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Taiwan scrambles jets to intercept 
Chinese planes as tensions spike

China says Taiwan is ‘playing with fire’
TAIPEI: Taiwan’s air force scrambled for a second day in a
row yesterday to intercept Chinese jets that approached
the island claimed by Beijing as its own, as tensions
between the two took on a potentially dangerous military
dimension. Taiwan’s Defense Ministry said Chinese jets,
accompanying H-6 bombers, briefly crossed an unofficial
mid-line in the Taiwan Strait that separates the two,
prompting its air force to rush to intercept and give verbal
warnings to leave.

The Chinese aircraft then withdrew to the western side of
the line, the ministry added, without identifying the jets. The
H-6s were on a training mission in the Pacific having passed
through the Bashi Channel that separates Taiwan from the
Philippines, the ministry added and shared a picture of a
Taiwan F-16 accompanying one of the H-6 bombers.

China has been flying what it calls “island encirclement”
drills on-off since 2016 when Taiwan President Tsai Ing-
wen first took office. Beijing believes Tsai, who won re-
election last month, wishes to push the island’s formal
independence. Tsai says Taiwan is an independent country
called the Republic of China, its official name. On Sunday
too, Chinese jets, including J-11 fighters, flew into the Bashi
Channel then out into the Pacific before heading back to
base via the Miyako Strait, located between Japan’s islands
of Miyako and Okinawa, to the northeast of Taiwan.

According to Taiwan’s official Central News Agency, the
F-16s scrambled on Sunday carried live missiles. There was
no immediate comment from China yesterday’s incident.
This is only the second time since 2016 that Taiwan has
said that Chinese jets had crossed the strait’s median line.
Their military aircraft tend to keep to their own sides.
China’s Taiwan Affairs Office, though, urged Taiwan’s ruling
Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) “not to play with fire”.

The DPP have been “adopting a stance that increases
cross-strait confrontation, intensifying new moves for
Taiwan-US collusion, using the opportunity to seek inde-
pendence and openly carrying out dangerous provoca-
tions”, it added. China’s Eastern Theatre Command
described Sunday’s fly-by of military’s combat ready
patrol as a “completely legitimate and necessary action
aimed at the current situation in the Taiwan Strait and
safeguarding national sovereignty”.

Taiwan-Beijing tensions
The latest fly-bys came as Taiwan’s vice-president

elect, William Lai, was returning from a visit to
Washington, where he attended the high-profile National
Prayer Breakfast, at which US President Donald Trump
spoke. China denounced Lai’s trip. Washington is Taipei’s
most important backer and arms supplier, despite the
absence of official diplomatic ties. 

China says Taiwan is the most sensitive issue in its rela-
tions with the United States. Relations between the Taipei
and Beijing have further soured recently over the coron-
avirus outbreak, with Taiwan accusing China of preventing
the island from accessing full information from the World
Health Organization or attending its meetings. China
should focus on controlling the spread of the virus, rather
than threatening Taiwan, Tsai said yesterday. Taiwan’s
China-policy making Mainland Affairs Council said the
island’s 23 million people would not bow down to threats.
“In recent years, Communist aircraft and warships have fre-
quented the vicinity of the Taiwan Strait and attempted to
use arms to force unification,” it said. “Various provocative
acts have seriously damaged the status quo of the Taiwan
Strait and have increased regional tensions.” — Reuters

Opposition cries 
fraud; Azerbaijan 
ruling party wins 
BAKU: Azerbaijan President Ilham Aliyev’s ruling
party celebrated yesterday a win in parliamentary
polls but the opposition claimed the election was
“totally falsified”. Faced with public discontent
over a slowing economy, Aliyev, 58, hoped to
boost the government’s image by holding early
elections and replacing discredited old elites with
younger technocrats. 

