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Bans, censors, jail: 
Perfect storm for gay 
arts in Singapore?

Homosexuality is banned in Singapore and arts are
strictly censored - yet performers say the tough
line helps foment a thriving, LGBT+ cultural

scene in this conservative city state. Drag artists stage
sellout shows at upmarket bars, gay performance poets
are in demand and singers use rap to come out. Gay sex
remains illegal - even in private - but LGBT+ artists
feel they now have a firm foothold in popular culture. 

The tiny island plays host to three LGBT+ arts fes-
tivals a year and performers say their work stands in
resistance to the government as they weave past cen-
sors to reach a wider audience. “It is our way of point-
ing at the world we live in and saying it’s ridiculous and
wrong,” said drag queen Becca D’Bus, whose shows
attract a young, prosperous and professional crowd in
some of the city’s busiest downtown bars.

LGBT+ artists - creating everything from movies to
music - say state censorship, far from a deterrent, acts
as a muse. “The harshness of the government ...
increases the ingenuity of artists in staging events
without actually using words like ‘queer’ or ‘gay’,” said
poet and author Cyril Wong. “A word such as ‘gender’
is used instead.” Gay sex between men - though not
women - is a crime in the Southeast Asian city state, a
state governed on strict lines and conservative values.

“In terms of laws, our rights for gay and bi men are
bad. Gay sex is still a jailable offence. This is worse
than many other neighboring countries where gay sex
is not illegal,” said writer Ng Yi-Sheng. “But again, we
haven’t had crackdowns on gay men such as in
Malaysia and Indonesia.” Lawmakers are cautious on
social reform, citing the rich ethnic and religious mix in
Singapore’s 5.6 million inhabitants. Activists are
increasingly pushing back against the ban on gay sex,
aiming for change in the courts and an end to discrimi-
nation across their young and modern society.

“From theatre to performance and visual art exhibi-
tions, LGBT+ artists in Singapore have slowly carved
out space and pushed the comfort zone for dialogue
around gay counterculture,” said Tristan Cai, a
Singaporean, who teaches art and Asian studies at St.
Mary’s College of Maryland in the United States.
LGBT+ festivals such as Pink Dot, Queer Zinefest and
Love and Pride Film Festival have sprung up as a form
of resistance against state restrictions on LGBT+ art
and culture. In July, popular musician Joshua Su came
out to his parents by releasing a new track on which he
raps: “G-A-Y-B-O-Y OK.”

Academics say the high-profile arts scene helps the
wider push for LGBT+ rights. “The LGBTQ communi-
ty has been working hard for inclusion and against dis-
crimination over the past decade....Their efforts have
contributed to a level of greater acceptance in
Singapore society,” says Ian Chong, associate profes-
sor in the department of political science at National
University of Singapore. The National Arts Council, a
government funding body, said art had “the power to
bring people in our diverse, multicultural society
together” and reflected the many voices of Singapore.

Queerness
“I talk a lot about queerness in my comedy, trying

to debunk myths and stereotypes people may have
about me,” 32-year-old bisexual poet and stand-up
comedian Stephanie Chan told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation. Film-makers have learnt to use the internet
to get round the state censors of their LGBT+ output.
“If we were to make a film to show in cinemas, we will
have to get a classification rating and some scenes may
get cut,” said filmmaker Leon Cheo.

“Queer festivals make us feel less alone since social
discrimination never goes away,” said 42-year-old poet
and author Cyril Wong, a winner of the Singapore
Literature Prize. Yet Singapore has liberal credentials
compared to some countries in the region. Brunei
sparked outcry this year over plans to impose the
death penalty for gay sex, then backtracked after
intense global criticism. In neighboring Malaysia, the
authorities caned two women last year after they were
convicted of same-sex relations.

