
BANGKOK: Pope Francis arrived in Thailand yester-
day greeted by cheering faithful, on the first leg of an
Asian tour that will sweep in Japan and carry a message
of interreligious dialogue and nuclear disarmament. The
pontiff landed just after midday at Bangkok’s Don
Mueang International Airport, where he stepped off the
plane and was met by his missionary cousin Sister Ana
Rosa, who has lived in Thailand for decades.

“I am happy to see you and that you are able to be
my translator,” he told her, as dozens waved Thai and
Vatican flags. The welcome party included Thailand’s
deputy prime minister Somkid Jatusripitak and children
in traditional ethnic minority dress, one of whom
Francis stopped to hug. This will be the pope’s third trip
to Asia — and his 32nd abroad — taking him to two
Buddhist-majority countries with minority Catholic
populations both evangelized by Jesuit missionaries in
the 16th century. 

Francis is the first pontiff in nearly four decades to
visit Thailand where the nearly 400,000-strong
Catholic community makes up a little more than 0.5
percent of the population. The last visit from a pontiff
came in 1984 by Pope John Paul II. Before his depar-
ture, Francis praised the Southeast Asian country as a
“multi-ethnic nation”, and hoped his trip would
strengthen the Catholic community’s bonds of friend-
ship with “many Buddhist brothers and sisters”. “I trust
that my visit will help to highlight the importance of
inter-religious dialogue, mutual understanding and fra-
ternal cooperation,” the Pope said in the video marking
his November 20-23 visit.

‘Sawadee!’ 
Francis’ visit has stirred excitement among Thailand’s

Catholic community, who made a strong show of force
yesterday waiting for his motorcade near the Vatican
City embassy in Bangkok. They included a costumed
mascot made to resemble Francis and children yelling
“Sawadee Pa! (Hello Father)”.

Sister Ana Rosa told AFP she did not have time to
catch up with her cousin after his arrival as the 82-
year-old pontiff was resting following the long
overnight flight from Rome. “I am happy for all the Thai
people” to witness his visit, she said.  Today, he will
meet with the 20th Supreme Patriarch Somdej Phra
Maha Muneewong — the head of Thailand’s Buddhist
clergy. He will also have meetings with Thailand’s prime
minister Prayut Chan-O-Cha and King Maha
Vajiralongkorn. 

His day will end with a holy mass at the national sta-
dium, where tens of thousands are expected to attend
from many walks of life, including ethnic Karen
Christians from northern Thailand, Vietnamese Catholic
refugees living in Bangkok, and faithful from all over
Southeast Asia. Tomorrow, the pope’s day will be filled
meeting with priests and bishops of Thailand, and it will
end with a youth-oriented mass at a cathedral. 

On Saturday, the pontiff will fly to Japan where he
will visit Hiroshima and Nagasaki, two cities devastat-
ed when the US dropped atomic bombs at the end of
World War II in 1945.  More than 140,000 people
were kil led in Hiroshima, while the port city of
Nagasaki suffered a death toll of 74,000. The pope,

who years ago had hoped to be a missionary in Japan,
has made strong calls for the ban of the “immoral” use
of nuclear weapons. Since Francis’ election six years

ago, he has made two trips to Asia, visiting the
Philippines and Sri Lanka in 2014, followed by
Myanmar and Bangladesh in 2017. — AFP 
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Francis is the first pontiff in nearly four decades to visit Thailand

Pope lands in Thailand to kick 
off his two-country Asian tour

China on the
charm offensive
in Sri Lanka
POLONARRUWA: Amid the lush paddy fields of
central Sri Lanka, a large, state-of-the-art hospital
rises between the cranes and cement mixers. Its
perimeter walls are adorned with pictures of
China’s president Xi Jinping and Prime Minister Li
Keqiang, along with Sri Lankan leaders hailing the
$67 million gift from Beijing.

The hospital, specializing in kidney-related dis-
eases, is helping China gain popular support in a
country where its mega-projects have added to
rising debt and raised concerns about excessive
economic and political leverage. Water plants and a
Chinese radio station promoting its economic and
social programs are part of the campaign to win
over doubters.

China has invested an estimated $11 billion in Sri
Lanka, around $8 billion in the form of loans relat-
ed to Xi’s signature “Belt and Road Initiative”
designed to boost trade and transport links across
Asia. Chinese firms, employing thousands of local
workers, have built a giant port and plan to con-
struct power stations and expressways as well. 

But the terms of some of those projects have
drawn criticism from politicians in Sri Lanka and
overseas and led to policy reversals that have
stalled China’s ambitions on the Indian Ocean
island. “We ... expect our companies to help the Sri
Lankan people with donations and corporate social
responsibility work,” China’s ambassador to Sri
Lanka, Cheng Xueyuan, said last month after invit-
ing local journalists on a tour of the big Chinese
investment projects on the island. The charm offen-
sive may pay dividends.

