
I n t e r n a t i o n a l
FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 29, 2017

TOKYO: Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo
Abe dissolved parliament yesterday, effec-
tively kicking off a national election cam-
paign where he faces an unexpected and
formidable challenge from the popular gov-
ernor of Tokyo. Members of the lower house
raised their arms and shouted “Banzai” three
times-the Japanese equivalent of “three
cheers”-after the speaker read out a letter
officially dissolving the chamber. Voters in
the world’s third-biggest economy will go to
the polls on October 22, as Abe seeks a fresh
popular mandate for his hardline stance on
North Korea and a new tax plan.

“A difficult battle starts today,” Abe told
reporters, shaking his fist. “This is an election
about how to protect the lives of people,”
said the premier. “We have to cooperate
with the international community as we face
the threat from North Korea.” Abe asked for
public support for his “strong diplomacy” on
Kim Jong-Un’s regime, which has threatened
to “sink” Japan into the sea and fired missiles
over its northern Hokkaido island twice in
the space of a month. “We need to fight for
our children’s future.”

Party of Hope
Abe stunned Japan on Monday with a

surprise call for a snap election, seeking to

capitalize on a weak opposition and a boost
in the polls, as voters welcome his hawkish
policy toward Pyongyang. But Tokyo
Governor Yuriko Koike has upended
Japanese politics in recent days, stealing
Abe’s limelight with her newly launched
“Party of Hope” that seeks to shake up the
country’s lethargic political landscape.

Koike’s new party, formally unveiled
Wednesday, has attracted an influx of law-
makers from a wide range of ideological
backgrounds and has succeeded in unify-
ing opposition to Abe, presenting Japanese
voters with a credible alternative to the pre-
mier. Japan’s main opposition Democratic
Party later yesterday decided not to run
candidates in the election, effectively join-
ing forces with Koike’s juggernaut.

For the moment, although Koike is lead-
ing the party, she is not running for a seat in
parliament, preferring to concentrate on
governing the world’s most populous city
in the run-up to the 2020 Olympic Games.
“I’ll focus my energy on Tokyo. Leading
Tokyo will be a plus to the whole of Japan,”
Koike told reporters. 

But pundits say the charismatic former
TV presenter, 65, could yet go all-in on her
high-stakes gamble if she thought she
could deflect criticism for ditching her cur-

rent job after only a year. “The party may
gain some seats in the Tokyo area, but a risk
for her is that voters may feel betrayed as
they voted for her as Tokyo governor and
now she is working in national politics,”
Kensuke Takayasu, professor of political sci-
ence at Seikei University, said.

Vacuum
Surveys show that Koike’s gambit is

starting to put pressure on Abe, 63, who
until recently seemed to be a shoo-in for a
fourth term at the helm. Abe enjoyed a
healthy lead in the polls of more than 30
points only a week ago but the gap
appeared to have narrowed following
Koike’s high-profile announcement. A sur-
vey in the Mainichi Shimbun suggested
that 29 percent of voters would cast ballots
for Abe’s conservative LDP, while 18 per-
cent would vote for the Party of Hope.

Polls also suggest there are a large num-
ber of undecided voters, giving some hope
to Koike’s party that it can bridge the gap.
Abe returned to power in December 2012
and has pushed a nationalist social agenda
as well as his trademark “Abenomics” eco-
nomic policy-big-spending and easy mon-
ey-to end deflation and to kick-start the
once world-beating economy. 

The scion of a political dynasty, Abe had
promised to achieve two-percent inflation
and stable growth in two years, but nearly
five years later, he has failed to deliver on
those pledges. 

