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BANGKOK: An ongoing crackdown against
opposition politicians and activists in
Cambodia has cast a “dark shadow” ahead of
upcoming elections and is part of a wider
authoritarian “disease” infecting the region,
Southeast Asian politicians warned yesterday.
The damning assessment comes as
Cambodia plans to hold nationwide polls
next year in what some have warned could
be the country’s last chance of seeing gen-
uine democracy take root. 

Cambodia has been ruled by strongman

premier Hun Sen for more than three
decades. His reign has brought stability and
growth but been criticized as corrupt and
autocratic. The country’s once fractured
opposition took many by surprise in 2013
when it united to win 55 seats in parliament,
an unprecedented move that rattled Hun
Sen, a man unused to losing at the ballot box.

At a press conference in Bangkok on
Monday, regional lawmakers said Hun Sen’s
administration has been hitting back ahead
of the 2018 polls with measures to cripple the

opposition’s ability to contest his party.
ASEAN Parliamentarians for Human Rights, a
group made up of former and serving
Southeast Asian lawmakers, said Hun Sen has
“created a climate of fear, which casts a dark
shadow over all  of Cambodian society”
adding that there was “an ongoing assault on
parliamentary democracy”.

Recent examples they cited included mul-
tiple opposition parliamentarians either
jailed or facing court proceedings; recent leg-
islation making it easier to dissolve opposi-

tion parties; physical attacks on lawmakers by
members of the security forces and the ongo-
ing detention of rights workers. “Cambodians
are facing grave threats to their fragile demo-
cratic institutions,” Filipino lawmaker
Tomasito Villarin told reporters in Bangkok,
adding that court cases or the threat of legal
action was used “like a Damocles sword” to
stifle opponents.

Charles Santiago, a serving lawmaker in
Malaysia, said attacks on the political opposi-
tion in Cambodia were part of “a new disease

sweeping across Southeast Asia”. Examples
he cited included recent sedition charges
brought against lawmakers in Malaysia and
the arrest of a prominent senator and gov-
ernment critic in the Philippines. Former Thai
lawmaker Kraisak Choonhaven said his own
country had seen a similar descent into
autocracy since the military’s 2014 coup. “We
are being buried alive under authoritarian
laws against democracy which each day are
piling up higher and higher,” he told
reporters. — AFP 
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BANGKOK: An exiled “red shirt” oppo-
nent of Thailand’s junta accused police of
trying to set him up after they said they
had found a cache of weapons and
uncovered a plot to kill the prime minis-
ter. The government said it would seek
Wuthipong Kochathamakun’s extradition
from neighboring Laos and pledged to
stop anything which could cause unrest
in Thailand, where the opposition has
been largely silenced since a 2014 coup.

“They’re trying to force terrorism charges
on me,” Wuthipong said in an interview
posted on YouTube. “This is a very poorly
done setup.” The police drew a link from
their discovery not only to the red shirts
supporters of ousted populist leader Thaksin
Shinawatra, but also to an influential
Buddhist temple that is at odds with author-
ities. They did not give details of the alleged
plot to kill junta leader Prayuth Chan-Ocha
but said they had discovered the weapons
at a house belonging to Wuthipong, who
fled Thailand at the time of the coup.

Critics accuse the government of using
security threats to justify the army’s con-

tinued grip on power. “I don’t believe he
has the kind of military caliber to intend
to harm the prime minister,” said Jatuporn
Prompan, a leader of the red shirt move-
ment, known as the United Front for
Democracy Against Dictatorship. The
government played down any risk to
Prayuth’s life, but said that it would take
action against any threat to stability as it
tries to bring about political reconciliation
before eventual elections.

“Whatever causes unrest, we will put
it out,” Defense Minister Prawit
Wongsuwan said. The junta seized power
in the name of ending political turmoil
and says its measures against dissidents
are to preserve stability. Elections which
had been initially promised for 2015 are
not widely expected to happen before
well into next year. In accusing the red
shirt follower over the weapons, police
also said there had been a plan to poten-
tially use the arms against security forces
at the Dhammakaya temple, where they
were searching for the former abbot on
money laundering charges. —Reuters
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NAYPYIDAW: Philippine President Rodrigo
Duterte has described European lawmakers as
“crazies” in a salty-tongued rebuttal of criticism
of his deadly drug war, while vowing again that
all traffickers will be killed. Duterte fired his
broadside in a late-night speech Sunday in
Myanmar after the European Parliament issued a
resolution last week condemning “the high
number of extrajudicial killings” in his war on
drugs. “I don’t get these crazies. Why are you try-
ing to impose on us? Why don’t you mind your
own business,” said Duterte, who frequently uses
swear words and other abusive language
against his critics.

