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Kabul ‘concerned’ 
about Taleban deal, 
seeks clarification
KABUL: The Afghan government
expressed doubts yesterday about a
prospective deal between the US and
the Taleban, saying officials need more
information about the risks it poses. US
special envoy Zalmay Khalilzad was in
Kabul this week, when he shared with
Afghan officials an agreement “in princi-
ple” that Washington has forged with the
Taleban and would lead to a pull-out of
American troops.

The prospect of a US-Taleban deal
has caused much concern among many
Afghans, who feel sidelined from the
process, worry the hardline Islamists will
return to power, and see a beaten
America selling out their interests in a
bid to escape Afghanistan after 18 years
of grueling war. Sediq Sediqqi, Afghan
President Ashraf Ghani’s spokesman,
said that while the Kabul administration
supports any progress in an eventual
peace process, it wants to prevent any
negative consequences.

Kabul is “concerned, therefore we
seek clarification about this document so
that we can carefully analyze the risks
and potential negative consequences,
and prevent any danger it may cause,”

Sediqqi said on Twitter. The statement is
Kabul’s first such reaction to the
prospective deal, which Khalilzad pre-
sented on Monday. Ghani and his gov-
ernment have until now been largely
sidelined in negotiations between the US
and the Taleban, who see the Afghan
president as illegitimate and have insist-
ed on dealing first with the Americans.

Kabul’s concerns build on a position
expressed Tuesday by former US
ambassadors to Afghanistan, who
warned in a joint statement against a
major troop withdrawal without a com-
prehensive peace accord. “A major with-
drawal of US forces should follow, not
come in advance, of (a) real peace
agreement,” the former envoys wrote.

Five US bases 
According to parts of the deal made

public so far, the Pentagon would pull
thousands of its 13,000 or so troops
from five bases across Afghanistan by
early next year, provided the Taleban
hew to their security pledges. The
insurgents have said they will renounce
Al-Qaeda, fight the Islamic State group
and stop jihadists using Afghanistan as
a safe haven.

Ultimately, though, Kabul has no say
on whether the US and the Taleban make
a deal, and can only hope the insurgents
honor a pledge to sit down with the
Afghan government to build a separate

accord. Afghans have been on tenter-
hooks for weeks while the US and the
Taleban flesh out what are thought to be
the final details of their deal. 

President Donald Trump was due to
look at the proposed pact this week. If
he and Taleban leaders approve, it could
be signed and announced any day. But
even as negotiations for an accord have
entered an apparent end phase, violence
has surged across Afghanistan. On

Monday, the Taleban launched a massive
attack in Kabul, where they targeted a
fortified compound used by foreign aid
groups and agencies. At least 16 people
were killed, with more than 100 wound-
ed. On Saturday, the Taleban attempted
to seize the provincial capital of Kunduz
in the north, and on Sunday, they
launched an operation in the city of Pul-
e Khumri, the capital of neighboring
Baghlan province. —AFP

Five Chinese 
tourists killed in 
New Zealand 
bus crash
WELLINGTON:  Five Chinese nationals
were killed and another six injured when
a tourist bus veered off a highway and
flipped during bad weather in New
Zealand’s North Island, police said.
Police said 27 people were in the vehicle
when it crashed about 20 kilometers
outside Rotorua — a popular tourist
town in the Bay of Plenty area known for
its hot springs. 

“Unfortunately police believe that five
of those 27 onboard have lost their lives
as a result of the crash,” inspector Brent
Crowe told reporters. Crowe said two of
the survivors were seriously injured and

four were moderately hurt. “This is an
absolute tragedy for Bay of Plenty roads,
even more so because of the fact we
have Chinese nationals, visitors to our
country, who have been impacted.”
Crowe declined to give details of the
deceased, saying authorities were still
working to identify them and contact
their families in China.

He said the driver was not seriously
injured and an investigation into the
cause of the crash was under way. He
said the accident occurred as the bus
approached a bend on a winding, hilly
stretch of road. “At the time, the weather
was very unfavorable, there was high
winds, fog and a lot of rain. The road
surface was clearly wet and therefore
slippery,” he said. The Chinese embassy
in Wellington told TVNZ that ambassa-
dor Wu Xi was on her way to the crash
site to help those involved in the crash.
“The embassy attaches great importance
to the tragic incident,” it said. “Our deep
condolences with those who died and
injured.” —AFP

Nepal media bills 
undermine freedom 
of speech: HRW
KATHMANDU:  Nepal’s proposed media and com-
munication laws will have a “chilling effect” on its
citizens’ right to free speech, Human Rights Watch
warned yesterday as it called for the bills to be
amended. The government — which is drafting and
has tabled bills on media, IT and mass communica-
tions — has said the laws are necessary to improve
media reporting and discourage disinformation.

