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BEIJING: China’s foreign minister took a hard line yes-
terday on the country’s claims to virtually all the
South China Sea, saying it won’t permit other nations
to infringe on what it considers its sovereign rights in
the strategically vital area.

Wang Yi, speaking to reporters at an annual news
conference in Beijing, said another nation’s claim to
freedom of navigation in the region doesn’t give it
the right to do whatever it wants - an apparent refer-
ence to the US, which has sent naval ships past reefs
where China has engaged in island-building.

Wang sought to deflect allegations China is mili-
tarizing the region by building military facilities on
the artificial islands. He said China’s development
there was defensive and that other nations were
being militaristic - not China. “China cannot be
labeled as the most militaristic. This label is more suit-
ed to other countries,” Wang said.

In addition to reaffirming that South China Sea
islands are an “integral” part of China’s territory that
“every Chinese is obligated to defend,” he reiterated
Beijing’s refusal to cooperate with an International
Court of Arbitration case brought by the Philippines
over disputed claims in the area. China says it is not
bound by the arbitration because it filed a statement
in 2006 that it would not accept “compulsory proce-
dures entailing binding decisions” in regard to the UN
Convention on the Law of the Sea.

Tensions have risen in recent months over China’s
ongoing project of building islands in the disputed
Spratly archipelago by piling sand atop reefs and

then adding airstrips, ports, radar stations and other
military infrastructure. China has also deployed sur-
face-to-air missiles on at least one of its holdings in
another island group to the west and is expected to
station warplanes on its new islands in the Spratlys, at
least on a temporary basis.

Raised tensions 
Neighbors have complained that the work has

raised tensions by changing the status quo in the
area, where six Asian governments have overlapping
claims and which include some of the world’s busiest
sea lanes.Asked whether China would allow foreign
journalists to visit those islands, Wang stressed that
they also were intended for civilian uses and that
once they are completed, foreign journalists would
be invited. China regards the US and its allies as
unwanted interlopers in the South China Sea and
regards all actions by the US Navy in the area as
provocative, despite the force’s presence in the
region dating to well before the founding of the
People’s Republic of China in 1949.

The South China Sea includes sea lanes through
which more than $5 trillion in global trade passes
each year, along with rich fishing grounds and poten-
tial oil and gas deposits. Wang’s tone changed con-
siderably when questioned on the South China Sea
by a reporter from Cambodia, China’s strongest ally
within the 10-member Association of Southeast
Asian Nations, which also includes disputants
Vietnam, Malaysia, Brunei and the Philippines. — AP 

China says it won’t budge 
on South Sea sovereignty

TOMIOKA: The eye in the sky tells the story: satellite
imagery from Japan’s tsunami-ravaged Pacific coast
shows the catastrophic aftermath of vibrant communities
destroyed five years ago-and their struggle to recover
even now.

Walls of sea water inundated a wide swath of the
country’s northeast on March 11, 2011 after a magnitude
9.0 earthquake upended the ocean floor.  They also trig-
gered reactor meltdowns at the Fukushima Daiichi power
plant, in the worst nuclear disaster since Chernobyl in
1986, spreading radioactive contamination over a wide
area. While cities and towns farther north escaped the
worst of the nuclear fallout, their landscapes were among
the most devastated, and, as Japan readies to mark the
fifth anniversary of the disaster on Friday, many are still
barely recovering. The tsunami destroyed buildings,
swept entire homes out to sea and hurled seagoing ves-
sels of iron and steel onto land as if they were toys thrown
about by children.

About 16,000 people are known to have died and
some 2,600 people are missing, presumed dead. Satellite
pictures of the city of Miyako taken on March 13, 2011
and released by Google as part of a digital archive, reveal
wide tracts of land covered in brown muck. Another tak-
en late last month shows the landscape still stained by
the same color, but other areas where efforts to rebuild

have borne fruit.
Two days after the tsunami the Hachiman River

flowed through Minamisanriku, a city smothered in a
mess of mossy green and chalky white-colors dumped
when the ocean rolled ashore. An image taken in
November last year reveals a cityscape mostly cleared,
though still dusty brown and awaiting redevelopment. In
Kesennuma, the huge red-hulled ship that the ocean
dumped ashore-and which for many became a symbol of
the power of the tsunami-has gone, revealing again the
green hills of the town.

