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SEOUL: At least four defectors from North Korea have
shown signs of radiation exposure, the South Korean gov-
ernment said yesterday, although researchers could not
confirm if they were was related to Pyongyang’s nuclear
weapons program. The four are among 30 former resi-
dents of Kilju county, an area in North Korea that includes
the nuclear test site Punggye-ri, who have been examined
by the South Korean gov-
ernment since October, a
month after the North con-
ducted its sixth and most
powerful nuclear test,
Unification Ministry
spokesman Baik Tae-hyun
told a news briefing. 

They were exposed to
radiation between May
2009 and January 2013,
and all defected to the
South before the most
recent test, a researcher at
the Korea Atomic Energy
Research Institute, which
carried out the examinations, told reporters. North Korea
has conducted six nuclear bomb tests since 2006, all in
tunnels deep beneath the mountains of Punggye-ri, in defi-
ance of UN Security Council resolutions and international
condemnation.

The researcher cautioned that there were a number of
ways people may be exposed to radiation, and that none
of the defectors who lived had lived in Punggye-ri itself
showed specific symptoms. A series of small earthquakes
in the wake of the last test - which the North claimed to be
of a hydrogen bomb - prompted suspicions that it may
have damaged the mountainous location in the northwest
tip of the country. Experts warned that further tests in the
area could risk radioactive pollution. After the Sept 3
nuclear test, China’s Nuclear Safety Administration said it
had begun emergency monitoring for radiation along its
border with North Korea.

And in early December, a state-run newspaper in
China’s Jilin province, which borders North Korea and
Russia, published a page of “common sense” advice on
how readers can protect themselves from a nuclear
weapons attack or explosion. Cartoon illustrations of ways
to dispel radioactive contamination were also provided,
such as using water to wash off shoes and using cotton
buds to clean ears, as well as a picture of a vomiting child
to show how medical help can be sought to speed the

expulsion of radiation through stomach pumping and
induced urination.

US sanctions
In another development, United States has announced

sanctions on two North Korean officials behind their coun-
try’s ballistic missile program on Tuesday, while Russia reit-

erated an offer to medi-
ate to ease tensions
between Washington and
Pyongyang. The new US
steps were the latest in a
campaign aimed at forc-
ing North Korea - which
has defied years of multi-
lateral and bilateral sanc-
tions - to abandon a
weapons program aimed
at developing nuclear-
tipped missiles capable of
hitting the United States.

The US Treasury
named the officials as Kim Jong Sik and Ri Pyong Chol. It
said Kim was reportedly a key figure in North Korea’s
efforts to switch its missile program from liquid to solid
fuel, while Ri was reported to be a key official in its inter-
continental ballistic missile (ICBM) development.
“Treasury is targeting leaders of North Korea’s ballistic
missile programs, as part of our maximum pressure cam-
paign to isolate (North Korea) and achieve a fully denu-
clearized Korean Peninsula,” Treasury Secretary Steven
Mnuchin said in a statement.

The largely symbolic steps block any property or inter-
ests the two might have within US jurisdiction and prohibit
any dealings by US citizens with them. The move followed
new United Nations sanctions announced last Friday in
response to North Korea’s Nov 29 test of an ICBM that
Pyongyang said put all of the US mainland within range of
its nuclear weapons. Those sanctions sought to further
limit North Korea’s access to refined petroleum products
and crude oil and its earnings from workers abroad.

North Korea declared the UN steps to be an act of war
and tantamount to a complete economic blockade. The
standoff between the United States and North Korea has
raised fears of a new conflict on the Korean peninsula, which
has remained in a technical state of war since the 1950-53
Korean War ended in an armistice, not a peace treaty.
Washington has said that all options, including military ones,

are on the table in dealing with North Korea. It says it
prefers a diplomatic solution, but that North Korea has given
no indication it is willing to discuss denuclearization.

Kremlin offer
On Tuesday, the Kremlin, which has long called for the

two sides to hold negotiations, said it was ready to act as a
mediator if the United States and North Korea were will-
ing for it to play such a role. “Russia’s readiness to clear
the way for de-escalation is obvious,” Kremlin spokesman
Dmitry Peskov told reporters. Asked to comment on the
offer, a spokesman for the US State Department, Justin
Higgins, said the United States “has the ability to commu-
nicate with North Korea through a variety of diplomatic
channels,” and added: “We want the North Korean regime

to understand that there is a different path that it can
choose, however it is up to North Korea to change course
and return to credible negotiations.”

Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov, who made a sim-
ilar offer on Monday, told US Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson in a phone call on Tuesday that “Washington’s
aggressive rhetoric” and beefing up of its military presence
in the region had heightened tensions and was unacceptable,
Russia’s foreign ministry said. It said Lavrov underscored the
need for “the fastest move to the negotiating process from
the language of sanctions.” Another State Department
spokesman, Michael Cavey, said Washington remained open
to talks, but the onus was on North Korea “to take sincere
and meaningful actions toward denuclearization and refrain
from further provocations.” —Agencies 
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Pregnant elephant ‘poisoned’ 
BANDA ACEH: A pregnant elephant has been found
dead in a palm oil plantation on Indonesia’s Sumatra
island, in what authorities suspect was a deliberate
poisoning, an official said yesterday. The animal’s body
was found near the remote Seuneubok Bayu village in
Aceh on December 22, after authorities received a tip
off from locals, Aceh conservation centre head Sapto
Aji Prabowo said. “The 25-year-old elephant had been
dead for around 10 days when we got there,” he said.
“From the autopsy, we saw that its digestive organs
turned black which the doctor said was a general indi-
cation of poisoning.” The Sumatran elephant was car-
rying 13-month old male foetus and was at least six
months short of giving birth. Locals have told authori-
ties that several days before the carcass was discov-
ered farmers had complained an elephant ate their fer-
tilizer. Sumatran elephant are critically endangered and
a protected species, but rampant deforestation for
plantations has reduced their natural habitat and
brought them into conflict with humans. 

660 fishermen missing 
NEW DELHI: More than 660 fishermen remain miss-
ing one month after a deadly cyclone battered India’s
south coast and parts of neighboring Sri Lanka, Indian
authorities said yesterday. Cyclone Ockhi has already
left a confirmed death toll of more than 250 people
from its rampage that started on November 29 in Sri
Lanka, where 27 of the dead were reported. Winds of
up to 130 kilometers per hour uprooted trees and
damaged electricity and telephone infrastructure as
well as tens of thousands of homes. India’s Defense
Minister Nirmala Sitharaman told parliament that 661
fishermen were still missing but did not say whether
they were presumed dead. Four hundred were from
Tamil Nadu state and another 261 from Kerala. She
said the military and other services had rescued about
845 people up to December 20. Hundreds of fishermen
in mostly rudimentary boats were caught in the deadly
cyclone that emerged in the Bay of Bengal and swept
over Sri Lanka and south India before entering the
Arabian Sea. 

Woman froze to death 
TOKYO: A Japanese couple has been arrested after
allegedly imprisoning their daughter for more than
15 years before she froze to death aged 33 this
month, local media reported yesterday. Osaka resi-
dents Yasutaka Kakimoto, 55, and his wife Yukari,
53, admitted to locking their daughter Airi in a small
room from the age of around 16 or 17, Kyodo News
said. An autopsy showed Airi had frozen to death
and was extremely malnourished, weighing about 19
kilograms. The parents told police they confined
their daughter because she was mentally ill and act-
ed violently, national broadcaster NHK said, adding
that the room had an intercom that the family used
to communicate. They reportedly fed their daughter
about once a day. The parents also kept more than
10 surveillance cameras around their house in a pos-
sible attempt to hide their secret, according to
newspaper the Yomiuri Shimbun. After reporting her
death to police, the couple were initially charged
with illegally disposing of a body but police were
also considering other charges including confine-
ment, Kyodo said. 

5 uplifting 
stories 
LONDON: From Kung Fu nuns teaching
Indian women self defense to freewheel-
ing female students in Pakistan, here are
five good news stories you might have
missed in 2017 amid headlines of blood-
shed, natural disasters and sexual
harassment allegations.

Kung Fu nuns 
If you think all that nuns do is sit and

pray, think again. The Kung Fu nuns -
women from an age-old Buddhist sect
based mainly in Nepal and India - use
martial arts to teach women how to fend
off sex attackers. “The heroes of the
Himalayas” also hike and cycle through
the mountains to raise awareness among
local communities on issues ranging from
pollution to human trafficking. “We walk
the talk. If we act, people will think if: ‘If
nuns can act, why can’t we?’”

A ‘Haven of Peace’ 
Protected by marshes and inaccessi-

ble by foot, an ethnically mixed town in
war-torn South Sudan has been dubbed
a “haven of peace” by its 40,000 resi-

dents. While fighting in the rest of the
country has created Africa’s largest
refugee crisis, Ganyiel’s residents have
been living together in relative peace,
rowing through the surrounding swamps
in their tree-carved boats. “Just two
months ago, 2,700 Dinka arrived here,
fleeing food insecurity and conflict. They
are welcome. The war is political.  It’s not
between us people.”

