
I N T E R N AT I O N A L
SUNDAY, JUNE 1, 2014

SYDNEY: Flights into and out of the
northern Australian city of Darwin were
cancelled yesterday and some to Bali
affected owing to huge ash clouds
thrown up by an Indonesian volcano.
Indonesia’s  Sangeang Api  volcano
began erupting Friday and its ash is
sweeping south towards Austral ia ,
prompting Qantas, Jetstar and Virgin
Australia to cancel Darwin flights. “The
volcano is continuously erupting,” Tim
Birch from the Bureau of Meteorology’s
Volcanic Ash Advisory Centre in Darwin
told AFP.

Birch said one plume was affecting
nor thern Austral ia  and impacting
Darwin and was expected to linger for
at least the next 18 hours.  Another was
located over central Australia which
could cause problems for overland
flights, while a third was about 100 kilo-
meters from Denpasar airpor t  on
Indonesia’s Bali. “All of the plumes will
be affecting aviation,” he said. Surono,
an Indonesian government volcanolo-
gist who goes by one name, said that
Sangeang Api was spewing columns of
ash up to 2,500 meters (8,200 feet) into

the air yesterday. Virgin Australia can-
celled flights to Denpasar airport yester-
day, as did Qantas offshoot Jetstar.
Indonesian flag carrier Garuda can-
celled three flights to Denpasar from
nearby airpor ts,  transpor t ministr y
spokesman JA Barata said. However
Denpasar airport reported good visibili-
ty and was not itself affected by the ash,
he said.

Two small airports close to the vol-
cano in central Indonesia-one on the
island of Sumbawa and another on
neighboring Sumba island-closed yes-

terday due to the eruption, Barata said.
The airport on Sumbawa was shut for
several hours while the second was due
to remain closed until Sunday. Australia’s
Deputy Prime Minister Warren Truss said
it could take days for Australian services
to return to normal. “Depending on
wind and other weather conditions, the
ash has the potential to affect flights to
and from other airpor ts,  including
Brisbane, during coming days,” he said.
“This is currently being fully assessed.”

Airservices Australia has reportedly
begun diverting international flights

around the ash plume. Australian avia-
tion authorities recommend against
flights into areas with visible volcanic
ash clouds because the fine particles are
hazardous to aircraft engines. A spokes-
woman for Darwin International Airport
told the Austral ian Broadcasting
Corporation it was not known when
flights would resume. “At this stage it’s
speculation... from what I can tell, as the
ash moves it dissipates so it could be
good news for tomorrow,” she said. “But
going on past experience, this is usually
[a] 24-hour type event.”—AFP 

Volcanic ash halts flights to north Australian city

SINGAPORE: The United States and China
squared off at an Asian security forum yesterday,
with the US defense secretary accusing Beijing
of destabilizing the region and a top Chinese
general retorting that his comments were
“threat and intimidation”. Using unusually strong
language, US Defense Secretary Chuck Hagel
took aim at Beijing’s handling of territorial dis-
putes with its Asian neighbors. “In recent
months, China has undertaken destabilizing,
unilateral actions asserting its claims in the
South China Sea,” Hagel said. He warned Beijing
that the United States was committed to its
geopolitical rebalance to the Asia-Pacific region
and “will not look the other way when funda-
mental principles of the international order are
being challenged”. Hagel said the United States
took no position on the merits of rival territorial
claims in the region, but added: “We firmly
oppose any nation’s use of intimidation, coer-
cion, or the threat of force to assert these
claims.”

His speech at Singapore’s Shangri-La
Dialogue, Asia biggest security forum, provoked
an angry reaction from the deputy chief of staff
of the Chinese Army, Lieutenant-General Wang
Guanzhong. “I felt that Secretary Hagel’s speech
is full of hegemonism, threat and intimidation,”
he told reporters just after the speech. Wang
said the speech was aimed at causing trouble in
the Asia-Pacific. Hagel’s comments followed the
keynote address by Japanese Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe at the same forum on Friday
evening, who pledged “utmost support” to
Southeast Asian countries, several of which are
locked in maritime disputes with China. “I felt
that they were just trying to echo each other,”
Wang said.

