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Gloves come 
off as Greek 
elections loom 

As Greece enters an election year, the two
main political parties are deeply polarised
setting the stage for a no-holds-barred cam-

paign. With the ballot scheduled for October but
expected as early as March, hostility between the
ruling leftist Syriza party and the front-running
New Democracy conservatives has hit fever pitch.
“We know they plan to hold dirty elections,” New
Democracy head Kyriakos Mitsotakis said of his
Syriza rivals in a recent speech, dismissing govern-
ment accusations of kickbacks allegedly pocketed
by his party while in power prior to 2015 as “savage
propaganda”.

Both sides accuse each other of marshalling web
trolls to spread misinformation. New Democracy
says the leftists have liberally dished out well-paid
state jobs to a legion of ill-qualified friends and
allies. In turn, the government of Prime Minister
Alexis Tsipras points to ongoing investigations tar-
geting years of alleged kickbacks to conservative
ex-ministers from Swiss pharma multinational
Novartis and German engineering giant Siemens.

State vs Skai 
The government has identified prominent media

group Skai as a key source of what it sees as unfair
criticism of its policies. In addition to frequently
attacking the station’s broadcasts, Tsipras’ party is
boycotting its talk shows. Relations hit rock-bottom
last month when a bomb exploded outside Skai’s
Athens headquarters, prompting media group own-
er Yiannis Alafouzos to say Tsipras’ government was
“morally” responsible for the attack.

“There is a climate that not only tolerates but
often encourages extreme forms of expression in
the public space,” Nikos Konstandaras, a veteran
columnist for liberal daily Kathimerini that is part of
the Skai group, wrote after the bombing. “Today,
the political polarization that breeds such violence
is intensifying,” he added. Brought to power on an
anti-austerity ticket in 2015 after decades on the
sidelines, Tsipras’ government faced an overwhelm-
ingly hostile media.

His response was to completely overhaul the
powerful TV sector and force channel owners - who
had played kingmaker between New Democracy
and the Pasok socialists for over two decades - to
pay millions of euros for new operating licenses. “In
Greece, the dependence of mainstream media on the
state is the most extreme in Europe, it is only com-
parable to Turkey,” George Pleios, head of media
studies at the National University of Athens, wrote
in a recent article.

Fates entwined 
With media under the control of businessmen

mainly active in construction and shipping, owner-
ship has long been a means of securing state con-
tracts and favorable bank loans, adds Nikos
Smyrnaios, a digital media professor at Toulouse
university. “In this way, when the (economic) crisis
struck, state (bankruptcy) brought about a similar
fate for the media,” he notes.

Alongside the conservative and socialist parties
who had ruled the country prior to the crisis, main-
stream media were also discredited, argues Stelios
Papathanassopoulos, professor of media organiza-
tion and policy at the University of Athens. The anti-
austerity demonstrations that helped propel Syriza
to power also assisted the rise of social media and
Twitter in Greece, mainly to the benefit of the left.
“The young, who at the time formed the bulk of
Syriza voters, challenged the accuracy of (main-
stream) media and turned to alternative networks,”
Papathanassopoulos told AFP.

After two years of bitter rivalry between Tsipras
and those he labelled “oligarchs”, three major media
groups changed hands to avoid bankruptcy, and
Greece’s most powerful TV station before the crisis,
Mega, went bust. But the overhaul did little to pro-
mote smaller, more independent voices, notes
Smyrnaios. “Media groups are still in the hands of
influential businessmen,” he said. In another sign of
the sector’s deep troubles, one of Greece’s two
media distribution agencies filed for bankruptcy in
2017. The one that remains is controlled by a leading
media group. “As in many Latin American countries,
Greek media have overstepped ethical boundaries,”
argues Smyrnaios. “It’s more about emotion, reviving
old hatred between the right-wing and the left that
goes back to the (1946-1949) civil war.” — AFP

During the Cold War, US eyes were riveted on the
Soviet Union’s rockets and satellites. But in recent
years, it has been China’s space programs that have

most worried US strategists. China, whose space effort is
run by the People’s Liberation Army, today launches more
rockets into space than any other country — 39 last year,
compared to 31 by the United States, 20 by Russia and
eight by Europe.

On Thursday it landed a space rover on the dark side of
the Moon - a first by any country - and plans to build an
orbiting space station in the coming decade. In the decade
after that, it hopes to put a Chinese “taikonaut” on the
Moon to make the first moonwalk since 1972.  China now
spends more on its civil and military space programs than
do Russia and Japan. Although opaque, its 2017 budget
was estimated at $8.4 billion by the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development.

That’s far less than the $48 billion the United States
spends on its military and civilian space programs, says
analyst Phil Smith of consulting firm Bryce Space and
Technology. But it is more than double Russia’s civilian
space budget, which has been slashed to $3 billion.

Overcoming a lag of several decades, China’s leaders
have very methodically replicated the stages of space
development achieved by other great nations: a first
satellite in 1970, its first manned space mission in 2003,
the first docking of a manned spacecraft to an orbiting
module in 2012, and activation of the BeiDou satellite
navigation system, China’s answer to GPS. “If they con-
tinue on this trajectory, they’re going to quickly eclipse
Russia in terms of their space technology capabilities,”
said Todd Harrison, an expert on military space pro-

grams at the Center for Strategic and International
Studies in Washington. 