Popular opinion in Singapore appears divided. Last
year, an Ipsos survey revealed 55% of Singaporeans
support the ban on gay sex. Yet a study by the
Singapore-based Institute of Policy Studies found six
in 10 people aged 18-25 believe same-sex marriage is
not wrong. Singapore’s prime minister Lee Hsien
Loong says his country occupies a middle ground on
LGBT+ rights. “We are not like San Francisco, neither
are we like certain countries in the Middle East,” Lee
told a conference in June. “It’s something in between.
It’s the way this society is.”

All plays and public performances - including poet-
ry readings - must be screened and approved by the
government’s Info-communications Media
Development Authority (IMDA). There are no official
statistics on how much content is banned each year
and the IMDA declined to comment. — Reuters

Even after he was kidnapped and robbed outside the
makeshift migrant camp where he had slept for two
weeks, Luis Osorto decided his only chance for

eventual asylum in the United States was to stay put along
the border just inside Mexico. But the 37-year-old
Honduran made a pact with himself: not to leave the
enclave of tents at the end of a bridge between
Matamoros and Brownsville, Texas - not even to buy a
bottle of water or to collect money transfers from his fami-
ly back home. 

The cramped camp, in a partly fenced-in plaza abutting
administrative buildings just feet from the Rio Grande, is
home to approximately 1,000 migrants, many of them sent
back to Mexico to await US immigration hearings under a
policy called the Migrant Protection Protocols (MPP)
begun this year.

After what is commonly known as an “express kidnap-
ping” last month by men waiting in a van for him outside a
convenience store where he was collecting a $100 transfer
from relatives, Osorto promised himself he would only
leave the camp to cross the bridge to Texas for his
December court date with US immigration authorities. “I
just wait here and trust someone else ... to get me 70
pesos ($3.50) or so when I need it,” he said. MPP, some-
times called Remain in Mexico, is among various overlap-
ping US policies aimed at severely reducing asylum claims.

President Donald Trump, whose hardline stance on
immigration was a mainstay of his 2016 campaign, has said
lax US asylum laws encourage people to show up at the

border with their children. Before MPP, it was common
practice to release arriving families into the United States
to wait out their US court hearings - something Trump and
others said allowed many migrants to disappear into the
country to live illegally. Studies by legal aid groups, such
as the Urban Justice Center, have shown that most asylum
seekers show up for their hearings, however.

More than 51,000 people, mainly from Central America,
have been sent to Mexico since the MPP program started
in January, according to US Customs and Border Protection.
But reports of kidnapping and extortion have increased
since the program was expanded to Matamoros and nearby
Nuevo Laredo in crime-wracked Tamaulipas state. Human
Rights First, a US-based rights group, in August document-
ed 110 publicly reported cases of rape, kidnapping, sexual
exploitation and other violence against MPP returnees. In
Matamoros, violence and abuse targeting migrants means
many in the MPP program refuse to move to a shelter in the
city during their long waits for a US court hearing. Since
July, Matamoros has received more than 12,000 asylum
seekers under MPP, said Enrique Maciel, of the Tamaulipas
Institute for Migrants, a state agency.

Matamoros Mayor Mario Lopez described the city as
calmer than neighboring towns, because of a truce between
two rival drug cartels. Elsewhere in the state, gangs regu-
larly fight pitched battles for turf. Reuters spoke to six asy-
lum seekers at Osorto’s camp who said they had been kid-
napped or extorted, and several more who had brushes
with suspected criminals near the border or elsewhere

within Mexico. Oscar Ramirez, a 30-year-old Honduran
waiting for a US court date on Dec 2, said three Mexican
men surrounded him around midnight last month, and began
interrogating him on his plans and his paperwork, he said. “I
was terrified,” said Ramirez, who said he ran away from the
men when a crowd of people arrived. “The rumors circulat-
ing are that at any moment unknown people will kidnap
you.” Reuters was unable to independently corroborate the
migrants’ stories. Osorto said he did not report the attack on
him to police. Kristin Clarens, a US attorney who advises
asylum-seekers at the border, said she had come across five
cases of migrants in Matamoros awaiting MPP hearings
who were kidnapped briefly. They were taken to an ATM to
clear out their accounts or forced to phone relatives to send
cash transfers to a nearby convenience store.

