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TOKYO: A nuclear transport vessel carry-
ing a huge cache of plutonium-enough
to produce 50 nuclear bombs-to be
returned to the US left a Japanese port
yesterday afternoon.

The stockpile, provided by the United
States, Britain and France decades ago for
research purposes, is being shipped to
the US as part of a bilateral storage deal.
Television footage by national broadcast-
er NHK showed containers being loaded
on to the Britain-registered ship at a port
in Tokaimura, northeast of Tokyo, close to

where the highly-toxic substance has
been stored, and the ship leaving the
port. The vessel carrying the 331 kilo-
grams of plutonium departed at about 3
pm (0600 GMT ) under tight security
guarded by patrol boats of the Japan
Coast Guard, according to NHK. 

The government “cannot reveal” the
vessel’s itinerary or any other details, an
official told AFP, but anti-nuclear campaign
groups said it will take two months for the
ship to arrive at a nuclear facility in South
Carolina. A Japanese official told AFP last

week that the material will be disposed of
in the US. Five anti-nuclear groups, includ-
ing Greenpeace, said in a joint statement
yesterday released ahead of the vessel’s
departure that the shipment “exposes the
failure of global plutonium reprocessing
program and the threat from current
Japanese nuclear policy.”

The stockpile has caused disquiet
among anti-nuclear campaigners and
neighboring countries given Japan has
the know-how to produce a nuclear
weapon-even as it adamantly chooses

not to. The shipment comes ahead of a
nuclear security summit in Washington
from late this month, and is meant to
underscore both countries’ commitment
to nuclear non-proliferation.

But anti-nuclear campaigners includ-
ing Greenpeace last week condemned the
shipment as a “dangerous distraction”
from what they said is a far larger cache of
roughly 10 tons of plutonium in the coun-
try. In Beijing, China’s foreign ministry yes-
terday called on Japan to take further
steps to reduce its stockpiles. “In addition,

it should return large quantities of other
materials, including weapons-grade plu-
tonium and enriched uranium,” ministry
spokeswoman Hua Chunying told
reporters. “This is indeed a concern of the
international community.”

Japan traditionally has relied heavily
on nuclear technology for its energy
needs, though the aftermath of the
March 2011 Fukushima nuclear disaster
led to all of the country’s reactors being
shut down, with only a few coming back
on line so far. — AFP

Vessel carrying plutonium departs Japan port for US

BANGKOK: Dong Junming was detained several
times in his Chinese homeland before he and his
family fled to Bangkok in February 2015. A year lat-
er, he was preparing to make a more desperate
journey to evade Chinese authorities who still felt
dangerously close.

In the months since he arrived in Thailand,
dozens of Chinese asylum-seekers have been sent
back home by Thai authorities. Other dissidents
have simply disappeared from Thailand and Hong
Kong before re-emerging in mainland Chinese
custody. Beijing appears increasingly eager to
snatch back countrymen who have attempted to
escape its grasp. Dong is a practitioner of the
Falun Gong spiritual movement, which is banned
in China and whose members are persecuted
there. He, his wife and daughter have a long wait
to obtain refugee status and get resettled in a
third country - they won’t even interview with the
UN refugee agency until at least 2017. In the
meantime, he’s unable to work legally and his fam-
ily’s travel documents have expired.

So Dong decided to flee once more. This time it
would be by boat, to New Zealand, some 6,000
miles away. The country is so isolated that, as far as
authorities know, not one refugee boat has success-
fully reached its shores. He would leave with six oth-
er Chinese adults, including a couple taking their
two sons, ages 1 and 7. They believed New Zealand
offered them the best chance of gaining refugee
status. Dong, as well as eight other Chinese dissi-
dents living in Thailand who did not make the boat
journey, described lives of anxiety and frustration
bordering on outright despair in interviews with
The Associated Press. Though free and under no
immediate deportation threat, Dong said he feared
what the future might bring. So when offered a
berth on the yacht in January, he took it.

