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An undated photo released by South Korea’s
Yonhap news agency shows late comedian
Park Ji-sun. — AFP 

Aprominent South Korean comedi-
an was found dead at her home in
Seoul yesterday alongside her

mother, multiple reports said. The bodies
of Park Ji-sun, 36, and her mother were
found by police, Yonhap news agency
reported. Park was reportedly being
treated for an unspecified illness and the
Seoul Shinmun newspaper cited a police

officer as saying there were “no signs of
outside intrusion or murder”.

Suicide is a chronic social problem in
highly competitive South Korea and the
leading cause of death for people aged
between 10 and 39, according to gov-
ernment data. More than 13,700 people
took their own lives last year. Park was a
graduate of the elite Korea University,

where she studied education, but
charmed audiences with her down-to-
earth and self-deprecating humor-often
light-heartedly playing the role of a
woman repeatedly rejected on a date. 

“I am lucky as a comedian that I can
use my face to make people laugh,” she
said in an interview with the Hankyoreh
newspaper. Several South Korean

celebrities have killed themselves in
recent years, among them K-pop singers
Goo Hara and Sulli, both of whom had
been subjected to vicious cyber-bullying,
and Kim Jong-hyun of the boyband
Shinee. — AFP

Dubbed the “Manhattan of the
desert” for its centuries-old sky-
scrapers, Yemen’s ancient city of

Shibam escaped damage in the civil
war-but faces collapse from disrepair
amid rains and floods. Against a back-
drop of cliffs looking like America’s
Grand Canyon, the UNESCO-listed
World Heritage site is strategically built
on a rocky spur high above the river
valley of Wadi Hadramawt, in the arid
centre of Yemen. Some of the hundreds
of fantastical sun-dried mud-brick tow-
ers soar seven stories high, many dat-
ing back to the 16th century, all
crammed inside a traditional fortified
wall built for protection.

The UN describes the city, once an
oasis stop for the camel caravans on the
spice and incense routes across south-
ern Arabia, as “one of the oldest and
best examples of urban planning based
on the principle of vertical construction.”
But Shibam is struggling. The mud-brick
constructions need constant repair, but
Yemen’s economy has collapsed in the
brutal civil war raging since 2014, creat-
ing what the UN describes as the world’s
worst humanitarian crisis. “The city looks

like it was hit by a disaster-without prece-
dent,” said Abdulwahab Jaber, a local
official in the town, 480 kilometers (300
miles) east of the capital Sanaa. Jaber
said at least four towers have been com-
pletely destroyed and 15 others dam-
aged in recent floods, which have killed
scores of people across Yemen.

Victim of conflict 
The sun-baked earth walls are crum-

bling. Hassan Aidid, head of the General
Organization for the Preservation of
Historic Cities in Yemen, said that the
roofs and the exterior of the mud towers
had sustained the most damage.
“Residents of the city have been unable
to restore them because of the war and
the difficult situation in which they live,”
Aidid told AFP. Yemen is gripped by a
war between Iran-backed Huthi rebels-
who control the capital-and a belea-
guered government supported by a
Saudi-led military coalition.

Shibam is controlled by the interna-
tionally-recognized government, but
while it has largely been spared direct
conflict, it has not escaped the effects of
the war. The fighting has almost com-
pletely halted public spending. The city,
with its densely-packed tower houses
and alleyways often too narrow for cars,
was put on the UNESCO heritage list in
1982 — but in 2015 it was also added to
the “List of World Heritage in Danger.” It
came shortly after the Saudi-led military
coalition joined the war to support the
government against the Huthi rebels.

Restoration slow 
Aidid said an emergency response

plan in cooperation with UNESCO is
underway, with approximately 40 build-

ings being restored at a cost of
$194,000. Private donors have also
offered to help, including a Saudi busi-
nessman who donated approximately
$54,000, Aidid said. But while restora-
tion plans are going ahead, helped by
some funding from the European Union,
they are not going fast enough, said
Barak Baswitine, head of the associa-
tion of mud-brick architecture in
Shibam. “There have been some diffi-
culties,” he said. “The work is slow due
to lack of local skilled manpower that
meets the standards.”

Shibam is one of three historical sites
that bear witness to the mud-brick archi-

tectural past of the Hadramawt region in
Yemen. Those irreplaceable ancient
sites, representing Yemen’s unique his-
torical heritage, are also under threat.
Some 20 kilometers east of Shibam is
one of the world’s largest mud-brick tow-
ers, the Seiyun Palace, which is at risk of
collapse as heavy rains and years of
neglect take their toll. The third is the city
of Tarim, about 40 kilometers east from
the city, and known for its 365 mosques-
including Al-Mehdar, which has the
tallest minaret in Yemen.— AFP

Aerial pictures shows  views of Shibam City in Yemen’s central Hadramawt governorate.
—AFP photos

Bad Romance:
Lady Gaga in 
Twitter feud with
Trump campaign

Music superstar Lady Gaga
got into an unlikely Twitter
feud Sunday with President

Donald Trump’s reelection cam-
paign after they accused her of
being anti-fracking. Democratic
challenger Joe Biden announced
that Gaga would appear with him
at a drive-in rally in Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania, a state crucial to
clinching victory on November 3.
Trump’s team responded immedi-
ately, slamming the joint appear-
ance. “Nothing exposes Joe
Biden’s disdain for the forgotten
working men and women of
Pennsylvania like campaigning
with anti-fracking activist Lady
Gaga,” campaign communications
director Tim Murtaugh said in a
statement posted to Twitter.

