
BEIJING: China yesterday accused a top US com-
mander of attempting to “hype up” the threat of an
invasion of Taiwan to inflate Washington’s defense
spend and justify its own military chicanery in Asia.

The US’ top military officer in Asia-Pacific, Admiral
Philip Davidson, on Tuesday said China could invade
Taiwan within the next six years, as Beijing accelerates
its moves to supplant American military power in Asia.
Democratic and self-ruled Taiwan lives under constant
threat of invasion by authoritarian China, whose leaders
view the island as part of their territory and which they
have vowed to one day take back.

“I worry that they’re (China) accelerating their ambi-
tions to supplant the United States and our leadership
role in the rules-based international order ... by 2050,”
Davidson said.

“Taiwan is clearly one of their ambitions before that.
And I think the threat is manifest during this decade, in
fact, in the next six years,” he told a US Senate commit-
tee. Taiwan split from China at the end of a civil war in
1949 and exists under the constant threat of invasion by
the mainland.

Washington switched diplomatic recognition from
Taiwan to China in 1979, but remains the island’s most
important unofficial ally and military backer. Beijing was
swift to bat away the admiral’s comments.

“Some US people continue to use the Taiwan issue to
hype up China’s military threat,” foreign ministry
spokesman Zhao Lijian told reporters in Beijing. “But in

essence this is the US searching for a pretext to
increase its military spending, expand its forces and
interfere in regional affairs.”

Donald Trump embraced warmer ties with Taiwan
as he feuded with China on issues such as trade and
national security. President Joe Biden’s administra-
tion has offered Taiwan cause for optimism for con-
tinued support aside from the State Department say-
ing in January that US commitment to the island was
“rock-solid”.

Taiwan’s de facto ambassador to the US was formally
invited to Biden’s inauguration, an unprecedented move
since 1979. China also has made expansive territorial
claims in the resource-rich South China Sea and even
threatens the American island of Guam, Davidson
stressed. “Guam is a target today,” he warned, recalling
that the Chinese military released a video simulating an
attack on an island base strongly resembling US facili-
ties in Diego Garcia and Guam. 

He called on lawmakers to approve the installation on
Guam of an Aegis Ashore anti-missile battery, capable
of intercepting the most powerful Chinese missiles.
Guam “needs to be defended and it needs to be pre-
pared for the threats that will come in the future,”
Davidson said.  In addition to other Aegis missile
defence systems destined for Australia and Japan,
Davidson called on lawmakers to budget for offensive
armaments “to let China know that the costs of what
they seek to do are too high.” — AFP
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Taiwanese sailors salute the island’s flag on the deck of the Panshih supply ship after taking part in annual
drills, at the Tsoying naval base in Kaohsiung in this file photo. — AFP
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News in brief

COVID death record in Brazil

SAO PAULO: Brazil broke its record for new
daily COVID-19 deaths on Tuesday with nearly
2,000 fatalities, as the pandemic overwhelms
hospitals and vaccinations progress slowly. The
Health Ministry reported a daily total of 1,972
new deaths in the country, which has the world’s
second-highest overall toll, exceeded only by
the United States. It also reported 70,764 new
cases of COVID-19, meaning 11.1 million people
have now caught the virus in the country, while
a total of 268,370 have died. The previous daily
death record was set on March 3 with just over
1,900 fatalities. The figure has been rising
steadily over the past two weeks.  —AFP

Nicaragua volcano spews clouds of ash

MANAGUA, Nicaragua: The San Cristobal vol-
cano, the highest in Nicaragua and one of its
most active, spewed a cloud of ash Tuesday that
blanketed the city of Chinandega and surround-
ing communities, a local journalist told AFP. The
surprise eruption ejected a column of smoke and
ash that was dumped as far as 17 kilometers (10.5
miles) from the volcano’s foot, Nicaragua journal-
ist Carol Altamirano said. “Everything is grey, the
crops of rice, sesame, vegetable gardens and fruit
trees and the cattle pasture is covered in ash,”
said Altamirano. The INETER territorial studies
institute predicted less intense action in the com-
ing days and no threat to residents. — AFP

Arkansas outlaws abortions

WASHINGTON: The US state of Arkansas
Tuesday passed a law banning abortion even in
cases of rape or incest, in a move supporters
hope will push the Supreme Court towards
overturning its landmark 1973 ruling protecting
abortion rights nationwide. The only exception
to the Arkansas law is “to save the life of the
mother in a medical emergency,” announced
Asa Hutchinson, the governor of the southern
state known for its Christian conservatism.
Hutchinson said he signed the law due to his
“sincere and long-held pro-life convictions,”
adding that “it is the intent of the legislation to
set the stage for the Supreme Court overturning
current case law.” — AFP

