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News in brief

Wall collapse kills 17 in India 

NEW DELHI: At least 17 people from four families in
India were buried alive as they were sleeping yesterday
when heavy rains caused a large wall to collapse on
their homes, police said. The dead included two children
in the village in the southern state of Tamil Nadu, which
was being pounded by torrential rain, a police official
told AFP. The six-metre high wall crumbled at around
5:30 am some 50 km north of Coimbatore, the Times of
India daily reported. Building collapses are tragically
common in India during wet periods with rickety and
poorly maintained structures buckling under the weight
of continuous rain. In July a collapsing wall killed 30
people in Mumbai. — AFP 

Two die in collapse at pagoda 

PHNOM PENH: Three workers died and more than a
dozen others were seriously injured after an under-con-
struction dining hall at a Cambodian temple collapsed,
police said yesterday, in the latest fatal accident to
strike the kingdomís poorly regulated building sector.
The structure fell in on itself as workers laid concrete on
the first floor of the building inside a pagoda compound
in Siem Reap province, police said. Local media showed
an excavator trying to clear the site as rescuers carried
away metal debris. “Three workers died,” said a state-
ment issued by Siem Reap provincial hall. More than a
dozen others, including two monks, “were pulled out
from the debris alive,” the statement said, adding that
there were doubts anyone else was trapped under the
debris but that the search would continue. Local media
reported more than 20 workers were working at the site
when the structure went down. — AFP 

Conservative Muslims rally in 
Indonesia amid tight security

President rejects end to direct votes, relaxing term limit
JAKARTA: Thousands of Indonesian Muslims from con-
servative groups held a peaceful rally in central Jakarta
yesterday, with a spokesman for one of the organizers call-
ing for unity after a spike in religious tension followed
elections last April. Among the protest organizers was the
Alumni 212 movement, which was behind big rallies held
from 2016 to demand action against Jakarta’s former gov-
ernor, a Christian eventually jailed for blasphemy in a case
that drew international condemnation.

The crowd, many wearing white and carrying Islamic
flags, began gathering for prayers at Jakarta’s National
Monument from about 3 am, as more than 6,000 security
forces, including police and military, stood on guard.
“The main message of this reunion is that Indonesia
needs unity that can forget differences and friction that
happened some time ago,” said Haikal Hassan, a
spokesman for Alumni 212, which takes its name from an
earlier Dec 2 protest.

However, authorities were unfairly targeting some cler-
ics, he said by telephone. “We want Indonesia to progress
with justice. And we feel that there’s injustice,” Hassan added.
The bloc of conservative Muslims also overwhelmingly

backed an opposition challenge to President Joko Widodo in
April’s vote, fuelling concerns over a deepening religious
divide in the world’s biggest Muslim-majority country.

Habib Rizieq, the leader of the hardline Islamic
Defenders’ Front (FPI), urged vigilance against future
blasphemy cases in a speech by live video link from Saudi
Arabia, where he has lived since 2017, after being named a
suspect in several legal cases. More than 12,000 people
participated in the rally, said Jakarta police spokesman
Yusri Yunus, although organizers put the figure much high-
er. Security analyst Stanislaus Riyanta said a decision by
former opposition leader Prabowo Subianto, whom
Widodo defeated in April’s poll, to join the cabinet as
defense minister appeared to have undermined the 212
movement.

“The 212 reunion this time is weaker than the previous
ones because it has lost some political momentum,” added
the Jakarta-based Riyanta. Prabowo, a former general,
who had addressed a similar rally a year ago, did not
attend this time. The movement’s spokesman, Hassan, did
not say how it would line up in future politically. “We can’t
give directions yet, because we don’t know where our pol-

itics is going,” he said.  Meanwhile, Indonesian President
Joko Widodo rejected yesterday proposals by some politi-
cians and a Muslim group to amend the constitution to end
direct elections for the presidency and relax term limits in
the world’s third-biggest democracy. Widodo, who won a
second five-year term in April, his last under current rules,
said in a Twitter message his “position was clear in dis-
agreeing with a three-term presidency”. Separately, he
told reporters that discussions on the amendment had
referred to plans for an eight-year, one-term presidency
or three terms of up to 15 years in total. “It’s better not to
amend,” he said.

Indonesian activists have warned the proposals would
mark a setback for democracy, restored after the 1998
overthrow of dictator Suharto, who had ruled for more
than 30 years. Some politicians, including from Widodo’s
own party, the Indonesian Democratic Party for Struggle
(PDI-P), and coalition partners, have called for the rein-
statement of a Suharto-era set of national development
goals known as the Broad Guidelines of State Policy.

Under the Broad Guidelines, a People’s Consultative
Assembly, or MPR - then stacked with army officials and

Suharto supporters - picked the president. “I’m a product
of the post-reform constitution,” Widodo also said in his
tweet. The former furniture salesman and small town may-
or is the first Indonesian president from outside the coun-
try’s political and military elite. Since the return to democ-
racy, the constitution has been amended four times, to
separate legislative and executive powers, decentralize the
government, directly elect presidents and limit leaders to
two terms.