But journalists and right activists say they could
be used to suppress freedom of expression, with
the ruling party showing less and less tolerance for
dissent since coming to power in 2017. In a letter to
Prime Minister K.P. Sharma Oli published online,
HRW said the draft laws as well as previous
amendments to the penal code criminalised speech
in a way that was “extremely broad” and “unac-
ceptably vague”. “These provisions carry extremely
severe penalties, which will have a chilling effect on
free speech,” said HRW.

The 10-page letter included a detailed analysis
by the rights body on how the amendments and
bills “violate international standards on upholding
the right to free speech and expression”. If passed
in their current form, the laws would “undermine
the freedoms that Nepalis fought so hard to
achieve” HRW’s South Asia director Meenakshi
Ganguly said in a statement. One proposed piece of
legislation, the Media Council Bill, gives the gov-
ernment regulator the power to fine reporters and
editors up to a million rupees ($8,600) for violating
its code of conduct.

It was tabled in parliament only after an agree-
ment was reached with Nepal’s journalist federa-
tion to amend problematic clauses. There was no
immediate response from the government to the
HRW letter. Several journalists, artists and regular
citizens have been arrested for online postings or
for expressing their political beliefs. In June, a
comedian was detained after a director filed a case
against his film review. —AFP

SEOUL: When Lim reached South Korea, she thought
she had left behind the miseries of poverty and an
unwanted marriage for a better life with her daughter.
She is one of more than 33,000 North Koreans — the
vast majority of them women — who have fled to the
South from hardship and repression in their homeland,
where the Kim dynasty has ruled with an iron fist for
three generations and stands accused of widespread
human rights abuses.

The transition to a radically different, democratic
and capitalist society — while juggling work, school
and motherhood — is not easy. “Life in South Korea
was the complete opposite of what I had expected,”
Lim said. Nine years after arriving she still struggles to
make ends meet, one of hundreds of North Korean sin-
gle mothers in similar situations. Their plight was high-
lighted by the case of Han Sung-ok, who had difficul-
ties keeping jobs while caring for her epileptic six-
year-old son. Their bodies were found in a Seoul flat
two months after they are believed to have died from
starvation.

News of the deaths sent shockwaves across the
country last month and triggered an unprecedented
campaign by the defector community urging Seoul to
overhaul its aid programme for North Korean refugees.
“Han fled North Korea, where scores of people die
from starvation, only to starve to death in South
Korea,” said campaigner Heo Kwang-il.

‘Vicious cycle’ 
The vast majority of North Korean migrants go first

to neighbouring China before making their way to the
South. As the oldest daughter, Lim — who asked to be
identified by her surname only — left home at 24 to
provide for her family but like many others was traf-
ficked and sold to an abusive Chinese man, with whom
she had a child. After four years of what she described
as “imprisonment”, Lim ran away with her toddler

daughter to Seoul.
At first, she took odd jobs but with no one to help

look after her daughter, Lim was forced at one point to
put her into care and contemplated suicide, tormented
by the guilt of not being able to provide fully for her
child or her family in the North. At times she doubted
her decision. “Sometimes, I wanted to go back to
North Korea,” she told AFP in her tiny flat. Nowadays,
she works as a waitress and is sometimes able to send
money to her family in the North via intermediaries,
and has no regrets — but it has taken time. 

Life in South Korea is riddled with cultural and eco-
nomic challenges for all new arrivals from its neighbor
— the two have been divided since the Korean War
fighting stopped in 1953. But single mothers face fur-
ther complications without a family support network.
“When they have to take care of a child, they end up
seeking part-time, unstable jobs,” said Kim Sung-
kyung, a professor at the University of North Korean
Studies. “This starts a vicious cycle that holds them
back from adjusting financially or finding stability.”

‘Korean Dream’ 
The South Korean government provides newly

arrived defectors a lump sum of around 8 million won
($6,600) to help them settle. They can seek additional
aid but some give up, saying the system is too complex
— especially if their education in the North has left
them with limited literacy. Media reports say Han had
sought help but was turned back by a district official
who demanded legal papers to prove her status, which
she could not provide.

