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BEIJING: A banner is reflected on a polished surface as China’s President Xi Jinping (C) speaks during an event to commemorate the 40th anniversary of the Message to Compatriots in Taiwan at the Great Hall of the People. — AFP 

BEIJING: Taiwan’s unification with the mainland is
“inevitable” President Xi Jinping said yesterday, warn-
ing against any efforts to promote the island’s inde-
pendence and saying China would not renounce the
option of using military force to bring it into the fold.
Xi’s comments provoked a swift rebuke from Taipei,
where President Tsai Ing-wen said Taiwan’s people
would never willingly give up the kind of democratic
freedoms unseen on the mainland.

China still sees democratic Taiwan as part of its ter-
ritory to be reunified, despite the two sides being ruled
separately since the end of a civil war in 1949. “China
must and will be united... which is an inevitable require-
ment for the great rejuvenation of the Chinese people
in the new era,” Xi said in a speech commemorating the
40th anniversary of a message sent to Taiwan in 1979,
in which Beijing called for unification and an end to mil-
itary confrontation. “We make no promise to give up
the use of military force and reserve the option of tak-
ing all necessary means” against Taiwanese separatist
activities and “outside forces” that interfere with reuni-
fication, he said.

In his speech, Xi described unification under a “one

country, two systems” approach that would “safeguard
the interests and well-being of Taiwanese compatriots”.
Taiwan considers itself a sovereign state, with its own
currency, political and judicial systems, but has never
declared formal independence from the mainland.

‘Suspicion’ 
Relations have been strained since the 2016 election

of President Tsai, who has refused to acknowledge
Beijing’s stance that the island is part of “one China”.
“Democratic values are cherished by the Taiwanese
people, it’s their way of life,” Tsai told reporters in a
press conference arranged in response to Xi’s speech.

She also accused Beijing of provocations that
strained people’s “emotional connection” to the main-
land such as “buying off” Taiwan’s few diplomatic allies
and increased military drills near the island. Taiwan’s
foreign ministry released a terser response. “If the
Chinese government cannot treat its own people kindly,
cannot guarantee human rights and will not let its own
people vote... then Taiwanese will look at China’s intent
with suspicion,” it said. Though Xi’s speech takes a
strong stance against Taiwanese separatists and pushes

for reunification, it is aimed mostly at domestic audi-
ences, analysts say.

“It’s rather empty and doesn’t have any new points
except that cross-strait unification would not affect the
interests of other countries,” said Fan Shih-ping, politi-
cal analyst at National Taiwan Normal University,
adding that Xi’s words may also be intended for the US.
In 2018, the US sent multiple ships through the Taiwan
Strait — which China considers its territory but the US
and others see as international waters open to all —
infuriating Beijing. 

Washington remains Taipei’s most powerful unoffi-
cial ally and its main arms supplier despite switching
diplomatic recognition to Beijing in 1979. Xi’s speech is
likely to be “very poorly received,” by the US, said
Jean-Pierre Cabestan, a professor at Hong Kong
Baptist University, who studies Chinese foreign policy. 

‘One country, two systems’
To accommodate differences in Taiwan’s political

system and civil society, China has proposed adopting
the “one country, two systems” policy, which was
implemented in Hong Kong after the British handed the

city back to China in 1997. But some say the erosion of
civil liberties in Hong Kong sets a negative precedent
for Taiwan. “They (China) are gobbling up Hong Kong,
not just politically but culturally and economically too”,
Claudia Mo, a pro-democracy Hong Kong lawmaker,
told AFP. “It’s so obvious that they’re trying to assimi-
late Hong Kong into wider mainland China in every
way. How would any Taiwanese think that’s going to
work for them?”

Last October, tens of thousands of Taiwan independ-
ence campaigners took to the streets in the first large-
scale protest calling for an outright independence vote
since the island first became a democracy more than 20
years ago. But some in Taiwan say worsening relations
with Beijing have harmed business, as cuts to pensions
and a reduction in public holidays compound frustrations
over a stagnant economy where salaries have not kept
up with the rise in cost of living. Last year, President
Tsai’s ruling Democratic Progressive Party suffered a
massive defeat in mid-term polls, causing Tsai to resign
as party leader, while the main opposition Kuomintang,
which oversaw an unprecedented thaw with Beijing
before Tsai took office in 2016, made gains. — AFP 
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BEIRUT: Lebanon’s prime minister-designate,
Saad Hariri, warned Tuesday a government needs
to be formed as the country faces a tough econom-
ic situation after months of political deadlock. “We
have fallen behind — we must form the govern-
ment”, he told reporters at the presidential palace,
after a long meeting with President Michel Aoun.

