
SEOUL: North Korea warned Tuesday that it would
be a “clear declaration of war” if its missiles were
shot down during their test launches over the Pacific
Ocean.  The United States and South Korea have
ramped up defence cooperation, including joint
drills, in the face of growing threats from nuclear-
armed Pyongyang, which has conducted a wave of
banned weapons tests in recent months.

North Korea has said its nuclear weapons and mis-
sile programmes are for self-defence, and has bristled
over US-South Korea military exercises, describing
them as rehearsals for an invasion. “It will be regarded
as a clear declaration of war against the DPRK, in case
such military response as interception takes place
against our tests of strategic weapons,” Kim Yo Jong,
North Korean leader Kim Jong Un’s powerful sister,
said in a statement, using North Korea’s official name.

“The Pacific Ocean does not belong to the domini-
um of the US or Japan.” North Korea is “always on
standby to take appropriate, quick and overwhelming
action at any time”, added her statement, published by
the official Korean Central News Agency (KCNA).

This month, the US and South Korean militaries
will hold their largest joint drills in five years. Ahead
of those exercises, named Freedom Shield and
scheduled for at least 10 days starting March 13, the
allies held air drills this week featuring a nuclear-
capable US B-52 heavy bomber.

In a separate statement on Tuesday, North
Korea’s foreign ministry accused the United States

of “intentionally” ramping up tensions. “The recent
joint air drill... clearly shows that the US scheme to
use nuclear weapons against the DPRK is being car-
ried forward at the level of an actual war,” it said in a
statement published by KCNA. “We express deep
regret over the irresponsible and worrying muscle-
flexing of the US and South Korea.”

‘Irreversible’ nuclear power 
Last year, Pyongyang declared itself an “irre-

versible” nuclear power and fired a record-breaking
number of missiles. Kim Jong Un recently called for
an “exponential” increase in weapons production,
including tactical nukes.

North Korea has framed its missile tests and mili-
tary drills as justified countermeasures following
US-South Korea drills. Last week, it called on the
United Nations to urge a halt to these exercises, and
reiterated that its nuclear weapons ensured the bal-
ance of power in the region.

South Korea is eager to reassure its increasingly
nervous public about the US commitment to so-called
extended deterrence, where US military assets, includ-
ing nuclear weapons, serve to prevent attacks on allies.

Last month, a tabletop US-South Korea exercise
at the Pentagon focused on responses to a nuclear
attack by North Korea. Pyongyang responded to that
exercise by firing cruise missiles, and claimed that
ramped-up US-South Korea drills “can be regarded
as a declaration of war”. — AFP
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PYONGYANG: This undated photo shows North Korean
leader Kim Jong Un attending the 7th enlarged plena-
ry meeting of the 8th Central Committee of the
Workers’ Party of Korea (WPK) at the office building of
the WPK Central Committee in Pyongyang. — AFP

NATUNA: This handout photo taken and released on March 7, 2023 by the Natuna ministry of communication and
information local office shows a rescue team inspecting damages and searching for victims following landslides
in Natuna islands. — AFP

Taiwan president 
to meet US Speaker 
in California
TAIPEI: Taiwanese President Tsai Ing-wen will
meet US House Speaker Kevin McCarthy in
California rather than in Taipei, the Financial
Times reported on Tuesday, hours after Taipei
warned a high-profile US visit could provoke a
Chinese military response.

Tsai’s government had provided McCarthy’s
staff with intelligence about Chinese threats, the
newspaper reported, citing an unidentified senior
Taiwanese official. McCarthy had expressed an
interest in visiting Taiwan, as his predecessor
Nancy Pelosi had done in August.

Pelosi’s trip sparked condemnation from
China, which held massive military drills around
the self-ruled island in response in a move Taipei
said was preparation for an invasion. Taiwan
lives under constant threat of such an invasion
by China, which views the democratically ruled
island as part of its territory to be seized one
day, by force if necessary.

The United States is one of Taiwan’s closest
allies and biggest arms suppliers but also adopts
a “One China” Policy, in which the United States
recognises Beijing and opposes any unilateral
changes to the status quo from either side.

Taiwan’s defence minister said on Monday a
sharp increase in Chinese defence spending
announced at the weekend was potentially aimed
at the island. “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 military and other coun-
tries,” Chiu Kuo-cheng 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. McCarthy’s office has
not commented on the potential visit, which the
FT reported would take place in April. Tsai’s
off ice also offered no confirmation when
approached by AFP on Tuesday.

