
18I n t e r n a t i o n a l
FRIDAY, OCTOBER 9, 2015

North Korea gears up for anniversary celebration

PYONGYANG: With the international media, for-
eign guests and ethnic Koreans from around the
region descending on their capital, North Koreans
are being mobilized en masse to put the finishing
touches on one of the few things their country
wants the whole world to see - a lavish celebration
and military parade to mark the 70th anniversary of
the nation’s ruling party.

Masses of Pyongyang residents, many carrying
bouquets of pink or red plastic flowers, gathered in
public squares across the city Thursday to practice
their roles in the grand show to be held on
Saturday for the anniversary of the 1945 founding
of the Workers’ Party of Korea. The city has also
undergone an extensive face-lift, with soldier-
builders working around the clock to build high-
rise apartments, pave roads and even put in bicycle
lanes.

The spectacle promises to be the most elaborate
since leader Kim Jong Un assumed power after the
death of his father, Kim Jong Il, in late 2011. Though
officials have not publicly announced the schedule
for Saturday’s events, the day is expected to kick off
with a major military parade and mass rally on Kim
Il Sung Square in the morning and climax with
another mass gathering for a torchlight parade and
concert to be held on a special stage set up on the
nearby Taedong River, which runs through the cap-
ital.

It’s not known if Kim himself will speak publicly
at any of the day’s events, though he did give
reporters a surprise, close-up photo opportunity
two years ago when the country held a similarly
elaborate celebration for the 60th anniversary of
the armistice that ended the 1950-53 Korean War.

Know your role 
To make sure everyone taking part in the specta-

cle knows their part, students, work units and other
groups have filled public plazas for weeks to hone
their marching, flag-waving and slogan-shouting
skills. On Thursday, crowds of students waving red
flags and women in brightly colored traditional
clothing could be seen in the area around the
square. North Korean flags lined the streets.

Open source satellite imagery suggests military
units are practicing on a mock-up of the square at
an airstrip farther away from prying eyes. “We are
very proud of the 70th anniversary of the founda-
tion of our party, it’s an honor for us, and with this
anniversary we will demonstrate our invincible sin-
gle-hearted unity,” said Chang Yong Ho, a student
who will be taking part.

North Korea’s leadership often uses anniver-
saries to rally the nation behind the military or the
party, while at the same time reinforcing the prima-
cy of the leader himself. The particularly strong
emphasis on making the party foundation anniver-
sary this year a lavish fete is also seen by some for-
eign analysts as a sign that Kim Jong Un is trying to
build up the party’s standing relative to the military.

Though both institutions are strong, the power
balance among various government organs in
North Korea is a delicate one and maintaining that
balance is a key to keeping Kim’s leadership solid
and unchallenged. Giving some credence to that
argument, North Korean officials have recently
stressed the role of the party in improving the stan-
dard of living for the people and a rocket launch
that some foreign analysts expected to happen
before the anniversary now appears to be unlikely.

“Our party sees the steady improvement of the
people’s standard of living as its main concern
above everything else,” professor Kim Chang
Gyong, of the North Korean Association of Social
Scientists, said in an interview with an Associated
Press Television News crew. “Our party is now con-
centrating on building an economically powerful
socialist state.” — AP 

PYONGYANG: Pedestrians make their way along a street yesterday.— AFP 

BANGKOK: Popular Thai holiday islands were
engulfed with haze from Indonesian forest fires
yesterday, forcing several planes packed with
beach-bound tourists to turn back, further stok-
ing regional tensions. The travel disruptions
came as Indonesia finally agreed to accept
international help to douse the massive fires
that have been started deliberately to clear
agricultural land.

Five flights bound for the resort islands of
Phuket and Samui turned back to Bangkok yes-
terday morning due to poor visibility, according
to the Aeronautical Radio of Thailand, which
controls air traffic across the country. A further
two airlines flying to Phuket from Singapore
were forced to circle the airport for up to an
hour before landing, it said, as haze blocked out
the sun to the disappointment of visitors. 