Hagel later held a bilateral meeting with
Wang, where the Chinese military leader
expressed his surprise at the US defense secre-
tary’s speech. “You were very candid this morn-
ing, and to be frank, more than our expecta-
tions,” he said. “Although I do think those criti-
cisms are groundless, I do appreciate your can-
dor likewise we will also share our candor.” A sen-
ior US defense official said that, despite Wang’s
opening remarks, the tone of the meeting had
been “businesslike and fairly amicable”. While
Hagel went over ground he covered in his
speech, Wang spent most of the meeting talking
about US-China military-to-military contacts,
including Chinese participation in forthcoming
military exercises, the official said. The US official
said Hagel’s speech had been well received by
other Asian delegations with the exception of
China.

Only if provoked
In Beijing, President Xi Jinping said China

would not initiate aggressive action in the
South China Sea but would respond if others
did, the official Xinhua news agency reported.
“We will never stir up trouble, but will react in

the necessary way to the provocations of coun-
tries involved,” Xinhua quoted Xi as saying in a
meeting on Friday with Prime Minister Najib
Razak of Malaysia.

China claims almost the entire oil- and gas-
rich South China Seas, and dismisses compet-
ing claims from Taiwan, Brunei, Vietnam, the
Philippines and Malaysia. Japan also has a terri-
torial row with China over islands in the East
China Sea. Tensions have surged in recent
weeks after China placed an oil rig in waters
claimed by Vietnam, and the Philippines said
Beijing could be building an airstrip on a dis-
puted island. Japan’s defense ministry said
Chinese SU-27 fighters came as close as 50
meters (170 ft) to a Japanese OP-3C surveil-
lance plane near disputed islets last week and
within 30 meters of a YS-11EB electronic intelli-
gence aircraft.

Japanese Defense Minister Itsunori Onodera
said Tokyo perceived an “increasingly severe
regional security environment”. “It is unfortu-
nate that there are security concerns in the East
and South China Seas,” he said. “Japan as well as
all concerned parties must uphold the rule of
law and never attempt to unilaterally change
the status quo by force.” On Friday, Prime
Minister Shinzo Abe pitched his plan for Japan
to take on a bigger international security role
and told the Singapore forum that Tokyo would
offer its “utmost support” to Southeast Asian
countries in their efforts to protect their seas

and airspace. In a pointed dig at China, he said
Japan would provide coastguard patrol boats
to the Philippines and Vietnam.

Japan’s offer snubbed
Wang, China’s deputy chief of staff, also

snubbed an offer for talks with Japan made by
Defense Minister Onodera, the semi-official
China News Service said. “This will hinge on
whether the Japanese side is willing to amend
the erroneous policy towards China and
improve relations between China and Japan,”
he said. “Japan should correct its mistakes as
soon as possible to improve China-Japan ties.”
The strong comments at the Shangri-La
Dialogue come as Abe pursues a controversial
push to ease restrictions of the post-war, paci-
fist constitution that has kept Japan’s military
from fighting overseas since World War Two. 

Despite memories of Japan’s harsh wartime
occupation of much of Southeast Asia, several
countries in the region may view Abe’s mes-
sage favorably because of China’s increasing
asser tiveness.  Hagel repeatedly stressed
Obama’s commitment to the Asia-Pacific rebal-
ance and said the strong US military presence
in the region would endure. “To ensure that the
rebalance is fully implemented, both President
Obama and I remain committed to ensuring
that any reductions in US defense spending do
not come at the expense of America’s commit-
ments in the Asia-Pacific,” he said.— Reuters
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at Asia security forum
China accuses US of stirring up trouble in Asia

SINGAPORE: US Defense Secretary Chuck Hagel walks to his seat as he arrives for the official
luncheon at the 13th Asia Security Summit in Singapore yesterday.  — AFP 

BANGKOK: A man (center) is detained by plainclothes police officers after holding an
anti-coup sign outside a McDonald’s restaurant in downtown Bangkok, Thailand yes-
terday. — AP 

SINGAPORE: Thailand’s coup leaders faced
fresh international condemnation yester-
day when US Defense Secretary Chuck
Hagel demanded immediate elections and
the release of detainees held by a junta
which says there will be no polls for 15
months. Speaking at an Asian security con-
ference in Singapore, the Pentagon chief
urged Thailand’s military to free scores of
people detained under martial law since
generals seized power from the civilian
government on May 22.  His strong com-
ments, made at the annual Shangri-La
Dialogue, came as Thai authorities faced
the threat of weekend protests in central
Bangkok against the army power grab.

