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Evacuations in Philippines as 
typhoon cancels sports events 

Bangladesh jails 
3 over crash that 
sparked protests 
DHAKA: A Bangladeshi court yesterday sen-
tenced three transport workers to life for a road
crash last year that killed two students and trig-
gered major anti-government protests. Hundreds
of thousands of students across the country took
to the streets after the two teenagers were hit by
an out-of-control bus that had been illegally rac-
ing through the streets of Dhaka in July 2018.

The three workers, including two drivers, were
found guilty of culpable homicide, prosecutor
Tapash Kumar Paul told reporters. “We are hap-
py with the verdict,” he told AFP. The rallies,
which began over anger at road safety but soon
morphed into opposition to the government,
lasted more than a week and paralyzed the capi-
tal’s traffic.

As the demonstrations spread across the coun-
try, Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina launched a heavy
crackdown and more than 150 people were left
injured after police fired tear gas and rubber bul-
lets. Pro-government groups allied with the govern-
ment also attacked demonstrators, as well as jour-
nalists. Traffic accidents have spiked in Bangladesh
with at least 7,500 people - over 20 a day - dying
on the road in 2018, according to the Passengers
Welfare Association, a private watchdog.

Following the protests, the government passed
a tough traffic law in the country of 168 million,
drawing a backlash from the strong and well-
organized transport workers’ unions. Reckless
driving and unfit vehicles - even in major cities -
are common sights in Bangladesh, but the unions
have frequently stopped authorities from taking
action against drivers or vehicle owners. Drivers
are often half-trained or ignorant of traffic rules
as driving licenses can easily be acquired with
bribes. — AFP 

People urged to leave homes, thousands in evacuation centres
CLARK, Philippines: The Philippines has begun evacuat-
ing thousands of people, local officials said yesterday, as a
powerful typhoon rumbling in from the Pacific forced
Southeast Asian Games organizers to cancel or reschedule
some events. Forecasters expect Typhoon Kammuri to
make landfall today evening or tomorrow morning, packing
gusts of 170 km per hour and maximum sustained winds of
140 kph.

The storm entered Philippine territory Saturday
evening, shortly before President Rodrigo Duterte and
boxing superstar Manny Pacquiao launched the Games
with a colorful opening ceremony. This year’s Games in
Clark, Manila and Subic, which run through to Dec 11, are
already particularly complex with a record 56 sports
across dozens of venues that are in some cases hours
apart by car.

Outdoor events in Subic - on the west coast of the main
Philippine island of Luzon in the country’s north - were the
first to be affected by Kammuri. “The windsurfing has
been cancelled until we have a more accurate picture of
the weather,” Ramon Agregado, the organizing commit-
tee’s head of the Subic cluster of venues, told AFP. The
women’s triathlon event was brought forward to Sunday,
Agregado said, “so we could take advantage of the good
weather”.

Duathlon events scheduled for tomorrow will now take
place today. Agregado said that venues will not be
changed, but in the event of bad weather the equipment
will be taken down and put back together once the events
are rescheduled.

Evacuation centres 
Some local government units in central Bicol region

urged people to begin leaving their homes on Saturday
night. By yesterday afternoon, more than 3,000 people
were in evacuation centres, mostly in schools and gymna-
siums in Camarines Norte, the disaster management office
of the province said. Most of them live in coastal areas and
low-lying places where flash floods and landslides are
possible due to heavy rains that will be brought by the
typhoon. No mandatory evacuation has been ordered yet,
the disaster management office said.

School classes and government offices in some towns
will be closed today and tomorrow in anticipation of the
heavy rains. The Philippines, which last hosted the Games
in 2005, are aiming to win the most medals, and history is
on their side: Seven of the last 11 SEA Games hosts have
topped the table, reflecting the tradition of rewriting the
sporting program to suit local strengths.

