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TOKYO: South Korean Foreign Minister Park Jin 
kicked off a three-day visit to Japan on Monday as the 
two nations explore ways to warm their icy ties, seen as 
the worst in decades. Relations between the two neigh-
bours have long been overshadowed by bitter memo-
ries of Japan’s brutal colonial rule of the Korean penin-
sula between 1910 and 1945. 

Newly elected South Korean leader Yoon Suk-yeol 
has made active efforts to improve his ties with Japan, 
including sending a diplomatic mission to Tokyo before 
his inauguration in May. Shortly after arriving in Tokyo, 
Park met his Japanese counterpart Yoshimasa Hayashi. 

Officials are also reportedly trying to arrange for 
Park to pay a courtesy visit to Prime Minister Fumio 
Kishida and express condolences for former Japanese 
leader Shinzo Abe, who was assassinated earlier this 
month. Park and Hayashi posed for photos but stayed 
silent in front of the cameras and there was no schedule 

to address the media on Monday. Both Japan and South 
Korea are seen by the United States as linchpins in 
Washington’s pushback against rising Chinese com-
mercial and military power, as well as crucial partners 
in dealing with an unpredictable North Korea. 

But Tokyo and Seoul have been locked in a bitter 
trade and diplomatic row as they remain suspicious of 
each other over how to address emotional issues 
including compensation for World War II sex slaves 
and forced labour. 

South Korea says Japan hasn’t atoned enough, while 
Tokyo argues that a 1965 bilateral treaty resolved 
claims between the two nations. As ties deteriorated 
under Abe and Yoon’s predecessor, Moon Jae-in, Japan 
in 2019 toughened South Korea-bound export rules for 
materials necessary to produce semiconductors. South 
Korea also threatened to terminate a bilateral military 
agreement to share defence secrets. — AFP 

South Korean envoy visits  
Japan in bid to mend ties

Tokyo, Seoul locked in a bitter trade and diplomatic row

TOKYO: South Korean Foreign Minister Park Jin (L) and Japanese Foreign Minister Yoshimasa Hayashi (R) attend 
a meeting in Tokyo on July 18, 2022. — AFP 

UK, France face  
heat apocalypse... 
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Dune de Pilat, Europe’s highest sand dune, turning 
picturesque landscapes, popular campsites and pris-
tine beaches into a scorching mess. 

Another 8,000 people were being evacuated near 
the dune Monday as changing winds blew thick smoke 
into residential areas, officials said. “The smoke is tox-
ic,” firefighter spokesman Arnaud Mendousse told AFP. 
“Protecting the population is a matter of public 
health.” The evacuations added to the 16,000 tourists 
or residents already forced to decamp in France, many 
to emergency shelters. “In some southwestern areas, it 
will be a heat apocalypse,” meteorologist Francois 
Gourand told AFP. 

In Spain, fire burning in the northwestern province 
of Zamora claimed the life of a 69-year-old shepherd, 
regional authorities said, the second death after that of 
a fireman a day before in the same area. Authorities 
have reported around 20 wildfires still raging from the 
south to Galicia in the far northwest, where blazes 
have destroyed around 4,500 hectares of land. In 
Portugal, almost the entire country remained on high 
alert for wildfires despite a slight drop in temperatures 
which had hit 47C - a record for the month of July - 
last Thursday. 

 
‘Get on with it’  

Fires have killed two, injured around 60 and 
destroyed between 12,000 and 15,000 hectares of 

land in Portugal. In Britain, the government, already on 
the ropes after a series of scandals and Prime Minister 
Boris Johnson’s resignation, drew fresh criticism for 
failing to take the situation seriously enough. “This is 
serious heat that could actually, ultimately, end in peo-
ple’s deaths because it is so ferocious,” College of 
Paramedics chief executive Tracy Nicholls told Sky 
News. 

The Sun tabloid headlined its coverage of the heat 
“British Bake Off”, observing that the “scorcher” was 
making the UK hotter than Ibiza where, indeed, tem-
peratures were a comparatively paltry 30C on 
Monday. “It is a bit frightening,” Karina Lawford, 56, 
told AFP as she took a stroll by the sea in Tankerton on 
the north Kent coast, saying the heat reminded her of 
Australia where she lives. 

Britain’s chief meteorologist Paul Davies said the 
heatwave was “entirely consistent with climate 
change”, telling Sky News the “brutality” of the heat-
wave was “astounding” but could become a regular 
occurrence “by the end of the century”. Network Rail, 
which is responsible for rail infrastructure, said the 
main east coast route out of London King’s Cross to 
York and Leeds would be shut between 1100 GMT 
and 1900 GMT on Tuesday. 

