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Philippine storm 
death toll surges 
MANILA: The death toll from a storm that struck the
Philippines shortly after Christmas rose to 68 with the
number of fatalities expected to climb even higher, civil
defense officials said yesterday. Fifty-seven people died
in the mountainous Bicol region, southeast of Manila,
while 11 were killed in the central island of Samar, mostly
due to landslides and drownings, the officials said. “I am
afraid this (death toll) will still go up because there are a
lot of areas we still have to clear,” said Claudio Yucot,
Bicol civil defense director.

The weather disturbance locally named “Usman” hit
the country on Saturday. While it did not have powerful
winds it brought heavy rains that caused floods and

loosened the soil, triggering landslides in some areas.
Many people failed to take necessary precautions
because Usman was not strong enough to be rated as a
typhoon under the government’s storm alert system,
Yucot said. “People were overconfident because they
were on (Christmas) vacation mode and there was no
tropical cyclone warning,” he told AFP.

Although Usman has since moved westward away
from the country, many affected areas were still expe-
riencing seasonal rains, hampering rescue and recov-
ery efforts, he added. At least 17 people are still miss-
ing and more than 40,000 were displaced nationwide
due to the storm, the civil defense office said. An aver-
age of 20 typhoons and storms lash the Philippines
each year, killing hundreds of people and leaving mil-
lions in near-perpetual poverty. The most powerful was
Super Typhoon Haiyan which left more than 7,360
people dead or missing across the central Philippines
in 2013. —AFP

Taiwan rebuffs China 
tourist snub with 
record 2018 arrivals
TAIPAI: A record 11 million tourists have visited
Taiwan in 2018, the government said yesterday, a
boon for the island as it courts holidaymakers across
Asia to make up for a shortfall from China. The num-
ber of Chinese mainlanders visiting Taiwan has
dropped dramatically since the 2016 election of presi-
dent Tsai Ing-wen who has refused to acknowledge
Beijing’s stance that the island is part of “one China”.

Beijing still sees Taiwan as part of its territory to be
reunified, despite the two sides being ruled separately

since the end of a civil war on the mainland in 1949. China
has cut off official communication with Tsai’s government
and stepped up military and diplomatic pressure. Tour
group numbers from the mainland took a nosedive,
sparking speculation that Beijing was deliberately turning
off the taps to punish Taiwan for electing Tsai.

In response, Tsai’s government went on a charm
offensive across Asia, launching advertising campaigns
and making it easier for people to visit, particularly from
South and Southeast Asia. That strategy — dubbed the
“southbound policy” — has reaped rewards. The 11 mil-
lionth visitor, a Japanese doctor, arrived Sunday in what
Taiwan’s tourism bureau described as “a new landmark”.
The island recorded 10.7 million arrivals in 2017 and
10.6 million in 2016. The government has yet to release a
full breakdown in nationalities for 2018. Japanese and
Chinese tourists still make up the bulk of arrivals. But last
year’s data showed the number of Chinese nationals

coming to Taiwan had dropped from 4.18 million in 2015
to just 2.73 million in 2017. 

Some 2.46 million people from the mainland visited
in the first 11 months of 2018, suggesting that decline
has continued. In contrast, arrivals from Southeast Asia
rose to 2.1 million in 2017 from 1.4 million in 2015, while
Taiwan has also seen increases from across the rest of
Asia. Designed to make the island less economically
dependent on Beijing, the “southbound policy” is
aimed at ramping up business and cultural exchanges
with 16 South and Southeast Asian countries, as well as
Australia and New Zealand. Last week 152 Vietnamese
who arrived on group tours went missing with authori-
ties suspecting them of coming to work illegally.
Around 400 tourists have previously gone missing
under the program, according to the tourism bureau,
although it is not clear how many of them have since
been found. —AFP

This handout photo taken and released by the
Department of Public Works and Highways (DPWH) shows
a woman standing in front of her damage house in Lope
De Vega Town in Northern Samar. —AFP

Pakistan airline fires 
pilots with fake 
school degrees
ISLAMABAD: Pakistan’s national flag carrier has fired
50 staffers including three pilots for holding fake high
school degrees, an airline official said yesterday, in the
latest embarrassing mishap to hit the troubled airline.
Pakistan International Airlines (PIA), which was con-
sidered a global leader in commercial aviation until the
1970s, has been plagued by myriad controversies in
recent years and saddled by billions of dollars in debt.
“The airline has dismissed from service its 50 staffers
including three pilots for holding fake high school
degrees,” PIA’s spokesman Mashood Tajwar said.

