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BEIJING: China’s moves to combat an ageing popula-
tion by relaxing decades-old curbs on family size have
hit an unexpected snag: many parents are no longer
interested in having more babies. The government has
indicated it will scrap its policy which limits the num-
ber of children per family through tough fines - and
sometimes through forced abortions and sterilizations.
The world’s most populous country introduced its
one-child policy in 1979 and last tweaked it in early
2016, raising the limit to two children as the nation
scrambled to rejuvenate a greying population of some
1.4 billion.

But the pent-up demand for more children has
ebbed, experts say. Couples have increasingly delayed
having even one child as they devote more time to
other goals, such as building their careers. The sky-
rocketing cost of raising children in booming China
has also given many prospective parents pause. “Lots
of people want to have a second child, but the biggest
problem is the financial burden,” said a mother in the
northeastern city of Dalian, who wants a second and
even third child but remains hesitant to bear the finan-
cial and career costs.

The proposed policy change was included in a new
civil code being discussed by the Standing Committee
of the National People’s Congress this week. The code
is set to be completed in 2020. “Cancelling the family
planning policy would mean that the right to decide
how many children to have rests with couples and
families,” said Liu Hongyan of the China Population
and Development Research Centre, a think tank under
the National Health and Family Planning Commission.
This is “a manifestation of human rights in the field of
reproductive health”.

Population trends
The official Xinhua news agency said regulations

on family size were omitted from the draft law due to
“changes in the country’s demographic situation”.
China’s working-age population fell by 5.5 million last
year, maintaining a downward trend that began in
2012, according to the statistics bureau. Economists
fear the nation will get old before it gets rich, leaving it
trapped as a middle-income country burdened with
too few workers to support an ageing populace.

By 2050, the World Bank forecasts the proportion
of the population aged over 60 will jump from 15 per-
cent in 2015 to 36.5 percent, with a median age of
49.6. To lesson the pain, Beijing wants its “high-quali-
ty” citizens to build larger families, experts say. There
is “heavy propaganda aimed at urban educated Han
women” urging them to “marry early and have children
early,” said Leta Hong Fincher, author of “Betraying
Big Brother: The Feminist Awakening in China”, refer-
ring to the majority Han community.

From the government’s perspective, Qiu Chunjuan
and Xu Jinhua, who are raising two children in
Shanghai, would be ideal candidates for a larger fami-
ly. But the parents are not considering it. “With the
education environment in Shanghai, the economic
environment, having two is just right,” said the father,
Xu. “We’re saturated now,” he said. His wife Qiu said
that with the cost of private school and additional
classes, the pressure was already “quite big”. Hu
Yanhua, a 38-year-old mother in Shanghai, said she
had her hands full with just one six-year-old boy. “I
need to work and I have limited energy, so I probably
won’t consider it,” she said.—AFP 
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MANILA: Activists and families of eight victims of the
Philippines’ “war on drugs” filed a complaint yesterday
with the International Criminal Court (ICC), a second
petition accusing President Rodrigo Duterte of murder
and crimes against humanity. The 50-page complaint
calls for Duterte’s indictment over thousands of alleged
extrajudicial killings during his crackdown on drugs,
which the activists and families said included “brazen”
executions by police acting with impunity.

Critics of the campaign were being “persecuted”,
they said, and cases filed by victims’ families had gone
nowhere. The latest move is led by a network of
activists, priests and mem-
bers of the poor, urban com-
munities that have borne the
brunt of a fierce two-year
campaign in which police
have killed about 4,400 peo-
ple, causing international
alarm. “Duterte is personally
liable for ordering state
police to undertake mass
killings,” Neri Colmenares, a
lawyer representing the
group, told reporters.

Duterte insists he told
police to kill only in self-defense and has lashed out at
critics while demonstrating no remorse for the deaths. In
a national address last month, he said the drugs war
would be remain “relentless and chilling”. Benigno
Durana, a national police spokesman, said the only order
Duterte gave to police was “to wage war on drugs and
criminality within the bounds of the law”. 

The ICC petition, known as a communication, follows
a similar complaint filed in April 2017 by a Philippine
lawyer and backed by two opposition lawmakers, into

which the ICC in February started a preliminary exami-
nation. Human rights groups believe the death toll could
be far higher than the one the police give, and accuse
law enforcement of summarily executing suspected drug
users and small-time dealers, using only cursory intelli-
gence. Police reject that.

Petition ‘doomed’
Presidential spokesman Harry Roque said the latest

petition was “doomed”, because the Philippines’ was no
longer covered by the ICC’s Rome Statute. Duterte uni-
laterally withdrew in March from the ICC’s founding

treaty, saying it skirted due
process and presumption of
his innocence and sought to
portray him as a “ruthless
and heartless violator of
human rights”. He even
threatened to arrest ICC
prosecutor Fatou Bensouda if
she were to comes to the
Philippines to investigate him,
and said he would convince
other countries to follow him
in quitting the ICC.