Hendrawan Supratikno, a PDI-P lawmaker, said his
party rejects the idea of ending direct election of the
president, but is in favour of reinstating the Broad
Guidelines. Last week, Indonesia’s largest mass Muslim
organization Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) suggested the idea of
having the MPR elect the president, according to its web-
site. Titi Anggraini, executive director of the Association
for Elections and Democracy, welcomed Widodo’s rejec-
tion, saying the proposals had not been explained proper-
ly to the public. “The president should make sure that
these coalition parties are in line with his stance,”
Anggraini said. “This could be a solidity test on Widodo’s
political attitude.” — Reuters 

Australia slams 
treatment of 
jailed writer 
SYDNEY: Australia’s foreign minister yesterday said
the treatment of a writer detained in China was “unac-
ceptable”, as his lawyer reported he was being shack-
led and subjected to daily interrogation. Yang Hengjun,
an Australian citizen, has been detained in China since
January and was recently charged with spying, which
could bring a lengthy prison sentence. In an unusually
frank statement, Marise Payne said she was “very con-
cerned by reports from a recent consular visit” that
claimed Yang had been isolated from the outside
world and interrogated while restrained.

“This is unacceptable,” she said, adding that
repeated requests had been made for Yang to get
“basic standards of justice, procedural fairness and
humane treatment”. The consular visit revealed Yang
was undergoing repetitive daily interrogations and
being “shackled by the hands and feet”, his lawyer
Sarah Condon told AFP. Letters were also being with-
held “to cut off the conduit of information from Dr
Yang to the outside world, and from the outside world
to Dr Yang”, she said. Condon said Yang had been in
good health before his detention but had since been
told that he was suffering from high blood pressure
and “serious” kidney problems. “He is being provided
a number of unknown and unspecified substances, up
to nine tablets daily,” she added. But China’s foreign
ministry denied the allegations of torture yesterday,
describing Yang’s health condition as “good”. “There is
no problem of so-called torture or cruelty,” said
Chinese foreign ministry spokeswoman Hua Chunying
at a regular press briefing.

Prime Minister Scott Morrison has denied that Yang
- one of a string of foreign nationals recently arrested in
China - was a spy. The arrests have been described by
rights groups as politically motivated. “It seems like he’s
being treated particularly harshly in order to effectively
try and break him and push him to confess,” said Human
Rights Watch’s Australia director Elaine Pearson. 

China’s near-silence about Yang’s fate has been a
point of friction in relations with Australia. He had ini-
tially been held in “residential surveillance at a desig-
nated location” before being moved to criminal deten-
tion in August. Yang reportedly once worked in China’s
foreign affairs ministry in Hainan province - although
this has been denied by Beijing. He is believed to have
left mainland China for Hong Kong in 1992 and then
travelled to the United States five years later, where he
worked for the Atlantic Council think tank. — AFP

Evacuations, airport 
closure as typhoon 
nears Philippines 
MANILA: Typhoon Kammuri barrelled towards the
Philippines yesterday, pushing tens of thousands of people
into evacuation centres and prompting authorities to order
a temporary closure of Manila’s international airport as a
safety precaution. Kammuri was expected to make landfall
late yesterday or early today and then pass to the south of
the capital, which is home to some 13 million people and is
hosting thousands of athletes for the regional Southeast
Asian Games.

Airport officials said they made the call based on the
potency of the storm, which was forecast to come ashore
with intense rains and sustained winds of up to 165 km per
hour as well as gusts of up to 230 km per hour, forecasters
said. “Based on our estimate, it will be closed from 11 am
(0300 GMT) to 11 pm tomorrow, December 3,” said Ed
Monreal, general manager of Manila’s airport authority.
Nearly 70,000 people had already fled their homes in the
Bicol region, disaster officials said, which is where the
typhoon is expected to strike first.

However, some residents opted to stay put even as the
storm’s power began to hit. “The wind is howling. Roofs
are being torn off and I saw one roof flying,” local Gladys
Castillo Vidal told AFP. “We decided to stay because our
house is a two-storey made of concrete... Hopefully it can
withstand the storm.” The weather bureau also warned of
rain-induced landslides and possible storm surges of up
to three metres which could hit coastal areas in the
nation’s east.

The Philippines is hit by an average of 20 storms and
typhoons each year, killing hundreds and putting people
in disaster-prone areas in a state of constant poverty. The
country’s deadliest cyclone on record was Super
Typhoon Haiyan, which left more than 7,300 people dead
or missing in 2013.

Games plagued by build-up woes 
Kammuri already snarled some plans for the SEA

Games, which opened Saturday for thousands of athletes
from the region and is set to run through to December 11 in
and around Manila. Windsurfing was halted as a precaution
and triathlon events were held earlier than scheduled.
Ramon Suzara, the chief operating officer of the organising
committee, said contingency plans were in place for bad
weather, but the duration of the Games would not be
extended. “Everything is set,” Suzara told reporters. “For
contingency, all venues, all competition managers, technical
delegates are ready.” The storm is the latest trouble for the
Games, which saw a series of transport hiccups and a rush
of last-minute construction ahead of the opening. This
year’s Games in Clark, Manila and Subic are already partic-

ularly complex, with a record 56 sports across dozens of
venues that are in some cases hours apart by car. Around
8,750 athletes and team officials are expected at this year’s
30th edition -the biggest ever - along with another 12,000
volunteers. Organizers hope more than 500 million viewers
will tune in on TV by the end of the competition on Dec 11.

