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TOKYO: Japan and South Korea announced the end 
of tit-for-tat trade measures and pledged renewed 
diplomacy as leaders of the two countries met in To-
kyo Thursday for a summit to thaw long-frozen ties. 
The neighbours, both key US partners in the region, 
have for years been locked in a bitter dispute over 
Japan’s use of wartime forced labour.

Relations deteriorated after South Korea’s Su-
preme Court in 2018 ordered Japanese firms to com-
pensate victims of forced labour, but this month 
Seoul announced a plan to pay those affected with-
out Tokyo’s involvement. President Yoon Suk Yeol 
has been keen to end the spat and form a united front 
against regional challenges including North Korea, 
which launched a long-range missile just hours be-
fore Yoon’s arrival in Tokyo.

After talks, he and Japan’s Prime Minister Fumio 
Kishida announced the resumption of “shuttle diplo-
macy,” with the leaders agreeing to regular recipro-
cal visits to build confidence. Japanese media said 
this could include Kishida inviting Yoon to the G7 
summit in Hiroshima in May, and then visiting Seoul.

“Strengthening Japan-South Korea ties in the 
current strategic environment is urgent,” Kishida 
told reporters at a joint press conference with Yoon 

after talks. “I hope this visit will nurture trust and 
friendship and significantly elevate Japan-South Ko-
rea relations.” Tokyo’s trade ministry said earlier on 
Thursday it would end restrictions on exports to 
South Korea of key industrial materials needed for 
semiconductors, and Seoul said it would withdraw a 
complaint filed with the World Trade Organization.

Kishida said both countries wanted stronger de-
terrence capacities, and that suspended security and 
ministerial talks would now resume, along with trilat-
eral meetings with China. And Yoon said the nations 
would revive a military intelligence agreement that 
Seoul paused when relations nosedived.

North Korean missile 
In a potent reminder of the security challenges 

that have pushed Seoul and Tokyo closer together, 
North Korea fired a long-range ballistic missile just 
hours before Yoon’s arrival. “As seen from North Ko-
rea’s long-range ballistic missile launch this morning 
before I left for Tokyo, North Korea’s ever-increas-
ing nuclear missile threat poses a great threat to 
peace and stability,” he said.

“Korea and Japan must closely cooperate in soli-
darity to wisely deal with these illegal threats.” The 

two neighbours are US allies and economically de-
veloped democracies, but their relations have long 
been poisoned by history, particularly atrocities 
committed during Japan’s 35-year colonial rule, in-
cluding the use of wartime sex slaves-euphemistical-
ly termed “comfort women”-and forced labour.

Japan rejected the 2018 Supreme Court ruling, ar-
guing that colonial-era disputes had been settled in 
1965, when diplomatic ties were normalised and 
Tokyo gave Seoul loans and economic aid equiva-
lent to several billion dollars today.

However, Yoon’s election, and growing con-
cerns about North Korean sabre-rattling as well 
as Chinese military power, have driven momentum 
for reconciliation. “South Korea can no longer af-
ford to keep squabbling over specific bilateral is-
sues,” Yuki Asaba, a professor of Korean studies 
at Doshisha University, told AFP.

‘A bit complicated’ 
Following their summit and press conference, 

Kishida will host a dinner for Yoon, who report-
edly made a specific menu request: omurice, a 
Western-inspired Japanese comfort food fea-
turing an omelette over rice.

For all the outward signs of warmer ties, the coun-
tries still face significant challenges, warned 
Park Won-gon, professor of North Korean stud-
ies at Seoul’s Ewha University. “It is meaningful 
that Korea-Japan relations are finally starting to 
normalise, but it becomes a bit complicated in 
terms of outcome,” he told AFP.

“It all breaks down to at what level Prime Minis-
ter Kishida will be willing to apologise for the his-
tory.” Japan has said it continues to endorse its his-
toric apologies for wartime acts, but many in South 
Korea feel that falls short and oppose Yoon’s com-
pensation plan. The South Korean leader has insist-
ed his country must look forward, not back, and 
called the summit a “first step toward overcoming 
the unfortunate history between the two countries.” 
Internationally, however, the rapprochement has 
been welcomed, particularly in Washington, which 
is keen to see two key Asian allies make up.

And a desire to draw nearer to Washington, ahead 
of a US visit next month, may be partly motivating 
Yoon’s diplomatic overtures to Tokyo, said Asaba. 
“He is aware that South Korea fighting with Japan 
over bilateral issues will hamper enhancing Seoul’s 
relations with Washington,” he said. — AFP

S Korea leader seeks ‘new chapter’ in Tokyo
Strengthening Japan-S Korea ties in the current strategic environment is urgent

TOKYO: South Korean President Yoon Suk Yeol (L) and Japanese Prime Minister Fumio Kishida attend a joint news conference at the prime minister’s official residence in Tokyo on 16 March 2023. —AFP

ATHENS: Protestors hold a placard that reads “murderers” as thousands march through the streets of Athens 
during a demonstration over the country’s worst rail tragedy which killed 57 when a freight train collided with 
a passenger train in central Greece on February 28. — AFP
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Clashes in Greece as 
thousands protest 
over train tragedy
ATHENS: Greek police fired tear gas and protesters 
hurled firebombs on Thursday as more than 40,000 
people took to the streets to slam the government 
and voice outrage at last month’s train disaster that 
killed 57 people. Television footage showed clashes 
breaking out at Syntagma Square near parliament in 
central Athens. Police fired tear gas and stun gre-
nades as demonstrators tried to surround them, hurl-
ing firebombs and rocks.