The risks
“It’s highly risky out there on the ocean, but we

are so fearful here in Thailand that I thought I
should take the risk,” he said. Dong and fellow trav-
elers boarded the yacht the night of Feb. 29. The
captain was democracy activist Li Xiaolong, the
father of both children aboard. He bought the sec-
ondhand vessel, which also carried his wife and
two brothers.

They had a month’s supply of food and water.
Their confidence was boosted by a fellow activist
who succeeded in making a shorter sea voyage
from Thailand to Australia. They believed their own
journey would be smooth. They were wrong.

Fears over the growing reach of Chinese securi-
ty services crystallized among many Chinese dissi-
dents with the recent disappearances of people
associated with a Hong Kong bookstore that sold
gossipy titles on the lives of Chinese leaders. One
of the missing was believed to have been abduct-
ed from Thailand, another from Hong Kong,
though both have since said they voluntarily
returned to mainland China.

Asylum-seekers in Thailand were more alarmed
that the Thai government sent back about 100 asy-
lum-seekers from China’s Turkic Muslim Uighur
minority last summer, and repatriated two Chinese
dissidents in November, saying they violated
immigration rules. Critics viewed Thailand’s mili-

tary-led government as catering to China, its
biggest trading partner.

With President Xi Jinping at China’s helm and
brimming with confidence, the communist gov-
ernment is pursuing greater cooperation with
police abroad. One aspect of the campaign popu-
lar within China is Beijing’s Skynet operation,
which seeks the return of corrupt Chinese officials
and others accused of absconding overseas with
ill-gotten gains. Since October 2014, China has
seen the return of 124 corruption suspects who
had fled to 34 countries, the country’s chief justice
told the national legislature this month.

That campaign has had limited success in the
US, which has no extradition treaty with China and
requires evidence that the offences they are
accused of by China would also constitute a crime

in America. Beijing has raised the heat not only on
corruption suspects but also on dissidents who
fled China. Forced repatriations and alleged
abductions have particularly rattled Chinese asy-
lum-seekers who have congregated in Thailand,
where the UN High Commissioner for Refugees
has an office.

“Beijing has become so ruthless that it grants
us no way out at all,” said Hu Junxiong, a democra-
cy activist who fled to Thailand last year, after
Chinese authorities detained him 35 days for help-
ing other activists with computer and technology
issues.”It won’t let us flee, but stays on our tail to
catch us and bring us back to China, where we
surely will be met with harsh persecutions and
end up in misery,” Hu said in an interview from
Bangkok. —AP

Fearful of China, escapees 
embark on a risky voyage

As they wait for years to be recognized as refugees

KUNMING: In this image taken from a July 9, 2015 video footage run by China’s CCTV, hooded
ethnic Uighurs are escorted from a plane by Chinese security officials after being deported
from Thailand. — AP

KANGDING: A woman walks on a street at in the Ganzi Tibetan Autonomous
Prefecture. — AFP

CHINA: By mid-morning, Lobsang’s leather
cowboy hat is askew, his black robes
disheveled, and his breath stinks of booze. Once
a nomad herder roaming the high Tibetan
plateau, instead he stumbles around his sparse
new concrete house.

For decades he and his wife grazed yaks and
sheep, living a life little changed in centuries,
until they acquiesced three years ago to gov-
ernment calls to give up their yak-hair tents for
permanent housing. 

Now they live in a resettlement village, row
after row of identical blue-roofed grey shells, an
hour’s drive from Aba in Sichuan province along
winding mountain roads.

“Everything changed when we moved to
this town,” said Tashi, who like her husband is in
her 40s but not sure of her exact age. “First we
ran out of money, then he couldn’t find suitable
work and then he started drinking more and
more.” Chinese authorities say urbanization in
Tibetan areas and elsewhere will increase indus-
trialization and economic development, offer-
ing former nomads higher living standards and
better protecting the environment.