Bicycles in Pakistan 
A bike sharing start-up on a Pakistani

university campus has brought more
than convenience for the students: the
sight of freewheeling women has been
helping to challenge gender stereotypes
in the conservative society. Female stu-
dents, reluctant to share cars with their
male colleagues, now make up more than
half of the cycling scheme’s customers,
pedalling across the nearly 1,000 acres
of campus to attend classes.

Unlikely friendships 
A new drive in Italy to match child

migrants and refugees with residents who
volunteer to support them has resulted in
unexpected friendships. A 16-year-old
Bangladeshi boy or a 17-year old from
Gambia may share no common language
with guardians who could be their grand-
parents, yet the project has helped the
young refugees find someone who cares

for them in a place they now call home.

Colombia’s neighborhood 
With no money and no husbands to

support them, a group of women dis-
placed by Colombia’s civil war has turned
dreams into reality by building their own
homes. Despite death threats, arson and

even a murder, they learned how to make
bricks and mix cement, and the City of
Women that they built is run entirely by
women who are now fighting for other
rights like bus routes or a school for their
children. “We fought tooth and nail to
build our homes. Men can’t come here
and say this is mine. It’s ours.”—Reuters

Russia offers 
to mediate as

Korea tension
escalates 

PARIS: Photo taken by the banks of the Canal Saint Martin, in Paris, shows tents of
homeless people, mostly migrants or refugees.—AFP 

North Korean leader Kim Jong-Un addressed the 5th Conference of the Workers’ Party of Korea Cell
Chairpersons.—AFP 

Putin’s critic Navalny 
calls election boycott 
rallies across Russia 
MOSCOW: Opposition leader Alexei Navalny announced
yesterday a series of rallies across Russia in January to
press home his call for a boycott of next year’s presidential
election, a move likely to draw a sharp response from the
Kremlin and police. Navalny unveiled his plan hours after
President Vladimir Putin, who polls suggest is a shoo-in
for re-election, registered his candidacy at the central
election commission ahead of the March 18 vote. The com-
mission ruled on Monday that Navalny was not eligible to
run against Putin due to a suspended prison sentence.

A furious Navalny, who says the sentence was part of a
fabricated case designed to thwart his political ambitions,
responded by calling for an election boycott. That prompt-
ed the Kremlin to demand an investigation to determine
whether his statement broke the law. Yesterday, Navalny
upped the ante, saying he and his supporters would
organize nationwide rallies on Jan 28 in 85 towns and
cities, including Moscow and St Petersburg, to support his
call for an election boycott. “We refuse to call the reap-
pointment of Putin an election,” Navalny said in a state-
ment on his website.  “We are not going to vote and will
convince everyone around us not to vote. We are going to
campaign (for a boycott) with all our might.”

Turnout
A boycott could pose a problem for the Kremlin which

is keen to ensure a high turnout in the election to help
confer legitimacy on Putin’s expected victory amid some
signs of apathy among voters. Under Russian law, the time
and place of rallies must be agreed with the authorities

who have often declined to authorize them in the past, cit-
ing conflicting events or security concerns. When the
opposition has gone ahead anyway, the police have broken
up rallies by force and detained attendees.       

Polls show that Putin, who has led Russia for 18 years as
either president or prime minister, is on course to comfort-
ably win another six-year term, allowing him to rule until
2024, when he’ll turn 72. The former KGB officer is running
as an independent, a move seen as a way of strengthening
his image as a “father of the nation” rather than as a party
political figure. The ruling United Russia party, which he
once led and which controls three quarters of seats in the

lower house of parliament, has said it will support him, as
will Just Russia, a pro-government centre-left group.

Allies laud Putin for restoring national pride and
expanding Moscow’s global clout with interventions in
Syria and Ukraine. But Navalny says Putin has been in
power too long and that his support is artificially main-
tained by a biased state media and an unfair system which
excludes genuine opponents. Navalny has made a name
for himself by successfully leveraging social media and
conducting high profile corruption investigations into sen-
ior officials. He has also organized some of the biggest
anti-government protests in years. —Reuters

MOSCOW: Russian opposition leader Alexei Navalny enters the headquarters of the Central Election
Commission in Moscow. —AFP 


