
SEOUL: North Korea fired a ballistic missile yester-
day, Seoul said, resuming a weapons-testing blitz
after a month-long lull during the Beijing Winter
Olympics, with the world’s attention now focused on
Ukraine. Yesterday’s launch is Pyongyang’s eighth
so far this year, including test-firing its most power-
ful missile since high-profile negotiations between
leader Kim Jong Un and then US president Donald
Trump collapsed in 2017.  Diplomacy has lan-
guished ever since. And despite biting international
sanctions, Pyongyang has doubled down on military
development, threatening last month to abandon a
self-imposed moratorium on firing long-range and
nuclear weapons. 

Analysts had widely predicted Pyongyang
would seek to capitalize on US distraction over
Russia’s Thursday invasion of Ukraine with new
tests. South Korea’s military said yesterday it had
detected a ballistic missile fired towards the Sea of
Japan at 07:52 local time (2252 GMT Saturday)
from Pyongyang. “The latest ballistic missile has a
range of around 300 kilometers and an altitude of
around 620 kilometers,” it added. Japan also con-
firmed the launch.

South Korea’s presidential Blue House expressed
“deep concern and grave regret”, and criticized the
timing “when the world is making efforts to resolve
the Ukraine war”. South Korea has said it will join
international economic sanctions against Russia
and, as a key US security ally, is closely watching
Washington’s response to Moscow’s aggression.
Pyongyang, on the other hand, is “seizing the
opportunity” to conduct weapons tests while “the
US interest shifted to Europe over the Ukraine crisis
and the UN Security Council unable to function,”
Shin Beom-chul, a researcher at the Korea Research
Institute for National Strategy, told AFP.

North Korea sees this as a perfect moment to

“continue its development of necessary weapons
and to strengthen its nuclear arsenal”, with a view
to being recognized as a nuclear power, he added.
Ukraine, which emerged from the Cold War with
sizeable Soviet-era nuclear weapons stocks of its
own, gave up its arsenal in the 1990s. North Korea
this weekend accused the United States of being
the “root cause of the Ukraine crisis” saying in a
statement on the Foreign Ministry website that
Washington “meddled” in the internal affairs of oth-
er countries when it suited them but condemned
legitimate “self-defensive measures”.

Missiles ‘top priority’ 
North Korea is reeling economically from biting

sanctions over its weapons programs and a lengthy
coronavirus blockade, but continuing its “ambitious
schedule of military modernization” is a top priority,
said Leif-Eric Easley, a professor at Ewha Womans
University in Seoul. “The Kim regime’s strength and
legitimacy have become tied to testing ever better
missiles,” he added in emailed comments. The pause
in testing during the Beijing Winter Olympics was
seen as a mark of deference to key diplomatically
and economic benefactor China.

The latest launch also comes as South Korea
gears up to elect its next president on March 9.
Outgoing South Korean President Moon Jae-in,
who repeatedly pursued peace talks with the North
during his five-year term, has warned that the situa-
tion could easily escalate. “If North Korea’s series
of missile launches goes as far as scrapping a mora-
torium on long-range missile tests, the Korean
Peninsula may instantly fall back into the state of
crisis we faced five years ago,” he said in a written
interview with international press, including AFP,
this month. Under Trump’s successor Joe Biden, the
United States has repeatedly declared its willing-

ness to meet North Korean representatives.
Pyongyang has dismissed the offer.

Domestically, North Korea is preparing to cele-
brate the 110th anniversary of the birth of late
founder Kim Il Sung in April, which experts say
Pyongyang could use to carry out a major
weapons test. Recent satellite images suggest that
the North may be preparing a military parade to

showcase its weapons to mark the key anniversary.
“North Korea will be prudent about testing an
intercontinental ballistic missile since it’s the last
remaining card that can put pressure on the United
States,” Park Won-gon, a professor of North
Korean Studies at Ewha Womans University, told
AFP. “Such a card is only meaningful when you’re
holding it in your hand.” —AFP

The missile has a range of 300 km and an altitude of 620 km

North Korea fires ballistic missile,
restarting weapons tests blitz

SEOUL: People watch a television screen showing a news broadcast with file footage of a North Korean
missile test, at a railway station in Seoul yesterday. —AFP

Brazil tourism sector 
tries to rise from 
pandemic ashes
RIO DE JANEIRO: With the glittering parades,
towering floats and sultry samba postponed by the
omicron variant, Brazil will have a carnival week
without much carnival this year-bad news for a
tourism industry already battered by the pandemic.
In a world without Covid-19, this would have been
the week a deluge of tourists-more than 2.1 million
in 2020 — descended on Rio de Janeiro for a free-
for-all of street parties and spectacular, all-night
parades. Instead, industry experts predict Rio and
other tourist destinations to be relatively low-key,
with a smaller number of visitors-mainly Brazilians
traveling domestically. That is adding to the agony
of a tourism industry only just starting to recover
from near-collapse in 2020.