He said at least six additional pilots had been fired
recently on the same grounds. The airline has can-
celled the pilots’ licenses, Tajwar added. He did not
specify what the other PIA staff who were sacked did
for the airline. PIA was widely mocked in 2016 for
sacrificing a goat next to a turboprop ATR plane to
ward off bad luck, weeks after one of its planes
crashed killing 47 people in one of Pakistan’s worst
air disasters.

Last year it had to apologize after forgetting two
corpses due to be transferred to Pakistan from New
York. And in 2013 one of its pilots was jailed in Britain
for being drunk before he was due to fly from Leeds
to Islamabad with 156 people on board. PIA employ-
ees have also been periodically investigated for drug-
smuggling, especially after drugs were seized from a
Dubai-bound flight in 2016. —AFP

DHAKA: To her supporters, Sheikh Hasina is Bangladesh’s
“mother of humanity” for giving Rohingya refugees shelter,
but to her detractors she’s a creeping autocrat who has
jailed opponents and muzzled dissent. Hasina, the daughter
of Bangladesh’s founder, won a historic fourth term as
prime minister with a landslide victory in Sunday’s election
that the opposition claimed was rigged. The 71-year-old is
lauded by supporters for overseeing a decade of impres-
sive economic growth in the impoverished South Asian
nation that was more commonly known for its frequent
floods and cyclones.

Opponents, however, accuse her of jailing arch-foe
Khaleda Zia on politically motivated charges, of orchestrat-
ing mass arrests, enforced disappearances and passing dra-
conian anti-press freedom laws to try to cling to power.
Hasina was abroad in August 1975 when a group of rene-
gade military officers assassinated her father, Bangladesh’s
first president Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, his wife and three
sons. She started her political career as a hero of the peo-
ple, returning from exile in 1981 to take over as Awami
League leader and begin a long struggle to restore democ-
racy in Bangladesh. Hasina joined forces with Zia’s
Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) to help oust military
dictator Hussain Muhammad Ershad in 1990 but the pair
soon fell out and were branded the “Battling Begums”.

Economic growth 
Their rivalry has dominated Bangladeshi politics for the

last 30 years. Hasina was first elected prime minister in
1996 but she struggled to emerge from the shadow of her
father during her first term and lost the 2001 contest. The
pair were then imprisoned on corruption charges in 2007
by a military-backed government which had taken power
in a coup.

The charges were dropped and they were freed to con-

test the December 2008 election, which Hasina won by a
landslide. She has been in power ever since, presiding over
economic expansion of more than six percent every year
since 2009. GDP growth last year was 7.86 percent and
Hasina has promised to take that into double digits. Under
her watch, Bangladesh is on course to graduate from a
least-developed country to a middle-income nation.

Poverty has been brought down to around 20 percent
and nearly 90 percent of the country’s 165 million people
now have access to electricity. Her fans also praise her for
opening Bangladesh’s doors to some one million Rohingya
refugees fleeing a military crackdown in western Myanmar.
She has earned plaudits from Western nations for allowing
the refugees to stay in camps in Bangladesh’s southeast,
while her supporters insist she should be given a Nobel
Peace Prize.

Going after Islamists 
Hasina’s fans have lauded her for cracking down on

Islamist extremists in the Muslim-majority nation, after five
homegrown terrorists stormed a Dhaka cafe, killing 22 peo-
ple — including 18 foreigners — in 2016. She also launched
trials of the powerful Islamist opposition over crimes com-
mitted during the 1971 independence war. Five top Islamist
leaders and a main opposition stalwart were executed.

Her opponents branded the war crimes trials a farce,
saying they were a politically motivated exercise designed
to silence dissent. Instead of healing the wounds of war, the
trials have triggered mass protests and deadly clashes.
Hasina showed similar resolve in holding the trial of her
main opponent and two-time former premier Zia, who was
sentenced to 17 years in jail in two separate graft cases ear-
lier this year.

Analysts said the jailing effectively ended Zia’s political
career and weakened the opposition ahead of Sunday’s par-

liamentary vote, the country’s 11th since independence.
They say Hasina’s regime has slid into authoritarianism
since she pushed on with an uncontested general election in
2014. “She has crushed the opposition and created a one-
party dominant political system in Bangladesh,” says Ataur
Rahman, a political science professor at Dhaka University.

Hasina married nuclear scientist MA Wazed Miah in

1968. They have two children, who are both US citizens,
including son Sajeeb Wajed, who is an advisor to her gov-
ernment. Hasina ignored calls by opponents to let a neutral
government oversee Sunday’s election, which extended her
reign as Bangladesh’s longest-serving leader after a cam-
paign marred by violence and arrests of opposition
activists. —AFP
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DHAKA: A Bangladeshi man walks past a photo of Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina. —AFP


