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Persecuted Catholics ‘honored’ to 
glimpse Pope Francis in Thailand

US walks out of 
defense cost 
talks: Seoul
SEOUL: The United States walked out of talks on hiking
South Korea’s contribution for American troops on its
soil, Seoul said yesterday, as Washington accused its ally
of rebuffing a “fair and equitable” agreement. US
President Donald Trump has repeatedly demanded the
South pay more towards the costs of the 28,500 troops
Washington stations in the South to defend it against the
nuclear-armed North.

Seoul officials say Washington is seeking $5 billion
from its treaty partner next year — a fivefold
increase — raising concerns the issue will undermine
their alliance. The latest round of talks broke down in
Seoul yesterday “because the US side walked out
first”, said Jeong Eun-bo, the South’s chief negotiator.
His US counterpart James DeHart said Washington
had “cut short” the meeting to give Seoul “some time
to reconsider”.

“Unfortunately, the proposals that were put for-
ward by the Korean team were not responsive to our
request for fair and equitable burden-sharing,”
DeHart told reporters. US Defense Secretary Mark
Esper said on a visit to Seoul last week that South
Korea was “a wealthy country and could and should
pay more to offset the cost of defense”. The Special
Measures Agreement (SMA) that governs cost-shar-
ing for American troops in South Korea has been in
place since 1991, and in February Seoul agreed to an
eight percent contribution increase for this year, to
around $890 million. The head of the South’s parlia-
mentary intelligence committee Lee Hye-hoon said in
a radio interview that US ambassador Harry Harris
had “repeated the demand to pay $5 billion for
defense cost-sharing about 20 times” at a meeting
earlier this month. — AFP

‘When I think of how miserable my life is here I just cry’

Gunmen ambush
Burundian soldiers:
Defense ministry
NAIROBI: Burundian soldiers were attacked in a night
jungle ambush near the border with Rwanda, Burundi’s
defense ministry said, with military sources yesterday
reporting at least eight soldiers’ deaths. Dozens more
soldiers were missing in the ambush on their base, one of
largest and deadliest attacks for several years, senior
army officers said yesterday, speaking on condition of
anonymity. “A group armed with rifles from Rwanda
attacked a position of Burundian soldiers on Mount
Twinyoni,” defense ministry spokesman Major
Emmanuel Gahongano said on state television on
Monday. “This armed group has withdrawn to Rwanda.”
He did not give details of casualties or the identity of the
attackers. Burundi has been in crisis since President
Pierre Nkurunziza defied constitutional limits to seek a
third term in office, winning re-election in 2015.

Burundi has repeatedly accused neighboring Rwanda
of supporting rebel groups in its territory, a claim Kigali
denies. Rwanda on Tuesday denied any role in the
attack. “It is not true that the attacks were made from
people who came from Rwanda,” Olivier Nduhungirehe,
State Minister for Regional Affairs, told AFP. “These are
unfounded allegations being made from Burundi — as
they have done previously for the last four years. We
have other things to do.”

The attack, some 100 kilometers north of the capital
Bujumbura, in thick forests 10 kilometers from the
Rwandan border, took place in the early hours of Sunday
morning. Around 90 soldiers were reported to be in the
base before the attack. But when reinforcements arrived
hours later, they found only the bodies of eight com-
rades, including of the company commander, a senior
officer told AFP. Later, 15 soldiers were found alive, some
of them wounded.

“The rest of the company is still missing,” the officer
said. Their fate is unknown. The military source reported
that attackers were well-equipped. “Our soldiers were
surprised by assailants wearing bullet-proof vests and
night-vision goggles, which completely wiped out the
position,” the officer said, a report confirmed by two
other military sources. “We believe that it is not mere
rebels who are responsible for it.” No Burundian armed
group has claimed responsibility. — AFP 

BANGKOK: Clutching her entrance badge to see the Pope,
Vietnamese Catholic refugee Ko Sa says attending the
pontiff’s mass this week is a great honor — a rare bright
spot in her “miserable” life in limbo as an asylum seeker in
Bangkok. Ko Sa is one of just a handful of Vietnamese
Catholic refugees registered to attend the mass by Pope
Francis, who arrives in Thailand on Wednesday carrying a
message of peace and religious tolerance. 