Since taking office in the middle of last year
Duterte has overseen a ruthless campaign to
eradicate illegal drugs which he says are threat-
ening to turn the Philippines into a narco-state.
Police have reported killing more than 2,500
people, while rights groups say there have been
more than 5,000 other deaths linked to the drug
war. Amnesty International and Human Rights
Watch have said Duterte may be overseeing
crimes against humanity, with police allegedly
running anonymous death squads.

Duterte has insisted he has not asked his
security forces to break the law, although on

other occasions he has called for millions of
addicts to be killed and vowed to pardon
police officers found guilty of murder. At the
speech to a gathering of the Filipino commu-
nity in Myanmar’s capital Naypyidaw, Duterte
warned that many more people would be
killed in his drugs crackdown. “More people
will die. I said I will not stop. I will continue
until the last drug lord in the Philippines is
k i l led  and the  pushers  (are)  out  of  the
streets,” he said.

Reacting to criticism that the operation tar-
geted the poor, Duterte said he must “destroy”
small-time street peddlers as well as the big-
time drug lords. In its resolution, the European
lawmakers also called on the UN Human Rights
Council to launch a probe into Duterte’s drug
war, and expressed “deep alarm” at his plans to
bring back the death penalty.

‘Culture clash’ 
Duterte insisted foreign critics did not under-

stand the Philippines. To illustrate his theory on
the clash of cultures, Duterte referred to a
recent Time magazine cover article on gender
and sexuality and compared it with what he
insisted was blanket Filipino opposition to

same-sex marriage. “That’s their culture. It does
not apply to us. We are Catholics and there is
the civil code which says that you can only mar-
ry a woman for me (and) for a woman to marry
a man,” he said. “You stay where God assigned
you. Do not mix us all up.”

Duterte insisted he would not be cowed by
warnings from foreigners that he may face pros-
ecution over his drug war. He boasted about
calling then-US president Barack Obama a “son
of a whore” last year in response to criticism of
the killings, as he repeated his unsubstantiated
allegation that the US Central Intelligence
Agency was plotting to kill him. 

“They miscalculated me. They thought they
would scare me with a jail threat and then they
would put Obama in front of me. I told them,
‘What is it to you?’” Duterte said. “Now I am even
famous because I called their leaders sons of
whores, you are all sons of whores.” Duterte was
set to meet Myanmar’s de facto leader Aung
San Suu Kyi on Monday afternoon, before hav-
ing high tea with the army’s commander-in-
chief, Min Aung Hlaing. His visit coincided with
the 60th anniversary of ties between the two
countries. Duterte will head to Thailand yester-
day evening. — AFP 
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NAYPYIDAW: Philippines’ President Rodrigo Duterte (front R) is accompanied by his Myanmar counterpart Htin Kyaw as they inspect the honor
guard during a welcome ceremony. — AFP 

TOKYO: Russia yesterday criticized the
deployment of a US anti-missile system
aimed at North Korea, saying it poses “seri-
ous risks” to the region. The US this month
began installing the THAAD anti-missile
system in South Korea in response to the
North’s intensifying ballistic missile devel-
opment. Allies Washington and Seoul say it
is for purely defensive purposes. China
fears it could undermine its own nuclear
deterrent and has lashed out, imposing
measures seen as economic retaliation on
South Korea. Russia, meanwhile, took
advantage of diplomatic and defense talks
with US ally Japan to criticize the develop-
ment.

“We drew attention to the serious risks
posed by the deployment of elements of
the American global anti-missile system in
the Asia-Pacific region,” Foreign Minister
Sergei Lavrov told a press conference, say-
ing Moscow raised the issue in the talks. “If
this is meant to counter threats coming
from North Korea, then the deployment of
this system and accumulating armaments
in the region is a disproportionate reply,” he
added, apparently referring to THAAD.

Russia last year also expressed worries
over plans for the deployment in South
Korea. Lavrov’s comments came after so-
called two-plus-two talks between the for-
eign and defense ministers of Russia and
Japan. They also followed a high-profile vis-
it to the region by US Secretary of State Rex

Tillerson, who warned that American mili-
tary action against the North was an option
“on the table.” North Korea did come in for
criticism at the Russia-Japan meeting for its
nuclear and missile development.

“We shared the view that we will strong-
ly urge North Korea to exercise self-
restraint over further provocative actions
and follow UN Security Council resolutions,”
said Japanese Foreign Minister Fumio
Kishida. North Korea is banned by the inter-
national community from pursuing nuclear
and missile programs but has defiantly
ploughed ahead. It staged its two latest
nuclear tests last year and recently fired off
missiles which it described as practice for
an attack on US bases in Japan.

