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SINGAPORE: Singapore got its first
female president yesterday, but the
milestone was overshadowed by criti-
cism that her selection was undemocrat-
ic after she was handed the job without
a vote. Halimah Yacob, a former speaker
of parliament from the Muslim Malay
minority, did not have to face an elec-
tion for the largely ceremonial post after
authorities decided her rivals did not
meet eligibility criteria. It was not the
first time in the affluent city-state-which
is tightly controlled and has been ruled
by the same party for decades-that the
government has disqualified presiden-
tial candidates, making an election
unnecessary.

But there was already unease about
the process as it was the first time that
the presidency had been reserved for a
particular race, in this case the Malay
community. The decision to hand her the
job without an election added to the
anger. Social media was abuzz with criti-
cism as Halimah, a bespectacled 63-year-
old who wears a headscarf, was formally
announced as president-elect, with
Facebook user Pat Eng writing: “Elected

without an election. What a joke.”
“I will call her President Select from

now on,” said Joel Kong on the network-
ing site, while some posts were marked
with the hashtag #NotMyPresident
echoing the message used by upset
Americans after the election of President
Donald Trump.

President for everyone   
Halimah was a member of parliament

for the ruling People’s Action Party for
nearly two decades before resigning to
contest the presidency. She addressed
the concerns about the selection
process after being named president-
elect. “I’m a president for everyone.
Although there’s no election, my com-
mitment to serve you remains the same,”
she said. Halimah added she would “start
working immediately” to bring the coun-
try together.

She also insisted her status as
Singapore’s first female president was
“not just tokenism”, in a speech to a
cheering crowd while wearing orange, a
color supposed to symbolize unity. “Every
woman can aspire to the highest office in

the land when you have the courage,
determination and will to work hard,” she
said. Singapore’s head of state has limited
powers, including vetoing senior official

appointments. But an establishment fig-
ure has always held the role and there are
rarely tensions with the government.
Authorities decided to allow only candi-

dates from the Malay community to put
themselves forward for the presidency to
foster harmony in the city-state of 5.5 mil-
lion people which is dominated by ethnic
Chinese, and give more opportunities to
minorities. Halimah is the first Malay pres-
ident of Singapore for almost five
decades.  The last was Yusof Ishak, presi-
dent from 1965 to 1970, the first years of
the city-state’s independence. 

But the decision to limit candidates
to one race had caused concern, includ-
ing among Malays, as it was seen as pos-
itive discrimination that ran counter to
the city-state’s traditional meritocratic
principles. Five people had originally put
their names forward for the presidency
and the government had scheduled an
election for September 23. Two were
quickly eliminated as they were not
Malay. The two others, Malay business-
men, were disqualified on Monday as
their companies were smaller than
required by strict new eligibility rules
introduced last year. Halimah automati-
cally qualified as she has held public
office. She will be inaugurated in a cere-
mony today.—AFP 

Anger as Singapore gets 1st female president without a vote

SINGAPORE: Singapore’s new president-elect Halimah Yacob, center, addresses
supporters at the nomination centre in Singapore.—AFP

SEOUL: North Korea vowed yesterday to acceler-
ate its weapons programs in response to “evil”
sanctions imposed by the UN Security Council
following its latest and most powerful nuclear
test. The respected 38 North website in the US
raised its estimate for the yield from the explo-
sion, which Pyongyang says was a hydrogen
bomb small enough to fit onto a missile, to
around 250 kilotons-more than 16 times the size
of the device that devastated Hiroshima in 1945.

The detonation, Pyongyang’s sixth nuclear
blast, prompted global condemnation and came
after it carried out two intercontinental ballistic
missile launches in July that appeared to bring
much of the US into range. The UN Security
Council unanimously imposed an eighth set of
sanctions on the North Monday, banning it from
trading in textiles and restricting its oil imports,
which US President Donald Trump said was a
prelude to stronger measures.

The resolution, passed after Washington
toned down its original proposals to secure
backing from China and Russia, came just one
month after the council banned exports of coal,
lead and seafood in response to the ICBM
launch. The North’s foreign ministry condemned
the new measures “in the strongest terms”, call-
ing them a “full-scale economic blockade” driven
by the US and aimed at “suffocating” its state and
people. It was “another illegal and evil ‘resolution
on sanctions’ piloted by the US”, it said in a state-
ment carried by the official KCNA news agency.
“The DPRK will redouble the efforts to increase
its strength to safeguard the country’s sover-
eignty and right to existence,” the ministry said,
using the abbreviation for the North’s official
name. But the South’s unification ministry
described the statement as “the most low-key
form of response from North Korea to UN
Security Council resolutions”.

Seoul conducted its first live-fire exercise of
its new long-range Taurus missile in response to
the nuclear test, its Air Force said. The German
air-to-surface weapon was capable of precision
strikes on key North Korean facilities even if
launched from the central part of the South, it
added. The US and its allies argue that tougher
sanctions will pile pressure on North Korea to
negotiate an end to its weapons programs but
experts are skeptical.