The four-day jaunt is the Pope’s first trip to Thailand,
where about 1,400 Vietnamese Christians and ethnic
minorities have settled, many fearing religious persecution
in communist Vietnam. Like Ko Sa, they are unable to
legally settle in Thailand since the government has not
signed on to UN conventions protecting refugees. 

Many live in fear of arrest and long detention in immi-
gration centers while they scrape by on under-the-table
jobs for a few dollars a day. Some wait years for resettle-
ment in a third country. The chance to glimpse the Pope at
the Thursday mass is a welcome respite. “It’s difficult to
describe the feeling... It is a great honor for us to see him,”
said 34-year-old Ko Sa, sitting on a mattress on the floor
of a rented house where she lives with eight other people.

Her UN refugee ID does not shield her from police, and
she has had to move several times to avoid immigration
crackdowns. Though she’s now fully free to practice her
religion, she worries about the future.  “When I think of
how miserable my life is here I just cry,” added Ko Sa, who
works as a cleaner for $5 a day. 

‘Forgotten people’ 
She arrived in Thailand seven years ago, hiding in a

truck to cross the Cambodian border during a three-day
journey. She fled Vietnam after she was accused of helping
hide a relative who got caught up with police. As a
Catholic and a member of the vulnerable K’Ho ethnic
minority, she feared repercussions from authorities in the
one-party state where religion is tightly controlled.  The

US State Department lists Vietnam as a “country of partic-
ular concern” on its religious freedom index, accusing the
government of targeting people because of their beliefs or
religious freedom advocacy. Some prominent activists are
Catholic — a denomination comprising seven percent of
the population — and the communist government has long
had an uneasy relationship with organised religion. 

Today all religions in Buddhist-majority Vietnam are
controlled by the state and any practitioners operating
without official registration could face jail time. Vietnam
broke off official ties with the Vatican in 1975, but relations
have eased in recent years. It is not clear if the Pope will
address Vietnam’s Catholics this week, though his trip is
raising hopes he could speak about the plight of refugees
as he has since the migrant crisis of 2015. “This pope in
particular also wants to encourage the awareness of the
people who are forgotten, like refugees,” said Puttipong
Puttansri, a Thai historian of the Catholic Church.

‘I can’t sleep’ 
Any mention of refugees would be a boon for Chu

Manh Son, a Vietnamese Catholic activist living in Thailand
since 2017. He was among many Catholics who voiced
anger over a 2016 toxic spill by a Taiwanese steel firm that
killed tons of fish and decimated livelihoods. Son says he
was imprisoned, beaten and forbidden from travelling for
speaking out on the environmental disaster. 

He and his wife paid traffickers $600 to sneak them
through the jungle where they at one point ran out of food
and ate plants. They eventually made it to Bangkok where
they attended a local church frequented by migrant labor-
ers. Like Ko Sa, he used his UN refugee agency card as ID
when parishes announced registration for the pontiff’s vis-
it. While he knows venturing out can be risky, his spirits
were lifted when he saw his name on the list. 

“It also strengthens my faith,” he said, adding that he
would ask the Pope to “pray for refugees”. Francis will

hold two masses and meet with the Catholic community
and top officials before jetting on Saturday to Japan,
where he will visit Nagasaki and Hiroshima, the sites of the
world’s only atomic attacks. 

Some 50,000 people from Thailand and all over

Southeast Asia are signed up for the Pope’s first mass on
November 21 in Bangkok. Ko Sa is attending with two rel-
atives, one of whom is her niece Lo Mu, who made the
journey to Thailand with her. “Knowing that I’m going to
see him, I can’t sleep,” Lo Mu said. — AFP 

Rajapaksa likely to 
reboot China ties
COLOMBO: The unfinished, purple-headed Lotus Tower
soars uselessly into the Colombo sky, mired in corruption
allegations — a project typical of China’s misadventures in
Sri Lanka under a political dynasty that has just returned
to power. With the Rajapaksas clan now back, Beijing will
likely be too, experts say.