He said on Monday he would use a
planned hike in consumption tax from
eight percent to 10 percent for new social
spending, such as free early childhood edu-
cation, while pushing back his pledges to
restore the nation’s fiscal discipline. Critics
argue that Abe called the election to divert
attention from an series of scandals in
recent months that weighed on his popu-
larity, including allegations of favouritism
to a friend in a business deal-which the pre-
mier strongly denies. — AFP

TOKYO: Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, center, applauds as the lower house of the parliament approved the snap
election in Tokyo. — AFP
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praise for US allies

MANILA: Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte voiced rare
praise for the United States yesterday, calling it an important
security ally, and dismissing historic grievances and his slew of
past tirades against Washington as “water under the bridge”.
Duterte’s anti-American outbursts have become notorious and
baffling for one of Washington’s closest Asian allies since the
nation gained independence from the United States in 1946.

He was speaking on the 116th anniversary of one of the
bloodiest battles in the American-Philippines war on the cen-
tral island of Samar, where 39 Filipino civilians were killed in
retaliation for the deaths of 48 soldiers killed by rebels. Last
year, at his first international summit in Laos, the maverick
leader stunned regional leaders when he showed them pic-
tures of that massacre. Then US President Barack Obama can-
celed a bilateral meeting there with Duterte, who had called
him a “son of a bitch” days earlier for expressing concern
about his bloody war on drugs.

Yesterday, Duterte said he had been advised to tone down
his anti-American rhetoric and had positive words for the US
military, with which he has repeatedly threatened to sever
ties, besides accusing it of supplying ineffective combat hard-
ware and of making the Philippines a potential target for war.
“This is all water under the bridge, I was under advice by the
Department of Foreign Affairs, that I would temper my lan-
guage and avoid cursing, which I am prone to do if I get emo-
tional,” Duterte said in a speech.

“I would not say they were our saviors, but they are our
allies and they helped us. Even today, they provide crucial
equipment to our soldiers in Marawi to fight the terrorists,”
he said, referring to a city where Islamic State loyalists have
been holed up for four months. Duterte was speaking in
Balangiga, a town burned down in 1901 by US soldiers, who
seized two church bells as war trophies. Duterte has demand-
ed the return of the bells and the two countries are now dis-
cussing the terms. — Reuters

KABUL: At least 12 Afghan police
were killed and four wounded when a
Humvee packed with explosives
drove into their checkpoint in the
southern province of Kandahar late
on Wednesday, a government official
said. Abdul Bari Baryalai, a spokesman
for the provincial government, said
the attack took place in Maruf district,
bordering Pakistan. 

The attack, in one of the Taliban’s
heartlands, underlines the threats faced
by Afghan security forces, notably police
units on the front lines of the battle
against insurgents who control or con-
test about 40 percent of Afghanistan.
The incident came on the same day that
militants attacked Kabul airport while US
Defense Secretary Jim Mattis was visit-
ing the Afghan capital.— Reuters 

Suicide car bomb kills at 
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MANILA: Anti-Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte pro-
testers hold a streamer as they march for a rally at a park
in Manila to commemorate the 45th declaration of martial
law by then president Ferdinand Marcos. — AFP

Turkish family of Pak

Turk schools director 

abducted in Pakistan 

ISLAMABAD: The family of a former director of the Turkish
PakTurk Schools in Pakistan has been abducted by authorities
in the eastern city of Lahore, the Human Rights Commission of
Pakistan (HRCP) said, less than a year after Pakistan sought to
deport them. Pakistan has forged close ties with Turkey in
recent years and President Tayyip Erdogan, who opposes the
PakTurk Schools, has made several state visits to Islamabad.

Turkey has accused the schools of alleged links to Turkish
cleric Fethullah Gulen, or his “Hizmet” movement, which
Erdogan says was behind a failed coup attempt in Turkey last
year. PakTurk schools deny such links but in November last
year Pakistan ordered their Turkish teachers to leave the coun-
try. HRCP said Mesut Kacmaz, former director of the PakTurk
International Schools and Colleges, was picked up on
Wednesday by 20 armed individuals, according to their
Turkish neighbor who spoke to the rights group.

Kacmaz, his wife, and two daughters were, “roughed-up,
hooded, handcuffed and taken in a wagon” to a “furnished
house where several other interrogators were also present”,
HRCP, a non-governmental organization, said in a statement
late on Wednesday. — Reuters