The hosts got off to a flying start on Sunday, scooping
golds at the dancesport competition and triathlon, and
topped the table with 17 medals by the afternoon. Around
8,750 athletes and team officials are expected at this
year’s 30th edition - the biggest ever - and there are some
12,000 volunteers. Organizers hope more than 500 million
viewers will tune in on TV. In an eclectic program, Olympic
sports like swimming and athletics sit side-by-side with
regional favorites such as martial arts arnis and wushu, and
this year athletes will even battle an obstacle race course
in Manila. — AFP 

MANILA: Demonstrators, some dressed as athletes, take part in a rally against the Philippine government’s
poor preparations in hosting the SEA Games (Southeast Asian Games) on Saturday, hours before the games’
opening ceremony. — AFP 

Aussie believes 
US made multiple 
rescue attempts 
SYDNEY: An Australian man who spent three years in
Taleban captivity said yesterday that he believes US spe-
cial forces tried to rescue him and an American colleague
on half-a-dozen-occasions. Speaking in Sydney for the
first time since he was freed in a prisoner swap deal, 50-

year-old Timothy Weeks said he never lost hope, but the
captivity “had a profound and unimaginable effect” on him.
Detailing a hellish life spent moving between windowless
cells in Afghanistan and Pakistan Weeks said “after almost
1,200 days, our ordeal ended as abruptly as it had begun”.

Weeks and American colleague Kevin King were freed
on Nov 20 as part of deal between the Taleban, US,
Australian and Afghan governments. The pair - both pro-
fessors at the American University in Kabul - were kid-
napped by gunmen wearing military uniforms as they
returned home from classes in August 2016. “I struggle to
find words to express just how completely this has
changed me. At times, I felt as if my death was imminent,
and that I would never return to see those that I loved

again,” he said. “But, by the will of God, I am here, I am
alive and I am safe.”

He recalled that in April this year he was woken “at
around 2:00am and we were taken down into the tun-
nels”. He was told at the time that it was the Islamic
State group’s local affiliate. “I believe now that it was the
Navy SEALs coming in to get us. And the moment that
we got into the tunnels, we were just one or two meters
underground. There was a huge bang at the front door.
Our guards went up and there was a lot of machine-gun
fire,” he said. “I believe it was the Navy SEALs right
outside our door. I think they came in six times to try to
get us. And that a number of times they missed us only
by hours.” — AFP 

Crowd in DRC 
lynches two as 
UN envoy visits 
BENI, DR Congo: A crowd in eastern DR
Congo on Saturday lynched two people
they suspected of being members of a
militia blamed for the killing of more than
100 civilians over the past month, an AFP
journalist said. The army however said
the pair were a sergeant and his wife.
The killings came on the same day that
the United Nations peacekeeping chief
visited eastern DR Congo where anti-
UN protests have erupted since the mili-
tia attacks.

Munitions were found in the bags of
the two people, a man and a woman
dressed in civilian clothes, in the town of
Beni. The crowd of several dozen people
accused them of being members of the
Allied Democratic Forces (ADF), a shad-
owy armed group with links to Ugandan
Islamists, the journalist said. “They didn’t
have ID and when we checked their bags
we found ammunition, military garb and
cartridge clips,” said Fabrice Muhindo,
who works at the car park where the
lynchings took place.

Anti-UN protests 
“They are ADF members who were on

their way to an operation against the
population. We neutralised them,” he told
AFP. The two were actually an army ser-
geant and his wife, the army said late
Saturday. Sergeant Bahati Sisimbume
was heading to his duty station in Ituri
province, north of Beni, army spokesman
Mak Hazukai told AFP. The killings came
after another soldier was lynched in
Oicha, 30 km north of Beni, on Friday by
civilians who mistook him for an ADF
member.

The visit to Beni of UN Under-
Secretary General for Peace Operations
Jean-Pierre Lacroix came several days
after a mob stormed a UN base in the
town in protest over a perceived failure

of peacekeepers to stop militia violence.
“Make no mistake about who the ene-
mies are,” Lacroix said during his brief
stay in the city before leaving for the
neighboring Ituri province. “The enemies
are those who attack and kill the popula-
tion. It is also they who attack those who
help the inhabitants of this region fight
against Ebola,” he said.