On Monday Gotabaya Rajapaksa was sworn in as pres-
ident, almost five years after his brother Mahinda’s decade
in charge ended in ignominy in 2015 as allegations of cor-
ruption and nepotism surfaced. Under Mahinda, who may
become prime minister, Sri Lanka secured almost $7 bil-
lion in loans from China, dislodging Japan as Sri Lanka’s
main funder of infrastructure. But many of the projects
have proven to be white elephants, including a $210-mil-
lion airport that has no commercial flights. 

In 2016 troops had to shoo away deer, wild buffalo and
elephants from the site. China also financed a 35,000-seat
cricket stadium which seldom hosts matches, a performing
arts centre in Colombo with few shows and a misfiring
power plant. Some of the money was allocated under
Beijing’s gargantuan Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) span-
ning Asia and beyond and aimed at facilitating trade. 

Western countries worry that the BRI conceals China’s
efforts to expand its influence by loaning nations money
only to acquire the assets when they cannot repay.
Hambantota port in southern Sri Lanka, situated on a key
maritime trading route between Europe and Asia, is for
critics a prime example. In December 2017, Sri Lanka

was forced to hand the port over to China on a 99-year
lease after failing to service a $1.4-billion debt from
Beijing to build it.

Corruption claims 
For the Rajapaksas, who together spearheaded the

brutal crushing of Tamil separatists in 2009 — with
allegedly 40,000 civilians killed — China also came in
handy in other ways. “What the Chinese offered to a
regime that was being chastised for its human rights
record... was international diplomatic protection as well
the funds for development,” analyst Paikiasothy
Saravanamuttu told AFP. China meanwhile got a potential
strategic toehold, right in India’s backyard. In 2014, two
Chinese submarines docked at Colombo.

Many of the building projects, like the 350-metre Lotus
Tower, have been accused of facilitating corruption. One
of the two Chinese companies building the huge flower-
shaped structure vanished with an advance of two billion
rupees ($18 million), according to outgoing president
Maithripala Sirisena. Reputedly South Asia’s tallest free-
standing communications tower, it is set to be opened
soon — but just for people to enjoy the view, since it’s not
functioning yet. The Rajapaksas say they had to borrow
from China because credit was hard to come by elsewhere,
and Akhil Bery from think-tank Eurasia said that there is
some truth to this. Nor was it “all bad”, Bery told AFP, with
the Chinese-funded Colombo International Container
Terminal “already profitable”.

Beijing’s orbit 
After Mahinda Rajapaksa lost power in 2015, succes-

sive governments attempted to fix some of the projects
and bring in capital from elsewhere. An agreement with
China to build a vast commercial district on reclaimed land
off Colombo port was renegotiated, and India is in talks
about reviving the moribund airport. 

Sri Lanka is also negotiating a fresh military coopera-
tion deal with the United States. But these may now be in
danger again with the Rajapaksas back in power. Sri
Lanka will again now “pivot more firmly into Beijing’s
orbit,” Bery said. Financing from elsewhere, such as the
World Bank and the Asian Development Bank, is available.
“(But) China is Sri Lanka’s largest investor and creditor,
meaning that a close relationship with China is inevitable,”
Bery said. Still, said Jeff Smith, research fellow at US think-
tank the Heritage Foundation, Gotabaya may have “learned
some lessons from his brother’s tenure”. This includes “that
he recognizes the downside risks... of excessive dependen-
cy on China,” Smith said. — AFP  

24 Mali soldiers, 
17 jihadists die 
in clashes in east
BAMAKO: Twenty-four Malian soldiers and 17 jihadists
fighters were killed in clashes in the east of the country,
the army said, as security in the west African nation deteri-
orates further. Mali and Niger forces were carrying out a
joint operation when a patrol was attacked Monday by
“terrorists” near the northeastern town of Tabankort, the
army said on social media.

