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LANGKAWI: Malaysia joined Indonesia yesterday in
vowing to turn back vessels bearing a wave of
migrants, drawing warnings that the hardline policy
could be a death sentence for boatloads of people at
risk of starvation and disease. As the UN’s refugee
agency accused regional authorities of playing with
lives, more grim accounts emerged from among
hundreds of ethnic Rohingya refugees from
Myanmar and impoverished Bangladeshi migrants
who have endured weeks of torment at sea.

Mizanur Rahman, a 14-year-old Bangladeshi boy,
said he and a friend spent two agonizing months
crammed aboard a boat with an estimated 600 other
people. They subsisted on a single plate of rice per
day, but were given nothing to eat in the final two
weeks, Rahman said.  Others aboard that vessel said
they saw at least six people die of sickness or
hunger, only to have their bodies tossed overboard,
and that some passengers were beaten by gun-tot-
ing smugglers.  They spoke in the nor thern
Indonesian region of Aceh, where survivors from the
ship washed up this week after traffickers told them
to “swim to shore if we wanted to stay alive,” accord-
ing to Rahman.

No going back 
“We wanted to go to Malaysia, dreaming of a bet-

ter future for our families. After everything that hap-
pened to us, I would now prefer to die here rather
than go back home,” Rahman said. Migrant-rights
advocates are warning that thousands more men,
women and children are believed stuck at sea and at
risk of abandonment by smugglers since a Thai
police crackdown disrupted people-smuggling
routes.  Thailand has called for a May 29 regional
summit to address what it called an “unprecedented

increase” in migrant arrivals. 
But Malaysia-where more than 1,100 migrants

came ashore this week-said it would turn away boats
entering its waters unless they were about to sink.
“The policy has always been to escort them out of
Malaysian waters after giving them the necessary
provisions” including fuel, water and food, First
Admiral Tan Kok Kwee of the Malaysian Maritime
Enforcement Agency told AFP.  The Indonesian navy
already has turned away at least one vessel packed

with hundreds of abandoned migrants.

‘Maritime ping-pong’
Vivian Tan, Bangkok-based spokeswoman for the

UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), said
the policy was “really worrying”.”We continue to
appeal for countries in the region to share responsi-
bility and avert a humanitarian crisis,” she said. “The
first priority should be to save lives and provide
humanitarian aid.” Joe Lowry, spokesman for the

International Organization for Migration (IOM) in
Bangkok, said authorities were playing “maritime
ping-pong”. “What we want is for governments to
allow people to disembark so they can be treated
and policy can be worked out later,” he said.
Otherwise, “people are going to die in the hundreds
and thousands on the sea”. 

The  UNHCR says  about  25 ,000 people
embarked from Bay of Bengal ports in January-
March, double last year’s rate. Thousands of them
are feared left in the lurch by the crackdown in
Thailand,  which began after the discover y of
dozens of dead migrants in jungle graves along its
southern border earlier this month. Rohingya, a
Musl im ethnic  group denied c i t izenship  by
Buddhist-majority Myanmar, flee by the thousands
annually to escape discrimination and sectarian
violence that has targeted them in recent years.
The IOM has called for search-and-rescue opera-
tions to find stricken migrant boats.  The inter-
governmental group has also demanded a coordi-
nated and sympathetic response by Europe as the
continent grapples with its own migration crisis
originating in North Africa.

A US embassy spokesman in Bangkok called
Asia’s refugee problem “a regional challenge that
needs to be addressed regionally through a coordi-
nated international effort.” Thai authorities said they
were searching for a one-time senior provincial offi-
cial in the south who they called the “mastermind” of
trafficking along the Thai-Malaysian border, a key
link in the chain. Police said they had seized millions
of dollars worth of assets belonging to Pajjuban
Aungkachotephan-who is known colloquially at “Ko
Tong”, or “Big Brother Tong.” He is believed to have
fled abroad. — AFP 

Fears for migrants as SE Asia refuses safe haven

LANGKAWI: Migrants ride on a truck as they are transferred from a temporary detention facility to a naval base
on Langkawi island, Malaysia yesterday. — AP 

SEOUL: North Korea executed its defense chief by
putting him in front of an anti-aircraft gun at a firing
range, Seoul’s National Intelligence Service told law-
makers, which would be the latest in a series of
high-level purges since Kim Jong Un took charge.
Hyon Yong Chol, who headed the isolated nuclear-
capable country’s military, was charged with trea-
son, including disobeying Kim and falling asleep
during an event at which North Korea’s young
leader was present, according to South Korean law-
makers briefed in a closed-door meeting with the
spy agency yesterday.

