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China: US aiming
to ‘stir up trouble’ 
with naval sail-by
BEIJING: China accused the United States of trying to “stir
up trouble” yesterday by sending two US guided-missile
destroyers near disputed South China Sea islands. The two
warships sailed near the Beijing-claimed Spratly Islands
earlier yesterday as part of what Washington calls “free-
dom of navigation operations”, Chinese foreign ministry
spokeswoman Hua Chunying told a daily press briefing. The
US is “determined to stir up trouble in the South China Sea,
create tension and undermine peace”, Hua said.

She urged the US to cease the “provocative actions”.
The sail-bys-conducted by USS Spruance and USS Preble-
occurred as both sides started crucial trade talks in Beijing
this week, seeking to avoid an all-out trade war between the
world’s two biggest economies. Beijing asserts nearly all of
the South China Sea as its territorial waters, while Taiwan,
the Philippines, Brunei, Malaysia and Vietnam all claim parts.
The US and its allies periodically send planes and warships
near South China Sea islands and reefs claimed by Beijing
to signal their right under international law to pass through
the waters, invariably angering China.

In mid-January, US and British warships conducted
their first joint military exercises in the South China Sea
since Beijing began building bases and air strips on islands.
Another US warship, USS McCampbell, sailed within 12
nautical miles of the Paracel Islands chain-north of the
Spratly Islands-on January 7 during a previous round of
trade talks between the two countries.  —AFP

WASHINGTON: Bangladesh faced widespread international
criticism over the conduct of recent elections, but the United
States looks set for business as usual as it sees strong com-
mon interests with Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina. As the
eighth most populous nation in the world, with a moderate
Muslim population that largely welcomes cooperation with
the West, Bangladesh has a warming relationship with the
United States-yet not one so close as to give Washington
significant leverage. 

Sheikh Hasina’s Awami League won an incredible 288
seats in the 300-seat parliament in the December 30 elec-
tion, with opposition leader Khaleda Zia-her bitter nemesis
for decades-in jail on charges her opponents say are politi-
cally motivated while the press faces draconian new restric-
tions. The US State Department voiced concern ahead of the
election, accusing Bangladesh of foot-dragging on letting in
electoral observers and urging greater efforts to ensure a
free vote. The United States followed up after the election
with a letter by President Donald Trump that wished Sheikh
Hasina success but asked her to “renew her commitment to
protecting human rights, individual freedom of expression
and democratic institutions,” a US official said.

Sheikh Hasina is a sworn enemy of Islamists, mounting a
crackdown on the Jamaat-e-Islami party that included hang-
ing five of its leaders over charges related to Bangladesh’s
1971 war of independence from Pakistan. She has also earned
widespread praise in Washington for taking in more than
700,000 Rohingya refugees who fled from neighboring
Myanmar in a brutal campaign the United States has called
ethnic cleansing-stopping the crisis from become more
regional in dimension.

Michael Kugelman, senior associate for South Asia at the
Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, said that
Bangladesh was effectively becoming a one-party authoritar-
ian state-but one whose orientation largely suits Washington.
“I think the bottom line is that the US sees Sheikh Hasina as a

useful partner. She’s very tough on terror and she’s presided
over a remarkable degree of economic growth,” he said. “I
think, in that regard, the US sees her as a supporter and
practitioner of stability in Bangladesh in spite of the tradeoff
of having a very troubled domestic political situation in
Bangladesh.”

Seeking greater ties 
Bangladesh’s government has shown no sign it takes seri-

ously the concerns about the election, also voiced by the
European Union. Sajeeb Wazed, Sheikh Hasina’s US-based
son who serves as her adviser on information and communi-
cations technology, said the pre-election US statement was
“disappointing” and blamed it on what he called opposition
supporters among local staff at the US embassy in Dhaka.
But he saluted the relationship with the United States and
voiced hope for further ties, saying a top priority was to draw
greater US investment in an economy that has been growing
by more than six percent annually.

“We have a huge consumer market. You have almost 80
million people in the middle class,” he said. He said that
Bangladesh has been “phenomenally successful in combat-
ting terrorism,” calling it “one of the few Muslim countries
that is considered relatively terrorism-free.” Wazed added
that the government felt a genuine empathy for fleeing
Rohingyas in light of Bangladesh’s plight at independence
and noted that the refugees have not seen the type of back-
lash experienced by migrants to Europe.

Limited scope to criticize 
The United States see a friendly rapport with Bangladesh

as vital to Washington’s goal of an open, US-friendly Indo-
Pacific region. Unlike neighbors such as Sri Lanka,
Bangladesh has not drawn high-profile infrastructure deals
with China. Another country is even more critical to the US
relationship with Bangladesh-regional power and emerging

US ally India, which has staunchly supported Sheikh Hasina,
limiting the scope for Washington to take another approach
even if it so chose. 

