
SEOUL: North Korea fired a suspected ballistic mis-
sile that exploded mid-air shortly after launch, Seoul
said yesterday, with analysts warning it was likely a
failed test of Pyongyang’s so-called “monster missile”.

The launch-North Korea’s tenth suspected weapons
test this year-comes after the United States said the
nuclear-armed country was preparing to fire an inter-
continental ballistic missile (ICBM) “at full range” for
the first time since 2017. Despite biting international
sanctions over its weapons programs, Pyongyang con-
ducted seven missile tests in January and twice
launched components of what it claimed was a “recon-
naissance satellite”.

South Korea and the US said last week those tests
were actually of a new ICBM system that has never
been launched before-likely the Hwasong-17, dubbed a
“monster missile” by analysts after it was first unveiled
at a parade in October 2020. The suspected ballistic
missile “seems to have exploded in midair shortly after
launch,” Seoul’s Joint Chiefs of Staff told AFP.

The launch was from the Sunan area in Pyongyang
around 09:30 am (1230 GMT), they said-the same site
as the February 27 and March 5 “satellite” tests.
Nuclear-armed North Korea has long coveted an
ICBM that can carry multiple warheads, and the US
said last week the recent tests marked a “serious esca-
lation” of the country’s weapons programs.

But the specialist NK News site reported that the
Wednesday launch ended in “catastrophic failure”

with a red-tinged ball of smoke zigzagging across the
sky as debris fell near the capital. The US military this
week said it had “enhanced” missile defense systems
in South Korea.

Monster missile? 
North Korea has carried out three ICBM tests-the

last in November 2017 of a Hwasong-15 — deemed
powerful enough to reach Washington and the rest of
the continental United States. But the country has been
observing a self-imposed moratorium on testing long-
range and nuclear weapons since leader Kim Jong Un
embarked on a flurry of high-level diplomacy in 2018.

Negotiations with Donald Trump, US president at
the time, collapsed a year later and since then Kim has
doubled down on his plans to modernise his military
while ignoring US offers of talks. “Signs indicate the
North test-fired Hwasong-17 today,” Cheong Seong-
chang, a senior researcher at the private Sejong
Institute told AFP.

“With Russia now highly unlikely to agree to addi-
tional sanctions on the North in case of such a test-
launch amidst its invasion of Ukraine, Pyongyang
appears to have judged it was the optimal time to pro-
ceed,” Cheong said. The failure of the Wednesday
launch will be closely studied by Pyongyang, and it can
take around three tests to ensure the missile is func-
tioning, he added. “I expect the North to conduct one
or two more test-launches before April 15,” he said.
North Korea will mark the 110th anniversary of the
birth of founding leader and Kim’s grandfather Kim Il
Sung in April and likes to mark key domestic anniver-
saries with military parades or launches.

“The Kim regime wants to demonstrate new techni-
cal achievements around the 110th birth anniversary of
its founder, Kim Il-sung,” said Leif-Eric Easley, a pro-
fessor at Ewha University in Seoul. “If the most recent
missile launch was indeed a failure, North Korea will
almost certainly continue to test,” he added. Satellite
images indicate that North Korea is preparing for a

military parade for the April anniversary.
The fact that the Wednesday launch failed indicates

it was not just “an ordinary missile”, North Korean
studies scholar Ahn Chan-il told AFP. The timing, during
a South Korean presidential transition and while the
world is focused on Ukraine, also indicates Pyongyang
is seeking maximum leverage, he added.

A fresh ICBM launch would be an early challenge
for South Korea’s new president-elect, Yoon Suk-yeol,
who has vowed to take a harder line against the North’s
provocations. Yoon has not ruled out the possibility of
dialogue with Pyongyang, but analysts say his hawkish
position puts him on a completely different footing to
his liberal predecessor and significantly reduces the
prospect of substantive engagement. — AFP
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SEOUL, South Korea:  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
after North Korea fired an ‘unidentified projectile’ but
appeared to have immediately failed according to the
South’s military. — AFP

News in brief

Thai jailed for killing Swiss tourist

BANGKOK: A Thai man has been jailed for life
for the robbery and murder of a Swiss tourist
whose body was found near a waterfall on a
popular beach resort island. The partially-
clothed remains of Nicole Sauvain-Weisskopf,
57, were found on the island of Phuket, where
she had travelled under a scheme to reopen
Thailand to tourists after COVID-19 travel
restrictions were eased. A court on Phuket ruled
on Tuesday that Theerawut Tortip met Sauvain-
Weisskopf at the waterfall and intended to rape
her, but instead killed her and stole her money, a
justice spokesman said. Theerawut confessed to
murder, concealing a body and robbery. — AFP

