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PHNOM PENH: Millions of Cambodians
voted in local polls yesterday, testing the
political temperature of a country rife
with tension between its strongman pre-
mier and an embattled opposition deter-
mined to end his three-decade rule.
Prime Minister Hun Sen, one of the
world’s longest serving leaders, has run
Cambodia for 32 years. Supporters see
the 64-year-old as a beacon of stability
while detractors accuse him and a coterie
of allies of huge self-enrichment, corrup-
tion and autocracy. 

Yesterday’s vote in more than 1,600
communes - village clusters - is viewed
as a warm-up for next year’s national
elections. But the opposition has been
hammered by a crackdown in recent
months, with critics jailed and the main
political rival to Hun Sen fleeing over-
seas to escape charges. “I voted for a
change, I want to try new leaders,” Tara, a
30-year-old garment factory worker, told
AFP after casting her vote for the opposi-
tion Cambodian National Rescue Party
(CNRP) at a polling booth in the capital. “I
want the country to be more progres-
sive, I want mutual respect for human
rights,” she added.

Hun Sen cast his ballot shortly after
polls opened at 7am (0000 GMT ) in
Takhmao, a town on the outskirts of
Phnom Penh where he has a residence

and a nearby bodyguard unit stationed.
He declined to speak to media but
appeared relaxed, smiling and waving to
voters as he passed. Many supporters cit-

ed Hun Sen’s oft-repeated mantra of sta-
bility as they backed his Cambodian
People’s Party. “I  voted for his party
because he has done many good things
for the country,” 68-year-old Rath Chy
told AFP. “I need peace, stability and
development.”

The last time Cambodians went to
the polls - national elections in 2013 -
the CNRP made huge gains, spurred in
part by a significant appetite for change
among young voters. The opposition
says it only lost that vote because of
widespread fraud, something the gov-
ernment denies. 

Rare rally appearance 
But analysts say that result was a scare

for a leader unused to losing and the
recent crackdown on the opposition is an
attempt to ensure no repeat. The CNRP’s
former leader Sam Rainsy currently lives
in self-exile in France to avoid charges he
says are politically motivated. His replace-
ment Kem Sokha spent nearly nine
months barricaded in his party headquar-
ters last year to escape a prosecution
before he was eventually pardoned.

Casting his vote at a primary school in

the capital, Kem Sokha told reporters he
expected his party to win some 60 per-
cent of the communes. “More and more
people showed their willingness to sup-
port the CNRP,” he said. In a possible sign
of nerves Hun Sen broke with his tradi-
tion of avoiding the campaign trail to lead
a major CPP rally on Friday in Phnom
Penh. He has also given a series of
increasingly shrill speeches in recent
weeks, warning of war if he or his party
loses power. 

The CNRP also held a rally on Friday
but it was noticeably smaller in size. The
party has proven particularly popular
among young voters, who often com-
plain about a culture of corruption that
only seems to benefit a wealthy elite or
those with the right connections.
Cambodia has one of the world’s
youngest populations, with some 70 per-
cent of the country under 30, and they
are courted by politicians. Yet the opposi-
tion movement has been dented by Hun
Sen’s crackdown, with at least 27
Cambodian human rights defenders and
political activists thrown behind bars
since 2013, according to a recent
Amnesty International report. —AFP  

Local Cambodia polls test strongman’s popularity

KANDAL, Cambodia: Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen looks at a ballot box
after he cast his ballot as his wife Bun Rany (left) looks on at a polling station yes-
terday. — AFP 

MANILA: An armed man who killed 37 people
when he set fire to a casino in the Philippine
capital was a father-of-three from Manila moti-
vated by heavy gambling debts and not terror-
ism, authorities said yesterday. The identification
of the attacker as Jessie Javier Carlos, a Catholic,
proves that claims of responsibility by the
Islamic State group for Friday’s attack were false,
President Rodrigo Duterte and police said. “I
would call him a habitual gambler. He lost every-
thing in his life and became crazy. He lost his
mind. He vented his anger (through the inci-

dent),” Duterte told reporters yesterday. “It’s not
terrorism.” Manila police chief Oscar Albayalde
said Carlos, 43, had three children and had been
banned from all casinos in April  by the
Philippine Amusement and Gaming Corporation
(Pagcor) following a request from his family
because of his gambling addiction. “He is heavily
indebted due to being hooked to casino gam-
bling. This became the cause of misunderstand-

ing with his wife and parents,” Albayalde said as
he sat alongside Carlos’s parents and wife at a
press conference announcing the gunman’s
identity. “He was barred by Pagcor from all casi-
nos because of the request of next of kin. This
could have probably triggered him. That’s why
he was so mad at casinos.” 

