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SEOUL: The mutual recriminations after
the failure of North and South Korea’s
latest talks underline the depth of dis-
trust and animosity that has plagued
cross-border relations for decades. The
rare high-level talks ended Saturday
night after two days of marathon nego-
tiations produced no agreement on any
issues-not even an agreement on
whether to meet again.   

The talks between vice ministers,
with a mandate to address a broad but
unspecified range of inter-Korean
issues, were the first of their type for
nearly two years. While no substantial
breakthrough had been expected,
hopes for some tangible progress in
stalled cooperation projects were
dashed as the meeting became dead-
locked from the very beginning over the

agenda.    
The cash-strapped North wanted the

South to resume lucrative tours to its
scenic Mount Kumgang resort, which
Seoul suspended in 2008 after a female
tourist was shot dead by a North Korean
guard. But Seoul refused to talk about
the issue and sought instead to focus on
ways to hold another round of family
reunions for those separated by the
1950-53 Korean War. 

Key issues 
Pyongyang tried to make the

resumption of the tours a precondition
for discussions on reunions, according
to Seoul’s chief delegate Hwang Boo-Gi.
The North’s state agency KCNA later
accused Seoul of refusing to discuss
“core issues” and resorting to “unreason-

able assertion” that hobbled the talks. 
Previous efforts to establish a regular

dialogue have often quickly faltered
after an initial meeting-a reflection of
the deep mistrust between two coun-
tries that have remained technically at
war since their conflict six decades ago.
Since both sides refuse to budge on key
issues, a breakthrough in relations will
be hard to achieve in coming months,
said Cheong Seong-Chang of the
South’s Sejong Institute think-tank. 

“I doubt that the Koreas will ever
reach any agreement for a while even if
there are to be talks any time soon,” he
said. For the impoverished and isolated
North, a reunion of hundreds of cross-
border families is a highly taxing project
economically and politically, Cheong
said, urging Seoul to take a more flexi-

ble stance over the pressing humanitari-
an issue.

Millions of family members were sep-
arated by the war that sealed the divi-
sion of the Korean peninsula. Most have
died without ever seeing or hearing
from relatives on the other side of the
border. Pyongyang has rejected repeat-
ed requests from Seoul to make the
reunions-the last of which took place in
October-more frequent and of longer
duration. 

Yang Moo-Jin, professor at Seoul’s
University of North Korean Studies, said
the South’s refusal to discuss resump-
tion of the tour program-which was
widely believed before the meeting to
have been on the agenda-appeared to
have left Pyongyang “deeply mistrustful”
of Seoul. “It looks like the talks failed to

establish a much-needed basic level of
trust between the two Koreas,” he said.   

The North’s leader Kim Jong-Un is
expected to celebrate in May the first
conference of the ruling Workers’ Party
since 1980. Analysts said restarting the
tour programs would have been a useful
propaganda victory for him as well as
providing a source of much-needed
hard currency. But after the latest nego-
tiations fell apart, Pyongyang would
likely focus on preparations for the con-
ference rather than dialogue, Yang said,
adding an upcoming South Korean-US
joint army exercise would also mar the
prospects for fresh talks. Seoul and its
ally Washington are set to stage in
March the annual Key Resolve exercise,
which the North has for years slammed
as a preparation for invasion. — AFP 

Inter-Korea talk’s failure highlights deep mistrust

PESHAWAR: In this photograph taken on December 8, 2015, Pakistani family members and parents of the victims of the deadliest Taleban
assault on an army-run school in the northwestern city of Peshawar on December 16, 2014, weep as they attend a ceremony at Peshawar
University to pay tributes to the victims. — AFP 

PESHAWAR: Peshawar’s parents are seeking retribu-
tion: not only from the Taleban gunmen who slaugh-
tered their children one year ago, but from a state
they say has not yet answered for the nightmare they
are still living. The massacre saw nine extremists scale
the walls of an army-run school in the northwestern
Pakistani city, lobbing grenades and opening fire on
terrified children and teachers, murdering them one
by one before being killed by security services.

Many of the mothers and fathers of more than 130
children murdered in the December 16 attack are eth-
nic Pashtun, their lives infused with the tribal code of
ethics of which badal-or revenge-is a cornerstone. As
such they take grim satisfaction in knowing that the
military has wreaked its vengeance on the insurgents
with hangings, arrests, and an offensive in the tribal
areas where militants had previously operated with
impunity. But the same parents are railing against a
deafening silence from authorities over how a securi-

ty apparatus put in place to protect them could have
failed their children so completely. 

