
SEOUL: South Korea announced plans Monday to
compensate victims of Japan’s forced wartime labour,
aiming to end a “vicious cycle” in the Asian powers’
relations and boost ties to counter the nuclear-armed
North. Japan and the United States immediately wel-
comed the announcement, but victims’ groups said it
fell far short of their demand for a full apology from
Tokyo and direct compensation from the Japanese
companies involved.

Seoul and Tokyo have ramped up security coopera-
tion in the face of growing threats from Kim Jong Un’s
North Korea, which is expanding its nuclear weapons
programme in defiance of UN sanctions. But Seoul-
Tokyo ties have long been strained over Tokyo’s brutal
1910-45 colonial rule of the Korean peninsula, when
around 780,000 Koreans were conscripted into
forced labour by Japan, according to data from Seoul.

This does not include the Korean women forced
into sexual slavery by Japanese troops. Seoul’s plan is
to take money from major South Korean companies
that benefited from a 1965 reparations deal with Tokyo
and use it to compensate victims and their families,
Foreign Minister Park Jin said.

The hope is that Japan will “positively respond to
our major decision today with Japanese companies’
voluntary contributions and a comprehensive apolo-
gy”, he added. “I believe that the vicious cycle should
be broken for the sake of national interest,” Park
added. Japanese Foreign Minister Yoshimasa Hayashi
welcomed the new plan, telling reporters it would help
to restore “healthy” ties. The plan does not include a
fresh apology, although Hayashi said Tokyo stands by
a 1998 declaration that included an apology.

The two sides quickly moved to ease trade disputes
linked to a raft of tit-for-tat economic measures
imposed as relations soured after a 2018 South Korean
Supreme Court ruling ordered some Japanese compa-
nies to pay compensation.

And Japanese media have reported that South
Korean President Yoon Suk Yeol could soon visit
Tokyo, possibly even for a Japan-South Korea
baseball game this week. But it remained unclear
whether Japanese companies, including those such
as Nippon Steel which were named in the 2018
court ruling, would make voluntary contributions to
the new fund.

Nippon Steel said it had no comment on the ruling,
adding that “our company’s understanding is that this
issue has been resolved by the 1965 Agreement”. 

‘What Japan does next’ 
US President Joe Biden hailed “a groundbreaking

new chapter of cooperation and partnership between
two of the United States’ closest allies”. “President
Yoon and Prime Minister Kishida are taking a critical
step to forge a future for the Korean and Japanese
people that is safer, more secure, and more prosper-
ous,” he said in a White House statement.

But analysts were more cautious. “The significance
of today’s announcement will be measured in large
part by what Japan does next,” Benjamin A. Engel,
research professor at the Institute of International
Affairs at Seoul National University, told AFP.

At a minimum, some kind of apology from Tokyo
and donations from two Japanese companies which
have been ruled liable by South Korea’s Supreme
Court would help ensure the public accepts the deal,
he said. “Without these steps by the Japanese side, the
announcement by the Korean government will not
amount to much,” he said. The move to resolve the
forced-labour issue follows years of disputes over
World War II sex slaves, which had soured Japan-
South Korea ties.

Seoul and Tokyo reached a deal in 2015 aimed at
“finally and irreversibly” resolving that issue, with a
Japanese apology and the formation of a one-billion-

yen ($7.4 million) fund for survivors. But South Korea
later effectively nullified that deal, citing a lack of vic-
tims’ consent, which led to a bitter diplomatic dispute
that spread to affect trade and security ties.

North Korean threat 
South Korean foreign minister Park said the plan

announced Monday had the support of many victims’
families, adding Seoul would “see them one by one and
consult with them and seek their understanding sin-
cerely”. But the plan had already drawn strong
protests from victims’ groups. “It is as if the bonds of

the victims of forced labour are being dissolved
through South Korean companies’ money,” Lim Jae-
sung, a lawyer for several victims, said in a Facebook
post on Sunday.

“It is a complete victory for Japan, which can’t
spare even one yen on the issue of forced labour.”

After the plan was announced, victim Yang
Geum-deok also immediately denounced it. “I won’t
take money that seems like the result of begging,”
Yang said, according to the Yonhap news agency.
“You must apologise first and then work through
everything else.” — AFP
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SEOUL: South Korean protesters hold placards (top) reading “Negotiations of betrayal” during a rally against
South Korea’s announcement of plans to compensate victims of Japan’s forced wartime labour, outside the
Foreign Ministry in Seoul on March 6, 2023. — AFP

KABUL: Male students attend their computer science class after the universities were reopened in Kabul on March
6, 2023. Male students trickled back to their classes on March 6 after Afghan universities reopened following a
winter break. — AFP

Afghan universities 
reopen but women 
still barred
KABUL: Afghan universities reopened on Monday
after a winter break, but only men returned to class
with a “heartbreaking” ban by the Taleban authorities
on women in higher education still in force. The univer-
sity ban is one of several restrictions imposed on
women since the Taleban stormed back to power in
August 2021 and has sparked global outrage-including
across the Muslim world.