A spokesman for Mexico’s National Institute for
Migration said it had no data on such complaints. Mexico’s
national rights ombudsman said it was checking for data.
The Tamaulipas state Attorney General’s Office and the
federal Attorney General’s Office declined to comment.
The US Department of Homeland Security did not respond
to requests for comment about the dangers in Tamaulipas.

In Osorto’s camp, asylum seekers use water from the
Rio Grande to wash, despite outbreaks of rashes. Women
pay a small fee to use a nearby toilet. For food, tents, and
the occasional yoga mat to lie on they depend on volun-
teers from across the border. At night, couples take turns
keeping watch over their children, fearful criminals will
snatch them if they both sleep. — Reuters

Mexican authorities detain a migrant in Tapachula, Chiapas state. A caravan of 2,000 migrants, among Central Americans, Caribbean and Africans, began to march this Saturday
from Tapachula, in southern Mexico, heading to the capital of the country, to demand President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador help to get out of their legal limbo. — AFP 

Asylum seekers cling to hope in camp at US-Mexico border

Urban humans: Cities 
high-tech to combat 
rising threats

Driverless transport, underground shops, heated
bike paths, armed street patrols - this is not the
setting for a dystopian novel but it could soon be

the city where you live. As the world sees the biggest
wave of urban growth in history - with almost 70% of its
population expected to be living in urban areas by 2050,
up from 56% today - the task of making cities greener
and safer is becoming more urgent. That cities are
attracting more people is nothing new, noted urban spe-
cialist Philipp Rode, who runs London-based research
centre LSE Cities.

“People move to cities to live and work because
they’re a solution: they significantly reduce the amount of
movement and space required to do anything,” he said.
“But the absolute increase in population, the millions
coming into cities - that’s unprecedented.” The shift is
creating significant challenges for many cities already at
risk from worsening climate change and rising inequality,
with the race on to house swelling populations and tackle
homelessness. To cope with these modern-day pressures,
cities around the world are trying to become “smarter” -
from moving storage and retail facilities underground, to

using data and technology to improve security, healthcare
and mobility. Many cities, particularly in poorer nations,
are also facing large and expanding slum populations
which lack basic services, fueling inequality, and, in some
cases, violence. Mandy Pienaar, a 43-year-old media
executive from Johannesburg, knows this only too well.

One winter evening, as she and her boyfriend drove
home from the movies in the South African city, two
armed assailants hijacked their car, stripped them of their
clothing and stole their bank cards before the couple
managed to escape. “It was quite shocking because there
were a lot of people walking past who kind of looked at
me as if this was an everyday occurrence, to see a
stripped woman sitting in a slum area in the cold,”
Pienaar recalled.

Their ordeal illustrates the “false sense of security”
that comes with living as they do in a gated community,
she said. “We have bars on every window, huge dogs,
electric fencing ... to us that’s normal. We’ve become
desensitized.” Community-led projects like “vuvuzela
patrols” aim to tackle such violence, with groups of men
armed with plastic trumpets escorting women on their
daily commutes in Johannesburg.

But security is not the only worry on urban planners’
minds. From the small US city of Duluth to the metropolis
of Hong Kong, cities are thrashing out ways to reinvent
themselves and revamp how their residents live, move
and consume. “Mobility, water, waste: the world’s great-
est challenges are solved in cities,” said Tiina Kaho, head
of the Helsinki Metropolitan Smart & Clean Foundation, a
coalition of businesses, researchers and state officials.

Yet as the world transforms rapidly, “cities will have to
innovate like never before”, she said.

