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Arroyo defends . .
Iraq pullout «; /,\

ByP S. Suryanarayana

SINGAPORE, JULY 21. The Presi-
dent of the Philippines, Gloria
Macapagal Arroyo, has said she
does “not regret” her decision
to pull out the military contin-

| gent from Iraq to secure the re-

lease of a compatriot, Angelo
de la Cruz, from captivity at the
hands of a terrorist group.

On confirmation that Mr. de
la Cruz was freed in Baghdad
on Tuesday, Ms. Arroyo said in
Manila that it was her respon-
sibility to ensure the safety of
the Filipinos wherever they
might be. -

The 51-strong military con-
tingent had been sent there to
perform “humanitarian” tasks.

The hostage-takers wanted
the contingent out of Iraq if the
life of Mr. de la Cruz, a civilian,
were to be spared.

The U.S. Embassy in Manila
said Washington was ‘glad’ to
hear about the release. Con-

LR

demning the targeting of inno-
cent civilians, it said its
“thoughts and prayers” were
with him, his family and the

Philippines throughout the pe-

riod of his captivity.
However, East Asian diplo-
mats and analysts were quick

to note that the U.S. had ac-

tually expressed ‘disappoint-
ment’ over Manila’s move.

While the U.S. saw this as an |
aspect of a ‘rotational’ anti-ter- '

ror coalition in Iraq, the diplo-
matic ‘take’ is that Manila has
now fallen out of step with its
neighbours, Seoul and Tokyo,

which have vowed to keep their
troops in Iraq, in spite of the !

recent terrorist slayings of a
South Korean civilian and two
Japanese diplomats in that
country. While the Japanese

troops are on a mission similar -
to that of the Filipino soldiers, |
South Korea has promised to '
send additional military per- .

sonnel to Iraq.
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Manila, July 16 (Reuters): The
Philippines defied the US and
began to pull its troops out of
Iraq today, bowing to the de-
mands of militants holding a Fil-
ipino hostage and risking sour-
ing relations with its key ally
and trading partner.

The move brought harsh crit-
icism from Australia, another
US ally in the region, but words
of support from Muslim
Malaysia. Philippine foreign Af-
fairs Secretary Delia Albert said
in a televised broadcast that 11
soldiers, including the head of
the 51-member humanitarian
contingent, would leave Irag
today to save the life of a Filipino
held hostage there by gunmen.

A videotaped message aired
late yesterday showed hostage
Angelo de la Cruz alive, looking
well and saying he would be
home soon. Another message
from his captors said he would
only be freed after Manila kept
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its word to withdraw all its
troops.

“The Philippine government
has recalled the head of the
Philippine humanitarian con-
tingent inlraq. He isleaving Iraq
today with 10 members of the
Philippine humanitarian con-
tingent,” Albert said.

“The rest of the members of
the contingent will be out of Irag
shortly.” The troops had been
scheduled to leave on August 20.

Contingent commander
Brigadier General Jovito Pal-
paran would leave Iraq at 1300
GMT today, Albert said later.

The 10 other soldiers began
their journey out of Iraq bound
for Kuwait earlier in the day and
will fly from Kuwait to Manila
on a commercial flight. A source
at Manila’s international air-
port said the soldiers would ar-
rive on Monday.

Relatives of the hostage who
have been on a rollercoaster ride
of emotions since his kidnap-
ping last week and subsequent
false reports of release, urged
Philippine President Gloria
Macapagal Arroyo today to stick
to the pullout plan.

“Set him free. We have faith
in President Arroyo,” said the
hostage’s younger brother Fran-
cisco de 1a Cruz in the family’s
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home village north of Manila
today.

In Buenavista, villagers were
preparing a homecoming for the
father of eight. Men set up a big
tent and posted signs to de la
Cruz’'s house. The area was
decked out with yellow ribbons.

