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SEOUL: North Korean leader Kim Jong-Un’s
uncle has described how fear of the deadly
power politics in Pyongyang drove him and
his wife to defect to the United States nearly
20 years ago. In a telephone interview with
South Korea’s Yonhap news agency, Ri
Kang said the couple had been deeply con-
cerned what might become of them in any
power struggle that followed the eventual
death of Kim’s father Kim Jong-Il. Ri is mar-
ried to Ko Yong-Suk, the younger sister of
Kim Jong-Un’s mother. “After spending
nearly two decades near Kim Jong-Il, I had
felt the cruelty of power,” Ri said
Wednesday. “I thought it wasn’t such a

good idea to live near that.”
Ri and Koh had been tasked with look-

ing after Kim Jong-Un while he was study-
ing in Switzerland as a teenager, and rather
than return to North Korea they chose to
defect to the United States in 1998. Kim’s
mother was very ill at the time and receiv-
ing treatment in Europe. She would eventu-
ally die in France in 2004. “My wife thought
we could get some good treatment for her
sister in the US. I went there out of fear of
what those in power can do,” Ri said.

It would be another 13 years before Kim
Jong-Il died, and the transfer of power to
Kim Jong-Un was relatively smooth.

However, Ri’s worries about the pitfalls of
Pyongyang’s power politics were well
founded. After two years at the helm, Kim
Jong-Un had another of his uncles by mar-
riage, Jang Song-Thaek, purged and execut-
ed.

After living in relative anonymity in the
United States for so many years, Ri and his
wife came under the media spotlight last
week when it emerged that Ko had filed a
defamation suit in Seoul against three
South Korea-based defectors from the
North. She is seeking a total of 60 million
won ($51,900) for remarks the defectors
made on South Korean TV talk shows

between 2013 and 2014.
The alleged defamation covers claims

that Ko once managed a secret fund for Kim
Jong-Il, that her father collaborated during
Japan’s 1910-45 colonial rule over the
Korean peninsula and that she had plastic
surgery after defecting to the US. “My wife
has a heart condition and she was very
upset by what the defectors said,” Ri told
Yonhap. The interview did not reveal where
the couple lived in the United States, but Ri
said he was running a successful laundry
service. The couple have two sons and a
daughter who are attending university in
different US states, he added. — AFP
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SEOUL: North Korean leader Kim Jong-Un
has suggested his nuclear-armed state has
developed a hydrogen bomb, a move that
would signal a major step forward in its
nuclear weapons capabilities.  During a
recent inspection tour of a historical mili-
tary site, Kim mentioned that North Korea
was already a “powerful nuclear weapons
state ready to detonate self-reliant A-bomb
and H-bomb to reliably defend its sover-
eignty”, the North’s official KCNA news
agency said yesterday.

North Korea has already tested three
atom bombs, which rely on nuclear fission.
A hydrogen, or thermonuclear device, uses
fusion in a chain reaction that results in a
far more powerful explosion. North Korea

has hinted before at the possession of
“stronger, more powerful” weapons, but
Kim’s remarks were believed to be the first
direct reference to an H-bomb.

The North has made many unverifiable
claims about its nuclear weapons strength,
including the ability to strike the US main-
land, which most experts dismiss-at least
for now. A South Korean intelligence offi-
cial said Kim’s claim was nothing more than
“rhetoric” for domestic consumption. “We
don’t have any information that North
Korea has developed an H-bomb... and we
do not believe that North Korea has the
technology to produce an H-bomb,” the
official told the Yonhap news agency. In
September, however, the Washington-

based Institute for Science and
International Security (ISIS) had raised a red
flag over what appeared to be a new “hot
cell” facility under construction at the North
Korea’s main Yongbyon nuclear complex.

Analysts at the think tank said satellite
images suggested it could be an isotope
separation facility, capable of producing
tritium. Tritium is a key component in the
design of more thermonuclear weapons
with far greater yields than those made
only of plutonium and uranium.  The
North’s first two nuclear tests in 2006 and
2009 were of plutonium devices, while
the third was believed-though not con-
firmed-to have used uranium as its fissile
material. — AFP
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Thai cop seeks asylum

BANGKOK: The police general who led Thailand’s probe into
human trafficking said yesterday he was in Australia seeking politi-
cal asylum, after fleeing the kingdom fearing for his life for impli-
cating senior officials in the grim trade. Thailand has long been a
major hub for human trafficking and people smuggling, with rights
groups accusing officials of turning a blind eye to the multi-million
dollar industry-and even complicity in it. Major General Paween
Pongsirin headed a police investigation into trafficking after
dozens of shallow graves were uncovered on the Thai-Malaysia
border.

