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Gotabaya Rajapaksa, Sri Lanka’s 
‘Terminator’ is now president

US, S Korea postpone
joint drills in ‘act 
of goodwill’
BANGKOK: The US and South Korea will postpone
joint air drills in an “act of goodwill” towards the
nuclear-armed North, US Defense Secretary Mark
Esper said yesterday, after months of deadlocked
diplomacy with Pyongyang. North Korea has long
protested joint military drills, which it condemns as
preparations for invasion, and has set Washington an
end-of-year deadline to come up with a new offer in
deadlocked negotiations on its weapons programs.

The US and South Korea last year cancelled several
joint drills in the wake of the Singapore summit
between President Donald Trump and the North’s
leader Kim Jong Un, but were due to carry out a com-
bined air exercise later this month. The joint air drills
will now be postponed, Esper said, days after hinting
that the option was on the table. “We have made this
decision as an act of goodwill to contribute to an envi-
ronment conducive to diplomacy and the advancement
of peace,” he told reporters on the sidelines of a meet-
ing of defense ministers in Thailand’s capital.

He urged Pyongyang to return to negotiations and
“demonstrate the same goodwill as it considers deci-
sions on conducting training, exercises and testing”.
Esper said the decision to delay the drills was not a
concession but an effort to create “some more space”
for diplomats to strike an agreement. His South Korean
counterpart Jeong Kyeong-doo said there was no
timetable for resuming the exercises.

“It will be a part of our ongoing consultation and
we will decide through that close coordination
between the two sides,” Jeong said. Pyongyang has
carried out a series of missile tests in recent months,
including one launched at sea which it said was fired
from a submarine — a potential strategic game-
changer. It has repeatedly demanded that the com-
bined exercise is scrapped, and recently said holding
the drills would be an “undisguised breach” of the
Singapore summit declaration.

Negotiations have stalled since the follow-up Hanoi
summit between Kim and Trump broke up in February,
with disagreement over sanctions relief and what the
North would be willing to give up in return. Working-
level talks restarted in Sweden in October only to
break down quickly, with the North blaming the US for
not giving up its “old attitude”. Pyongyang welcomed
reports that the joint drills would be postponed in a
statement by an unnamed foreign ministry spokesman,
published in state media outlet KCNA.

But the spokesman also lashed the US for its “hos-
tile policy” towards North Korea and blamed
Washington for a recent UN meeting that criticized
human rights violations under the isolated regime.
“The US has no intention to sincerely work with us
towards the settlement of issues. Therefore, we have no
willingness to meet,” the official said, according to the
KCNA report.

‘Work together’ 
Esper was in Bangkok after meeting with South

Korean officials during a two-day trip to Seoul. There
he urged the South to drop its plan to end a military
intelligence sharing agreement with Japan, which
Washington considers vital to security co-operation in
the face of the North and ultimately China. In the latest
manifestation of the neighbours’ dispute over wartime
history, Seoul announced in August it would terminate
the pact, saying it did not serve national interests. The
agreement expires at midnight on November 22.

Yesterday Esper called for both countries to “work
together” to overcome their differences. “The only
people that benefit from friction between Seoul and
Tokyo are Pyongyang and Beijing,” he said. Seoul and
Tokyo are both major US allies, democracies and mar-
ket economies faced with an overbearing China and
the wayward North. But their relationship continues to
be heavily affected by Japan’s colonial rule of the
Korean peninsula from 1910 to 1945. — AFP 

40,000 Tamil civilians are alleged to have been killed

Russia says India 
delaying signing 
helicopters deal 
DUBAI: The head of Russian Helicopters said yesterday
that India was delaying the signing of a firm agreement for
purchasing 200 helicopters despite providing all informa-
tion. Chief Executive Andrey Boginsky also said it would
benefit India if the planned order for over 100 rotorcraft
for the Indian Navy could be combined with the 200
India is looking to buy for the Army. Russian Helicopters
is owned by state-owned Russian conglomerate Rostec.

India and Russia signed a deal in 2015 under Indian
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s ‘Make in India’ program
for the supply of 200 Russian KA 226T helicopters, with
Russia to deliver 60 and the remaining to be assembled
and manufactured in India. The two countries also have
held preliminary talks for the supply of over 100 of the
KA 226-T helicopters for the Indian Navy, Boginsky said.
“We have done significant successful work and provided
all information to India’s ministry of defense, unfortunately
there is no efficient and quick way from the Indian side,”
he told Reuters at the Dubai Air Show.

“We can’t understand the reasons for the delay.” On
the order for the Indian Navy, Boginsky said India would
benefit from combining both orders to gain more value in
enhancing its capabilities. “The main winner will be India
if both orders are joined,” he said, adding Russian
Helicopters was awaiting a formal request of an order
from the Indian Navy.