“This desperate effort to drum
up enthusiasm for his lackluster
candidacy is actually a sharp stick
in the eye for 600,000
Pennsylvanians who work in the
fracking industry,” Murtaugh said,
adding that Biden has “repeatedly
promised left-wing activists” he will
end fracking should he take office.
Fracking-gas and oil extraction
from deep underground rock using
an injection of water and chemi-
cals-boomed in the mid-2000s
thanks to new technology. By
2014, it made the US the world’s
biggest oil and gas producer. 

But its costs are high: the
drilling triggers earthquakes, while
research links its air emissions and
water contamination to myriad
health problems. It also con-
tributes to global warming when
methane leaks out from drilling
wells and becomes a highly potent
greenhouse gas. Biden favors pro-
hibiting new fracking on public
lands and transitioning the country
to renewables, but has said he
would not eliminate fracking entire-
ly. Lady Gaga clapped back at
Murtaugh, tweeting: “HEY TIM HEY
@realDonaldTrump SO HAPPY IM
GLAD TO BE LIVING RENT FREE
in your HEAD. #BidenHarris.”

The Oscar-winner attached an
image of Murtaugh’s statement,
decorated with animated stickers
that said “LOL” and “Vote Biden,”
as well as the message, “Heeeey
Donald... #WINNING (also, what is
a fracking?) keep your jobs PA...
We (heart emoji) You.”

Murtaugh thanked Gaga for
sharing the statement with her 82
million followers, saying he hoped
“lots of folks in PA see this.” “Next
time @ me,” he added, referring
to Twitter’s method of tagging
people in posts. But there was
only love for Gaga in the rest of
the comments, where fans joking-
ly urged her to “END HIM” and
“GET HIM QUEEN.” Murtaugh
doubled down shortly after,
tweeting, “Now that we have your
attention, Google ‘Lady Gaga
fracking.’” But many remained
unbothered, with one Twitter user
joking, “Yes, the first thing I think
of when I think of Gaga is her
views on fracking.” —AFP

The Inca citadel of Machu Picchu,
the crown jewel of Peru’s tourist
sites, reopened Sunday with an

ancient ritual after a nearly eight-month
lockdown due to the novel coronavirus
pandemic. For safety reasons, howev-
er, only 675 tourists will be able to
access the site per day, just 30 percent
of the number of visitors pre-pandemic.
Under a fine drizzle and multicolored
lights, an Inca ritual was held Sunday
evening to thank the gods for the
citadel’s reopening. “Today, Machu
Picchu opens. It opens with (health and
safety) protocols, it opens to say that
we are reactivating ourselves but with
responsibility and great prudence,
because we see everything happening
in the world” with the pandemic,
Foreign Trade and Tourism Minister
Rocio Barrios said in a speech.

The first train of tourists, along with
an AFP team, had arrived Sunday
morning at Machu Picchu Pueblo, the
village closest to the citadel, after a 90-
minute journey along the Urubamba
River from the ancient Inca village of
Ollantaytambo. Opening Machu Picchu
to the world shows “that we Peruvians
are resilient,” Barrios told AFP. The
number of coronavirus cases has been
steadily decreasing in Peru, and
tourists will be expected to maintain
social distancing. The coronavirus lock-
down has been a body blow to the tens
of thousands of people who make their
living from the country’s tourism indus-
try, especially those in the mountainous
Cusco region where the stone citadel is
located.

Scores of hotels, restaurants and
tourism-related businesses throughout
the region went bankrupt by the time a
strict mandatory virus lockdown that
lasted more than 100 days was lifted in
July. Taxi driver Eberth Hancco, who
works at the airport of the city of Cusco,
the former capital of the Inca empire,

was among those affected. “The situa-
tion has been very bad, because
Cusco depends on tourism,” he told
AFP. Before the pandemic there were
80 hotels of various types in
Ollantaytambo, a town with an impos-
ing Inca stone fortress located at the
end of the road from Cusco to Machu
Picchu.

“At least half of them have gone
bankrupt,” said Joaquin Randall, head

of the local hotel and restaurant associ-
ation. “The formal hotels that pay taxes
have been able to access government
aid,” he told AFP - but not so for the
myriad of informal hotels in the area,
many of them geared towards back-
packers. Machu Picchu, which means
old mountain in Quechua, is the most
enduring legacy of the Inca empire that
ruled a large swathe of western South
America for 100 years before the

Spanish conquest in the 16th century.
The ruins of the Inca settlement, aban-
doned and overgrown by vegetation,
were rediscovered in 1911 by the
American explorer Hiram Bingham. In
1983, UNESCO declared Machu
Picchu a World Heritage Site. — AFP

In this file photo US singer-songwriter
Lady Gaga accepting the award for
Artist of the Year during the 2020 MTV
Video Music Awards. — AFP 

A Folkloric dancer is seen at the archaeological site of
Machu Picchu.

View of the archaeological site of
Machu Picchu, in Cusco, Peru

during its reopening ceremony.

A tourist policeman is seen on duty at the
archaeological site of Machu Picchu, in Cusco,
Peru during its reopening on Sunday, amid the

new coronavirus pandemic. — AFP photos