Carlos walked into the Resorts World casino
and hotel complex in Manila on Friday with an
M4 automatic rifle and a bottle of petrol, before
setting alight a number of different rooms in the
complex, according to police accounts. Thirty-

seven people died in the fires, dozens more were
injured in a stampede to escape, and Carlos was
found dead about five hours later in a hotel
room after committing suicide by setting fire to
himself, police had said.

Security film of the incident released on
Saturday showed the gunman calmly and slowly
walking through the casino and firing into the
air most of the time, apparently as warning shots

for people to leave. At one point he fired at secu-
rity guards when they confronted him, but
missed. After they ran away, he calmly walked
up some stairs. The video also showed him
breaking into a secure room where chips and
money were being kept, apparently intent on
stealing what he could. Carlos set alight many
gambling tables in what police said was proba-
bly an attempt to create a diversion so he could
escape. 

Begging for forgiveness 
At yesterday’s press conference, Carlos’s tear-

ful mother said he had been a good man who
committed the violence because of his gam-
bling addiction. “We ask for forgiveness. My son
was a good child to us. But since he started play-
ing at the casinos, that’s all he did. He did not
visit us. It was painful for us not to see him,” said
his mother, Teodora Carlos. Albayalde said the
“high-roller” Carlos had worked in the
Department of Finance but had been sacked
because he had lied on official forms about
unexplained assets and properties. 

The finance department said yesterday that
Carlos was sacked as a tax specialist in 2014 for
not declaring properties and for taking mysteri-
ous loans far more than a bank would lend.
Authorities had repeatedly insisted on Friday
and Saturday the attack was not terrorism-relat-
ed, just a bizarre robbery attempt by a deranged
man. But IS claimed responsibility, with a report
on its self-styled Amaq news agency saying its
“fighters” carried out the attack.

Duterte has repeatedly warned that IS is gain-
ing a greater foothold in the mainly Catholic
Philippines. Those concerns escalated when mili-
tants flying black IS flags rampaged through the
Philippines’ main Islamic city in the south nearly
two weeks ago, triggering clashes that are still
continuing and have left roughly 200 people
dead. Duterte declared martial law in the south
of the Philippines on May 23 in a bid to quash
the rising IS threat, and said he was prepared to
impose military rule nationwide if terrorism
spread. After identifying Carlos as the attacker
yesterday, Albayalde repeatedly sought to dis-
credit IS. “We will not allow people or any threat
group to use this situation to advance their
propaganda or personal causes, whether foreign
or local,” Albayalde said. —AFP 

Philippines police say casino 

attacker indebted gambler
Duterte assures shooter not a terrorist

HONG KONG: Thousands were expected at
a candlelit vigil in Hong Kong yesterday
night to mark 28 years since China’s bloody
Tiananmen Square crackdown but the
annual event is struggling for support
among younger generations. Semi-
autonomous Hong Kong is the only place
on Chinese soil to see a major commemo-
ration of the military’s brutal crushing of
pro-democracy protests in central Beijing
in 1989. But in the past two years, student
unions have boycotted the longstanding
vigil in Victoria Park as they say its message
is increasingly irrelevant.

The vigil, organized by an umbrella
group of veteran democracy activists,
demands justice for the victims of the
crackdown and also pushes for the democ-
ratization of China. Some young activists in
Hong Kong say they want to prioritize the
democratic future of the city itself and not
China as a whole, as anti-Beijing sentiment
grows. Younger generations tend to see
themselves as distant from mainland China,
with some calling for more autonomy or
even independence for Hong Kong after
mass rallies for political reform in 2014
failed to win concessions. 