But some in Britain, like 64-year-old plumber Dave 
Williams, were dismissive of the wall-to-wall coverage 
of the heatwave. “Just get on with it,” he told AFPTV. 
“The way they talk about it is as if we’ve never had a 
summer.” Among people heading to the beaches for 
respite was Abu Bakr, a bank worker, who also put the 
British heatwave into perspective. “I come from 
Sudan,” he said as he relaxed on Brighton beach. 
“Forty, forty-five degrees is just the norm. This is as 
good as it can be.”— AFP  

India parliament  
begins voting  
for new president 
 
 
NEW DELHI: India’s parliament began voting 
Monday for a new president, with a female politician 
from the country’s marginalised tribal community the 
favourite for the post. Droupadi Murmu, from the 
Santhal tribe, has been nominated by Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi’s ruling Bharatiya Janata Party for the 
largely ceremonial position. 

If elected, she would be India’s first tribal president 
and second female president. The incumbent, Ram 
Nath Kovind, is the country’s second president from 
the Dalit community, the bottom of the Hindu caste 
system. 

Murmu, 64, began her career as a schoolteacher in 
the eastern state of Odisha before going into politics. 
She has held ministerial positions in the state govern-
ment, and been governor of the neighbouring state of 
Jharkhand. 

Murmu “has devoted her life to serving society and 
empowering the poor, downtrodden as well as the 
marginalised,” Modi tweeted after her candidacy was 
announced. Her main opponent for the presidency is 
veteran politician Yashwant Sinha, an ex-BJP member 
and former finance and external affairs minister, who 
has been backed by opposition parties including 
Congress. 

He is now a vocal critic of Modi’s government and 
tweeted at the weekend: “This year the Presidential 
election is not a contest between two individuals but 
two ideologies. “Only one side wants to protect the 
provisions & values enshrined in our Constitution.” 

India’s president is chosen by nearly 5,000 elected 
members of both houses of parliament and regional 
legislatures across the country. Each of their votes is 
weighted according to the size of their constituency, 
and they rank the candidates in order of preference. 

If no-one has more than 50 percent support, the 
lowest-scoring candidate is eliminated and their votes 
redistributed until someone reaches the mark. The 
result will be announced later this week. India’s prime 
minister wields executive power, but the president can 
send back a few parliamentary bills for reconsidera-
tion. The president also plays a guiding role in the 
process of forming governments. —AFP 

Sri Lanka renews  
state of emergency  
ahead of key vote 
 
 
COLOMBO: Sri Lanka’s acting president renewed 
the country’s state of emergency Monday ahead of a 
parliamentary vote to pick a new head of state-a poll 
in which he is a leading candidate. Ranil 
Wickremesinghe automatically became acting presi-
dent when Gotabaya Rajapaksa resigned last week 
after fleeing to Singapore. 

A state of emergency allows troops to arrest and 
detain suspects, and the president to make regula-
tions overriding existing laws to deal with any unrest. 
One was already in place but parliament had not met 
to ratify the declaration as required, and 
Wickremesinghe extended it from Monday “in the 
interests of public security”, he said. 

Police and the military, armed with emergency 
powers, stepped up security in the capital ahead of 
Wednesday’s election of a new president. 
Wickremesinghe, a six-time former prime minister, 
is being backed for the position by Rajapaksa’s par-
ty, which remains the largest in the legislature. In 

what was seen as a possible appeal to 14 Catholic 
legislators for their support, Wickremesinghe said 
he had asked Britain’s help to complete investiga-
tions into the 2019 Easter Sunday bombings that 
killed 279 people. Sri Lanka’s small but influential 
Catholic minority believes the coordinated suicide 
attack against three churches and three hotels was a 
“political plot” to bring Rajapaksa to power, and has 
long sought an independent investigation. 
Wickremesinghe was “requesting the assistance of 
the UK government and their intelligence services”, 
his office said. There was no immediate comment 
from the British High Commission. The bombings 
were blamed on local jihadists and 25 men were 
indicted in October over alleged involvement. 

But the Church and opposition parties claim state 
intelligence officers loyal to Rajapaksa directly or 
indirectly supported the bombers. 

Rajapaksa was forced to flee last week when tens 
of thousands of protesters stormed his official resi-
dence after months of demonstrations across the 
country demanding his resignation over Sri Lanka’s 
economic crisis. The nation’s 22 million people have 
been enduring severe shortages of essentials since 
late last year after the country ran out of foreign 
exchange to finance even the most vital imports. The 
country defaulted on its $51 billion foreign debt in 
mid-April and is in talks with the IMF for a possible 
bailout. — AFP 

COLOMBO: People hold a candlelight vigil for the victims and injured demonstrators during anti-govern-
ment protests, in Colombo. — AFP
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sharpens Kurd ... 
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But analysts say politics play a major role in the 

dispute in Iraq, whose political barons have failed to 
reach agreement on choosing a president and a prime 
minister since October legislative elections. “When it 
comes to oil, each side uses their respective powers as 
carrots and sticks depending on the political atmos-
phere of the day,” said Bilal Wahab of The Washington 
Institute for Near East Policy. “At times when there 
was political accord, the courts were rather quiet. 
When there was political discord, however, the reverse 
was true,” he told AFP. 

