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SEOUL: South Korean President Park Geun-hye
and Chinese Premier Li Keqiang discussed trade
issues yesterday, meeting one-on-one a day before
their three-way summit with Japanese Prime
Minister Shinzo Abe that aims to repair relations
strained by historical and territorial matters.

At the meeting between Park and Li at the pres-
idential Blue House in Seoul, the countries reached
an agreement to work toward ratifying by the end
of the year a bilateral free trade agreement that
has yet to gain approval from South Korean law-
makers, Park’s office said. The sides, two of the
region’s closest economic partners, also agreed to
work toward expanding South Korean food
exports to China and strengthening industrial
cooperation in areas such as robotics.

There was speculation that Li might also seek
assurance from Park that South Korea, a key US
ally, will keep a neutral stance over the recent
flare-up between Washington and Beijing over the
US Navy’s freedom of navigation operations in the
disputed waters of the South China Sea. An official
from the Blue House couldn’t immediately confirm
whether the issue came up during yesterday’s
meeting.

About 28,500 US troops are stationed in South

Korea as deterrence against potential aggression
from rival North Korea. Today’s trilateral summit
will be the first since 2012. The meetings were
shelved after Japan’s ties with its two neighbors
deteriorated over disputes stemming from its
World War II-era aggression and territorial claims.

Park will meet separately with Abe tomorrow in
the first formal summit between South Korea  and
Japan in more than three years. Japan and China
have been gradually resuming exchanges follow-
ing 2012 tensions over the control of disputed
islands in the East China Sea. The rift began heal-
ing after diplomats agreed to restart contacts last
November, when Chinese President Xi Jinping
briefly met and shook hands with Abe.

Strengthening of ties
Park has met with Xi six times since she took

office in 2013, in efforts to further strengthen ties
with Beijing. China is South Korea’s largest trade
partner, and also has leverage with North Korea,
Seoul’s hard-to-read, nuclear-armed rival.

However, Seoul’s ties with Tokyo have been per-
sistently icy after the hawkish Abe came to power
in December 2012, with the countries struggling
to settle disputes stemming from Japan’s brutal

colonial rule of the Korean Peninsula in the early
20th century. China has similar gripes with Japan.

The US wants Japan and South Korea, impor-
tant allies in the region, to be on better terms to
counter China’s growing geopolitical influence,
including in the South China Sea, and also to
strengthen security cooperation against North
Korea.

Earlier in the week, the US Navy sailed a war-
ship close to one of China’s artificial islands in the
South China Sea. It was most direct challenge yet
by the US to artificial island building by Beijing
that has upset other claimants in the South China
Sea, including the Philippines, a close US ally.

China claims nearly all of the South China Sea,
but Washington says the waters are international
territory and must be open for navigation. At this
weekend’s meetings, China might try to work its
growing influence with South Korea so that Seoul
maintains a muted, neutral stance in the South
China Sea dispute instead of supporting the US,
said Kim Sung-han, a professor at Seoul’s Korea
University and a former South Korean deputy for-
eign minister. Japan is unlikely to get too involved
in the South China Sea dispute since it’s not a
direct party to the conflict, he said. — AP
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Trilateral summit will be first since 2012

SEOUL: Xu Shaoshi, left, chairman of China’s National Development and Reform Commission and Choi Kyung-hwan, right, South
Korea’s Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Strategy and Finance sign a document as South Korean President Park Geun-Hye,
right back, and Chinese Premier Li Keqiang, left back, look on during a signing agreement following their meeting at the presiden-
tial Blue House in Seoul, South Korea, yesterday. — AP

BUCHAREST: Survivors of a deadly night-
club fire and stampede in Romania say
the lead singer of the heavy metal band
on stage made a joke at first about the
fire before it engulfed the basement club
in downtown Bucharest. Hundreds of
young people had gone clubbing at the
hip Colectiv nightclub Friday night to
enjoy a free concert by the Goodbye to
Gravity metal band. The evening ended
in horror, as the inferno caused a panic
that killed 27 people and injured 180 oth-
ers.

