
TAIPEI: Military tensions between China and
Taiwan are at their highest in four decades, the
island’s defense minister warned yesterday, adding
Beijing would be in a position to launch a full-
scale invasion in 2025. Taiwan lives under the con-
stant threat of invasion by China, which views the
self-ruled democratic island as its territory to be
seized one day, by force if necessary. Defense
Minister Chiu Kuo-cheng offered his assessment
after around 150 Chinese warplanes - a record
number that included nuclear-capable bombers -
made incursions into
Taiwan’s air defense zone
starting Friday.

“For the military, the
current situation is the
grimmest in the more than
40 years since I joined
the service,” Chiu told
parliament. He warned
that even “slight careless-
ness” or “miscalculation”
could spark a crisis, and
that China would be able
to launch an invasion of the island in four years. “It
is capable now but it has to calculate what it would
cost, and what kind of outcome it wishes to
achieve,” Chiu said. “After 2025, the cost and loss-
es would be lowered to a minimum,” he added,
without providing further details.

Chinese President Xi Jinping, who has called
the seizure of Taiwan “inevitable”, also described
relations with Taipei as “grim” in a letter to the
island’s newly elected main opposition leader last
week. Beijing has ramped up military, diplomatic

and economic pressure s ince Tsai  Ing-wen
became Taiwan’s president in 2016, as she views
the island as “already independent” and not part
of “one China”. 

“Actions taken by... (China) have seriously
damaged peace and stability in the region,” Tsai
said yesterday. “I want to tell the authority in
Beijing that it has to exercise restraint to avoid
potential conflicts due to miscalculations or acci-
dents.” Tsai said recently that Taiwan will “do
whatever it takes” to defend against threats, but

seeks peaceful coexis-
tence with China.

Criticism by Washington
When asked about the

situation, President Joe
Biden told reporters
Tuesday that he had dis-
cussed Taiwan with Xi.
“We wil l  abide by the
Taiwan agreement. That’s
where we are and we
made it clear that I don’t

think he should be doing anything other than abid-
ing by the agreement,” he said. US officials later
clarified the president was not referring to a new
conversation. Biden and Xi spoke last month and
discussed a range of issues in their call. Biden
appeared to be referring to the US policy in place
since Washington switched diplomatic recognition
from Taipei to Beijing in 1979.

Under the arrangement, the United States pro-
vides Taiwan with military equipment to defend
itself, in an unofficial, non-diplomatic relationship.

Tsai’s spokesman said Taiwan had reached out to
Washington after Biden’s remarks and was assured
that US policy on the island “remained
unchanged”. Last year, a record 380 Chinese mili-
tary jets made incursions into Taiwan’s defense

zone. The number as of October this year has
already exceeded 600. The zone is not the same as
Taiwan’s territorial airspace but includes a far
greater area that overlaps with part of China’s own
air defense identification zone. —AFP
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TAOYUAN: Taiwan’s deputy foreign minister Harry Tseng (right) greets French Senator Alain Richard (2nd right)
leading a delegation arriving at the Taoyuan international airport in Taoyuan yesterday. —AFP

In Iraq vote, big 
blocs lurk behind 
‘independents’
BAGHDAD: When Iraqis go to the polls Sunday,
they will vote for individual candidates rather than
parties for the first time under a new electoral law
meant to appease a youth-led protest movement
fed up with the country’s old-style politics. In theo-
ry, the changes will strengthen local voices as can-
didates can now run at the district level and as
independents, allowing new hopefuls such as tribal
leaders, business people and civil society activists
to join the race.

But the shadow of Iraq’s traditional political
blocs, which are mostly defined by religious sect or
ethnic group, still hovers over many of the candi-
dates who claim to be non-aligned, raising ques-
tions about the impact of the reform. On campaign
posters, many of the more than 3,200 hopefuls
seeking office declare themselves to be free of
affiliations with the powerful blocs in parliament-
but not everyone is convinced.

For many, it’s simply an “electoral manoeuvre”,
argued political scientist Ihsan Al-Shammari, say-
ing they don’t want to be associated with the
entrenched forces widely blamed for inept gover-
nance, graft and shady backroom deal-making.
“The candidates want to distance themselves from

the failures of their parties and try to adopt a new
image, far from corruption and mismanagement,”
said Shammari of the Baghdad-based Iraqi Centre
for Political Thought.

Iraq is emerging from almost two decades of
war and insurgency since the 2003 US-led invasion
toppled dictator Saddam Hussein. Sunday’s parlia-
mentary election is the fifth since then. But there is
little popular hope for major change through the
ballot box, and widespread disillusionment persists
over the political caste as most Iraqis worry more
about a painful economic crisis.