 
‘Reputation damaged’  

The nullification of oil contracts between the Kurds 
and four international oil companies (IOCs) from 
Canada, Britain, Norway and the United States at the 
start of July has inflamed the row. “For Baghdad to be 
chasing IOCs out of Iraqi Kurdistan does not serve to 
show Iraq as a major producer welcoming of foreign 
investment,” cautioned Yesar Al-Maleki, an analyst at 
the Middle East Economic Survey. 

In a fightback, the Kurdish regional authorities in 
June initiated judicial proceedings against the federal 
government. One lawsuit targets Oil Minister Ihsan 
Ismail, accused by the Kurds of trying to “intimidate” 
foreign firms operating in the Kurdistan region of 
northern Iraq. The Kurdish autonomous government 
has accused Baghdad of taking “illegal” and “political-
ly motivated” actions. 

For Wahab, Kurdish and federal government offi-
cials fail to appreciate “how much they are damaging 
the overall reputation of Iraq’s energy industry”. 
“Questioning the sanctity of contracts ... adds legal 
risk to a slew of other regulatory and governance risks 
that ail the Iraqi energy industry,” he added. The dis-
pute, he said, “repels much-needed foreign invest-
ment”. Oil revenues are critical for Iraq, a country 
faced with widespread corruption but also mired in a 
financial crisis and in need of funds to rebuild infra-
structure after decades of conflict. 

 
Compromise? 

Despite the legal actions, Kurdistan says it is open 
to a negotiated solution. It is working on setting up 
two companies specialized in oil exploration and mar-
keting that would coordinate with Baghdad, a 
spokesperson for the Arbil government said. Baghdad’s 
oil ministry, meanwhile, marked a small victory after oil 
giants Baker Hughes, Halliburton and Schlumberger 
committed not to initiate new projects in Kurdistan. 

The ministry says the companies are also working 
to “liquidate and close” existing contracts. Baghdad 
has fought to regain control of output from lucrative 
oil fields in Kurdistan since the autonomous region 
began marketing oil independently more than a decade 
ago. But under a current deal, the Kurdish region 
delivers 250,000 barrels per day to Baghdad, in return 
for a share of federal funds to pay the salaries of 
Kurdish civil servants. In recent weeks, tensions have 
risen further after a series of unclaimed rocket attacks 
targeting oil and gas installations in Kurdistan. Experts 
say the assaults aim to put pressure on the Kurdistan 
Democratic Party (KDP), the largest in Kurdistan. The 
KDP is allied to Shiite leader Moqtada Sadr, whose 
bloc won 73 seats in the October polls, making it the 
largest faction in the 329-seat parliament.—AFP 

Pakistan’s former 
premier calls for  
early election  
 
 
LAHORE: Former Pakistan prime minister Imran Khan 
called again Monday for an early national election 
after his party seized control of the state assembly in 
Punjab, the country’s most populous province. 

Twenty seats were up for grabs in the Punjab by-
election, which was seen as a popularity test for the 
former international cricket star dismissed by a no-
confidence vote in April. His Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf 
(PTI) party won 15, with the Pakistan Muslim League-
N (PML-N) of current Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif 
taking four, and one going to an independent. 

Sunday’s vote was also seen as a bellwether for 
national elections that must be held by October next 
year, although Khan has campaigned across the coun-
try for an earlier poll since being dismissed. “The only 
way forward from here is to hold free and transparent 
elections,” Khan tweeted early Monday after the 
Punjab votes were tallied. 

“Any other way will only lead to increased political 
uncertainty and further economic chaos.” Khan has 
drawn thousands to rallies since being ousted, giving 
lengthy speeches claiming the government was 
imposed on Pakistan by a US-led conspiracy. 

He also blames the current government for soaring 
inflation, although most analysts agree Sharif inherited 
the country’s economic woes-which were given some 
relief last week by an agreement with the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) to resume a rescue package. 

Pakistan newspapers suggested the Punjab result 
was a consequence of the economic hardships cur-
rently felt by the country, which is spending nearly 
half its income to service dire foreign debt. To meet 
IMF conditions for a resumption of a $7.2 billion aid 
package, Sharif had to remove subsidies on fuel-
effectively raising prices by more than 50 percent in 
less than two months. 

“A bitter taste of unpopular decisions,” read a 
headline in the influential Dawn newspaper over a 
front-page analysis. The Punjab assembly vote was 
called after the election commission disqualified 20 
members of the PTI for switching party loyalties. 
The result means the likely end of a short reign as 
Punjab Chief Minister by Hamza Sharif, the prime 
minister’s son. — AFP 

 

LAHORE: Police help a man as he leaves after casting 
his ballot at a polling station during the by-election in 
Punjab province assembly seat in Lahore on July 17, 
2022. — AFP  