Mak Kwan-wai, vice president of Hong
Kong Baptist University’s student union,
told AFP that building a democratic system
in China was not Hong Kongers’ responsi-

bility. “What Hong Kongers should do is
protect themselves,” Mak added. Baptist is
among several universities whose student
unions have said they would not attend the
vigil. However, democracy campaigner
Joshua Wong, who led the 2014 pro-
democracy rallies, said people should not
forget the victims of June 4 as he arrived at
the park for the vigil.

“Young people are increasingly adopt-
ing their own identity as Hong Kongers and
are not satisfied with the commemoration
under the traditional banner of patriotism,”
said Wong, 20. “But I believe we all share
the same goal, which is to demand that the
central government take responsibility for
the massacre.” Wong added it was particu-
larly important to support the vigil and its
call for justice as the city approaches the
20th anniversary of its handover from
Britain to China on July 1, 1997.

China’s President Xi Jinping is expected
to visit as part of the celebrations. One
mainland human rights activist, Wang Yan,
52, was among the crowds arriving in
Victoria Park. Wang, who has been living
in Hong Kong for the past seven years,
warned against complacency over the
Tiananmen crackdown. “We have to keep
persisting. If we give up, are we just going
to let it go if  people get killed in the
future?” he told AFP. —AFP

HONG KONG: Members of the public gather around a memorial and a wreath ahead
of a candlelight vigil yesterday to mark the 28th anniversary of the 1989 Tiananmen
crackdown in Beijing. —AFP 

MANILA: Police Gen Oscar Albayalde holds a copy of an image of a gunman who stormed the
Resorts World Manila complex whom he identified as Jessie Carlos during a news conference
yesterday in suburban Pasay city. —AP 

TOKYO: Hundreds of residents of a small
Japanese coastal town took part in an evac-
uation drill yesterday as fears grow that a
North Korean missile could hit the country.
The drill in the town of Abu, about 800 km
west of Tokyo facing the Sea of Japan, sim-
ulated a ballistic missile attack in the sur-
rounding mountains in Yamaguchi prefec-
ture which hosts a major US Marine Corps
air station, a disaster agency official said.

It came less than a week after the
nuclear-armed North test-fired a short-
range projectile which fell provocatively
close to Japan, its 12th ballistic missile test
this year - in defiance of UN sanctions
warnings and US threats of possible mili-
tary action. TV footage from Abu showed
young children holding hands as they ran
to a school gymnasium doubling as an
evacuation center after a siren began blar-
ing early yesterday.

“I was able to stay calm and evacuated in
a few minutes,” 67-year-old Yuriko Suewaka,

who was among the 280 people involved in
the exercise, told Jiji Press. The drill, organ-
ized by central and local authorities, followed
a similar exercise in March in the northern
prefecture of Akita. There are plans to con-
duct drills later this month in Yamagata and
Niigata, north of Tokyo, both of which face
the Sea of Japan, the official said. “The gov-
ernment has requested local communities to
prepare for the holding of an evacuation
drill,” he told AFP on condition of anonymity.

The southwestern city of Onojo in
Fukuoka prefecture also held a drill yester-
day, independently from the central gov-
ernment, the official added. Japan has
been on edge over North Korean launches
since a mid-range ballistic missile flew
without warning over the northern part of
the country and into the western Pacific in
1998. The pace of the North’s missile devel-
opment has intensified and its projectiles
have since last year been landing ever clos-
er to Japan’s coast. —AFP 

MARAWI, Philippines: Efforts to
rescue up to 2,000 civi l ians
trapped by f ighting between
troops and Islamist militants in a
southern Philippine city failed yes-
terday when a proposed truce
ended in a hail  of  gunfire and
explosions, authorities and wit-
nesses said. The civil ians were
pinned down nearly two weeks
ago in the center of Marawi on
Mindanao island, where gunmen
loyal to the Islamic State group are
holding out against a mil itar y
assault. The government said 178
people have been killed so far.

