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Philippines’ President Duterte urges 
lawmakers to restore death penalty

MANILA: Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte urged
lawmakers yesterday to bring back the death penalty as
part of his internationally-condemned crackdown on nar-
cotics in which police have already killed thousands.
Buoyed by exceptionally high approval ratings and a legis-
lature dominated by his allies, Duterte used his annual
State of the Nation address to urge action on a key unre-
alized plank of his tough-on-crime stance.

“I respectfully request congress to reinstate the death
penalty for heinous crimes related to drugs as well as
plunder,” he said referring also to the nation’s deep rooted
corruption problem. “My countrymen, it is a sad commen-
tary that we cannot distinguish our need from our greed,
our principles from prejudices,” he told hundreds of
assembled lawmakers, diplomats and celebrities in Manila.

Though his campaign is the subject of a recently
launched review by the United Nations’ rights body and
preliminary inquiry from International Criminal Court
(ICC) prosecutors, he was defiant in his address. “Duterte-
extrajudicial killing-report to the ICC,” he said. “If you can
provide me with a good comfortable cell, heated during
winter time... unlimited conjugal visits, we can understand
each other.”

In May’s mid-term elections Duterte allies won control
of the Senate, which had stopped cold some of his most
controversial proposals, including bringing back capital
punishment. However, his allies, including the daughter of

deceased former dictator Ferdinand Marcos and the first
head of Duterte’s drug war, have said they would back the
death penalty. Just as he began his 90-minute address he
pointed to the popular support that underpins his brash
rule, which faces censure for locking up detractors and
attacking critical journalists.

“The latest survey results shows that my disapproval
rating is 3 percent,” he said to applause. It “inspires me
with determination to pursue relentlessly what we have
started.” Yet, Duterte’s embrace of China is a weak spot
among segments of the Philippine public and he devoted a
long section of his speech to defending his stance. The
sinking last month of a Philippine fishing vessel by a
Chinese boat in the disputed South China Sea stoked sim-
mering anger over the issue.

Duterte set aside the once tense standoff over Beijing’s
extensive claims to the resource-rich waterway to court
investment, but he faces accusations of trading away
Philippine sovereignty. “China also claims the property and
he is in possession. That is the problem,” the president said.
“We are claiming the same but we are not in possession.” “I
will send my marines there and drive away Chinese fisher-
men, I guarantee you not one of them will come alive,” he
added. His comments drew immediate rebukes from oppo-
sition lawmaker Risa Hontiveros. “It appeared like it was
not a Philippine president speaking but a representative of
China,” she wrote on Twitter. —AFP

Duterte allies back capital punishment for drug related crimes

TOKYO: Prime Minister Shinzo Abe yesterday pledged
to keep alive his plans to amend the country’s pacifist
constitution, despite failing to secure a “supermajority”
in upper house elections. His
ruling coalition retained its
majority in the upper house
in Sunday’s vote for around
the half the seats in the cham-
ber, but fell short of securing
a two-thirds majority in favor
of revising the constitution.

“The hurdle of two thirds
in both the lower and upper
houses is extremely high,”
Abe told a news conference
at his party headquarters. “I
want to produce a reform proposal that can be agreed
upon by two thirds beyond the borders of the ruling
and opposition camps,” he said. Abe has long harbored
dreams of revising the constitution, which prohibits the
country from waging war and maintaining a military.

But public support for revising the document is low
and there is discomfort with the idea even among the
ruling coalition. Experts said that since many within
Abe’s coalition were already uneasy about the plans,
the failure to secure a supermajority was unlikely to
change the prime minister’s calculations significantly.
“Losing the supermajority is not necessarily a major
setback for Abe,” wrote analyst Tobias Harris of the
Teneo consultancy group in a note.

“Instead, by leading the ruling coalition to another
national election victory-his sixth in his nearly seven
years as LDP (Liberal Democratic Party) leader-Abe
has cemented his status atop Japan’s political system,”
Harris added. Abe’s LDP and its coalition partner
Komeito took 71 of the 124 seats up for grabs in
Sunday’s vote, accounting for about half of the upper
chamber. The two parties already control 70 seats in
the other half of the 245-seat chamber that was not
being contested.