Civilian helicopters account for about 30-35% of
Russian Helicopters’ total sales while the remaining 65-
70% are military choppers. The civilian-military sales
ratio is expected to remain the same in the next three
years but total sales volumes could increase as Russian
Helicopters brings to the market its expanded range of
choppers, said Boginsky.

The company is in talks with international customers
including some in the Middle East for sale of its new Mi-
38 helicopters, he said, declining to elaborate. The new
VRT-500 helicopters, with the first flight scheduled for
2021, has seen strong interest from India and some Middle
East countries, he said, adding a deal for the VRT-500
will be signed at the ongoing Dubai expo. “There is strong
interest from Indian companies to assemble (VRT 500) in
India,” he said. Russian Helicopters plans to sell 1000 of
the VRT-500s by 2035, he said. — Reuters 

COLOMBO: Gotabaya Rajapaksa, 70, set to be Sri
Lanka’s new president, was the de facto military chief
who crushed Tamil guerrillas a decade ago, making him
a revered figure among the Sinhalese majority and the
powerful Buddhist clergy. Dubbed the “Terminator” by
his own family, the 70-year-old retired lieutenant-
colonel secured victory in the election by promising to
fight corruption and make Sri Lanka safe seven months
after Islamist extremist attacks killed 269 people.

Under his brother Mahinda Rajapaksa’s presidency
from 2005-15, as defense secretary “Gota” is accused
of allowing death squads that bumped off critics, rivals,
journalists and others. According to press watchdog
Reporters Without Borders, in the “dark decade” of the
Rajapaksas’ previous time in office, at least 14 journal-
ists “were murdered in connection with their work”.
Rajapaksa “presided over a national security apparatus
which was really quite deadly. Anyone who dissented
was disappeared”, analyst Paikiasothy Saravanamuttu
told AFP before the election. He denies the charges.

While the grey-haired president-elect has no expe-
rience in politics, he made up for it by campaigning
with the more charismatic Mahinda, who is now set to
become prime minister. Asked tough questions at his
only public press conference during the three-month
campaign, he turned to Mahinda for answers and was
ridiculed by opponents. He also brushed aside ques-
tions about war crimes during the final offensive of the
Tamil war, during which some 40,000 Tamil civilians
are alleged 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 con-
centrate on the future, it is better.” He is on bail facing
prosecution for allegedly siphoning state cash to build
a monument for his parents when his brother was

president. Gotabaya 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 investi-
gating the purchase.

He also faces a civil suit in the United States for
allegedly ordering the torture of a Tamil man and sever-
al others when he was in power. Another civil action
against him in a US court in connection with the death
of an anti-establishment newspaper editor in Sri Lanka
in 2009 was rejected on the basis that Gotabhaya had
“foreign official immunity”.

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

zenship, which should have precluded him from running
for election, but he says he renounced US nationality
this year so he could enter the race. Rajapaksa’s nation-
ality is still being investigated by a local magistrate, but
following his victory, the case — as well as others —
are set to be frozen until his five-year term ends.

The brutal end to the civil war alarmed many in the
international community, with some leaders boycotting
a Commonwealth summit that Mahinda hosted in 2013
and the United States and the European Union cutting
aid. Also of concern to the West was that when the
Rajapaksas were last in power, Sri Lanka borrowed
heavily from China, which offered Colombo diplomatic
protection in international forums over its rights record.

Many of the China-funded infrastructure projects
have been mired in corruption allegations and have
turned into white elephants, including a new airport in
the south devoid of any airlines. The borrowing spree
also led to a ballooning of Sri Lanka’s debts. Sri
Lanka was forced in 2017 to hand Beijing a 99-year
lease on the port of Hambantota after being unable to

service a $1.4-billion Chinese loan, alarming Western
countries and also traditional ally India. In 2014 Sri
Lanka also allowed two Chinese submarines to dock
in Colombo. The Chinese “at the end of the day facili-

tated the mismanagement of  the Rajapaksas” ,
Saravanamuttu said. The brothers “spent and spent
without giving any consideration to how it has to be
paid back”, he said. — AFP 

COLOMBO: Supporters of Sri Lanka’s President-elect Gotabaya Rajapaksa shout slogans as he leaves the election
commission office. — AFP  

Life taking a ‘toll on 
my health’: Duterte
MANILA: Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte has
admitted that life is taking its “toll on my health”, as specu-
lation swirls over the 74-year-old’s prolonged absences
from the public eye. Duterte cut short a trip to Japan last
month because he was suffering from “unbearable pain” in
his spine after a recent motorcycle accident, and has not
spoken publicly for two weeks. 