Hagel called on the junta to end its
curbs on “free expression”-which include
banning political gatherings of more than
five people and sweeping media controls-
and for the army to “immediately restore
power to the people of Thailand” through
elections. Condemning the kingdom’s
“retreat from democracy” Hagel said the US
had suspended its long-standing military
ties with Thailand.  Australia’s foreign minis-
ter yesterday also said Canberra had
reduced its “engagement” with the Thai
military.

Junta chief Prayut Chan-O-Cha late
Friday gave a rough timetable for a return
to democracy, offering polls once a recon-
ciliation drive across the bitterly split
nation and a year-long reform period are
complete.  “Stage three is a general elec-
tion under an absolute democratic system
that is acceptable to all sides,” he said in his
first televised address to the nation. But he
warned his roadmap will probably fail “if
there are still protests or people do not co-
operate”. Since taking power, authorities
have overridden the constitution, curtailed
civil  l iberties under martial law and
imposed a nightly curfew.

Fears for detainees
After leading Thailand’s 19th actual or

attempted putsch in modern history,
Prayut ordered the detention of scores of
political figures, academics and activists.
Some of the detainees have been freed
after signing agreements to renounce
political activities, among them several

high-profile figures from the ‘Red Shirt’
movement-which supports the ousted gov-
ernment of Yingluck Shinawatra.  But rights
groups have warned detentions violate
basic civil liberties and that military courts
wield unchecked power.

Yingluck’s billionaire brother Thaksin, a
former premier who lives in self-exile, sits at
the heart of Thailand’s festering eight-year
crisis. Anti-Thaksin demonstrators staged a
months-long protest against the govern-
ment.  Twenty-eight people died and hun-
dreds of others were wounded in political
violence linked to those rallies, losses
Prayut said left him no choice but to inter-
vene. Thailand’s rupture broadly pits the
Bangkok-based establishment-which draws
on wide military support-against the rural
poor of the north and northeast, whose
votes have propelled Thaksin-led or aligned
parties to power in every election since
2001.

Anti-coup demonstrators say the putsch
is an assault on democracy and a thinly-
veiled attempt to overturn the electoral
dominance of the Shinawatras and their
rural base. Some experts believe the mili-
tary move is part of a wider power play
spurred by fears over who will be in charge
of the nation once the more than six-
decade reign of the nation’s revered but ail-
ing king ends.  Protesters have gathered in
small but vociferous numbers every day
since the army took power. Rallies were
expected yesterday, while several major
shopping malls in a downtown commercial
district said they would close today in
anticipation of further demonstrations.

General Prayut has warned he will not
brook protest, but so far soldiers and police
have taken a relatively light-touch to
enforcing martial law.  “Thai people, like
me, have probably not been happy for nine
years, but since May 22, there is happiness,”
the general said Friday, as he also laid out
broad economic plans for the country. He
said a curfew could be relaxed in certain
areas amid fears that it is having a further
negative effect on the key tourism industry.
Thailand’s economy shrank 0.6 percent
year-on-year in January-March due to
falling consumer confidence and a slump
in tourism.— AFP 
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SEOUL: North Korea sentenced a
South Korean missionary to hard
labor for life after accusing him of
espionage and setting up an
underground church, state media
said yesterday, the latest Christian
preacher to run into trouble in the
secretive state. Prosecutors had
sought a death sentence for Kim
Jeong-Wook, identified by the
North’s official news agency KCNA
as Kim Jong Uk, during Friday’s trial.
However, according to KCNA, Kim
confessed his guilt-including state
subversion, espionage, anti-state
propaganda and agitation, and ille-
gal entry into the country-and “sin-
cerely repented”.

“The accused admitted to all his
crimes,” KCNA said in its report on
the trial. “He committed anti-DPRK
religious acts, malignantly hurting
the dignity of the supreme leader-
ship of the DPRK (North Korea)
overseas and tried to infiltrate into
Pyongyang ... for the purpose of
setting up underground church
and gathering information about
the internal affairs of the DPRK
while luring its inhabitants into
South Korea and spying on the
DPRK.” Although religious freedom
is enshrined in the North Korean
constitution, it does not exist in
practice and religious activity is
severely restricted to officially-rec-
ognized groups linked to the gov-
ernment.

