
POKHARA: Boatman Hem Gurung waits listlessly on
the deserted banks of Lake Phewa in the shadow of
Nepal’s spectacular Annapurna mountain range for
tourists that do not come. “Since the earthquake,
Pokhara has been empty,” Gurung complained to AFP
in the lakeside resort, which once thronged with
tourists attracted by its Himalayan vistas and outdoor
adventure activities. “Without tourists there is no
work. I should be making thousands, but at the
moment we are lucky to earn a hundred or two ($1-2)
a day,” said the 49-year-old, who has worked as a
boatman and tourist guide in Pokhara for 15 years.

Pokhara’s cheery backpacker cafes, hotels and
handicraft stores escaped the quake unscathed-as
did the popular Annapurna trekking trails that snake
upwards from the resort. Yet tourist arrivals have fall-
en off a cliff since the April 25 disaster, and bookings
are 95 percent down on the same period last year. It is
a pattern replicated across the desperately poor
Himalayan country, which relies on tourism for
around four percent of its gross domestic product
and 3.5 percent of all employment.

‘Revenue is gone’
“About 90 percent of tour bookings until

September have been cancelled,” said Dal Bahadur
Limbu, who runs Kathmandu-based travel agent Fast

Travel and Tours. “Revenue from this season is gone.”
Many popular tourist destinations were devastated
by the quake, which together with a strong May 12
aftershock killed nearly 8,800 people and destroyed
half a million homes.

The disaster struck at the height of the spring
trekking season in Nepal and killed dozens of tourists,
stranding many others in remote mountain areas cut
off by landslides and accessible only by helicopter. It
triggered a massive avalanche that wiped out the vil-
lage of Langtang, a stopping-off point on a popular
trekking route of the same name, burying it under
tons of ice and rock.

Another avalanche hit Everest base camp at its
busiest time ahead of the spring climbing season,
killing 18 people. But many tourist draws were virtual-
ly untouched-including the popular Annapurna trails
in the west of the country, the wildlife-rich national
parks of the southern plains and Buddha’s birthplace,
Lumbini.

‘We are victims too’ 
“We have to let the world know that we are safe

and ready to welcome travelers,” said Ganesh Bahadur
Bhattarai, who is coordinating a campaign to bring
tourists back to Pokhara for the autumn season. The
tourism entrepreneur is pushing for an international

airport in Pokhara a long-stalled project conceived 40
years ago.

“Kathmandu is the only gateway for international
tourists, but it was affected by the quake,” he said.
Many Western countries, including the United States,
Britain and Canada, are still advising against all non-
essential travel to Nepal, citing the risk of aftershocks
and further landslides in quake-hit areas. Most travel
insurance policies are invalidated by such advice, a
major deterrent to tourism.

Many of Nepal’s tourists come from neighboring
India and China, neither of which have advised
against travel. But arrivals from both countries have
fallen dramatically and travel companies in Nepal
said Chinese tourists were having trouble getting
official permission to travel there. Eager to lure for-
eign visitors back, Nepal’s government recently
reopened the historic former royal squares of the
Kathmandu Valley and declared the area open for
tourism.

The government estimates it needs more than
$400 million to rebuild damage to infrastructure.
Tourism ministry spokesman Madan Krishna Sapkota
said the effect might last two more years, with losses
estimated at $623 million. But some experts see that
as optimistic because it does not take into account
the trickle-down effect on local economies. — AFP 
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TOKYO: Foreign ministers from Japan and South Korea
held a rare meeting yesterday on the eve of the 50th
anniversary since their countries normalized relations
marred by Japan’s colonization and World War II con-
quest. Yet, the ties between the most important US
allies in Asia are so low that one hoped-for outcome of
the meeting is an agreement for the countries’ leaders
to just show up at today’s ceremonies in their respec-
tive capitals, instead of exchanging written state-
ments.

“It’s a grave situation, and what’s more serious is
that Japan’s diplomacy toward South Korea has turned
harsher against the backdrop of public sentiment,” said
Junya Nishino, a political science professor at Keio
University. Yun Byung-se’s visit yesterday was the first
by a South Korean foreign minister since 2011. Yun
and his Japanese counterpart, Fumio Kishida, shook
hands but made no comment during the several min-
utes of media coverage at the outset of their highly
sensitive talks. They were expected to discuss Japan’s
sexual enslavement of Korean women and other out-
standing issues related to wartime history.  Yun is set
to meet with Japan’s Prime Minister Shinzo Abe today
before attending anniversary events in Tokyo.

Lost trust 
According to a poll by Japanese newspaper Asahi

and South Korea’s Dong-a Ilbo, published Saturday,
more than half of the respondents in both countries
say their image of the other side has worsened in the
past five years. The poll also found that 87 percent of
South Koreans feel strongly about better relations with
their neighbor, compared to 64 percent in Japan.

