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SEOUL: South Korea yesterday demanded the immedi-
ate release of two nationals arrested on “groundless” spy-
ing charges by North Korea in an incident likely to
heighten already elevated cross-border tensions.

North Korea announced late Thursday that it had
arrested two South Korean men, identified as Kim Kuk-Gi
and Choe Chun-Gil, who had operated as “heinous ter-
rorists” from a base in the Chinese border city of
Dandong. “They zealously took part in an anti-DPRK
(anti-North Korea) smear campaign,” organised by US
intelligence and the South Korean National Intelligence
Service (NIS), the North’s official KCNA news agency said.

The two detainees were presented at a “press confer-
ence” in Pyongyang, attended by journalists and foreign
diplomats. Reacting to the arrests, the South’s Unification
Ministry said both men were being held on “groundless
allegations” in violation of international norms.

“The government strongly demands North Korea
immediately release our nationals ... and repatriate them
at once,” ministry spokesman Lim Byeong-Cheol told
reporters.

Cross border ties are already strained over ongoing
joint South Korea-US military exercises that Pyongyang
has condemned as provocative rehearsals for invasion.

The KCNA report said Kim and Choe had gathered
information about North Korea’s “party, state and mili-
tary secrets.” Choe was arrested last December by border
guards. It was not immediately clear where or when Kim
was taken into custody.

Among other things, Kim was accused of spreading
“religious propaganda” from an “underground church”
he ran in Dandong, which has a large ethnic Korean com-
munity and is a hub of both official and illicit cross-bor-
der trade. Last year, North Korea sentenced a South

Korean missionary to hard labour for life on charges of
espionage and setting up an underground church.

Although religious freedom is enshrined in the North
Korean constitution, it does not exist in practice and reli-
gious activity is severely restricted to officially-recognised
groups linked to the government.

Pyongyang views foreign missionaries as seditious
elements intent on fomenting unrest and those who are
caught engaging in any unauthorised activities in the
North are subject to immediate arrest.

The charges against Choe included allegations that
he recruited a number of North Koreans to gather soil
samples from around the North’s main Yongbyon
nuclear complex.

“His crimes included acts of destabilising the DPRK
and luring the North’s inhabitants to South Korea,” KCNA
said. — AFP

S Korea demands North release arrested ‘spies’

SINGAPORE:  Tens of thousands of Singaporeans braved waits of up
to 10 hours outside parliament yesterday to pay their last respects to
founding leader Lee Kuan Yew, despite appeals from overwhelmed
officials to honour him elsewhere. The city-state, famous for its clock-
work handling of major events like the night-time Singapore Grand
Prix, seemed unprepared for the scale of the outpouring of grief since
their 91-year-old first prime minister died on Monday.

“Members of the public are strongly advised not to join the queue
at the Padang now,” said a government advisory which urged mourn-
ers to go instead to 18 community sites to pay homage to Lee, who is
revered for transforming Singapore from a British colonial outpost
into one of Asia’s richest societies. The round-the-clock queue outside
parliament starts at the Padang-a large grassy field used for parades
and concerts as well as football, cricket and other sports.

Mourners are now being given only a few seconds to file past the
former leader’s brown wooden casket draped with the red-and-white
Singapore flag in the parliament lobby. More than 250,000 mourners
had paid their respects by mid-afternoon yesterday, according to an
official count, up from about 150,000 at midnight Thursday.

“I am deeply moved by the overwhelming response of people
wanting to visit my father’s Lying in State at Parliament House,” Prime
Minister Lee Hsien Loong said on Facebook.

He announced that a live video feed of the flow of mourners view-
ing the casket inside the parliament’s lobby had been put up on
YouTube. Lee has been lying in state since Wednesday and the public
has until 8:00 pm (1200 GMT) on Saturday to pay their respects. 

‘Not going to stop us’ 
“The government can advise us not to queue all they want, and I

understand this puts a strain on resources like volunteers and space,
but that’s not going to stop us from coming down,” mourner Pek Tee

Ann, 51, told AFP. The turnout is massive by Singapore standards but
the crowd was disciplined and morale appeared to be high. “I feel the
Singapore spirit around me, people are courteous and everyone is
here for a common purpose, to honour our leader,” said 17-year-old
student Shruti Ram.