“People come to the democratic South with the
‘Korean Dream’” but many end up suffering from
depression and other illnesses, said Lee Na-kyung, a
defector activist for single parents and people with
disabilities from the North. Lee arrived with her hus-
band — who has a disability — and their son in 2006

but was soon homeless after spending all their money
on medical treatment. She calls herself a “rare success
story”, saying her aggressive personality helped her
settle in her new home, where she first worked as a gas
meter reader and later became a humanities instructor.

The state has a pervasive role in North Korean soci-

ety, where authorities impose extensive controls over
individuals’ lives, in marked contrast to the more indi-
vidualistic South. Many single mothers who come to
the South “have no one to talk to and they feel cut off
from the world”, Lee said. “They say even if they were
poor in the North, they never felt isolated.” —AFP

‘Life in South Korea was the complete opposite of what I had expected’

North Korean defector mothers 
struggle in vastly different South

SEOUL: This picture taken on August 29, 2019 shows North Korean defector Lim — who asked to be
identified by her surname only — speaking during an interview with AFP at her apartment. —AFP

KABUL: Smoke rises from the site of an attack after a massive explosion near the
Green Village. —AFP

This handout aerial photo taken and released from the Philips Search and
Rescue Trust shows the rescue scene of a bus crash, some 20 kilometers
outside Rotorua, a popular tourist town in the Bay of Plenty area. —AFP

Indonesia sends back 
hundreds of shipping 
containers full of waste
JAKARTA: Indonesia has sent hundreds of garbage-
filled shipping containers back to their countries of ori-
gin, according to the customs agency, as the Southeast
Asian nation pushes back against becoming a dumping
ground for foreign trash. About 250 containers seized
across the archipelago in recent months have already
been returned and authorities are inspecting more than
1,000 others, a customs official said.

Among them, 49 containers of waste seized on

Batam Island near Singapore have been shipped
back to the United States, Germany, France, Hong
Kong and Australia, said agency spokesman Deni
Surjantoro. The shipments were loaded with a com-
bination of garbage, plastic waste and hazardous
materials in violation of import rules. “Imports can’t
be contaminated with toxic or dangerous materials,”
he said. Nearly 200 containers have also been
shipped out of Surabaya, Indonesia’s second-biggest
city, to the US, Britain and Germany, according to
customs data.

Meanwhile, authorities near Jakarta are gearing up
to send back about 150 containers while inspecting
more than 1,000 others that could contain banned
materials, Surjantoro said. Indonesia has been tight-
ening its surveillance of foreign trash in response to

soaring imports. Huge quantities of waste have been
redirected to Southeast Asian nations after China —
which used to receive the bulk of scrap plastic from
around the world — closed its doors to foreign
refuse last year in a bid to clean up its environment. 

Australia has pledged to stop exporting recyclable
waste amid global concerns about plastic polluting the
oceans and increasing pushback from Asian nations
against accepting trash. Around 300 million tons of
plastic are produced every year, according to the con-
servation organization WWF, with much of it ending
up in landfills or polluting the seas, in what has become
a growing international crisis. A particular environ-
mental concern are microplastics — tiny pieces of
degraded waste that absorb harmful chemicals and
accumulate inside fish, birds and other animals.  —AFP

Singapore begins 
election processes
SINGAPORE: Singapore’s next general election could be
just months away, with the government announcing yester-
day that Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong had formed a
panel to review electoral boundaries, an initial step
towards calling a vote. Lee, the son of Singapore’s found-
ing father Lee Kuan Yew, has held power since 2004 and is
widely expected to step down after elections that must
take place by early 2021.

The impending elections come as Singapore slashed its
full-year economic growth forecast with global conditions
worsening. Data last month confirmed Singapore’s slowest
growth rate in a decade amid mounting fears of recession in
the wealthy city-state. “The current administration has been
actively thinking about not just short-term issues but also
long-term challenges that the economy faces,” said Jeff Ng,
an economist at Continuum Economics.

Lee’s People’s Action Party (PAP) has dominated politics
over the five decades since the republic’s independence, win-
ning all elections with significant majorities. In the last elec-
tion, in 2015, the PAP won about 69.9 percent of the vote, an
improvement on its worst-ever showing of 60.1 percent in
the previous election in 2011. —Reuters