US President Donald Trump said the latest
measures were a “very small step not a big deal”
that must lead to tougher measures. “Those
sanctions are nothing compared to ultimately

what will happen,” Trump said, but added that it
was “nice to get a 15 to nothing vote”.

Radioactive gas    
The North says it needs nuclear weapons to

protect itself from “hostile” US forces and analysts
believe Pyongyang’s weapons program has made
rapid progress under leader Kim Jong-Un, with
previous sanctions having done little to deter it.
Government estimates of the yield from its sixth
nuclear test vary from South Korea’s 50 kilotons to
Japan’s 160, but 38 North, which is linked to Johns
Hopkins University in the US, raised its estimate to
“roughly 250 kilotons”, in line with upward revi-
sions for the magnitude of the resulting tremor.

South Korea’s Nuclear Safety and Security
Commission said yesterday it had collected a
small amount of xenon-133 — a radioactive iso-
tope of the inert gas that does not occur natural-
ly-that was “linked to the latest nuclear test”. But
the commission said in a statement it was
“unable to confirm what type of nuclear test was
conducted”. Washington had initially sought a
full oil embargo and a freeze on the foreign
assets of leader Kim Jong-Un in response to the
blast, but dropped them following strong oppo-

sition from China and Russia. The new resolution
instead bans trade in textiles, cuts off natural gas
shipments to North Korea, places a ceiling of 2
million barrels a year on deliveries of refined oil
products and caps crude oil shipments at cur-
rent levels. Retail petrol prices in the North
jumped earlier this year, with some analysts sug-
gesting the authorities were stockpiling in the
expectation of a ban. According to the US mis-
sion to the United Nations, the North imports
around 8.5 million barrels a year of oil and oil
products, 4 million as crude and 4.5 million in
refined form-which includes substances such as
petrol and diesel.

It added that the North’s textile exports aver-
aged $760 million a year. The UN resolution also
barred countries from issuing new authoriza-
tions to North Korean workers sent abroad.
There are almost 100,000 of them, according to
the US mission, earning more than $500 million
a year for the regime. Under the measure, joint
ventures with North Korean entities are prohibit-
ed, while governments are authorized to inspect
ships suspected of carrying banned cargo from
the country, but must first seek the consent of
the vessels’ flag state.—AFP 
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SEOUL: Members of the Korean Veterans Association hold up banners during a rally demand-
ing the re-deployment of US tactical nuclear weapons in South Korea to cope with North
Korea’s nuclear threat in Seoul.—AFP

KABUL: Eight Afghans expelled from Germany
arrived in Kabul yesterday as Berlin resumed
deportations of rejected asylum seekers from
the war-torn country months after suspending
the process when a huge truck bomb hit the
Afghan capital. Germany put the controversial
expulsions on hold after a sewage tanker
packed with explosives detonated near the
German embassy in Kabul’s diplomatic quarter
on May 31, killing around 150 people and
wounding hundreds more.

The latest group represented the sixth wave
of repatriations of Afghans from Germany
since December under a disputed Afghan-
European Union deal aimed at curbing the
influx of migrants. In Berlin, Interior Minister
Thomas de Maiziere defended the latest

deportation, saying that “all eight persons
have been convicted of serious crimes”, with-
out specifying the offences. De Maiziere said
that Germany would stick with its policy of
returning to Afghanistan convicted criminals,
people feared by police to be planning an
attack, and those who refuse to cooperate
with authorities or give their names.

After arriving at Kabul airport on a charter
flight, the eight deportees were escorted by
police to a car park where an official regis-
tered their names. Some of the men carried
small backpacks while others had no luggage
at all. “They told me that there is no problem
in your country and you can live there so you
can’t  stay here anymore,” Mohammad
Jamshidi said before getting into a taxi. Reza

Rezayi said he was deported after his wife
accused him of beating her. 

“Despite having a witness, I couldn’t prove
it in the court because Europeans only listen to
the l ies of women,” Rezayi said. The
International Organization for Migration con-
firmed the arrival of “eight returnees”. Twelve
had been scheduled to arrive on Wednesday,
according to Islamuddin Jurat, a spokesman
for Afghanistan’s refugees and repatriations
ministry. “We don’t know if there was a last
minute change in the schedule or some of
them were taken back,” Jurat said.

Uncertain future 
The men face an uncertain future in a coun-

try struggling with high unemployment, a
weak economy and masses of refugees being
ejected from Pakistan and Iran, as well as hun-
dreds of thousands of others uprooted by war.
A hundred Afghans have now returned to the
country after their asylum applications were
rejected by the German government, accord-
ing to official data. Chancellor Angela Merkel
has been battling to bring down the numbers
of asylum seekers after the arrival of more
than one million migrants-mainly from Iraq,
Syria and Afghanistan-hoping to find refuge in
2015 and 2016.

While Germany granted safe haven to most
people from war-torn Syria, Berlin has argued
that it can safely repatriate people to Kabul
and other parts of Afghanistan, even as Taliban
and Islamic State militants terrorize much of
the country.

