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‘Pad Man’ faces the ‘Terminator’ in
tense Sri Lanka election showdown

BEIJING: Two people in Beijing have been diagnosed
with the pneumonic plague — a rare instance of the
highly-contagious disease that is fatal if left untreated.
The two individuals were being treated at a central
hospital in China’s capital city — home to over 21 mil-
lion inhabitants — on Tuesday, local authorities said.

Pneumonic plague can prove fatal in 24 to 72 hours
and is the “most virulent form of plague,” according to
the World Health Organization (WHO), while the
bubonic form is less dangerous. The patients are from
the northwestern Inner Mongolia province, district
officials said in an online statement, adding that the
“relevant prevention and control measures have been
implemented.” The Beijing government did not respond
to AFP’s calls for comment, but the WHO confirmed
that Chinese authorities had notified them about the
plague cases.

“The (Chinese) National Health Commission are
implementing efforts to contain and treat the identified
cases, and increasing surveillance,” said Fabio Scano,
coordinator at WHO China. Scano told AFP that “the
risk of transmission of the pulmonary plague is for
close contacts and we understand that these are being
screened and managed.” According to the WHO web-
site, the lung-based pneumonic plague is very conta-
gious and “can trigger severe epidemics through per-
son-to-person contact via droplets in the air.”

Symptoms include fever, chills, vomiting and nausea.
On Weibo, a Twitter-like social media platform,
Chinese censors scrubbed the hashtag “Beijing con-
firms it is treating plague cases” as they tried to con-
trol discussions — and panic — around the disease. “I
just want to know how these two came to Beijing??”
posted one user. “By train, airplane, or did they drive
themselves?” “Bird flu in the year of the rooster...swine
fever in the year of the pig,” wrote another. “Next year
is the year of the rat...the plague is coming.” — AFP
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Two politicians battle it out in a clash of principles 

One dead, six injured 
in suicide bombing at
Indonesia police station
MEDAN: A suicide bomber blew himself up at a
police station in Indonesia yesterday, killing himself
and wounding six others, according to authorities who
described the 24-year-old attacker as a “lone wolf”.
The motive for the attack was not immediately known,
but police stations have been frequent targets for rad-
icals in the world’s biggest Muslim majority nation,
which has long struggled with Islamist militancy.

The blast happened around 8:45 am (0145 GMT)
at the police compound in Medan on Sumatra island
during morning roll call. “For now, we believe he was a
lone wolf,” national police spokesman Dedi Prasetyo
told reporters in Jakarta. “The anti-terror squad and
forensics unit are still examining the crime scene,” he
added. At least six people were wounded in the blast,
including four officers and two civilians, but their
injuries were not severe, he added.

The attacker — whose identification listed him as a
student — wore an explosive device on his body, with
authorities recovering nails, an on-off switch button,
cables and body parts, Prasetyo said. A bloody corpse
lying in the compound’s parking lot appeared to have
been blown apart. Police said the attacker was active
on social media, while CCTV footage showed him
entering the compound wearing a uniform worn by
drivers of a popular ride-hailing service.

The attack came a day after Indonesia launched a
website that lets the public report “radical” content
posted by government workers, including material that
promotes hate or intolerance. The Southeast Asian
nation of some 260 million has significant numbers of
religious minorities — including Christians, Hindus and
Buddhists — who have been targeted by radical
Islamist groups amid concerns about rising intolerance.

Police stations have also been a frequent target of
militants, some of whom have called for the pluralist
country to become a strict Islamic state. In August,
authorities shot and arrested a militant who attacked
officers at a station in Indonesia’s second-biggest
city, Surabaya, while in June another was seriously
wounded when he tried to blow himself up outside a
police building on Java island. Last month, Indonesian
President Joko Widodo ordered beefed-up security
after two militants from an Islamic State-linked terror
group stabbed his chief security minister. 