They were the sites of trafficking camps where victims-mainly
from Myanmar’s Muslim Rohingya minority and Bangladesh-were
held in appalling conditions, many awaiting ransom payments
from relatives for their release. “I am asking for asylum because liv-
ing in (Thailand) at this time is very dangerous,” Paween told AFP
yesterday after arriving in Melbourne earlier this week on a tourist
visa. “I feared for my life because of the human trafficking cases.
During my work... I was threatened and it became worse and
worse.”

Paween resigned from the police rather than take up a new
post after allegedly receiving death threats, he added. “No one can
protect me now. There is no sympathy, or mercy, for me from my
bosses,” he told AFP. The kingdom’s pivotal role in the trade
emerged in May as people-smugglers abandoned thousands of
migrants at sea or in jungle camps after a Thai crackdown.

Thai officials are accused of orchestrating smuggling routes
through the south of their country to neighboring Malaysia, raking
in huge sums of money over several years. Dozens of people
including Manas Kongpan, a powerful Thai army general in the
south, and other local officials appeared in court last month
charged with trafficking. The police case against the 88 accused
pivots on bank transfers of hundreds of thousands of dollars from
known traffickers.

Embarrassment for ruling junta 
Paween told AFP that the arrests were made after his probe had

found regular payments of up to $380,000 to the accounts of a
number of key officials. Manas is accused of being a linchpin, using
his local influence to funnel migrants through the south, though he
denies the charges. His alleged involvement is hugely embarrassing
to the Thai junta, which seized power last year declaring themselves
as the only institution capable of running a graft-free country. 

The junta trumpeted the arrests as proof that the kingdom will
no longer tolerate the trade and will pursue complicit officials no
matter how powerful they are. But speaking to AFP before he left
the country and visibly shaken, the policeman said he was ordered
to stop the investigation prematurely and that many more officials
were likely involved.

Paween’s unit was disbanded and he was transferred to
Thailand’s three insurgency-hit southernmost provinces, and the
probe was declared complete in early October. He told AFP in
Melbourne yesterday that despite his experience he hoped the key
anti-trafficking work would continue, notwithstanding the difficul-
ties. “I can’t handle the cases anymore, but I think the prosecutor
and the judge are trying their best in their situation, as well as the
witnesses and my team,” he said. Thailand has long been a hub for
the trafficking of persecuted Rohingya Muslims from Myanmar,
who in recent years have been joined by Bangladeshi economic
migrants. With the monsoon ending, rights groups warn that boats
are likely to set sail over coming weeks.

The belated Thai crackdown came after the United States last
year relegated the kingdom to the bottom rung of an influential
report ranking nations on their anti-trafficking efforts. It has
remained on the bottom tier for a second year in a row, alongside
nations like Iran, Libya, North Korea and Syria. — AFP

PYONGYANG: The once sleepy streets of
Pyongyang, where the city’s iconic traffic con-
trollers would stand in the middle of usually
deserted intersections to direct what few cars
came by, are now looking a lot busier. So
much so, in fact, that a new word has entered
the North Korean lexicon - “jam,” as in traffic
jam. Traffic in North Korea’s capital has gotten
visibly heavier over the past year or so, with
more trucks, taxis, passenger cars and other
vehicles plying the streets and giving the
often empty-seeming city of roughly 2.5 mil-
lion a much more lively look.

To be clear, Los Angeles or Jakarta it is not.
Even with more vehicles on the roads, it’s
unusual to have more than a dozen or so cars
waiting behind a red light at any time of day,
in any part of the city. At night, the roads
remain virtually empty. Most residents still get
around on foot, pedal their way around town
on bicycles - Pyongyang also got its first
cycling lanes this year - or use public trans-
portation. Unlike any other city in North Korea,
Pyongyang has a subway system.

What’s driving the increase in traffic in
Pyongyang, like many things about North
Korea, is something of a mystery. Obtaining
official figures on vehicle numbers in North
Korea is virtually impossible given the opaque
nature of the government bureaucracy. But
the trend does seem to jibe with an increase
in construction going back about five years,

which has meant more trucks are on the road
to deliver workers and building materials, and
the spread of entrepreneurial-style businesses
that have the backing of state-run organiza-

tions. Such businesses could be generating
the kind of profits needed for their mother
organizations and their own managers or
workers to use automobiles. — AP
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PYONGYANG: In this photo, a police woman directs traffic in
Pyongyang, North Korea. Traffic in North Korea’s capital has gotten
visibly heavier over the past year or so, with more trucks, taxis, pas-
senger cars and other vehicles plying the streets and giving the often
empty-seeming city of roughly 2.5 million a more lively look. — AP 


