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SEOUL: South Korea’s military said yesterday it was
closely monitoring North Korean facilities after a
series of satellite images triggered international alarm
that Pyongyang might be preparing a long-range mis-
sile or space launch. Any launch would send the stut-
tering talks on denuclearization into disarray, after a
high-stakes second summit between Donald Trump
and Kim Jong Un collapsed last month without a deal.
But some analysts suggest the North might be stage-
managing activity at certain key sites, to stoke con-
cern and secure “better terms” when the two sides
next meet.

Washington wants what administration officials
have called a “big deal”, with the complete elimination
of weapons of mass destruction in return for the
dropping of sanctions that have strangled the isolated
North’s economy. North Korea favors a more step-
by-approach, with Kim proposing dismantling its
Yongbyon nuclear complex in exchange for lifting the
main sanctions-a notion Trump refused in Hanoi
despite the vaunted “chemistry” between the pair.  

“The North could be trying to show the US it can
always turn back to aggressive posture by rebuilding
missile sites in order to gain leverage in future talks,
but without actually firing a missile or rocket,” said
Cheong Seong-Chang, a senior researcher at the pri-
vate Sejong Institute. “It is hard to rule out the possi-
bility of a rocket launch at the Sohae station at this
point as North Korea has proven time and time again
it can do unexpected things.”  

‘All possible scenarios’
Satellite analysis now indicates increased activity

at two key sites-the Samundong missile research
facility and the Sohae rocket launch centre. Located
on the outskirts of Pyongyang, Samundong was built
in 2012 to support development of long-range missiles
and space-launch vehicles. As well as developing the
Hawsong-15 ICBM, which analysts agree is capable of
reaching the whole US mainland, Samundong con-
structed the long-range rockets that were then trans-
ported and successfully launched from the Sohae
satellite launch station in 2012 and 2016. Images of
Samundong taken on February 22 showed cars and
trucks at the site, as well as rail cars and cranes at a
yard, US news outlet NPR has reported.

South Korea is “closely tracking and looking into
all activity for possible scenarios including a missile
launch” across the border, said Kim Joon-rak,
spokesman of the South Korean Joint Chiefs of Staff.
Experts are divided over Pyongyang’s plans, but
whatever its intentions, a launch would shatter the
fragile US-North Korea relationship and revive the
angry language that had stoked fears of a military
conflict at the start of the Trump presidency. “This is
North Korea’s classic brinkmanship on display again,”
said Lim Eul-chul, professor of North Korean studies
at Kyungnam University.

“The North’s intention is clear. It wants early
resumption of talks with the US, but on better terms.”
Veteran North Korea watchers said that any activity is
likely to be finely calibrated and could also be intend-
ed to send a clear message within the isolated regime.
“Kim could use a launch to demonstrate at the 14th
Supreme People’s Assembly, probably in mid-April,
that he has not been cowed by sanctions,” said former
US negotiator Joel Wit, now the director of the
respected 38 North website.—AFP 
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Malaysia court frees woman 
in North Korean murder case

Indonesian woman accused of assassinating Kim’s half-brother
SHAH ALAM: An Indonesian woman accused of assas-
sinating the North Korean leader’s half-brother was
freed yesterday after Malaysian prosecutors dropped a
murder charge against her, in a shock decision that
delighted her friends and family. Siti Aisyah smiled as
she was ushered into a car outside the court, where she
had been on trial for a year and a half alongside a
Vietnamese woman for the 2017 murder of Kim Jong
Nam at Kuala Lumpur airport. 

“I feel happy. I did not know this will happen. I did
not expect it,” said the 27-year-old, who earlier hugged
her tearful Vietnamese co-accused, Doan Thi Huong, in
the dock when the news was announced. Indonesian
officials mounted a major diplomatic effort to free
Aisyah, which included pressure from the president.
The Indonesian justice minister had written to
Malaysia’s attorney general seeking her release, citing
problems with the case, and he agreed last week.  

The women had always denied murder, saying they
were tricked by North Korean spies into carrying out
the Cold War-style hit using VX nerve agent, and
believed it was a prank for a reality TV show. Their
lawyers presented them as scapegoats, saying that
authorities were unable to catch the real killers. Four
North Koreans-formally accused of the murder along-
side the women-fled Malaysia shortly after the assassi-
nation.  The trial, which began in October 2017, had
been due to resume yesterday with the defense stage
of proceedings after a break of several months. But at
the start of the hearing at Shah Alam High Court, prose-
cutor Muhammad Iskandar Ahmad requested that the
murder charge against Aisyah be withdrawn and she be
given a discharge, without providing a reason.

The judge agreed to a discharge not amounting to
an acquittal, and ordered Aisyah’s immediate release.
This means Aisyah has not been formally cleared of the
charge and could, in theory, be re-arrested. The news

was a surprise as the court had only been scheduled to
hear Huong testify, and the Vietnamese woman was left
in shock that she was not released alongside Aisyah. “I
do not know what will happen to me now. I am inno-
cent-please pray for me,” the 30-year-old said. Her tes-
timony was adjourned yesterday as her lawyers said
they would also apply to get the charge against her
dropped.

