the South China Sea issue and Trump’s inten-
tions. One questioner asked if the US president
was an “unbeliever” in the rules-based regional
order. Another wondered if he could be trusted
given his “America First” pronouncements. “Bear
with us,” Mattis said. “We will still be there, and
we will be there with you.”

Mattis was repeatedly asked about Trump’s
decision to pull out of the Paris climate pact. He
did not address the issue directly but the
Pentagon generally views climate change as a
security threat, especially given its role in
famines and mass relocations. Japanese Defense
Minister Tomomi Inada later said she placed “full
trust” in the United States, a sentiment echoed
by Australian Defense Minister Marise Payne. “I
think actions speak as loud if not occasionally
louder than words,” Payne said, pointing out that
Mattis’s first international visit was to Japan and
South Korea.

Singapore Defense Minister Ng Eng Hen said
delegates were generally reassured. “There’s a
consensus that the US message is very clear, not
only from the point of view of the messaging, but
the messenger,” he said. Lieutenant General He
Lei, the head of China’s delegation to the summit,
said the “Asia-Pacific situation is generally safe
and positive” but warned of “hotspot issues” flar-
ing up from time to time. “The nuclear issue on
the Korean Peninsula keeps fermenting and
remains complicated and unresolved,” he said.
“Individual countries maintain their security
through exclusive military alliances, base their
security on other countries’ insecurity and do not
hesitate to stir up conflict and provoke trouble.”

After meeting with President Xi Jinping in
April, Trump, who once accused China of “raping”
the US, praised its leader as a “good man”, saying
it would be inappropriate to pressure Beijing
while Washington is seeking its help with
Pyongyang. International pressure ramped up
on Pyongyang Friday as the UN Security Council
imposed sanctions on 18 North Korean officials
and entities.— AFP 

MANILA: Philippine authorities said yester-
day they still did not know the identity of
the gunman who killed 37 people when he
torched a casino, as dramatic security
footage was released showing him calmly
firing his automatic rifle at security guards
and trying to steal gambling chips or mon-
ey. The masked man stormed into the
Resorts World casino and hotel complex in
the capital of Manila on Friday with an M4
automatic rifle and a bottle of petrol,
before setting alight a number of different
rooms in the complex.

Thirty-seven people died in the fires,
dozens more were injured in a stampede to
escape, and the gunman was found dead
about five hours later in a hotel room after
committing suicide by setting fire to him-
self, police said. IS claimed responsibility,
with a report on its self-styled Amaq news
agency saying its “fighters” carried out the
attack. But Philippine authorities continued
to insist yesterday that he appeared to be a
mentally disturbed man who had been
attempting a bizarre solo robbery, and he
was not a terrorist.

“They (IS) may claim credit but, accord-
ing to evidence, it is not so,” presidential
spokesman Ernesto Abella said. “The evi-
dence at this stage points to the actions of
an emotionally disturbed person who was
apparently engaged in criminal actions.”
The footage indeed appeared to show the
gunman firing into the air most of the time
and not at people inside the casino, except
for when confronted by security guards
when he calmly shot at them, missed, then
walked away slowly.

The video also showed him breaking
into a secure room where chips and money
were being kept, and apparently intent on
stealing what he could. The footage was
shown at a briefing by Resorts World secu-
rity officers, who said it appeared the gun-

man may have set alight the rooms as diver-
sion so he could escape. However Manila
police chief Oscar Albayalde said yesterday
they had not identified the gunman. “We
are doing everything we can to identify this
person and ensure the safety of our coun-
trymen,” he said on government radio.

Albayalde also added to a bewildering
array of contradictory messages from
authorities in the initial stages of the
investigation by saying police now
believed the gunman had arrived at the
casino in a taxi. Albayalde and other police
chiefs said repeatedly throughout Friday
that recorded security footage showed the
gunman drove to the casino and parked
his vehicle in the complex’s car park. There
was no explanation from police yesterday
for the discrepancy.