The accident came just 10 days after he revealed in ear-
ly October that he has myasthenia gravis, an autoimmune
disease that causes muscle weakness and can result in
drooping eyelids and blurred vision. “If you ask me... ‘Are
you in the best of health?’ Of course not,” Duterte told
GMA News television in an interview on Friday. “All of the
ailments, I have them because I am already old... Life has

begun to take its toll on my health,” said Duterte. The
recent incidents have intensified speculation about his
capacity to lead, although his spokesman Salvador Panelo
has repeatedly said there is no need to issue medical bul-
letins on the president’s health. Duterte has opted to work
from his hometown Davao City, on the southern island of
Mindanao, over the past week to get some rest, his
spokesman has said. The oldest Philippine leader elected,
Duterte last week passed on the running of his signature
anti-narcotics crackdown that has claimed thousands of
lives to Vice-President Leni Robredo, an arch-critic.

Duterte has not given public remarks since he attended
a regional summit in Thailand that ended on November 4,
shortly after he cut short his trip to Japan, having attended
the enthronement ceremony of Emperor Naruhito with the
aid of a cane. Duterte had also previously said he suffers
from migraines and Buerger’s disease, which is character-
ized by inflammation of blood vessels, usually due to
smoking. The Philippine constitution requires the handover
of power to the vice president if the leader cannot perform
his duties due to disability, resignation, or death. — AFP 

Australian accused of 
starting bushfire to 
protect his cannabis 
SYDNEY: An Australian man has been accused of deliber-
ately lighting a fire to protect his cannabis crop, sparking
an out-of-control bushfire as blazes rage along the coun-
try’s east coast. Four people have been killed and more
than 300 homes destroyed in devastating bushfires that
have razed more than one million hectares (2.5 million
acres) along the eastern seaboard in just over a week.

Police said a 51-year-old man appeared before a local
court on Saturday charged with intentionally lighting a fire
at Ebor in New South Wales state in an attempt to protect
his cannabis crop. The alleged bungled attempt on
Thursday at backburning-a practice used by firefighters to
clear the undergrowth that fuels fires-quickly spread the
flames and the man did not try to extinguish the blaze,
according to police.

The Ebor fire is about 10,000 hectares in size-and is
still burning three days later. Authorities believe arsonists
are behind several other bushfires across badly-hit New
South Wales as well as in neighboring Queensland, and
have appealed to the public for information leading to
more arrests. Yesterday, there were 130 fires burning
across the two states, large swathes of which have already
been ravaged by a crippling drought.

New South Wales firefighters undertook backburning
as temperatures dipped on Saturday night, ahead of an
expected deterioration in fire conditions early next week.
Parts of Queensland were facing “extreme fire danger” as
high temperatures and low humidity were forecast to
combine with storms to create challenging conditions for
firefighters.

Bushfire-prone Australia has experienced a horrific
start to its fire season, which scientists say is beginning
earlier and becoming more extreme as a result of climate
change, which is raising temperatures and sapping mois-
ture from the environment. Growing calls to curb fossil
fuels and drastically cut greenhouse gas emissions are
being ignored by the country’s conservative government,
which is eager to protect its highly lucrative mining
industry. — AFP 

MANILA: This file photo taken on October 18, 2019 shows
Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte speaking during a
joint press conference with his Indian counterpart at the
Malacanang Palace. — AFP 

BLUE MOUNTAIN: Firefighters monitor bush fires at the Woodford residential area. — AFP 

Burkina Faso army 
says 32 ‘terrorists’ 
killed in operations
OUAGADOUGOU: The Burkina Faso army said yesterday
it had killed 32 “terrorists” in two operations in the north
of the country after an attack on a patrol. One soldier was
killed in the operations, which come less than a month after

37 people were killed in an ambush on a convoy transport-
ing employees of a Canadian mining company.

The army said 24 people were killed in the first opera-
tion on Friday and a further eight in a second on Saturday.
The first operation in Yorsala in Loroum province saw a
number of women who “had been held and used by the
terrorists as sex slaves” freed. Arms, ammunition and other
materials were also recovered in the second operation on
the outskirts of Bourzanga in Bam province, the army
statement added. The impoverished and politically fragile
Sahel country has been struggling to quell a rising jihadist
revolt that has claimed hundreds of lives since early 2015.

The attacks — typically hit-and-run raids on villages,

road mines and suicide bombings — have claimed nearly
700 lives across the country since early 2015, according
to an AFP toll. Almost 500,000 people have also been
forced to flee their homes. The attacks have been
claimed by a range of jihadist groups, including Al-
Qaeda and the Islamic State. The country’s badly
equipped, poorly trained and underfunded security
forces have been unable to stem the violence, which has
intensified throughout 2019 to become almost daily. The
Sahel region, including Burkina Faso’s neighbours Mali
and Niger, has been afflicted by the violence despite the
presence of the regional G5 Sahel force as well as
French and US troops. — AFP 


