
SEOUL: North Korea has started disman-
tling some facilities at its main satellite launch
station, seen as the testing ground for its
intercontinental ballistic missiles, according to
expert analysis of recent satellite images. If
confirmed, the analysis by respected US-
based website 38 North could signal a step
forward after last month’s landmark summit
between Kim Jong Un and US President
Donald Trump, although some experts ques-
tioned the significance of the gesture.

After the summit, Trump had declared the
North Korean nuclear threat was effectively
over, and US media reports suggest he is
privately furious at the lack of any subse-
quent progress on the denuclearization
issue. His public statements, however,
remain upbeat and the 38 North analysis
came as the president pronounced himself
“very happy” with the way talks were pro-
gressing with Pyongyang. The website said
imagery indicated the North had begun tak-
ing down a processing building and a rock-
et-engine test stand that had been used to
test liquid-fuel engines at its Sohae Satellite
Launching Station.

Sohae, on the northwest coast of North
Korea, is ostensibly a facility designed for
putting satellites into orbit, but rocket engines
are easily repurposed for use in missiles and
the international community has labeled

Pyongyang’s space program a fig leaf for
weapons tests. 38 North analyst Joseph
Bermudez called the move an “important first
step” for Kim in fulfilling a promise that
Trump said the North Korean leader made
during their June summit in Singapore.

Since Sohae is “believed to have played an
important role in the development of tech-
nologies for the North’s intercontinental bal-
listic missile program, these efforts represent
a significant confidence-building measure on
the part of North Korea,” Bermudez said.
Trump said in Singapore that Kim had com-
mitted to destroying a “major” missile engine

test site, without specifying the site.
Sohae has been the North’s main rocket

launch site since 2012, and South Korea —
whose president brokered the landmark
summit between Trump and Kim — called it
a step towards denuclearization. “It’s a bet-
ter sign than doing nothing,” Nam Gwan-
pyo, deputy director of the presidential
national security office, told reporters. “I
believe they are moving step by step
towards denuclearization,” Nam added. But
some experts cautioned against reading too
much into the work described in the 38
North analysis.  — AFP

HK academics
warn of ‘political 
battleground’
at universities
HONG KONG: Pro-democracy Hong Kong
academics say they have been sidelined from
city universities for their political views as
fears grow that education is increasingly
under pressure from Beijing. Although semi-
autonomous Hong Kong enjoys rights unseen
on the mainland, including freedom of
expression, there are growing concerns those
liberties are being squeezed as China’s toler-
ance for dissent diminishes.

A former member of a top decision-mak-
ing body at one of the city’s leading universi-
ties described the situation for academics as
a “bloodless political battleground”. Students
have voiced their support and concern for
staff they feel have been targeted over their
views. In recent years they have joined facul-
ty members in protesting against what they
believe are political appointments of pro-
Beijing management figures at universities.

Several academics who spoke with AFP
said they felt their careers or those of their
colleagues had been scuppered because of
their political stance. Pro-democracy law-
maker Cheng Chung-tai was dismissed in
January this year from Hong Kong
Polytechnic University having taught social
sciences there for seven years.

He was fired after being prosecuted by the
government for turning the China and Hong

Kong flags upside down in the legislative
chamber as a form of protest against the pro-
Beijing camp. He was convicted and fined by
the court for “desecrating” the flags. “The
action I took at the Legislative Council has
nothing to do with my conduct as a teacher,”
he told AFP.

He accuses the university of “kneeling
down” to Chinese authorities for commercial
gain to safeguard its intake of mainland stu-
dents, who pay higher fees than local stu-
dents, and protect donations from pro-Beijing
enterprises. PolyU described Cheng’s actions
as “inconsistent with its commitment to quali-
ty education and aspiration to embrace inter-
nationalisation” in a dismissal letter seen by

AFP. The university said a two-month disci-
plinary investigation had found Cheng’s
behaviour “deviates from the university’s
requirements” in a statement to AFP.