At least seven people have been killed
in clashes during the anti-UN protests
this week. The east of the Democratic
Republic of Congo has been troubled for
years by militia violence, but most recent
attacks are blamed on the ADF. DR
Congo forces launched operations
against the ADF in the restive eastern
region at the end of October. In response
the ADF has carried out massacres, in an
apparent bid to discourage civilians from
helping the military.

Hacked to death 
Another 27 people were hacked to

death on Wednesday, bringing the num-
ber of people killed in militia violence to
107 since November 5 in and around
Beni. The European Union has also con-
demned the “cowardly attacks” by armed
groups and called for perpetrators to be
brought to justice. “Closer cooperation is
needed between the FARDC (Congolese
armed forces) and MONUSCO to rein-
force protective measures for civilians,”
the European Union spokesman said in a
statement on Friday.

MONUSCO, one of the biggest UN
peacekeeping operations in the world,
today comprises more than 16,500 mili-
tary personnel and observers, 1,300
police and at least 4,000 civilians. But it
has struggled to make progress in a vast
country beset by armed groups as well
as an Ebola epidemic, poverty and poor
governance.

Responding to criticism of inaction,
MONUSCO says its troops are unable
to deploy in combat without the
approval of the host country and in
coordination with national forces. The
DR Congo presidency earlier this week
announced joint military operations
with the UN to reestablish security in
the Beni area. — AFP 

Indonesians pay 
high price to 
shield homes
TAMBAKLOROK, Indonesia: Indonesian
fisherman Miskan says the once-abundant
catches he used to enjoy have been dwin-
dling in recent years on this stretch of the
Java Sea. His meagre income is being fur-
ther strained by having to borrow cash to
shore up his home against lapping waves
coming further inland on this vulnerable
coastline. “If you have a house on land and
then work at sea, it’s hard. But now I work
at sea and I live at sea,” said Miskan, 44,
who uses one name, speaking outside his
small home, where a caged songbird hangs
from the rafters.

His community’s battle against inunda-
tion, blamed on both man-made environ-
mental destruction and the impact of cli-
mate change, reflects the risks posed to mil-
lions of people by a sinking coastline on
Indonesia’s most populous island of Java.
The flooding in Tambaklorok in Central Java
province is now so bad that Miskan uses a
window to enter his home since his door is
half blocked by dirt piled up to keep out the
sea. “It’s hard to save money when you’re a
fisherman,” he said.

Miskan had to borrow from neighbors
to pay roughly 7.2 million rupiah ($500) to
hire workers to truck in earth. Thousands
of people in Asia and Europe joined rallies
demanding more action on climate change
on Friday, aiming to force political leaders
to come up with urgent solutions at a
United Nations conference that starts on
Monday. Indonesia, an archipelago of

thousands of islands, has about 81,000 km
of coastline, making it particularly vulnera-
ble to climate change along with neigh-
bours like the Philippines.

It is also home to more than a fifth of
the world’s mangrove forests, which natu-
rally help keep out high tidal waters. But
for years, coastal communities have
chopped down mangrove forests to clear
the way for fish and shrimp farms, and for
rice paddies. The government has scram-
bled to work with environmental groups to
replant mangroves, build dykes and relo-
cate threatened villages. But many resi-
dents, often poor fishermen, are either
reluctant to leave their homes or simply
have nowhere to go further inland on Java,
home to around 140 million people.

“It is impossible for us to move due to
economic reasons, so even though there’s
tidal floods, I’ll stay,” said Abdul Hadi,
whose house in Tambaklorok is now below
sea levels and the road. Another villager,
Solihatun, 51, regularly needs her roof
removed so that the height of the walls can
be raised as earth is spread in and around
her house. She says the flooding is some-
times so bad her grandchildren can swim in
the living room. “Thank God for bank
loans, so it’s easier to pay off the debt
every month,” she said, adding she had
spent over 5 million rupiah for the last ren-
ovation.

