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News in brief

Indian farmers protest
MUMBAI: Tens of thousands of Indian farmers protest-
ed in Mumbai yesterday after walking more than a hun-
dred kilometres to demand better crop prices and land
rights. The farmers, wearing red caps and carrying red
flags, arrived in the city following a six-day trek from
Nashik, situated 165 kilometres north of India’s financial
capital. Officials estimated that up to 30,000 demonstra-
tors, including elderly women and young children, had
gathered at Azad Maidan playing field in the south of
Mumbai to press their demands. “We have made
arrangements including setting up of emergency medical
facilities and potable drinking water,” Tanaji Kamble, a
spokesman for Mumbai’s civic authority said.—AFP

Forest fires kill 9 hikers
NEW DELHI: Nine trekkers died and 18 others were
left with serious burns as wildfires swept through a
popular hiking spot in India’s Tamil Nadu state, officials
said yesterday. The group were hiking through Theni
district, a hilly region in southern India thickly forested
and dotted with tea plantations, when they were forced
to flee a fast-approaching fire. They apparently became
separated while trying to find a safe way to escape the
oncoming blaze. “It seems that the victims deviated from
the regular trail. This is a popular trekking spot,” Theni
district official S Kandasamy said. “Nine people lost
their lives and 27 others were rescued.” Of those res-
cued, 18 were injured, Kandasamy said. —AFP 

Vietnam arrests policeman 
HANOI: Vietnam has arrested a senior police official in
charge of tackling illegal online betting after he was
accused of having links to a gambling ring in the com-
munist nation. The now-former chief of the “high-tech-
nology department” at the powerful Ministry of Public
Security (MPS) is the most senior police official to be
targeted amid a sweeping crackdown on rampant cor-
ruption. Police Major General Nguyen Thanh Hoa, 60,
was arrested on Sunday evening in a Hanoi hospital
where he was reportedly receiving medical treatment,
according to state-run Tuoi Tre newspaper. He is being
investigated for “organising gambling” in northern Phu
Tho province, MPS said in a statement Sunday. —AFP 

Blow for HK democrats 
HONG KONG: Hong Kong’s (HK) democracy camp
failed to claw back all their lost seats yesterday in con-
troversial by-elections as the city’s pro-Beijing estab-
lishment further cements its grip. The result is the latest
blow to the democratic movement as China ups pres-
sure on the semi-autonomous city to fall into line after
unprecedented challenges including mass rallies calling
for reform and the emergence of an independence
movement. Sunday’s vote was triggered after Beijing
forced the disqualification of six rebel lawmakers who
had swept to victory in citywide elections in 2016.  Four
of the six vacant seats were contested in the tense by-
elections which saw China loyalists hurl insults at young
democracy activists near a polling station.—AFP 

Philippine activist killed  
BANGKOK: Authorities must thoroughly investigate the
murder of an indigenous activist in the Philippines,
where defenders of land and environment are increas-
ingly under attack, said a group of Southeast Asian law-
makers yesterday. Ricardo Mayumi was shot dead
March 2 in his home in Ifugao Province in the country’s
north. He was one of the leaders of the Ifugao Peasant
Movement (IPM) and had opposed a hydroelectric dam
project, according to IPM. His killing requires “a prompt
and thorough investigation”, said ASEAN
Parliamentarians for Human Rights (APHR), a group of
politicians from countries in the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations. —Reuters

Japan PM, finance minister under fire 
over suspected cover-up of cronyism

Documents show Abe, wife, minister names removed
TOKYO: Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe and his close
ally, Finance Minister Taro Aso, faced growing pressure yes-
terday over a suspected cover-up of a cronyism scandal that
has dogged the premier for more than a year. Copies of docu-
ments seen by Reuters showed that references to Abe, his
wife and Aso were removed from finance ministry records of
the discounted sale of state-owned land to a school operator
with ties to Abe’s wife, Akie.
Abe, now in his sixth year in
office, has denied that he or
his wife did favours for the
school operator, Moritomo
Gakuen, and has said he
would resign if evidence was
found that they had. Excised
references seen by Reuters
did not appear to show that
Abe or his wife intervened
directly in the deal. 

Suspicion of a cover-up
could slash Abe’s ratings and
dash his hopes for a third
term as leader of his Liberal Democratic Party (LDP). Victory
in the LDP September leadership vote would put him on track
to become Japan’s longest-serving premier. The doubts are
also putting pressure on Aso to resign. “It could shake confi-
dence in the administration as a whole. I strongly feel respon-
sibility as the head of administration,” Abe told reporters after
the finance ministry reported on the altered documents. “I
apologise to all of the people.”

Abe said he wanted Aso to make every effort to clarify all
the facts and ensure such things do not happen again. Aso told
a separate news conference that several officials at his min-
istry’s division in charge of the sale were involved in altering
the documents to make them conform with testimony in parlia-

ment by the then-head of the division. “It has become clear that
there was a cover-up and falsification,” opposition Democratic
Party leader Yuichiro Tamaki told reporters. He said Aso should
resign and parliament hold hearings on the matter.