More constituencies
Popular anger exploded in unprecedented street

protests two years ago against youth joblessness,
crumbling public services and a political class seen
as more loyal to Iran or the US than to Iraqi citi-
zens. Hundreds died in months of protest-related
violence, and more activists have been murdered,
kidnapped or intimidated since, with no accounta-
bility for the deaths. The activists have blamed pro-
Iran armed groups-often part of the Hashed Al-
Shaabi paramilitary coalition that helped defeat the
Islamic State jihadist group, and whose lawmakers
now wield huge influence in parliament.

The protests prompted Prime Minister Mustafa
Al-Kadhemi to move forward the ballot originally
scheduled for 2022, and authorities to reform the
election rules-but many of the activists and parties
behind the uprising are boycotting the vote. The
new electoral law theoretically favors local candi-
dates-which means tribal figures or local poten-

tates-as the number of electoral districts has been
increased to 83. Previously, under the list-based
system, Iraq’s electorate was divided according to
the 18 governorates. Now, all across the country,
many candidates are calling themselves “indepen-
dents”, despite having had partisan affiliations in
the past.

This is occurring across the political spectrum-
from the movement of firebrand Shiite Muslim cler-
ic Moqtada Sadr, to the coalition of secular former
vice-president Iyad Allawi and to the State of Law
Alliance of former prime minister Nuri al-Maliki.
One candidate, Ines Naji al-Maksousi, standing for
office in the city of Kut, said: “I was an independent
candidate within the Sadrists. Today, I am an inde-
pendent candidate”. —AFP

BAGHDAD: Iraqi supporters of political movement Fatah
alliance attend an election rally in Baghdad. —AFP

From insurgency to 
city beat: Taleban’s
police learn the ropes
KABUL: After spending 13 years as a Taleban
fighter waging an insurgency, Rahimullah is now
slowly adjusting to the relatively ordinary role of
a policeman in Afghanistan’s capital. Like the rest
of the Taleban, he is grappling with an awkward
transition from rebel fighter to civilian patrolman,
as the hardliners vow security and build a new
police force.

Kabul residents say street crime has dropped,
with widespread fear rooted in memories of the
Taleban’s brutal regime in the 1990s, infamous for
harsh punishments such as public stoning, lashing
and amputations. “This is not risky work,” says
Rahimullah, who joined the Taleban as a teenager
“for Islam and for my country”.

The 28-year-old from neighboring Wardak
province, along with his team of eight men, has the
task of managing security in a central Kabul district.
His work involves “catching thieves, murderers and

those who drink wine”, he tells AFP, which was
allowed to accompany a patrol overseen by a more
senior Taleban official. Some of his colleagues
appear unsure of how to navigate their new role in a
city far from their previous lives in the much more
conservative countryside. “It’s not our favorite job,
but it’s our responsibility,” admits the Taleban com-
mander overseeing the patrol.

Instead of the jackets and trousers formerly
worn by officers, many Taleban forces don tradi-
tional Afghan dress, called shalwar kameez. Some
have had new versions made from the blue-and-
black camouflage material used in old Afghan uni-
forms. At one station, in Kabul’s 10th district, the
emblem of the previous police force can still be
seen, near the Taleban’s white and black banner.
Taleban punishments have already been on display
in some parts of Afghanistan - last week, the bodies
of four suspected kidnappers were hung from a
crane in the city of Herat.

Challenging transition 
The old police force, created by the international

powers that drove out the Taleban in 2001, no
longer exists. It collapsed when the Taleban swept
back into power on August 15, as former police and
civil servants fearful of revenge and abuse scurried

into hiding or fled the country. The Taleban authori-
ties are eager to keep their promise of strict law and
order in the new Afghanistan, where the justice sys-
tem under the US-backed government was plagued
by corruption and inefficiency. “There is a training
program underway, and there will be professionals
at all levels,” said interior ministry spokesman Qari
Sayed Khosti, who has invited former police per-
sonnel to return. —AFP

KABUL: Taleban fighters sit outside the passport office
after Taleban announced the reopening for passport
applications yesterday. —AFP
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EU ‘family’ reassures 
frustrated Balkans
BRDO CASTLE: EU leaders told frustrated Balkan
counterparts at a summit yesterday the bloc remains
committed to letting them join, but offered no concrete
progress on their stalled membership bids. The 27-
nation club talked up economic support worth billions
of euros for its eastern neighbors at a rain-drenched
gathering at Brdo castle in Slovenia, which currently
holds the EU’s rotating presidency. Brussels is keen to
show it remains the region’s best hope.

But there set to be no breakthroughs at the meet-
ing with the leaders of Albania, Bosnia, Serbia,
Montenegro, North Macedonia and Kosovo on the
tortuous path towards membership. And concern is
growing that frustration with years of waiting could

push some candidate countries closer to Russia and
China. “We want to send a very clear message and
that message is that Western Balkans belong to the
European Union, we want them in the European
Union,” said European Commission chief Ursula von
der Leyen as she arrived for the talks. “We are one
European family... and I’m deeply convinced we share
the same destiny,” she said.