It was a stark contrast
from the early days of Duterte’s presidency, when he
had routinely disparaged the ICC and dared it to go after
him, expressing his readiness to go on trial in The Hague
and “rot in jail”. Opposition lawmakers maintain that
Duterte’s withdrawal from the treaty, which takes effect in
March 2019, was illegal because it was done without
Senate approval. They have challenged it at the Supreme
Court, which started hearing oral arguments yesterday.
Jurist groups say that regardless of how the court rules,
Duterte is not protected from a possible indictment

because the alleged crimes took place while the
Philippines was a member of the ICC, and therefore cov-
ered by its jurisdiction. Duterte also maintains the
Philippines never actually acceded to the Rome Statute in
2011, because it was not published in the country’s official
gazette. The ICC is a court of last resort that can exercise
jurisdiction if states are unable or unwilling to investigate

crimes, which Duterte’s spokesman said was not the case
in the Philippines. Kristina Conti, another lawyer backing
the complaint, said it had been filed before the ICC
because as a serving president, Duterte had immunity
from legal action. The ICC prosecutor’s office did not
immediately respond to a request for comment and could
not be reached out of normal office hours. — Reuters
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MANILA: Members of the Supreme Court of the Philippines, led by its newly-appointed Chief Justice Teresita de Castro
(center), arrive to hear oral arguments on the petition to quit the International Criminal Court, at the Supreme Court in
Manila yesterday. — AFP 

GENEVA: All sides in Yemen’s bloody conflict may have
committed war crimes, UN investigators said yesterday,
highlighting deadly air strikes, rampant sexual violence,
and the recruitment of young children as soldiers. In their
first report, a team of UN-mandated investigators said
they had “reasonable grounds to believe that the parties to
the armed conflict in Yemen have committed a substantial
number of violations of international humanitarian law.”

Many of these violations may amount to “war crimes”,
the report said, pointing to widespread arbitrary deten-
tion, rape, torture and the recruitment of children as young
as eight to take part in hostilities. Kamel Jendoubi, who
heads the UN’s so-called Group of Independent Eminent
International and Regional Experts, said the investigators
had identified a number of alleged perpetrators. “A confi-
dential list of these individuals will be presented today to
the (UN) High Commissioner” for Human Rights, he told
journalists in Geneva.

The devastating conflict in Yemen has left nearly
10,000 people dead since March 2015, when a Saudi-led
coalition intervened to fight Houthi rebels closing in on the
last bastion of President Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi’s gov-
ernment. The UN human rights office said yesterday that

some 6,660 civilians were among the dead, while more
than 10,500 had been injured. The UN has meanwhile
described the situation in Yemen as world’s worst humani-
tarian crisis. The UN expert group, which was created by
the UN Human Rights Council last September and which
needs that body’s permission next month to continue its
work, detailed a long line of abuses committed by all par-
ties to the conflict.

“There is little evidence of any attempt by parties to the
conflict to minimize civilian casualties,” Jendoubi said. The
report concluded that “coalition air strikes have caused
most of the documented civilian casualties,” pointing to a
large number of strikes on residential areas, markets,
funerals, weddings, detention facilities, civilian boats and
medical facilities. The report said there were “serious con-
cerns about the targeting process applied by the coali-
tion,” pointing out that in many cases there were no
apparent military targets in the vicinity of the attacks.

Child soldiers
The report covers the period from September 2014

through June 2018, and does not address the latest series
of deadly strikes that have killed dozens of children in
rebel-held areas and sparked international outrage. The
coalition has not confirmed or denied it carried out two air
raids last Thursday that the UN said killed at least 26 chil-
dren and four women south of the flashpoint rebel-held
city of Hodeida. Those deaths came after a coalition attack
on a bus in the northern rebel stronghold of Saada early
this month killed 40 children, prompting UN Secretary-

General Antonio Guterres to call for an independent inves-
tigation of attacks targeting civilians in the three-year war.
Children have not only died in air strikes in Yemen.
“Children are the most vulnerable. Poverty, coupled with
violence and insecurity render them defenseless and
exposed to exploitation and abuse by parties to the con-
flict,” Charles Garraway, a member of the expert group,
told reporters. 

The experts said they had received “substantial infor-
mation” indicating that Yemen’s government, the coalition-
backed forces and the rebels had all conscripted children,
mainly aged 11 and up, but some as young as eight. The
report also decried the devastating impact a blockade
imposed by the Saudi coalition on Yemen’s ports and the
Sanaa airport had had on the civilian population. Jendoubi
urged an end to “disproportionate restrictions on the safe
and expeditious entry into Yemen of humanitarian supplies
and other goods indispensable to the civilian population.”

The experts did not delve into the complex web of
countries supporting different parties to Yemen’s conflict,
including the United States, Britain and Iran, but did call
on all nations to stop selling arms that could be used in
the war. They also called on all sides to halt hostilities,
and urged support for UN efforts to broker a peace deal.
UN-backed talks between Yemen’s government and the
Houthis are to open in Geneva on September 6 - a first
step toward resuming peace negotiations that broke
down two years ago. “This crisis has reached its peak
with no apparent sight of light at the end of the tunnel,”
Garraway said.— AFP 
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BANGKOK: A UN probe has called for Myanmar’s mili-
tary leaders to face justice for alleged genocide and
crimes against humanity against the Rohingya, but the
road to a tribunal will be long and complex, with China
likely to block any prosecution of its al ly at the
International Criminal Court. On Monday a damning
report by a UN fact-finding mission said members of
Myanmar’s armed forces, including military chief Senior
General Min Aung Hlaing, should be prosecuted for their
roles in violently expelling some 700,000 Rohingya
Muslims into neighboring Bangladesh. Refugees have
recounted widespread stories of rape, murder and arson
by security forces as they were driven from their homes.
The report was the most serious step towards accounta-
bility in the crisis to date but experts warn of major legal
and diplomatic obstacles ahead.

