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Sri Lankan minister Sirisena
sacked for rocking coalition

COLOMBO: Sri Lankan President Maithripala Sirisena yes-
terday sacked a minister who had threatened to split his
coalition government, three weeks after another was fired
for publicly criticizing a government decision. Sirisena’s
office said Arundika Fernando, junior minister for tourism
and Christian affairs, was expelled from the government
under the executive powers of the president. “With this
sacking the president has asserted his authority and sent a
signal he won’t hesitate to expel more,” a source close to
the presidency said, citing Fernando’s previous assertion
that around a dozen ministers were planning to leave the
government.

At least four dead as 
storm hits Philippines

MANILA: At least four people died and six were miss-
ing after a major storm caused flooding in and around
Manila yesterday, forcing schools, government offices
and businesses to shut down. A 12-year-old girl who
drowned in a rain-swollen river in a Manila suburb and
a three-month old baby who was crushed by a land-
slide southeast of the Philippine capital were among
the victims, local officials said. Most of the dead and
missing were poor people forced to live in identified
“danger zones” despite government warnings of the
risks they face during storms. 
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Pakistan police hunt elder who 
ordered couple’s electrocution

KARACHI: Pakistani police were yesterday hunting a tribal
elder who ordered a teenage couple to be electrocuted by
their families as punishment for eloping, in the country’s
latest gruesome “honor” killing. The couple, members of
the Pashtun ethnic group living in the southern city of
Karachi, fell afoul of their families after eloping last month.
But police said the man’s family persuaded them to return
home so they could be married. A tribal jirga (council) then
ordered the couple’s execution after the families had put
their case to the influential group of elders.  The couple
were tied to a wooden bed and electrocuted by family
members. Police said the girl was aged 15 or 16 and the
man was around 18 years old.  

Anti-racism protesters greet 
ex-Trump aide Bannon in Hong Kong

HONG KONG: Activists gathered in central Hong Kong
yesterday to protest the visit of US President Donald
Trump’s former top strategist Steve Bannon, chanting
“Nazis are not welcome here!” as they donned cartoon
Trump masks. The protesters stood outside the harbor
front Grand Hyatt hotel in Hong Kong where the 63-
year-old was due to speak at a closed-door investors’
forum, holding a rooster-shaped cardboard cut-out
capped with Trump’s hairstyle and labeled “toxic
nationalist”. Media were denied access to Bannon’s
speech, hosted by CLSA, a Hong Kong-based broker-
age firm owned by China’s CITIC Securities, China’s
biggest investment bank. —Agencies

I N T E R N AT I O N A L

TOKYO: What do a flamboyant wrestler-turned-sena-
tor from Japan, a former NBA star with a penchant for
tattoos and a French comedian with a string of convic-
tions to his name have in common? They all form part
of a colorful cast of characters that have made well-
publicized trips to North Korea, sparking media fasci-
nation amid a thirst for information about the hermit
kingdom. Experts say the visits are mainly motivated
by self-publicity, but in the absence of conventional
ties they can, in some cases, offer a rare point of con-
tact at a time when nuclear tensions on the Korean
peninsula are at fever pitch.

Japan’s Antonio Inoki, unmistakable from his out-
sized chin and trademark tie and red scarf-even in
summer-was the latest unorthodox foreign visitor to
North Korea for a five-day mission. It was the 32nd trip
to Pyongyang for Inoki, who stands 1.9 meters tall and
shot to fame in 1976 for battling then world heavy-
weight champion Muhammad Ali in a zany wrestler-
versus-boxer bout in Tokyo.

Now a lawmaker in Japan’s upper house of parlia-
ment, Inoki also forced the government to take an offi-
cial position about aliens when he tabled a question in

a budgetary committee saying he had seen a mysteri-
ous flying object disappearing over the horizon. Inoki
has said he wants to “contribute to world peace
through sports” and has arranged martial arts and
wrestling festivals in North Korea, often meeting high-
ranking officials during his visits.

During his latest trip this week, he said he briefly
met North Korea’s ceremonial head of state Kim
Yong Nam and his visit merited a series of dispatches
from the official KCNA news agency. Another
Japanese personality, a sushi chef who goes by the
pseudonym Kenji Fujimoto, claimed last year that
Pyongyang’s young leader himself picked him up
from the airport during his last visit. Former basket-
ball star Dennis Rodman has also hit the headlines in
recent years for his trips to North Korea where he has
described holiday plans with Kim and dining with
him on a huge yacht. 

The heavily tattooed Rodman, who once dated
Madonna and was married to model and actress
Carmen Electra, says he calls Kim “kid” all the time and
has described him as “awesome”. On one visit with a
team of fellow former NBA players in 2014, he publicly

sang “Happy Birthday” to the young leader-Marilyn
Monroe-style. The most recent visitor was controver-
sial French comic Dieudonne M’Bala M’Bala, who
announced on his YouTube channel that he was going
to North Korea to appear at a “peace festival.”

