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SEOUL: The rival Koreas have resumed
cross-border propaganda warfare as
North Korea on Monday matched South
Korea’s loudspeaker campaign with
broadcasts of its own that reportedly
included criticism of Seoul and praises for
Pyongyang. The mutual propaganda
attacks mark a further deterioration of
relations between the Koreas, who
haven’t engaged in any serious talks in
recent months. 

Last week, South Korea blamed the
North for land mine explosions that
maimed two South Korean soldiers and
resumed propaganda broadcasts for the

first time in 11 years in retaliation. North
Korea has denied the accusations and
threatened to launch strikes on South
Korean loudspeakers. North Korea began
its own loudspeaker broadcasts Monday
on the eastern part of the border, accord-
ing a South Korean Defense Ministry offi-
cial who spoke on condition of anonymi-
ty because of department rules.

The official gave no further details. But
South Korean public broadcaster KBS, cit-
ing an unidentified military official, report-
ed that the North Korean broadcasts
mainly included criticism of South Korea
and praises for North Korea’s political sys-

tem. The North’s broadcasts mark the
restoration of inter-Korean propaganda
warfare along the border after the two
Koreas stopped the practice in 2004 as
part of their efforts to ease animosities.
Other practices, including leafleting and
the operation of frontline billboards,
remain suspended, according to Seoul
officials.

Purely defensive 
North Korea’s action also came as

Seoul and Washington launched annual
military drills that Pyongyang calls an
invasion rehearsal. South Korean and US

officials have said that the drills are pure-
ly defensive in nature. South Korea has
said the two soldiers wounded from the
mine explosion were on a routine patrol
at the southern part of the Demilitarized
Zone that separates the two Koreas. One
of the soldiers lost both legs, while the
other lost one leg.

South Korean loudspeaker broadcasts,
which continued on Monday, were aimed
at emphasizing that the mine blast was
provocation committed by North Korea
and relaying messages about the superi-
ority of Seoul-style democracy as well as
world news and weather forecasts, the

South Korean Defense Ministry official
said. North Korea is intolerant of any out-
side criticism of its leadership, led by Kim
Jong Un. Last year, North Korean troops
opened fire after South Korean activists
floated balloons carrying propaganda
leaflets across the border. South Korea
returned fire, but no casualties were
reported.

The Koreas’ mine-strewn DMZ is the
world’s most heavily armed border, with
hundreds of thousands of combat troops
facing each other. It’s a legacy of the
1950-53 Korean War, which ended with
an armistice, not a peace treaty. —AP

N Korea resumes speaker broadcasts amid tension

TIANJIN: A resident injured by the explosions that hit a nearby chemical
warehouse last week holds a photo of herself injured as she joins a protest
outside the hotel where authorities are holding a press conferences. —AFP

BANGKOK: At least 16 people were
killed, including foreigners and
dozens injured when a bomb
exploded yesterday outside a reli-
gious shrine popular with tourists in
the Thai capital, scattering body
parts and debris. The blast occurred
about 6:30 pm when the street side
shrine was packed with worshippers
and tourists-with the Thai police

chief confirming at least 10 Thais,
one Chinese and one Filipino citizen
were among the dead.

“The death toll is now 16,” police
spokesman Prawut Thavornsiri told
AFP, adding the blast was likely polit-
ically motivated and designed to
bring “chaos” in a the junta-ruled
kingdom. Glass was strewn across
the street after the explosion outside
the Erawan Shrine in the central
Chidlom district, an AFP reporter wit-

nessed. Charred and shattered
motorcycles littered the scene, along
with hunks of concrete from the
shrine, with pools of blood on the
pavement and two bodies crumpled
on the steps of the shrine.

“It was a bomb, I think it was
inside a motorcycle... it was very big,
look at the bodies,” one visibly
shocked rescue volunteer, who did

not want to be named, told AFP. The
city’s medical emergency centre said
more than 80 people were wounded
by the blast, which rattled windows
several kilometers from the site.

