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SEOUL: South Korea’s parliament yester-
day passed a law that would allow a spe-
cial prosecutor to investigate a corrup-
tion scandal threatening the presidency
of Park Geun-hye.

The opposition-controlled National
Assembly also voted for a parliamentary
investigation into allegations that Park
allowed a secretive confidante to manip-
ulate power from the shadows and
amass an illicit fortune.

The law on an independent investiga-
tion came as state prosecutors prepared
to indict Park’s friend by Sunday.
Prosecutors had sought to question Park
this week, but her lawyer on yesterday
asked for another week to prepare.

Independent investigation 
An independent investigation would

increase the pressure on Park, who has

been facing growing calls by opposition
lawmakers to resign. Although embold-
ened by a wave of massive protests,
opposition parties have yet to seriously
push for Park’s impeachment over fears
of triggering a backlash from conserva-
tive voters and negatively impacting next
year’s presidential election.

Park has apologized for letting her
friend Choi Soon-sil, the daughter of a
late cult leader who emerged as Park’s
mentor in the 1970s, edit some of her
draft speeches and for the public anger
caused by the scandal. But she has not
commented on the most damning accu-
sations that she let Choi manipulate
important government decisions on poli-
cy and personnel. 

Under South Korean law, the presi-
dent has immunity from prosecution
except in cases of treason, but she can be

investigated. The law passed yesterday
requires Park to select a special prosecu-
tor among two candidates proposed by
opposition parties to lead an investiga-
tion that would obviously be aimed at
exposing her own wrongdoings.

The special prosecutor can form a
team of 60, including up to 20 state pros-
ecutors, and will have 90 days to investi-
gate and determine whether to pursue
charges. The investigation period can be
extended to 120 days, but only if Park
approves. Opposition lawmakers have
pushed for an independent investigation
into the scandal over concerns that state
prosecutors’ close ties with presidential
officials might inject bias into their probe.

Park’s acceptance
In a televised apology earlier this

month, Park said she would accept a
direct investigation into her actions,
including one pushed by a special prose-
cutor. The launching of an investigation
by a special prosecutor would automati-
cally stop the probe by state prosecutors.
The special prosecutor can pursue addi-
tional charges against suspects that
weren’t included in indictments by state
prosecutors.

Choi, who prosecutors arrested earlier
this month, has been suspected of inter-
fering with government decisions on pol-
icy and personnel despite holding no
official government job, and exploiting
her presidential ties to bully companies
into donating tens of millions of dollars
to organizations she controlled.

The increasingly strange scandal sur-
rounding Choi has inspired rumors and
left her being accused of everything from
influencing national security decisions to
swaying the careers of pop singers to
swinging construction deals for the 2018
Pyeongchang Winter Olympics. —AP
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China’s interference in

Hong Kong reaching

alarming levels 

HONG KONG: A US congressional panel has warned of
an “alarming” rise in China’s interference in Hong Kong,
noting fears over the former British colony’s continued
role as a global financial hub.

In its annual report to Congress on Wednesday, the
bipartisan US-China Economic and Security Review
Commission highlights the “chilling” abduction and
detention of five booksellers based in Hong Kong as well
as pressure on media and academic freedoms. Britain
handed Hong Kong back to China in 1997 under a “one
country, two systems” agreement that ensures its free-
doms, independent legal system and wide-ranging
autonomy remain intact.

The commission, in a detailed 33-page section, urges
a fresh probe from the State Department into Hong
Kong’s autonomy and freedoms, as well as continued
congressional oversight. “Hong Kong’s traditional stand-
ing as a global financial hub has significant economic
implications for the United States, as US trade and invest-
ment ties with Hong Kong are substantial,” the report
notes.

It says the booksellers’ detentions - including two for-
eign nationals and one who was abducted inside Hong
Kong - broadened domestic fears of mainland encroach-
ment and sparked a record turnout in September’s leg-
islative election. “This incident has threatened the main-
tenance of the ‘one country, two systems’ framework and
led some observers to question Hong Kong’s status as a
leading global financial hub,” the report warns. “The elec-
tion took place against the backdrop of an alarming rise
in mainland interference in Hong Kong.”

US senators Marco Rubio and Tom Cotton also intro-
duced a bill that would freeze US-based assets and ban
US entry of those responsible for the “surveillance,
abduction, detention, or forced confessions of certain
booksellers and journalists in Hong Kong”, according to a
statement on Rubio’s senate website. — Reuters

SEOUL: Protesters supporting South Korean President Park Geun-hye wave national flags during a rally opposing her
resignation yesterday. — AP

SYDNEY: Australian Prime Minister
Malcolm Turnbull became one of the
first world leaders to speak to US
President-elect Donald Trump this
week, but only after one of Trump’s
old golfing buddies was asked to
chip in.

Turnbull confirmed that Australian
golfing great and former world num-
ber one Greg Norman had been
tapped to help facilitate the introduc-
tion to Trump, who includes building
golf courses among his many busi-
ness interests.

The connection enabled Turnbull
to jump the queue of world leaders
waiting to get the new US leader on
the phone, well ahead of larger allies
like Britain and Japan, after Trump’s

surprise win in last week’s presidential
election. “In diplomacy and policies,
you use lots of networks. All I can say is
we have great networks, great con-
nections and Greg Norman is a great
Australian,” Turnbull said on yester-
day. “(Norman) is a great advocate for
strengthening the Australian-
American alliance. One of our greatest
assets is the more than million
Australians who live overseas,” he told
reporters in Sydney.

Australia’s unconventional diplo-
matic approach reflects the apparent
confusion that surrounds the incom-
ing Trump administration as it  works
on the transition before he is sworn in
as president on Jan. 20.
[nL1N1DH0X3 — Reuters
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Indonesia says not

to blame for missing

WWII shipwrecks

JAKARTA: Indonesia refused to take the blame yesterday for
the disappearance of at least six British and Dutch World War
II shipwrecks-considered war graves-that investigators believe
could have been salvaged for scrap.

Former colonial ruler The Netherlands has launched a
probe into how three Dutch navy ships seemingly vanished
from the bed of the Java Sea, while Britain has urged
Indonesia to investigate what has happened to three of its
vessels. It is believed the military wrecks-lost in 1942 during
the Battle of the Java Sea-were removed by illegal scavengers
looking for scrap metal, an effort that could have taken years.

More than 900 Dutch and 250 Indo-Dutch sailors died
during the battle in which the Allied navies suffered a disas-
trous defeat by the Imperial Japanese Navy. Indonesian
authorities have sought to distance themselves from the
mystery, saying they could not be expected to protect the
sites without assistance.

“The Dutch government cannot blame the Indonesian gov-
ernment because they never asked us to protect those ships,”
said Bambang Budi Utomo, head of the National
Archeological Centre under the Ministry of Education and
Culture. “As there was no agreement or announcement, when
the ships go missing, it is not our responsibility.”

Amateur divers in 2002 discovered the long-lost wrecks
of three Dutch ships, 60 years after they sank while in action
against Japanese forces. But an international expedition
that sailed to the wreck site ahead of next year’s 75th
anniversary of the battle was shocked to discover the
wrecks had vanished.

Britain expressed its distress at the disappearance of its own
warships and asked Indonesia to “take appropriate action” to
protect the sites from further disturbance. But Utomo said
Indonesia did not have the resources to maintain a constant
patrol over its vast archipelago, a hotspot for other criminal
enterprises like illegal fishing and people smuggling. —AFP


