
MANILA: A fly that interrupted his speech was
working under the orders of priests, Philippine
President Rodrigo Duterte joked Tuesday, as he
launched a new verbal attack on the country’s influ-
ential  Catholic Church. The f ly buzzed around
Duterte as he spoke at a school in Manila, landing on
his forehead and cheek and causing him to flap his
arms in a futile bid to swat away the pesky insect. 

“I’ve had a fight with priests for a long time,” the
74-year-old strongman said without missing a beat.
“This fly is taking orders from them. It has been fol-
lowing me for some time,” he added, drawing laughter
from the audience. Duterte later cursed the fly when
he missed flicking it with a finger as it landed on a
microphone. “Wait until I’m done with my speech. I
will smash you with the manuscript,” he said.

Earlier, Duterte said the Catholic church’s dogma
was “simply not acceptable to my God-given com-
mon sense”. “I have a God. I just don’t want to be
saddled with religions,” he said. The Philippine
president has a history of criticizing the Catholic
church, which counts  some 80 percent  of  the
nation’s more than 100 million people as believers.
Last year he angered church leaders by taking aim
at the biblical version of man’s creation, saying:
“Who is this stupid God?”

Church leaders have been critical of his policies,
including an anti-narcotics crackdown that has left
thousands dead. They also oppose his calls for bring-
ing back capital punishment. Tuesday’s fly incident
was not the first time an insect has ruined one of his
public engagements. In May, a cockroach crawled up

his shoulder and down the front of his shirt as he
spoke at a campaign rally ahead of congressional
elections. Duterte later joked that the bug belonged
to the opposition.

New Manila airport
In another development, the Philippines yesterday

approved a plan to build a new airport near Manila,
in a bid to ease congestion with the capital’s existing
airport operating at full capacity. Philippine con-
glomerate San Miguel wil l  bui ld the airport in
Bulakan town, north of Manila Bay, that will feature
four parallel runways and serve 100-200 million pas-
sengers a year, a government statement said. 

“This new international airport is important in
helping ease the congestion of the Ninoy Aquino

International Airport (in Manila),” Transportation
Secretary Arthur Tugade said in the statement. San
Miguel, which was the only company to bid for the
project, will have to break ground on the $14 billion
project before the end of the year and open for busi-
ness no later than 2025, the statement said.

The company has said it plans to run the airport,
which would be the biggest infrastructure project
under President Rodrigo Duterte’s government, after
obtaining a government concession. The existing
Manila airport, which has two runways, handled
nearly 260,000 flights and served 45 million passen-
gers last  year, according to i ts  website. The
announcement came after the close of trade in
Manila. Shares in San Miguel rose 1.19 percent to
end at 178.00 pesos ($3.50). — Agencies 
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BANGKOK: Thousands of residents of an island in east-
ern Indonesia are resisting a government plan to relocate
them and close the island next year in a bid to conserve
rare Komodo dragons. Last week, Indonesian authorities
said the island of Komodo would be closed next year to
allow for the recovery of the reptiles and the Komodo
National Park, the only habitat for the world’s largest
lizard species. About 2,000 people would also be moved
off the island, and risk losing their homes and livelihoods,
said Gregorius Afioma, director of human rights group
Sunspirit for Justice and Peace.

“These are people who had already lost their land to
the park, and suffered as authorities prioritized tourism.
Now they will lose again,” he said yesterday. “They have
not benefited much from the tourism boom, and with the
relocation they will be isolated even more, despite evi-
dence that local people help conservation efforts.”
Globally, there is a growing awareness - and backlash
against - the negative impacts of tourism, from environ-
mental damage to the destruction of neighborhoods as
local residents are priced out.

Poorer countries in Southeast Asia are particularly ill-
equipped to limit the “invisible burden” of overtourism,
according to a report earlier this year from The Travel
Foundation charity in Britain. Growing tourist numbers
forced authorities in Thailand last year to close a beach
made famous by the Leonardo DiCaprio film “The Beach”
to give its ecosystem time to recover. The Philippine holi-
day island of Boracay also shut for a clean-up last year
after the president raged it had become a “cesspool” and
warned of an environmental disaster.

But shutting down destinations is not the right approach
unless it is an ecological emergency, said Megan Epler
Wood, director of the International Sustainable Tourism
Initiative at Harvard University. “Relocation of villagers is a
drastic act,” she said. Instead, the system should be
revamped to “build local communities into the revenue
generation process, and manage tourism flows,” she said
via email. Komodo National Park, a conservation area
between the islands of Sumbawa and Flores, drew more
than 176,000 tourists from across the world last year.

