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Violent snowstorm kills 9 
climbers on Mount Gurja 

One of the deadliest mountaineering accidents in Nepal
KATHMANDU: Nine members of a South Korean climb-
ing expedition were killed after a violent snowstorm
swept them off a cliff on Nepal’s Mount Gurja, one of the
deadliest mountaineering accidents to hit the Himalayan
nation in recent years. The bodies of eight climbers - four
South Koreans and four Nepali guides - were spotted
near the wreckage of their camp by a rescue team yester-
day morning, but strong winds were hampering the search
effort. A fifth South Korean climber was initially reported
missing, but officials later confirmed he was at the camp
when the deadly storm hit Friday and also perished.

“A mountain expedition of five South Korean nationals
and four foreigners were swept off by strong winds at the
base camp during their climb to Mount Gurja. (They) fell
off a cliff and died,” the South Korean foreign ministry
said in a statement. Helicopter pilot Siddartha Gurung was
among the first people to reach the site after the deadly
storm and described a scene of total destruction. He said
all the tents had been flattened, reduced to a tangled mess
of tarpaulin and broken polls, and the climbers’ bodies
were scattered across a wide area, including some in a
river bed some 500 meters away from the main camp.

“Everything is gone, all the tents are blown apart,”
Gurung said. Gurung landed a helicopter just above the

expedition team’s camp and attempted to descend to the
campsite with a group of local villagers, but icy and
unstable conditions meant they were unable to retrieve
any of the bodies. Rescue officials tried to send a second
helicopter to the site but it was unable to fly due to
strong winds, police
spokesman Sailesh Thapa said.
Another attempt will be made
today, he added.

Deadliest incident
The storm is the deadliest

incident to hit Nepal’s moun-
taineering industry since 18
people were killed at Mount
Everest’s base camp in 2015 in
an avalanche triggered by a
powerful earthquake. The pre-
vious year, 16 Sherpas were
killed on Everest when an avalanche swept through the
Khumbu Icefall during the busy Spring climbing season.
Then in October, a freak blizzard killed more than 40
tourists and their guides in the Annapurna region, a disas-
ter that was largely blamed on poor weather forecasting

and lackluster safety standards in Nepal’s poorly regulat-
ed trekking industry. Mountain weather is known for
being unpredictable with strong winds capable of throw-
ing a person off balance.

In April, an Italian climber died after he was blown off
Mount Dhaulagiri, the world’s
seventh highest peak which
neighbors Mount Gurja. But
the Italian was at 6,900 meters
when his tent was swept off
the mountain, whereas the
South Korean team were
below 4,000 meters when they
were hit by powerful winds.
“The fact that they were so
low when it  happened is
unusual ,” said experienced
German climber Billi Bierling,
who was forced to call off her

own summit bid on Dhaulagiri last month because of
heavy snowfall and high winds.

The South Korean team had been on 7,193-metre
(23,599-foot) Mount Gurja since early October, waiting
for a window of good weather so they could attempt to

reach the summit. Feted South Korean climber Kim
Chang-ho, who in 2013 became the fastest person to sum-
mit the world’s 14 highest mountains without using sup-
plemental oxygen, was leading the expedition, according
to a government-issued climbing permit seen by AFP.

The permit listed four South Korean climbers, but a
fifth member had joined the team later, according to
Suresh Dakal of Trekking Camp Nepal, the expedition
organizer. A sixth South Korean national was staying in a
village in the valley below the mountain when the power-
ful storm struck and survived, according to a local police
report. Rarely-climbed Gurja was first summited in 1969
by a Japanese team but no one has stood on its summit
for 22 years, according to the Himalayan Database.

The South Korean team were planning to scale the
mountain via a never-climbed route, the Korean Alpine
Federation said. Four climbers have previously perished
on Gurja’s flanks and a total of 30 have successfully
reached its peak - a fraction of the more than 8,000 peo-
ple who have summated Everest, the world’s highest
mountain. Thousands of climbers flock to Nepal each year
- home to eight of the world’s 14 highest peaks - creating
a lucrative mountain tourism industry that is a vital source
of cash for the impoverished country. — AFP

Bodies of 4
South Koreans

and four 
Nepalis found 

Pope defrocks 2 
Chilean bishops 
for sex abuse 
VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis has defrocked two
Chilean bishops for the alleged sexual abuse of minors,
the Vatican said in a statement yesterday after a meeting
between the pontiff and the president of Chile. The
decision to expel former archbishop Francisco Jose Cox
Huneeus and former bishop Marco Antonio Ordenes
Fernandez - the latest heads to roll in a country hit hard
by the cleric abuse scandal - could not be appealed, it
said. Both were stripped of their priesthood “as a con-
sequence of overt acts of abuse against minors”.

Defrocking is considered the harshest penalty for
priests within the Church and means the offender is for-
bidden from exercising any clerical duties at all, even in
private. Scores of new cases of priestly sexual abuse of
minors have come to light in Chile, deepening a crisis in
the Roman Catholic church that has also embroiled Pope
Francis. Yesterday, Francis met with Chilean President
Sebastian Pinera at the Vatican for talks on the “difficult
situation” in Chile. They discussed “the painful scourge
of abuse of minors, reiterating the effort of all in collab-
oration to combat and prevent the perpetration of such
crimes and their concealment”, the Vatican said.