Local authorities said govern-
ment officials, working through
intermediaries, had reached agree-
ment with the militants to observe
a four-hour ceasefire yesterday to
let the trapped civilians leave. But
the officials failed to secure agree-
ment from their own military for
the truce, provincial crisis manage-
ment committee spokesman Zia
Alonto Adiong told AFP. He said
the military only allowed rescuers
to access areas on the fringes of
zones held by the militants, and
barred them from entering
bombed-out city blocks.

As a result only some 170-plus
trapped residents were led to safe-
ty Sunday, according to the mili-
tary. “We felt a bit disappointed
and betrayed. We’re talking about
lives of people, my God!” Adiong
said. “There are 2,000 people who
need immediate help (after) 13
days without food.” Gunfire and
explosions, including from several
artillery shells, later forced the res-
cuers to retreat, AFP journalists

saw. There were contradictory
reports on who was firing. “The
military... did not approve entry
into high-risk areas to avoid put-
ting our humanitarians in danger
and any possibility that may com-
plicate the situation,” President
Rodrigo Duterte’s spokesman
Ernesto Abella said in a statement.

The chief delegate for the
International Committee of the
Red Cross in the southern
Philippines told AFP those rescued
yesterday were mostly men and
appeared to be in relatively good
health. By contrast, 14 of the nearly
200 rescued on Saturday had to be
hospitalised, Roberto Petronio said.
“These were mostly children who
were suffering from diarrhoea and
malnutrition,” he added.

Hardline groups 
The military has bombarded

Marawi with air strikes and waged
fierce street-to-street battles with
hundreds of gunmen since they
began a rampage through residen-
tial areas waving the black flags of
the IS.  A total of 120 gunmen
including eight foreign fighters, 38
soldiers and police and 20 civilians
have been killed, officials said, giv-
ing lower figures than previously
for civilian deaths. Scores of people
made a daring dash for safety on
Saturday, including one of Marawi’s
most respected politicians who
had hidden 71 Christians in his
home and led 144 people through
downtown streets strewn with rot-
ting corpses.

Yesterday’s ceasefire deal was
initially reached following a meet-
ing last week between Duterte and
the Moro Islamic Liberation Front
(MILF), the nation’s biggest rebel
organization which offered to bro-

ker a halt in hostilities using con-
tacts with the fighters in Marawi,
Adiong told AFP. Unarmed MILF
rebels were to have escorted the
civilians to safety during a four-
hour period ending at noon (0400
GMT ). The main Muslim rebel
groups like the MILF have signed
accords with the government
aimed at forging a final peace, giv-
ing up their separatist ambitions in
return for autonomy. 

But small  hardline groups,
including the Maute and Abu
Sayyaf, which are involved in the
Marawi battle, have refused to
negotiate and sought to unite
behind IS. Indonesia’s Defense
Minister Ryamizard Ryacudu said on
Sunday there are about 1,200 IS
operatives in the Philippines. He was
speaking at a security forum in
Singapore. Philippine Defense
Undersecretary Ricardo David,
speaking at the same event, put the
figure at about 250-400. The clashes
in Marawi erupted when security
forces raided a house to arrest
Isnilon Hapilon, a veteran Filipino
militant regarded as IS’ leader in the
Philippines. He is on the US govern-
ment’s list of most-wanted terrorists.

Authorities said they were taken
by surprise when many gunmen
emerged to protect Hapilon and
then went on a rampage through
Marawi, which has a population of
200,000. Shortly after the violence
erupted Duterte imposed martial
law across the southern region of
Mindanao, home to 20 million peo-
ple, to quell what he said was an IS
bid to establish a base in the main-
ly Catholic Philippines. —AFP 

Crowds gather for Hong 

Kong Tiananmen vigil

Japan holds evacuation drills 

as N Korea missile fears grow

ABU, Japan: Schoolchildren leave the compound of their school during an evacua-
tion drill yesterday. —AP 

Fresh battle ends bid to free 

civilians in Philippine city

MARAWI, Philippines: Evacuated residents arrive at a checkpoint yes-
terday. —AP 