The park, a World Heritage Site, is home to more than
4,500 dragons which can grow to up to 3 metres in
length. It has seen a steady uptick in visitors as cruise
ships made stops and a nearby airport was upgraded.
Visitors have worsened pollution, damaged the ecosys-
tem and driven up land prices, forcing local residents to
abandon farming and make a living from selling souvenirs,
said Cypri Jehan Paju Dale, a researcher on Indonesia at
Bern University.— Reuters

BANDA ACEH: Workers transfer yellowfin tuna from a ship into a waiting truck at a fishing port in Banda Aceh
yesterday. — AFP 

ISLAMABAD: Pakistani opposition parties have
accused Prime Minister Imran Khan of intimidat-
ing broadcasters into a blackout on television
coverage of his critics, after several TV channels
were briefly taken off-air and opposition
protests and news conferences passed unreport-
ed. Khan denies censoring the media, describing
such accusations as “a joke” during a visit to
Washington this month, but relations with the
press and broadcasters have become increasing-
ly strained since he took office nearly a year ago.

Fuelling the criticism, as Khan headed back
from the United States last Wednesday a news
conference by opposition leader Maryam
Nawaz, which would normally be carried live on
TV news stations, went unseen as broadcasters
held back from coverage. “Pakistan’s media is
facing the worst censorship,” Nawaz told the
news conference, which was broadcast on
YouTube. “If any news channel tries to air our
presser or rallies, it is threatened to go off air.”

Media managers were reluctant to comment
publicly when contacted by Reuters, but state-
ments from industry bodies have complained
about pressure on journalists and their employ-
ers. News groups have also been alarmed by
proposals to establish special courts to hear
cases relating to the media. The All Pakistan
Newspapers Society (APNS) described the
proposal as institutionalized “arm-twisting”.

“The media is already braving strong pres-
sures in the form of press advices and measures
of intimidation from ruling quarters which are
tantamount to undeclared censorship,” it said.
Khan’s government dismisses the criticism and
says it is dealing with the consequences of
abuses by past administrations, who it says
used lucrative government advertising business
to buy favorable coverage. His Pakistan Tehrik-
e-Insaf (PTI) party earlier this month posted a
series of tweets warning media houses and
journalists that they should not “end up propa-
gating (the) enemy’s stance” in criticizing the
government.

Turbulent relations
Pakistan’s press has had a turbulent relation-

ship with successive governments and the pow-

erful military over many years. Some in the
media complained of a severe crackdown in the
run up to the 2018 general election that saw
Khan’s PTI party sweep to power. Writers and
bloggers say several cases of reporters being
abducted and beaten, critical columnists being
denied space, advertising business cut to media
houses and sackings of unfavorable TV com-
mentators have created a climate of fear and
self-censorship.

The military and government have denied
state agencies have been involved in any of
those incidents. They also reject opposition
accusations that the army colluded in bringing
the PTI to power. Nawaz’s PML-N party says it
is the main target of a renewed crackdown,
which comes after it aired a video apparently
showing one of the judges who convicted party
founder and former Prime Minister Nawaz
Sharif last year on corruption charges saying he
had been blackmailed to deliver a guilty verdict.
The judge, who later denied the allegations, has
since been sacked. In recent weeks planned
interviews with party leader Maryam Nawaz,
Nawaz Sharif’s daughter, have been pulled
without explanation at the last minute, while her
voice has been repeatedly muted mysteriously
during interviews. Geo News TV, the country’s
biggest private broadcaster, has suffered a
series of problems since late July.

Coverage was abruptly suspended and its
position on cable dials dropped from a favor-
able place at the top of the list to a slot near the
bottom. Geo TV’s Managing Director Azhar
Abbas said the broadcaster had received no
warning or explanation and had not been noti-
fied of who had ordered the changes. “The clo-
sure is without any prior notice to the organiza-
tion by the regulatory authority or the govern-
ment,” he said. “We have made fervent attempts
to reach out to ... the military media wing, but
officials there also deny any involvement.”

‘Big brother’
Three other TV channels, 24 News, AbbTakk

News and Capital TV, were shut down for one
day after they gave Maryam Nawaz live cover-
age earlier this month. “I was informed by man-

agement that they received instructions this
couldn’t be carried,” said Najam Sethi, a 24
News anchor, who had scheduled an interview
with Maryam. “We, media owners and journal-
ists alike, are in a state of siege. Pressure to
control, manipulate, plant, tilt, block and propa-
gate the news and analysis cycle comes from
overt and covert civil-military platforms. Big
brother isn’t just watching anymore. He is crack-
ing the whip and it’s painful.”

Ansar Naqvi, the station’s director program-
ming and current affairs, said Sethi was asked
not to conduct the interview in line with a
request from the country’s broadcasting regula-
tor. “We have verbal instructions from the regu-
lator to ban Maryam’s coverage completely,” he
told Reuters, adding that there was no written
directive. Mohammad Tahir, spokesman for the
state-run regulator Pakistan Electronic Media
Authority (PEMRA), denied that it had issued
instructions to broadcasters not to run inter-
views. Asked who pulled the interviews, he told
Reuters: “We didn’t.”