“It’s been very traumatic,” said Alexandre
Sampaio, head of hotel and restaurant federation
FBHA, citing official figures showing the tourism
industry’s revenues plunged 35 percent in 2020.
The industry rebounded only partially in 2021,
growing around 20 percent. Carnival week will still
have concerts, parties and balls in Rio-limited to
70 percent capacity, with vaccine and mask
requirements. But omicron led authorities to cancel

carnival street parties for the second straight year,
and postpone the famed samba school parade
competition until April.

“We’ll see some revenues” from the rescheduled
parades, “but it won’t come anywhere near pre-
pandemic levels,” said Fabio Bentes, an economist at
the National Confederation of Trade in Goods,
Services and Tourism (CNC). Bentes predicts carni-
val-week revenues one-third below pre-pandemic
levels. His research indicates the tourism industry,
which accounted for 7.7 percent of Brazil’s econo-
my before the pandemic — 551.5 billion reais ($110
billion) in direct and indirect revenues in 2019 —
has lost $94.1 billion in the past two years, and more
than 340,000 jobs.

‘Call of the journey’ 
Brazil is a bucket-list destination for many peo-

ple, with the Amazon rainforest, the Pantanal wet-
lands, the colorful colonial capital of Salvador, the
stunning waterfalls of Iguacu and myriad other
must-sees-not to mention Rio and carnival. But the
country has been hit hard by the pandemic, with
nearly 650,000 deaths-second only to the United
States. The numbers have improved with more than
70 percent of the population now fully vaccinated.
But visitors have been slow to return.

Flavio Miranda is waiting for business at the base
of Corcovado mountain, where Rio’s iconic Christ
the Redeemer statue spreads his arms over the city.
Miranda, a 52-year-old driver from a nearby favela,

sells tours of the city’s attractions. He spent eight
months without work when the pandemic arrived,
relying on food handouts to feed his family of four.
Tourists “are returning, but it’s slow,” he told AFP,
saying his income is down about 80 percent. “This
place used to be bursting with tourists. Now there
are hardly any.” Nearby, Miguel Viana, a 27-year-
old engineer on vacation from Portugal, was on his
way to visit the statue. “The call of the journey was
stronger than the pandemic,” he said with a laugh.
But he is among the few. International tourist num-
bers remain at just five to seven percent of pre-
pandemic levels, Sampaio estimates. —AFP

Mexico’s avocado
hub held hostage 
by drug violence
AGUILILLA: As Super Bowl fans
devoured tons of guacamole in the
United States, soldiers in the world’s
biggest avocado-producing region in
Mexico were deactivating makeshift
landmines left by warring drug traffick-
ers. At the same time, officials scrambled
to end a suspension of Mexican avocado
exports to the United States prompted
by threats against a US inspector in the
western state of Michoacan. The Super
Bowl party was soon over and on
February 18 Washington announced that
Mexican shipments of the fruit beloved
for its creamy green flesh would resume
after a week-long halt.

But in Michoacan the battle contin-
ues for control of the region’s agricul-
tural riches, which organized crime
groups fight for a slice of through rob-
bery, kidnapping and extortion. In the
town of Aguililla, birthplace of Nemesio

“El Mencho” Oseguera, head of the
Jalisco New Generation Cartel, bullet-
pocked houses sit next to abandoned
crops and hidden explosive devices.
Oseguera, 55, is one of the United
States’ most-wanted fugitives with a
$10 million bounty on his head. With
sales worth $2.8 billion dollars to
Mexico in 2021, the avocado is highly
prized by his powerful cartel and the
rival Los Viagras, who are also fighting
over drug smuggling routes. In February
alone, when consumption of guacamole
soars during the National Football
League championship, 140,000 tons of
avocado are expected to have been
shipped from Mexico to the United
States. The introduction of new unspec-
ified measures to ensure the safety of
US inspectors allowed exports to
resume from Michoacan, the only
Mexican state with approval to ship
avocados to the US market.

Longing for peace  
In early February, before the incident

with the inspector, the Mexican army
entered Aguililla without the use of
force. Since then, the military has
patrolled several towns in Michoacan

that bear the scars left by traffickers:
bullet holes, barricades and graffiti with
the acronym “CJNG” on walls. The
criminals also left behind makeshift
landmines, a new tactic that reflects an
escalation in the drug-related violence
blamed for most of the roughly 2,700

murders in Michoacan in 2021. In mid-
February, one of the devices killed a 79-
year-old man. Around 250 mines have
been located since soldiers were
deployed to the area, the military told
AFP during a demonstration of their
work to defuse them. —AFP

ARIO DE ROSALES, Mexico: Employees work at an avocados packing plant
in the municipality of Ario de Rosales, Michoacan state, Mexico. —AFP

Nations approve 
major UN report 
on climate impacts
PARIS: Nearly 200 nations approved a major
UN climate change report detailing the acceler-
ating impacts of global warming yesterday, at
the end of a sometimes fraught two-week meet-
ing overshadowed by Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) confirmed that debates had con-
cluded over the report’s crucial “Summary for
Policymakers”, a 40-page overview distilling the
thousands of pages of scientific research, which
has been reviewed line-by-line and will be made
public on February 28.