Confusion 
Police had also given confusing or con-

tradictory statements on other key parts of
the incident on Friday. National police chief
Ronald dela Rosa initially said police had
shot the gunman dead, but then later
reported the assailant wrapped himself in a
blanket and burnt himself to death.
Albayalde said Friday that the assailant was
likely a foreigner, describing him as a
Caucasian who spoke English. But Albayalde
said Saturday the taxi driver who took him
to the casino reported he spoke fluent
Tagalog, the Philippines’ national language.
President Rodrigo Duterte imposed martial
law last week across the southern region of
Mindanao to crush what he called a rising
threat from IS. He made the move shortly
after local militants who have declared alle-
giance to IS went on a rampage through the
city of Marawi, about 800 km south of
Manila. Security forces are still battling the
militants in Marawi, and the clashes there
have left at least 175 people dead. — AFP 

SINGAPORE: Malaysia, the Philippines and
Indonesia will launch joint patrols in waters off the
Mindanao region this month to counter threats
from Islamic State group militants, Malaysia’s
defense minister said yesterday. Hishammuddin
Hussein made the comments at a security confer-
ence in Singapore as Philippine troops continued
to battle self-styled Islamic State group gunmen
who attacked the city of Marawi on Mindanao
island nearly two weeks ago. 

Hishammuddin said joint sea patrols in the
waters bordering the three nations would kick
off on June 19, with air patrols starting at a later
date. Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte has
declared martial law in Mindanao in response to
the crisis, describing the attack on Marawi as the
start of a major campaign by IS to establish a
foothold in the Philippines. Security analysts say
IS is planning to establish a “province” in the
southern island of Mindanao as part of its efforts
to set up a caliphate in Southeast Asia.

“If you talk about Sulu Straits (it) ... would
involve Malaysia, Indonesia and the Philippines,”
Hishammuddin told delegates to Shangri-La
Dialogue, an annual security summit. “So within
ASEAN, we decided at least these three coun-
tries, to avoid being accused of doing nothing,
the three of us took the initiative to have the
joint patrol... initiatives in the Sulu Straits,” he
added, referring to the Association of Southeast
Asian Nations. Hishammuddin said Malaysia,
Indonesia and Singapore have carried out suc-
cessful joint patrols in the Malacca Strait border-
ing their countries to fight maritime piracy.

‘Decades of problems’ 
Singapore Defence Minister Ng Eng Hen said

the city-state stood ready to help Manila deal
with the jihadist threat. “There was clear realiza-

tion... that if the situation in Marawi in Southern
Philippines was allowed to escalate or entrench,
it would pose decades of problems for ASEAN,”
he said. “We are fully on board on this threat.”

Analysts have said the porous maritime bor-
ders between the three countries make it hard to
detect the movement of militants. Mindanao is
“the primary area in the region where Islamist mil-
itant groups are still able to operate with some
freedom of operation, run training camps, and
conduct frequent attacks,” said Otso Iho, senior
analyst at IHS Jane’s Terrorism and Insurgency
Centre (JTIC). “This level of lawlessness and the
fact that the space is difficult for government

forces and institutions to effectively govern
makes it the most likely place for a declaration,” he
told AFP. “It’s also the location where the vast
majority of Southeast Asian groups that have
pledged allegiance to the Islamic State are based.”

Hishammuddin and other defense ministers
who spoke at the conference warned of the
threat posed by returning Southeast Asian mili-
tants who are fighting with the IS in Iraq and
Syria where the group is losing territory. “This
however then gives rise to the disturbing
prospect that the Asia-Pacific is now in DAESH’s
crosshairs,” he said, using an alternative acronym
for the group. — AFP

Mattis assures allies as US 
turns to China on N Korea

Pentagon chief says issue is not ‘binary’

SINGAPORE: US Defense Secretary Jim Mattis (center) links hands with South Korea’s Minister
of Defense Han Minkoo (left) and Japan’s Minister of Defense Tomomi Inada ahead of a trilater-
al meeting at the 2017 International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS) Shangri-la Dialogue
yesterday. —AP 

Joint patrols to fight militants

SINGAPORE: (From left) Malaysian Defense Minister Hishammuddin Tun Hussein, Director-
general and chief executive of IISS John Chipman, Pakistan Armed Forces Chairman Joint Chief
of Staff Committee General Zubair Mahmood Hayat and Canadian Defense Minister Harjit
Singh Sajjan attend the third plenary session at the 16th Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS),
ShangriLa Dialogue Summit yesterday. — AFP 

MANILA: Police authorities and Resorts World Manila complex security play a CCTV
video of the gunman setting a fire in the casino after storming the complex during a
news conference yesterday in Pasay city. — AP 

Authorities search for clues 
on casino gunman’s identity


