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HONG KONG: In this photo taken on April 20, 2017, a man looks at a poster commemorating the 20th anniversary since the city was handed
back to China by colonial ruler Britain, on a waterfront promenade. — AFP 

HONG KONG: A multi-million dollar program of
events in Hong Kong will mark 20 years since the
city was handed back to China by colonial ruler
Britain, but critics say the show is out of step with
political tensions. The large-scale celebrations
come despite increased concerns over Beijing
meddling in the semi-autonomous city and deep
political divisions between Hong Kong’s pro-
democracy and pro-China camps.

China’s President Xi Jinping is expected to visit
for the July 1 anniversary, with security exercises
under way in preparation. Hundreds of events,
from art exhibitions to sports tournaments, will
take place between now and the end of the year
as part of the festivities, with the government
proposing to spend HK$640 million ($82 million).
Colored lights and rainbow posters already adorn
local neighborhoods under the slogan “Together,
Progress, Opportunity”.

An official video of Canto pop stars perform-
ing a new song “Hong Kong, our home” is fre-
quently broadcast on television networks. The
city’s unpopular outgoing leader Leung Chun-
ying said the celebrations reflected the city’s
“vision of tomorrow”, and aimed to engage all res-
idents. “The handover to me is historically signifi-
cant and worth commemorating because Hong
Kong is originally a part of China,” a 51-year-old
resident who gave his name as Michael said.
Retiree Ah Yu, 76, agreed. 

“The (anniversary) is important for Hong Kong
because we are all Chinese,” he said. But others
were skeptical.  “Are we celebrating the fact that
we don’t have freedom and have no democracy?”
67-year-old Ales Li asked. “Why don’t they use all

these resources to mend divisions?” The agree-
ment made between Britain and China in 1997
was designed to secure Hong Kong’s semi-
autonomous status, protecting its freedoms and
way of life for 50 years. But Beijing stands accused
of undermining the deal, triggering protests and
a fledgling independence movement. 

Some young residents told AFP they felt the
celebrations were simply a stunt. “It isn’t really
helpful towards anyone,” said university student
Miranda Yeung, 20. “It’s a great publicity cam-
paign and it looks very exciting for a tourist, but it
doesn’t really mean that much.” Others said the
amount of money being spent was a waste in a
city with a yawning wealth gap.

Growing anger 
Frustration over a lack of political reform

despite mass pro-democracy protests in 2014 has
led to the emergence of groups demanding self-
determination for Hong Kong or even a full split
from China. That has sparked a backlash from
Beijing, with Chinese authorities intervening to
effectively bar two democratically elected pro-
independence lawmakers from taking up their
parliamentary seats in Hong Kong last year. 

The pair is now facing criminal charges over
their behavior in parliament. There are also con-
cerns Beijing is interfering in other areas, from
media to education. Those fears were height-
ened by the disappearance of five Hong Kong
booksellers known for publishing salacious titles
about Chinese leaders in 2015. All five resurfaced
on the mainland.

Some believe a visit to the city by President Xi-

his first to Hong Kong since coming to power in
2012 — could be incendiary in the current cli-
mate. “The angry people will become more
angry,” said student Yeung. Former Chinese leader
Hu Jintao came to mark the 15th handover
anniversary in 2012 and swore in city leader
Leung, triggering hundreds of thousands to take
to the streets in protest.  Hong Kong’s new pro-
China leader Carrie Lam-hated by the city’s pro-
democracy activists-will be sworn in on July 1.
She has vowed to heal divisions but critics say the
extensive handover festivities are unlikely to help.

‘Ugly scenes’ 
Art works from the Louvre, Egyptian mummies

from the British Museum and an exhibition from
Beijing’s Palace Museum will be on show as part
of the celebrations. Other events include jiansi
tournament-a game where participants kick a
shuttlecock about-and a performance by
renowned Chinese pianist Lang Lang.

Authorities said government ministers would
visit communities to “show care” to the vulnera-
ble and elderly, including giving out gifts and
care packages as part of the anniversary pro-
gram. But political analyst Willy Lam said the fes-
tivities were a display for Beijing. Both Leung and
Lam would want to give the impression that the
public was “ecstatic about China’s support for
Hong Kong” to counteract the recent political
turbulence, he said. Lam predicted a Xi visit
would be a red rag to some activists. “I expect
there will be ugly scenes,” he said. “The police will
be under heavy pressure to ensure that Xi
Jinping will be out of earshot.” — AFP 
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SYDNEY: Police in Australia said Sunday they
were investigating a report that the eight-
year-old son of a notorious Islamic State fight-
er  was f i lmed wearing a suicide vest  and
threatening to kill its nationals. The footage
was allegedly of the youngest son of Khaled
Sharrouf, who in February became the first
Australian to be stripped of his citizenship
under anti-terrorism laws.

