
HONG KONG: He leads one of the world’s smallest
nations, but Surangel Whipps says Palau will not be bul-
lied by anyone into deciding its future-least of all by
China. Whipps, 52, became Palau’s president after last
year defeating an opponent who favored closer ties
with Beijing. The Pacific nation of around 21,000 people
is one of just 15 countries that still recognize Taiwan
over China, something Whipps is adamant will not
change under his watch despite Beijing’s pressure cam-
paign. “If we were the last man standing we should be
because Taiwan has been with us from the beginning,”
he told AFP via video call this week after returning from
a trip to Taipei, where the two allies set up a coron-
avirus travel bubble for tourists.  

Authoritarian China claims democratic, self-ruled
Taiwan as its own territory and has vowed to one day
seize it, by force if needed. Beijing has whittled down
Taiwan’s remaining diplomatic allies using a mixture of

carrots and sticks.  In 2019, it had two successes in the
Pacific, persuading the Solomons and Kiribati to switch
sides. Only Palau, the Marshall Islands, Nauru and
Tuvalu remain. 

Whipps has emerged as the most vocally China-
skeptical leader in the Pacific, something he says is
forged from both Beijing’s more aggressive stance
under President Xi Jinping, and his own interactions
with Chinese officials.  “I’ve had meetings with them and
the first thing they said to me before, on a phone call,
was ‘What you’re doing is illegal, recognizing Taiwan is
illegal. You need to stop it’,” he recalled.  “You know,
that’s the tone they use,” he added. “We shouldn’t be
told we can’t be friends with so and so.”

Whipps said he would often receive calls on his
mobile from Chinese officials in the run-up to last year’s
elections. “It would ring for like 16 times,” he said. “After
the elections, I have not taken their calls.”

China tourist ban 
Beijing has largely opted for the diplomatic stick

when it comes to Palau recently. Located around 900
kilometers (600 miles) east of the Philippines, Palau
saw explosive growth in the number of Chinese
tourists in the early half of the last decade. But in 2017,
China suddenly banned package tours, a common
move to apply economic stress.That decision, Whipps
believes, backfired because it heightened Palauan
awareness of Chinese pressure. “That’s just an exam-
ple of how it’s kind of bait,” he said, summarizing the
Chinese position as: “You do this for me, then we
expect this and this.”

That skepticism is music to Washington’s ears as it
tries to shore up alliances in the Pacific to counter
Beijing’s growing regional clout. Palau was one of a
group of Pacific islands administered by the United
States in the aftermath of World War Two.

It became independent in 1994 but maintains close
links with Washington. Like other nearby Pacific nations,
it has a 50-year defense agreement with the United
States known as the Compact of Free Association
(COFA). US forces are under Japanese pressure to draw
down their massive bases in Okinawa and are looking to
diversify across the Pacific. Last year, then-defense sec-
retary Mark Esper became the first Pentagon chief to
visit Palau.  Whipps says he is keen to see more US mili-
tary bases, something he hopes will make his nation less
reliant on tourism. 

“I think there’s an opportunity for everybody to gain
from this,” he said.  A key battlefield during World War
Two, Palau forms part of the “second island chain” that US
military strategists see as key obstacles to China dominat-
ing the Pacific. “The Japanese back then saw the strategic
importance, and I think it still remains today,” Whipps
said.  While Whipps has spent most of his life in Palau, he
was born in Baltimore, studied in the United States and
speaks with an American-tinged accent. —AFP
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‘It’s the tone’: Palau president 
explains his China mistrust

KOROR, Palau: This file photo taken on April 1, 2021 shows Palau’s President Surangel Whipps (right) greet-
ing tourists (left) from Taiwan during their arrival in Koror after Taiwan and Palau launched a rare holiday
travel bubble. — AFP

Damaged homes after a flash flood in Waiwerang village, East Flores. At least 157 people have been killed in
Indonesia and neighboring East Timor with dozens more still missing after a tropical cyclone battered the
Southeast Asian nations. — AFP

Whipps says Palau will not be bullied by anyone into deciding its future

‘Suddenly we heard 
people scream: Flood!’ 
Horror in Indonesia
ADONARA, Indonesia: Homeless, injured, and with his
daughter dead, Sugeng stares blankly as he comes to
grips with the devastation left by floods and landslides
on Indonesia’s Adonara island. The 60-year-old was
asleep with his family on Sunday night as torrential rain
battered the community at the eastern end of the vast
archipelago nation. In seconds, their lives changed forev-
er. “Suddenly we heard people scream ‘flood!’” said
Sugeng, who like many Indonesians goes by one name.
He and his wife fled their home, but their 20-year-old
daughter Indri did not make it out alive and her body
was later found on a beach.

“She was trying to hold on to a cupboard but the
current was so strong that she lost her grip,” Sugeng
said. “We buried my daughter yesterday... I’m devastat-
ed.” Adonara island, home to about 125,000 people, was
among the areas hardest hit by the floods and landslides
that killed more than 150 in Indonesia and neighboring
East Timor. The disaster was triggered by heavy rain and
wind from one of the region’s most destructive cyclones

in years, which ripped across a cluster of islands in the
neighboring Southeast Asian nations. Far-flung Adonara,
dotted with beaches and a volcano, is accessible only by
boat. It has no local hospital. More than 50 residents
were killed and a dozen were still missing yesterday.