Analysts said Abe’s coalition benefitted from a weak
opposition, and voter turnout underscored apathy
among the electorate, falling below 50 percent for the
first time since a 1995 upper house election. Abe’s win
is likely however to shore up his support ahead of a
controversial hike of the consumption tax to 10 percent
later this year, as well as trade negotiations with
Washington. The outcome of Sunday’s election means
Abe remains on track to become the country’s longest-
serving prime minister later this year. — AFP
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PNG leader presses 
Australia on stranded 
asylum seekers
CANBERRA: Visiting Papua New Guinea Prime Minister
James Marape pressed Australian officials yesterday for a
timeline to resettle asylum seekers stranded on PNG’s
Manus Island, but appeared to come away empty-handed.
Marape, on his first overseas trip since taking office two
months ago, met with Prime Minister Scott Morrison just
days after calling on Canberra to establish a schedule for
relocating several hundred would-be refugees sent to
Manus under Australia’s tough offshore detention policy.

But at a joint press conference in Canberra, Marape
acknowledged he had not obtained any commitment. “It’s a
work in progress for us,” he said. “We will ensure that we
have a mutually workable timetable and closing program
that is healthy for all of us, but more importantly, healthy
for those people who have been part of us in Manus and
PNG.” Canberra introduced its policy of sending everyone
caught trying to reach its shores by boat to processing
centers in Manus and the Pacific island of Nauru six years
ago on Friday, an occasion marked by weekend protests
across Australia.

While many of the asylum seekers were eventually
resettled, about 450 increasingly desperate men remain in
Papua New Guinea, where there has been a spate of sui-
cide attempts in recent weeks. Another 350 are still in
Nauru. Morrison’s conservative government has steadfast-
ly refused to take in the asylum seekers from PNG-a for-
mer colony-or Nauru, insisting this would encourage more
people to attempt the perilous sea journey to reach
Australia.

Rebalancing ties 
Marape is the first foreign leader that Morrison has

hosted on a state visit since his government was re-elected
in May. The trip comes in the context of a push by
Morrison to “step up” Australia’s role in the Pacific to
counter efforts by China to expand its economic and

diplomatic influence in the region. Morrison has
announced a series of aid initiatives aimed at boosting
electricity production and healthcare in PNG, one of the
world’s poorest nations despite being rich in natural
resources.

Australia and the United States are also partnering with
PNG to redevelop a naval base on Manus as a counter-
weight to Chinese power in the region. Since becoming
prime minister, Marape has vowed to combat endemic cor-
ruption at home and rebalance the country’s relationships
with allies and multinational companies exploiting PNG’s

mineral resources. Asked yesterday about increased
Chinese activities in PNG, Marape said his government
would provide an “equal playing field” for all investors,
provided they adhere to “the rules and regulations” of the
country. “Every businessman and woman is welcome in
our country, and the Chinese investors will not receive any
special treatment and preference, just like Australian
investors will not receive any special favor or treatment,”
he told reporters. Marape is spending a week in Australia,
where he will also meet with local officials and the large
expatriate PNG community. — AFP

India monsoons
below ‘normal’
baseline amid 
water crisis
NEW DELHI: India’s weather agency said yester-
day it was set to cut estimates for average mon-
soon rainfall after decades of below-normal down-
pours, with climate change causing greater varia-
tions. The South Asian nation is grappling with a
severe water crisis, with emergency supplies sent
to Chennai after the drought-hit southern city saw
only a fraction of the rain it usually receives during
June and July.

The India Meteorological Department climate
research chief Sivananda Pai said the country was
in the middle of a multi-decadal epoch of low rain-
fall. “If you take an average of 30 to 40 years, com-
pared to say a 100 years of normal rainfall, we are
passing through a below-normal rainfall,” he told
AFP.  The current average of 89 centimeters, he
said, was based on the agency’s observation from
1951-2000. The government agency revises the
“normal” rain baseline every decade.

With India in a “low epoch” since the 1990s,
meaning average rainfall has been below normal, a
lower average rainfall forecast was likely, Pai said.
“It was around 88 centimeters during the period
1961 to 2010. When the new normal is extended to
2020, a further decrease is possible,” he added.
Rainfall for June in India was 112.1 millimeters com-
pared to the average of 166.9 millimeters, a deficit
of 33 percent according to the weather agency.