Species extinction, ecosystem collapse,
mosquito-borne disease, deadly heat, water
shortages, and reduced crop yields are
already measurably worse due to global heat-
ing. Just in the last year, the world has seen a
cascade of unprecedented floods, heatwaves
and wildfires across four continents. All these
impacts will accelerate in the coming decades
even if the carbon pollution driving climate
change is rapidly brought to heel, the report is
expected to warn, according to an early draft
seen by AFP in 2021.

It will also underscore the urgent need for
“adaptation”-a term that refers to preparations
for devastating consequences that can no
longer be avoided. In some cases this means
that adapting to intolerably hot days, flash
flooding and storm surges has become a matter
of life and death. The 2015 Paris deal calls for
capping global warming at “well below” 2C, and
ideally 1.5 degrees Celsius (2.7 degrees
Fahrenheit).

In August 2021, another IPCC report on the
physical science of human-caused climate
change found that global heating is virtually
certain to pass 1.5C, probably within a decade.
Earth’s surface has warmed 1.1 degrees Celsius
since the 19th century. “We cannot escape the
climate crisis,” said Mohamed Adow, the head
of think tank Power Shift Africa. He said the
IPCC report would be useful for people to
understand “the scale of the suffering we will
endure” if humanity does not drastically cut
greenhouse gas pollution-as well as adapting
to the challenges to come. “The backbone of
climate action is science and the science is
clear. It’s telling us how dire our situation is.
What is lacking is action from governments,”
he told AFP. —AFP
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RIO DE JANEIRO: Aerial view of the Marques de
Sapucai sambadrome at the city center of Rio de
Janeiro, Brazil. —AFP

12,000 displaced 
by floods in Malaysia
KUALA LUMPUR: About 12,000 people in Malaysia
have been evacuated from their homes, officials said
yesterday, after heavy rains caused flooding in the
country’s northern states. The tropical Southeast
Asian nation was hit by bouts of bad weather over the
weekend, as continuous rain swamped towns on the
peninsula’s east coast. Malaysia often sees stormy
weather at this time of year, with seasonal flooding
regularly causing mass evacuations. Official data
showed 11,831 people housed in flood relief centers in
the northern states of Kelantan and Terengganu as of

4.30 pm local time (GMT 0830) yesterday
Addressing the recent flooding, Prime Minister

Ismail Sabri Yaakob said authorities were being mobi-
lized to evacuate victims. “Many of those affected are
being rescued and are taken to safer places,” he said in
a Facebook post. The Meteorological Department
warned that bad weather was to continue in these
states, with heavy rain also expected in much of the
peninsula as well as in parts of Borneo island. A warn-
ing was also issued for strong winds and stormy seas,
particularly in the South China Sea and the northern tip
of the Malacca Straits. This recent downpour comes
after heavy monsoon rains from mid-December to early
January led to some of the country’s worst flooding in
decades. About 50 people were killed and 125,000
people were forced from their homes then, with author-
ities recording over $1.45 billion in damages. —AFP

US announces $54m 
in aid for Ukraine
WASHINGTON: The United States said yesterday it
is sending nearly $54 million in new humanitarian aid
to Ukraine as it grapples with the Russian invasion.
Secretary of State Antony Blinken said the US is
focused on Ukraine’s “urgent humanitarian needs as
an important part of our response to Russia’s premed-
itated, unprovoked and unjustified attack.” This new
assistance to be channeled through NGOs includes
“provision of food, safe drinking water, shelter, emer-
gency health care, winterization and protection,”
Blinken said in a statement.

The UN refugee agency UNHCR says that since
Russia first attacked Thursday, more than 368,000
people have fled Ukraine to neighboring countries,
while over 160,000 are estimated to be displaced
within Ukraine. Blinken said the new assistance will
also help aid groups maintain contact between family
members who have been separated by the war, “hope-
fully leading to reunification in some cases.” Blinken
commended neighboring countries for taking in flee-
ing Ukrainians “and we are engaging diplomatically to
support their efforts to keep their borders open and
assist those seeking international protection.” The
United States has now provided Ukraine with nearly
$405 million in aid since Russia first invaded Ukraine
in 2014 and seized the Crimean peninsula, the state-
ment said. —AFP