‘Thundering noise’ 
Indonesia’s disaster agency said it is trying to airlift

the injured in helicopters to a city and provide shelter for
those left homeless. Among the evacuees was Elisabet
Lena Huki, 61, who took refuge at a local government
office with her husband, elderly parents, children and
grandchildren. She was coming back from an Easter
mass on the predominantly Catholic island when tragedy
struck. “We had rushed home from church because my
elderly parents were there,” she said. “Suddenly I heard
a thundering noise... and I screamed to my sleeping hus-
band that there was a flood.”

Her neighbors sobbed in fear as chaos struck, while
Huki’s family searched frantically around their water-
logged home for her nephew Yeremias. “He’s still miss-
ing,” she sobbed, remembering the 33-year-old she
thinks of as a son. “I want him to be found, even if it’s just
his body... so we can lay him to rest and visit his grave.
That’s my only hope now.”

With just the clothes on their backs, Huki and her
extended family also have to think about their own sur-
vival in the weeks ahead. “I need diapers for my elderly
parents but the stores are closed,” she said.—AFP

Myanmar group 
compiles junta 
rights abuse dossier
YANGON: A group representing Myanmar’s ousted
civilian government said yesterday it has gathered
180,000 pieces of evidence showing rights abuses by
the junta including torture and extrajudicial killings. The
country has been in turmoil since the army deposed
civilian leader Aung San Suu Kyi on February 1, with
nearly 600 people killed in a crackdown on anti-coup
protests. The Committee for Representing Pyidaungsu
Hluttaw (CRPH) — a group of MPs from Suu Kyi’s par-
ty-said its lawyers would meet UN investigators to dis-
cuss alleged atrocities committed by the junta.

“CRPH has received 180,000 items of evidence. This
evidence shows widescale abuses of human rights by
the military,” the group said in a statement. They include
more than 540 extrajudicial executions, 10 deaths of
prisoners in custody, torture, illegal detentions and dis-
proportionate use of force against peaceful protests, the
statement said. Demonstrations calling for the return of
democracy and the release of Suu Kyi from detention
have rocked Myanmar almost daily since the coup. Civil
servants, doctors and other key workers have downed
tools as part of a civil disobedience movement aimed at
preventing the military from running the country.

In response, the security forces have used rubber
bullets and live rounds to break up rallies and detained
thousands of activists, some in night raids. The
Assistance Association for Political Prisoners (AAPP), a
local monitoring group, says 581 civilians have been
killed in the crackdown and more than 2,700 arrested.

Nearly 50 of the dead were children. With many
protest supporters and NLD activists now in hiding to
escape arrest, the junta is increasingly taking their fami-
ly members hostage, according to AAPP.

UN meeting 
International powers have voiced anger and dismay

at the junta’s brutal approach, and imposed sanctions on
key officials. But while the UN Security Council has
condemned civilian deaths, it has stopped short of con-
sidering sanctions. Both China and Russia have come
out against sanctions, arguing they risked making the
situation worse. And so far, the diplomatic pressure
appears to be having little effect, as deaths and deten-
tions continue every day. The CRPH, which claims the
right to speak for the country instead of the junta, said
its lawyers are to meet the UN’s Independent
Investigative Mechanism for Myanmar yesterday.

“This meeting is intended to discuss the modalities of
dialogue and cooperation between Myanmar (acting
through CRPH) and the IIMM in relation to the atroci-
ties committed by the military,” the statement said,
without giving details of when and where the meeting
would take place. Rights group Amnesty International
last month reported that the junta was using battlefield
weapons on unarmed protestors and carrying out pre-
meditated killings orchestrated by their commanding
officers.—AFP

Seoul voters go
to polls after 
abuse scandal
SEOUL: Voters in Seoul went to the polls yesterday
to pick a successor to the mayor of South Korea’s cap-
ital, who took his own life following allegations of sex-
ual abuse. South Korea’s ruling Democratic party
picked a woman candidate to defend his seat, but sev-
eral of its top figures have lined up to defend late may-
or Park Won-soon. Female MPs have also privately
denigrated Park’s accuser, in what campaigners say
shows how low a priority the progressive party of
President Moon Jae-in — who has called himself a
feminist — puts on women’s rights.

A similar by-election was also being held in the
country’s second city Busan, after its Democratic may-
or was also accused of harassment and resigned.
Following Park’s death in July, when he left a hand-
written apology on his desk, Seoul’s Democrat-con-
trolled city administration held an official five-day
mourning ceremony.

But in January, the National Human Rights
Commission confirmed he had committed sexual mis-
conduct, and his victim told reporters last month: “If
the (next) mayor is elected from the party that hurt me,
I fear that I will not be able to return” to normal life.
Party figures who have defended Park include Lim
Jong-seok, Moon’s former chief of staff. Kwon Soo-
hyun, president of Korea Women’s Political Solidarity,
told AFP: “These people have absolutely no interest
when it comes to gender issues and women’s rights. 

