
SEOUL: South Korea’s spy agency on Wednesday
raided the country’s main labour union group, saying
it was part of a years-long investigation into whether
some members had illegal links to North Korea.
Seoul remains officially at war with its nuclear-
armed neighbour, and under its controversial
National Security Act, even possession of publica-
tions or other materials produced in the North can
be a criminal offence.

Spying or secretly working for the North Korean
regime is punishable by up to life imprisonment,
according to the law. Officials from the National
Intelligence Service and the police raided the office
of the Korean Confederation of Trade Unions
(KCTU) in central Seoul, saying some of its members
were suspected of having “ties with North Korea”,
the spy agency said.

“We and the national police agency have been
carrying out our own investigation into the suspects’
alleged ties with North Korea for several years,” an
official from the spy agency told AFP. “Based on the
evidence obtained in the process, we judged that a
compulsory investigation was necessary, and we
went ahead with the raid after the court issued a
search and seizure warrant,” he added.

Investigators believe four KCTU officials met
with North Korean agents from Pyongyang in
Cambodia and Vietnam, in 2017 and 2019, respec-
tively, Seoul’s Yonhap News Agency reported. The
KCTU termed the raid “barbaric”, accusing Seoul’s
conservative administration of “conniving” to target
the labour organisation.

As one of the country’s largest umbrella union
groups, the KCTU was linked to recent strike action
by some truck drivers, whose union falls under the
KCTU. President Yoon Suk-yeol last month ordered

striking drivers in the cement, fuel and steel sectors
back to work, threatening jail time or fines, prompt-
ing them to end the weeks-long action.

The National Security Act, which dates back to
1948, blocks ordinary citizens from accessing most
North Korean-produced content, including its offi-
cial Rodong Sinmun newspaper. It has been widely
criticised, including by the United Nations, which
says it is a “seriously problematic” challenge to free-
dom of expression in the South.

Thousands of people-including labour activists-
were imprisoned under the law by the military gov-
ernments that ruled the South for decades, often
accused of engaging in pro-Pyongyang activities or
spying for the North.

But the law remains on the books, and just last
year two South Koreans, including a serving army
captain, were arrested on charges of stealing military
secrets for a suspected North Korean agent who
allegedly paid them in cryptocurrency. — AFP
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News in brief
Teen wife killer jailed

TEHRAN: An Iranian man has been jailed for more
than eight years after decapitating his wife and dis-
playing her head in public, in a case that shocked
the country, the judiciary said Wednesday. Mona
Heidari, 17, was killed in February 2022 by her hus-
band and brother-in-law in Ahvaz, capital of the
southwestern province of Khuzestan. Video that
emerged later of her smiling husband parading her
decapitated head in the street sparked an outpour-
ing of grief and outrage in the Islamic republic.
Sajjad Heidarnava was sentenced to seven and a
half years in prison for murder and eight months for
assault, judiciary spokesman Massoud Setayeshi
told reporters. The family of Heidari had pardoned
the killer rather than demanding qesas-Iran’s
Islamic law of retribution. “The accused has no
right to protest against the verdict and the decision
is final,” the spokesman said.

Russian soldier killed 

MOSCOW: Russian authorities on Wednesday
announced having killed a soldier who left his mili-
tary base, with state media identifying the man as
an armed deserter from fighting in Ukraine.
“Dmitry Perov, wanted for the unauthorised aban-
donment of his military unit, was found and liqui-
dated,” the government of the Lipetsk region, in
western Russia, said on social media. “The situation
is under control,” it said. “There is no threat to res-
idents. Investigations are under way.” It did not say
how the man was killed. A local branch of the state
VGTRK television network said the man was 31-
years-old and had fled “the zone of the special mil-
itary operation”-Moscow’s term for its offensive in
Ukraine. It published a search notice that said he
fled Ukraine on January 13 armed with a rifle and
grenades, and that he could be headed for his
native village. There have been several cases of
desertions among Russian soldiers fighting in
Ukraine in recent months.

Macau jails ‘junket king’ 

MACAU: Macau’s former “junket king” Alvin Chau
was sentenced on Wednesday to 18 years in jail for
running an illegal gambling empire, ending a crimi-
nal trial that shocked the casino hub and toppled
one of its highest-profile gaming tycoons. The 48-
year-old founder of Suncity Group pioneered the
junket industry that brought high rollers from
mainland China to Macau, the only place in the
country where casinos operate legally. At its peak
during the 2010s, junkets contributed the bulk of
gaming revenue for the former Portuguese colony,
which boasted a pre-pandemic casino industry
bigger than Las Vegas. Chau’s downfall coincided
with Chinese President Xi Jinping’s years-long
anti-corruption drive, which has included much
closer scrutiny of corrupt officials who might travel
to Macau to place bets and launder money.
Prosecutors charged Chau with 289 counts of
fraud, money laundering.—AFP