Taiwan’s foreign ministry would neither con-
firm nor deny the planned visit. “The ministry will
announce to the public if there is any confirmed
arrangement for the president’s visit but we don’t
have any relevant information to share at the
moment,” spokesman Jeff Liu said on Tuesday.

Tsai last visited the United States in 2019,
stopping over while making official visits to diplo-
matic allies in the Caribbean. — AFP

Rescuers search for 
missing after deadly 
Indonesia landslide
JAKARTA: Rescuers on a remote Indonesian island
were searching Tuesday for dozens still missing after a
landslide that killed 15 people, a disaster official said.
Poor weather and downed communication lines have
complicated rescue efforts on the far-flung island of
Serasan, in the Natuna region between Borneo and
peninsular Malaysia, home to about 8,000 people.

Pictures provided by Natuna’s communication and
information agency showed houses reduced to rub-
ble, with fallen trees and torn roofs visible. Body bags
were lined up on top of a blue tarpaulin as officials
gathered to pray for the victims.

Abdul Muhari, spokesman for the national disas-
ter mitigation agency (BNPB), told local broadcast-
er Metro TV that rescuers had recovered 10 bodies
at the scene, while villagers put the death toll at 15.
“Six (bodies) have been identified, while four are
still being identified,” he said. Muhari said 42 peo-
ple were missing. Eight previously missing people

had been found alive, though four remained in
critical condition. Rescuers were focusing their
efforts along a stretch of road near a cliff where
dozens of houses were reportedly buried by the
landslide, Muhari said. “Along this road, there are
around 30 houses that were buried. This is our
focal point of the search,” he said. Muhari added
that the agency was sending food and tents, as
well as satellite communication equipment and
two helicopters in a bid to establish communica-
tion lines and speed up aid.

Indonesia is prone to landslides during the rainy
season, aggravated in some places by deforestation,
and prolonged torrential rain has caused flooding in
different areas of the archipelago nation. Experts say
the country’s weather-related disasters are likely being
made worse by climate change. Floods further south in
Banjar district, in the Indonesian part of Borneo, have
inundated more than 17,000 houses and disrupted
lives for a month. Neighbouring Malaysia has also
been hit with torrential rains and vast floods. At least
four people have died and nearly 41,000 were evacu-
ated last week in several states of the country.

In 2020, the Indonesian capital Jakarta and nearby
cities saw some of their deadliest floods in years after
downpours triggered landslides. At least 67 people
died in that disaster. — AFP

WASHINGTON: Speaker of the House Kevin McCarthy
(R-CA) (C), Rep. Elise Stafanik (R-NY) and fellow
Republicans greet guests during an event to introduce
the Parents Bill of Rights Act in the Rayburn Room at
the U.S. Capitol in Washington. — AFP

Eduard Heger

Slovak PM quits 
party before 
snap elections
BRATISLAVA: Acting Slovak Prime Minister Eduard
Heger announced he was quitting his own party
OLaNO on Monday night, months before a snap gen-
eral election scheduled for September.

“My story in OLaNO ends today,” Heger said in
a Facebook post, adding that his role and mission in
the party had been fulfilled. “I have my own vision
of politics. I know that if I want to fulfil it, I have to
go my own way,” he added.

“Life simply brings situations where we have to
make a decision. I’m doing it today. Heger did not say
whether he intended to join another movement or form
a new one. But local media said he could join forces
with other members of the acting government, which
lost a no-confidence vote in December and is caretak-
ing the country until the new election.

“Together with Eduard Heger, we are looking for
such a solution so that the voter has something to
choose from,” Slovak Defence Minister Jaroslav Nad
said in January. The centre-right government coalition
won the 2020 general election in the country of 5.4
million on an anti-corruption programme.

Heger replaced OLaNO leader Igor Matovic as
prime minister in April 2021, following a quarrel within
the ruling four-party alliance. Following December’s
no-confidence motion and the ensuing political crisis,
the prime minister’s ratings dwindled.

Only 19 percent of voters expressing their trust in
Heger last month, compared to 28 percent a year
ago. The early general election in Slovakia, a member
of the European Union and NATO, is due to be held
on September 30. — AFP

Pakistani migrants 
play deadly ‘game’ 
chasing future abroad
GUJRAT: When Muhammad Nadeem left home in
eastern Pakistan, he asked his mother to pray for his
safe passage to Europe then slipped away before
she could object.  Ali Hasnain showed off the new
clothes he would wear as he prepared for the long
journey west to a better life.