Some academics fear university funding is
also prone to political manipulation as grants
are decided by a government-appointed
committee. Concerns that freedoms on cam-
pus are under threat were further exacerbat-
ed last year when 10 leading universities
penned a joint statement to students warning
them not to discuss Hong Kong independ-
ence. President Xi Jinping emphasises territo-
rial integrity as key to a resurgent China and
independence talk in the territory is a red flag
for Beijing. — AFP 
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ISLAMABAD: Pakistan’s military fanned out across
the country ahead of today’s election, deploying hun-
dreds of thousands of troops to oversee polling stations
in a short but acrimonious contest that analysts say is
still “up for grabs”. Armed soldiers watched closely as
election officials in the capital Islamabad yesterday dis-
tributed ballot boxes and voting materials for polling
stations across the city.

The armed forces have stationed over 370,000 per-
sonnel nationwide to ensure the vote goes smoothly —
the largest such deployment in Pakistan’s history on an
election day. “Deployment
of troops completed across
the country,” the military
said in a statement late on
Monday, saying the troops
would work with local law
enforcement to ensure “a
safe and secure environ-
ment” for voting.

The mammoth deploy-
ment coupled with a recent
decision by election author-
ities to grant military offi-
cers broad powers inside
polling booths has stirred fears of possible manipula-
tion ahead of the contest. The military’s manoeuvering
was just the latest source of controversy in a short but
bitter campaign season that has seen accusations of
“pre-poll rigging”, the expansion of hardline religious
parties and a string of bloody militant attacks that have
killed more than 175 people, including three candidates.

Final days 
Despite the controversies and bloodshed, political

parties continued to criss-cross the country in the final
days before the polls, holding dozens of rallies in key
battleground areas. The contest has largely been dis-
tilled to a two-party fight between jailed former prime
minister Nawaz Sharif’s incumbent Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz party, and cricketing legend Imran
Khan’s Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf.

“Our predictions are very murky right now,” Bilal
Gilani, executive director of Gallup Pakistan, told AFP,

adding that a huge chunk of
voters remain undecided.
“It’s stil l  up for grabs.”
Political parties held their
final rallies Monday night —
before campaigning was
suspended — in a last-ditch
attempt to energise voters.
“I am giving this task to all
of you to wake up early on
the 25th and cast your
vote,” Khan told thousands
of party faithful in the east-
ern city of Lahore.

In southern Punjab, PML-N leader and brother of
the former premier Shahbaz Sharif said victory was
“certain”. “Despite all the odds PML-N is winning the
July 25 polls,” he was quoted as saying by Pakistani
media. The PML-N has complained it is being targeted
by the powerful military, accusing it of manipulating
candidates and the media ahead of the vote in a bid to

push out the party and install a pliant government, with
Khan seen as the likely beneficiary. 

Activists and think tanks have also widely decried a
“silent coup” by the generals. At a PML-N rally in the
military garrison city of Rawalpindi, anger simmered over

what participants said was engineering by “the establish-
ment” — referring to the military — with some vowing to
take to the streets after the polls if directed by their lead-
ers.  “After the election, we will fight,” said PML-N sup-
porter Aftab Anjum. “Yes, we are all ready.” — AFP 

KARACHI: Pakistani soldiers patrol on a street in the port city of Karachi. — AFP 

HONG KONG: This picture taken on July 19, 2018 shows pro-democracy campaigner
and political science assistant professor at Hong Kong Baptist University Benson
Wong posing for a picture in Hong Kong, after receiving a letter in February from the
university stating that his contract will not be renewed this year. — AFP 

This undated picture released by the Korean Central News Agency (KCNA) yesterday
via KNS shows North Korean leader Kim Jong-un visiting a nursery ranch maintained
by the Korean People’s Army Unit 122 in Gangwon-do province.  — AFP

The contest has largely been distilled to a two-party fight

Army starts to spread out across 
Pakistan ahead of tight elections

Mali’s Sevare
airport hit by
mortar fire, 
no casualties
BAMAKO: Two mortar rounds landed
on central Mali’s Sevare airport late
Monday in a suspected jihadist attack
days ahead of a presidential poll,
according to security sources and
local authorities. No casualties were
reported. Sevare lies close to the
regional capital of Mopti and is home
to a UN mission (MINUSMA) base as
well as to the headquarters of the G5
Sahel anti-terror force which draws
troops from Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali,
Mauritania and Niger.