There were chaotic scenes at
Chulakongkorn Hospital, one of a
number of nearby medical facilities
that received victims as nurses fer-
ried the injured on gurneys.  One
man who was conscious had visibly
burned hair and a number of cuts

that were bandaged, an AFP
reporter on the scene said. “Some (of
the victims) are Chinese,” Minister for
Tourism Kobkarn Wattanavrangkul
told AFP as she visited the hospital. A
Chinese and a Filipino were among
those confirmed dead, Thai police
said. With rumors abounding in a
city that is no stranger to major acts
of violence, officials denied reports

of more devices in an area, which is
home to several high end hotels and
major shopping malls.

‘Foreigners targeted’ 
While there was no immediate

claim of responsibility for the
attack, suspicion swiftly fell on the
kingdom’s rival political factions.
Thailand has been seared by a
near-decade of political violence
that has left the country deeply

divided and seen repeated rounds
of deadly street protests and
bombings-but none on this scale. 

Many observers had predicted a
fresh round of violence after the
military seized power in a coup in
May last year, toppling a civilian
government led by Yingluck
Shinawatra. Thailand’s defense min-
ister said the bombers had targeted
“foreigners” to try to damage the
tourist industry, which is a rare
bright spot in an otherwise gloomy
economy.

“It was a TNT bomb... the people
who did it targeted foreigners and
to damage tourism and the econo-
my,” said Prawit Wongsuwong, a
former general who is believed to
have been one of the key coup-
makers. Self-exiled former premier
Thaksin Shinawatra, who is
Yingluck’s brother and who was
toppled by a 2006 coup, sits at the
heart of the political divide. 

Parties led by him or his sister or
supporters have won every election
since 2001 thanks to the votes of
the rural north and northeast. But
he is loathed by the Bangkok-based
royalist elite. Thailand is also fight-
ing a festering insurgency in its
Muslim-majority southernmost
provinces bordering Malaysia. More
than 6,400 people-mostly civilians-
have been killed there. In the so-
called “Deep South”, bombs are a
near-daily reality alongside shoot-
ings and ambushes of security
forces.

Civilians are overwhelmingly the
target. But the conflict, which sees
local rebels calling for greater
autonomy from the Thai state, has
stayed highly localized. There has
never been a confirmed attack by
the insurgents outside the south-
ern region despite the years of war.
The Erawan is an enormously popu-
lar shrine to the Hindu god Brahma
but is visited by thousands of
Buddhist devotees every day. It is
located on a traffic-choked inter-
section in Bangkok’s commercial
hub and surrounded by three
major shopping malls. —AFP

At least 16 dead as bomb 
shakes central Bangkok 

Explosion outside popular religious shrine

BANGKOK: Thai rescue workers transport an injured person  after a bomb exploded outside a
religious shrine. —AFP

TIANJIN: Beijing yesterday ordered a
nationwide check on workplace safety and
to correct all irregularities five days after
huge explosions at warehouse in the port
city of Tianjin killed 114 people and left 70
people missing. The directive from the
Ministry of Industry and Information
Technology lamented the frequency of fatal
workplace incidents and demanded a thor-
ough national inspection on all safety risks.

Meanwhile, prosecutors have been
tasked with investigating possible derelic-
tion of duties and abuse of power that may
have contributed to Wednesday night’s
blasts. “We must thoroughly investigate (the
incident) and hold accountable all those
responsible,” said Premier Li Keqiang, as
quoted by state media. “We must give an
answer for families of the victims, an answer
for all residents of Tianjin, an answer for all
Chinese people, and an answer for history.”

Upset at government negligence, about
100 people whose residences were dam-
aged in the explosions gathered yesterday
for a protest to demand compensation from
the government. Wednesday’s blasts origi-
nated at a warehouse for hazardous materi-
al, where 700 tons of sodium cyanide - a tox-
ic chemical that can form combustible sub-
stances on contact with water - were being
stored in amounts that violated safety rules.
That has prompted contamination fears and
a major cleanup of a 3-kilometer -radius, cor-
doned-off area in this Chinese port city
southeast of Beijing.