Going underground
From Singapore to sub-Saharan Africa, cities are run-

ning out of space to house swelling populations. “It’s a
scarce resource,” said Rode. “Using that space in the
most efficient way possible is crucial.” Historically cities
have tended to grow outwards rather than upwards,
according to a report published by the World Resources
Institute and Yale University in January. But, if uncon-
trolled, such expansion can make it challenging to deliver
basic services, with trips to school or the doctor becom-
ing longer, for example. At the same time, it eats into
farmland and can threaten green areas and biodiversity.

To be sustainable, cities will need to temper their sprawl
with efforts to increase density, researchers said. In Britain,
for example, the government announced plans to build hun-
dreds of thousands of new rural homes along its ‘Green Belt’
- protected areas in the English countryside. For other
cities, increasing density will mean putting more facilities
below ground - not just subway networks and utilities but
commercial, retail and storage facilities too. In Hong Kong,
known for its towering skyscrapers and wooded hills, there
is a particular urgency to maximize use of underground
space, with home and land prices among the world’s high-
est. The government has vowed to free more space for
housing through measures like building artificial islands. It
is also looking to use underground spaces for waste treat-
ment, data centers, water reservoirs, power stations, cre-
matoriums and sports facilities. — Reuters

IS prisoners in 
northeast Syria: 
What we know

The prospect that thousands of the world’s most
fanatic jihadists could break out in the chaos caused
by Turkey’s invasion of northeastern Syria is causing

widespread alarm. The Kurdish administration guarding
those suspected members of the Islamic State group is
crumbling and their fate has never seemed more uncertain.
This is what we know about the detainees, whose fate has
been a security and diplomatic hot potato for months:

How many
According to the Kurdish administration, there are

around 12,000 suspected IS fighters in the custody of
Kurdish security forces across northeastern Syria. At least
2,500 of them are non-Iraqi foreigners of more than 50
different nationalities. Tunisia is thought to have the
biggest contingent. Officials in Paris say 60 to 70 French
nationals are among those held. The rest are around 4,000
Syrians and roughly the same number of Iraqis. 

Where
The fighters, who were detained mostly in the course of

operations led by Kurdish forces and backed by the US-
led coalition against IS, are detained in at least seven facil-
ities. The Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces do not
reveal the exact locations but some of them are known,
including in Roj, in Dashisha, Jerkin, Navkur and Derik.
Given the high value of some of the detainees, the security

levels at these facilities is poor. “They are only buildings”
and not heavily fortified, said one top official.

Breakout risks
The SDF warned its erstwhile coalition allies for months

that if they needed to mobilize against a Turkish threat,
guarding foreign prisoners would become “a second priori-
ty”. With the US pulling out of the area, jailbreaks - a signa-
ture component of resurgence drives by IS’s earlier itera-
tions - have become a real possibility. The Kurds said five IS
suspects escaped from Navkur last week but Washington
stressed that no “major breakout” had yet been reported.
France also said Wednesday that Turkey’s assault was not
yet a threat to the detention facilities’ security.

Transfers
Turkey’s invasion has lent some added urgency, howev-

er, to the search for a future solution for these prisoners,
whom the Kurds warn they cannot keep, let alone prose-
cute. Western governments such as France have been
reluctant to take them back, for lack of a clear legal frame-
work and fears of a public backlash. France and other gov-
ernments have sought instead to transfer some of them to
neighboring Iraq, an option French Foreign Minister Jean-
Yves Le Drian was expected to discuss in Baghdad this
week. Apparently anticipating the risk of jailbreaks, the
United States took control of two of the most high-profile
IS detainees in the early hours of the Turkish offensive and
spirited them out of the country. — AFP

This picture taken from the Turkish side of the border at
Ceylanpinar district in Sanliurfa shows smoke rising from the
Syrian town of Ras Al-Ain on the first week of Turkey’s mili-
tary operation against Kurdish forces. The United States is not
aware of any ‘major’ escape of Islamic State extremists since
Turkey launched its assault on Syrian Kurdish fighters holding
the prisoners, an official said yesterday. — AFP 