“It is the worst haze (on the island) in many
years,” Trakul Thotham, director of the
Department of Disaster Prevention and
Mitigation on Phuket, told AFP, but said it was
“getting better” yesterday. Of the seven affect-
ed southern Thai provinces Phuket has been
worst-hit with unhealthy levels of particulates
in the air, according to the department.

Some Thais wore protective masks to com-
bat the pollution, Wipa Emem, a reservation
clerk at the Holiday Inn Resort on the island
told AFP, but tourists were mostly “still on the
beach”. After weeks of insisting it could tackle
the crisis alone, Indonesia yesterday said it was
in talks with countries about assistance includ-
ing Singapore, Russia, Malaysia, Australia and
China.

“Hopefully, we can speed up our efforts,”
President Joko Widodo told reporters before
flying to Jambi, one of the worst-affected
provinces on smog-belching western Sumatra
island. But his jet was unable to land at the local
airport due to the haze, presidential spokesman
Ari Dwipayana told AFP, forced to divert to
another airport on Sumatra.

‘Not a handout’ 
For weeks, fires illegally started to clear land

for plantations on Sumatra and the Indonesian
part of Borneo have shrouded Singapore and
Malaysia in acrid smog, worsening air quality,
closing schools and forcing the cancellation of
outdoor events. The blazes are an annual
occurrence during the dry season, but scientists
have warned this year’s are on track to be the
worst ever due to an El Nino weather system
that has created tinder-dry conditions in
Indonesia.

Jakarta has deployed about 25,000 person-
nel and aircraft, but the fire-fighters have
seemed overwhelmed by the extent of the
blazes.  Tensions have been rising between
Indonesia and its neighbors as the haze
spreads, with Singapore’s biggest supermarket
chain Wednesday withdrawing paper products
made by an Indonesia-owned company, Asia
Pulp & Paper.

Some of the group’s suppliers in Indonesia

have been accused over the haze. “This remains
a challenge for us so we feel it is important to
cooperate with countries with resources to
assist us,” foreign ministry spokesman
Arrmanatha Nasir told reporters in Jakarta. He
insisted it was “not a handout” as Indonesia
would pay for the services with some countries
as it particularly sought bigger planes for
water-bombing.

The nation’s disaster agency said one large
Russian plane should be arriving soon to help
with fire-fighting. Singapore has offered aircraft
to artificially induce rain and conduct water-
bombing, as well as personnel to help fight the
blazes.  The city-state has been especially infuri-
ated by the failure to tackle the fires and
Indonesian officials making light of the crisis.
Yesterday there was some respite from the
haze for Singaporeans and Malaysians with air
quality recording moderate levels. —AFP 

Thai tourist islands hit by 

haze from Indonesia fires

BEIJING: Beijing expressed “serious con-
cern” yesterday about a reported US plan to
challenge China’s South China Sea territorial
claims by sailing a Navy ship near one of its
newly built artificial islands. The US newspa-
per Navy Times reported on Wednesday
that the Navy may soon receive approval for
the mission to sail inside the 12-nautical
mile (21-kilometer) territorial limit surround-
ing one of the man-made structures.

That would drive home Washington’s
stance that the artificial islands do not con-
stitute sovereign territory and build a legal
case under international law for the US posi-
tion, the newspaper said. Five other govern-
ments also claim the region in part or in
total. The US doesn’t take a formal position
on sovereignty but insists on freedom of
navigation in the vital sea lanes and airspace

above. Asked about the report at a daily
briefing, Chinese Foreign Ministry spokes-
woman Hua Chunying said China has long
made clear its position on the South China
Sea, which Beijing claims virtually in its
entirety, along with its islands, reefs and
atolls. “I have not noticed the latest report
you have mentioned. However, having
heard what you said, we express serious con-
cern about it,” Hua said. China and the US
have discussed the issue on numerous occa-
sions, including during President Xi Jinping’s
state visit to Washington last month, Hua
said. “We hope the US can look upon the
current situation of the South China Sea
from an objective and fair perspective and
play a constructive role together with China
in keeping the peace and stability in the
South China Sea,” Hua said.—AP
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