He survived the attack, which led to the arrests of
dozens of terror suspects. — AFP

COLOMBO: Sri Lanka’s presidential election on Saturday
is turning out to be a showdown between a man offering
free sanitary pads and a former soldier dubbed the
“Terminator” by his own family. Gotabhaya Rajapaksa, 70,
a retired army lieutenant colonel, was the de facto military
chief who crushed Tamil guerrillas and ended a 37-year
separatist war, but Saturday’s vote is his battle of ballots.

His family calls him Sri Lanka’s “Terminator” because
he promises to fight corruption and Islamic extremism, a
key issue since the Easter Sunday suicide bombings this
year that killed 269 people. In contrast to the tough-talk-
ing Rajapaksa, his main challenger, Sajith Premadasa, a
low-key politician, is hoping to appeal to women voters
with promises to improve menstrual hygiene. 

Menstruation remains a taboo subject in the conserva-
tive Buddhist society and “period poverty” is a global
issue. Premadasa, 52, was ridiculed by the Rajapaksa cam-
paign for openly discussing the subject and ridiculed him
as the “Pad Man”. “I remain committed to women’s rights,”
Premadasa shot back on Twitter. “I will wear the #padman
label proudly. In my view, it is certainly preferable to being
the #manwiththevan.”

Big brother boost 
Premadasa was referring to accusations that Gotabhaya

led death squads during his brother Mahinda’s decade in
power up to 2015. He denies that he was the architect of
what is known as “white van abductions”, when dozens of
opponents were abducted never to be found again. While
Rajapaksa has no experience in politics, he makes up for it
by campaigning with his charismatic older brother
Mahinda.

Facing allegations of corruption and nepotism, Mahinda
lost his attempt for a third term in January 2015. His
attempt to become prime minister in legislative elections
later that year also failed. A new constitutional amendment

barred him from contesting the presidency again, leaving
his brother to take up the family mantle. But, Gotabhaya’s
attempt to piggyback on his elder brother has faltered.
When asked tough questions at his only public press con-
ference during the three-month long campaign, he turned
to Mahinda for answers and was ridiculed by opponents.

He also brushed aside questions about war crimes dur-
ing the final offensive of the Tamil war during which some
40,000 Tamil civilians are said to have been killed. “Why
are you talking all the time on the past? Ask (about) the
future,” he asked. “I am trying to become the president of
the future Sri Lanka. So if you concentrate on the future, it
is better.” He is on bail facing prosecution for allegedly
siphoning off hundreds of thousands of state cash to build
a monument for his parents when his brother was presi-
dent. Gotabhaya has denied allegations that he received
millions of dollars by way of kickbacks from a second-hand
aircraft purchase from Ukraine in 2007. He has not been
indicted but police are investigating the purchase. He also
faces a civil suit in the United States for allegedly ordering
the torture of a Tamil man and several others when he was
in power. Another civil action against him in a US court was
rejected on the basis that Gotabhaya had “foreign official
immunity” for allegedly causing the death of an anti-estab-
lishment newspaper editor in Sri Lanka in 2009.

Passport probe 
Rajapaksa reportedly had dual US-Sri Lanka citizen-

ship which would preclude him from running for election,
but he says he renounced US nationality this year so he
could enter the presidential race. However, Rajapaksa’s
nationality is still being investigated by a local magistrate.
Should he win, the case will be frozen until the five-year
term ends.

Candidate Premadasa is also from a politically connect-
ed family. His father was assassinated during a May Day

rally in the capital in 1993. Tamil rebels were blamed for
killing Premadasa who was regarded by many as an auto-
cratic leader. However, the younger Premadasa, the only
son in a family of two children, has remained relatively low

profile until he was given the party ticket to contest the
elections. His claim to fame has been the construction of
government housing for lower income families, a cause
championed by his late father. — AFP 

BANDARAGAMA: Supporters of Sri Lanka Podujana Peramuna (SLPP) party and of former secretary to the Ministry of
Defence and presidential candidate Gotabhaya Rajapaksa, gather for the presidential election rally in Bandaragama
on the outskirts of Colombo. — AFP 

Singapore court hears 
challenges to LGBT ban
SINGAPORE: New challenges to a law banning gay inter-
course were put before a Singapore court yesterday, the
latest bid to overturn the statute and score another victory
for LGBT rights in Asia. Inherited from the British colonial
era, the law is rarely enforced but campaigners say it nev-
ertheless jars with the affluent city-state’s increasingly
modern and vibrant culture. 