“It’s heartbreaking to see boys going to the uni-
versity while we have to stay at home,” said Rahela,
22, from the central province of Ghor. “This is gen-
der discrimination against girls, because Islam
allows us to pursue higher education. Nobody
should stop us from learning.”

The Taleban government imposed the ban after
accusing women students of ignoring a strict dress
code and a requirement to be accompanied by a male
relative to and from campus. Most universities had
already introduced gender-segregated entrances and
classrooms, as well as allowing women to be taught
only by female professors or elderly men.

Ejatullah Nejati, an engineering student at Kabul
University, Afghanistan’s largest, said it was a funda-
mental right of women to study. “Even if they attend
classes on separate days, it’s not a problem. They have
a right to education and that right should be given to
them,” he said as he entered the university campus.

Waheeda Durrani, a journalism student in Herat
until she was barred from university last year, said the
Taleban government wanted women to remain unedu-
cated. “If Afghan girls and women get educated, they
will never accept a government that exploits Islam and
the Quran,” she said. “They will stand for their rights.
That’s the fear the government has.”

‘Crime of gender persecution’ 
At the capital’s private Rana University male stu-

dents trickled back to classes on Monday. “My sister,
unfortunately, cannot come to the university. She is
trying to study at home,” said Ebratullah Rahimi,
another journalism student. Posters dating from before
the ban showing how women needed to dress were
still on display in the university corridors. “I feel like a
lesser human being,” said Negah Khan, a university
student from eastern Afghanistan.

“When you have dreams but are subjected to
imprisonment within the four walls of your house and
made to serve people like a servant, it is disappoint-
ing.” Several Taleban officials say the ban on women’s
education is temporary but, despite promises, they
have failed to reopen secondary schools for girls,
which have been closed for more than a year.

The authorities have wheeled out a litany of excus-
es for the closure, from a lack of funds to the time
needed to remodel the syllabus along Islamic lines. The
reality, according to some Taleban officials, is that the
ultra-conservative clerics advising Afghanistan’s
supreme leader Hibatullah Akhundzada are deeply
sceptical of modern education for women.

Taleban authorities have effectively squeezed
women out of public life since retaking power. Women
have been removed from many government jobs or are
paid a fraction of their former salary to stay at home.

They are also barred from going to parks, fairs,
gyms and public baths, and must cover up in public.
“The Taleban’s intentional and calculated policy is to
repudiate the human rights of women and girls and to
erase them from public life,” said the UN special rap-
porteur on human rights in Afghanistan, Richard
Bennett, in a statement released on Monday.

“It may amount to the crime of gender persecution,
for which the authorities can be held accountable.” The
international community has made the right to educa-
tion for women a sticking point in negotiations over
aid and recognition of the Taleban government. No
country has so far officially recognised the Taleban as
Afghanistan’s legitimate rulers. — AFP

Divorced Afghan 
women back to 
abusive ex-husbands
KABUL: Abused for years by her ex-husband who
broke all of her teeth, Marwa has retreated into hiding
with her eight children after Taleban commanders tore
up her divorce. Marwa was one of a small number of
women who, under the previous US-backed government,
were granted a legal separation in Afghanistan, where
women have next to no rights and domestic abuse is
endemic. When Taleban forces swept into power in 2021,
her husband claimed he had been forced into the divorce
and commanders ordered her back to his clutches. “My
daughters and I cried a lot that day,” Marwa, 40, whose
name has been changed for her own protection, told AFP.

“I said to myself, ‘Oh God, the devil has returned’.”
The Taleban government adheres to an austere interpre-
tation of Islam and has imposed severe restrictions on
women’s lives that the United Nations called “gender-
based apartheid”. Lawyers told AFP that several women
have reported being dragged back into abusive mar-
riages after Taleban commanders annulled their divorces.
For months Marwa endured a new round of beatings,
locked away in the house, with her hands broken and fin-
gers cracked. “There were days when I was unconscious,
and my daughters would feed me,” she said. “He used to
pull my hair so hard that I became partly bald. He beat
me so much that all my teeth have broken.”

Gathering the strength to leave, she fled hundreds of
kilometres (miles) to a relative’s house with her six
daughters and two sons, who have all assumed fictitious
names. “My children say, ‘Mother, it’s okay if we are
starving. At least we have got rid of the abuse’,” said
Marwa, sitting on the cracked floor of her bare home,
clasping a string of prayer beads. “Nobody knows us
here, not even our neighbours,” she said, fearing her hus-
band would discover her.

‘Islam permits divorce’ 
In Afghanistan nine in 10 women will experience

physical, sexual or psychological violence from their
partner, according to the UN’s mission in the country.
Divorce, however, is often more taboo than the abuse
itself and the culture remains unforgiving to women who
part with their husbands.

