
TOKYO: A Japanese man reads an extra edition newspaper reporting on a story about Japan’s Sankei
Shimbun journalist. — AFP
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SEOUL: A Japanese journalist was acquitted
yesterday of defaming South Korean
President Park Geun-Hye over his report on
her whereabouts at the time of a fatal ferry
disaster, in a case that strained diplomatic
relations. Tatsuya Kato, former Seoul bureau
chief for Japan’s Sankei Shimbun daily, was
put on trial in December last year on a charge
of criminal libel for an article he wrote ques-
tioning where Park was on the day the Sewol
passenger ferry sank, killing 300 people.

The article picked up unproven rumors
circulating in the South Korean media that
the unmarried Park had disappeared for a
tryst with her former aide when the boat sank
off South Korea’s southern coast. A Seoul
court said yesterday Kato’s article had
defamed her as “an individual”, but accepted
his argument that it was intended to serve
the public interest and found him innocent of
the defamation charge.

“The court declares the accused was not
guilty of defaming Park in the capacity of the
president as she is a public figure and her
activities are the subject of public attention,”
the Seoul Central District Court said in the
verdict.  It added the freedom of the press

“must be respected to the full” for the devel-
opment of democracy, although the rumors
over Park’s whereabouts turned out to be
false. 

Seoul prosecutors had demanded a guilty
verdict and an 18-month jail term for Kato,
arguing he had intended to defame Park.
Kato and the newspaper welcomed the ver-
dict, saying prosecutors should respect the
court’s decision and give up any attempt to
appeal. “This is the outcome I expected,” Kato
told journalists in Seoul before flying back
home.

A statement from the Sankei Shimbun
said: “We call on the South Korean prosecu-
tion to refrain from appealing the case by
respecting the will of the court, which calmly
assessed the argument of the defense...from
the perspective of democracy and freedom
of speech.” There was no immediate com-
ment from prosecutors as to whether they
would appeal, but they are widely expected
to do so.

Decades of bickering 
At the beginning of the trial, Senior Judge

Lee Dong-Geun presiding over a three-judge

panel read a request from South Korea’s for-
eign ministry that the court consider positive-
ly Japan’s appeal for leniency. The ministry
noted that this year marks the 50th anniver-
sary of the normalization of diplomatic rela-
tions between the two neighboring countries
and their ever-frozen ties now showed signs
of thawing.

After being banned from leaving South
Korea for nine months, Kato was finally
allowed to return to Tokyo in April, but kept
his word to present himself to the court for
the verdict. The trial had further irritated
already inflamed ties between the South and
its former colonial power Japan, which have
for decades bickered over history and territo-
rial disputes.  Relations have showed signs of
improvement in recent months, including
with a summit between Park and Prime
Minister Shinzo Abe in Seoul in November.   

Abe said yesterday he hoped the verdict
would help push Japan-South Korea relations
forward. Abe told reporters in Tokyo that he
welcomed the verdict, saying he was hoping
that the acquittal would have “positive
effects” on ties. Seoul also voiced hope for an
improvement in relations. — AFP 
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N Korea warns US 
of ‘consequences’ 

SEOUL: North Korea has warned the United States of
“unimaginable consequences” from its “hostile” policy
toward the nuclear armed state, urging Washington to
accept its long-standing demand for a peace treaty. The
warning was made in a statement from the North’s foreign
ministry late Wednesday in reaction to fresh sanctions
imposed by Washington last week. The sanctions would
“only heighten the spirit of self-reliance and increase the
strenuous efforts” among the workers of its munitions indus-
try and boost the proportion of materials for weapons pro-
duction, the foreign ministry spokesman said.

“If the US persistently pursues its anachronistic hostile
policy toward the DPRK (North Korea) this way, this would
only entail unimaginable consequences quite contrary to
what the US desires,” the spokesman was quoted as saying
by Pyongyang’s state Korean Central News Agency. He did
not elaborate on the “unimaginable consequences”, stop-
ping short of reiterating Pyongyang’s habitual threats to bol-
ster its nuclear arsenal.

The spokesman also urged “the conclusion of the peace
treaty with the US in order to put an end to the hostile poli-
cy”, which he said was “the root cause of all problems”.
“Lasting peace and stability are possible on the Korean
Peninsula only when the US hostile policy toward the DPRK is
brought to an end and hostile relations between them are
defused”, he said.

The United States last week imposed financial sanctions
against six North Korean individuals and several companies
linked to arms proliferation. They included North Korea’s
Strategic Rocket Force, which had carried out multiple ballis-
tic missile tests in 2014, two banks and three shipping com-
panies allegedly involved in the arms trade, according to the
US Treasury. The sanctions bar American citizens or compa-
nies from engaging in transactions with the designated indi-
viduals and companies, and freezes any US-based assets they
may have. — AFP 

YANGON: Aung San Suu Kyi is sending
her newly-elected MPs on a crash
course on Myanmar’s parliament as
they prepare to take their seats for the
first time early next year, her party said
yesterday. The veteran campaigner’s
National League for Democracy party
won a thunderous majority in landmark
November polls that are set to tip the
balance of power away from the mili-
tary for the first time in decades.

Some 390 NLD MPs will flood into
parliament in February, mostly political
newcomers with no experience of the
Naypyidaw legislature, which itself has
only been in operation since a quasi-

civilian regime replaced military rule in
2011. “The new MPs do know about pol-
itics but they need to learn more about
the parliament,” party spokesman Win
Htein told AFP.

He said a series of classes would
teach the budding politicians about the
operations of the legislature as well oth-
er key topics like the country’s contro-
versial army-drafted constitution to
help “improve their performance” as
MPs. The tutorials will be held in batch-
es in Naypyidaw and later in Yangon in
the coming weeks as the NLD prepares
for its historic new role after a quarter
century of opposition to military rule.

Slew of challenges 
Suu Kyi and her party will face a slew

of challenges when they take the helm,
building on the reforms of recent years
to revive Myanmar’s fortunes after nearly
half a century of isolation and misman-
agement under the former junta.

They will also have to work with the
military, which continues to hold a quar-
ter of parliament seats and control over
key ministries. But NLD MPs hoping to
hear educational pearls of wisdom from
Suu Kyi herself will be disappointed. “She
has not got time to teach the class,” Win
Htein said, adding that the Nobel laure-
ate was tied up with her duties in the cur-

rent parliament, which resumed after the
elections for a lame duck session that
ends in January.

The first task of the new MPs will be to
elect a president to replace Thein Sein, a
former general lauded for steering the
country’s stunning political opening
since 2011. Suu Kyi is barred from
becoming leader by a constitutional
clause banning those with foreign close
relatives from top political office. Her
sons and late husband are British. She
has indicated that she will pick a puppet
president and rule “above” them, with-
out explaining how this would work or
revealing a candidate for the role. — AFP 
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PYONGYANG: North Koreans bring floral tributes to
Mansu Hill, where bronze statues of their late leaders Kim
Jong Il and his father Kim Il Sung, stand. Thousands visit-
ed the site yesterday to mark the fourth anniversary of
Kim Jong Il’s death. — AP 