‘Lost hope’ 
But the visible remnants of the disaster tell only part of

the story of misery wrought by nature’s fury. In the sea-
side hamlet of Tomioka, six kilometers from the shuttered
nuclear plant at Fukushima, unseeable-though measura-
ble-radiation haunts the land. Tomioka is still dotted with
the carcasses of destroyed homes and wrecked vehicles,
the clean-up slowed by the tiny, but dangerous atomic
particles that infest the earth. “Many from my town have
lost hope of returning,” said Yuji Takahashi, 72, who used
to live in the community where citizens gathered under
cherry blossoms in spring and held a fire festival in sum-
mer to pray for a good harvest.

Trucks and construction vehicles roar along a road

where a digital panel shows radiation readings, while
cranes haul big black plastic bags full of contaminated
waste. The situation is better in Minamisoma, where lower
radiation levels have allowed evacuated residents to

return. Five years ago the powerful waves of the tsunami
ripped off roofs and tore homes from their foundations,
leaving a landscape reminiscent of Japan’s bombed out
ruins at the end of World War II. — AFP 

BEIJING: Nearly every day, the retired factory worker
goes to the airline office, riding a series of buses across
Beijing to hand-deliver a letter. And nearly every day,
the letter says the same thing. “Tell us the truth, and
get our loved ones back to us.” 

Once she hands over the letter, Dai Shuqin gets
back on the bus and goes home, back to a small apart-
ment where boxes hold copies of hundreds of letters
she has delivered over the past two years, all begging
for news on her sister and four other relatives who
vanished when Malaysia Airlines Flight 370 disap-
peared on March 8, 2014. There were 239 people on
board. Most of the passengers on the plane, which
was en route from Kuala Lumpur to Beijing, were
Chinese. So across China, dozens of families are still
wrestling with how - or if - to accept that their relatives
are dead. Investigators believe the Boeing 777
crashed in a remote stretch of the southern Indian
Ocean, killing everyone on board after flying far off
course and running out of fuel. But they have only
theories to explain exactly what happened, or why.
Only one confirmed piece of plane wreckage has
been found, a battered, rowboat-sized wing part that
washed up on an Indian Ocean island about eight
months ago. What can you do when you don’t know
what happened to people you loved?

‘People say we are nuts’
Some of the grieving families have filed lawsuits,

including 12 families who did so Monday. Some have
accepted cash settlements with Malaysia Airlines in
exchange for agreeing not to file suit. Many are still
debating what to do. And some, like Dai, find their
only solace comes in believing that their relatives are
still alive.  Somewhere. Somehow. As a result, their
lives are now consumed by demanding answers from
an airline that has few answers at all.

“People say we are nuts,” said Dai, a 62-year-old
woman whose younger sister was on the flight, along
with her sister’s husband, son, daughter-in-law and
grandson. “But for us, we have the feeling that our
loved ones are still alive.” Officials “just tell us all the
passengers are dead. We don’t accept that. If they tell
us the truth, or give us a convincing explanation, then
we’ll stop coming here every day.” She does not care if
her quest looks impossible.

“I can’t sleep and I can’t get over this,” Dai said. Her
apartment has few decorations beyond a large world
map stuck to one wall. A folding metal table is cov-
ered with copies of letters sent to the airline. “I have
no other ways to handle this. ... Going to Malaysia
Airlines every day gives me a bit of relief, and I feel I
am doing something for my sister.”

Real story hidden? 
Many relatives believe the real story of MH370 has

been hidden from them. They disagree on what may
have happened, debating theories and trading facts

and rumors. But few believe they know the entire
truth. That suspicion is heightened in China, where
widespread censorship and the official control of
access to information has led to a general sense
among Chinese that what they see in the media, or
hear from the government, is not to be trusted. This
widespread cynicism foments a quiet if deep-seated
anger, and a willingness to accept conspiracy theories.