SEOUL: Labour group members hold placards reading “We condemn the Yoon Suk-yeol government” in front of the
headquarters of the Korean Confederation of Trade Unions (KCTU) in Seoul on January 18, 2023, as South Korea’s
spy agency and police raid the country’s main labour union group over alleged pro-Pyongyang activities. — AFP
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HANOI: File photo shows Vietnam’s President Nguyen
Xuan Phuc speaking at a ceremony commemorating the
45th anniversary of Vietnam’s accession to the United
Nations in Hanoi’s international convention centre. — AFP

Vietnam parliament 
approves president’s 
resignation
HANOI: Vietnam’s rubber stamp National Assembly
on Wednesday approved the resignation of President
Nguyen Xuan Phuc, a day after he dramatically
stepped down as part of an anti-corruption drive. His
sudden and unprecedented departure comes during a
period of significant political upheaval in Vietnam,
where the anti-graft purge and factional fighting have
seen several ministers fired. In an extraordinary meet-
ing that was closed to international media, more than
93 percent of National Assembly members voted to
approve Phuc’s resignation, state media said. With no
successor yet appointed, Vo Thi Anh Xuan, the current
vice-president, automatically becomes interim presi-
dent, according to the constitution.

Authoritarian Vietnam is run by the Communist
Party and officially led by the general secretary, presi-
dent, and prime minister. Key decisions are made by
the politburo, which now numbers 16. The sudden
departure of Phuc is a highly unusual move in Vietnam,
where political changes are normally carefully orches-
trated, with an emphasis on cautious stability.

On Tuesday, the Communist Party ruled the 68-
year-old was responsible for wrongdoing by senior
ministers under him during his 2016-2021 stint as
prime minister, before he became president. Two
deputy prime ministers-Pham Binh Minh and Vu Duc
Dam-were sacked this month in an anti-corruption
purge that has led to the arrest of dozens of officials,
with many of the graft allegations relating to deals
done as part of Vietnam’s COVID pandemic response.

‘Transforming the party’ 
General Secretary Nguyen Phu Trong-the most

powerful man in the party-is widely seen as the archi-
tect behind the anti-corruption drive, which has
proved popular among the Vietnamese public.
Jonathan London, an expert on contemporary Vietnam,
said the “dramatic culmination” of the campaign was
“transforming the party at its highest levels”.

“People can use the terminology of a political
purge,” he told AFP. “But I think it’s perhaps better
understood as a coincidence of internal competition
within the party and then these major missteps by
these people in senior positions.” Only one other
Communist Party president has ever stepped down,
and that was for health reasons.

Analysts are divided over whether losing Phuc-who
has significant experience in the international arena-
will have significant consequences for the country. Le
Hong Hiep, a fellow at the ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute
in Singapore, said the collective nature of Vietnam’s
leadership meant major policy changes were unlikely.
But for London, the turnover of personnel meant “a
risk Vietnam is left with few people in positions of
authority... who have experience and competency” on
the international stage. Phuc was elevated to the large-
ly ceremonial role of president in April 2021 after win-
ning plaudits for the country’s broadly successful han-
dling of the pandemic. — AFP

70 killed by 
Afghanistan 
cold snap
KABUL: At least 70 people have died in a wave of
freezing temperatures sweeping Afghanistan, officials
said Wednesday, as extreme weather compounds a
humanitarian crisis in the poverty-stricken nation.
Since January 10, the mercury has plunged in Kabul
and several other provinces, with the central region of
Ghor recording the lowest reading of -33C (-27F) over
the weekend. “This winter is by far the coldest in
recent years,” Mohammad Nasim Muradi, the head of
Afghanistan’s meteorology office, told AFP. In the
countryside, homeless families were seen warding off
the cold by huddling around campfires, whilst in the
snowy capital domestic coal heaters were fired up by
the more fortunate.

“We expect the cold wave to continue for another
week or more,” said Muradi. The ministry of disaster
management said 70 people and 70,000 cattle-a vital
commodity in poorer sectors of Afghan society-died
over the past eight days.

Several central and northern provinces saw roads
blocked by heavy snowfall, according to images post-
ed on social media. This is the second winter since US-
led forces withdrew and the Taliban swept into Kabul
to replace the Washington-backed regime.

Since then, aid has dramatically declined and key
national assets have been frozen by the US, leading to
one of the worst humanitarian crises in the world.
More than half of the country’s 38 million people are
facing hunger this winter, and nearly four million chil-
dren are suffering from malnutrition, according to aid
agencies.

