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SEOUL: Shim Goo-Seob has been organ-
izing private, high-risk reunions for
divided North and South Korean families
for more than two decades, but now he’s
close to calling time on his secretive
work. Tightened border security and
soaring costs have seen the number of
unofficial reunions plunge from a high
of nearly 300 in 2003 to just 10 last year.
2015 has yet to see a single private
meeting take place. “Border crossings
have become far more dangerous and
expensive now. Our operations have
basically come to a standstill,” Shim told
AFP.

Millions of family members were sep-
arated by the 1950-53 Korean War which
cemented the division of the Korean
peninsula into North and South. Most
have since died without ever seeing or-
given the absence of civilian mail and
phone communications-even hearing
from relatives on the other side of the
border. The two Koreas organised the
first official reunion for separated fami-
lies in 1985, but that was followed by a
15-year gap before the next gathering
was held.

Filling the gap 
In the interim, some enterprising

individuals set up private organizations
aimed at getting South Korean families
in contact with their relatives in the
North and, in some cases, arranging
reunions in third countries-mainly China.
In 1990, there were 35 such reunions,
and the number had swiftly ballooned
to more than 220 by 1993.

Shim was able to get together with
his North Korean brother in China in
1994 and four years later set up his own

organization to help others seeking sim-
ilar meetings.

The work involved establishing an
underground network of “helpers” in
China and North Korea to help make the
initial family-to-family contact, after
which work on organizing a reunion in
China could begin. Because of tight
North Korean restrictions on movement-
both internal and external-bribes and
forged documents were crucial to get-
ting people out of the country.

“It’s basically a question of money
because getting relatives safely in and
out of North Korea requires a lot of
bribes,” Shim said.

“It ’s not unlike a risky espionage
operation because both the fixers and
the North Korean family members are
taking a big personal risk,” Shim said,
adding that he knew of four helpers
who had been caught and jailed in the
North.

“But, to my knowledge, no North
Korean relatives have been punished for
taking part in reunions arranged by my
association,” he added.

Shim was twice taken into police cus-
tody in China, but said he managed to
bribe his way out of trouble on both
occasions.

Government support 
For the past 15 years, groups like

Shim’s have received financial assistance
from the South Korean government
which officially recognizes them.

The state funding now includes 7.0
million won ($6,000) per family to help
them contact their relatives in the North
and set up an eventual meeting. “We
have continuously increased that fund-

ing over the years ... and will continue to
offer assistance,” said Ha Moo-Jin, direc-
tor of the Separated Families Division
within the South Korean Unification
Ministry.

The majority of private sector
reunions take place in safe houses near
the Chinese border with North Korea.
“The meetings last several days, which
they usually spend huddled inside,
sleeping and eating together,” Shim said.

Kim Yon-Hee, 89, and her husband
spent $10,000 on setting up a meeting
with his North Korean sister in China in
2002. After flying into a northeastern
Chinese city, the couple, guided by one
of Shim’s helpers, were driven for nine
hours on a snowy road to a safe house
near the Yalu river where the reunion
took place over the following three days.

“I was nervous the whole time, and
constantly worried we were all going to
be arrested,” Kim recalled. She said her
sister-in-law had crossed the river bor-
der at night with three other people.
“She did not talk much about her life in
the North, but it was clear it had been
hard,” Kim said. “Later we sent her a sub-
stantial amount of money through chan-
nels in China and Japan, but I’m still not
sure how much she actually got,” she
added.

Time to talk 
As risky and costly as the private-sec-

tor reunions are, they offer the major
benefit of allowing the divided families
to spend several intimate days in each
other’s company. The state-run reunions,
by contrast, permit only 12 hours of
actual face-to-face time over three days-
and most of those meetings are held in a

public venue with North Korean moni-
tors. Shim says the official reunions,
which began in earnest in 2000 after an
historic North-South summit,  have
become a “political show” with no real
respect for the emotions of the elderly
participants. But the private-sector
reunions have also changed in terms of
risk, frequency and cost.

In the “sunshine” years after the sum-
mit, several hundred were organized
every year, but that figure was reduced
to dozens as cross-border relations
began to sour in 2008. After Kim Jong-
Un came to power in 2011, North Korea
tightened security on its China border,
and the annual number of private
reunions dwindled into single figures.

“It takes so much more to bribe the
guards, and ordinary families really can’t
afford the total expense of arranging the
meeting,” Shim said. “Things are also
harder on the Chinese side, with much
tighter surveillance. “That means a lot of
ethnic Koreans in the border area who
used to help us, won’t do so anymore,”
he added.