Kelly Wen, who runs a furniture store, is desperate
to move on, to find a way to start her life again after
her husband disappeared with the plane. But she
remains overwhelmed by the loss. “My family is still in
the shadow of the MH370 accident,” said Wen, a 31-
year-old Beijing resident with a 5-year-old son now
left without a father. “I can’t work like I did before
because there are too many issues I need to handle in
my family. But I do hope I can gradually walk out of
the accident and go back to work.”

With the second anniversary approaching, Wen
increasingly believes she needs to make up her mind
about what to do. “I need to decide whether to
accept compensation and reach agreement with
Malaysian Airlines or file suit in court,” she said. She
and some 80 other relatives of MH370 passengers
went together to meet Malaysia Airlines staff in late
February to get updates on the situation. From the
start, it did not go well. Outside the airline office
were nearly two dozen policemen in case there was
trouble. — AP 

FUKUSHIMA: This photo taken on March 12, 2011 shows people looking at the damaged village
after being hit by a tsunami in Minamisoma. — AFP 

Five years on, Japan tsunami scars still a gaping wound

SEOUL; South Korea said yesterday it is imposing
unilateral sanctions on North Korea over its
recent nuclear test and rocket launch, including a
ban on financial dealings with 40 individuals and
30 entities. The announcement came a day after
North Korea warned of pre-emptive nuclear
strikes in response to the start of US-South
Korean military drills it views as a rehearsal for
invasion. This year’s annual drills, set to run until
late April, are the largest ever.

Also yesterday, Seoul’s spy agency accused
North Korea of having hacked into the smart-
phones of dozens of key South Korean officials,
stealing text and voice messages and their
phone call logs. The National Intelligence Service
said the cyberattacks occurred between late
February and early March. It didn’t say which offi-
cials’ phones were hacked or whether the stolen
messages contained any sensitive information.

The new South Korean sanctions target 38
individuals and 24 organizations in North Korea
who Seoul says are responsible for the North’s
development of weapons of mass destruction. A
Singaporean, a Taiwanese and six entities in
Myanmar, Thailand, Taiwan and other countries
will also be sanctioned for indirectly assisting
North Korea, the South Korean government said
in a statement. It said South Koreans will be
barred from engaging in financial and foreign
exchange dealings with the blacklisted people
and organizations, whose asserts in South Korea

will be frozen. South Korea also said it will ban
the entrance of any ship that has stopped at a
North Korean port in the previous 180 days.
Currently only North Korean ships are banned.

It said it will continue to advise South Korean
citizens not to eat at North Korea-run restaurants
around the world. North Korea operates about
130 restaurants in China and other countries.
Senior South Korean official Lee Sukjoon told
reporters that the restaurants are a source of for-
eign currency that is suspected of being linked to
the North’s development of weapons of mass
destruction. He did not elaborate.

It’s unclear how much the new South Korean
steps will sting North Korea, which has already
been slapped with international sanctions over
its nuclear and missile programs. The UN Security
Council last week adopted its toughest sanctions
against North Korea in two decades. North Korea
described them as “nothing new” but warned it
would take unspecified “merciless” steps in
response.

Hard-line policy 
South Korea’s announcement underscores its

pursuit of a hard-line policy toward the North.
South Korea earlier halted operations at a jointly
run factory park in North Korea, the last major
cooperation project between the rivals.

The North Korean entities targeted by the
new sanctions include banks, trading and ship-

ping companies, and an atomic research center.
The individuals include Kim Yong Chul, a former
head of North Korea’s intelligence agency who
was believed to be behind two attacks blamed
on North Korea that killed 50 South Koreans in
2010. Many of the North Korean individuals and
entities are already under US, Japanese, UN or
other international sanctions.

There was no immediate reaction from North
Korea to the South Korean allegations of cell-
phone hacking. South Korea’s spy agency said
North Korea also tried unsuccessfully to hack into
the email accounts of South Korean railway offi-
cials earlier this year in preparation for a cyber
attack on the country’s railway control system.