Around 146 people remained hospi-
talized yesterday, some in critical condi-
tion suffering from burns and smoke
inhalation. Officials expect the death toll
to rise in what is the worst disaster of its
kind ever in Romania. Premier Victor
Ponta cut short a visit to Mexico to return
to Bucharest and declared three days of
mourning for the victims starting imme-
diately. Raed Arafat, an emergency situa-
tions official, said 17 of those who died

still have not been identified. TV stations
posted a number for families to call to
find out about the tragedy. An Italian
woman, two Spanish citizens and a
German man were among the injured,
the Romanian Intelligence Agency said.

Witnesses told Antena 3 T V that
between 300 and 400 mostly young peo-
ple had been at the club, housed in a for-
mer factory, when a pyrotechnical show
went awry. They said there was only one
exit. Club-goers told Digi 24 television
that a spark on stage ignited some poly-
styrene decor.  Photos posted on social
media appeared to show a flame ema-
nating from a pillar covered in foam insu-
lation as those in the audience applaud-
ed the band.

Delia Tugui, a Spanish teacher at the
American International School of
Bucharest who was at the concert with
her husband and son, said club-goers
were surprised by how fast the fire
spread and panicked. “The lead singer

made a quick joke: ‘This wasn’t part of the
program.’ The next second, he realized it
wasn’t a joke and asked for a fire extin-
guisher,” she wrote on her Facebook
page. “In 30 seconds...the fire spread all
over the ceiling. People rushed to the
entrance but it was too narrow, and peo-
ple panicked. Behind me people stam-
peded, climbing over each other, to try
and get out.”

“Friends were looking for each other
under the pile of people. Asking ‘Is it you?
Where are you? I can’t see you. Is that
your arm?’ It was a nightmare.”

She said she knew some would not
escape. “I realized that those on the other
side of the bar would not get out alive.” “I
was two meters (6.6-feet) from the door
and I barely got out,” she told The
Associated Press. “People started pushing
each other, stamping on each other, it
was incredibly quick.”

Once she got outside there was blast
and her hair caught fire, Tugui said.

“I tried to put it out with my hands
and got burned. People behind me were
burned from head to toe,” she said. “Other
people were hairless, their clothes were
half-burned, and skin burned.”

Lead singer Alex Pascu was hospital-
ized in the Floreasca emergency hospital
and Antena 3 TV said bass guitarist Alex
Telea was reported missing by his par-
ents who have been searching for him.

Florentina Dinca, 38, who lives oppo-
site the nightclub, told The Associated
Press there was chaos as emergency
workers tried to aid the badly burned
club-goers. “They were very frightened,
they screamed, ambulances didn’t know
what to do,” she said. “Girls had their hair
burned, they had burns on their faces. It
was terror.” Bogdan Oprita, spokesman
for the Floreasca Emergency Hospital
where dozens were hospitalized, said it
was the worst bloodshed since the 1989
anti-Communist revolution.

“It was like a war. Dozens of surgeons

were called from home and asked to
operate,” he said.

President Klaus Iohannis visited
injured people yesterday at the Floreasca
hospital in Bucharest and tried to com-
fort survivors and relatives. He said most
of the injured were unconscious and in
serious condition. He later visited the
nightclub and spent a few moments pay-
ing silent respect to the victims.

He also promised an inquiry into the
blaze to prevent future disasters. “I visited
burns patients from last night’s tragedy,”
he said. “I spoke to a patient’s mum. 

People are disgusted that such a thing
could happen and I hope we manage to
have results of the inquiry as soon as pos-
sible and to change norms so that things
like this never happen again.”