Still, opponents argue that Singapore remains at heart
conservative and is not ready for change while officials
also believe most would not be in favor of repealing the
legislation. A first attempt to overturn it was rejected in
2014 but now three people — a retired doctor, a DJ and
an LGBT rights advocate — have lodged fresh challenges
aiming to prove the law is unconstitutional. Lawyers rep-
resenting the plaintiffs confirmed the civil suits had started
behind closed doors at the High Court yesterday. 

The three challenges will be heard one after another
until November 22, and the judge will make a ruling at a
later date. “I think we have strong points and we are hope-
ful,” Eugene Thuraisingam, a lawyer for DJ Johnson Ong,
told AFP. The retired doctor challenging the statute, 61-
year-old Roy Tan, has criticized the “anachronistic law” —
Section 377A of the penal code — for adversely affecting
the lives of gay men. “By institutionalizing discrimination, it
alienates them from having a sense of belonging and pur-
poseful place in our society, and prevents them from tak-
ing pride in Singapore’s achievements,” he said in a state-
ment when he announced his intention to challenge the
law. If the legislation is overturned, it will mark another
step forward for lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender
(LGBT) rights in the region. Last year, India’s Supreme
Court decriminalized gay sex by overturning legislation
from its own period under British rule — a decision that
spurred campaigners in Singapore to renew their efforts to
challenge Section 377A. — AFP

Bushfire threat still
high as Australia 
clean up begins
GLENREAGH: Australians yesterday began sifting
through the ashes of hundreds of bushfires that have rav-
aged the country, relieved that their worst fears were
unrealized — but wary of a long and brutal summer ahead.
Firefighters were still battling around 140 blazes across
the country’s eastern seaboard, but a respite from “cata-
strophic” weather conditions meant the danger from many
fires was downgraded.

The northern state of Queensland remained on high alert,
with residents on the north shore of popular holiday town
Noosa told to “leave immediately” to avoid an “unpre-
dictable” fire burning nearby. Underscoring the risks to res-
idents and emergency responders, a firefighting helicopter
crashed during waterbombing operations in the state. The
pilot survived with “non-life-threatening injuries”, a
Queensland Ambulance Service spokesman said.

In the worst-hit areas of New South Wales, cooler
southerly winds eased conditions — a stark contrast
with the gale-force gusts and high temperatures that
plagued firefighters for much of Tuesday. In all, 50
homes were damaged or destroyed, and around 20 peo-
ple were injured, but most populated areas were spared.

Residents of the small towns of Glenreagh and Nana
Glen returned to find houses intact, a nearby 150,000-
hectare (370,000-acre) inferno having stopped just
short of their doors.

But on nearby farmland, unlucky families faced homes
destroyed and cars transformed into blackened husks.
Queensland Fire and Emergency Services acting commis-
sioner Michael Wassing said another wind change on
Wednesday afternoon could worsen several large fires in
difficult-to-access areas of the state. “We’ve got another
tough day today and there’s an extended forecast that
we’re not out of the woods by any means,” he said. Tough

conditions were expected to flare again in Queensland and
New South Wales at the weekend as the temperature rises
and winds pick up. “We will not have all these fires con-
tained before then,” New South Wales Rural Fire Service
commissioner Shane Fitzsimmons said, adding that it could
be “many, many weeks” before the situation is fully under
control. “Unfortunately, what we need is rain... and there is
certainly nothing in the forecast for the foreseeable future
that’s going to make any discernible difference.”

More than 300 new fires began in the state Tuesday,
with 19 classified as emergencies. They spanned a distance
of almost 1,000 kilometers — from the outskirts of Sydney
north toward Brisbane. “The losses, the damage, the con-
sequences could have been simply enormous across such
a broad geographic area,” Fitzsimmons said.

