
Murders rise 
30% in US: FBI
WASHINGTON: The number of murders in the
United States rose by around 30 percent in 2020
over the previous year, to some 21,500, the Federal
Bureau of Investigation (FBI) said Monday. A num-
ber of large US cities had already reported an
increase in the number of homicides last year but
the FBI figures provided the first picture of the sit-
uation nationwide. It was the steepest rise in the
number of murders since the FBI began collecting
data in the 1960s, but the total number of such
killings still remained below that of the 1980s.

The number of murders last year rose sharply
from June, with no part of the United States was
spared-although the southern state of Louisiana
continued to have the highest murder rate in the
country. According to the FBI’s Uniform Crime
Report, 77 percent of the murders in 2020 were
committed with a firearm, up from 74 percent in
2019. Experts have not provided a clear explana-
tion for the rise in the number of murders last year
but have pointed to the destabilizing impact of the
COVID pandemic and a rise in gun sales.

The FBI said some 16,000 federal, state, county,
city, university, college and tribal agencies had sub-
mitted data to the crime report. The FBI has not
released homicide statistics so far for 2021, but the
numbers from several large cities indicate there has
been no let-up in the increased murder rate.
According to World Bank figures, there were 6.5
murders per 100,000 inhabitants in the United
States in 2018, compared with 35 in Mexico, 27 in
Brazil, eight in Russia and one per 100,000 in
France and Germany.—AFP 
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Nuke-armed N Korea fires ‘missile’
Pyongyang insists on right to weapons tests
SEOUL: Nuclear-armed North Korea fired a pre-
sumed short-range missile into the sea yesterday, the
South’s military said, as Pyongyang’s UN ambassador
insisted it had an undeniable right to test its weapons.
The projectile was fired from the northern province
of Jagang into waters off the east coast, according to
South Korea’s Joint Chiefs of Staff, and a Japanese
defense ministry spokesman told AFP it “appears to
be a ballistic missile”. 

Less than an hour later, Pyongyang’s United
Nations ambassador Kim Song told the UN General
Assembly in New York: “Nobody can deny the right
to self-defense for the DPRK”, North Korea’s offi-
cial name. It was the latest in a series of mixed mes-
sages from Pyongyang, coming days after leader
Kim Jong Un’s influential sister Kim Yo Jong, a key
adviser to her brother, dangled the prospect of an
inter-Korean summit. 

But she insisted that “impartiality” and mutual
respect would be required, calling for South
Korea to “stop spouting an impudent remark”. She
condemned as “double standards” South Korean
and US criticism of the North’s military develop-
ments, while the allies build up their own capaci-
ties. Washington condemned the latest launch,
with the State Department calling it a threat to
North Korea’s neighbors and the international
community, and a “violation of multiple UN

Security Council Resolutions”. 
In recent days, South Korean President Moon

Jae-in, who has only months left in office, reiterated
at the UN General Assembly his longstanding calls
for a formal declaration of an end to the Korean
War. The North invaded the South in 1950 and hos-
tilities ceased three years later with an armistice
rather than a peace treaty, leaving them technically
still in a state of conflict.

Pyongyang is under
multiple sets of interna-
tional sanctions over its
banned programs to devel-
op nuclear weapons and
ballistic missiles. In his own
General Assembly speech,
ambassador Kim Song said
North Korea had a right to
“develop, test, manufacture
and possess” weapons
systems equivalent to
those of the South and its US ally. “We are just build-
ing up our national defense in order to defend our-
selves and reliably safeguard the security and peace
of the country,” he said.

‘Heinous human rights abuser’ 
Pyongyang has already carried out several mis-

sile launches this month, one involving long-range
cruise missiles and another that the South Korean
military said was of short-range ballistic missiles.
Seoul also successfully test-fired a submarine-
launched ballistic missile (SLBM) for the first time,
making it one of a handful of nations with the
advanced technology.

Yesterday, it launched its third SLBM submarine
as it spends bill ions to
strengthen its military
capabilities. Talks
between Pyongyang and
Washington have been
largely at a standstill since
a 2019 summit in Hanoi
between leader Kim and
then-president Donald
Trump collapsed over
sanctions relief and what
North Korea would be
will ing to give up in

return. The North has since then repeatedly excori-
ated the South and its president Moon, and blown
up a liaison office on its side of the border that
Seoul had built.

After an emergency meeting, the South’s
National Security Committee issued a statement
yesterday saying it “expressed regret for the

launch at a time when political stability on the
Korean Peninsula is very critical”. Yang Moo-jin, a
professor at the University of North Korean
Studies, told AFP: “It looks like North Korea wants
to see how genuine Seoul is when it comes to its
willingness to improve inter-Korean ties - and to
officially end the Korean War.”