Under the previous US-backed government, divorce
rates were steadily rising in some cities, where the small
gains in women’s rights were largely limited to education
and employment. Women once blamed their fate for
whatever happened to them, said Nazifa, a lawyer who
successfully handled around 100 divorce cases for
abused women but is no longer permitted to work in
Taleban-ruled Afghanistan.

As awareness grew, women realised that separating
from abusive husbands was possible. “When there is no
harmony left in a husband and wife relationship, even
Islam permits a divorce,” explained Nazifa, who only
wanted to give her first name. Under the ousted regime,
special family courts with women judges and lawyers
were established to hear such cases, but the Taleban
authorities have made their new justice system an all-
male affair. Nazifa told AFP that five of her former clients
have reported being in the same situation as Marwa.
Another lawyer, who did not want to be identified, told

AFP she recently witnessed a court case where a woman
was fighting against being forcefully reunited with her
ex-husband. She added that divorces under the Taleban
government are limited to when a husband was a classi-
fied drug addict or has left the country. “But in cases of
domestic violence or when a husband does not agree to
a divorce, then the court is not granting them,” she said.

A nationwide network of shelters and services that
once supported women has almost entirely collapsed,
while the Ministry of Women’s Affairs and the Human
Rights Commission have been erased.

‘Knock on the door’ 
Sana was 15 when she married her cousin, 10 years

older than her. “He would beat me if our baby cried or
the food was not good,” she said as she prepared tea on
a gas stove at a home where she has been living in secret.
“He used to say that a woman does not have the right to
talk.” With the help of a free legal service project she
won a divorce from her husband in court-but her relief
was shattered when Taleban commanders came knock-
ing. Threatened with losing custody of her four daugh-
ters, she returned to her ex-husband who by then had
also married another woman.

She escaped after he announced the engagement of
her daughters to Taleban members. “My daughters said,
‘Mother, we will commit suicide’,” Sana said. She was
able to gather some money and escape with her children,
and with the help of a relative found a one-room house,
furnished only with a gas stove and some cushions for
sleeping. “Whenever there’s a knock on the door, I fear
that he’s found me and come to take the kids away.”

Ordeal for children 
A Taleban official told AFP the authorities would look

into such cases where previously divorced women were
being forced to return to their ex-husbands. “If we
receive such complaints, we will investigate them
according to sharia,” said Inayatullah, spokesman for the
Taleban supreme court, who like many Afghans goes by
one name. When asked whether the Taleban regime
would acknowledge divorces granted under the previous
government, he said: “This is an important and complex
issue.” “The Dar al-Ifta is looking into it. When it arrives
at a uniform decision, then we will see,” he said, referring
to a court-affiliated institution that issues rulings on
sharia. For Marwa and her daughters, who survive by
sewing clothes, the trauma has left deep psychological
wounds. “I’m afraid I won’t be able to get them married,”
said Marwa, looking at her daughters. —AFP

Taiwan alarmed by 
Chinese defence 
spending hike
TAIPEI: Taiwan’s defence minister on Monday
said a sharp increase in Chinese military spending
for 2023 indicated Beijing was “preparing for the
use of force if necessary” to potentially retake the
self-ruled island.

China said on Sunday it was increasing military
spending by 7.2 percent-the fastest pace in four
years-to 1.55 trillion yuan ($225 billion), at a key meet-
ing of its rubber-stamp parliament. Speaking to law-
makers, Taiwanese Defence Minister Chiu Kuo-cheng
said: “It seems the other side is preparing for the use
of force if necessary in the future.”

Taiwan lives under constant threat of an inva-
sion by China, which views the democratically
ruled island as part of its territory to be seized
one day, by force if necessary. Beijing has ramped
up pressure in the last year, staging huge military
dri l ls  around Taiwan in August after then US

House speaker Nancy Pelosi visited the island. On
Monday, Chiu said future high-level visits by foreign
dignitaries could be a catalyst for invasion. “I think
they are waiting for a good reason to send troops,
such as high-level visits from other countries to
Taiwan or too-frequent activities between our mili-
tary and other countries,” he said.

The minister said Taiwan was “making advance
preparations” for incursions deeper into waters
around the island than have been the norm in recent
years. A Chinese foreign ministry spokesperson dis-
missed Chiu’s remarks during a briefing on Monday.
“Taiwan is a part of China and therefore Taiwan has no

defence minister,” said Mao Ning. “Both sides of the
Taiwan Strait are Chinese territory. China will take firm
measures to safeguard its sovereignty and territorial
integrity.” At the National People’s Congress in Beijing
on Sunday, outgoing Chinese Premier Li Keqiang reit-
erated the mainland’s opposition to Taiwanese inde-
pendence, calling for “peaceful reunification”  On
Monday, Taiwanese Premier Chen Chien-jen asked
China to “respect” Taiwan.

“Cross-strait relations should be conducted under
the principles of rationality, equality and mutual
respect so that the relations can develop positively in a
healthy and sustainable manner,” he said. — AFP

KABUL: File photo shows, Sana, a divorced woman,
speaks during an interview with AFP in a house in an
undisclosed location in Afghanistan. — AFP


