
By Tim Sullivan

The hero, a police inspector, prowls a city
known more for its political malevo-
lence than its street crime. If you read

the local newspapers, you could think it’s a
city with almost no crime at all. There have
been no murders reported there for years, no
bank robberies, no muggings, no rapes. The
city is Pyongyang, the North Korean capital,
which has long hidden so many realities
beneath layers of propaganda and isolation.

The hero is Inspector O, a policeman who
knows those realities. And so, in many ways,
does the policeman’s creator, the bearded
man in the crowded Manhattan restaurant
who calls himself James Church. Church
doesn’t want you to know his real name, his
nationality or the name of the organization
where he worked for so many years. All he’ll
say is that he was raised in California, that he
spent decades watching North Korea as an
intelligence officer for a Western country, and
that he traveled there dozens of times.

Church has also, in novels about a tor-
mented Pyongyang police inspector who
loves his country despite its many failings,
found a way to write about the country he
studied for so long. Inspector O - his first
name is never given; his surname is common
in Korea - is a hard-boiled, old-school investi-
gator, a Raymond Chandler character trying
to do the right thing in a brutal world. But he
is also quick to defend that world, especially
when outsiders criticize it.

“We know how the world sees us,” he tells
a Swiss intelligence official in “Bamboo and
Blood,” the third Inspector O novel. “But we
are not as weak as people think - or hope.”
Inspector O is “a good, solid police detective
who just wants to do his work,” said Church,
whose sixth book in the series, “ The
Gentleman from Japan,” will be released late
this year. “He really doesn’t care about poli-
tics. He knows it gets in the way, that it’s
annoying. He knows that sometimes he has
to bow to it.”

But O still refuses to wear one of the small
lapel pins, decorated with portraits of North
Korea’s leaders that are ubiquitous in the
country. Church’s books often center around
outsiders - an Israeli spy, a Scottish policeman,
that Swiss intelligence guy - thrust into a
North Korea they constantly misunderstand. “I
couldn’t pretend that I was writing from the
inside. I couldn’t pretend that I was a North
Korean,” said Church, whose first Inspector O
novel was released a decade ago, and whose
work has been warmly received by critics.

Now retired from government work, he was in
New York recently for a visit. “What interested
me was the point at which the North Korean
reality and our reality meet. Because I have a
lot of experience with that, and that’s where it
illuminates what they think.”

Cliches 
The world has spent years misunder-

standing the North Korean reality, Church
says, reducing it to cliches of goose-step-
ping soldiers, brain-washed people, and dic-
tators waiting for the chance to reduce the
world to a smoldering, radioactive pulp. But
much of what Inspector O encounters would
be familiar anywhere. Church’s North Korea
is a place of squabbling relatives, office bul-
lies, bureaucratic turf wars and bitter spous-
es. It’s a place where most people quietly go
along with the government, but a few find
ways to quietly push back. It’s a place where
politics is a constant presence, something to
be extremely wary of, but where most peo-

ple are more worried about office politics or
troublesome children.

“We’ve seen time after time, when authori-
tarian countries fall, that people pretty much
live normal lives,” he said. “Some aspects of life
are exaggerated in North Korea in many ways.
But I think that when the end finally comes
and we understand more fully how people
live their lives, we’ll be surprised.”

Still, North Koreans do face myriad dan-
gers, from arrests by the country’s web of
security agencies to powerful bureaucrats
who can upend a person’s life in a moment.
“There are always storm clouds on the hori-
zon,” said Church. “There is a thunderstorm
that could break at any moment.” O regularly
hints at those storms. “We all knew that we
were drifting, and we knew where,” the police-
man reflects in “Bamboo and Blood,” which
takes place during North Korea’s brutal mid-
1990s famine. “A nation of shriveled leaves
floating on a doomed river toward the falls. A
winter of endless sorrow.”

Church’s real name and his background are
widely known in the small community of
North Korea watchers, where he is seen as one
of the most insightful analysts of the isolated
nation. Inspector O also has plenty of fans. “If
you want to understand North Korea then you
need to read Inspector O,” said Michael
Madden, who has spent years studying the
North Korean leadership. Church “is giving you
the conversations that these people have, the
bureaucracy there and just the North Korean
mood and attitude. He gets that culture. Not
many people do.”

Church also understands that, beyond the
propaganda, North Korea pulls powerfully at
its people, including Inspector O. “We had
something to believe in, a way to order exis-
tence,” O says angrily in one book, when a
South Korean derides North Korea’s entire his-
tory. “Maybe people didn’t have much, most
of them had very little, but for practically all
of those years they felt they belonged to
something.” — AP 
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Focus

Brazil’s Temer
beset by risks

By Damian Wroclavsky

Michel Temer expects to become Brazil’s full
president if his rival Dilma Rousseff gets
impeached this week. If he trips up, the

country will fall deeper into crisis, analysts warn.
Here are some of the economic, political, social and
legal challenges facing him if he secures the job of
dragging Latin America’s biggest economy out of
recession.

Political Minefield 
Center-right PMDB party leader Temer, 75, was

leftist Rousseff ’s vice-president and stepped up to
replace her during the impeachment process. The
Senate is widely expected to vote to remove her
from office next week. Temer would then have to
avoid Rousseff’s fate of falling prey to internal politi-
cal divisions. “Temer is supported by conservative
sectors and saw an opportunity to become presi-
dent. But he has a conciliatory style,” said Roberto
Requiao,  a  PMDB senator who opposes the
impeachment.

Temer is planning business-friendly economic
reforms but Requiao said he is not as economically
liberal on certain issues as some of his right-wing
allies. “If he does not carry out that radical program,
he will not resist the demands of those conservative
groups. And if he does, another crisis will break out.” 