The young boy was recently filmed holding

two guns and a knife and making threats as a
voice off-camera asked him, “How do you kill an
Australian?” Sydney’s Sunday Telegraph reported.
Sharrouf, who left Australia for Syria in 2013 with
his family, made international headlines in 2014
when he posted an image on Twitter of another
son holding a severed head. “The NSW Joint
Counter Terrorism Team (JCTT ) is aware of a
video emanating from the Middle East depicting
a minor making threats in the name of ISIS,” New

South Wales state police said in a statement. “The
JCTT is investigating the video. However, there is
no specific threat. 

The current national terrorism threat level
remains at probable.” After Sharrouf’s wife Tara
Nettleton reportedly died last year, there were
failed efforts by her mother to bring their five
children back home.  Sharrouf was also believed
to have been killed in a drone strike in Iraq in
2015 but media reports later cast doubt on

whether he was dead.  Canberra lifted the terror
threat alert level in September 2014 and intro-
duced new national security laws amid concerns
of attacks by individuals inspired by organisa-
tions such as IS. I t also cracked down on
Australians attempting to travel to conflict zones
including Syria and Iraq. Authorities believe 110
Australians have travelled to Syria or Iraq to fight
with terror groups, of which around 60 have
been killed. — AFP 

MANILA: The Philippines followed up a
summit of Southeast Asian leaders by
releasing a final communique yesterday that
removed mention of international concerns
over China’s “militarization” of newly built
islands in the disputed South China Sea in a
major concession to Beijing.

The 25-page statement issued by
Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte follow-
ing the daylong meeting of leaders of the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations he
hosted in Manila also made no direct men-
tion of his country’s landmark arbitration
victory against China last year. A vague ref-
erence to the ruling was removed from a
part of the communique that discussed the
long-seething territorial conflicts and
moved elsewhere in the document.

The changes were apparent based on a
previous draft of the communique seen by
The Associated Press. A foreign diplomat
based in Manila told the AP that the
Philippines circulated a stronger draft state-
ment to other ASEAN member states, which
was backed by countries like Vietnam. Other
governments made suggestions but
Duterte, as ASEAN chairman this year, could
decide how to shape the language of the
regional bloc’s “chairman’s statement,” said
the diplomat, who spoke on condition of
anonymity because of a lack of authority to
discuss the issue publicly.

Undersea deposits 
China and ASEAN member states

Brunei, Malaysia, the Philippines and
Vietnam, along with Taiwan, have overlap-
ping claims to territory in the South China
Sea, a strategic waterway through which
billions of dollars in world trade passes
each year. The waters are also important
fishing grounds and are believed to have
undersea deposits of oil and gas.

ASEAN, which makes decisions by con-
sensus, has previously struggled to come
up with statements on the issue, with
Duterte’s predecessor often pushing for a
tougher tone against China and getting
pushback from members, like Beijing’s
allies Cambodia and Laos, unwilling to
upset their largest trading partner and
most important economic benefactor.
China has dismissed and ignored last July’s
arbitration ruling, which invalidated most
of its historic claims to almost all of the
South China Sea. China has long argued
that the territorial disputes have nothing to

do with its relationship with ASEAN and
should be settled through bilateral talks. 

Since taking office last June, Duterte has
taken a much softer stance on China and
the disputes than his predecessor. That was
reflected in yesterday’s watered-down
communique, which three Philippine offi-
cials told The AP came at the request of
Chinese diplomats in Manila. The officials
spoke on condition of anonymity as they
were not authorized to discuss the issue
with the press.

Chinese Embassy officials in Manila were
not immediately available for comment.
Former Philippine officials who dealt with
the disputes say Duterte’s concessions to
China could weaken the ability of the
Philippines and other ASEAN member states
to seek Chinese compliance to the arbitra-
tion ruling and curb Beijing’s increasingly
assertive behavior in the disputed waters.

‘Perilous road’ 
“Our government, in its desire to fully

and quickly accommodate our aggressive
northern neighbor may have left itself nego-
tiating a perilous road with little or no room
to rely on brake power and a chance to shift
gears if necessary,” former Philippine Foreign
Secretary Albert del Rosario said. Del
Rosario, then under President Benigno
Aquino III, spearheaded the filing of the
arbitration complaint against China in 2013.

Duterte has said he prefers to warm
once-frosty ties with and secure infrastruc-
ture funding from Beijing. Still he has said
he will raise the ruling with China at some
point during his six-year term. A draft of the
ASEAN communique seen by the AP ahead
of the summit mentioned concerns about
China’s “land reclamation” or construction
of new islands in the South China Sea and
its “militarization” of the disputed region
but did not mention China by name. That
has been a standard policy in previous
ASEAN statements.

“Non-mention of The Hague ruling would
be a diplomatic triumph for China,” said for-
mer Philippine national security adviser Roilo
Golez, referring to the European tribunal that
issued the landmark decision. “It might
embolden them to advance some more in
their South China Sea master plan,” said
Golez, citing fears that China may also turn
the disputed Scarborough Shoal off the
northwestern Philippines into another island
outpost.— AP 
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HONG KONG: Indonesian President Joko Widodo (C) meets workers from Indonesia
at an event during his visit to Hong Kong. — AFP 

Australia probes ‘jihadi child’ video

SEOUL: President Donald Trump said in a televi-
sion interview to be aired Sunday that he
believes China’s president has been putting
pressure on North Korea as it pursues its missile
and nuclear weapons programs. In an interview
with CBS’ “Face the Nation,” Trump said he won’t
be happy if North Korea conducts a nuclear test
and that he believes Chinese President Xi
Jinping won’t be happy, either. Asked if that
means military action, Trump responded: “I
don’t know. I mean, we’ll see.”