According to the military the total toll was “24 dead, 29
injured and material damage” while 17 of the jihadists were
killed and a hundred more suspects captured. The prison-
ers are in the hands of Niger soldiers, the statement said.
In an earlier statement, which gave a lower death toll, the
army said French and Niger forces took part in a counter-
attack. Monday’s action was another heavy loss for the
army, which lost a hundred soldiers in two jihadist attacks
in a month in the autumn. Northern Mali fell into the hands
of jihadists in 2012 before the militants were forced out by
a French-led military intervention. Since then, however, the

border regions of Mali, Niger and Burkina Faso have
become the theatre of repeated clashes with jihadist fight-
ers. Mali’s army has been struggling to contain the Islamist
insurgency despite help from African neighbors, MINUS-
MA, the 13,000-strong UN peacekeeping mission in Mali,
and former colonial power in the region France.

French Prime Minister Edouard Philippe in a visit to
neighboring Senegal on Monday, called on all west African
states to help tackle jihadist groups operating in the Sahel.
“One thing is certain: jihadist groups will benefit, as soon
as they can, from our weaknesses, from our lack of coordi-
nation or from our lack of commitment or training,” said
Philippe, at the opening of the Dakar International Forum
on Peace and Security.

French President Emmanuel Macron has pledged to
take decisions “in the coming weeks” on how France can
help tackle j ihadist violence in the Sahel. He said
progress had been made “on the security situation” and
decisions would be announced on revamping the G5
regional cooperation force in Mali, Burkina Faso and
Niger. France earlier this month also announced their
troops had killed a top jihadist leader in Mali, described
by the defense ministry as the second most-wanted ter-
rorist in the Sahel. Moroccan Ali Maychou belonged to
the Group to Support Islam and Muslims (GSIM) in Mali,
which has claimed responsibility for some of the biggest
attacks in the Sahel. — AFP 

ANURADHAPURA: Sri Lanka’s President-elect Gotabaya
Rajapaksa (C) arrives to take the oath of office during his
swearing-in ceremony at the Ruwanwelisaya temple.

DIAMNIADIO: Mauritanian President Mohamed Ould Cheikh El Ghazouani (L), President of Senegal, Macky
Sall (C) and the French Prime Minister Edouard Philippe (R) at the opening of the International Forum on
Peace and Security in Africa on November 18, 2019 at the Abdou Diouf Conference Centre. — AFP 

BANGKOK: In this photo taken on November 13, 2019, Vietnamese Catholic refugees Ko Sa (front) and Lo Mu (back)
sit at home in the outskirts of Bangkok. — AFP 

Malaysian gay men 
caned under Islamic law
KUALA LUMPUR: Four Malaysian men have been caned
for having gay sex in violation of Islamic laws, with
activists yesterday condemning “vicious punishments”
they said highlighted a crackdown on the LGBT communi-
ty. Rights group say there is a worsening climate for gays
in the Muslim-majority country, where authorities have
maintained a colonial-era ban on sodomy and mete out
harsh physical punishments for same-sex relations.

The men, aged 26 to 37, received six strokes of the
cane each in a prison outside Kuala Lumpur on Monday
for attempting “intercourse against the order of nature”, an
offence under sharia law, Amnesty International said. They
admitted committing the offence in an apartment last year,
with an Islamic court also fining the men and sentencing
them to jail terms of up to seven months each.

Religious authorities found out about the private event
by monitoring messages between the men, and then sent a
raiding party of 50 officers to detain them, according to
Amnesty. A fifth man convicted with the others was not
caned as he is appealing against the punishment, while a
further six men arrested in the apartment raid are still fac-
ing charges, the rights group added. “These vicious pun-
ishments... are the actual crimes being committed here,”
said Shamini Darshni Kaliemuthu, Amnesty’s Malaysia
executive director.

“Malaysia should be creating an environment in which
LGBT people are free from discrimination, not ensnaring
and beating innocent people.” Gay rights activist Numan
Afifi, who has been following the case, confirmed the men
were caned. AFP could not immediately contact court offi-
cials or the men’s lawyers. Malaysia has a dual-track legal
system, with sharia courts handling some cases for Muslim
citizens. Sodomy is a crime under the country’s regular
criminal code as well as under Islamic law. — AFP