The 77-year-old Aso, who is also deputy premier and
whose backing is vital for Abe, apologised for his ministry’s
actions, but said that he had no intention of stepping down.

The risk for Aso and Abe,
experts said, is that the
suspected cover-up does
more damage than the
land sale itself. “The cov-
er-up is now a bigger
issue than the original
incident,” said Koichi
Nakano, a professor at
Sophia University. A
finance ministry official
said that 14 items had
been altered in the docu-
ments after February last
year - when the scandal

broke - at the instruction of the ministry’s financial division to
match testimony in parliament.

Aso’s survival?
One such reference was to Akie’s visit to the school at the

heart of the suspected scandal. Also removed was a reference
to ties by Abe and Aso to a conservative lobby group, Nippon
Kaigi. The records include a comment from Yasunori Kagoike,
the former head of Moritomo Gakuen, citing Akie Abe as
telling him: “This is good land so please proceed.” A kinder-
garten run by Moritomo Gakuen taught a nationalist curricu-
lum in line with views espoused by Nippon Kaigi. “At the very
least, it seems that Aso’s chances of surviving as finance min-

ister are diminishing rapidly,” wrote Tobias Harris, vice presi-
dent of consultancy Teneo Intelligence, in an email. He said
there was no “smoking gun” showing direct intervention by
Abe or his wife. But Harris added: “It now seems to be more a
question of whether Abe can manage an orderly exit at the
end of his term in September or whether he’ll resign hastily
again - but I don’t see how he can win a new mandate amidst
the Abe fatigue that will surely grow after these revelations.”
A Sankei newspaper poll over the weekend said 71 percent of

respondents said Aso should go. On Friday, National Tax
Agency chief Nobuhisa Sagawa resigned over remarks in
parliament last year about the case.

Sagawa headed the ministry division that submitted the
documents before he was tapped as tax agency chief in July,
an appointment critics saw as a reward for his efforts to dif-
fuse the issue with his statements to parliament last year.
Some LDP members said politicians should not pass the buck
to bureaucrats. —Reuters
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Bangladesh ex-PM 
granted bail; party 
mulls poll boycott
DHAKA: A Bangladeshi court granted bail yesterday to
former Prime Minister Khaleda Zia, who was jailed last
month for five years for graft, raising a chance her party
might take part in a December general election. Zia is a
two-term prime minister whose bitter rivalry with Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina has defined Bangladeshi politics for
years. Their feud hangs over the run-up to a December
election with Zia’s Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP)
vowing to boycott the polls in a protest against what it has
said was Zia’s unfair jailing on trumped up charges.

“The High Court granted her bail for four months,”
Moudud Ahmed, a lawyer in the case and also a senior
leader of Zia’s party, told reporters after the court ruling.
The decision to release Zia on bail could open the door to
her party’s participation in the general election, party sec-
retary-general Mirza Fakhrul Islam Alamgir said. “We can
not say just now. Let our chief come out and then we will
sit with her and we’ll discuss it,” Alamgir said. “We are
always in favour of elections, but there must be a congenial
atmosphere.”

It was not immediately clear when Zia would be
released from detention. Earlier yesterday, Alamgir said an
election without Zia would be “meaningless”. He also said
that unless the judgement against her was overturned, she
would not be able to contest the election even if she got
bail. Under Bangladesh electoral rules, anyone jailed for
more than two years cannot contest an election for five
years. The BNP boycotted the last polls, in 2014, in a
protest against Hasina’s scrapping of the practice of hav-
ing a caretaker government oversee elections.

A boycott in December would again give the prime min-
ister’s Awami League a clear run at power when the opposi-
tion could be benefiting from voter frustration with prices,
unemployment, power cuts and anger over what many see
as heavy-handed government tactics against opponents.

Another boycott would also dash any hopes of stability, and
raise risks for the country’s garment industry, which
accounts for 80 percent of exports, which could face dis-
ruption by transport blockades in the event of unrest.

‘Toxic’ politics
At the same time, efforts to combat Islamist militants

behind a string of bloody attacks in recent years risk being
hampered by turmoil. “Politics could become even more
toxic,” the International Crisis Group think-tank said in a
recent note. “The government’s continued marginalisation
of BNP and its forcing underground of opponents like
Jamaat-e-Islami, risk sapping resources from efforts to dis-
rupt jihadists.” Jamaat, Bangladesh’s largest Islamist party

and an ally of the BNP, has been accused of inciting mili-
tancy. It denies that and opposition parties have denounced
the crackdown on Jamaat leaders as a way to silence rivals.