Despite the mounting pres-
sure at home and abroad, Arroyo
has remained silent on her coun-
try’s decision to meet the de-
mands of hostage-takers, and on
the criticism from allies.

“I don’t want to be harshona
friend but... it’s a mistake and it
won’t buy them immunity;,” Aus-
tralian Prime Minister John
Howard told Australian radio.

Japan issued a statement urg-
ing Manila to stand up to the kid-
nappers. But Muslim Malaysia
was much more conciliatory.

“It’s a sovereign decision. I
think they have taken into ac-
count what they need to take into
account,” foreign minister Syed
Hamid Albar said after a meet-
ing with Albert in Manila.

The US has expressed disap-
pointment at the withdrawal
plans and warned Manila to re-
member who its friends are.

Some analysts say the pull-
out will severely strain Manila’s
relations with Washington, cost-
ing it millions of dollars of vital

=\ Manila risks §(iuring US
ties, pulls out Iraq troops

US aid and damaging the govern-
ment’s credibility abroad.

“Opportunities for partici-
pating in the reconstruction of
Irag are now lost,” said AB Capi-
tal economic analyst Jose Vis-
tan. “Another concern is how the
US, the country’s largest trading
partner, would react to the pull-
out in terms of investments and
aid.”

Foreign affairs secretary Al-
bert sidestepped reporters’ ques-
tions about the relationship with
the US, but others were quick to
insist ties remained strong.

“We have always been strong
allies and we believe that this sit-
uation will remain,” presiden-
tial spokesman Ignacio Bunye
said in a television interview.

Roberto Romulo, chairman
of the Philippines taskforce for
the reconstruction of Iraq, said:
“We are a member of the coali-
tion of the willing. We have been
since the beginning.”
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MANILA. July 14. — The
Philippines today said it has
begun pulling out its forces
from Jraq following Islamic
militant threats to execute
the Filipino truck driver
hostage. Foreign secretary
Ms Delia Albert suggested
in a statement released by
the presidential palace that
eight of the Philippines’
“contingent of 51 soldiers
and police had left the
country. “The foreign min-
istry is coordinating the
pullowt of the humanitarian
contingent with the min-
istry of defence,” she said.
“As of today, our head
count is down from 51 to
43, she added without
eluborating,

Militants Kidnapped Mr
Angelo de ku Cruz (46) last
week and threatened to
behead him unless Presi-
dent Ms Gloria Arroyo ad-
vanced the scheduled pull-
out of the contingent by
one month to 20 July. A
Philippine government offi-
Cial said Mafila had no
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Move criticised
MANILA, July 14, — The
Philippines government's
decision to withdraw troops
was crificised by Washing-
ton and its allies, who said
the US-led coalition would
suffer for this. _
US state department
spokesman Mr Richard
Boucher gald any pullout
“sends the wrong
message” to hostage-
lakers "at a time when lrag
is fighting for stability and
peace” — AP

information” on the situa-
tion of the Filipino hostag
after the expiry of the dead
line set by the kidnapper
adding, he could not con
firm foreign television new
reports that Mr de la Cru:
was about to be released.

The official said Manile
was expected to announce
later today the where-
abouts of the eight mem-
bers of the Filipino contin-
gent, — AFP i



Hostage pressure
mounts on
\(\‘()’\?Philip[!ines

By Atul Aneja
ALY

MANAMA, JULY 13. As the deadline
set for the beheading of the Fil-
ipino hostage kidnapped by
militants nears, a senior official
from the Philippines has said
that troops from his country
would leave Iraq “as soon as
possible”.

In an interview with the Ara-
bic television channel Al Jazee-
ra, the Philippines Deputy
Foreign Minister, Rafael Segius,
said that troops would leave
“swiftly, in the time it takes to
carry out the necessary prepara-
tion for their return to the Phi-
lippines”. Manila’s forces are
slated to leave by August 20, but
the militants have demanded
they should depart a month
earlier.