Friends in high places
This month’s presidential election, won by

Gotabaya Rajapaksa, puts Beijing back in the driv-
ing seat in Sri Lanka. Gotabaya’s brother, former
president Mahinda Rajapaksa, courted China in the
aftermath of the 26-year civil war against Tamil
separatists that ended in 2009. Much of the world
shunned Sri Lanka, accusing the Rajapaksas of
widespread human rights violations during the
conflict - allegations which they deny.

China seized the opportunity to develop a vital
staging post to much of Asia, Africa and beyond.
Ties soured in 2015 with the election of Maithripala
Sirisena as president. Wary of growing Chinese
influence and mounting debt, he suspended all
Chinese investment projects, citing allegations of
corruption and overpricing. Sirisena eventually
allowed projects to resume the following year,
although he demanded changes to some terms.

At his inauguration on Monday, Rajapaksa said
Sri Lanka didn’t want to be drawn into a regional
quest for influence. China’s expansion has come at
the expense of India, traditionally Sri Lanka’s eco-
nomic and diplomatic champion. “We want to
remain neutral in our foreign relations and stay out
of any conflicts amongst the world powers.” But
shortly before his election, adviser Palitha Kohona
told reporters that Rajapaksa would “restore the
relationship (with China) to where it was.”I sup-
pose the thinking was if we upset China, the West
would come to us with endless bags of gold ... But
the bags of gold never materialized.”

At Polonarruwa, where the kidney hospital is due
to open early next year, families say their struggle to
get treatment should ease once they have an alter-
native to over-stretched local hospitals. “It is really a
good project because of the number of people who
are suffering in this area. At the moment, we are
struggling for routine checkups and dialysis,” said
Lakmal Prasad, 27, a former state employee who’s
already had a kidney transplant. — Reuters 

BANGKOK: This handout photo released and taken by the Vatican Media on November 20, 2019 shows Pope
Francis (2nd R) greeting people during his arrival to the Apostolic Nunciature of the Holy See. — AFP 

Abe becomes
Japan’s longest
serving premier
TOKYO: Shinzo Abe entered the histo-
ry books as Japan’s longest-serving pre-
mier yesterday, but many of his ambi-
tious goals, including a constitutional
revision to strengthen the military,
appear far from reach. Yesterday marked
Abe’s 2,887th day in office, topping the
record previously set by Taro Katsura, a
revered politician who served three
times between 1901 and 1913.

The 65-year-old is also the second-
longest-serving leader of the Group of
Seven major economies behind only
German Chancellor Angela Merkel,
who has been in office since 2005.
Abe’s grip on power remains firm as he
passes the landmark, with his tenure
likely to last until at least September
2021 and no clear successor yet on the
horizon. But the premier has plenty of
unfinished business, saying earlier this
year after a cabinet reshuffle that he
hoped to “take on the challenge to cre-
ate a new country”.

He has reiterated his long-cherished
ambition of revising Japan’s post-war
constitution to change the status of the
country’s Self Defense Forces. But oppo-
sition parties have refused to move for-

ward with procedures for the revision,
and Abe has seen his reputation tar-
nished by the resignation of two cabinet
ministers and a cronyism scandal.

He is currently mired in a row over
inviting too many of his supporters to a
costly cherry blossom viewing party,
forcing the government to scrap the
annual event next year. Speaking to
reporters yesterday to mark the record,
he was peppered with questions about
the latest scandal, which shows little sign
of going away. “I’ve made efforts every
single day to carry out the policies I
promised and these daily efforts have led
me to this day,” Abe said. He vowed to
do his “utmost” in the two years he has
remaining as president of his Liberal
Democratic Party (LDP).

‘No strong rivals’ 
Despite recent missteps, however,

experts say Abe’s ruling coalition faces
no major threats in parliament, and there
are no obvious pretenders to his office.
“There seem to be no strong rivals inside
the LDP, and the prime minister’s politi-
cal foundation inside the party is stable,”
said the conservative Yomiuri Shimbun.
An NHK poll this month showed support
for his Liberal Democratic Party (LDP)
at a solid 36.8 percent, dwarfing the 6.3-
percent support for the largest opposi-
tion Constitutional Democratic Party.

Nearly 38 percent said they did not
support any particular party. With his
place in the history books secure, Abe is
expected to focus on several difficult

goals in coming years, experts say: the
constitutional revision, the release of
Japanese kidnapped by North Korea
and the resolution of a long-standing
territorial dispute with Russia.