Jamshidi, one of the deportees, said that
“in every corner of Europe the priority is given
to the people of Syria. “They need only three
months to get registered but Afghans can be
deported after years of staying in Germany.”
The latest deportation comes as Merkel’s con-
servative alliance maintains a strong lead in
the polls ahead of Germany’s general election
on September 24.—AFP 

MANILA: Philippine lawmakers have
moved to cut the budget of the nation’s
human rights commission to $20 and
impeach the Supreme Court chief justice in
what critics yesterday labeled part of a slide
towards dictatorship under President
Rodrigo Duterte. The twin votes in the
House of Representatives added to a grow-
ing climate of fear that Duterte is deter-
mined to silence anyone critical of his war
on drugs, which has claimed thousands of
lives and led rights groups to warn of a
crime against humanity.

Duterte directly drew a link between
Tuesday night’s vote to cut the Commission
on Human Rights’ annual budget from 678
million pesos to 1,000 pesos and its investi-
gations of the drug war killings and related
criticism by its chairman. “He had it com-
ing,” Duterte told reporters late Tuesday,
referring to commission chairman Jose
Gascon. “They only gave him 1,000 pesos
(about $20) because Congress is angry.” The
commission is one of several independent
government bodies set up by the constitu-
tion to check the power of the executive
branch, which controls the country’s police
and military forces.

The Supreme Court is meant to be
another safeguard. Duterte’s allies in the
lower house’s justice committee on
Wednesday also voted to impeach its chief
justice after determining corruption allega-
tions against her had substance. The chief

justice, Maria Lourdes Sereno, has been
another critic of the drug war. She wrote
Duterte a letter last year expressing concern
over him publicly naming seven judges as
being involved in the drug trade, warning it
made them vulnerable to being killed.

Duterte responded by threatening to
declare martial law if Sereno continued to
interfere in his drug war. Should the entire
house endorse the justice committee’s find-
ings against Sereno, the Senate would con-
vene as an impeachment court. The Senate
still has to review and endorse the vote to
slash the rights commission’s budget. The
Senate is also dominated by Duterte allies,
but it has proved more independent than
the lower house and it could still over-rule
the moves against the rights commission
and Sereno.

Path to dictatorship   
Nevertheless, critics warned of authori-

tarian rule under Duterte-a self-described
socialist who has repeatedly praised late
Filipino dictator Ferdinand Marcos and
Russian President Vladimir Putin. “This leads
us on a direct path to dictatorship,” Senator
Francis Pangilinan, leader of the Liberal
Party, the country’s main opposition group,
said in response to Tuesday’s vote. Teodoro
Casino, a former House member represent-
ing the left wing Bayan Muna party,
expressed similar sentiments when com-
menting on the move against Sereno. —AFP

COLOMBO: Human rights lawyer Amal
Clooney yesterday raised fresh fears for the
safety of her client, former Maldives presi-
dent Mohamed Nasheed, after an official
vowed to have him arrested and deported.
The London-based lawyer said she was
“very concerned” about remarks by Male’s
ambassador-designate to Colombo, that
he would have the exiled leader arrested if
he set foot in Sri Lanka.

Clooney, who is married to Hollywood
star George Clooney, had successfully peti-
tioned a UN body which ruled in late 2015
that Nasheed was wrongfully convicted on
a terrorism charge earlier that year and
sentenced to 13 years in prison. The UN
Working Group on Arbitrary Detention also
ordered the government of President
Abdulla Yameen immediately to free
Nasheed and pay him compensation, a
demand rejected by the Maldives.

Nasheed travelled to London in January
last year on prison leave for medical treat-

ment and has since then remained in self-
imposed exile. He travels frequently to Sri
Lanka to meet fellow dissidents. The new
Maldivian envoy to Sri Lanka, Mohamed
Hussain Shareef, told a local television sta-
tion Monday that he would have Nasheed
arrested in Colombo should he visit and
would deport him. “If a Maldivian authority
requests me to detain and return
Mohamed Nasheed back to the Maldives, I
will,” Shareef said. 

“It’s very simple. They have to say, this is
an individual who we are seeking. I’ll even
go out to the street myself and do it.”
Clooney said Nasheed should not be
returned to the Maldives to serve his
prison sentence. 

“Any attempt by a Maldivian diplomat
to detain president Nasheed in Sri Lanka
would constitute a violation of internation-
al law as well as Sri Lankan criminal law,”
she said according to a statement mailed
to AFP by Nasheed’s party. —AFP

MANILA: This file photo shows Philippine National Police (PNP) Director General
Roland dela Rosa, left, and Commission on Human Rights Commissioner Chito
Gascon, right, taking their oaths at the start of a senate inquiry into a spate of extra-
judicial killings in Manila.—AFP
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KABUL: An Afghan refugee, center, deported from Germany is registered by an IOM member
after arriving at the international airport in Kabul.—AFP

LONDON: In this photograph, former Maldives president Mohamed Nasheed, center,
his wife Laila Ali, left, and British lawyer Amal Clooney look on after Nasheed arrived
at Heathrow airport in London.—AFP
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