On Saturday, a North Korean mid-range
ballistic missile apparently failed shortly after
launch, the third test-fire flop this month but a
clear message of defiance. North Korean bal-

listic missile tests are banned by the United
Nations because they’re seen as part of the
North’s push for a nuclear-tipped missile that
can hit the US mainland. The launch comes at
a point of particularly high tension in the
region. Trump has sent a nuclear-powered
submarine and the USS Carl Vinson aircraft
supercarrier to Korean waters and North Korea
last week conducted large-scale, live-fire exer-
cises on its eastern coast.

Errant scuffles 
Residents in the village of Seongj, where the

missile defense system is being installed, scuf-
fled with police yesterday. About 300 protesters

faced off against 800 police and succeeded in
blocking two US Army oil trucks from entering
the site, local media reported. A few residents
were injured or fainted from the scuffle and
were transported to a hospital.

The Terminal High-Altitude Area Defense sys-
tem, or THAAD, remains a controversial topic in
South Korea and presidential front-runner
Moon Jae-in even has vowed to reconsider the
deployment if he wins the May 9 election. He
has said that the security benefits of THAAD
would be offset by worsened relations with
China, which is the country’s biggest trading
partner and is opposed to its deployment.

North Korea didn’t immediately comment on
its latest missile launch, though its state media
on Saturday reiterated the country’s goal of
being able to strike the continental US. South
Korea’s Foreign Ministry denounced the launch
as an “obvious” violation of United Nations reso-
lutions and the latest display of North Korea’s
“belligerence and recklessness.”

“We sternly warn that the North Korean gov-
ernment will continue to face a variety of strong
punitive measures issued by the UN Security
Council and others if it continues to reject
denuclearization and play with fire in front of
the world,” the ministry said. South Korea’s Joint
Chiefs of Staff said in a statement that the mis-
sile flew for several minutes and reached a max-
imum height of 71 kilometers (44 miles) before
it apparently failed. It didn’t immediately pro-
vide an estimate on how far the missile flew, but
a US official, speaking on condition of anonymi-
ty to discuss sensitive matters, said it was likely
a medium-range KN-17 ballistic missile. It broke
up a few minutes after the launch. — AP 
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HONG KONG: Indonesia’s President Joko
Widodo was greeted by a mixture of cele-
bration and protest in Hong Kong yester-
day with calls to improve working condi-
tions for the city’s army of foreign maids.
There are around 170,000 Indonesians liv-
ing in Hong Kong, many of them
employed as domestic helpers, and con-
cern over exploitation is growing after a
string of abuse cases.

In a rock concert atmosphere Widodo
was greeted by exuberant music and
dance shows, including some performanc-
es by helpers themselves, at the city’s Asia
World Expo yesterday. The more than
5,000-strong crowd were mainly women
working as maids who said they were
excited to see the leader-but also called on
him to help them. 

“I hope the president can make our
workplace safe,” one domestic helper
named Miasih told AFP,  saying her
employer breaches her contract by mak-
ing her work in two apartments. “It’s the
attitude-she doesn’t have a lot of respect
for me,” she added. Some protesters gath-
ered outside and others marched to the
Indonesian consulate, calling for better
migrant rights. 

Widodo, who is on a two-day visit that
will include meeting the city’s business
leaders, did not address the issue in his
speech to the helpers, which instead

praised Indonesia’s economy, infrastructure
and diversity. “Don’t let small things cause
friction, clashes, division,” he said.
Demonstrators criticised him for failing to
address working conditions.  “We are
already isolated because of the way we
work and where we are, but the govern-
ment, even when they’re in front of us,
does not think our voices are important,”
said former domestic worker Eni Lestari,
now chairwoman of the International
Migrants Alliance.

Domestic helpers
She said activists had been unable to

submit petitions or meet with Widodo.
There are more than 300,000 domestic
helpers in Hong Kong, mostly from the
Philippines and Indonesia. Their plight made
world headlines in 2014 with the case of
Indonesian helper Erwiana Sulistyaningsih,
who was beaten and starved by her employ-
er Law Wan-tung. Law was jailed in February
2015 for six years.

However, activists say even that case has
not led to concrete long-term changes. A
report last year by the Justice Centre found
that one in six foreign maids in Hong Kong
fell into the “forced labor” category.  It
defined forced labor as employment for
which the worker had not been recruited
freely, was not doing the job freely, or
could not walk away from work.  — AFP 
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PYONGYANG:  In this Saturday, April 15, 2017, file photo, a North Korean national flag flutters
as soldiers in tanks salute to North Korean leader Kim Jong Un during a military parade. — AP 