Homecoming party
Aisyah arrived later in Jakarta, where she was

reunited with parents. In her hometown of Sindangsari
on Java island, there was shock and delight as word
spread of her release. “We’ve heard the news and we’re
so happy. We’re getting a celebration ready!” her aunt
Darmi, who goes by one name said. Indonesia often
makes concerted diplomatic efforts to free its citizens
detained overseas, particularly those who may face the
death penalty. 

Speaking at the Indonesian embassy in Malaysia,
Indonesian Justice Minister Yasonna Laoly reeled off a
list of figures in government-from President Joko
Widodo to the foreign minister  - who had pushed for
Aisyah’s release. A murder conviction carries a manda-
tory penalty of death by hanging in Malaysia. The gov-
ernment vowed last year to abolish capital punishment
but has yet to amend the law. There does not appear to
have been any such aggressive lobbying effort from
Vietnam for Huong, however. 

Vietnam generally does not get publicly involved in
individual criminal cases overseas, and foreign affairs
officials did not respond to AFP’s request for comment
yesterday. In the first stage of the trial that ran until
August last year, prosecutors presented their case.
Witnesses described how the victim-the estranged
half-brother of Kim Jong Un and once seen as heir
apparent to the North Korean leadership-died in agony

shortly after being attacked. 
Prosecutors said Aisyah and Huong were well-

trained assassins but their lawyers argued the four
North Koreans were the masterminds, and provided
them with poison on the day of the murder. South

Korea has accused the North of ordering the hit, which
Pyongyang denies. Malaysia had been one of the
nuclear-armed North’s few allies but the assassination
badly damaged ties, and led to the countries expelling
each other’s ambassadors.— AFP 

JAKARTA: Indonesian Siti Aisyah waves after a press conference in Jakarta yesterday. Shock and delight rippled
through the Indonesian town of Sindangsari as residents got word that a local woman accused of assassinating
the North Korean leader’s half-brother had been freed. — AFP 

BEIRUT: Islamic State looks about to lose its last foothold
- on the banks of the Euphrates near the Iraq border - but
while its era of territorial rule may be over for now, there is
near universal agreement that IS remains a threat.

What has defeat accomplished?
Islamic State’s possession of land in Iraq and Syria set

it apart from other like-minded groups such as Al-Qaeda
and became central to its mission when it declared a
caliphate in 2014, claiming sovereignty over all Muslim
lands and peoples. The destruction of the quasi-state it
built there has denied the group its most potent propagan-
da and recruiting tool as well as a logistical base from
which it could train fighters and plan coordinated attacks
overseas. It also freed its former subjects from summary
executions and draconian punishment for breaking its
strict laws or, for some minorities, sexual slavery and
slaughter. Warfare wiped out thousands of its fighters.
And, financially, its defeat deprives it of greater resources
than any modern jihadist movement has enjoyed, including
taxes on its inhabitants and the proceeds of oil sales.

What threat does IS still pose?
In its previous guise as an Al-Qaeda offshoot in Iraq a

decade ago, IS navigated adversity by going underground,
biding its time to rise suddenly again. Since suffering dev-
astating territorial losses in 2017, IS has steadily turned
again to such tactics. Sleeper cells in Iraq have staged a
scatter-gun campaign of kidnappings and killings to
undermine the Baghdad government. The group has also
carried out many bombings in northeast Syria, which is
controlled by US-backed Kurdish forces, including one

that killed four Americans in January. Kurdish and US offi-
cials say it remains a menace there. In Syria, IS fighters are
on the brink of losing their last foothold of Baghouz at the
Iraqi border. But they still have a presence in sparsely
populated territory west of the Euphrates River in an area
otherwise held by the Syrian government.

What has happened to IS leaders?
The fate of the IS leader, Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi,

remains a mystery. The US government’s top experts
strongly believe he is alive and possibly hiding in Iraq, US
sources recently said. Other top-echelon leaders have
been killed in air strikes. Thousands of Islamic State insur-
gents and civilian followers have also been killed and thou-
sands more captured. An unknown number remain at large
in both Syria and Iraq. Iraq is putting on trial, imprisoning
and often executing IS detainees. The US-backed Syrian
Democratic Forces (SDF) holds many hundreds of Islamic
State fighters and followers, but the numbers have bal-
looned as the SDF advanced into the area near Baghouz.

A senior US defense official in Washington said in early
March that about 20,000 Islamic State fighters and family
members had come out of Baghouz. An SDF official said
SDF forces were holding about 4,000 suspected Islamic
State fighters from Iraq and Syria and more than 1,000
foreign fighters. Many low-level local operatives have been
released in Syria. The SDF complains that Western states
are reluctant to take back the foreign fighters, who are
widely seen as a security threat at home but who might be
hard to legally prosecute.

Can IS inspire attacks overseas?
As Islamic State clung to its last scrap of land, the head of

Britain’s spy agency MI6 warned that the group would return
to “asymmetric” attacks. Even after it began losing ground
militarily, IS still claimed responsibility for attacks made in
different countries, though often these have been blamed on
“lone wolves” without its direction. It started years ago to call
on followers abroad to plan their own attacks, rather than

focusing purely on ones staged by trained operatives sup-
ported by the group’s hierarchy. In early 2018 the head of US
military central command said Islamic State was resilient and
remained capable of “inspiring attacks throughout the region
and outside of the Middle East”.