Counting showed the Yeni (New) Azerbaijan party
with 65 seats in the 125-member parliament, after 87
percent of electoral precincts declared results in the
first-past-the-post ballot, said central election com-
mission chief Mazahir Panahov. The sole opposition
politician who made it to the new legislature was
Erkin Gadirly of Republican Alternative Party (ReAl)
party while all the other parties represented in the
parliament, the Milli Majlis, are seen as pro-Aliyev. 

On Sunday night, Vice Prime Minister and Yeni
Azerbaijan executive secretary Ali Ahmedov con-
gratulated his party on “yet another great victory”
after exit polls put it on a course to win a majority of
seats. “We are grateful to those who have voted in
support of our president’s policies,” Ahmedov told
journalists.

The ruling party - which faced little challenge
from the embattled opposition - had promised a
democratic election, but opposition parties accused
the government of limiting their ability to campaign
and several parties boycotted the vote. “The elec-
tions were totally falsified,” opposition leader Arif
Gadjily of the Musavat party told AFP after the polls
closed, denouncing what he claimed was widespread
ballot stuffing and multiple voting. More than 5.3 mil-
lion people were eligible to vote, and turnout stood
at 47.8 percent, election officials said.

Public anger 
Elections had originally been scheduled for

November this year but in December Aliyev called
early polls after a surprise dissolution of the legisla-
ture that is dominated by his ruling party. The move
followed the replacement of the prime minister and a
number of veteran officials within the presidential
administration and the government.

Analyst Anar Mammadli noted that public anger
over economic problems has been growing in the
South Caucasus country of nine million people.
“Aliyev chose to hold elections eight months ahead of
schedule as he fears that protest sentiment would
grow further by November,” he said. Highly depend-
ent on oil exports, the country has since 2015 been
hit by a drop in energy prices and the global eco-
nomic downturn, and has sharply devalued its cur-
rency, the manat.

‘Arrested and tortured’ 
With most powers concentrated in the presidency,

parliament has a limited role in the Caspian nation’s
political system. Electoral commissions are controlled
by Aliyev’s party and all of the oil-rich country’s tele-
vision stations refused to allocate airtime to the
opposition parties. Prominent opposition leader Isa
Gambar decried draconian restrictions on freedom of
assembly in Azerbaijan where “people are being
arrested and tortured” for taking part in peaceful
protest rallies. None of the elections held in
Azerbaijan since Aliyev came to power have been
recognized as free and fair by international
observers.

Aliyev has ruled the ex-Soviet state with an iron
fist since he was first elected in 2003, after the death
of his father, Azerbaijan’s Soviet-era Communist
leader and former KGB general Heydar Aliyev. Under
the Aliyev dynasty, Baku has faced strong interna-
tional criticism for persecuting political opponents
and suffocating independent media. Sunday’s ballot
has been monitored by international observers from
the Organization for Security and Cooperation in
Europe and the Parliamentary Assembly of the
Council of Europe. — AFP

On Thai Buddhist holy 
day, gunman’s carnage 
shatters temple peace
WAT PA SATTHARUAM: Thai nun Amornrat Putta-ariya-
wong was washing dishes in preparation to host Buddhist
devotees on a holy day when a military Humvee pulled up
just inside the temple gates and the driver started shooting
into the road. “When the first round of shots was fired,
everyone thought it was one of those firecrackers going
off,” Amornrat, clad in white robes, recalled on Sunday. 

Instead, a Thai soldier fleeing his military base after
killing a guard and his commanding officer was gunning
people down in the early stages of an 18-hour shooting
spree in which he would kill 29 people. “Anybody, any
vehicle within his eyesight, he’d shoot them all,” Amornrat
said. 

The soldier, identified as Jakrapanth Thomma, was final-
ly shot dead early Sunday in the basement of the Terminal
21 shopping mall in the northeastern city of Nakhon
Ratchasima. But the rampage began before he reached the
mall, and it included a stop at Wat Pa Sattharuam, where
the gunman started shooting from just inside the gates of
the normally serene temple.