His execution was watched by hundreds of peo-
ple, according to NIS intelligence shared with law-
makers. It was not clear how the NIS obtained the
information and it is not possible to independently
verify such reports from within secretive North
Korea. “The NIS official said it had been confirmed
by multiple sources. It is still just intelligence, but he
said they were confident,” Shin Kyoung-min, a law-
maker and member of the opposition New Politics
Alliance for Democracy, who attended the briefing
said.

Experts on North Korea said there was no sign of
instability in Pyongyang, but there could be if
purges continued. Kim had previously ordered the
execution of 15 senior officials this year as punish-
ment for challenging his authority, according to the
NIS. In all, some 70 officials have been executed
since Kim took over after his father’s death in 2011,
Yonhap news agency cited the NIS as saying. “There
is no clear or present danger to Kim Jong Un’s lead-
ership or regime stability, but if this continues to
happen into next year, then we should seriously
start to think about revising our scenarios on North
Korea,” said Michael Madden, an expert on the
country’s leadership who contributes to the 38
North think tank in Washington.

Koh Yu-hwan, a North Korea specialist at
Dongguk University in Seoul, said the regime could
“reach its limit” if Kim’s purges continued. “But it’s
still too early to tell,” said Koh. The lawmakers said
Hyon, 66, was executed at a firing range at the
Kanggon Military Training Area, 22 km north of
Pyongyang, according to the NIS. The US-based
Committee for Human Rights in North Korea said

last month that, according to satellite images, the
range was likely used for an execution by ZPU-4
anti-aircraft guns in October. The target was just 30
meters away from the weapons, which have a range
of 8,000 metres, it said.

Insular, opaque
Hyon was said to have shown disrespect to Kim

by dozing off at a military event, the Seoul lawmak-
ers said, citing the agency briefing. Hyon was also
believed to have voiced complaints against Kim and
had not followed his orders several times, according
to the lawmakers. He was arrested in late April and
executed three days later without legal proceed-
ings, the NIS told lawmakers. “When the NIS is talk-
ing officially, they are relatively reliable. There are

good reasons to believe it is true, but we cannot be
100 percent sure yet,” said Andrei Lankov, a North
Korea expert at Kookmin University in Seoul. Last
month, Hyon travelled to Moscow, where he spoke
at a security conference. He was reported by North
Korean state media to have appeared at an event in
late April - shortly before the NIS told lawmakers he
was executed - an outward indication that all was
normal.

North Korea is one of the most insular - and
unpredictable - countries in the world and its power
structure is highly opaque.  The current leader is the
third generation of the Kim family that has ruled
with near-absolute power since the country was
formed in 1948. Kim Jong Un’s father, Kim Jong Il,
was appointed successor to the North Korean
throne two decades before coming to power in
1994, during which time he was able to purge and
alienate potential political challengers. Kim Jong
Un, by contrast, has had few years to consolidate
power.

In 2013, Kim Jong Un purged and executed his
uncle, Jang Song Thaek, once considered the sec-
ond most powerful man in Pyongyang’s leadership,
for factionalism and committing crimes damaging
to the economy, along with a group of officials close
to him. Lankov said that the purges in Pyongyang
did not necessarily point to instability. “The com-
mon assumption is that it’s bad for stability, but I’m
not so sure,” he said, adding it could be Kim consoli-
dating his power base and removing people who
had not sufficiently proved their loyalty.

Pyongyang’s military leadership has been in a
state of perpetual reshuffle since Kim Jong Un took
power. He has changed his armed forces chief four
times since coming to power, while his father, Kim
Jong Il, who ruled the country for almost two
decades, replaced his chief just three times. The
South Korean spy agency told lawmakers that Ma
Won Chun, known as North Korea’s chief architect of
new infrastructure under Kim, was also purged or
punished, the lawmakers said. Ma had also once
served as vice director of the secretive Finance and
Accounting Department in the ruling Workers’ Party
and, until recently, was effectively the regime’s mon-
ey man. — Reuters

North Korea executes defense 

chief with anti-aircraft gun

The latest in a series of high-level purges

How Southeast Asia 

created ‘own crisis’

BANGKOK: The waters off some of Southeast Asia’s most pristine beaches
are the focal point of a regional humanitarian crisis. Yet nobody is rushing
to solve it. More than 1,600 migrants and refugees have landed on the
shores of Malaysia and Indonesia in the past week and thousands more are
believed to have been abandoned at sea, floating on boats with little or no
food after traffickers literally jumped ship fearing a crackdown. These aren’t
just any migrants; they are the pariahs of Asia. Many are Rohingya Muslims
fleeing persecution in Myanmar along with some Bangladeshis. By some
estimates there are still 6,000 out at sea, but no country appears willing to
take them in. A look at the role of nations in Southeast Asia and elsewhere:

Myanmar
The crisis stems from Myanmar’s decades-long persecution of its 1.3 mil-

lion Rohingya, a Muslim minority who are denied citizenship by law, mean-
ing they are effectively stateless. Rohingya have endured violence at the
hands of the military and extremist Buddhists, who in the last three years
chased tens of thousands of people from their homes in the western state
of Rakhine. The Rohingya have limited access to education and medical
care. They cannot move around or practice their religion freely. The govern-
ment refuses to recognize them, even by name, saying they are illegal
migrants from neighboring Bangladesh even though many of their families
arrived generations ago. The Rohingya have been fleeing Myanmar by boat
for years, but threats of deportations and lingering questions about citizen-
ship have sparked one of the biggest exoduses the region has seen.  Since
mid-2012, an estimated 100,000 Rohingya have fled aboard ships, accord-
ing to the UN refugee agency. Even two Muslim-majority countries willing
to quietly accept them in the past are now pushing them away.

Thailand
Thailand has been at the center of Southeast Asia’s human trafficking

industry for years. Syndicates have used the country as a transit stop to
offload migrants at hidden jungle camps before moving them onto third
countries, including neighboring Malaysia. The industry thrived thanks to
corrupt officials who turned a blind eye for pay. But on May 1, things
started to change. Thai authorities found more than 30 corpses buried at
the traffickers’ abandoned jungle camps bordering Malaysia and
launched the crackdown. A flurry of arrests sounded an alarm to traffick-
ers, who promptly abandoned their ships and left their human cargoes at
sea without fuel, food and clean water. Thailand says it cannot solve the
problem alone. Prime Minister Prayuth Chan-ocha reiterated Tuesday
what has become his mantra: “Thailand is a transit country. Their destina-
tion is not Thailand, so this has to be solved by other countries.” Thailand
will host a one-day meeting on “irregular migration in the Indian Ocean”
with representatives from 15 affected countries - but not until the end of
May.

Indonesia
Boats with nearly 600 Rohingya and Bangladeshis washed ashore on

Sunday in Aceh, in western Indonesia, and those on board were given
medical care and shelter. But a day later, the Indonesian navy stopped
another boat from entering the county’s waters. It turned back the boat,
crammed with hundreds of hungry migrants, saying it gave the passen-
gers food, water and directions to Malaysia - their original destination. In
the past, Indonesia has been fairly welcoming to Rohingya who have
reached the country, many of them by accident after their boats failed to
land in Malaysia. Many Indonesians in the mostly Muslim country have
sympathized with their plight, staging protests to condemn Rohingya
persecution in Myanmar. The former president and foreign minister also
openly pushed the Myanmar government to stop discriminating against
the Rohingya.

Malaysia
More than 1,000 migrants came ashore on Malaysia’s Langkawi Island

in recent days, but the country has bluntly said it will turn away any more
of the crowded vessels unless they are sinking. “We won’t let any foreign
boats come in,” Tan Kok Kwee, first admiral of Malaysia’s maritime enforce-
ment agency, said Tuesday. In a policy that appears to echo Indonesia’s,
he said that boats deemed seaworthy would be given provisions and sent
away. If the boat is sinking, they would rescue it, he said. Although the
Rohingya are Muslims, the overwhelmingly Muslim countries of Indonesia
and Malaysia appear to be putting their national interests ahead of reli-
gious solidarity with actions that send the message - it is not in their
interest to welcome this potentially massive wave of boat people.

United Nations
The UN refugee agency, UNHCR, has appealed to the governments of

Southeast Asia to step up search-and-rescue efforts, to keep their borders
open and allow any boats at sea to bring passengers ashore. The agency
itself has no mandate to carry out its own rescue mission but is working
with governments and agencies “to channel information to the right peo-
ple who can do something about it,” said Vivian Tan, a spokeswoman in
Bangkok.