‘Extend hand’ or else 
The EU’s push for enlargement-once a key policy

for the bloc-has ground to a halt in recent years. Some
richer members fear sparking a new wave of migration
and some applicants are struggling with the required
reforms, especially on democratic norms. “In Latvia, the
process of joining the European Union was the game
changer in terms of enabling reform, and of course in
the Western Balkans, they still have some ways to go,”
said Latvian Prime Minister Arturs Krisjanis Karins.

However, he cautioned, “either Europe extends the

hand, and pulls these countries towards us or some-
one else will extend the hand and pull the countries in
a different direction”. This reflected the EU’s increas-
ing concern over inroads being made by Moscow and
Beijing, which have sent millions of coronavirus vac-
cines to the region. Moscow has deep cultural ties
with fellow Orthodox nations while Beijing has
extended major loans in the region, including a con-
troversial $1 billion for a road, which Montenegro is
struggling to pay off.

The EU in response is touting an “unprecedented”
30 billion euros ($35 billion) economic investment
package for the region. Officials also promise “tangi-
ble” improvements for people in the Balkans, such as
bolstering vaccine rates to match EU levels this year
and ending phone roaming charges. This may be cold
comfort to the candidate countries who are still
smarting after France, Denmark and the Netherlands
initially held up accession talks with Albania and
North Macedonia in 2019. —AFP
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Sweden halts use of Moderna 

STOCKHOLM: Sweden’s Public Health Agency yester-
day recommended a temporary halt to the use of the
Moderna COVID-19 vaccine among young adults, citing
concerns over rare side effects to the heart. It said the
pause should initially be in force until December 1,
explaining that it had received evidence of an increased
risk of side effects such as inflammation of the heart mus-
cle (myocarditis) and inflammation of the pericardium
(pericarditis). “The Public Health Agency has decided to
pause the use of Moderna’s vaccine Spikevax, for every-
one born 1991 and after, for cautionary reasons,” the
agency said in a statement, adding that those groups
should instead receive the Pfizer/BioNTech vaccine.
According to the agency, the risk seemed especially tied
to the second dose of the Moderna vaccine and was
more prevalent among young men and boys, and in the
weeks just following the second jab. The symptoms usu-
ally pass by themselves, but should be evaluated by a
doctor, it added. —AFP 

Rebel attack kills 11 in CAR

BANGUI: Eleven civilians were killed by rebels in eastern
Central African Republic (CAR), where government
forces are battling armed groups, a senior official said
yesterday. The attack occurred on Tuesday near Bambari,
the CAR’s fourth-biggest city, when three cars came
under fire, leaving a “toll of 11 dead and six wounded,”
said Saturnin Nicaise Grepandet, the area’s deputy pre-
fect. A provisional toll earlier listed seven dead, while aid
workers, speaking on condition of anonymity, said at
least 15 had died. The CAR, a landlocked and poverty-
stricken country in the heart of Africa, has been locked in
a brutal conflict since 2013 when its then president,
Francois Bozize, was overthrown by an armed group
drawn mainly from the Muslim minority. The coup trig-
gered a bloodbath with the so-called “anti-Balaka,” a
force drawn mainly from the Christian and animist com-
munities. —AFP 

Two priests cleared after trial

ROME: Two priests were acquitted yesterday of charges
linked with sex abuse at a school for altar boys, after the
Vatican’s first criminal trial for such allegations. Gabriele
Martinelli, a former pupil of the St Pius X pre-seminary
and now a priest, was accused of assaulting a younger
fellow altar boy. Martinelli, now in his late 20s, was tried
alongside Father Enrico Radice, the former rector of the
seminary, who was accused of shielding the alleged
abuser from punishment. The case was the first criminal
trial held in the Vatican over allegations of sex abuse or
cover-ups within its territory. Earlier this year, it was
announced that the pre-seminary, which educates boys
interested in the priesthood, would be relocated from
Vatican grounds. The school occupied a building near the
back of St Peter’s Basilica, close to the Santa Marta
guesthouse where the pope lives. —AFP 

Convicted murderer executed 

WASHINGTON: A 61-year-old African-American man
was executed in the US state of Missouri on Tuesday,
despite pleas for clemency from the Vatican and his
lawyers on the grounds that he was intellectually dis-
abled. Ernest Lee Johnson was put to death by lethal
injection for the 1994 murders of three convenience store
workers during a botched robbery in Columbia, Missouri.
He was pronounced dead at 6:11 pm, according to a
statement from the Missouri Department of Corrections.
Missouri Governor Mike Parson, a Republican, on
Monday had rejected appeals to halt the execution,
which took place in Bonne Terre, Missouri. “The state is
prepared to deliver justice and carry out the lawful sen-
tence Mr. Johnson received,” Parson said in a statement.
“The evidence showed Mr Johnson went to great lengths
to plan and conceal his crime,” he said. “Three juries have
reviewed Mr Johnson’s case and recommended a sen-
tence of death. —AFP