Militants holding the Filipino
national, Angelo de la Cruz, said
they would kill him if the Philip-
pines did not speed up a
planned pullout.

The army said it was yet to
receive fresh orders following
remarks by the Deputy Foreign
Minister. In his interview, Mr.
Segius did not spell out any spe-
cific date for the departure of
troops.

“I hope the statement that I
read will touch the heart of this
group,” Mr. Seguis, who is vis-
iting Baghdad, added.

The Philippines Foreign Min-
ister, Delia Albert, repeated the
statement by her deputy, but
did not clarify on the timetable |
for the withdrawal. /
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with revolt’ thre

N

MANILA, June 20. — President Gloria
Macapagal Arroyo won another term in
office today according to a final tally from
the 10 May election, but the Opposition,
which has warned of a possible “people
power” revolt, said its claims of massive
electoral fraud were ignored and vowed
to keep fighting,

“This has been the most contentious
canvassing perhaps in Philippine history,”
House Speaker Mr Jose de Venecia said.
“I think tonight, the nation can sleep.”

But the sleep may be troubled. The mil-
itary and police have been put on full
alert amid government warnings of possi-
ble destabilisation plots.

“People power” revolts ousted dictator
Ferdinand Marcos in 1986 and President
Joseph Estrada in 2001. Ms Arroyo took
over midway through Estrada’s six-year
term and was seeking an electoral man-
date to continue economic and other
reforms in the poor Southeast Asian
nation that is one of Washington’s closest
allies.

Ms Arroyo’s victory margin was about
1.1 million votes. The Opposition has
claimed Arroyo’s camp cheated action
film star Fernando Poe Jr. of some 2 mil-
lion ballots.

“This is a sad time in the history of our
country,” Poe’s party said in a statement.
“What the majority in Congress has done
is to abort the truth in the womb of our
sacred electoral process.”

It said pro-Arroyo lawmakers used

~~Opp mars Arroyo win
{

Gy A

DONE IT: President Arrayo won a second term in
office on Sunday. — AFP

their superior numbers in Congress to

prevent the opposition from presenting

evidence of massive electoral fraud.

Ms Arroyo’s spokesman Mr Ignacio
Bunye countered that despite the delays,
“the orderly processes set by our laws
have ensured that the will of the people
has prevailed”.

The end of the count paved the way for
Arroyo’s proclamation as winner by the
full Congress. But the opposition said it
will question the committee’s report on
the count later this week. It also could file
a protest, after the proclamation, to the
Supreme Court election tribunal, though
that likely would take years to resolve.

The congressional committee worked
through the weekend and finally finished
counting the last of 176 provincial sum-
maries of votes, called certificates of can-
vass, late today.



N7 kllled on Philippine /polls day

MAN?LA May 10. — Shootlngs
and grenade attacks killed at least
17 people before the start of elec-
tion in Philippines today, raising
the overall toll from poll-related
violence to more than 110 since
15 December, authorities said.
There were reports of abduc-
tions, a fire and election law vio-
lations, but no indications of
major violence during the voting.
Some people in the capital
complained they were turned
away because their names were
not on voter lists. Other precincts
reported that ballots arrived late
or not at all, and voting was post-
poned in a couple of areas by bad
weather. When the polls closed
after eight hours, some polling

T STATE

stations reported long hnes\o}
people still trying to vote.

The administration has claimed
the Opposition plans a campaign
of violence, including bombings,
if it loses, while the Opposition
has accused the President and her
aides of carrying out massive vote
fraud, possibly setting the stage
for street protests. Nearly
230,000 troops and police were
on red alert nationwide.

“Our future as a free country
rests on this election,” President
Gloria Macapagal Arroyo told
reporters, showing off an index
finger stained with indelible ink.
“An election equalizes power.
Let us guard our future,” the
President said. — AP
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Philippines Opposition
candidate Fernando Poe casts
his vote on Monday. — AFP
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