Lunar resources 
China currently poses no threat to the commercial

satellite launch market, which remains dominated by com-
panies including US-based SpaceX and Europe’s
Arianespace, and Russia. Nor has China’s progress in
space exploration eclipsed that of the US. NASA’s head
congratulated China on its Chang’e-4 Moon landing but a
2011 US law bars space cooperation with Beijing, although
Congress could lift that restriction. The real rivalry is in
two areas: in the short term, military uses of space; and
long-term, the exploitation of resources in space. 

The mining of minerals or water on the Moon or on
asteroids, notably to produce fuel for rockets, is still a long
way off, but American start-ups are already working on it.
Unlike the Cold War, the new conquest of space is unfolding
largely in a legal vacuum. In the 1960s and ‘70s, Washington
and Moscow negotiated several treaties on space, princi-
pally to guarantee scientific cooperation and to ban
weapons of mass destruction in space. “The treaties are too
vague to be really certain what the legal result is for some-
thing like space mining,” said Frans von der Dunk, a profes-
sor of space law at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln.

War in space 
Moreover, they have been overtaken by new military

technologies: Anti-satellite lasers, cyberattacks, electronic
jamming, and land-based anti-satellite missiles - like the
one China tested in 2007. Laws of war govern conflicts on
Earth, but there is no equivalent for space. And unan-

swered questions abound. If one satellite collides with
another in space, does that constitute an “attack”? What
would be a proportional response? Civilian satellites
should be protected from reprisals but what about satel-
lites with dual civilian and military uses? How does a
nation respond to a cyberattack of uncertain origin? 

“It’s very hard to distinguish between weapons and
non-weapons in space,” said Jack Beard, a professor in the
University of Nebraska’s space law program. “It’s unfortu-
nately hard to envision any major armed conflict on Earth
not extending into space,” he added. “The Chinese have
been preparing for whatever eventuality may be in the
future, and... they have been experimenting with systems
to interfere with our communications, our transmissions
from satellites to drones.” Harrison concurs: “The United
States has not been keeping pace with the threats against
our space systems,” and that has left the US vulnerable. 

Meanwhile, US dialogue with Beijing is virtually nil, in
contrast with Washington’s exchanges with Moscow dur-
ing the Cold War. “If there’s a crisis in space involving
China, it’s not clear our military knows who to call,” said
Harrison. But other observers take a more skeptical view
of portraying China as an aggressive adversary of the
United States.

Brian Weeden, of the Washington-based Secure World
Foundation, said some proponents of the China-as-threat
argument wield it as a way to get money for NASA out of
a tight-fisted Congress. They “think that will motivate the
US to go off and do the stuff in space that they want to
do,” he said. “They see the competition with China as a
key to unlocking the political will and money to fund the
projects they want to see.” — AFP 

In space, US sees a rival in China 

China says pace of 
Xinjiang ‘education’ 
will slow, but 
defends camps

China will not back down on what it sees as a highly
successful de-radicalization program in Xinjiang
that has attracted global concern, but fewer peo-

ple will be sent through, officials said last week in allow-
ing rare media access there. Beijing has faced an outcry
from activists, scholars, foreign governments and UN
rights experts over what they call mass detentions and
strict surveillance of the mostly Muslim Uighur minority
and other Muslim groups who call Xinjiang home.

In August, a UN human rights panel said it had
received credible reports that a million or more Uighurs
and other minorities in the far western region are being
held in what resembles a “massive internment camp”.
Last week, the government organized a visit to three
such facilities, which it calls vocational education train-
ing centers, for a small group of foreign reporters,
including Reuters.

In recent days, a similar visit was arranged for diplo-
mats from 12 non-Western countries, including Russia,
Indonesia, India, Thailand, Kazakhstan, according to
Xinjiang officials and foreign diplomats. Senior officials,
including Shohrat Zakir, Xinjiang’s governor and the
region’s most senior Uighur, dismissed what they called
“slanderous lies” about the facilities.

Speaking in Xinjiang’s capital, Urumqi, Zakir said the
centers had been “extremely effective” in reducing
extremism by teaching residents about the law and help-
ing them learn Mandarin. “As time goes by, the people in
the education training mechanism will be fewer and few-
er,” he said. Zakir said he could not say exactly how
many people were in the facilities. “One million people,
this number is rather frightening. One million people in
the education mechanism - that’s not realistic. That’s
purely a rumor,” he said, stressing they were temporary
educational facilities.

Dilxat Raxit, spokesman for the Munich-based exile
group the World Uyghur Congress, told Reuters the
Chinese government was using extremism as an excuse
to lock people up. “What they are trying to do is destroy
Uighur identity,” he said.

Inside the centers
Human rights groups and former detainees have said

that conditions in the camps are poor, with inmates sub-
ject to abuse. They said detainees did not receive voca-

tional training. Seeking to counter that narrative, the gov-
ernment took reporters to three centers, in Kashgar,
Hotan and Karakax, all in the heavily Uighur-populated
southern part of Xinjiang, where much of the violence
has taken place in recent years.