Both men departed from Gujrat, in Punjab province,
and although they did not know each other, became
fellow travellers on the human trafficking trail, escap-
ing Pakistan’s rapidly deteriorating economy.

They died on the continent’s doorstep last month,
relatives say, after boarding a boat in Libya and floun-
dering in Mediterranean waters-the latest lives dashed
on the world’s deadliest migrant route. “It was like
heaven had fallen when we first heard the news,” said
Nadeem’s mother Kausar Bibi, as his wife keened in
another room. “I cannot bear this pain,” she told AFP
in their family home, a basic concrete husk.

Pakistan is in economic freefall. A dire downturn-
caused by decades of mismanagement and political
instability-has drained dollar reserves, spurred run-
away inflation and caused widespread factory clo-
sures. The desperate situation is creating an incentive
for Pakistanis to take perilous, illegal routes to Europe.
Nadeem, 40, was making only 500 to 1,000 rupees

($1.80 to $3.60) a day in a furniture shop to support
his wife and three boys when he left for Italy via
Dubai, Egypt and Libya a few weeks ago. “I was hap-
py he was going for his children, that it would brighten
their future,” said his 20-year-old brother, Muhammad
Usman. After coordinating the 2.2 million rupee
($8,000) loan to pay the agent, Nadeem told a friend
he anticipated a smooth passage. “The sea is calm and
there is no problem. I am in the game,” he said, using a
euphemism adopted for the illegal odysseys.

Pakistan’s foreign office confirmed his death nearly
two weeks later. Hasnain’s family, meanwhile, learned
of the 22-year-old’s death from an image of their dead
son before it was officially reported. “We also believed
in sending him,” said his grandfather, 72-year-old
Muhammad Inayat, after taming wails of grief. “It’s
becoming hard to survive here.”

‘Agents took advantage’ 
Gujrat has long been a springboard for migrants. In

the 1960s, a British firm built a gargantuan hydroelec-
tric dam in the region, displacing more than 100,000
people who were invited to the UK as labourers.

The wealth was shared back home, giving families a
footstep out of poverty, and the Pakistan diaspora
organised legal migration for relatives, establishing
communities in Europe. But after the 9/11 attacks, con-
trols were tightened and human traffickers began to
thrive. Today, Gujrat city and its suburbs are known as
a hotspot for “agents”-shady middlemen who smuggle
customers by land, sea and air. Nadeem and Hasnain’s
final communications suggest they may not have been
on the same boat, but they are seen together in a

video, seemingly recorded by agents, sitting on blan-
kets in a whitewashed room with around a dozen other
South Asian men. “We are sending you on a small ship.
Are you going by your own will and nobody forced
you?” a voice asks. “Nobody forced us,” the men
answer in muddled unison. “God willing, we will reach
Italy.” Nadeem’s brother Usman says smugglers “took
advantage” of the scarce opportunities in Pakistan.

But a Gujrat agent speaking anonymously to AFP
claimed to be making a “positive impact”. “Do you

have any other alternative that can improve the lives of
locals so quickly?” he asked. “They come to us with
dreams, and we do our best to fulfil them, but there are
inherent risks involved.”

‘Princely lifestyle’ 
Nearly 90 percent of Pakistanis who recently

arrived in Italy used a human smuggler, according
to a 2022 survey by the Mixed Migration Centre, a
Europe-based research group. An official from
Pakistan’s Federal Investigation Agency, speaking
anonymously, estimated 40,000 illegal trips are
attempted every year.

Spain recently announced those living in the
country for two years could seek temporary residen-
cy and officially enter the workforce, while Italy has
also introduced a scheme to “regularise” the
employment of undocumented migrants. “It frus-
trates us and it’s shameful,” said Farooq Afgan, a
local politician in Gujrat. “Nobody wants to leave his
country, but poverty, lawlessness and hunger force
people to migrate.” Those living abroad can create a
“princely lifestyle” for relatives back home, he said,
enticing new migrants to try their luck. Outside
Gujrat, the village of Bhakrevali is an outcrop of
white and pastel-coloured mansions, tiered like wed-
ding cakes, amid wheat fields sputtering with irriga-
tion pumps. “You will not find a single house where
they have not tried to send one of their youngsters
to Europe,” remarked one local. Malik Haq Nawaz,
once a farmer, built his own villa, with a new 4x4
parked out front and gold filigreed furniture inside,
after despatching three sons to Barcelona. —AFP

GUJRAT: Mourners gather at Muhammad Nadeem’s
house in Gujrat district of Punjab province, who died in
Libya boat capsizing along with other migrants. — AFP