Prosecutors said they are investigating
possible manslaughter charges. Police
spent all night in the club investigating
the incident and questioning the club’s
owners. — AP

Singer at nightclub did not realize fire danger
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YANGON: The sweeping reforms
Myanmar announced in 2011 after a
half-century of crushing military rule
seemed too good to be true to much
of the outside world. And to some
degree, they were.

Myanmar citizens are experiencing
an unprecedented degree of econom-
ic and political freedom, but the bal-
ance of power has changed little. Most

of those in charge are former military
men who have just swapped their
khakis for suits and longyi - the sarong-
type skirt traditionally favored by both
men and women in Myanmar.

Opposition leader Aung San Suu
Kyi, whom the junta kept under house
arrest for years, now tours the country
stumping for votes. But even if her
National League for Democracy wins

the Nov. 8 election in a landslide, the
odds are that the generals and their
cronies will continue to dominate both
politics and the economy.

Many familiar with Myanmar’s gov-
ernment say that while it has made
significant reforms in the past five
years, it still faces a long journey to
achieve a stable, prosperous democra-
cy.

“This is a huge improvement and
we have to keep it in context for what
it is,” said Daniel Aguirre, legal adviser
in Yangon for the International
Commission of Jurists. But he adds,
“The prevailing narrative of ‘open for
business and everything’s fine’ is com-
pletely, way off.”

Conditions for the majority of
Myanmar citizens living in the country-
side are little changed.  Many of them
survive on less than $1.25 a day, and
with per capita GDP of about $810, it is
one of the poorest countries in Asia.
Many political prisoners were released
after reforms began, but dissidents are
still frequently jailed, and the press,
though not openly controlled by the
government, often censors itself out of
fear.  The military control most govern-
ment appointments and operate with
virtual impunity.

“If you’re looking at the big picture
of, ‘Is the military stepping down
tomorrow?’ Well, of course not. But I’m
not sure anyone who ... really under-

stood history would have expected
that,” said Vicky Bowman, a former
British ambassador to Myanmar who
now runs a nongovernmental organi-
zation in Yangon, the Myanmar Center
for Responsible Business.

“But the reforms are so big, and
anyone who thinks you can do that
quickly is deluding themselves,” she
said during a recent interview at a
popular cafe favored by Yangon’s
growing middle class.

Another term
Reforms implemented so far have

been under President Sein Thein, a for-
mer general who was hand-picked by
former dictator Than Shwe, continues
to enjoy military support and hopes to
win another term. He was elected in
2010, in a vote the NLD boycotted and
that was viewed internationally as nei-
ther free nor fair.

The military defined the limits of its
tolerance for change when it forced, in
the dead of the night, the ouster of
Shwe Mann, a former general and
speaker of the house, as head of the
ruling Union Solidarity and
Development Party in August.

Shwe Mann had favored revisions
to the constitution to curb the mili-
tary’s powers and was viewed as a like-
ly contender for president after the
election, possibly in a coalition with
the NLD.  — AP

Myanmar reforms have long way 
to go to change power balance

YANGON: Local election officials conduct a voting day simula-
tion in a school compound in Yangon yesterday during training
of on-duty electoral volunteers supervised by Union Election
Commission (UEC) officials in preparation for the November 8
election. — AFP

TACLOBAN: A child waits for her turn at a water-refilling truck at a reset-
tlement housing site for survivors of typhoon Haiyan in Tacloban City,
Leyte province, central Philippines yesterday, a day before Filipinos visit
family graves in the annual tradition of honouring dead relatives, and a
week before the second anniversary of the devastating typhoon on
November 8. — AFP

SYDNEY:  Austral ia’s  government
refused to comment on a report yester-
day that said it was considering reset-
tling refugees it currently houses on
two Pacific islands in the Central Asian
state of Kyrgyzstan.

Canberra has made no secret of the
fact it is in talks with a number of coun-
tries about taking refugees now living
in the tiny state of Nauru and Papua
New Guinea’s Manus island but did not
confirm the Kyrgyzstan option.