As protesters retreated, they smashed traffic 
lights and shop windows and set rubbish bins on fire, 
AFP reporters said. The February 28 tragedy ex-
posed decades of safety failings in Greek railways 
and has put major pressure on the conservative gov-
ernment ahead of national elections.

Police said 25,000 people protested in Athens 
on Thursday, as well as around 8,500 in each of 
the country’s next largest cities, Thessaloniki and 
Patras. Brief clashes also broke out in Patras, po-
lice said. Thursday’s protests were accompanied 
by a 24-hour strike-the biggest yet in days of in-
dustrial action that followed the disaster-this time 
called by Greece’s leading private as well as pub-

lic sector unions. The walkout shut down the civil 
service, flights and ferries.

‘Things have to change’ 
Many of protesters urged the government of 

Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis to resign over 
what is the country’s deadliest rail accident. “This 
crime will not be forgotten,” demonstrators from the 
country’s communist union PAME chanted as the 
crowd marched towards parliament in Athens.

Students shouted “murderers” and marchers 
threw flyers of Mitsotakis wearing a stationmaster’s 
cap, captioned “it’s everyone’s fault but mine”. The 
rail disaster occurred shortly before midnight when a 
passenger train crashed head-on into a freight train 
in central Greece after both were mistakenly left run-
ning on the same track.

Most of the passengers were students returning 
from a holiday weekend. “Things have to change 
in this country, we simply cannot mourn all 
these deaths,” said Athens’ protester Stavroula 
Hatzitheodorou, in reference to deadly wild-
fires that have gripped Greece in recent years 
as well as the train crash.

“We hope that things will change in these elec-
tions,” Hatzitheodorou, who works in the private 
sector, told AFP.  A stationmaster and three other 
railway officials have been charged, but public anger 
has focused on long-running mismanagement of the 
network and the country has been rocked by a series 
of sometimes violent mass protests. — AFP

US candidate for 
UN migration chief 
vows ‘new vision’
GENEVA: The International Organization for Mi-
gration has an antiquated way of approaching its 
mission and desperately needs renewal, the UN 
agency’s second-in-command with designs on the 
top job told AFP. Amy Pope, the IOM deputy head 
acknowledged it was “a bit awkward” to be running 
to unseat her boss Antonio Vitorino.

“It’s not ideal in some ways, but it’s really about 
the future of the organisation,” the 49-year-old 
American lawyer said this week. IOM, which is 
due to hold leadership elections in mid-May, finds 
itself in the unusual situation for a United Nations 
agency of having a director-general challenged 
by a subordinate over what typically would have 
been a shoo-in second term.

Vitorino, who served as Portugal’s deputy prime 
minister and defence minister in the mid-1990s, took 
the IOM reins in 2018, breaking decades of US lead-
ership at the organisation. Pope insisted that her de-
cision to run against her 66-year-old boss-only the 
second non-American to run IOM in its seven-de-
cade history-was not about putting Washington’s 
pick back in charge.

No ‘retirement job’ 
“I think the nationality matters less than the 

frame of mind and energy levels and strategic vision 
and willingness to work really hard,” she said. “This 
is not a retirement job.” Pope, who has spent most 
of her career focused on migration issues, including 
within the administration of former US president 
Barack Obama, only started working at IOM a year 
and a half ago. She said she had been “really excit-
ed” when she landed the post as deputy IOM chief, 
in charge of management and reform. But she said it 
soon became clear to her, and to Washington, that 
“if we were really going to make progress, there 
needed to be new leadership”.

While the organisation, which serves the needs 
of an estimated 281 million migrants worldwide, is 
“very, very good at providing immediate support 
during humanitarian response,” she said, in other 
areas, “There is just a lot of room for improvement.” 
Pope, who if she wins would be the first woman to 
lead IOM, called for finally “taking the organisa-
tion... into the 21st century”.

 
‘Stuck in old ways’ 

“We’re still kind of stuck in old ways of looking at 

migration,” she said, insisting “real vision” was re-
quired to bring about a much-needed culture 
change. She called for a broader focus on the im-
pacts of climate change on migration, which she 
dubbed “one of the most significant challenges for 
our generation”. In the face of such threats, she said 
IOM could do far more to leverage its massive 
amounts of data to detect and address problems be-
fore they spark large migration flows. She pointed 
out, for instance, that drilling boreholes in search of 
water in communities regularly affected by drought 
or building more stable shelters to withstand storms 
help people remain in their communities.

“We need to flip the conversation,” Pope said. 
“We can and we should begin to do interventions on 
the front end.” If you only look at the people trying 
to make dangerous crossings of the Mediterranean 
or the Channel, she warned, “You have missed about 
10 interventions that could have happened along the 
way.” She said more work needed to be put into es-
tablishing regular migration channels, making it pos-
sible for people to move legally and safely. 

Pope said communication especially needed to be 
dramatically improved at IOM, whose current chief 
has become notorious in Geneva for avoiding the me-
dia. “There is a sense within the organisation that we 
need to be afraid of the story of migration,” she said.

Instead of shying away from the issue, the re-
sponse to the rampant anti-migrant sentiment seen 
in many countries should be leaning into the story, 
she insisted. IOM should focus on telling stories “hu-
manising” the people in need, she said, but also “tell-
ing the good news stories of migration”.

“There is overwhelming evidence about the value 
of migration for economies, for rebuilding cities, for 
strengthening innovation and entrepreneurship,” 
Pope said. “I think it is critical that we as an organi-
sation lead with that.” — AFP

GENEVA: International Organization for Migration 
(OIM) deputy director general Amy Pope of the US who 
is candidate for the IOM director general position ges-
tures during an interview with AFP in Geneva. — AFP