Orphanage abuse victims in Panama

PANAMA CITY: Panama prosecutors said
Tuesday they have identified 20 child victims of
sex abuse and other maltreatment at orphanages
and have charged eight people to date. An inves-
tigation was launched after a report by a parlia-
mentary committee found dozens of children had
suffered sexual, physical and verbal abuse at
state-funded orphanages since 2017. The report
also listed forced abortions among children and
poor living conditions at the shelters, most of
which were run by publicly funded NGOs under
the supervision of the government body SEN-
NIAF, which is responsible for child care. —AFP

Sixth woman accuses Cuomo 

NEW YORK: A new woman has said the gov-
ernor of New York state inappropriately
touched her, bringing to six the number of
women who accuse Andrew Cuomo of harass-
ment or inappropriate behavior, local media
reported Tuesday.  But the 63-year-old
Democrat stuck to his guns, ruling out resigna-
tion once more. Saying he was “not aware” of
the new accusation, Cuomo repeated that he
would await the results of an independent inves-
tigation into the allegations, overseen by the
state Attorney General Letitia James.  —AFP

Planetary pact: China,
Russia to launch lunar 
space station
MOSCOW: Russia and China unveiled plans for a
joint lunar space station, as Moscow seeks to recap-
ture the glory of its space pioneering days of Soviet
times, and Beijing gears up its own extraterrestrial
ambitions. Though Moscow was once at the forefront
of space travel-it sent the first man into space-its
cosmic ambitions have dimmed thanks to poor
financing and endemic corruption. 

It has been eclipsed by China and the United
States, which have both clocked major wins in space
exploration and research in recent years.  The Russian
space agency Roscomos said in a statement that it
had signed an agreement with China’s National Space
Administration (CNSA) to develop a “complex of
experimental research facilities created on the sur-
face and/or in the orbit of the Moon”. The CNSA, for
its part, said that the project was “open to all interest-
ed countries and international partners” in what
experts said would be China’s biggest international
space cooperation project to date.

Moscow is seeking to re-take the lead in the space
race. This year, it celebrates the 60th anniversary of
Russia’s first-ever manned space flight-it sent Yuri

Gagarin into space in April 1961, followed by the first
woman, Valentina Tereshkova, two years later.  The
United States NASA space agency launched its first
manned space flight a month after Russia, in May
1961, sending Alan Shepard up aboard Mercury-
Redstone 3. But Moscow has lagged behind both
Washington and Beijing in the exploration of the
Moon and Mars in recent years. In the meantime,
China-which has sought closer partnership with
Moscow-has started a successful space program of
its own.

‘Big deal’ 
Last year, it launched its Tianwen-1 probe to Mars

that is currently orbiting the Red Planet. And in
December, it successfully brought rock and soil sam-
ples from the Moon back to Earth, the first mission of
this type in over 40 years. Chen Lan, an independent
analyst specializing in China’s space program, said the
joint lunar space station was “a big deal”. 

“This will be the largest international space coop-
eration project for China, so it’s significant,” Lan told
AFP. Roscosmos chief Dmitry Rogozin wrote on
Twitter that he had invited CNSA chief Zhang Kejian
to the launch of Russia’s first modern lunar lander,
Luna 25, scheduled for October 1 — the first lunar
lander to be launched by Russia since 1976.

The US space agency NASA has now set its
sights on Mars, with its Perseverance rovers last
week conducting their first test drive on the planet.
NASA eventually intends to conduct a possible

human mission to the planet, even if planning is still
at a very preliminary stage. Moscow and
Washington are also collaborating in the space sec-
tor-one of the few areas of cooperation left
between the Cold War rivals. — AFP

This file photo taken on June 10, 2019 shows the moon
in the sky above Mandalay city in central Myanmar.
Russia and China on Tuesday signed a memorandum of
understanding for the joint construction of a lunar space
station, Russia’s space agency Roscosmos said in a
statement. — AFP

YANGON: Hundreds of soldiers and
police swooped on a railway station in
Yangon yesterday seeking to arrest
workers on strike to protest against the
military coup in Myanmar. The country
has been in turmoil since the military
ousted and detained civilian leader
Aung San Suu Kyi last month, trigger-
ing daily protests around the country
to demand the return of democracy.

Security forces have responded
with an increasingly brutal crackdown
involving tear gas, water cannon and
rubber bullets, as well as isolated inci-
dents of live rounds. Close to 2,000
people have been arrested and the
death toll has climbed to more than 60.