New South Wales Police said they had begun investi-
gating whether a small number of the blazes had been
deliberately lit, as they made handful of arrests for sus-
pected looting of fire-stricken properties. The hot, dry
continent of Australia has long experienced bushfires, but
scientists say climate change is exacerbating extreme
weather conditions, including a prolonged drought in the
country’s east that has created tinderbox-like conditions.

The Bureau of Meteorology says human-caused cli-
mate change is also “influencing the frequency and severi-
ty of dangerous bushfire conditions” by increasing tem-
peratures, sapping moisture from the environment and
causing an earlier and more extreme fire season. The
unprecedented wave of bushfires has brought renewed
calls for the conservative government to curb fossil fuels
and cut greenhouse gas emissions. — AFP 

Abe still pushing 
to revise  Japan’s
pacifist charter
TOKYO: Prime Minister Shinzo Abe surged back to power
seven years ago, pledging to bolster Japan’s defenses in
response to a growing threat from China and aiming to
amend the pacifist constitution. Now on track to become
Japan’s longest serving premier, Abe has kept his first
promise. The second remains elusive. That means Japan,
which US President Donald Trump has criticized over what
he called an “unfair” security alliance, still faces limits on
acting as a full-fledged American ally.

Trump has even suggested changing the two-way secu-
rity pact that underpins the alliance, at a time when China is
flexing its military muscle in the region and North Korea is
pursuing nuclear and missile programs. During Abe’s watch,
Japan has boosted defense spending by 10% after years of
decline, expanding the military’s ability to project power
abroad. In a historic shift in 2014, his government reinter-
preted the constitution to allow Japanese troops to fight
overseas for the first time since World War Two.

But the conservative leader’s inability to cement his
legacy by revising the charter’s pacifist Article 9 symbol-
izes persistent public wariness about putting troops in
harm’s way far from home and a fear of entanglement in
US-led wars. “For the Japanese people, Article 9 is a kind

of Bible,” Hajime Funada, a ruling Liberal Democratic Party
lawmaker and former head of a panel on revising the char-
ter, told Reuters.

Japan’s US-drafted constitution is seen by conserva-
tives as a humiliating symbol of defeat but by others as a
brake on entanglement in foreign conflicts. For both sides,
a revision would be hugely symbolic. According to a sur-
vey by NHK TV this week, voters gave the highest marks
to Abe’s security and diplomacy policies. But an Asahi
newspaper survey earlier this year showed 64% opposed
revising Article 9 while 28% favored amendment.

Any constitutional amendment requires approval by
two-thirds of both houses of parliament and a majority in a
national referendum. Abe, who quit in 2007 after a trou-
bled one-year term, returned to office in December 2012.
On Nov. 20, he will exceed the record 2,886 days in office
set by Taro Katsura in the early 20th century. Abe’s term
as LDP leader ends in September 2021 and unless party
rules are revised, that would spell the end of his tenure.

A five-year defense program unveiled last year allo-
cates 25.5 trillion yen ($233.7 billion) in spending, a 6.4%
rise over the previous five years, and includes refitting two
warships as Japan’s first aircraft carriers since World War
Two, a step toward a full-fledged blue-water navy. A year
after the cabinet reinterpreted the constitution, parliament
enacted laws that ended a ban on exercising the right of
collective self-defense, or defending a friendly country
under attack, if Japan’s survival is threatened.

Such steps have further pushed the limits of Article 9,
which, if taken literally, bans the maintenance of a standing
military but has been stretched by previous administra-
tions to allow armed forces for self-defense. — Reuters 

TAREE: Residents defend a property from a bushfire at
Hillsville near Taree, 350km north of Sydney on November
12, 2019. — AFP

TOKYO: This file photo taken on April 15, 2017 shows Japan’s Prime Minister Shinzo Abe (centre L) and his
wife Akie (centre R) posing with entertainers and athletes during the cherry blossom viewing party hosted
by the prime minister. — AFP 