“Pyongyang will monitor and study Moon’s
reaction after today’s launch and decide on what
they want to do on things such as restoring the
inter-Korean hotline.” Washington stations around
28,500 troops in South Korea to defend it against
its neighbor and protect US interests in northeast
Asia. The administration of US President Joe
Biden has repeatedly said that it is willing to meet
North Korean officials anywhere, at any time,
without preconditions, in its efforts to seek denu-
clearisation.

But the North has not shown any willingness to
give up its arsenal, which it says it needs to
defend itself against a US invasion. On Monday,
the North’s official Korean Central News Agency
carried an article calling the United States “the
most heinous human rights abuser in the world”
for its sanctions policies on various countries. The
North was also due to open a session of its rub-
ber-stamp parliament, the Supreme People’s
Assembly yesterday. —AFP

SEOUL: People watch a television news broadcast showing file footage of a North Korean missile test, at a railway station yesterday after North Korea fired an ‘unidentified projectile’ into the sea off its east coast.—AFP

Crunch time for Biden 
as Congress debates 
historic agenda
WASHINGTON: Joe Biden faces the most important
test of his presidency this week as Democrats in the
US Congress launch a highwire bid to implement his
sweeping economic agenda while keeping the gov-
ernment’s lights on. The House and Senate are moving
toward votes on legislation dealing with infrastructure
and social programs worth almost $5 trillion while
also averting a government shutdown on Friday and a
looming debt default.

Failure on any front would be catastrophic for a
president looking to cement his legacy, while
Democrats would see their chances diminished for
hanging onto the House of Representatives and
Senate in next year’s midterm elections. “You know
me: I’m born optimistic. I think things are going to go
well. I think we’re going to get it done,” an upbeat
Biden told reporters at the White House.

At stake is the fate of Biden’s $3.5 trillion Build
Back Better social welfare package that only
Democrats support, and a $1.2 trillion infrastructure
bill to improve transport networks and broadband
coverage that has already passed the Senate with
cross-party support. Democratic House Speaker
Nancy Pelosi told colleagues that there would be a
vote on infrastructure tomorrow - the same day
Congress needs to strike a funding deal to avoid a
government shutdown.

‘Intensity’ 
Progressive Democrats in the House have repeat-

edly threatened to tank infrastructure without a sig-
nificant commitment from their moderate colleagues

on Build Back Better. But moderates nervous about
freewheeling spending have said they may not vote
for the bigger bill without infrastructure crossing the
line first - and have talked about scaling back the $3.5
trillion ticket price in any case. “The next few days
will be a time of intensity,” Pelosi wrote to House
Democrats, who have a three-vote margin in the
House, plus the anticipated support of at least 10
Republicans for infrastructure.

Biden says the two bills would save the average
family $15,000 a year through expanded care and
education programs and reduced drug pricing, while
transforming public transport, highways, bridges and
broadband internet access would make life easier and
greener. The president told reporters Monday that
agreement on Build Back Better may not be completed
before the infrastructure vote and shutdown deadline,
although he added: “I hope it’s by the end of the week.”

‘Week from hell’ 
Adding to the drama, lawmakers have until mid-

night going into Friday to green-light a package to
fund the government ahead of federal agencies run-
ning out of money. Failure would shut down the gov-
ernment, which typically leads to hundreds of thou-
sands of workers being sent home as public services
are closed. The House passed a “continuing resolu-
tion” last week to keep the government open until
December 3 - but the evenly-divided 100-member
Senate rejected the package on Monday, with
Democrats failing to secure the 60 votes necessary to
begin debate.

Republicans are opposed to a 14-month debt ceil-
ing hike that was included in the wording following
warnings that the Treasury Department will be unable
to obtain new loans sometime in October. They say
Biden’s spending plans are out of control, and that the
Democrats - who control both chambers of Congress
- should avoid the disastrous looming credit default

by lifting the borrowing cap on their own.
In reality, the debt limit suspension would cover

spending backed by Republicans under Donald
Trump, as well as other spending already authorized
by the government. Biden, who discussed the bills via
phone earlier Monday with Pelosi and Senate majori-
ty leader Chuck Schumer, slammed what he called
Republican “actions that show a lack of concern
about our economic recovery,” according to a White
House statement.

The upper chamber is now likely to send a “clean”
continuing resolution back to the House to pass with-
out the debt-limit provision, averting the shutdown
for two months. That would leave the debt-limit prob-
lem unresolved, however - a worrying outcome that
will make the markets increasingly jumpy as the mid-
to-late October deadline draws closer. “You want me
to be honest? It’s going to be a week from hell,” con-
gresswoman Debbie Dingell told CNN on Sunday.
“But failure is not an option. There is too much at
stake.” —AFP 
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WASHINGTON: US President Joe Biden receives a third shot
of the Pfizer COVID-19 vaccine as a booster on the White
House campus on September 27, 2021. —AFP