Pyongyang views foreign mis-
sionaries as seditious elements

intent on fomenting unrest and
those who are caught engaging in
any unauthorized activities in the
North are subject to immediate
arrest. Instead of facing execution,
Kim was sentenced to hard labor
for life by the North’s Supreme
Court, the report said. North Korea
in February refused to accept a
written demand for his immediate
release from the South’s Unification
Ministry. Fellow activists and mis-
sionaries said Kim had been provid-
ing shelter and food for seven years
to North Korean refugees living in
China’s northeastern border city of
Dandong. They said he had crossed
the Yalu border river in October last
year to establish the whereabouts
of some North Korean refugees
who had been arrested in Dandong
by Chinese authorities and repatri-
ated. A number of missionaries-
mostly US citizens-have been
arrested in North Korea in the past
with some of them allowed to
return home after interventions by
high-profile US figures. US citizen
Kenneth Bae, described by a North
Korean court as a militant Christian
evangelist, was sentenced last year
to 15 year’s hard labor on charges
of seeking to topple the govern-
ment. Kim’s sentence comes as mili-
tary tensions between the two
Koreas have been elevated for sev-
eral months.

This week North Korea warned
that recent “provocative” activities
by US troops at a truce village on

the heavily fortified inter-Korean
border could lead to a “catastroph-
ic” military clash. The North took
issue with the construction of a
steel watchtower by the US-led
United Nations at Panmunjom, say-
ing it was being used for “acts of

spying” involving sophisticated sur-
veillance equipment. Earlier this
month Seoul said a North Korean
warship fired shells near one of its
naval corvettes and denounced
Pyongyang’s denial as a “blatant
lie”.—AFP 
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‘spy’ to hard labor for life

PYONGYANG: In this file photo, Kim Jung Wook, a South Korean
Baptist missionary, speaks during a news conference in Pyongyang,
North Korea. North Korea said yesterday, it has sentenced the South
Korean Baptist missionary to hard labor for life for allegedly spying
and trying to set up underground churches, the latest in a string of
missionaries to run into trouble in the rigidly controlled North. — AP 

Former ‘comfort women’ 

demand Japan’s apology
TOKYO: Six former “comfort women” joined
an international activist meeting in Tokyo
yesterday to demand Japan formally atone
for sexual slavery in its wartime military
brothels, an emotive legacy still haunting
the countr y.  The Asian Sol idar ity
Conference has been held 12 times since
1992 to press the Japanese government to
admit responsibility for allegedly coercing
thousands of women into providing sex to
Japanese imperial army soldiers across the
region.

The six former comfort women attend-
ing the meeting-from South Korea, the
Philippines and Indonesia and the daughter
of another from China-also called on the
Japanese government to provide compen-
sation to the former sexual slaves.  It comes
after Tokyo announced a review of its land-
mark 1993 statement, in which it apolo-
gized for the military’s involvement in the
coercive brothel system but did not admit
the government’s complicity in it.

“We will discuss how the government
should apologize and what measures it
should take to put the apology into action,”
the local organizers of the meeting said in a

keynote address.  On Wednesday the
Japanese government,  led by Pr ime
Minister Shinzo Abe, said it would set up an
expert team to review how the 1993 state-
ment was drawn up and the historical facts
it was based on. Although Abe is often not-
ed for his revisionist views of wartime histo-
ry, his top spokesman Yoshihide Suga has
ruled out the possibility of revising the
statement.

The move came af ter  US President
Barack Obama, on a tour of Asia last month,
blasted the forced recruitment into prosti-
tution before and during World War II as a
“terrible, egregious violation of human
rights”.  It is unclear what will happen if
Tokyo’s review is at odds with the 1993
statement, which was largely based on tes-
timony from 16 Korean former comfort
women, many of whom have since died.

“The Japanese government seems to be
waiting for us to die,” said 88-year-old
South Korean Kim Bok-Dong at the meet-
ing, who was allegedly drafted into the
brothel system in 1941 aged 15 and served
in “comfort stations” across Asia for nearly
five years.—AFP 


