
KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia’s government will
not extend a controversial coronavirus state of
emergency beyond August 1, a minister said yes-
terday, as parliament convened after a months-
long suspension that sparked widespread anger.

The king in January declared the country’s first
nationwide state of emergency in more than half a
century to fight COVID-19, following the advice
of Prime Minister Muhyiddin Yassin. It allowed
the government to rule by decree and suspend
parl iament, prompting crit ics to accuse
Muhyiddin of using the crisis to avoid a no-confi-
dence vote and shore up his weak coalition.

Despite the emergency and a nationwide lock-
down, the outbreak only worsened, fuelled by the
highly infectious Delta variant. Malaysia’s case-
load breached the one million mark at the week-
end, and there have been around 8,000 deaths.

Facing mounting public anger and pressure
from the king, Muhyiddin agreed to reconvene
the legislature for a five-day sitting before the
state of emergency officially ends next month.
However, the opposition has slammed the short
session as a sham that will not truly test the
embattled premier’s support.

As lawmakers gathered in the 222-seat lower
house later wearing masks and separated by
transparent screens, Law Minister Takiyuddin

Hassan announced the government would not
request an extension of the state of emergency.
Muhyiddin also defended his handling of the pan-
demic in an address to the legislature, saying he
understood “the public’s anxiety amid the spike in
COVID cases”.

“The government is  not s i t t ing back and
watching the public suffer — (we are) acting to
save lives.” Other ministers are due to brief MPs
on matters related to the pandemic. But opposi-
tion lawmakers expressed anger at not being able
to debate or vote on anything during the session,
pointing out the king himself had called for
important issues to be scrutinised.

“The prime minister has acted as a traitor for
not adhering to the wishes of the king,” opposi-
tion leader Anwar Ibrahim told the legislature.
Muhyiddin, who seized power in March last year
without an elect ion after the col lapse of  a
reformist government, has seen his administration
riven by infighting.

The biggest party backing him, the United
M a l ay s  N a t i o n a l  O r g a n i s a t i o n  ( U M N O ) ,
announced it  was withdrawing support for
his coalition earlier this month. But UMNO
i t s e l f  i s  s p l i t - s o m e  o f  i t s  M P s  s t i l l  b a ck
Muhyiddin-and his position seems secure in
the short term. —AFP
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KUALA LUMPUR: This handout photo from Malaysia’s Department of Information taken and released
yesterday shows Prime Minister Muhyiddin Yassin delivering his address during a special session of
the Dewan Rakyat (House of Representatives) at the Parliament in Kuala Lumpur. —AFP

MANILA: Philippine President
Rodrigo Duterte hailed his signature
drug war policy yesterday, but lament-
ed there was a “long way” to go in the
controversial crackdown that has killed
thousands of people. In his last State of
the Nation address before stepping
down next year, Duterte frequently
went off script and struggled to follow
the autocue as he railed for nearly
three hours against communists, child
abusers and corrupt officials.

As expected, Duterte used the
annual speech to boast about the gov-
ernment’s performance in the past five
years-including its handling of the
coronavirus pandemic that has infect-
ed more than 1.5 million people and
shattered the economy.

But the 76-year-old strongman also
devoted large chunks of the rambling
address to his “unyielding” anti-nar-
cotics campaign that has officially
killed more than 6,000 people. Rights
groups put the figure in the tens of
thousands and International Criminal
Court prosecutors are seeking to
investigate the campaign.

Duterte defended the crackdown,
saying it had “led to the surrender of

millions of drug dependents and neu-
tralisation, capture and prosecution of
thousands of drug personalities”. And
it was not over.

“While we have made great strides
in ending rebellion and insurgency in
various parts of the country, we still
have a long way in our fight against
the proliferation of drugs,” Duterte
told the audience of lawmakers, diplo-
mats and judges.

It was the sixth and last State of
the Nation address for the populist
leader, who is barred from seeking re-
election next year. He has flagged a
possible tilt for the vice-presidency.
Hours before the speech, around
3,000 protesters marched along a
major avenue demanding an “end” to
Duterte’s presidency.

The drug war, the pandemic and
the possibility of the president’s
daughter succeeding him next year
were key concerns. “We know how
the Duterte administration ran the
country in the last five years where
there’s hunger, there were deaths,
killings, injustice, tyranny,” said politi-
cal satirist Mae Paner.

“It just has to stop now.” Maristela

Abenojar, a nurse wearing a white PPE
suit, said health workers had been
treated as “sacrificial lambs” in the
pandemic. “Many of us are not only
getting sick, we are also dying,” the
59-year-old told AFP.