Passers-by targeted
In all, nine people, including two police officers, died

outside the tree-lined temple as the gunman shot at his
pursuers and then targeted passers-by, according to

residents who witnessed the shooting. Police have not
yet confirmed exactly how many people died at each
location. “When the first round of shots was fired, we
were all still going about our usual business. 

The monks were sweeping and I was washing dishes
and talking to a dog,” nun Amornrat said. Saturday was
Makha Bucha day in Thai land, a hol iday in the
Theravada Buddhist tradition that honors the Buddha
ordaining some of his first followers. Temples typically
host candlelight ceremonies, but this year the carnage
overshadowed the event.

Saffron-robed monk Luang Phi Kla, said he was

sweeping the road in front of the temple at around
4:30 pm on Saturday when the Humvee pulled up.
When  he  heard  gunshots , he  tu rned  a round .
Witnesses say the soldier - who military officials
said had training in ambush techniques - positioned
himself at an intersection just meters (yards)from the
gate where he could see vehicles coming from two
sides but could remain hidden. He began firing at
police vehicles in a standoff that lasted about 30
minutes. At some point, however, the gunman also
began targeting passers-by.

‘One by one’
Luang Phi Kla vividly remembers watching the sol-

dier gun down a student on a motorbike. “The shooter
still went over and shot the student in the head, even
though he already fired many bullets,” he said. Another
car, with five passengers, was already backing away
when the shooter fired at the tires. “He then went back
to his vehicle, picked a new gun, and went over to open
the car doors and shot them one by one,” Luang Phi Kla
said. Four of the five passengers died. The soldier then
got back into the stolen Humvee and drove away, reach-
ing the shopping mall where he made his last stand.

By Sunday afternoon, yellow police tape cordoned
off the street with dozens of circles marking where
bullet casings were found. The temple’s stunned monks
and nuns were left with the memory of authorities pil-
ing up bodies on the road outside their gates. “I never
dreamed this would happen in a temple, in our coun-
try,” said the monk, Luang Phi Kla. “It’s like he didn’t
see the value of other people’s lives, just shooting at
them like they were vegetables or fish,” he said. “He
didn’t even spare a child.” — Reuters

Heavy rains bring both 
relief and new dangers 
to bushfire-hit Australia
MELBOURNE: A four-day downpour across Australia’s east
coast has brought relief after months of devastating bushfires
and years of drought, but also widespread storm damage and
forecasts of more wild weather to come. The weekend drench-
ing represented the biggest sustained run of rainfall in Sydney
and surrounding areas for 30 years, dousing some bushfires
and replenishing depleted dams across New South Wales, the
country’s most populous state. Some rural areas received
more rain in recent days than they had in the entirety of the
past year - a startling and swift turnaround from the bushfires
that have killed 33 people and ravaged large parts of the east
coast.

“It’s amazing what the smell of the rain can do to people’s
spirits,” Ben Shields, the mayor of the inland city of Dubbo,
told Reuters on the phone. Like many other rural towns,
Dubbo has been beset by duststorms and subjected to water
restrictions on the back of a three-year drought. James
Jackson, a sheep and cattle farmer in the drought-hit Guyra
district some 500 kilometers north of Sydney, told Reuters
the region was starting to turn green again.

“This one event won’t replenish the whole soil moisture
profile. We’ll need a couple of these, but this is certainly a
good start for those people who got it,” said Jackson, who is
also the president of industry body NSW Farmers. “I have
two-year-old sheep who are seeing green grass for the first
time.” Bushfire warning signs were almost swamped by floods
in several areas as the weekend rainfall cut power to tens of
thousands of homes, caused travel chaos in Sydney and
closed scores of schools for the start of the week.

Almost 400 millimeters of rain fell in the Sydney area and
surrounding areas. The Warragamba Dam, which supplies
about four-fifths of Sydney’s water, jumped from about 40%
to above 60% full in just over a week, the state’s water
authority said, shoring up water supplies for the city of 5 mil-
lion. The NSW Rural Fire Service’s Sydney headquarters has
been reconfigured to respond to floods and storm damage
because of the rapid shift in the weather threat.