But probably the biggest factor
behind the slump in private reunions is
the dwindling number of South Koreans
actually asking for them. “The old ones,
the ones with brothers and sisters, are
simply dying out,” Shim said. “It’s sad to
say, but I think in another 10 years or so,
the issue of separated families will have
largely faded out.” —AFP
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SEOUL: Shim Goo-Seob, president of the association of separated families, dur-
ing an interview with AFP at his office in Seoul. Shim has been organizing private,
high-risk reunions for divided North and South Korean families for more than
two decades, but now he’s close to calling time on his secretive work. — AFP

Red Shirt leader Jatuporn Prompan is taken to a van by Thai soldiers in Samut Sakhon province, Thailand, yesterday. Soldiers and police
detained two top leaders, Jatuporn and Nattawut Saikua, of the anti-government Red Shirt movement as they were set to visit a park celebrat-
ing past Thai kings that’s at the center of a corruption scandal linked to the military. —AP

BANGKOK: Thailand’s army yesterday detained
two leaders of an opposition group who were plan-
ning to visit a public park dedicated to the monar-
chy that has been at the center of a corruption
scandal involving the military government.

The two were later released, said Colonel
Thammanoon Withee, head of the 1st Army
Command Operations Unit, and escorted back to
their homes. The allegations relating to the financ-
ing of the Rachabhakti Park, built on army property
in the seaside town of Hua Hin, are threatening to
damage an anti-graft drive by the junta, which
seized power last year.

Nattawut Saikua and Jatuporn Prompan, lead-
ers of the United Front for Democracy Against
Dictatorship (UDD), also known as the “red shirt”
group, were taken away by the army before they
could set off for the park. “They wanted to see how
the park was operating and to see the place where
the military allegedly abused funds, but also to pay
respects to past kings,” Thanawut Wichaidit, a
spokesman for the UDD, said.

“This is a violation of our right to pay respects.”
Colonel Winthai Suvaree, a spokesman for the jun-
ta, or National Council for Peace and Order, con-
firmed the men’s detention and said their actions
were a “clear example of a political movement”.

The junta has banned political gatherings of
more than five people and has summoned hun-
dreds of activists for questioning since taking pow-
er. Many, including politicians and journalists, have
been forced to attend attitude adjustment sessions
at military facilities. Winthai urged the public to fol-
low news about the park graft investigation
through official channels. The accusations of kick-
backs, levelled by some Thai media and opposition
groups, have transfixed a country anxious over the
declining health of King Bhumibol Adulyadej, 87.

US relations
The US Ambassador to Thailand said yesterday

that the United States supports Thailand’s relation-
ship with China, countering suggestions that
Thailand has turned to Beijing amid a chill in ties
between Bangkok and Washington. Ambassador

Glyn Davies’s comments follow those by the Thai
junta last week that it was not distancing itself
from the United States despite blossoming military
and political ties between Bangkok and Beijing
since a 2014 coup.

Last week, Thailand’s air force joined military
exercises with China’s air force at a military base
northeast of Bangkok aimed at increasing “mutual
trust and friendship”. China has said it is supportive
of Thailand’s military rulers and, since the coup,
Thailand’s military generals have sought to coun-
terbalance the country’s ties with Washington and
launched a charm offensive towards China. Recent
deals between China and Thailand include an
ambitious project to build rail links from southern
China to Thailand and plans by the Thai navy to
buy submarines worth $1 billion from China.

“I don’t worry about Thailand’s relationship with
Beijing. I think it’s a good thing for Thailand to have

a relationship with China,” Davies told reporters in
Bangkok on Monday.

“We try to have a good relationship with China
too.” Thailand has been one of Washington’s
staunchest allies in Southeast Asia but following
the coup, Washington downgraded joint military
exercises and training with Thailand saying they
would be restored once a general election is held.
“The relationship with the United States and
Thailand is a very deep, broad relationship,” Davies
said. “...It’s across the board. We work together in
law enforcement, security, environment, refugees,
trafficking, all  of these things we work with
Thailand and for us its a very beneficial relation-
ship.” China has rattled nerves in Southeast Asia
with its increasingly bold assertion of sovereignty
over most of the South China Sea, where China,
Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia, Taiwan and
Brunei have competing claims. — Reuters 
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BEIJING: China will never give up the right
to decide on the reincarnation of the Dalai
Lama, a top Chinese official said yesterday,
despite criticism from rights groups and
the exiled Tibetan spiritual leader on the
issue.

The Dalai Lama and China’s officially
atheist Communist Party have repeatedly
tussled over who has final authority on the
issue of reincarnation. Tibetans fear that
China will use the issue of the Dalai Lama’s
succession to split Tibetan Buddhism, with
one new Dalai Lama named by exiles and
one by the government after his death.

The central government has stiffened its
resolve to decide on the reincarnation of
“living Buddhas, so as to ensure victory
over the anti-separatist struggle”, Zhu
Weiqun, chairman of the ethnic and reli-
gious affairs committee of the top advisory
body to China’s parliament, wrote in the
state-run Global Times.

China says the Dalai Lama, who fled into
exile in India after a failed uprising against
Chinese rule in 1959, is a violent separatist.
The Nobel Peace laureate denies espousing
violence and says he only wants genuine
autonomy for Tibet. Tibetan Buddhism
holds that the soul of a senior lama is rein-
carnated in the body of a child on his
death.