“Definitely, Prime Minister Abe will
go down in history,” said Shinichi
Nishikawa, professor of political science
at Meiji University in Tokyo. “But the
chances of achieving his ambitious goals
are very, very slim,” Nishikawa told AFP.
Abe became Japan’s youngest prime
minister when he took office in 2006 at
the age of 52, but he resigned after just a

year, hit by scandals and debilitated by
health issues.

In 2012, he returned to office on a
pledge to revive Japan’s economy with
his growth blitz, known as “Abenomics”.
He has pushed ahead with policy
reforms intended to boost the country’s
flagging birth rate, including by increas-
ing access to pre-schools for toddlers.
He has also prioritized forging a close
personal relationship with US President
Donald Trump in a bid to strengthen the
key alliance with Washington that guar-
antees Japan’s security. —AFP 

TOKYO: In this file photo taken on March 25, 2018 Japan’s Prime Minister and rul-
ing Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) leader Shinzo Abe (C) leads ‘Banzai’ shouts at
the end of his party convention. — AFP 

HARARE: Supporters of Zimbabwe opposition leader of the MDC (Movement for Democratic Change) Alliance,
Nelson Chamisa, protest at the Morgan Tsvangirai House the party headquarters. —AFP 

Zimbabwean
police beat
oppn supporters 
HARARE: Zimbabwean riot police fired tear gas and
beat opposition supporters yesterday after barring a
planned address by the main opposition leader, Nelson
Chamisa, AFP journalists said. Hundreds of supporters
had gathered outside the headquarters in Harare of the
Movement for Democratic Change (MDC) after the
party was denied permission to hold a rally in the city’s
Africa Unity Square.

Chamisa had been expected to make the address
from the office balcony instead. As the crowd danced
to party songs blaring from speakers on the balcony,
baton-wielding police arrived to disperse them. An
AFP correspondent saw a man with a bleeding gash on
the head and a swollen arm after being hit with a trun-
cheon as he left a food outlet. Several shops and banks
yanked down their shutters. 

“Many people were beaten up and injured,” MDC

spokesman Daniel Molokele told AFP. “We condemn
the police brutality in the strongest terms”. He said
Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government was as oppres-
sive as the regime of the man he had ousted, former
president Robert Mugabe. “It’s the same old regime.
Worse than Smith,” he said referring to Ian Smith, the
white-minority prime minister of the 1960s and 70s,
who declared independence in defiance of Britain, the
country’s colonial power.

“Maybe they are afraid that what they did to
Mugabe in November 2017 will repeat itself,” said a
man wearing a red MDC beret who identified himself
as Terry T, referring to the military-led coup against
Mugabe two years ago. Chamisa had been expected to
speak about the general state of the country including
its entrenched economic crisis, corruption and crum-
bling health system. 

Zimbabwe’s economy, crippled by decades of mis-
management under Mugabe, has failed to rebound under
Mnangagwa, and many Zimbabweans say the situation
has got worse. Hyperinflation is wiping out savings;
unemployment is estimated at around 90 percent; fuel,
medicine and other essentials are in short supply; and
doctors and some public-sector workers have stopped
going to work as they cannot afford the cost of commut-
ing. Many families live on one meal a day. — AFP 

Rohingya in
Malaysia warn
against fleeing 
from Bangladesh
PENANG: Before he flew to Thailand on a fake
Bangladeshi passport and then crossed into
Malaysia, Mohammed Imran was one of the most
influential Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh. He
headed an 18,000-strong camp and represented
them on the big stage. In late 2017, at the peak of
a mass exodus of Rohingya Muslims into
Bangladesh fleeing violence in Buddhist-majority
Myanmar, Imran paid traffickers $4,720 to be
smuggled into Malaysia in search of a better life.

Malaysia has become home to more than
100,000 Rohingya refugees, the second-highest
number in the world after Bangladesh, with most
braving the Andaman Sea on rickety boats or
paying people smugglers for fake travel docu-
ments. But Imran and nearly two dozen other
Rohingya men Reuters spoke to in the Malaysian
state of Penang said their hopes had been shat-
tered because of a lack of jobs and harassment
by police as they are deemed illegal immigrants.

They tell friends and family to stay in
Bangladesh, despite the hostile conditions there,
and some are thinking of heading back. “I
thought I would have a life here - basic things
like freedom to work, freedom to move around
without always worrying about being bullied by
police,” said Imran, 30, sitting cross-legged in a
run-down apartment he shares with three other
Rohingya men. Representatives of Malaysia’s
police and home ministry did not respond to
questions from Reuters. Staring at a wall where
his clothes hang from a rope, Imran recalled
emotional conversations with his mother, who
lives in Saudi Arabia, over fears she would never
see her only son again.  — AFP 