Thousands of government workers
across the country have been partici-
pating in a civil disobedience move-
ment aimed at choking the state’s insti-
tutions and paralyzing the economy.
The movement has resulted in hospital
disruptions, bank closures and empty
ministry offices.

Hundreds of soldiers and police
were deployed to Ma Hlwa Gone rail-

way station and its staff housing com-
pound early Wednesday morning
where about 800 workers are partici-
pating in strike action.

“We are united,” railway workers
chanted as authorities blocked off a
road, according to a live feed on
Facebook. “Around 300 security per-
sonnel are blocking the road searching
for the people who are involved in the
civil disobedience movement,” a 32-
year-old woman who lives at the site
told AFP.

“I escaped, but there were many
left, I am worried about the remaining
workers. I just hope they don’t arrest
the people, if they do it is troubling
because they could beat and kill them.”

Sarong arrests 
There was another heavy police

presence in Yangon’s central San
Chaung township yesterday morning
following tensions two nights ago in
which security forces sealed off a
block of streets, confining around 200
anti-coup protesters before searching

apartments. State media reported yes-
terday the arrest of seven protesters in
that area for hanging the pictures of a
monk on female longyis or sarongs
Monday morning.

Protesters have been hanging
women’s longyis across streets to play
on security forces’ fears of Myanmar
traditions that say women’s lower parts
and the garments that cover them can
sap men’s power. “A total of seven riot-
ers were investigated and (action will
be taken) according to the law for their

act of (insulting) the religion,” the
state-run Global New Light of
Myanmar said.

It was another restless night in parts
of Yangon Tuesday, with security
forces setting fire to protesters’
makeshift barricades at Thingangyun
township.

One 26-year-old resident said
authorities were trying to incite fear
and had threatened to set peoples’
homes on fire. “But they did not suc-
ceed,” she said. —AFP

YANGON: Railway staff gather by the train tracks as security forces arrived at the
Mahlwagone Railway Station to arrest workers involved in the Civil Disobedience
Movement (CDM), in protest over the military coup, in Yangon yesterday. —AFP

Myanmar security forces 
target railway workers

Catalans divided 
as Spain hails 
EU lifting of 
MEPs’ immunity
BARCELON: Spain’s foreign minister on Tuesday
hailed the European Parliament’s decision to lift the
immunity of three wanted Catalan MEPs, although
reactions were divided on the streets of Catalonia.
The decision relates to former regional president
Carles Puigdemont and two others who are wanted
by Madrid over their role in the failed Catalan inde-
pendence bid of 2017, which triggered Spain’s
worst political crisis in decades.

Puigdemont blasted the decision, calling it “a sad
day for the European Parliament” and saying he and
the other two MEPs were victims of “political per-

secution”. But for the Spanish government, it was
welcome news after several years of seeking their
extradition, with Foreign Minister Arancha Gonzalez
Laya saying the decision sent “a very clear signal
that the problems of Catalonia will not be solved in
Europe or by Europe”. “They have to be solved in
Spain but (by) bringing all Catalan forces around
the table,” she said. 

Puigdemont fled Spain for Belgium in late 2017
to escape prosecution following the failed bid for an
independent state in the wealthy northeastern
Spanish region.  The other two are the former
Catalan health and education ministers, Clara
Ponsati and Toni Comin.

All three are wanted on sedition charges over the
organization of a banned referendum on independ-
ence, while Puigdemont and Comin are also facing
accusations of misuse of public funds.

Comin, like Puigdemont, has been living in
Belgium while Ponsati is based in Scotland, where
authorities had put her extradition on hold while
awaiting the EU decision. As MEPs since 2019, all

three had benefited from immunity from prosecu-
tion-but they now risk being sent back to Spain to
face trial and potential prison. Their lives could be
about to become “complicated”, a European
Parliament official said.

However, Puigdemont has announced he intends
to appeal the decision.  And in January, a Belgian
court refused to execute a European arrest warrant
targeting another former Catalan regional minister,
Lluis Puig, saying there was a risk that he would not
receive a fair trial.

Around a hundred people took to the streets of
Barcelona on Tuesday night to protest against the
EU decision, holding placards calling for an
amnesty for the trio. “It’s very sad and this will have
very serious consequences,” 63-year-old protester
Rosa Ferrer said. But opinions were mixed on the
streets of Catalonia, which has long been split over
the thorny question of whether or not ithe region
should separate from Spain.  Blai Hereida, an 18-
year-old student, thinks Puigdemont should be
extradited. —AFP