Seoul has accused Pyongyang of launching a
slew of cyber attacks in recent years, but
Pyongyang has denied the allegations. Many of
the alleged cyber attacks failed to infiltrate tar-
geted computer systems of businesses and gov-
ernment agencies. But in several cases, hackers
destroyed hard drive disks, paralyzed banking
systems or disrupted access to websites. One
attack was so crippling that a South Korean bank
was unable to resume online banking services for
more than two weeks. Last year, South Korea said
North Korea has a 6,000-member cyber army
dedicated to disrupting the South’s military and
government. The figure was a sharp increase
from a 2013 South Korean estimate of 3,000 such
specialists. — AP 

South to impose unilateral 
sanctions on North Korea 

PETALING JAYA:  A poster showing cabin crew from missing Malaysia Airlines flight MH370 is displayed during a prayer at a
school. — AFP 

MH370 families’ painful choice: 
Demand answers or move on?

Disappearance remains a mystery two years on 

MANILA: The Philippine Supreme Court ruled
yesterday that Sen Grace Poe is eligible to run
for president in May 9 elections, overturning an
elections commission decision to disqualify her
and removing a long-hanging legal question
over a tightly fought race to lead the Southeast
Asian nation.

The justices voted 9-6 to favor Poe’s petitions
against the Commission on Elections decision
last December to disqualify her on the grounds
that she was not a natural-born citizen and did
not have the required 10-year Philippine resi-
dency required of presidential candidates,
Supreme Court spokesman Theodore Te said at
a news conference, adding that the ruling can
be appealed.

“This victory isn’t only mine,” a triumphant
Poe told hundreds of people who joined an
International Women’s Day rally by a left-wing
group in a downtown Manila square. “This is a
victory for all of us.” The decision will provide a
major boost to the campaign of Poe, who has
already been leading in popularity polls, and
removes a cloud of uncertainty over what has
been shaping as a closely contested four-way
race to succeed President Benigno Aquino III,
whose six-year term ends June 30.

“She will now be the candidate to beat,” polit-
ical analyst Ramon Casiple said, adding that
fence sitters and supporters who were con-
cerned that Poe may be taken out of the race
because of her legal troubles would now have a
clear choice. “She can now run away from the
pack,” Casiple said.

Pulse Asia, an independent polling body,
placed Poe in the lead with 26 percent in a sur-
vey conducted last month of 1,800 respondents
nationwide, followed by Vice President Jejomar
Binay, who got 25 percent. Former Interior
Secretary Mar Roxas, whose candidacy has been
endorsed by Aquino, and tough-talking Mayor

Rodrigo Duterte of southern Davao city each
got 21 percent. The survey had a margin of error
of plus or minus 2 percent. Poe had a wider lead
in a Pulse Asia poll in January.

Political neophyte
Although a political neophyte, the 47-year-

old Poe carries a popular family name and has a
heart-rending life story in a country where many
are swayed more by personalities than policy
positions. The US-educated Poe is the adopted
daughter of one of the Philippines’ most famous
movie couples. Her late father, Fernando Poe Jr.,
was a movie action star who mostly played roles
as a defender of the poor and downtrodden in a
country still plagued by widespread poverty
and corruption.

But the Commission on Elections ruled in
December that Poe was not a natural-born
Filipino as required by the constitution because
she was abandoned as a baby by her unknown
parents at a Roman Catholic church. Poe, who
renounced her Philippine citizenship for about
five years to live with her own family in America,
also lacked the required 10-year Philippine resi-
dency ahead of the May 9 vote, the commission
said. That prompted Poe to bring her case to the
Supreme Court, which she asked to thrash her
disqualification.

Appearing often in campaign sorties in a
white shirt and blue denim pants that many
Filipinos identify with her father, Poe has run on
the same pro-poor platform that her father car-
ried, pledging that under her presidency,
“nobody will be left behind.” Aquino’s successor
will need to grapple with poverty, corruption
and Marxist and Muslim insurgencies in the
south - persistent problems facing a country
that three decades ago toppled the dictatorship
of Ferdinand Marcos through a “people power”
movement. — AP 

Philippine Senator Poe
can run for president

MANILA: Philippine presidential candidate Sen Grace Poe addresses hundreds of
supporters during a rally to mark International Women’s Day. — AP 