The quickest route to justice 
The International Criminal Court (ICC) in the Hague.

For proceedings to begin, the United Nations Security
Council needs to refer Myanmar to the court. But
geopolitics is likely to get in the way with China and
Russia-which last week hosted Min Aung Hlaing-able to
veto any referral. China has consistently refrained from
condemning Myanmar for its treatment of the Rohingya,
describing it as an internal matter. “Rakhine State has
very complex historic, ethnic and religious background,”
Chinese foreign ministry spokesperson Hua Chunying
told reporters yesterday. “So how to resolve this prob-
lem? Through negotiation and dialogue,” she said,
adding: “I think that blame on any side, or pressure, does
not help resolve anything.” The Security Council is set to
discuss Myanmar later Tuesday in New York.

What about Plan B?
If legal moves for the ICC stall at the Security Council,

it could consider an ad hoc or mixed tribunal similar to
ones created for Rwanda, Yugoslavia, Lebanon and
Cambodia. This would in theory require the cooperation of
national authorities in Myanmar. Another possibility stems
from an unprecedented request by the chief prosecutor at
the ICC, Fatou Bensouda, to extend its jurisdiction to
Myanmar, which has not signed up to the court. That’s

“uncharted territory”, according to Kingsley Abbott of the
International Commission of Jurists, who says the move
may be possible because they crisis spilled over into
Bangladesh, a member of the ICC. If the court agrees, the
prosecutor could launch a preliminary investigation and
ultimately issue arrest warrants for Myanmar nationals. But
this would take time, requiring participation from
Bangladesh in the investigation and - somewhat implausi-
bly-Myanmar to hand over suspects.

Who could be prosecuted?  
The court targets individuals, not countries. On Monday

the UN probe named six senior members of the armed
forces including military chief Min Aung Hlaing. Investigators
argue they bear responsibility because of their direct com-
mand over troops that carried out “clearance operations” in
northern Rakhine state. But the ICC cannot forcibly bring
suspects from Myanmar, and would have to rely on member
states to detain them in the event they travel abroad. This has
been problematic in the past. In December 2017 war crimes
judges criticized Jordan for failing to act on the Hague’s war-
rant to arrest Sudanese leader Omar Al-Bashir.

Could Suu Kyi face trial? 
Highly unlikely. The current calls are aimed at the upper

echelons of Myanmar’s security forces, and the Nobel lau-
reate has no control over the military. But the UN probe did
call her out for not using her position as leader of the civil-
ian government or her “moral authority” to try to stem the
violence. — AFP 

TOKYO: The abdication of Japan’s Emperor Akihito
next year will be quite literally the end of an era, the
Heisei era of his rule, and behind closed doors, talks
on the next era have begun. Japan is the only country
in the world still using Chinese-style imperial calen-
dars. It might be 2018 in much of the world, but in
Japan it is Heisei 30, or 30 years into Akihito’s reign.
While the Gregorian calendar is widely used in Japan,
imperial dates feature on government documents,
newspapers, and commercial calendars.

“It is easier to imagine what the time was like if
you have eras,” said Kunio Kowaguchi, president of
major calendar maker Todan. “For instance, we
remember it was early Heisei that the bubble burst,”
he said, referring to the collapse of Japan’s specula-
tion-driven economy. The upcoming end of the Heisei
period was even reportedly a factor in the govern-
ment’s decision to implement death sentences this
year against 13 members of the Aum cult behind a
1995 sarin attack.

Government officials apparently wanted to a draw
a line under the cult’s attacks before the Heisei era
ends. All 13 executions were carried out in July. Japan
has had nearly 250 eras or “gengo” since adopting
the system in the 7th century. In the past, emperors
would switch era names mid-reign to make a fresh
start after natural disasters or crises. But more
recently, an era has run the entire length of a
monarch’s rule. With just months to go before Crown
Prince Naruhito ascends the Chrysanthemum Throne
in May 2019, speculation about the new name is
growing. And calendar makers like Kowaguchi are
particularly eager to hear. 

A new ‘Y2K’?
His company produces 10 million calendars a year,

many featuring both Western and imperial dates. He
starts printing products a year before release, so it’s
already too late for his 2019 run to feature the new
name, but he’s hoping for a decision in time for the
2020 batch. The new imperial era will be the first
since the IT revolution, and the tech sector is also
girding for the transition.
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YANGON: File photo shows Myanmar’s Chief Senior
General Min Aung Hlaing, commander-in-chief of the
Myanmar armed forces, saluting to pay his respects, dur-
ing a ceremony in Yangon. — AFP 