Logistics failure 
Chinese work safety rules require such

facilities to be at least 1,000 meters away
from residences, public buildings and high-
ways. But online map searches show the
Ruihai International Logistics warehouse
was within 500 meters of both an express-
way and a 100,000-square-meter (1-million-
square-foot) apartment complex. Those
apartments had walls singed and windows
shattered, and all the residents have been
evacuated.

“We victims demand: Government, buy
back our houses,” said a banner carried by
the residents at a protest outside the Tianjin
hotel where officials have held daily news

conferences about the disaster. “Kids are ask-
ing: How can we grow up healthy?” read
another banner. Tianjin officials have been
hard-pressed to answer how the warehouse
was allowed to operate in its location.
Questions also have been raised about man-
agement of the warehouse and the coun-
try’s top prosecuting office announced
Sunday that it was setting up a team to
investigate possible offenses related to the
massive blasts, including dereliction of duty
and abuse of power. 

Ruihai’s general manager is in hospital
under police watch. Bian Jiang, a resident of
one of the nearby housing complexes, said
he was asleep when the first explosion
struck Wednesday shortly before midnight.
“Twenty seconds later I heard the second
explosion and saw the rising mushroom
cloud.  Then, I was thrown out of bed by the
force of the blast. I was wondering if we
would able to get out alive,” he said, adding
that his home is now ruined. “All the win-
dows are gone.”

The blasts claimed the lives of at least
114 people, with 70 still missing, including
64 firefighters and six policemen, Tianjin
government spokesman Gong Jiansheng
told a news conference yesterday. He
Shushan, a deputy mayor, confirmed there
were 700 tons of the toxic chemical sodium
cyanide on the site at the time of the blasts,
although the authorities said there have not
been any substantial leaks. Authorities also
said they had sealed all waterways leading
into the sea from the blast site and built
retention walls to prevent any runoff.

Toxic chemical 
Sodium cyanide is a toxic chemical that

can form a flammable gas upon contact
with water, and several hundred tons would
be a clear violation of rules cited by state
media that the warehouse could store no
more than 10 tons at a time. The ministry’s
directive ordered government authorities at
all levels to check whether companies with-
in their jurisdiction that produce and store
hazardous materials comply with safety reg-
ulations, especially if they keep a safe dis-
tance from residential areas and do not
exceed storage limits. —AP

China orders nationwide 
safety check after blasts

MANILA: The Philippines can only afford a
“frugal” military upgrade, defense officials
said yesterday, even though maritime ten-
sions with China are growing.  Despite a
proposed 25 percent rise in next year’s
defense budget, the government must still
divide resources between external defense
and internal threats like insurgencies and
natural disasters,  Defense Secretary
Voltaire Gazmin and other security officials
added. Since President Benigno Aquino
took office in mid-2010, the Philippines has
acquired two former US coast guard cut-
ters, three landing craft from Australia and
South Korea and seven surpluses UH-1H
helicopters.

“The goal of updating and modernizing
our armed forces is a long and painstaking
process,” Gazmin told a ceremony for the
commissioning of 10 more newly-acquired
air force helicopters. “That means we have
to be frugal and acquire reliable platforms
at very reasonable costs... as allowed by
our meager financial resources.” The mod-
est upgrade has been prompted partly by
China’s moves to stake its claim to most of
the South China Sea. These include build-
ing new islands in the Spratly archipelago
and taking effective control of
Scarborough Shoal after a standoff with
the Philippine Navy.

Philippine Air Force chief Lieutenant-
General Jeffrey Delgado said the 10 new
helicopters will be used to address internal
security problems. The military expects
more aircraft deliveries this year including
possibly the first two of 12 FA-50 fighter jets
earlier ordered from a South Korean suppli-
er, Delgado told reporters. Delgado said the
FA-50S were mere “transition aircraft”
toward more advanced more advanced
fighters jets which the Philippines cannot
now afford.