“This problem will not get fixed simply by having a
woman candidate for the by-election.” With around a
fifth of South Korea’s population living in Seoul, the
vote is seen as a significant barometer of public opin-
ion ahead of a presidential election next year.
Democrat candidate Park Young-sun, 61, a former
journalist and four-term parliamentarian who has
pushed for a 50 percent female legislature, had a
mountain to climb as the polls opened.

The latest surveys from last week showed her
around 20 points behind Oh Se-hoon of the conserva-
tive opposition People Power Party. The capital’s soar-
ing property prices have been a key issue in the elec-
tion, with many young citizens despairing of ever
being able to afford a home of their own, exacerbated
by a corruption scandal at the state housing developer.
Analysts say voters have been disillusioned by the cur-
rent administration, which came to power following
peaceful candlelight protests that led to the impeach-
ment of former president Park Geun-hye for graft.

Many of the party’s senior figures also played key
roles in South Korea’s democracy movement under
military rule. The current administration carries a “spe-
cial moral responsibility” because it was born out of “a
critical juncture moment for South Korean democra-
cy”, Aram Hur, a political science professor at the
University of Missouri told a forum organized by
Stanford. — AFP

This handout photo taken and released by Dawei Watch
yesterday shows protesters taking part in a demonstra-
tion against the military coup in Dawei. — AFP

SEOUL: A woman casts a ballot for the Seoul mayoral by-
election at a polling station in Seoul yesterday.—AFP

Two Chinese mine 
workers kidnapped 
in southwest Nigeria
LAGOS: Gunmen have kidnapped two Chinese work-
ers from a gold-mining site in southwest Nigeria and
shot their security guards, police said yesterday, in the
latest such incident in the area.

Kidnapping for ransom used to be common in
Nigeria’s oil-producing south but has lately spread to
other parts of the country. The victims are usually
released after a ransom is paid although police rarely
confirm if money changes hands. The latest abduction
occurred on Monday at Okepa/Itikan village in Osun
state, police spokeswoman Yemisi Opalola said in a
statement.

She said “a gang of criminals, at about 4 pm., attacked
and abducted two Chinese nationals.” “The two men,
namely; Zhao Jian, 33, and Wen, 50, were working at a
mining site,” she said. The gunmen shot and wounded
two private guards attached to the foreigners, and they
had been hospitalized, the spokeswoman said. “The
police are on the trail of the perpetrators of the crime.”
Chinese firms are working in Nigeria on multi-billion-
dollar infrastructure projects that include mining, rail-
ways, airports and roads.  Their workers have been
repeatedly targeted by kidnap gangs.—ADFP

Australia blames EU 
supply issues for 
slow vaccine rollout
SYDNEY: Australia’s prime minister yesterday
blamed restricted vaccine supply from Europe for his
country’s halting coronavirus inoculation efforts, as he
faced growing public frustration over the sluggish roll-
out. Scott Morrison said vaccine shortages and “strict
export controls” introduced by the European
Commission meant Australia received just 700,000 of
a contracted 3.8 million doses of the
Oxford/AstraZeneca vaccine.

His government, which received global praise for
successfully containing Australia’s coronavirus out-
break, has fallen far behind its vaccine rollout sched-
ule. It had initially pledged to administer four million
doses by the end of March, but had instead managed
about 920,000 shots by yesterday-drawing increasing
criticism that Morrison tried to address at a hastily
organized press conference. “3.1 million vaccines didn’t
arrive in Australia-that’s just a simple fact,” he said.
“It’s not a dispute. It’s not a conflict. It’s not an argu-
ment. It’s not a clash. It’s just a simple fact.”

Australia has received around 870,000 doses of
the Pfizer/BioNTech vaccine, which it is administering

to frontline workers. Authorities had been counting on
imported and locally made AstraZeneca shots to cover
most of the population. But trouble surfaced last
month when Italy blocked the export of 250,000
AstraZeneca doses as it struggled to cope with a
severe coronavirus crisis at home-a delay Morrison’s
government insisted would not affect its overall vac-
cine rollout plan.

‘Our ticket back to normal’ 
A wider debate across Europe on whether to

export vaccines when EU countries are struggling to
contain the virus has also held up supplies. Morrison
said yesterday he had been reassured by statements
from EU officials overnight that AstraZeneca export
requests were being processed. He said he was also
still awaiting an EU response to an urgent request for
one million of Australia’s AstraZeneca doses to be
diverted to neighboring Papua New Guinea, which is
facing a worrying COVID-19 surge. Early in the pan-
demic, Morrison boasted that Australia would be “at
the front of the queue” for vaccines after a slew of
deals with AstraZeneca, Pfizer and Novavax.

But public frustration over the actual rollout has
prompted angry exchanges last week between the
Morrison government and state officials tasked with
administering the program. “Scott Morrison needs
to stop pretending like there’s no rush. Vaccinations
are our ticket back to normal-the government needs
to get a move on,” opposition leader Anthony
Albanese said. —AFP