Zionist entity to start flights to Sharm 

JERUSALEM: Zionist entity is to launch direct
flights to Sharm el-Sheikh on Egypt’s Red Sea
coast next month, in an expansion of air links
between the two countries, officials said yester-
day. “The route from Ben Gurion International
Airport to Sharm el-Sheikh will open soon.
Flights are expected to begin during the inter-
mediate days of Passover next month,” a state-
ment from the Zionist entity’s prime minister’s
office said. Prime Minister Naftali Bennett said:
“This agreement will bring the Zionist entity and
Egypt closer together.” The statement said the
new airlink had been discussed in September
talks between Bennett and President Abdel
Fattah Al-Sisi. — AFP

Polish, Czech, Slovenian PMs return 

WARSAW: Polish, Czech and Slovenian prime
ministers arrived back in Poland yesterday morn-
ing, after travelling to Kyiv to show their solidari-
ty with Ukraine. Their visit to the Ukrainian capi-
tal was the first by foreign leaders since the
Russian invasion on February 24. “Polish,
Slovenian and Czech delegations safely returned
from Kyiv to Poland,” Polish government
spokesman Piotr Mueller said on Twitter. Polish
public television showed images of a convoy of
vehicles leaving the station in the city Przemysl,
close to the Ukrainian border, where the leaders
arrived by train. — AFP

Vietnam ends quarantine for visitors

HANOI: Vietnam announced an end to quaran-
tine for international travellers yesterday, as it
seeks to restart its tourism industry after two
years of strict COVID-19 restrictions. The only
virus requirement for visitors will be a negative
COVID test, the country’s ministry of health
said in a statement. The communist state’s
tourism sector was worth up to $32 billion a
year before the pandemic, but it ground to a
standstill during the pandemic as the govern-
ment restricted travel. — AFP

S Korea hits 400,000 plus cases 

SEOUL: South Korea reported more than
400,000 new coronavirus cases yesterday, a
new record, as the country continues to ease
restrictions despite the Omicron-fuelled wave of
infections. Health authorities said 400,741 cases
were recorded, the country’s highest daily figure
since the pandemic began two years ago. The
latest spike in cases is the “last biggest chal-
lenge” facing the country, Sohn Young-rae, a
senior health official, told a press briefing. The
government had anticipated caseloads in this
ballpark, he said.—AFP

BASTIA, France: Members of the public applaud protesters holding molotov cocktails in front of Bastia’s prefecture in Bastia
after a rally in support to Corsican nationalist figure Yvan Colonna a week after he was attacked in prison in Arles.— AFP

SAN JOSE: Handout picture released by Costa Rican presi-
dency showing Costa Rican President Carlos Alvarado
(right) and US Secretary of National Security Alejandro
Mayorkas (left) during his official visit to the presidential
house in San Jose, Costa Rica, on Tuesday. — AFP

Cautious welcome 
in Corsica for Paris’ 
autonomy offer
AJACCIO, France: Paris could offer Corsica “autonomy”
to calm tensions between the Mediterranean island’s
fierce independence movement and the French state, a
key minister said yesterday, but local leaders said actions
must follow the promises. “We are ready to go as far as
autonomy. There you go, the word has been said,” Interior
Minister Gerald Darmanin told regional newspaper Corse
Matin as he embarked on a two-day visit following days
of sometimes violent protests.

With President Emmanuel Macron seeking re-election
next month, the offer from France’s “top cop” will fall
under especially close scrutiny from voters and rivals.
“We’ll have to talk about” what form a new Paris-Corsica
relationship would take, Darmanin told news channel
BFM, warning that “the talks will necessarily be long, nec-
essarily be difficult”. Whatever the result, Corsica’s “future
is fully within the French republic,” he added.

Darmanin also said that “there can be no dialogue
while violence is going on. A return to calm is an indispen-
sable condition”. The interior minister’s visit follows

repeated outbreaks of violence at demonstrations over a
savage prison attack on Yvan Colonna, one of a group
who assassinated Paris’ top official on the island, prefect
Claude Erignac, in 1998.

Prosecutors said some 102 people were injured on
Sunday alone, 77 of them police officers, during clashes in
Corsica’s second-largest city Bastia. Corsican nationalists
have blamed the French state for the attack on Colonna,
regarded by many as a hero of the independence cause.

But Darmanin said the convicted killer had been
attacked by a jihadist fellow inmate over “blasphemy” in
“a clearly terrorist” act. “This talk of a crime by the state is
excessive, not to say intolerable,” he told Corse Matin.