The opposition, however, is hopeful that US criticism can
make headway. Humaiun Kobir, the international affairs sec-
retary of Zia’s Bangladesh Nationalist Party who met policy-
makers in Washington ahead of the vote, said the United

States should make clear that relations will be limited “unless
you show us you are democratizing.”

He said that Sheikh Hasina had turned Bangladesh into a
country like Cambodia or Venezuela, where the United States
to varying degrees had criticized strongmen. Kobir praised a
US House of Representatives resolution that had urged free
elections and noted the opposition’s concerns. —AFP

Sheikh Hasina seen as a useful partner

After criticizing vote, US charts 
careful course on Bangladesh

As Indian election 
looms, Facebook 
steps up fact-checks
MUMBAI: Facebook Inc is expanding its fact-checking
network in India to curb the spread of misinformation
as the world’s largest democracy prepares for a general
election that must be held by May, the US-based social
media giant said yesterday. “We are committed to
fighting the spread of false news on Facebook, espe-
cially ahead of the 2019 General Election campaign
season,” Manish Khanduri, Facebook India’s news part-

nership head, said in the statement.
The coming election is expected to be a close fought

battle between Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s Hindu
nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and the opposi-
tion Congress Party and its regional allies. Last week,
Facebook said it was introducing stricter rules for polit-
ical advertisements in India. The latest move to
strengthen the fact checking program is aimed at veri-
fying the accuracy of stories and preventing the spread
of hoaxes.

Five new partners, including the India Today Group,
a leading local media house, have been added to
Facebook’s fact-checker network, taking the total num-
ber to seven, the statement said. And the program has
been broadened to cover services in more Indian lan-
guages, so that it will now cover English and five local
languages, the statement added. India is Facebook’s

largest market by users, and its WhatsApp messaging
service has more than 200 million users in the country
thanks to the advent of cheap mobile data and increas-
ing penetration of smartphones.

Aside from concerns over misuse of social media for
political purposes, there has also been criticism over
the spread of false, incendiary messages that have
fanned communal tensions and sparked mob violence.
Last year, after a series of lynchings were incited by
messages sent on its service, WhatsApp reduced the
number of people or groups that a message could be
forwarded to at one time, cutting it to five from 20 pre-
viously. WhatsApp has since moved to make that its
norm worldwide. Facebook’s main rival in India,
Alphabet Inc’s Google, has also conducted scores of
workshops across the country to train journalists to
verify news.  —Reuters

Meth ‘disaster’ for 
region as seizures 
surge in Thailand
BANGKOK: Seizures of high-purity crystal metham-
phetamine have surged more than tenfold in Thailand
over the past two years, statistics show, a stark indica-
tor of the growth in industrial-scale production of the
stimulant in neighboring Myanmar. Thailand is a major
trafficking route for crystal meth manufactured in
Myanmar’s Shan and Kachin states, where police say
Asian organized crime groups have allied with local
pro-government militias and armed rebels to set-up
“super labs”. 

The drug syndicates have distributed the meth across
the Asia-Pacific region, from South Korea to New
Zealand and most countries in between, authorities say.
Some 18.4 tons of crystal meth, also known as ice, was
seized in Thailand in 2018, according to preliminary sta-
tistics from the country’s Office of the Narcotics Control
Board (ONCB) reviewed by Reuters. The final data is
expected to be released publicly next month.

That is up from 5.2 tons in 2017 and 1.6 tons in 2016.
It’s more than treble the amount captured across all of
Southeast Asia five years ago. Myanmar’s illicit labs also
pump out tablets of meth mixed with caffeine, commonly
know as “yaba”, or crazy pill, in the Thai language. The
tablets are popular with low-paid workers in grueling
jobs and poor recreational drug users across Southeast
Asia. Thai authorities seized 516 million meth tablets in
2018, more than double the previous year and four-and-
a-half times the 114 million pills captured in 2016.

Niyom Termsrisuk, secretary general of the ONCB,
told Reuters that, despite the rising seizures, prices for
meth are falling, suggesting far more is eluding authori-
ties than being stopped. The average price of a meth
tablet was 200 baht ($6.33) in 2013. The latest data, for
2017, showed a yaba pill can be bought for as little as
80 baht ($2.50), he said. By flooding Thailand and other
countries with meth, organized crime groups have
“generated new users” by enticing them with lower
prices, Niyom said. The users then become dependent
on the highly addictive drug, creating a bigger market
for the product.

Southeast Asia’s Golden Triangle - which encompass-
es northern Myanmar and parts of Laos and Thailand -
has long been a hub of illicit drug trafficking. While opi-
um cultivation and heroin refining has fallen in the past
decade, methamphetamine production has more than
filled the breach. —AFP

DHAKA: US actress, filmmaker and humanitarian Angelina Jolie (left), a special envoy for the United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), looks on as she meets Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina
following her visit in Dhaka. —AFP