United States
The US has been a key international player in pushing for an end to the

region’s trafficking problems. US Embassy of Thailand spokeswoman
Melissa Sweeney said yesterday that Washington was “following the situa-
tion closely” and was “concerned” by reports of thousands of stranded
migrants who may need help. US officials are in contact with affected
governments and UN agencies, Sweeney said, without elaborating. Last
June, the US blacklisted Thailand and Malaysia for failing to meet mini-
mum requirements in fighting human trafficking. It downgraded the two
countries to the lowest level -”Tier 3” - in the annual US rankings of gov-
ernments’ anti-trafficking efforts. Its new report is due out this June.—AP 

File photo shows North Korean Defense Minister
Hyon Yong-Chol directing a military exercise at an
unspecified location in North Korea. North Korean
Defense Minister Hyon Yong-Chol has been executed
by anti-aircraft fire for disloyalty and showing disre-
spect to leader Kim Jong-Un, South Korea’s intelli-
gence agency said yesterday. — AFP 

HONG KONG: Chinese police carry out
“appalling” torture of criminal suspects, cam-
paigners said yesterday, as they released a
report detailing Beijing’s failure to combat
abusive interrogations. Despite China saying
it has addressed the issue of forced confes-
sions through a series of reforms, prosecutors
and judges “ignore clear evidence of mistreat-
ment” while police are covering up abuse, the
report from Human Rights Watch (HRW) said.
The New York-based campaign group said
police manipulate video interrogations so
that confessions are made on camera, while
torture-using methods that leave no visible
injuries-takes place out of sight.

The use of ruthless “cell bosses”-fellow
detainees who oversee detention centers for
the police-was also widespread, the report
said. Suspects are sometimes strapped into
metal “tiger chairs” for days, deprived of sleep
and food as their legs and buttocks become
swollen, according to the report, titled ‘Tiger
Chairs and Cell Bosses: Police Torture of
Criminal Suspects in China’.  “We heard
appalling stories of detainees being hung by
the wrists, shackled for years, and terrorized
by cell bosses, yet having no real means to
hold their tormentors to account,” Sophie
Richardson, HRW’s China Director, said in the
report.—AFP

Japan hosts first 

global arms fair

TOKYO: Japan yesterday began its first ever military trade fair, with a par-
ticular focus on maritime security at a time of rising regional tensions
over territorial squabbles. The three-day fair, organized by a private
British company with the backing of Japan’s defense and trade ministries,
comes as Prime Minister Shinzo Abe pushes to boost the role and capa-
bility of his well-equipped military. Amongst other things, that means re-
thinking their rules of engagement to allow them to fight to defend an
ally-something most administrations have said was impossible under
Japan’s pacifist constitution.

The government has also moved to lessen restrictions on the home-
grown weapons industry, allowing it to sell more hardware abroad in an
effort to boost the sector. The new rules could allow Tokyo to supply
weaponry to nations that sit along important sea lanes to help them
fight piracy-an important strategic consideration for resource-poor
Japan. “This is a great opportunity for us as a small company to promote
our name and products,” said Susumu Kasai, an official with ShinMaywa
Industries Ltd.  which manufactures US2 Amphibious Planes for Japan’s
Marine Self-Defense Force.

Reports have said US2 is likely to become the first export of Japanese-
made military equipment under the new rules. “Currently the govern-
ments of Japan and India are negotiating the issue and if the govern-
ments agree, we will be able to export our products,” Kasai said. “This is a
maritime security fair and as maritime security is important for Japan,
which is surrounded by seas, the government supports the event,” said
defense ministry official Toru Hotchi. Under Japan’s new arms export
rules, weapon sales are still banned to conflict-plagued countries that
could undermine international peace and security. Any sale must con-
tribute to international peace and boost pacifist Japan’s security.

Abe is readying to submit new security bills to parliament that will
underwrite last year’s cabinet decision on broadening the scope of so-
called collective defense, which gives the military freer rein to protect
Japan’s allies. While Washington, which has long called for Japan to take
on more of the burden of its own defense, has warmly welcomed the
moves, Abe faces considerable domestic opposition from a public deeply
wedded to the country’s pacifist constitution. He also faces regular
rebukes from China, which hints ominously at what it says is a deep-seat-
ed desire on Japan’s nationalist right to up-end the post-World War II set-
tlement and return to the militarism of last century. Abe and his support-
ers deny the charge.— AFP 

Torture, abuse of suspects 

widespread in China: NGO

HOHHOT: The brother of Huugjilt, a wrongly executed man, holds his grieving mother dur-
ing a visit to Huugjiltís tomb in Hohhot in northern China’s Inner Mongolia Autonomous
Region. Huugjilt, who was 18 when he was convicted and executed in 1996 on charges of
rape and murder, was formally exonerated by the Chinese government in Dec 2014, and the
police officer who oversaw the original case has been charged with using torture to coerce a
confession. — AP 