Japan and Russia also tried to further
bridge differences over a long-standing ter-
ritorial dispute dating from World War II but
achieved no major breakthroughs. The
Soviet Union seized four islands off Japan’s
northern coast in 1945 in the closing days
of the war and the dispute has prevented a
peace treaty to formally end the conflict.
The foreign and defense ministers’ meeting,
the first since late 2013, followed a
December summit between Japanese
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe and Russian
President Vladimir Putin that focused on
the territorial row. Kishida announced that
Abe will visit Russia in late April to continue
their discussions on efforts to finally con-
clude a peace treaty ending the war. — AFP 
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HANOI: South Korea’s Foreign Minister Yun Byung-Se (L) shakes hands with his
Vietnamese counterpart Pham Binh Minh (R) at the Government Guest House. — AFP

BEIJING: China yesterday reiterated its firm
opposition to US arm sales to Taiwan, amid
reports that Donald Trump’s administration
is preparing a large shipment of advanced
weaponry for the self-ruling island. “China
firmly opposes US arms sales to Taiwan, this
is consistent and clear-cut,” foreign ministry
spokeswoman Hua Chunying told a regular
press briefing.  “We hope the US side fully
recognizes the high sensitivity and serious
harmfulness of its sales to Taiwan.”  

She called on Washington to abide by the
One-China policy and “cease Taiwan arm
sales” in order to preserve Sino-US relations
and peace and stability in the Taiwan Strait.
The comments, which came one day after
US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson ended a
visit to Beijing, followed reports in US media
that Trump’s government was preparing a
large-scale arms package for Taiwan. 

China sees Taiwan as part of its territory
awaiting reunification, by force if necessary.

The United States is the democratically-
ruled island’s most powerful ally and its
main arms supplier, even though the two
sides do not have official diplomatic ties
after Washington switched recognition to
Beijing in 1979.  There have been concerns
Taiwan will become a bargaining chip
between the US and China since Trump
angered Beijing with a protocol-busting
telephone conversation with the island’s
President Tsai Ing-wen following his elec-
tion victory.

Trump and China’s President Xi Jinping
subsequently smoothed over the dispute
in a phone call in which the US leader reit-
erated Washington’s adherence to the One
China policy, which nominally acknowl-
edges Beijing’s claim without recognizing
it. Taiwan unveiled a major defense report
last week and confirmed publicly for the
first time that it was capable of launching
missiles at China.  — AFP

WELLINGTON: A US diplomat has been expelled
from New Zealand after Washington refused to
waive diplomatic immunity so police investigat-
ing a serious crime could question him, officials
said yesterday. Details of the alleged crime have
not been revealed but local media reported the
diplomat left the South Pacific nation last week
suffering a broken nose and black eye.

Prime Minister Bill English labeled the US
knockback on immunity regrettable and said he
expected American authorities to carry out their
own investigation. “We expect all diplomats here
to obey our law and if it’s broken we’d expect
our police to investigate,” English told reporters.
“We regret that they didn’t give us a waiver on
immunity but they didn’t and now it’s in the
hands of their authorities.”

Earlier,  Foreign Affairs Minister Murray
McCully said he was “disappointed” at the US
refusal and in response had asked for the man
at the centre of the police investigation to be
withdrawn from New Zealand. He said
Wellington’s ambassador in Washington had
raised the issue with US officials. Police said
they were called to an incident in Lower Hutt,
on Wellington’s outskirts, in the early hours of
March 12, which “involved an individual from
the US embassy in Wellington”.

By the time they arrived the person had left
the scene and no arrests were made. Attempts
to further investigate hit a diplomatic brick wall,
however police said they still regarded the case
as active. McCully said foreign affairs officials
relayed a police request to waive immunity but
their US counterparts refused. Local media
named the diplomat as Colin White and said he
left Wellington with his wife and children.

TVNZ, which broke the story, reported that
White was a technical attache who had been
working closely with New Zealand’s intelligence
service, the GCSB. A spokeswoman for the US
embassy said they were “communicating with
New Zealand authorities” on the issue. “As a mat-
ter of policy, we do not comment on the
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after police investigation stymied
specifics of matters under investigation,” she
said in a statement. “We take seriously any sug-
gestion that our staff have fallen short of the
high standards of conduct expected of US gov-
ernment personnel.”

McCully said the US had stated it always fully
investigated all allegations involving its diplo-
matic staff. Diplomatic immunity, formalized in
the 1961 Vienna Convention, means foreign

envoys are protected from local law enforce-
ment in the country to which they are posted.
The most recent known case of it being invoked
in New Zealand was in 2014, when Malaysian
military attache Mohammed Rizalman bin Ismail
was accused of indecent assault. It was eventual-
ly revoked and Rizalman was sentenced to nine
months’ home detention after being found
guilty in a Wellington court. — AFP 

SEOUL: Members of South Korea’s Agency for KIA Recovery and Identification check the
remains of Chinese soldiers, who fought during the Korean War, during ceremonial rites to
place the remains at a temporary military ossuary. The remains of 28 Chinese soldiers killed
during the 1950-53 Korean War will return home from South Korea on March 22 for perma-
nent burial.  — AFP 