During the speech Duterte urged
people to get inoculated against
COVID-19, warning another lockdown
could be needed if the highly conta-
gious Delta variant gets out of control.
“The health and safety protocols we
put in place have proven effective in
slowing down the spread of the virus

but the best solution is still vaccina-
tion,” Duterte said.

More than six million people have
been fully vaccinated since the glacial
vaccine roll-out began in March-about
five percent of the country’s popula-
tion. On Friday the government sent
millions of children back into lockdown
and tightened other restrictions as
hospitals prepare for a spike in cases.

But Duterte admitted “we cannot
afford more lockdowns lest our econo-
my bleed to the point of irreversible
damage”. —AFP

MANILA: Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte leaves after the annual state of
the nation address at the House of Representatives in Manila yesterday. —AFP

Life in the 
crossfire of
Venezuela’s slums 
CARACAS: A Venezuelan soldier takes
cover behind an armored vehicle. For 48
hours he has ducked flying bullets. He is
not on a battlefield but rather in a suburb
of Caracas, the capital of violence-ridden
Venezuela which in his own words is “a
country at war.”“ The scene played out
this month in the slum of Cota 905, which
shares a name with the gang that runs it
with impunity. It is one of several Caracas
suburbs — all of them poor — lorded
over by criminals who terrorize locals
largely unhindered in a country in dire
economic and political straits.

Amid the turmoil, the gangs have cre-
ated parallel empires funded by drug traf-
ficking, extortion and kidnapping. In
Caracas, a city of some two million inhabi-
tants, they run the slums with a heavy
hand from their comparatively fancy
houses in the wealthier, higher parts of the
hilly neighborhoods.

The gangsters impose their own law:
determine the cut-off time for parties, set
visiting hours for outsiders, even resolve
neighborly disputes. They execute people
they accuse of being police informants
and mete out harsh punishment for those

who fail to pay protection fees — called
“vaccines” in these parts.

Armed to the teeth 
On July 7, the powder keg exploded as

it does every so often. In the early morn-
ing hours, shots rang out and members of
the Cota 905 gang took to the streets
ordering inhabitants to stay at home and
cautioning police not to enter. Nobody
knows quite what started it. From the hills
overlooking the slum with its dirt roads
and precarious homes, the gangsters,
known locally as “malandros,” fired at
buildings, cars and pedestrians below,
from trenches shielded by sand bags.

At the entrance to the slum, AFP was
held up by a group of self-styled young
“soldiers,” mainly teenagers, armed to the
teeth with assault rifles, machine guns,
shiny new pistols, full magazines, hand
grenades, binoculars and two-way radios,
though dressed in civilian clothes. Others
kept watch from the roofs or terraces of
nearby buildings.

The youngsters confiscated AFP’s
recording equipment, returning it only
after a thorough inspection and quite
some negotiation. “We are not thieves...”
insisted one. “We do not want the police
here,” he said, explaining the roadblock.
“They commit acts of violence here... they
should not come here.” 

A few meters away, a bloodied per-
son, seemingly dead, lay prostrate in the

street. A passerby checked for signs of
life with a few swift kicks. The body end-
ed up lying there for 24 hours. Then, the
police surrounded four of the slums,
including Cota 905.

‘The Art of War’ 
“We have to climb the hill to dislodge

them from there... there will be deaths on
both sides but we are stronger, we will
win,” said one police officer, a copy of

Sun Tzu’s “The Art of War” on his patrol
car’s dashboard. A gangster and a police-
man confronted each other on the two-
way radio system, the officer using a nick-
name to call out to Cota 905 leader
Carlos Luis Revete, for whom the govern-
ment has offered a reward of $500,000.

“Koki, where are you, you monster?”
the officer asked, using the alias. The reply
from the other end: “Damn police, we are
going to kill you.” —AFP

CARACAS: File photo shows Members of the Directorate of Strategic
Intelligence (DIE) patrol one of the main streets of the Cota 905 neighbor-
hood after three days of clashes with alleged members of a criminal gang
in Caracas. —AFP

Massacres, war fuel 
ethnic fervour in 
Ethiopia’s Amhara
BAHIR DAR: As he set off to vote in Ethiopia’s
national election, Tesfahun Sisay chose his outfit with
purpose, pulling on a T-shirt emblazoned with a man’s
face and a Kalashnikov rifle. That man was Asaminew
Tsige: revered by many in Amhara, Asaminew com-
manded the region’s muscular security forces until
two years ago, when he was accused of spearheading
a local coup and shot dead by police.

“I like this man,” said Tesfahun, gesturing to his T-
shirt after voting in the June 21 election at a rural
polling station outside Bahir Dar, the capital of
Amhara. “I knew he was doing a good job. I felt this
when I bought it, and I decided to wear it today.”