“We are having conversations with
other countries to support our offshore
processing arrangements and when
we’re in a position to make relevant
announcements, the minister for immi-
gration will do so,” Finance Minister
Mathias Cormann told Sky News.

The Weekend Austral ian stor y,
which named no sources, said that
majority-Muslim Kyrgyzstan was seen
as a potential option for resettling
refugees, in particular Hazara people
from Afghanistan.

I t  said other former Soviet bloc
countries were also understood to be
on the list of options, along with some
African and South American states, but
named no other country specifically
and gave no indication of whether
talks were underway.

A spokeswoman for Immigration
Minister Peter Dutton made no com-
ment on the stor y but referred to
recent statements in which Dutton
confirmed discussions with the
Philippines and “other countries”.

“We have had bilateral discussions
with other countries, including the
Philippines at an officials level, at a
ministerial  level over a number of
months,” Dutton told journalists in

Canberra on October 9.
“If we can strike other arrangements

with other countries, we will do that,
but I won’t publicly speculate on it.”
Under Australia’s hardline policy to
stop asylum-seeker boats reaching its
shores,  those arriving by sea are
denied resettlement in Australia even if
found to be genuine refugees. 

Criticised
Instead they are turned back to

their country of departure or sent to
Nauru or PNG where more than 1,500
are now being held.  Austral ia has
already struck an agreement with
Cambodia to accept refugees in
exchange for millions of dollars in aid
but only a handful of people have tak-
en up the offer and the deal has been
strongly criticised by rights groups.

The Philippines said Tuesday it was
“seriously considering” an Australian
government proposal but stressed it
would not accept any refugees perma-
nently given its responsibilities to its
own people,  about one quarter of
whom live in deep poverty.

Australia’s Greens, staunch oppo-
nents of the conser vative govern-
ment’s immigration policies, ridiculed
the idea of sending people to
Kyrgyzstan.

“What next? Are we going to send
people to Mars?” leader Richard Di
Natale said. “This is ridiculous that we
would look for any option other than
the most logical, humane and econom-
ically responsible option which is to
ensure we process people here in
Australia and, if they are found to be
genuine refugees, that they are settled
here.” — AFP

Australia mulls sending 
refugees to Kyrgyzstan

MANILA: A pre-dawn fire in the southern
Philippines raced through public market
stalls, killing 15 vendors, including six chil-
dren, who were sleeping there to be up
early for the weekend crowds, police said.

Thirteen other vendors were injured in
the three-hour blaze in Zamboanga city, a
major port about 860 kilometers (540
miles) south of Manila, the capital. It appar-
ently started when sparks from low-slung
electric post cables set fire to sidewalk stall
umbrellas then ignited stacks of used
clothing being sold at the city market, said
Senior Superintendent Angelito Casimiro.

The victims were clothes vendors who
slept at their stalls, including at least six
children, so they could be up early for the
weekend market that usually draws sizable
crowds, said police investigator Rafael
Salcedo.

“One vendor saw the electrical sparks
set a stall umbrella on fire, but many were
asleep and the others thought somebody

was just playing a prank until the fire start-
ed to spread,” Salcedo said by telephone.

The victims’ bodies were taken to a
nearby Muslim mosque prior to burial, he
said. Firefighters, who have been on alert
along with police for All Saints’ Day cere-
monies in the predominantly Roman
Catholic nation, prevented the blaze from
spreading to nearby commercial buildings.
Salcedo said that daily blackouts might
have caused power fluctuations, but
Bureau of Fire investigators would deter-
mine whether officers in charge of fire
safety could be criminally liable.

Dilapidated buildings, a lack of ade-
quate fire safety systems and inspectors
and weak enforcement of fire safety regu-
lations have contributed to many fires in
the Philippines. In 1996, a disco fire left
162 people dead, mostly students cele-
brating the ends of the school year in one
of the deadliest nightclub fires in the
world. — AP

Fire at Philippines 
market kills 15 