Last month, many NGOs stil l  working in
Afghanistan suspended their operations in protest
over a Taliban government order banning women from
working with humanitarian groups, except in the
health sector. — AFP

MAZAR-I-SHARIF: Afghan internally-displaced children shovel snow near their tents during a cold winter day at Nahr-e
Shah-e- district of Balkh Province, near Mazar-i-Sharif. At least 70 people have died in a wave of freezing temperatures
sweeping Afghanistan, officials said. — AFP

Pakistan regional 
assembly dissolved 
on Khan’s orders
PESHAWAR: The provincial assembly in Pakistan’s
northwestern Khyber Pakhtunkhwa was dissolved on
Wednesday, the second regional government to be
brought down by former prime minister Imran Khan in
his drive to force early general elections.

Pakistan has been gripped by political turmoil since
Khan was ousted in a no-confidence vote last April. He
was replaced by a shaky alliance led by Prime Minister
Shehbaz Sharif. The South Asian nation is facing a
severe economic downturn, with rocketing inflation, a
major shortage of foreign reserves and lagging bailout
talks with international lenders.

On Wednesday, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) gover-
nor Haji Ghulam Ali signed a letter dissolving the
assembly “with immediate effect” at the request of the
provincial chief minister, who is a senior figure in
Khan’s Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party. Khan’s
PTI held a majority or was in a coalition government in
two of Pakistan’s four provincial parliaments.

The move in KP came after the assembly in the
most populous province, Punjab, was dissolved late on
Saturday by Khan’s coalition partners, on his orders.

As per the constitution, fresh elections in both legisla-
tures must be held inside three months.

Historically, federal and provincial elections have
always been held simultaneously, but the constitution
does allow for separate polling dates. General elec-
tions are due no later than mid-October, and Sharif’s
government is holding out hope of engineering an eco-
nomic turnaround to boost its faltering popularity.

“The current government has failed to govern so it’s
time they realised their responsibility and go for elec-
tions to end this political instability,” PTI spokesman
Fawad Chaudhry told AFP. “We are ready for elections,
and we are ready for a street movement as well,”
Chaudhry said. “If they don’t call the elections we will
have to go for a street movement.”

Khan still maintains a huge following, and has held a
series of anti-government demonstrations to rally sup-
port for his cause, a platform based mainly on fighting
corruption. The 70-year-old has repeatedly touted
claims he was ousted by a US-led “conspiracy”, but
has not provided evidence that this was the case. His
ouster from government came after analysts said he
fell out of favour with Pakistan’s military, which has
directly ruled the country for roughly half of its 76-
year history, and maintains a strong influence on gov-
ernance and policy.

In November, Khan was shot and wounded at a
party rally, blaming the assassination bid on Sharif and
a senior army intelligence officer, without providing
evidence of his allegations. — AFP

7.0-magnitude 
earthquake hits 
eastern Indonesia
MOROTAI: An offshore earthquake with a magnitude of
7.0 hit near eastern Indonesia’s Maluku islands on
Wednesday, forcing panicked residents to run into the
streets and briefly triggering a tsunami warning. There
were no immediate reports of casualties but light damage
was reported on at least one island.

The epicentre of the tremor was located 150 kilome-
tres (93 miles) northwest of the eastern Indonesian island
of Halmahera, at a depth of 48 kilometres, the US
Geological Survey (USGS) reported. The undersea quake
occurred around 13:06 pm local time (0606 GMT) off
the coast of Sulawesi island, shaking nearby islands and
sending some residents into the streets.

“The quake was felt around 15-20 seconds. The shak-
ings were quite long,” an AFP journalist on Morotai island
in the Maluku archipelago said. “Some people went out-
side because they were afraid of buildings collapsing.”
Abner Manery, the head of North Halmahera disaster
mitigation agency, said some houses on Morotai were
damaged. A resident described the moment the quake
shook the island.

“When it hit, we rushed outside, slightly panicked,”
Rizkal Fuadsamlan, 29, told AFP. The NWS Pacific
Tsunami Warning Center in Hawaii said in an updated
warning the tsunami threat had passed. It said earlier
tsunami waves could hit coastal areas around 300 kilo-
metres from the epicentre. The quake was also revised
down from an initial magnitude of 7.2 reported by the
USGS. Indonesia’s Meteorology, Climatology and
Geophysics Agency (BMKG), which put the magnitude
at 7.1, warned of possible aftershocks. Daryono, the
head of the agency’s earthquake and tsunami centre
who like many Indonesians goes by one name, said the
tremor was followed by 10 aftershocks, the largest with
a magnitude of 5.3.

He tweeted the quake was “triggered by (a) rock
deformation in the Maluku Sea Plate”. The initial quake
was felt as far away as the city of Gorontalo in northern
Sulawesi, where it shook houses, and the provincial capi-
tal, Manado. A powerful quake hit deep under the ocean
in eastern Indonesia earlier this month, rattling nearby
islands and damaging homes and schools.—AFP