In one class reporters were allowed to briefly visit, a
teacher explained in Mandarin that not allowing singing
or dancing at a wedding or crying at a funeral are signs
of extremist thought. The students took notes, pausing
to look up as reporters and officials entered the room.
Some smiled awkwardly. Others just looked down at
their books. All were Uighur. None appeared to have
been mistreated. In another class, residents read a
Chinese lesson in their textbook entitled “Our mother-
land is so vast”.

There was plenty of singing and dancing in other
rooms reporters visited, including a lively rendition in
English of “If You’re Happy and You Know It, Clap Your
Hands,” that seemed to have been put on especially for
the visit. Several residents agreed to speak briefly to
reporters, though all in the presence of government offi-
cials. Reporters were closely chaperoned at all times. All
the interviewees said they were there of their own
accord after learning of the centers from local officials.

Many answers used extremely similar language about
being “infected with extremist thought”. Pazalaibutuyi, 26,
told reporters at the Hotan centre that five years ago she
had attended an illegal religious gathering at a neighbor’s
house, where they were taught that women should cover
their faces. “At that time I was infected with extremist
thought so I wore a face veil,” she said, speaking clear
Mandarin after a year at the center. Government officials
came to her village to talk to the villagers and after that,
she said, “I discovered my mistake”.

In the Kashgar centre, Osmanjan, who declined to
give his age, said he had incited ethnic hatred, so village
police suggested he go for re-education. “Under the
influence of extremist thought, when non-Muslims came
to my shop I was unwilling to serve them,” he said in
unsteady Mandarin. It was not possible to independently
verify their stories. All the interviewees said they had not
been forewarned of the visit. Residents said they can
“graduate” when they are judged to have reached a cer-
tain level with their Mandarin, de-radicalization and legal
knowledge. They are allowed phone calls with family
members, but no cell phones. They are provided halal
food. Only minimal security was visible at any of the
three centers. Reuters last year reported on conditions
inside the camps and took pictures of guard towers and
barbed wire surrounding some. 

‘A good life’
The situation in Xinjiang has stirred concern in

Western capitals. At least 15 Western ambassadors
wrote to Xinjiang’s top official, Communist Party chief
Chen Quanguo, late last year seeking a meeting to dis-

cuss their concerns. Chen did not meet reporters on the
trip. Diplomatic sources told Reuters the ambassadors
did not get a response. The United States has said it is
considering sanctions against Chen, other officials and
Chinese companies linked to allegations of rights abuses
in Xinjiang.

Maya Wang, a Hong Kong-based Human Rights
Watch researcher, said international pressure needs to
increase. “The fact that they feel they need to put on a
show tour is a sign that this pressure is working,” she
told Reuters. Both Wang and Raxit noted that the tight
control over the visits and interviews showed China’s
concern about their true nature.

Over a lunch of lamb kebabs, horsemeat and naan,
Urumqi party boss Xu Hairong told Reuters that “all of
the reports are fake” when it comes to foreign coverage
of Xinjiang. He dismissed worries about US sanctions.
“We, including Party Secretary Chen, are working all out
for the people of Xinjiang to have a good life,” Xu said.
“If the US won’t allow me to go, then I don’t want to go
there. That’s the truth.”

The government says its goal is for Uighurs to
become part of mainstream Chinese society. Zakir said in
parts of southern Xinjiang people couldn’t even say hello
in Mandarin. Officials point to a lack of violence in the
past two years as evidence of program’s success.
Urumqi’s Exhibition on Major Violent Terrorist Attack
Cases in Xinjiang, normally closed to the public, displays
graphic images and footage from what the government
says are attacks. “Only with a deeper understanding of
the past can you understand the measures we have taken
today,” Shi Lei, Xinjiang’s Communist Party committee
deputy propaganda chief, told reporters.

One member of the Chinese armed forces, who has
served in Kashgar, said the security situation had
improved dramatically. “You can’t imagine what it was
like there in 2014 and 2015. There were attacks all the
time, bombings, stabbings. It was chaos,” he said, speak-
ing on condition of anonymity because he was not
authorised to speak to the media.

In Kashgar, Hotan and Karakax, petrol stations are
still surrounded by barbed wire and heavy security bar-
riers. Residential areas are dotted with small police sta-
tions. The stations have broader public service in mind,
Zhang Yi, commander of one of the stations, told
reporters. The one reporters visited provided pamphlets
on a wide range of subjects, including how to legally
change your sex.

Kashgar deputy party chief Zark Zurdun, a Uighur
from Ghulja in northern Xinjiang, where many ethnic
Kazakhs live, told Reuters that “stability is the best
human right”. “The West should learn from us” on how to
beat extremism, he said, dismissing concerns Uighur cul-
ture was under attack. “Did Kazakh vanish in the USSR
when they all had to learn Russian?” he said. “No. So
Uighur won’t vanish here.” — Reuters 

This picture taken on Jan 3, 2019 shows a robotic lunar rover on the “dark side” of the moon. — AFP 

Alexis Tsipras Kyriakos Mitsotakis