Pictures on his Twitter only showed him at the
Demilitarized Zone separating the two Koreas-a regu-
lar stop for tour groups to the North. Dieudonne
sparked outrage-and a two-month suspended jail sen-
tence-in France by saying he sympathized with one of
the jihadists involved in the January 2015 attack on the
Charlie Hebdo satirical magazine in Paris.

‘The Worm’ returned    
Officials dismiss the trips as a sideshow. Asked

about Inoki’s recent visit, Japan’s Chief Cabinet
Secretary Yoshihide Suga pointedly reminded journal-
ists that Tokyo has a travel ban in place for North
Korea, urging the politician to “act appropriately”.
Washington has also sought to distance itself from
Rodman’s trips with a state department official saying
after one trip that the NBA star known as the “Worm”
had “never been a player in our diplomacy”. —AFP 

BANGLADESH: Bangladeshi volunteers from the Chhagalnaiya village council distribute food donations to Rohingya Muslim refugees at Naikhongchhari in Chittagong. — AFP

COX’S BAZAR: International divisions
emerged yesterday ahead of a UN Security
Council meeting on a worsening refugee
crisis in Myanmar, with China voicing sup-
port for a military crackdown that has
been criticized by the US, slammed as “eth-
nic cleansing” and forced 370,000
Rohingya to flee the violence. Beijing’s
intervention appears aimed at heading off
any attempt to censure Myanmar at the
council when it convenes today.

China was one of the few foreign friends
of Myanmar’s former junta.Beijing has
tightened its embrace under Aung San Suu
Kyi’s civilian government as part of its giant
trade, energy and infrastructure strategy
for Southeast Asia. The exodus from
Myanmar’s western Rakine state began
after Rohingya militants attacked police
posts on August 25, prompting a military
backlash that has sent a third of the Muslim
minority population fleeing for their lives.

Exhausted Rohingya refugees have giv-
en accounts of atrocities at the hands of
soldiers and Buddhist mobs who burned
their villages to the ground. They cannot
be independently verified as access to
Rakhine state is heavily controlled.
Myanmar’s government denies any abuses
and instead blames militants for burning
down thousands of villages, including

many belonging to Rohingya. But interna-
tional pressure on Myanmar heightened
this week after United Nations rights chief
Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein said the violence
seemed to be a “textbook example of eth-
nic cleansing”.

The US also raised alarm over the vio-
lence while the Security Council
announced it would meet Wednesday to
discuss the crisis. Opprobrium has been
heaped Suu Kyi, who was once a darling of
the rights community but now faces accu-
sations of turning a blind eye to-and even
abetting-a humanitarian catastrophe by
Western powers who once feted her as
well as a slew of fellow Nobel Laureates.
But Beijing offered more encouraging
words to her yesterday, with foreign min-
istry spokesman Geng Shuang voicing
support for her government’s efforts to
“uphold peace and stability” in Rakhine.

“We hope order and the normal life
there will be recovered as soon as possi-
ble,” he told a press briefing. The Rohingya
minority are denied citizenship and have
suffered years of persecution in Buddhist-
majority Myanmar. “An estimated 370,000
Rohingya have entered Bangladesh,” since
August 25 Joseph Tripura, a spokesman for
the UN refugee agency, said. The real fig-
ure may be higher as many new arrivals

are still on the move making it difficult to
include them in the count, the UN said,
adding 60 percent of refugees are children.

Most are in dire need of food, medical
care and shelter after trekking for days
through hills and jungles or braving dan-
gerous boat journeys. In a statement late
Monday Suu Kyi’s foreign ministry defend-
ed the military for doing their “legitimate
duty to restore stability”, saying troops
were under orders “to exercise all due
restraint, and to take full measures to
avoid collateral damage.” Britain and
Sweden requested the urgent Security
Council meeting amid growing interna-
tional concern over the ongoing violence.
The council met behind closed doors in
late August to discuss the violence, but
could not agree a formal statement.

Stop the oppression   
The UN special rapporteur on human

rights in Myanmar has said the latest vio-
lence may have left more than 1,000 dead,
most of them Rohingya. Myanmar says the
number of dead is around 430, the majority
of them “extremist terrorists” from the
Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA). It
says a further 30,000 ethnic Rakhine and
Hindus have been displaced inside north-
ern Rakhine, where aid programs have

been severely curtailed due to the violence. 
The exodus of Rohingya has saddled

Bangladesh with its own humanitarian cri-
sis, as aid workers scramble to provide
food and shelter to a daily stream of
bedraggled refugees. The UN-run refugee
camps in its Cox’s Bazar district were
already packed with Rohingya who had
fled from previous waves of persecution.
Dhaka is providing them temporary shel-
ter. But Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina, who visited a Rohingya camp yes-
terday, stressed it was up to Myanmar to
“resolve” the issue. “We will request the
Myanmar government to stop oppressing
innocent people,” she said during a tour of
a camp in Cox’s Bazar, according to local
outlet bdnews24.com.