“The president and I are determined to meet
again and finish this issue, because the country
cannot continue without a government,” Hariri said.
He called for political factions in the multi-confes-
sional country to cooperate on reviving the politi-
cal process. Lebanon is governed by a complex
system that guarantees a delicate balance between
religious communities and their political parties, so
decisions are made by consensus, making for pro-
tracted bargaining.

The country’s parliamentary elections in May
were the first for nine years but lawmakers have
since failed to form a government. In mid-
November, Hariri accused his main political rival
— the Shiite movement Hezbollah — of obstruct-
ing the formation of a new cabinet. A month later,
he promised that Lebanon would have a govern-
ment “by the end of the year”. The slow process
has worried observers, as the economy is teetering
on the brink of disaster, hit hard by the fallout from
the conflict that has ravaged neighboring Syria
since 2011.

“The economic situation is difficult, but this is
not to say it is impossible,” Hariri said Tuesday.
The international community pledged up to $11.5
billion (10 billion euros) in aid and loans for
Lebanon at a conference in Paris in April. But the
promised funding is largely destined for infra-
structure projects, which cannot be actioned with-
out a new cabinet. — AFP 

MOSCOW: Rescuers hunted for survivors yesterday in
the rubble of a Russian apartment building wrecked by a
New Year’s Eve gas explosion, but found only bodies as
the number of confirmed dead rose to 21. Twenty people
were still missing following the explosion, which
destroyed 35 high-rise apartments  in the Ural mountains
city of Magnitogorsk.

Braving temperatures that fell as low as minus 27
degrees Celsius (minus 16 degrees Fahrenheit), rescue
workers were combing through mangled concrete and
metal. Their efforts were given a boost on Tuesday
when a 10-month-old baby boy was found alive and
reunited with his mother. But hope was starting to fade
of finding many more survivors. The emergency situa-
tions ministry said in a statement that as of 2:30 pm
Moscow time (1130 GMT) the bodies of 21 people,
including two children, had been recovered from the
partly collapsed building.  Six people, including two
children, had been rescued.

“Work is continuing to find another 20 people” still
missing, the ministry said, noting that 800 square metres
of debris — loaded into 50 dump trucks — had been
cleared from the site in the last 24 hours.  The explosion,
believed to have been caused by a gas leak, tore through
the 10-storey building in the industrial town nearly 1,700
kilometres (1,050 miles) east of Moscow, in the early
hours of Monday. Witnesses described a “wave of fire”
and said the blast was strong enough to shatter windows
in nearby buildings. The Soviet-era apartment block was
home to about 1,100 people and the explosion left
dozens homeless over the New Year — the biggest holi-
day of the year in Russia.

‘New Year’s miracle’ 
Tuesday’s recovery of the infant offered a rare

moment of hope, with officials describing his rescue as a
“New Year’s miracle”. The boy was found in his cradle
after rescuers heard him crying from under the rubble.
He was brought to his mother, who had survived the
blast, and then flown to Moscow for treatment.

Russian television showed footage of the boy lying in

a hospital bed watched by his tearful mother. Medical
officials in Moscow said he was in serious but stable
condition after suffering from severe frostbite, a head
injury and multiple fractures. Residents left homeless by
the explosion were being housed in a nearby school and
helped by a team of psychologists. 

Yesterday was a day of mourning in the region, with
flags lowered and entertainment events cancelled, in a
country where New Year’s celebrations are an annual
highlight. Mourners laid flowers and lit candles near the
site of the building.  “We are all grieving,” a middle-aged
man told Rossiya 24 television. “Nearly everyone in the
city knew someone” caught up in the accident, he said.

Investigators have said there is no reason to suspect
foul play. Rumors have swirled on social media of a pos-
sible terror link, especially after a minibus explosion on

Tuesday that killed three people. “No traces of explo-
sives or their components have been found” at the scene,
the federal Investigative Committee said in a statement.
Local authorities have said the minibus explosion was
the result of leaking gas tanks and that there was no link
between the two blasts.  

Gas explosions are relatively common in Russia,
where much of the infrastructure dates back to the
Soviet era and safety requirements are often ignored.
Investigative Committee chief Alexander Bastrykin told
Russian television that gas equipment in the
Magnitogorsk building had not been checked for more
than six months prior to the explosion.  Located in the
mineral-rich southern Urals, Magnitogorsk, with a popu-
lation of more than 400,000, is home to one of Russia’s
largest steel producers. —AFP 
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MAGNITOGORSK: This handout still image shows a rescuer carrying a 11-month-old child said to have been
found alive, after a gas explosion rocked a residential building in Russia’s Urals city of Magnitogorsk.—AFP 