China says the tradition must continue
and it must approve the next Dalai Lama.
However, the Dalai Lama has said he thinks

the title could end when he dies.
Chinese officials, however, have stressed

that the current Dalai Lama has no right to
abandon reincarnation. In a commentary,
Zhu said the issue “has never been purely a
religious matter or to do with the Dalai
Lama’s individual rights; it is first and fore-
most an important political matter in Tibet
and an important manifestation of the
Chinese central government’s sovereignty
over Tibet”.

As the Dalai Lama is the first political
leader of Tibet, “whoever has the name of
Dalai Lama will control political power in
Tibet,” Zhu added.

“For this reason, since historical times,
the central government has never given up,
and will never give up, the right to decide
the reincarnation affairs of the Dalai Lama,”
Zhu wrote.

“It is not only necessary, but is in line
with jurisprudence, and has nothing to do
with whether the rulers believe in religion
or not.” The Dalai Lama has said his biggest
concern was that China would name his
successor, saying, “The precedent has been
set”. In 1995, after the Dalai Lama named a
boy in Tibet as the reincarnation of the pre-
vious Panchen Lama, the second highest
figure in Tibetan Buddhism, China put the
boy under house arrest and installed
another instead. Many Tibetans spurn the
Chinese-appointed Panchen Lama as a
fake. — Reuters
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WELLINGTON: A former Malaysian diplo-
mat pleaded guilty yesterday to the inde-
cent assault of a New Zealand woman,
with a court hearing he burst into her
bedroom naked from the waist down.

Mohammed Rizalman bin Ismail was a
military attache at Malaysia’s Wellington
embassy when the incident happened
last year, and the case caused outrage
when he fled to his homeland citing
diplomatic immunity.

Rizalman was eventually extradited to
face the New Zealand courts and had
pleaded not guilty to attempted rape
and burglary. But with his trial due to
start yesterday, the original charges were
dismissed when the 39-year-old admit-
ted one count of indecent assault against
Wellington woman Tania Billingsley.
Rizalman’s lawyer Donald Stevens cited
extenuating circumstances including
mental illness, although prosecutors con-
test this. The court heard that on May 9
last year Bill ingsley was at home in
Brooklyn, the Wellington suburb where
the Malaysian embassy is located, when
she heard a knock on her bedroom door.

Rizalman then entered wearing no
trousers or underpants. She screamed

and struggled with him, managing to
push him out of the house before calling
police. “The victim was entitled to be
very, very frightened at the situation con-
fronting her,” prosecutor Grant Burston
said. Stevens said Rizalman told police
the pair had been to the cinema together
that day, but the court did not hear
whether Billingsley confirmed this. The
defense lawyer also denied that
Rizalman’s offending was sexually moti-
vated. Burston said experts would be
called to dispute Rizalman’s argument
that he was mentally unwell, saying his
behavior was more consistent with
“cannabis use and anxiety”.

Indecent assault carries a maximum
jail term of seven years in New Zealand.
Judge David Collins said a hearing into
disputed aspects of the case would take
place on Friday before sentencing.
Rizalman sat quietly in the dock as an
interpreter explained proceedings to
him. His bail was continued ahead of
Friday’s hearing. Judge Collins said if a
home detention sentence was imposed,
and he stressed it was only a possibility,
Rizalman may be allowed to serve it at
the Malaysian embassy. — AFP
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WELLINGTON: Former Malaysian diplomat Mohammed Rizalman bin Ismail
stands in the dock as he pleads guilty in Wellington yesterday to the indecent
assault of a New Zealand woman, with a court hearing he burst into her bed-
room naked from the waist down. —AFP

TAIPEI: Taiwan has swapped jailed spies with
political foe China in an unprecedented goodwill
gesture following this month’s historic meeting
between the leaders of the two sides, the island’s
government said yesterday.

China released Colonel Zhu Gongxun and
Colonel Xu Changguo of Taiwan’s Military
Intelligence after they had been held for more
than nine years, while Taiwan gave advance
parole to Chinese spy Li Zhihao, according to a
statement from the office of Taiwan’s president.

“This is based on a mutual goodwill gesture
delivered by the Ma-Xi meeting,” presidential
spokesman Charles Chen said in the statement.
“President Ma (Ying-jeou) hopes cross-strait
mutual exchanges can continue and make more
concrete achievements in the future,” Chen
added. China’s Taiwan Affairs Office confirmed

the release of Zhu and Xu, saying the pair had
served a sentence for harming the mainland’s
national security. “The relevant judicial authori-
ties released Zhu and Xu on parole in accor-
dance with the law”, it said in a fax message.

Ma and Chinese President Xi Jinping met in
November for the first time in more than 60 years
for talks that came amid rising anti-Chinese senti-
ment on the self-ruled democratic island and weeks
ahead of elections. Ma’s Nationalists, also known as
the Kuomintang (KMT), retreated to Taiwan after
losing the civil war in 1949 to the Communists now
in control in Beijing. China has never renounced the
use of force to bring what it considers a breakaway
province under its control. Taiwan’s two jailed spies
were sentenced to life imprisonment in 2006 for
their activities, the defense ministry said, but
declined to elaborate. —Reuters
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