Feri  Prihantoro of the Bina Karta
Lestari Foundation, a non-government
organization (NGO) focused on sustain-
able development, said the area’s coast-
line was particularly vulnerable to flood-
ing and high tides due to land subsidence
because of the extraction of underground
water and higher sea levels. Further along
the Java coast, Jakarta is also prone to
flooding with two-fifths of the city lying
below sea level. — AFP

GOMA, DR Congo: Members of LUCHA (Struggle for change) protest in front of the MONUSCO
compound on Saturday. — AFP 

Mandatory 
face scans for
phone users 
BEIJING: China will require telecom oper-
ators to collect face scans when registering
new phone users at offline outlets starting
yesterday, according to the country’s infor-
mation technology authority, as Beijing
continues to tighten cyberspace controls.
In September, China’s industry and infor-
mation technology ministry issued a notice
on “safeguarding the legitimate rights and
interests of citizens online”, which laid out
rules for enforcing real-name registration.

The notice said telecom operators
should use “artificial intelligence and oth-
er technical means” to verify people’s
identities when they take a new phone
number. A China Unicom customer serv-
ice representative told AFP that the Dec 1
“portrait matching” requirement means
customers registering for a new phone
number may have to record themselves
turning their head and blinking. “In next
steps, our ministry wil l  continue
to.. . increase supervision and
inspection...and strictly promote the man-
agement of real-name registration for
phone users,” said the September notice.

Though the Chinese government has
pushed for real-name registration for
phone users since at least 2013 - meaning
ID cards are linked to new phone numbers
- the move to leverage AI comes as facial
recognition technology gains traction
across China where the tech is used for
everything from supermarket checkouts to
surveillance. Online, Chinese social media
users reacted with a mix of support and
worry over the Dec 1 facial verification
notice, with some voicing concerns their
biometric data could be leaked or sold.
“This is a bit too much,” wrote one user
on Twitter-like Weibo, commenting under
an article about the new rules. “Control,
and then more control,” posted another.

While researchers have warned of the
privacy risks associated with gathering
facial recognition data, consumers have
widely embraced the technology - though
China saw one of its first lawsuits on facial
recognition last month. In early November,
a Chinese professor filed a claim against a
safari park in Hangzhou, eastern Zhejiang
province for requiring face scans for entry,
according to the local court. In addition to
mobile users, Chinese social media site
Weibo was forced to roll out real-name
registration in 2012. Oversight of social
media has ramped up in recent years as
part of the Chinese government’s push to
“promote the healthy, orderly develop-
ment of the Internet, protect state securi-
ty and public interest”. — AFP 

No sign of terror 
motive in Hague 
stabbings: Police 
THE HAGUE: Dutch police said yesterday they had
found no indications of a terrorist motive after
arresting a homeless man for stabbing three
teenagers in The Hague. The 35-year-old man was
detained on Saturday after the assault, which hap-
pened as shoppers hunted Black Friday bargains in
the city’s main commercial street. “The precise cir-
cumstances of the stabbing incident are still unclear.
No indications have yet been found to show that
there was a terrorist motive,” police said on Twitter.
“The motive for the stabbing incident is still being
investigated.”

Police said the suspect had no fixed abode and
was “arrested at a homeless shelter in the centre of
The Hague” before being taken to a police station for
questioning. They had previously said they were
investigating “several scenarios”. The attack hap-
pened just hours after a terror suspect stabbed two
people to death in London.

The victims were a 13-year-old boy and two 15-
year-old girls, none of whom knew each other, police
said. They were all treated in hospital but released
overnight. The Netherlands has seen a series of ter-
ror attacks and plots, although not so far on the
scale of those in other European countries. In March
four people were killed when a Turkish-born man
opened fire on a tram in the city of Utrecht. In
August 2018 an Afghan man stabbed and seriously
wounded two American tourists at Amsterdam’s cen-
tral station, saying he wanted to “protect Prophet
Muhammad (PBUH)”. He was jailed for 26 years in
October this year. — AFP 