Asaminew is an icon of Amhara nationalism-a
movement that is fast gaining traction amid a spate of
grisly massacres and as war in the neighbouring
Tigray region inflames ethnic sentiment.

His image with a superimposed Kalashnikov-the
standard-issue weapon slung over the shoulders of
many in the region-symbolises the willingness of eth-
nic Amharas to defend their homeland and identity at
whatever cost. The people of Amhara, Ethiopia’s sec-
ond largest region by population, have been caught
up in cycles of ethnically motivated massacres in
recent years.

As recently as April, around 100 people were
slaughtered in Ataye, a town in Amhara surrounded
by ethnic Oromo settlements. Such violence both
within and beyond Amhara has spurred fears of wide-
spread ethnic-based persecution, and warnings from
Amhara political leaders of a genocide against their
group. “I feel for my people, for the harassment they
face. I feel their grievances. That worries me. I do not
have peace of mind,” said Asnakew Melkie, a 46-
year-old farmer wrapped in a heavy blanket in the
hillside village of Yohannes.

Historical cradle 
Ethiopia is divided into regions along ethnic and

linguistic lines, and Amhara is one of the proudest and
most powerful states in the diverse Horn of Africa
nation of 110 million people. The Amharas consider
themselves the architects of modern Ethiopia.

Tewodros II, one of Ethiopia’s great emperors, and
an ethnic Amhara, unified a swathe of provinces into a
single centralised state in the 1800s, and his people
dominated politics well into the 20th century.

His legacy is still rooted in the region today, where
ethnic Amharas are the vast majority, but also across
Ethiopia, where Amharic is the national language and
sovereignty is fiercely defended.

“Ethiopia is our region. What is now deemed the
Amhara region, we don’t accept that,” said Belete
Molla, chairman of the National Movement for Amhara
(NAMA), the region’s main opposition party. He said
the party-formed in 2018 — did not seek secession or
disunity, but was born in response to strident national-
ist movements taking shape in other regions, such as
neighbouring Oromia, the country’s largest.

“The Amhara people were the last to join political
parties based on ethnic characteristics, to define
themselves as Amhara,” Belete said. But Amhara
politicians like Belete are not without an ethnic agen-
da. Besides warning darkly of an “Amhara genocide”,
they are determined to reintegrate long-contested
parts of western and southern Tigray into Amhara.

The Amharas say these fertile lands-known as
Wolkait and Raya-were snatched three decades ago
by Ethiopia’s once Tigray-dominated government,
and see redrawing these boundaries as righting a his-
toric wrong. They got their chance in November, sid-
ing with federal troops as they chased Tigrayan
forces into the mountains, and occupying western and
southern parts of the region.

Since then, ethnic Amharas have been relocating
to abandoned farms and homesteads in a state-
backed campaign the United States has said involves
acts of ethnic cleansing. —AFP
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ATUONA: French President Emmanuel
Macron on Sunday backed a bid by
the Marquesas Islands to gain
UNESCO world heritage status.
Macron, the first head of state to visit
the remote archipelago in French
Polynesia, was greeted by a traditional
ceremony of 600 dancers and musi-
cians from its six islands.

He was the only person at the gather-

ing wearing a suit-with everybody else
clad in costumes made of leaves from
the local auti plant-as he addressed a
crowd from onboard a traditional
Polynesian double-hulled canoe.

“This nature and this culture is our
treasure,” Macron said. “This is why I
will fight alongside you for the
Marquesas to get the Unesco classifi-
cation.” The UN cultural body awards

world heritage status to sites judged
to be of special universal value to
humanity.

Top heritage sites include the Great
Wall of China, the Great Barrier Reef in
Australia, Machu Picchu in Peru and
the Acropolis in Greece. Marquesa
Islands authorities have been cam-
paigning for years to get the archipel-
ago’s unique combination of “nature
and culture” recognised.

“We may just be a group of small
rocks in the Pacific, but we have riches
that deserve to become part of the
world’s heritage,” Polynesian culture min-

ister Heremoana Maamaatuaiahutapu
said. Macron is on his first official trip to
French Polynesia, mostly dedicated to
discussing the French overseas territory’s
strategic role, the legacy of nuclear tests
and rising seas due to global warming.

The trip is seen as a chance for
Macron to highlight the extent of
France’s global footprint through its
overseas territories, which extend from
the Pacific to the Caribbean to Latin
America and the Indian Ocean. The
Pacific is of particular strategic impor-
tance in the context of China’s rising
power.  —AFP
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