The city-state has a population of 5.5 million but only 3.34 million
are citizens. The rest are guest workers, expatriates and their families.

The mourners included the elderly in wheelchairs and mothers
with babies or toddlers in tow.

Among yesterday’s visitors were Israeli President Reuven Rivlin,
whose country helped train Singapore’s army in the early years after
independence from Malaysia in 1965. Former Indonesian presidents
Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono and Megawati Sukarnoputri also paid
their respects Friday. Yudhoyono, a former army general, saluted in
front of Lee’s coffin before making a slight bow.

Tents have been set up to shield mourners from the scorching
tropical sun while volunteers hand out bottled water and sugared
drinks, with portable toilets available nearby.

An express lane is reserved for the elderly, disabled and pregnant
while foreign dignitaries enter via a VIP entrance. Minister for National
Development Khaw Boon Wan, chairman of the ruling People’s
Action Party (PAP), told activists late Thursday that the outpouring of
emotion had “exceeded our expectations,” the Straits Times reported.

“We are afraid we will not be able to fulfil the wishes of
Singaporeans.  But we will do our best,” he said. Lee is to be given full
state honours before being cremated Sunday.

Former US President Bill Clinton, South Korean President Park
Geun-Hye,  Australian Prime Minister Tony Abbott, Indian Prime
Minister Narendra Modi, Indonesian President Joko Widodo and
Malaysian King Sultan Abdul Halim Mu’adzam Shah are among the
confirmed state representatives attending the funeral. — AFP

Thailand keeps 

suspected Uighur

Muslims in custody

BANGKOK: A family of 17 suspected Uighur Muslims
at the centre of a diplomatic tug-of-war between
Turkey and China will remain in custody after a Thai
court yesterday rejected their argument that their pro-
longed detention was illegal.

Turkey and China both claim the detainees as
nationals in a dispute with potential implications for
hundreds of other suspected Uighur detainees and to
where they should be repatriated. The group has been
in detention for a year.

The court ruled that Thai immigration had the right
to detain the group but made no ruling on their
nationality. Under Thai law, court approval must be
sought for detention periods of more than seven days.

The group plans to appeal against the decision,
their lawyer Worasit Piriyawiboon said. “I don’t agree
with the court decision and I’m ready to fight,” Worasit
told reporters yesterday.

Thai police detained the group, all from the same
family, in March 2014 after they illegally entered
Thailand overland from Cambodia. Two of the 13 chil-
dren in the group were born in custody. The family
claimed to be Turkish and, while still in detention, were
issued with passports by the Turkish Embassy and
granted permission to travel to Turkey. China insists
the 17 detainees are Chinese Uighurs who should be
returned to the northwest Chinese region of Xinjiang,
according to court documents seen by Reuters.

Chinese Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Hua
Chunying, asked about those detained, said China was
willing to increase cooperation with countries such as
Thailand to fight illegal immigration and cross-border
crime. She did not comment on the case itself.

Turkey and China have both asked Thailand for help
in repatriating the group, Thai National Security
Council secretary-general Anusit Kunakorn said after a
first hearing of the case on Tuesday.

Thai court documents referring to them do not
detail their nationality. Turkish diplomats at the hear-
ing on Friday declined to comment on the verdict.
None of the family, who use the name Teklimakan,
appeared in court. They have spent most of the past
year in the main police immigration detention centre
in Bangkok.

Hundreds of people have been killed in unrest in
Xinjiang in the past two years, prompting a crackdown
by Chinese authorities, and small numbers of Uighurs
have tried to flee.

Hundreds, possibly thousands, have travelled clan-
destinely through Southeast Asia to Turkey. The
Uighurs are a Turkic-speaking people officially regard-
ed as “brothers” in Turkey, which already hosts large
Uighur populations. — Reuters

Singapore overwhelmed by 

huge crowds mourning Lee

Foreign VIPs attend state funeral

SINGAPORE: Pedestrians walk past a tribute corner for Singapore’s late former prime minister Lee Kuan Yew who is lying
in state at Parliament House in Singapore yesterday. — AFP