The leaders “shared the hope that the church could
live a true rebirth,” Pinera said in a statement. A total of
167 bishops, priests and lay members of the church are
now under investigation for sexual crimes committed in
the South American country since 1960. Pope Francis
has already apologized repeatedly to Chileans over the
scandal, admitting the church failed “to listen and react”
to the allegations, but vowed to “restore justice”.  In
May, the Argentine pontiff accepted the resignation of
five Chilean bishops amid accusations of abuse and
related coverups. — AFP 

Major weapons 
makers rattled 
over Saudi deals
WASHINGTON: Major US defense contractors have
expressed concern to the Trump administration that
lawmakers angered by the disappearance of a Saudi
journalist in Turkey will block further arms deals with
Saudi Arabia, a senior US official said yesterday. Turkish
reports that journalist Jamal Khashoggi, a vocal critic of
Riyadh, was killed inside the Saudi consulate in Istanbul
and removed have hardened resistance in the US
Congress to selling weapons to Saudi Arabia, already a
sore point for many lawmakers concerned about the
Saudi role in Yemen’s civil war.

Saudi Arabia rejects the allegations in Turkey as
baseless. US President Donald Trump said on Thursday
he was wary of halting arms sales to Riyadh because of
Khashoggi as it would just shift its weapons purchases

to Russia and China. Saudi Arabia, where Trump last
year announced a $110 billion arms package, has been a
centerpiece of his overhaul of weapons export policy in
which he has gone further than any of his predecessors
in acting as a weapons salesman. However, critics say
the new approach gives too much weight to business
interests versus human rights concerns.

The senior U.S. official declined to identify the
companies that had contacted the administration over
their Saudi arms deals. Defense contractors did not
immediately respond to requests for comment.
Lockheed Martin Corp and Raytheon Co have been
the most active US defense companies with potential
sales to Saudi Arabia since Trump announced the
package as part of his “Buy American” agenda to cre-
ate jobs at home.

In Congress, Democrats and Republicans alike are
alarmed by the disappearance of Khashoggi, a US resi-
dent who wrote columns for the Washington Post. He
entered the consulate on Oct 2 to collect documents for
his planned marriage. Saudi officials say Khashoggi left
the building shortly afterwards, but his fiancee, Hatice
Cengiz, said he never re-appeared. — Reuters

Israel halts Gaza 
fuel deliveries
JERUSALEM: Israel suspended fuel deliveries to Gaza on
Friday in response to border violence which the Hamas-
run health ministry said left seven Palestinians dead in the
coastal enclave. The Israeli army said five were shot dead
after breaking through the border fence and attacking an
army post. But the Gaza health ministry said seven
Palestinians were killed as thousands of protesters
approached the heavily-guarded Israeli border.

It said four died along the frontier east of Al-Bureij in
central Gaza, two east of Gaza City and one near Rafah in
southern Gaza. It named one of those killed as Mohammed
Abbas, who was shot in the head. It said all the victims
were males aged between 17 and 29. Israeli army
spokesman Jonathan Conricus said around 20 Palestinians
had crossed the border in an “organized attack” after an
explosive device destroyed a portion of the fence. About
five of those who got through the fence assaulted an Israeli
army position and were “repelled”, he wrote on Twitter.

‘Immediate’ halt 
In response to the violence, Israeli Defense Minister

Avigdor Lieberman ordered deliveries of fuel to the
Palestinian enclave be suspended. “Following the serious
incidents in the Gaza Strip, the defense ministry orders the
immediate halt to the delivery of fuel” to the area, he said
in a statement. Four Israeli tanker trucks had delivered fuel
to Gaza on Friday morning before “riots” broke out,
Lieberman said. The suspension comes just days after a

United Nations-brokered deal to supply the territory with
Qatari-bought fuel came into effect. 

The terms of the deal saw Doha, a longtime Hamas
backer, pledge to pay $60 million (52 million euros) for
fuel to be brought into Gaza over six months to supply the
strip’s sole power plant. In a rare interview recently,
Hamas’s Gaza head Yahya Sinwar encouraged world pow-
ers to work with it to ease suffering in the strip. Jason
Greenblatt, US President Donald Trump’s peace envoy,
had hailed the fuel agreement. At least 205 Palestinians
have been killed by Israeli fire in Gaza since protests
began on March 30.

The majority were killed during border demonstrations,
though others have died in airstrikes and tank shelling.
One Israeli soldier has been killed over the same period.
Protesters have sent incendiary devices attached to bal-
loons into Israeli territory during demonstrations, which
Israel says has caused hundreds of thousands of dollars-
worth of damage to farmland. The protesters are demand-
ing to be allowed to return to lands now inside Israel, from
which their families fled or were displaced during the 1948
war surrounding the creation of the Jewish state.

They are also calling for Israel to end its crippling
blockade of the strip. Israel accuses the enclave’s Islamist
rulers Hamas of leading the protests and using them as a
cover for attacks. There had been hopes the protests
would ease after the UN-brokered agreement to ease the
strip’s energy crisis took effect this week. But thousands of
protestors again gathered Friday in sites along the border,
AFP correspondents said. They added that Hamas leader
Ismail Haniya also attended the protests east of Gaza City
and hailed the ongoing demonstrations. Israel’s army said
approximately 14,000 “rioters and demonstrators” took
part in Friday’s protests. — AFP 

GAZA: Palestinians carry the bodies of Ahmad Al-Tawil (right) and Ahmed Abu Naim (left), who were killed the day
before during a protest along the Israel-Gaza border fence, during their funeral in Nuseirat camp yesterday. — AFP 

VATICAN CITY: Chile’s President Sebastian Pinera (left) and
his wife Cecilia Morel exchange gifts with Pope Francis
during a private audience at the Vatican yesterday.  — AFP 