Parts of northern and inland NSW, along with southern
Queensland, have been in drought since 2016, severely reduc-
ing river and dam levels while also creating the tinder-dry
conditions that have fuelled this season’s deadly bushfires.
The weekend rain extinguished some of the worst bushfires in
NSW, including the Gospers Mountain ‘megafire’ in the Blue
Mountains and the Currawon blaze on the south coast. 

Each burned for months, together razing more than 1 mil-
lion hectares (2.5 million acres) of bushland and destroying
hundreds of homes. — Reuters

IN THE AIR: Photo shows a Taiwanese F-16 fighter jet flying next to a Chinese H-6 bomber (top) in Taiwan’s airspace.
Taiwan said it scrambled fighter jets yesterday after Chinese military aircraft briefly crossed into its airspace, the
first major military provocation since the island’s Beijing-wary president was re-elected in a landslide. — AFP 

NAKHON RATCHASIMA: Buddhist monk Phra Manasawin
looks at the aftermath of the mass shooting inside the
grounds of Wat Pa Sattharuam temple in the Thai northeast-
ern city of Nakhon Ratchasima. — AFP 

Philippines moves 
to shut down top 
broadcaster
MANILA: The Philippine government yesterday
urged the Supreme Court to cancel the franchises of
the country’s top broadcaster, ABS-CBN Corp, a
move slammed by opposit ion lawmakers and
activists as an attack designed to intimidate inde-
pendent media. 

The government said the 66-year-old entertain-
ment and media conglomerate, which drew the ire of
President Rodrigo Duterte during his 2016 election
campaign, had violated ownership laws and was
involved in “highly abusive practices”. Duterte’s oppo-
nents said the complaint was timed to deny Congress
the chance to renew the franchise of ABS-CBN, which
employs nearly 7,000 people and engages hundreds
of celebrities in radio, television and online content.

Solicitor-General and staunch Duterte loyalist Jose
Calida said ABS-CBN had for too long shown greed
and abuse of what was a privileged franchise. “We
want to put an end to what we discovered to be high-
ly abusive practices of ABS-CBN benefiting a greedy
few at the expense of millions of its loyal sub-
scribers”, Calida said in a statement. ABS-CBN
denied that and said the complaint appeared to be

“an effort to shut down ABS-CBN to the serious prej-
udice of millions of Filipinos”.

Duterte has threatened for three years to torpedo
the franchise renewal of ABS-CBN, which Duterte
accuses of refusing to air his campaign commercials.
ABS-CBN has not directly responded to Duterte’s
claims, but its chairman, Eugenio Lopez said at the
company stockholders’ meeting in 2017 that it was
“part and parcel of our work being a media institu-
tion”. Lopez also said the company deals with these
problems privately.

The move comes at a time of concerns among some
investors about regulatory unpredictability following a
Duterte-ordered review of government contracts,
which included big losses for two water firms whose
billionaire owners Duterte has criticized. ABS-CBN
has lost 65% of its share value since Duterte assumed
office in June 2016. It fell as much as 2.9% on Monday.
In 2018, the government revoked the license of
Rappler, a news website known for its tough scrutiny
of Duterte, who called it a “fake news outlet” spon-
sored by American spies. Rappler still operates pend-
ing appeal.

Calida said ABS-CBN started a pay-per-view
channel without approval and charges fees not sup-
posed to be levied. He said that like Rappler, ABS-
CBN had breached foreign ownership restrictions
behind an “elaborately crafted corporate veil”. The
National Union of Journalists in the Philippines said
the Supreme Court and Congress had the chance to
prove they were independent and not beholden to
Duterte. — Reuters

MANILA: Staff and supporters raise their clinched fists during a protest in support of broadcaster
ABS-CBN in Manila yesterday. — AFP 