Dhaka, which has refused to perma-
nently absorb the Rohingya, said it plans to
build a huge new camp that will house a
quarter of a million refugees. But it remains
unclear if or when they will be able to
return. Plumes of smoke continued to rise
on the Myanmar side of the border this
week despite the militants’ announcement
on Sunday of a unilateral ceasefire. There
was no direct response from Myanmar’s
military, though government spokesman
Zaw Htay tweeted: “We have no policy to
negotiate with terrorists.” — AFP

Global split over Rohingya crisis as 

China backs Myanmar crackdown

Myanmar govt denies abuses, blames militants 

SYDNEY: A contentious postal survey
on same-sex marriage began in
Australia yesterday, with ballots deliv-
ered across the vast continent ahead
of an expected fractious campaign
between the “yes” and “no” sides. While
there has been growing support for

marriage equality, with 70 percent of
those surveyed in a Fairfax Media poll
yesterday backing the “yes” campaign,
Australia has yet to legalize such
unions despite more than a decade of
political wrangling.

The conservative government

chose an unusual approach-a volun-
tary and non-binding postal vote-after
an election promise of a national
plebiscite was twice rejected by parlia-
ment’s upper house, the Senate. If
most Australians vote “yes” to same-
sex marriage the government will
move to hold a parliamentary free
vote on changing the marriage laws. It
will not do so if there is a “no” out-
come. “I encourage everyone to fill in
the survey and return it. I’ll be voting
‘yes’ as will (my wife) Lucy,” Prime
Minister Malcolm Turnbull told com-
mercial radio this week.

Turnbull, a moderate, is opposed by
some members of his conservative rul-
ing Liberal-National coalition on the
issue and the postal vote is seen as a
compromise. The start of the ballot
process followed weekend rallies for
and against changing marriage laws,
with thousands of people dressed in
rainbow colors packing central Sydney
on Sunday to back the “yes” vote.
Hundreds of “no” campaigners
marched on Saturday, arguing that
changes would infringe religious free-
dom and children’s rights. —AFP 

Controversial Australia vote 

on same-sex marriage begins

SYDNEY: This picture shows demonstrators taking part in a same-sex mar-
riage rally in Sydney. — AFP

North Korea: The celebrity circuit’s unlikeliest outpost

TOKYO: This photo shows Japanese wrestler-
turned-politician Kanji ‘Antonio’ Inoki hold-
ing a press conference upon his arrival at
Tokyo’s Haneda airport following his return
from a visit to North Korea. — AFP

MANILA: Young residents play on a flooded street in
Manila, after tropical depression locally codenamed
‘Maring’, hit the eastern town of Mauban before
moving northwest across the main island of Luzon
and passing just beside Manila, the government
weather station said. — AFP

HONG KONG: Veteran activist and former Hong
Kong lawmaker Leung Kwok-hung, centre right, and
Avery Leung, centre left, chairman of the League of
Social Democrats (LSD), burn a picture of former
White House chief strategist Steve Bannon during a
protest against US President Donald Trump and
Bannon’s visit to the city in Hong Kong. —AFP

Anger in Singapore

as no election

for president

SINGAPORE: Singaporeans yesterday poured scorn on
the process to select their new president after an estab-
lishment figure was deemed the only eligible candidate,
meaning no election will be held. Halimah Yacob, a for-
mer speaker of parliament from the city-state’s Muslim
Malay minority, will be the first woman to hold the
largely ceremonial role if as expected-she is formally
nominated to the presidency today. But the 63-year-old
will avoid an election originally slated for September 23,
as others hoping to run against her were judged by
authorities not to have met strict eligibility criteria.

Five people had expressed an interest in becoming
president of the tightly-controlled, affluent nation of
about 5.5 million people. Two were disqualified as they
were not Malay-the presidency was on this occasion
reserved for members of the ethnic minority-while two
Malay businessmen were disqualified as their compa-
nies were too small. “All Singaporeans are unhappy that
meritocracy and electoral fairness, core Singaporean
values, have been eroded to fulfill perceived political
goals,” writer and political commentator Sudhir Thomas
Vadaketh said. There was criticism of the process on
social media, with Facebook user Hussain Shamsuddin
commenting: “As a citizen of this democratic island
nation, I’m deeply embarrassed.” “Don’t call it an election
if we Singaporeans can’t vote,” wrote Fazly Jijio Din on
Facebook. —AFP