Pai said while average rainfall levels can change
over the decades due to natural variability, “we
can’t ignore the linkages to climate change”.
“Heavy rainfall and long dry periods can be linked
to climate change. This has been the case across
the world,” he said. In contrast to the crisis in
Chennai, other parts of the country’s north and east
have been grappling with heavy flooding which has
killed hundreds of people. — AFP 

CANBERRA: Papua New Guinea Prime Minister James Marape, center, and his wife Rachel, right,
inspect the Wall of Remembrance at the Australian War Memorial with director of the War Memorial
Brendan Nelson, left, in Canberra. — AFP

MANILA: Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte gestures as he delivers his state of the nation address at Congress
in Manila. — AFP

Five dozen rescued 
from building 
fire in India’s 
financial capital
MUMBAI: Five dozen people were rescued from a
nine-storey government building that caught fire
yesterday in India’s financial capital of Mumbai,
authorities said. “The rescue operation is nearly
done. We are searching every floor of the building to
find out whether anybody is left behind,” a fire
department official said. Fire broke out on the third
and fourth floor of the building, which houses the
office of state-owned telecoms company MTNL,
prompting employees to go to the rooftop of the
building. The rescue was carried out by a team of
175 firemen and 14 fire engines. Municipal authori-
ties initially estimated 100 people could have been
trapped in the building. — Reuters 

MUMBAI: Firefighters rescue a man using a crane as he is
trapped after a fire broke out in a building in Mumbai. — AFP

N Korea leader votes 
in elections with 
99.98% turnout
SEOUL: North Korean leader Kim Jong Un voted in
nationwide local elections on Sunday that registered the
near 100 percent turnout claimed for every ballot held in
the nuclear-armed state. Given the absence of any compe-
tition among candidates, elections in the North are essen-
tially a political ritual which, observers say, allows the
authorities to claim a popular mandate while reinforcing
loyalty to Kim’s regime.

The 99.98 percent turnout this year was a 0.01 percent
improvement on the figures registered in 2015. Only those
overseas “on foreign tour or working in oceans” were
unable to vote, the North’s state-run agency KCNA
reported Sunday, adding that even “voters troubled with
aging or illness cast their ballots into mobile ballot boxes”.
The isolated nation holds local elections every four years
to elect representatives to provincial, city and county
assemblies. Typically, 99 percent of voters in the de facto
single-party state take part in the polls and 99 percent of
them cast “yes” votes for uncontested candidates.

The regime touts the high turnout as an example of its
“single-minded unity” to glorify the “Korean-style people-
centered socialism”.  Kim visited a polling station in North
Hamgyong province and voted for two candidates-named
Ju Song Ho and Jong Song Sik-running for county assem-
blies in the area, KCNA reported.  He “warmly encouraged
them to become the faithful servants of the people by ful-
filling their duties so as to live up to the anticipation of the
people, being aware of being the representatives of the
people”, KCNA said. — AFP
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New Zealand tightens 
gun laws again after 
mosque attack
WELLINGTON: New Zealand announced plans for a
national firearms register yesterday in its second round of
gun law reforms following the Christchurch mosque
attacks which killed 51 Muslim worshippers. Prime
Minister Jacinda Ardern said regulations around who
could hold firearm licenses would also be tightened to
“stop weapons falling into the wrong hands”. Ardern said
the March 15 killings, when a gunman opened fire at two
Christchurch mosques as worshippers gathered for Friday
prayers, had changed attitudes towards gun ownership in
New Zealand.

“There is a new normal around firearms, it is a change
of mindset,” she told reporters. “The most dangerous
weapons are being taken out of circulation.” The govern-
ment’s initial response to the attack was an immediate ban
on the military style semi-automatic rifles (MSSAs) used in

the worst massacre in modern New Zealand history. Police
Minister Stuart Nash said the latest changes were needed
to keep track of firearms in the community.

“Under the current law, we do not know exactly how
many guns are in circulation, who owns them, who is sell-
ing them, who is buying them or how securely they are
stored,” he said. The register, which is expected to take
five years to complete, will contain details of the estimated
1.2 million firearms in New Zealand, for a population of
around five million. The second round of gun law reform
also includes a ban on foreign nationals purchasing
firearms-the accused Christchurch gunman Brenton
Tarrant is an Australian who allegedly bought an arsenal of
rifles while living on the South Island.

It also bars people with convictions for violence, gang
activity, drug or firearm offences from holding a license. A
nationwide buyback scheme including 250 “collection
events” run by police, was launched this month, allowing
members of the public to hand in weapons before a six-
month amnesty expires. Nash said there had been a strong
response during the first week of the buyback, with more
than 11,000 prohibited firearms and parts handed in.
“Firearms owners want to do the right thing. Many events
have seen people queuing before the doors open, ready to
hand in firearms, parts and ammunition,” he said. — AFP