Nevertheless, the government has already tried to
soothe nationalist anger by removing an “especially
notable prisoner” status from Colonna and two of his
accomplices. That could allow for their transfer to a prison
on Corsica rather than the French mainland, a key nation-
alist demand for all prisoners they see as “political”.

Corsica’s pro-autonomy regional council president,
Gilles Simeoni, told AFP that these were “important words
that open up prospects, but they ought now to be extend-
ed and firmed up”. Simeoni, one of several elected officials
Darmanin will meet in Corsican capital Ajaccio, added that
autonomous status is “common law for many European
regions and especially for all the major islands in the
Mediterranean.” The island would need “strong signals
before believing” change was coming, regional parliament
head Marie-Antoinette Maupertuis said.—AFP

US homeland security 
chief signs Costa 
Rica migration deal
WASHINGTON: The United States homeland
security secretary on Tuesday signed a deal to
address migration in Central America during a visit
to Costa Rica. The country is one of the main transit
routes for migrants making their way north in the
hope of reaching the US, and the American govern-
ment has tried to deter people without documents
from reaching its southern border with Mexico.

According to the Costa Rican government, the
agreement seeks to boost the fight against migrant
smuggling and human trafficking, while exploring
options to “strengthen current programs for the
integration of migrants, asylum seekers and
refugees.”

Alejandro Mayorkas, the US homeland security
secretary, hailed the “historic” agreement-the first
of its kind in the region-and spoke of opportunities
it would bring to people “to achieve their dreams.”

“We selected Costa Rica as the first partner and
friend to sign such an important agreement because
of its leadership in the matters that impact the
region and, quite frankly, the world,” he said after
meeting President Carlos Alvarado. “This agreement
speaks of possibilities. As the president of Costa
Rica has addressed and as our president of the
United States has addressed, it is all about possibili-
ties and possibilities become realities when we
invest.”

Mayorkas arrived in Costa Rica’s capital San
Jose after visiting Mexico, where he met with
President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador. The
Mexican authorities said there was a need to invest
in Central America and generate greater opportuni-
ties that prevent migration. In recent years, the flow
of undocumented migrants has increased, while
Washington has tightened its immigration policies.

Since taking office in January 2021, US President
Joe Biden has pledged a more humane immigration
policy and sought to dismantle a controversial
Trump-era border program that denies asylum
seekers entry to the United States while their case
is reviewed. Officially called the Migrant Protection
Protocols, then-president Donald Trump’s “Remain
in Mexico” program saw tens of thousands of non-
Mexican asylum seekers-mostly from Central
America-sent back over the border pending the
outcome of their applications.

According to the United Nations, last year
almost a million Mexicans and Central Americans
fled their countries due to violence, lack of
opportunities, climate change the COVID-19
pandemic. — AFP

Gambians flee 
border zone amid
Senegalese 
anti-rebel operation
BUJINHA, Gambia: Dozens of Gambians have fled
border villages, fearing for their safety after the army
in the neighboring West African country of Senegal
launched an operation against separatist rebels this
weekend. On Sunday, Senegal announced a military
operation in the southern region of Casamance, aim-
ing to dismantle bases belonging to the separatist
MFDC group.

The Movement of Democratic Forces of Casamance
(MFDC) has led a low-intensity conflict in Casamance
since 1982 that has claimed several thousand lives. The
southern region is separated geographically from the
rest of Senegal by The Gambia, a tiny country that sur-
rounds a river of the same name. With recent fighting in
Casamance, frightened residents in Gambian border vil-
lages have begun to flee, describing bush fires and the
sound of the shooting.

“We have never experienced such a dire situation,”
said Ismaila Bojang, who had fled to the village of

Bujinha about five kilometers (three miles) from the bor-
der. Bojang, a traditional chief of the border village of
Karrol, said that the conflict had ignited fires in the bush
and killed and scattered livestock. “We are here but our
minds are on Karrol,” he said, sitting on a woven mat.
Another resident of the same village, Tuti Jammeh, said
that some had fled Karrol barefoot and were now sleep-
ing several to a bed in Bujinha.

“We heard gunfire and we had to leave,” she told
AFP, adding that she would likely move further inland

because she could still hear shooting. The numbers of
people who have been displaced in The Gambia is
unclear. However, a Bujinha native said that over 100
people had entered the village from the border
region. A nearby village is also harboring displaced
people, he said.

The Gambian government has said that it will help the
displaced. President Adama Barrow has also ordered
increased patrols and vowed to protect the tiny nation
“against any potential foreign threat”.—AFP

BUJINHA, Gambia: Internally displaced Gambians sit under a tree after arriving in the village of Bujinha on Tuesday. — AFP