Defence department spokesman Peter
Paul Galvez said communist and Muslim
insurgencies remained a priority despite the
new watchfulness on Philippine borders.
“We are first focusing on internal security
and in the succeeding horizons, we will go
towards external defense,” he said, criticiz-
ing China’s reclamation work. “They should
stop their island-building. That steps up the
pace of militarization,” Galvez said. The
Philippines has been among the most vocal
in challenging China’s sea claims, which also
overlap those of Brunei, Malaysia, Taiwan
and Vietnam. US ambassador Philip
Goldberg said the United States, the
Philippines’ closest defense ally, was ready
to provide surplus military equipment and
budgeted $50 million in foreign military aid
to the Philippines last year. —Agencies

Philippines can’t afford  
military modernization

JAYAPURA: Bad weather hampered efforts yester-
day to reach debris in remote eastern Indonesian
mountains believed to be from a plane that
crashed carrying 54 people and cash worth almost
half a million dollars. More than 250 rescuers had
tried to battle through dense forest to reach what
is thought to be the wreckage of the Trigana Air
plane, which disappeared Sunday during a short
flight in Papua province.

The ATR 42-300 twin-turboprop plane was car-
rying 49 passengers and five crew on the journey
from Papua’s capital Jayapura to Oksibil, a remote
settlement in the mountains to the south. Also on
the plane was 6.5 billion rupiah ($470,000) in cash,
which were social assistance funds being trans-
ported for distribution to poor families, according

to the head of the Jayapura post office. The cash
was being carried by four post office officials in
bags. 

The plane disappeared about 10 minutes
before reaching its destination, soon after the
crew requested permission to start descending in
heavy cloud to land.  It is just the latest air accident
in Indonesia, which has a poor aviation safety
record and has suffered major disasters in recent
months, including the crash of an AirAsia plane in
December with the loss of 162 lives.

A plane yesterday spotted debris engulfed in
smoke in the mountains near Oksibil and search
teams, including soldiers and police, set off in the
early hours to reach the site, which is at an alti-
tude of 8,300 feet. But thick fog, which reduced

visibility to one meter and rain hindered the bid
to reach the crash site, the head of Indonesia’s
search and rescue agency Bambang Soelistyo
told AFP.  Efforts to reach the location, about 15
kilometers from Oksibil, were called off for the
day at 5:30 pm (0830 GMT) and would resume
Tuesday, he added. 

Fire-blackened 
A photo of the suspected site showed an area

that appeared to be fire-blackened and scattered
with debris in thick forest, and Soelistyo said he
was “98 percent” certain it was the location of the
crash.  He said the chance of any survivors was
“very slim”. All those on the plane were believed to
be Indonesians.

Relatives of passengers were becoming
increasingly frustrated at the lack of hard news.
Some shouted “We want confirmation!” and threw
a table at a crisis centre set up by Trigana Air at
Jayapura airport. “My family and I have been gath-
ered here for hours. We want to know the fate of
my brother, Kepi Deal, who was on board the
plane,” Rifan Wea, one of about 100 relatives at the
airport, told AFP. “We want to know whether he is
dead or alive.” 

Small aircraft are commonly used for transport
in remote and mountainous Papua and bad
weather has caused several accidents in recent
years. Last week a Cessna propeller plane crashed
in Papua’s Yahukimo district, killing one person
and seriously injuring the five others on board.
Officials suspect that crash was caused by bad
weather.  Trigana Air, a small domestic Indonesian
airline, has experienced a string of serious inci-
dents and is banned from flying in European
Union airspace.

Last year’s AirAsia crash was one of two major
air accidents that Indonesia has suffered in the
past year alone. The second incident happened in
June when an Indonesian military plane crashed
into a residential neighborhood in the city of
Medan, exploding in a fireball and killing 142 peo-
ple. The aviation sector in Indonesia is expanding
fast as the economy booms but airlines are strug-
gling to find enough well-trained personnel to
keep up with the rapid growth. —AFP

Weather obstructs efforts to 
reach Indonesian plane crash

JAYAPURA: Indonesian relatives of passengers check the flight manifest posted out-
side Jayapura airport yesterday following the crash of a Trigana Air ATR 42-300 twin-
turboprop the day before. —AFP
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