The government’s main spokesperson,
Firdous Aashiq Awan, told a meeting of
Pakistani newspaper editors in Karachi last
week that the PEMRA was an independent
body just doing its job. She did not comment on
who was behind the blackouts. The Pakistan
Broadcast Association (PBA) has condemned
the shutdowns, while the US-based Committee
to Protect Journalists (CPJ) said the blockage of
Geo TV was “an unfortunate illustration of how
widespread censorship has become in
Pakistan”.

Journalists’ bodies in Pakistan have held
demonstrations nationwide. Reporters without
Borders said in a statement last week that
PEMRA, “takes its lead from the military estab-
lishment”. The military, which routinely denies
accusations of interfering in civilian matters,
said it would not respond to unspecified accu-
sations. In Washington, Khan dismissed con-
cerns about media freedom, saying it was freer
than the media in Britain. “The criticism I have
received from my own press, unprecedented,”
he said. “So, to say that there are curbs on
Pakistan press is a joke.”  — Reuter

KARACHI: At least 12 people were killed as
monsoon rains lashed Pakistan’s port city of
Karachi, officials and charity groups confirmed
yesterday, while flooding also triggered power
outages and overwhelmed the metropolis’s
fragile infrastructure. Authorities said the
deaths occurred largely due to electrocutions
caused by ill-maintained power lines even as
large segments of the city suffered hours-long
outages that lasted up to a day in some areas.

According to the Edhi Foundation-which

oversees a vast rescue services operation in
Karachi-up to 15 people were killed during the
recent bout of flooding.  However government
hospitals in the city said only 12 people had
died in recent days in flood-related incidents.
Outrage simmered in the city after a video
went viral on social media showing two chil-
dren who had been allegedly electrocuted by a
power line that had fallen into a puddle.

“The electricity company must be held
responsible for the children’s death as safety
and security is its responsibility,” said Faisal
Edhi, who heads the Edhi Foundation. Dr
Seemi Jamali-director of the state-run Jinnah
Postgraduate Medical University-confirmed
that nine people were “brought dead” to the
hospital because of electrocutions. Another

three bodies, including the children from the
video shared online, were taken to the city’s
Abbasi Shaheed Hospital, a doctor on duty at
the facility confirmed to AFP.

The megacity of some 20 million has been
inundated with heavy rains since Monday,
flooding residential areas and bringing large
swathes of Karachi’s perennially traffic-con-
gested streets to a halt. “We are living without
electricity and water for the past three days
and no official rescue came,” said 24-year-old
resident Qaiser Khan. Hundreds have been
killed across South Asia this monsoon season
and tens of thousands displaced by the heavy
rains. While the annual rains are crucial to
replenishing water supplies in the impover-
ished region, they often turn deadly. — AFP 

KARACHI: Young boys wade and play among floodwaters during heavy monsoon rains in
Karachi yesterday.  — AFP 
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NEW DELHI: The Indian government
and women’s groups hailed “historic”
legislation yesterday that criminalized
“instant divorce” for Muslims, but an
influential Islamic group said it would
launch a legal challenge. India’s upper
house passed a bill Tuesday banning
the centuries-old practice that allowed
men to separate from their wives by
saying “talaq” - or divorce - three
times. Husbands who use it now can be
jailed for up to three years or be fined.
Some Muslim women’s groups cele-
brated at events across India, which has
followed Pakistan, Bangladesh, Egypt
and the United Arab Emirates in regu-
lating “triple talaq”.

Zakia Soman, a social activist who
launched a campaign against the prac-
tice nearly a decade ago, said the legis-
lation would serve as a deterrent against
the unjust treatment of women, some of
whom were divorced with a WhatsApp

message or by phone. “This law is the
result of decades of injustice meted out
to Muslim women and the unsympathet-
ic attitude of the political class and cler-
gy,” Soman told AFP.  The government
called the parliament vote “historic”. “An
archaic and medieval practice has finally
been confined to the dustbin of history,”
Prime Minister Narendra Modi said on
Twitter late Tuesday. 

‘Medieval’ divorce banned 
But other Muslim groups fought the

law and even the opposition Congress
Party was against it, accusing Modi’s
right-wing Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
of targeting one minority group.
Zafaryab Jilani of the All India Muslim
Personal Law Board vowed yesterday
to challenge the new legislation in court.
He said the action was part of a wider
campaign by Modi’s Hindu nationalist
party to undermine religious freedom.
“We are not surprised by the legislation
as it is part of their larger agenda to
change the country’s constitution and
snatch away the rights of minorities,”
Jilani, secretary of the Muslim group,
told AFP. Jilani said a petition against
the law had nearly 50 million signato-
ries across India.— AFP 
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NEW DELHI: Muslim women visit the Parliament house to watch the current session
from viewer’s gallery in New Delhi. — AFP 

News TV blackouts in Pakistan draw fresh accusations