Economic Storm 
Brazil is suffering

its worst recession in
decades. Temer has
vowed to cut spend-
ing and push
through controver-
sial labor and pen-
sion reforms. But to
do so, he will need
to push constitution-
al reforms through
Congress. “Now he
has to prove what he
can do. The level of
public spending is
unsustainable and
there is  no way to
solve it  without
reforms,” said Carlos

Kawall,  an economist and former head of the
Brazilian treasury. “The key is structural changes. If
he doesn’t achieve them, we will enter an even
deeper crisis.”

Social Protests 
With his all-male, all-white cabinet, Temer is seen

as an establishment figure. Rousseff’s Workers’ Party
(PT ) is fighting to mobilize unions and protest
groups in its favor, defending its record of generous
welfare spending. “Economic cuts will mean less
funding for the social movements that were very
close to power under the PT governments. Now they
may regroup,” said Luiz Alberto de Souza, a sociolo-
gist at Candido Mendes University in Rio de Janeiro.
Kawall added: “When there are reforms, the labor
unions will mobilize.”

Corruption Stain 
Senior figures in Temer’s political camp, as well as

Rousseff ’s, are implicated in a scandal over corrup-
tion in state oil firm Petrobras. Three of the ministers
in Temer’s interim government resigned after being
implicated. Some suspects mentioned Temer’s own
name in plea bargains. He is not being formally
investigated in the case, though separately the
courts are probing allegations of campaign finance
irregularities against him. “The government has no
margin for error. They have to be very, very careful,”
said Ramon Aracena, chief economist for Latin
America at the Institute of International Finance.
“The Petrobras corruption scandal is still lingering.
That’s a risk.” — AFP 

Michel Temer

A hardboiled (and fictional) cop keeps watch

By Sebastien Blanc

Even as Donald Trump vacillates between
toning down his harsh anti-immigrant
rhetoric and reaching out to minorities,

he remains unshakable on one central cam-
paign promise: Building a wall on America’s
southern border with Mexico. “We are going to
build a great border wall to stop illegal immi-
gration, to stop the gangs and the violence,
and to stop the drugs from pouring into our
communities,” the Republican presidential can-
didate said as he accepted his party’s nomina-
tion last month.

It’s an idea experts say is as useless as it is
unrealistic. Though that has hardly given
Trump pause. “I will build the greatest wall that
you have ever seen,” he elaborated at a recent
rally. “That’s a Trump wall, a beautiful wall!”
“And who’s going to pay for it?” he asks at his
events. “Mexico!” his energized supporters
roared back. Trump says his success as a con-
struction magnate guarantees he can build
such a wall but has provided few details.

The 3,200-km US-Mexico border runs from

the Atlantic Ocean to the Pacific, crossing arid,
sparsely populated territory as well as urban
centers thick with inhabitants. After initially
promising to build a new barrier running the
entire length of the border, Trump now says
only half actually needs to be covered because
the physical terrain acts as a natural barrier
along the rest. But if he’s clear about the
length, what about the height? Trump has var-
iously mentioned 35 feet (10.5 m), 40 feet, 55
feet and even 90 feet.

“The wall just got 10 feet higher!” he’s said
when Mexican officials repeated that their
country has no intention of paying a dime. He
is just as vague about the cost - $4 billion, then
“six or seven” billion, “probably eight,” and “10,
maybe 12,” before finally settling at “around
$10 billion”. However, architects and engineers
dismiss that figure as entirely unrealistic given
even the minimum predictable costs.

Concrete, Steel... Solid! 
Trump’s plan calls for prefabricated con-

crete panels reinforced with steel rods, heavy
materials that present immense logistical chal-

lenges: Paving roads for access, building multi-
ple sites for pouring concrete and hiring
armies of workers over several years. The wall
would require foundations deep enough to
ensure stability and discourage tunneling. A
40-foot concrete wall using a “post and panel”
system sunk 10 feet below ground would cost
at least $26 billion, according to the Texan wall
expert Todd Sternfeld.

Trump dismisses such figures, however,
pointing to China’s ancient, 13,000-mile-long
Great Wall. “They didn’t have cranes. They
didn’t have excavation equipment,” he says.
“We need 1,000 miles and we have all of the
materials.” Key differences that make the com-
parison irrelevant go unmentioned - that
China’s wall consists of separate parts built
over centuries at a human cost that’s unthink-
able today. Obstacles in the way of the Great
Wall of Trump, as he’s called it, don’t stop there.
In the vast American South, border areas are
often private property.  Securing the land for a
wall would require multiple expropriation pro-
cedures and legal headaches. It has been tried
before. The border already is bristling with bar-

riers and fences, much of it built through the
$2.4 billion Secure Fence Act signed by former
president George W Bush in 2006.

30 Foot Wall, 31 Foot Ladders 
The Rio Grande River, which forms the bor-

der between Mexico and Texas, presents
another major obstacle. Laws prohibit con-
struction that would impede flood manage-
ment or interfere with the sharing of resources.
A treaty meanwhile prohibits either countries
from diverting any flow of water. But beyond
the multitude of intractable obstacles facing a
Trump wall, its basic sense remains highly
questionable. “If you build a 30-foot wall,” the
comedian John Oliver has said, “all it’s going to
do is create a market for 31-foot ladders.”

Critics point out that drug traffickers have
found ways of transporting their products over
or under border barriers whatever their size.
Moreover, as a 2006 study by the Pew Hispanic
Center found, nearly half of illegal immigrants
in the United States enter through classic entry
points such as airports before simply staying
on their expired visas. — AFP 

Trump’s wall plan unrealistic and useless

In this June 29, 2016 photo, an author and former intelligence official, who uses the name James Church in public, works on his
laptop in a New York park. — AP 