The BNP says the case against Zia is politically moti-
vated by a ruling party riding roughshod over human
rights and the rule of law. “This is a totally one-party-rule
here and it is totally dictatorial. Under these circumstances
she’s been convicted,” Alamgir said. Law Minister Anisul
Huq said the court decision to grant Zia bail proved that
the government did not interfere in court matters. Home
Minister Asaduzzaman Khan, a senior member of Hasina’s
party, denied that the government had any role in Zia’s
conviction, and said the BNP was merely trying to score
political points with its accusations.—Reuters

TOKYO: Protesters stage an anti-Abe demonstration near the prime minister’s official residence in Tokyo yesterday.
Japan’s finance ministry admitted to doctoring key documents related to a favouritism scandal dogging Shinzo Abe,
a ruling lawmaker said yesterday, as a new poll suggested the affair is hitting the prime minister’s popularity. —AFP 

DHAKA: Supporters of the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) celebrate after opposition leader Khaleda Zia was
granted bail in Dhaka yesterday. —AFP 

North Korea silence 
speaks volumes on 
US nuclear talks
SEOUL: Pyongyang has maintained a deafening
silence as news that US President Donald Trump will
meet its leader Kim Jong Un made global headlines-
and analysts say the nuclear-armed North is keeping
its powder dry, retaining room to manoeuvre. Trump
last week agreed to meet with Kim by the end of May
to discuss Pyongyang’s denuclearisation-which it put
on the table in exchange for security guarantees-and
predicted the talks would be a “tremendous success”.
But the unorthodox announcement was made on the
White House lawn by a South Korean envoy, with no
American officials in attendance, and only confirmed
by Washington afterwards. More than 72 hours later,
there has been no comment by the North, and noth-
ing on the subject in its official media.

“It was a unilateral statement by Trump,” said Koh
Yu-hwan, a professor at Dongguk University. “Kim
Jong Un just sent him a verbal message” through
Seoul’s intermediaries. “To North Korea, it’s not an
official agreement,” he told AFP. “Nothing’s for sure
yet. For them, an official announcement has to be
based on a government-level agreement that
includes the agenda and location.”The same applied
to the North’s summit with the South that Seoul
announced for April, he added. In addition,
Pyongyang would not want to give the South credit
for brokering the talks with Washington, he said, and
would hold off on any announcement until its own
direct contacts with the US.

In stark contrast, the US president has been itching
to share his prospective meeting.  Trump has given
himself a pat on the back for bringing the isolated
regime to the negotiating table, showing confidence
that the North was “looking to de-nuke” and that its

leaders were ready to “make peace”. But analysts warn
that Pyongyang’s silence gives it “maximum optionali-
ty” on its next move. “It’s not tying its own hands or
making any commitments,” said Van Jackson, a defence
expert at the Victoria University of Wellington. “We
should be wary about believing anything we’re told in
private-whether by North or South Korea.”

Options A, B, C and D
The stunning turnaround comes after a year of

high tensions over the North’s nuclear and missile
programmes during which Trump and Kim traded
personal insults and threats of war.The summit-if it
materialises-will be the first between a sitting US
president and a North Korean leader and they will
have to navigate through decades of mistrust.
Possible locations mooted in the media include the
Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) that divides the two
Koreas, the South’s Jeju Island, Switzerland-where
Kim studied as a teenager-Sweden, and even
Washington DC. But critics warn that the talks,
entered into by an impulsive, inexperienced US presi-
dent, carry high risks and could create more rumbles
in an already volatile region. They are scheduled to
take place without the months of groundwork that
usually precedes such meetings, and reports say
Trump accepted Kim’s summit invitation without con-
sulting his top national security advisers.  —AFP
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Chinese leader calls 
for joint efforts to 
advance reforms 
KUWAIT: Chinese Premier Li Keqiang called for joint efforts to advance
reform and opening-up, promote innovation, sustain economic growth
and improve people’s livelihood at the ongoing national legislative ses-
sion. Joining deputies to the 13th National People’s Congress (NPC) from
southern Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, Li stressed following the
guide of Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics
for a New Era. 

Li said as this year marks the 40th anniversary of China’s reform and
opening-up drive, local governments should not only fully implement
national reform policies, but launch tailored measures of their own to
create a business-friendly environment for the benefit of enterprises and
the public. Local governments were also told to practise frugality but
increase spending on programs for people’s livelihood and focus on
poverty alleviation. 

Senior leaders including Wang Yang, Wang Huning and Han Zheng, all
members of the Standing Committee of the Political Bureau of the
Communist Party of China (CPC) Central Committee, also joined panel
discussions of political advisors and NPC deputies Tuesday. Joining polit-
ical advisors from ethnic minority groups, Wang Yang called for concrete
efforts to secure victory in building a moderately prosperous society in
all respects in areas with large ethnic minority populations. He asked
them to focus on targeted poverty reduction and environment protection. 

While attending discussions of NPC deputies from Hong Kong and
Macao special administrative regions, Wang Huning stressed implemen-
tation of the spirit of the 19th CPC National Congress on work related
to the two regions, urging efforts to act in strict compliance with China’s
Constitution and the basic laws of the two special administrative
regions, support the governments and chief executives of both regions
in exercising law-based governance.  Speaking to NPC deputies from
Shaanxi Province, Han Zheng encouraged people to strive to achieve
more efficient, fairer, and more sustainable development with better
quality by following the philosophy of innovative, coordinated, green,
and open development that is for everyone. — (Article provided by the
Embassy of China)


