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MANILA: In this file photo, residents watch as workers load one of the five people killed in an alleged police anti-drug
operation in Manila, Philippines. — AP

MANILA: Philippine President Rodrigo
Duterte’s campaign to bring back the
death penalty for drug-related crimes
has cleared a major hurdle, with sup-
porters backing it in congress but critics
denouncing the planned killings as
“inhumane”. The death penalty bill,
along with a proposed measure to pun-
ish children as young as nine as adult
criminals, are key planks of Duterte’s
controversial drug war that has already
claimed more than 6,500 lives. 

A majority of politicians in the lower
house of congress passed a second
reading of the bill on Wednesday night,
clearing one of the biggest obstacles in
proponents’ plans to make the death
penalty legal by May. A third and final
reading still needs to be held next week,
although with no more debates both
sides agree passage is a formality. Then
the Senate, which is similarly dominated
by Duterte’s allies, would pass a coun-
terpart bill. “We have hurdled the most
difficult part,” congressman Reynaldo
Umali, a sponsor of the bill, said.

Opponents voiced anger the
Philippines would bring back the death
penalty, 11 years after it was revoked,
highlighting among many concerns a
corrupt justice system that would lead

to innocent people being executed.
“The decision is inhumane, shameful
and blatantly disrespectful,” Father
Jerome Secillano, executive secretary for
public affairs at the Catholic Bishops’
Conference of the Philippines, said in a
statement sent to AFP. “Let me reiterate
this, criminals should be punished and
victims should be aided, but the punish-
ment should not be death. Due to our
flawed and dysfunctional criminal jus-
tice system, there is a great chance that
innocent people may become victims of
wrongful convictions.”

The Catholic Church, which counts 80
percent of Filipinos as followers, had led
the opposition to abolish the death
penalty in 2006. Secillano and opposi-
tion lawmakers also criticized the tactics
used to ensure the bill was passed, such
as curtailing of debates and only allow-
ing a vote by voice so lawmakers would
not be specifically identified as having
supported it. The speaker of the house
also threatened to strip lawmakers of
committee leadership positions if they
voted against the bill. “This is a chamber
of puppets and bullies,” congressman
Edcel Lagman, a longtime opponent of
capital punishment, said after his efforts
to block the bill were voted down.

Just drug crimes
The bill limits the death penalty to

drug-related crimes. Possessing 500
grams of marijuana, or 10 grams of
cocaine, heroin or ecstasy, would be
crimes punishable by execution, as
would manufacturing and selling drugs.
People who commit serious crimes such
as murder and rape while under the
influence of drugs could also be execut-
ed. However committing those crimes
without being under the influence of
drugs would only be punishable with jail
terms. The bill allows for execution by
hanging, firing squad or injection. 

Duterte won presidential elections
last year after pledging an unprece-
dented campaign to eradicate illegal
drugs in society by killing tens of thou-
sands of people. Since he took office in
May, police have reported killing more
than 2,550 people in the drug crack-
down, claiming all the deaths were in
self defense, while more than 4,000
others have died in unexplained cir-
cumstances. Rights groups and other
critics have said Duterte is presiding
over widespread human rights viola-
tions, with Amnesty International warn-
ing the killings could amount to a crime
against humanity. —AFP

Philippines takes big step 

back towards death penalty

DHAKA: The United Nations voiced its criticism yes-
terday over a controversial new law in Bangladesh
that allows underage children to be married off by
their parents. The new rule keeps the minimum mar-
riageable age for males at 21 and for females at 18
but relaxes the restriction for “special circumstances”-
including for girls who elope, are raped or bear chil-
dren out of wedlock. Rights groups fear without an
age limit in these cases, underage children could be
married off, undermining Bangladesh’s efforts to
curb such unions and improve women’s health.

The UN’s child protection agency in Bangladesh
said it “remains concerned” about the special provi-
sion, and its potential impact on children’s wellbeing.
“Marrying as a child has a lifelong impact on a per-
son’s wellbeing. It limits opportunities and the
chance to be a child,” UNICEF’s representative in
Bangladesh Edouard Beigbeder said in an email. The
Child Marriage Restraint Act, passed by parliament
this week, replaced a law dating back to the British
colonial period.

This dated legislation was largely ignored in poor-

er districts, where girls are married off in their early
teenage years. Beigbeder described the broader leg-
islation, with its objective of preventing child mar-
riage and providing sanction and remedies when cas-
es did occur, as “a positive step forward.” Child mar-
riages have dropped from two-thirds of the total to
around half between 2006 and 2013, UNICEF figures
show. Rights organizations warned this latest legal
provision could unwind those gains, forcing new
brides to drop out of school and work in conditions
activists compare to child labor. — AFP

UN voices concern over child marriage law in Bangladesh

Japan emperor meets Vietnam 

kin of Tokyo’s WWII soldiers

HANOI: Japan’s royal couple yesterday listened to the tearful
stories of Vietnamese children who were abandoned by their
Japanese soldier fathers after WWII, a symbolic meeting in
Hanoi aimed at healing wounds between the former war
foes. The 83-year-old Japanese emperor Akihito and his wife,
Michiko, are on their first visit to Vietnam, the latest in a series
of trips to former battlegrounds. The elderly couple shook
hands and comforted more than a dozen children of the
some 700 Japanese military men who decided to stay in
Vietnam for a decade after their country’s defeat in the sec-
ond world war.

It was under Akihito’s father Hirohito that Japan first sent
troops into Vietnam in 1940 when the country was a colony
of France.  After the war many of the soldiers stayed on, mar-
ried Vietnamese women and began raising families as they
helped revolutionary leader Ho Chi Minh secure independ-
ence from Paris, a little-known chapter of the two countries
shared histories. But they were ordered to leave the country
in 1954 and “encouraged” by the Vietnamese government to
leave their families behind, said Hatsuhisa Takashima, the
emperor’s press secretary.

“It might be possible that Vietnamese authorities thought
that it was not good for Vietnamese people to jump to a
quite new environment,” he said. The half-Japanese children
left behind often endured painful ostracisation at home,
while their mothers struggled to raise families on their own
and were criticized for cozying up to the former occupying
forces. “I understood that families of ex-Japanese soldiers
here encountered many difficulties,” Emperor Akihito said
after listening to tearful stories of separation.

Closing doors to the past
“We are thankful for the attention by the Japanese emper-

or and empress,” said 94-year-old Nguyen Thi Xuan, a former
war bride who raised three half-Japanese children on her
own and never remarried. “War brought nothing to us. I only
want peace for both countries of Vietnam and Japan,” Xuan
said. Tran Duc Dung, whose Japanese father trained
Vietnamese military men during the war, said he was eager to
forget the hardships and discrimination his family faced. “It’s
time to close all that happened in the past. My only wish now
is to be recognized by the Japanese government as a
Japanese citizen,” Dung said. — AFP 

HANOI: Japanese Emperor Akihito, second left, and
Empress Michiko, third right, raise a toast with Vietnamese
Prime Minister Nguyen Xuan Phuc, left, and Phuc’s wife
Tran Nguyet Thu, right, at a reception hosted by the
Japanese Ambassador to Vietnam at a hotel in Hanoi,
Vietnam, yesterday. —AP