The Philippines have made a strong start to the Games,
rising to the top of the medal table with over 50 in total,
ahead of Vietnam in second place and Thailand in third.
The host nation added to their haul of gold medals on
Monday with wins in downhill mountain biking and stick-
wielding martial art arnis, while claiming a silver in the
rescheduled men’s duathlon event in Subic. A glitzy dance-
sport competition in Clark on Sunday saw the Philippines
pick up 10 golds. — AFP 

METTUPALAYAM, India: Rescue workers clear debris
from a collapsed home yesterday. — AFP 

Toxin-laced bubbles
cause pollution hazard 
on Indian beach 
CHENNAI: A menacing white foam covered one of India’s
most famous beaches in Chennai for the fourth straight day
yesterday creating a new pollution hazard for the country.
Children have been playing and taking selfies in the clouds
of white suds on Marina Beach, even though they give off
an acrid smell and fishermen have been told not to go into
the sea nearby. Doctors have warned that skin problems
could be caused by the foam, which forms every monsoon
season but has been particularly bad this year. 

Word has not got through to the hundreds of families
who throng India’s longest urban beach, letting children
happily skip in the toxin-filled froth. The Tamil Nadu
Pollution Control Board said it is analysing samples from
the foam which has spread several kilometres along the
beach. “It is definitely not good for people to go into the
foam but they just do not understand the risks,” said
Pravakar Mishra, a scientist at the National Centre for
Coastal Research in Chennai who has seen the clouds of
foam grow in recent years. Authorities were also on alert

for a repeat of a 2017 incident when thousands of fish
were killed by pollution that hit beaches around the
same time. Fisherman Jeyaseelan, 30, said customers do
not want to buy even the small amount of fish he has
been able to catch in recent days. “Everyone thinks it is
contaminated,” he said. “My wage has been cut to next
to nothing.” 

Marina Beach has been a centrepiece of Chennai
life for more than a century. At weekends, tens of thou-
sands fill the once-pristine sands where the pollution
is another sign of India’s struggle to keep up with its
growing economy. Experts blame heavy rain in recent
days that has carried untreated sewage and phosphate
down to the sea. According to Mishra, much of the
foam comes from washing detergent residue that mixes
with other waste.

Only 40 percent of sewage in Chennai and other big
cities gets proper treatment, the researcher added. “The
rest flows into the sea and this is what happens.” Mishra
is setting up a buoy to monitor pollution levels in the sea
just as Delhi now has a network of monitoring stations
for its notoriously dirty air. “Pollution is now a bigger
threat to India’s beaches than the rising seas,” said
Mishra, highlighting the sewage, micro plastic that is
killing fish and the bags and cups that cover the sand.
Mishra said volunteers had collected nearly a ton of
plastic and other waste in just two hours at a Chennai
beach during a recent cleanup. — AFP 

BORONGAN, Philippines: Residents help carry a wooden fishing boat into a secured area along the coast in
Eastern Samar province, central Philippines, yesterday as they prepare for Typhoon Kammuri. — AFP 

11 North Korean 
defectors seek to 
block deportation 
SEOUL: Eleven North Koreans seeking to defect to South
Korea have been detained in Vietnam since Nov 23 and
are seeking help to avoid being repatriated, a South
Korean activist group said yesterday. The eight women
and three men were detained by border guards in northern
Vietnam two days after crossing from China, and are being
held in the city of Lang Son, the Seoul-based Justice for
North Korea said in a statement.

Peter Jung, the head of the group, which supports North
Korean asylum-seekers, said the would-be defectors had
requested help from the South Korean Embassy in Hanoi,
but he had not heard from them since Friday. Jung said the
Seoul embassy’s subsequent silence had spurred him to
publicize the situation, fearing that without an international
response the defectors could be forcibly repatriated.

He said that on Thursday Vietnamese authorities called
off an effort to deport the defectors after several of them
protested passionately and appeared to faint. Vietnam’s
foreign ministry did not immediately respond to a request
for comment. The South Korean foreign Ministry said it
was aware of the case and had been in touch with the
Vietnamese government to try to prevent the defectors
from being sent back to North Korea.

“Our government has been making necessary efforts to
ensure the North Korean defectors living abroad are sent
to a desired place without being forcibly repatriated,” the
ministry said in a statement. South Korean President Moon
Jae-in has been trying to make diplomatic progress with
North Korea, and his government has been criticized by
groups like Jung’s for not doing enough to help defectors
in recent months.

Last month South Korea expelled two North Korean
fishermen suspected of killing 16 colleagues before
crossing the border into the South, after detaining them
for questioning. — Reuters

CHENNAI: (Left) A fisherman retrieves fish from his net as foamy discharge, caused by pollutants, mixes with surf on a
beach yesterday. (Right) A youth plays in the foamy discharge. — AFP 