The future of global jihad
Although Islamic State’s core territory was in Iraq and

Syria, jihadists fighting in other countries, notably Nigeria,
Yemen and Afghanistan, pledged their allegiance to it.
Whether those groups will still wear its mantle, especially
if Baghdadi is captured or killed, is an open question, but
there seems little chance they will soon end their cam-
paigns. Al-Qaeda also retains numerous franchises around
the world, and other militant Islamist groups operate in
countries where normal governance has broken down.
Jihadist ideology has long proven itself able to mutate as
circumstances change, and there is no shortage of warfare,
injustice, oppression, poverty, sectarianism and naked reli-
gious hatred for Islamist militants to exploit. — Reuters
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DEIR EZ-ZOR: Fighters with the Syrian Democratic Forces
(SDF) sit on a motorcycle at a makeshift camp for Islamic
State (IS) group members and their families in the town
of Baghouz. — AFP 

JOHANNESBURG: Former South African president
Jacob Zuma used the country’s intelligence services
for his own political and personal interests, most
notably against his successor, Cyril Ramaphosa, a
government report charges. Published Saturday on
Ramaphosa’s initiative, the report of about 100
pages details “serious breaches of the Constitution,
policy, law, regulations and directives” by Zuma dur-
ing his nearly nine years in office.

The State Security Agency (SSA) targeted
Ramaphosa in the run-up to his becoming head of
the ruling African National Congress in 2017, and
then president, it said. Zuma stepped down in early
2018 amid charges of massive corruption. The
agency was “able to infiltrate and penetrate the
leadership structure” of the movement against Zuma,
said the report, drawn up by a team under former
minister Sydney Mufamadi said.

The SSA became a “cash cow” for many, both
inside and outside the agency, it added. In response,
Zuma accused the committee that drew up the
report of having two apartheid-era spies. “I have
never been asked any questions by this commit-
tee...,” he tweeted Sunday. “I’ve never sold out nor
written letters” to the security services. “I hope peo-
ple are not opening a can of worms which they might
regret,” he added. Ramaphosa has promised to root
out corruption and, in a strong statement on the
report, condemned the way the intelligence services
had been politicized.—AFP 

KHARTOUM: A Sudanese emergency court has sentenced
an opposition leader to a week in jail, as police detained
several people intent on marching on parliament to protest
a state of emergency. Mariam al-Mahdi said she will spend
a total of three weeks in jail after refusing to pay a fine of
2,000 Sudanese pounds ($42).

Deputy chief of the opposition Umma Party, led by her
father and former premier Sadiq al-Mahdi, she and her sis-
ter Rabah were among those arrested earlier on Sunday.
Protest organizers had called for a march to challenge the
state of emergency, imposed nationwide by President
Omar al-Bashir on February 22. Bashir’s move came after a
crackdown on rallies against his iron-fisted rule failed to
deter demonstrators.

The president has ordered a slew of tough measures to
quell the protests, including banning all unauthorised ral-
lies and setting up the emergency courts to probe
offences. Sunday’s procession was to start at the Umma
Party offices in the capital’s twin city of Omdurman. “As
some of our leaders came out of the party office to lead
the march, security agents arrested them,” said Mohamed
al-Mahdi, a party leader who is not related to the former
premier’s family.

Riot police fired tear gas at those who had gathered
outside the party offices, witnesses said, prompting the
crowd to disperse before the march could begin.
“Protesters have now launched demonstrations in some
areas of Omdurman. Many of them have been arrested,”
one onlooker said. Later on Sunday, protesters also rallied
in some areas of Khartoum, including in the eastern district
of Burri that has become a regular site of demonstrations,
according to witnesses.

Alongside the two daughters of the former prime minis-

ter, “five other leaders of our party have also been taken
away by security agents,” Mohamed al-Mahdi said. After
her sentencing, Mariam al-Mahdi was taken to a women’s
prison in Omdurman. “Goodbye, I have decided not to pay
the fine, so see you after three weeks,” she wrote on her
Facebook page. Her sister Rabah Al-Mahdi was fined 500
Sudanese pounds and the other five leaders were fined
1,000 pounds each. The latest sentencings come a day
after another emergency court in Khartoum sentenced
nine women to 20 lashes and a month in prison for joining
protests.

The rulings by emergency courts came despite Bashir
on Friday ordering the release of all women detainees held
during demonstrations. Protests initially broke out on
December 19 after a government decision to triple the
price of bread, amid a broader economic crisis in the
country. Demonstrations have since escalated to nation-
wide rallies against Bashir, who came to power in a 1989
coup that toppled the government of Sadiq Al-Mahdi.
Officials say 31 people have died in protest-related vio-
lence so far, while Human Rights Watch says the death toll
is at least 51 and includes medics and children. — AFP 
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OMDOURMAN: Sudanese protesters chant slogans during
an anti-government demonstration in Khartoum’s twin
city of Omdurman. — AFP 
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