“At least someone at some level was responsible...
Why don’t they talk about it?” asks Abid Raza
Bangash, whose 15-year-old son Rafiq was among
those slaughtered. The assault-in which 134 children
and 17 adults died, according to the army-shocked
and outraged Pakistanis, already scarred by nearly a
decade of attacks, and prompted a crackdown on
extremism in civil society. But no government, securi-
ty or military official has yet been held to public
account. Bangash left his job as an engineer to
become head of the Shuhada (Martyrs) Forum, a lob-
bying group of parents of the victims who gather on
the 16th of every month in the city’s cultural centre,
Nishtar Hall. “We want a fact-finding inquiry commis-
sion headed by a senior judge to probe this incident.
The findings of that commission should be made
public,” he told AFP. “Still my heart is crying,” he says,

remembering his bright son. “How can I forget him?” 

‘We want them hanged’ 
In August, after a military trial that took place

behind closed doors, the army announced that six
militants linked to the Peshawar assault would be
executed, while a seventh was given a life sentence.
On December 2, four were hanged at dawn in a
prison in the northwestern city of Kohat, enraging
parents who wanted to witness their deaths. 

“All the nation wanted to see these animals
hanged publicly so others would not dare follow their
example,” Bangash told AFP angrily after the execu-
tions. “Being a Pashtun, I think public hanging would
be a remedy for the parents a sort of relief to them,”
said Ajun Khan, whose only son Asfand, a 10th grader,
was among the children killed. But Khan said even
public executions would not deter the parents from
their quest for a judicial inquiry. — AFP 

Zero answers for revenge-seeking 
Pakistan school massacre parents

Deafening silence from authorities

26 killed, more wounded in 
Pakistan market bombing

PESHAWAR: A bomb hidden in a bag
ripped through a crowded bazaar in a
mainly Shiite area of Pakistan’s northwest-
ern tribal region yesterday, killing at least
26 people and wounding more than 30,
officials said. The death toll was expected
to rise after the explosion at the Eidgah
used-clothes market in Parachinar city, the
capital of Kurram tribal district on the bor-
der with Afghanistan.

“We have received 16 dead bodies and
30 people are being treated at the hospital
now and we have discharged over a dozen
others who had sustained minor injuries,” a
doctor at the government-run district
headquarters hospital told AFP, requesting
anonymity. He said eight of the injured
were in critical condition.

Amjad Ali Khan, the political adminis-
trator of Kurram, confirmed the toll and
said the most seriously wounded were tak-
en by helicopter to the region’s main city
of Peshawar. “It was an IED (Improvised
Explosive Device) blast, the bomb had
been hidden in a bag left at the market,” he
added. Local television footage showed
hundreds of male market goers fleeing the
area, which was strewn with clothing and
debris, as police tried to cordon off the
location and ambulances rushed to the
site.

Sectarian violence 
No one immediately claimed responsi-

bility for the attack, but the region is
known for sectarian clashes between
Sunnis and Shiites, who make up roughly
20 percent of Pakistan’s population of 200
million. Kurram is one of Pakistan’s seven
semi-autonomous tribal districts which are
governed according to local laws and cus-
toms.

They are the frontline of Pakistan’s bat-
tle against an Islamist insurgency that
began in 2004 after the US-led invasion of
Afghanistan forced Taliban and Al-Qaeda
militants to flee across the border. The
insurgency has claimed the lives of around
25,000 civilians and security forces’ person-
nel, according to the South Asia Terror
Portal. Overall levels of violence have
decreased this year following a nationwide
military-led offensive against militants. The
army issued a statement Saturday trum-
peting its achievements, claiming it had
killed more than “3,400 terrorists” since last
December and convicted a further 31 mili-
tants in military courts that were estab-
lished in January. 

It added it had lost 488 personnel over
the past 18 months in the offensive. The
crackdown has also included groups who
target Shiites and preachers who incite
hatred. In July the leader of an anti-Shiite
group behind some of Pakistan’s worst sec-
tarian atrocities was killed in a shootout
with police, along with 13 other extrem-
ists.— AFP 

KURRAM: Pakistani men gather beside the bodies of victims of a bomb explosion at
a market in Parachinar, the capital of Kurram tribal district. — AFP 
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