“Trust between Japan and South Korea has been

largely lost, and it’s not easy to restore it right away,”
said Nishino. Abe and South Korean President Park
Geun-hye have yet to hold fully fledged bilateral talks
since taking office in 2012 and 2013, respectively.
Washington has been concerned about its allies’
strained relations.

They are rooted in Japan’s colonization of Korea,
from 1910 to the end of World War II. The relations
improved in the late 1990s, following Japanese apolo-
gies, cultural exchanges and a Korean pop culture
boom in the 2000s, but nosedived a few years ago
largely because of differences over their shared histo-

ry. Many Koreans still remember Japan’s 35-year colo-
nization as the era of brutality and humiliation, during
which they were forced to use Japanese names and
language while their pride, heritage and sense of iden-
tity were severely threatened. After ties were normal-
ized, three more decades passed before Seoul officially
allowed Japanese films and other popular culture back
into the country.

Sour sentiment 
A downturn started in 2012, when then-South

Korean President Lee Myung-bak visited a cluster of
Seoul-controlled islets also claimed by Japan. As pub-
lic sentiment soured, ethnic Koreans in Japan, many of
whom descendants of forced laborers, became target
of racial insults by right-wing extremists.

Anti-Korean books and magazines have become
bookstore staples, while Korean pop idols who once
dominated Japanese TV shows have largely disap-
peared, and many shops in downtown Tokyo once
known as Korea Town closed. Nishino said the deterio-
ration in relations could also be traced to South Korea’s
rising economic clout and international profile, which
have touched a nerve for many Japanese, who have
lost confidence in their own leadership amid econom-
ic slump and political disarray.

Tokyo maintains that the 1965 treaty settled all
compensation claims between Japan and South Korea,
but Seoul says wartime crimes, including sexual slav-
ery, should be readdressed. Economic relations are still
generally strong, although Japanese tourist arrivals
and direct investment in South Korea have declined
since 2012, while those from South Korea have
remained relatively stable. — AP 
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KUNDUZ: Taleban insurgents advancing on the capi-
tal of a northern Afghan province have captured a key
adjoining district, officials said yesterday, sparking
renewed alarm among residents who fear the fall of
the besieged city. The Taleban launched their annual
summer offensive in late April with a brazen assault in
Kunduz province, coming close to overrunning the
provincial capital and sending civilian casualties soar-
ing in outlying districts.

The capture of the worst-affected Chardarah dis-

trict-at the edge of Kunduz city-on Saturday reignited
concerns over its potential fall as insurgents escalate
their annual summer offensive. “The district has fallen
to Taleban after hours of fierce fighting. Twelve Afghan
forces have lost their lives and 17 have been wound-
ed,” Chardarah district chief Mohammad Yousuf Ayubi
told AFP.

The militants are now as close as three kilometers
to Kunduz city, increasingly hemmed in by the insur-
gency, with sporadic fighting still ongoing between

the Taleban and pro-government forces. The fall of a
provincial capital would be a major setback for the
Afghan government, which has been fighting a
resilient Taleban insurgency since the 2001 US-led
invasion of Afghanistan.

Deputy Afghan army Chief General Murad Ali
Murad said at least 70 security forces were surrounded
by Taleban insurgents in Chardarah. “We are going to
start a military operation to retake the district yester-
day evening,” he told AFP. Abdul Sabor Nasrati, the
police chief of the province on the border with
Tajikistan, said the government was rushing reinforce-
ments to Chardarah.

Fighting season 
Civilians are bearing the brunt of a large-scale

insurgent offensive in Kunduz, the keystone of the
Taleban’s summer fighting season which is expected
to be the bloodiest in a decade. The province is facing
a humanitarian crisis, with thousands of families
trapped in a vortex of violence as militancy spreads
across the north, beyond traditional Taleban hotbeds
in the south and east. Fierce battles between insur-
gents and government forces in Chardarah late
Saturday sent terrified residents fleeing towards
Kunduz city, carrying babies, livestock and household
possessions.  “The Taleban attacked our village and
both sides sprayed bullets in all directions,” said 60-
year-old Bibi Gul, clutching an infant. “The Taleban are
fighting during the fasting month of Ramadan. They
are not Muslims,” she told AFP. The militants recently
rebuffed requests from senior Afghan clerics to halt
attacks during Ramadan despite surging civilian casu-
alties. — AFP 
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DHARAMSALA: The Dalai Lama marked his
official 80th birthday yesterday, with prayers
and celebrations at his hometown in exile but
little to show for decades of lobbying for greater
Tibetan autonomy. The Nobel laureate will be in
the United States when he turns 80 on July 6,
but yesterday is his official birthday according
to the Tibetan lunar calendar, and he celebrated
with his fans and followers in Dharamsala.

The Tibetan spiritual leader addressed fellow
exiles and Indian dignitaries in the north Indian
hill town where he has lived since fleeing Tibet
in 1959 after a failed uprising against Chinese
rule. “It’s a massive gathering here with 8,000
people and there are dignitaries from around
the world who have come to be part of the day-
long celebration,” Tsering Wangchuk,
spokesman for the government-in-exile, said.
“His holiness’s speech concluded just a little
while ago... and now he is eating lunch with the
public,” Wangchuk said, adding that he spoke of
his teachings on universal responsibility and
compassion.