Those who move receive an urban hukou-
China’s strictly controlled internal residence per-
mits that determine access to social services.
The government offers free or heavily subsi-
dized houses, medical insurance, and free
schooling. But critics say the drive has a one-
size-fits-all approach and many former pastoral-
ists have not prospered, despite its promises.
Unlike the voluntary urbanization of the early
2000s, when many adults maintained subsis-
tence lifestyles while sending children and the
elderly into towns, Andrew Fischer, of the
International Institute of Social Studies at
Erasmus University in Rotterdam, said: “The pol-
icy lock, stock and barrel shoves nomads into
these resettlements thinking that is good for
them. “But then that gives rise to a variety of
related problems like unemployment, social
problems, alcoholism, et cetera, which are typi-
cal hallmarks of rapid social dislocation,” he told
AFP. At the resettlement facility, many relocated
former herders complained to AFP they lacked

work or training.
Dolkar, 42, sold his last 13 yaks for 85,000

yuan two years ago, a decision he now regrets,
and has yet to find stable employment. “I
thought this was a lot of money, but I didn’t
realise things in the town would be so expen-
sive,” he lamented. “A person from the govern-
ment came and convinced me I should move,
but now I see I’ve lost so much. I want to go
back, but it’s too late.”

Now available urban jobs are low-wage,
manual positions in construction or sanitation.
But many nomads shun menial labor, having
enjoyed wealthy status in the Tibetan commu-
nity by virtue of their valuable livestock hold-
ings. “Sending people to urban areas only helps
if there are jobs there,” Fischer said.  “It’s not like
everyone can become a petty entrepreneur sell-
ing dumplings in the marketplace, the jobs
need to be there and in the absence of that, the
government moving them to urban areas isn’t
going to help.”

Separatist forces  
Critics say one goal of the urbanization cam-

paign is to give authorities more oversight over
the people of Tibet, which has been ruled by
Beijing since 1951. The resettlement village AFP
visited is in what was Kham, the eastern part of
pre-invasion Tibet, where Khampa warriors
fought Communist forces, sometimes with CIA
backing, until the late 1960s.

Since 2000, government statistics show that
urban residents have leaped by about 60 per-
cent in the Tibet region itself, where officials
launched a program five years ago to establish
Communist cadre teams in every locality.

The region’s top Party official, Chen
Quanguo, has said each village should become a
“fortress” to “guard against and combat the infil-
tration of Tibetan separatist forces”. Urbanization
efforts “concentrate people into areas where
they are far easier to surveil and where they
become more dependent on state subsidies to
survive-in other words, where they are easier to
control”, Sophie Richardson, China director at
Human Rights Watch, told AFP. —AFP

Struggle in the city 
for Tibetan nomads

TOKYO: A computer system malfunction forced
Japan’s All Nippon Airways to cancel more than
100 domestic flights yesterday, affecting some
16,000 travelers, the carrier said.  ANA ground
staff at Tokyo’s Haneda airport apologized to
stranded passengers, some who could be seen
making mobile phone calls and sending text
messages while children sat on the floor of the
crowded terminal hall playing video games.

Passengers lined up patiently at counters
to arrange new reservations for later flights as
the airline’s reservation and check-in hall
overflowed with inconvenienced travelers.
ANA said it spotted something wrong at

about 8.20 am yesterday (2320 GMT Monday)
and though the problem was largely resolved
about three hours later at least 127 domestic
flights were cancelled.

The trouble stopped reservations, ticket
sales and boarding procedures, affecting the
travel plans of at least 15,200 passengers as of
1.40 pm (0440 GMT ), said spokeswoman
Natsuki Uota. “The boarding procedure sys-
tem recovered at 11.30 am, but we still have
trouble with reservations and ticket sales,”
Uota said early yesterday afternoon.  The air-
line was investigating what caused the sys-
tem to go down. — AFP

An Airline glitch leaves 
16,000 stranded in Tokyo