The G5 Sahel’s headquarters were
hit by a terror attack on June 29, killing
three people and two of the attackers.
Malians are due to vote in a presiden-
tial election on Sunday. Shortly before
midnight (GMT) on Monday evening,
Sevare’s airport “was targeted in a ter-
ror attack. Two shells were fired,” a
foreign security source on the ground

told said yesterday.
A Malian security source confirmed

the incident. “Both rounds came from
the east of the airport. One exploded
in the south and the other in the north,
close to the fuel depot, which obvious-
ly was a target,” the source told AFP.
“One mortar round exploded near the
runway and the other close to the air-
port buildings. Light automatic
weapons were fired after the shelling,”
another foreign security source said.
The attack was confirmed by a local
government source, who insisted there
were no casualties.

Security forces “secured the air-
port” several hours after the attack,
the Malian source said. Mali’s unrest
stems from a 2012 ethnic Touareg
separatist uprising, which was
exploited by jihadists in order to take
over key cities in the north. The
extremists were largely driven out in a
French-led military operation
launched in January 2013. But large
stretches of the country remain out-
side of the control of the foreign and
Malian forces, which are frequent tar-
gets of attacks, despite a peace
accord signed with Tuareg leaders in
2015 aimed at isolating the jihadists.
The violence has also spilled over into
both Burkina Faso and Niger. — AFP 

Three wounded 
as rockets are 
fired into Kabul
KABUL: At least three people were
wounded after five rockets were fired
into Kabul yesterday, police said, but
there was no immediate claim of respon-
sibility for the latest attack on the
Afghan capital. The rockets landed in
residential areas “near the mountains in
PD5 (police district)” in the west of the
city, police spokesman Hashmat
Stanikzai said. It is not clear if a nearby
police academy was the intended target.

Three civilians were wounded in the
attacks and police have been deployed
to find the launch site, Stanikzai added.
The rocket attacks came two days after
a suicide bomber blew himself up near
Kabul international airport, killing at
least 23 people, including AFP driver
Mohammad Akhtar. A further 107 people
were wounded.

Sunday’s attack was claimed by the
Islamic State group (IS), which said it
had targeted Afghan Vice President
Abdul Rashid Dostum, who returned to
Kabul after more than a year in exile.
Scores of government officials, political
leaders and supporters had gone to the
airport to welcome home Dostum, a
powerful ethnic Uzbek leader and former
warlord. Dostum was unharmed in the
attack, his armored vehicle having
already whisked him away when the
bomber struck.

The attacks also came a day after top
US commanders told reporters in Kabul

that they were seeing progress in the
nearly 17-year war. General Joseph
Votel, who heads the Central Command
that oversees US operations in the
region, expressed “cautious optimism”
that President Donald Trump’s South
Asia strategy was working.

As evidence, Votel pointed to the
Afghan government’s unilateral ceasefire
last month that was reciprocated by the
Taliban for three days — the first formal
nationwide truce since the war started.
“Our campaign approach of (increasing)
military pressure provided the time and
space for diplomatic and social pressure
to pursue this opportunity,” Votel said.

‘More work to do’ 
US air and ground operations in

Afghanistan have been ramped up under
Trump’s plan, announced last August,
that gave American troops more leeway
to go after Taliban and IS fighters in
Afghanistan. “We do recognize there’s a
lot more work to do here... But the
momentum is moving in the right direc-
tion here under our strategy,” Votel
added. While the roughly 14,000 US
troops in Afghanistan provide the main
component of the NATO mission to sup-
port and train local forces, some are also
involved in counterterrorism operations.
Ordinary Afghans have borne the brunt
of the grinding war that has turned
Kabul into one of the most dangerous
places in the country for civilians.
Militant attacks and suicide bombs were
the leading causes of civilian deaths in
the first half of 2018, a recent UN report
showed. The total number of civilians
killed was 1,692, the highest number for
the period since the United Nations
Assistance Mission in Afghanistan
began keeping records in 2009. — AFP 
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