The event included traditional dancing and
a special long life prayer for the Buddhist spiri-
tual leader, who shows no sign of slowing
down. Although he has officially given up his
political role, the Dalai Lama maintains a hectic
schedule of foreign travel and is due to visit
Britain this month before travelling on to the
United States. But his retirement from politics in
2011 was a reminder to exiled Tibetans that the
man who remains the universally recognized
face of the movement will not be around forev-
er.

“The two big questions are what will happen
after he’s gone and whether Tibetans inside and
outside China will look to his replacement in the
same way,” said Jayadeva Ranade, president of

the Centre for China Analysis and Strategy in
New Delhi. Yesterday’s ceremony in
Dharamsala-home to thousands of Tibetan
refugees-is a time for celebration, but also for
reflection on the Dalai Lama’s push for greater
autonomy for Tibet under Chinese rule. The eld-
erly monk’s promotion of non-violence along
with his ready laugh have made him a global
peace icon and kept Tibet firmly in the global
spotlight. He has been a unifying force for
Tibetans inside and outside the mountainous
region, but has little to show for his decades of
lobbying for autonomy. Formal negotiations
with Beijing broke down in 2010 after making
no headway, and many exiled Tibetans remain
deeply skeptical about renewing them.

Questions over succession 
Beijing accuses the Dalai Lama of seeking to

split Tibet from the rest of China and has called
him a “wolf in sheep’s clothing”.  In 2011 the
Dalai Lama delegated his political responsibili-
ties to a prime minister elected by Tibetan exiles
in an attempt to lessen his own totemic status
and secure the movement’s future after his
death. But he remains the most powerful rally-
ing point for Tibetans, both in exile and in their
homeland. Last year he told German newspa-
per Welt Am Sonntag that doctors had told him
he could live to 100, adding, “In my dreams I will
die at the age of 113 years.” Nonetheless
advancing years have raised questions over
who will succeed him. The soul of a senior lama
is believed to be reincarnated after death in the
body of a child. Traditionally the search for a
new Dalai Lama is conducted by high lamas-
senior monks who fan out across Tibet to look
for the child who shows signs of being the rein-
carnation. — AFP 
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TOKYO: South Korea’s Foreign Minister Yun Byung-se, (left) and his Japanese counterpart Fumio
Kishida reach out to shake hands at the Foreign Ministry’s Iikura Guesthouse. — AP 

POKHARA: In this photograph taken on June 10, 2015, empty boats are moored on Lake Phewa in a Nepalese tourist resort. — AFP 

DHARAMSALA:  The Dalai Lama greets thousands of his followers at his 80th birthday
celebrations at Tsuglakhang temple in McLeod Ganj yesterday as the Prime Minister of
the Central Tibetan Administration Lobsang Sangay (left) gestures. — AFP  

YANGON: Myanmar opposition leader
Aung San Suu Kyi called on her party yes-
terday to push for a landslide victory at
crucial elections expected later this year
as she celebrated her birthday with sup-
porters. The comments came after the
Nobel Peace Prize winner-who turned 70
on Friday-cut a birthday cake alongside
fellow National League for Democracy
(NLD) luminaries during an official cele-
bration at a restaurant famed for being a
dissident meeting place.

Myanmar is expected to hold its first
national vote in a quarter of a century
sometime in October or November with
many expecting Suu Kyi’s NLD to sweep
the board if the polls are free and fair. But
the dissident turned opposition politician
warned party members against showing
any complacency in the run up to the
vote.

“ We the National  League for
Democracy need to have a landslide win
in the election,” she told suppor ters.
“Whatever we continue to do, with the
support of the people and the strong will
of our party members we will be success-
ful,” she added. Her comments under-

score the long road to electoral success
the NLD still faces, even though military
rule has given way to a quasi-reformist
government promising clean polls.

Under Myanmar’s current constitution,
a quarter of parliamentary seats are still
reserved for unelected soldiers. Analysts
say the NLD needs to win as many seats
as possible if they hope to effectively
challenge the military’s hold on parlia-
ment.  Meanwhile Suu Kyi is barred from
becoming president under a rule that
excludes those with foreign spouses and
children-a provision seen as aimed direct-
ly at Suu Kyi, whose two sons are British.
Technically Suu Kyi has yet to decide
whether the NLD will even contest the
polls. On Saturday she said a decision
would be made shortly.

But in many ways, she has already
begun campaigning with a series of high
profile public appearances and speeches
in recent months designed to solidify her
position as the country’s pre-eminent
opposition politician. The NLD are cur-
rently holding a two-day annual confer-
ence which has been dominated by dis-
cussions on the election. — AFP 
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KUNDUZ: Afghan troops walk in the Chardarah district of Kunduz province. — AFP 


