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SEOUL: A US B-1B bomber yesterday joined large-scale
US-South Korean military exercises that North Korea has
denounced as pushing the peninsula to the brink of
nuclear war, as tension mounts between the North and the
United States. The bomber flew from the Pacific US-
administered territory of Guam and joined US F-22 and F-
35 stealth fighters in the annual exercises, which run until
tomorrow. The drills come a week after North Korea said
it had tested its most advanced intercontinental ballistic
missile capable of reaching the United States, as part of a
weapons program that it
has conducted in defiance
of international sanctions
and condemnation.

Asked about the
bomber’s flight, China’s
Foreign Ministry
spokesman Geng Shuang
told a regular news brief-
ing in Beijing: “We hope
relevant parties can main-
tain restraint and not do
anything to add tensions
on the Korean peninsula.”
North Korea regularly
threatens to destroy South Korea, the United States and
Japan. Its official KCNA state news agency said at the
weekend that US President Donald Trump’s administration
was “begging for nuclear war” by staging the drills. It also
labeled Trump, who has threatened to destroy North
Korea if the United States is threatened, “insane”.

KCNA said on Tuesday that the exercises in which the
bomber took part are “simulating an all-out war”, includ-
ing drills to “strike the state leadership and nuclear and
ballistic rocket bases, air fields, naval bases and other
major objects...” US Republican Senator Lindsey Graham

on Sunday urged the Pentagon to start moving US military
dependants, such as spouses and children, out of South
Korea, saying conflict with North Korea was getting close.
The US-South Korea drills coincide with a rare visit to the
isolated North by UN political affairs chief Jeffrey Feltman.

North Korean Vice Foreign Minister Pak Myong Guk
met Feltman yesterday in the North Korean capital,
Pyongyang, and discussed bilateral cooperation and
other issues of mutual interest, KCNA said.  Feltman, a
former senior US State Department official, is the high-

est-level UN official to
visit North Korea since
2012. The State
Department said on
Tuesday he was not car-
rying any message from
Washington. South
Korean President Moon
Jae-in wil l  vis it  China
next Wednesday for a
summit with his counter-
part Xi Jinping, Seoul’s
presidential Blue House
said. North Korea’s
increasing nuclear and

missile capability would top the agenda, it said.
The military exercises, called “Vigilant Ace”, are

designed to enhance joint readiness and operational
capability of US extended deterrence, South Korea’s
Joint Chiefs of Staff said in a statement. North Korea has
vehemently criticized the drills since the weekend, saying
the exercise precipitates US and South Korean “self-
destruction”. China and Russia had proposed that the
United States and South Korea stop major military exer-
cises in exchange for North Korea halting its weapons
programs. China is North Korea’s lone major ally and

fears widespread instability on its border. Russia also has
communication channels open with North Korea and is
ready to exert its influence, the RIA news agency quoted
Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Igor Morgulov as say-
ing on Tuesday. 

North Korea has tested dozens of ballistic missiles, two

of which flew over Japan, and conducted its sixth and
largest nuclear bomb test in September. It says its
weapons programs are a necessary defense against US
plans to invade. The United States, which has 28,500
troops stationed in South Korea, a legacy of the 1950-53
Korean War, denies any such intention.—Reuters
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SEOUL: US Air Force B-1B Lancer bomber (left), two US F-35A and two US F-35B stealth jets fly over South
Korea with South Korea’s two F-16 (right) and two F-15K (left top) fighter jets during a joint military drill._—AFP 

N Korea missile 
test raises flight 
safety concerns
SEOUL: A North Korean ballistic missile was
seen by the crew of several airliners last week,
aviation authorities said yesterday, raising
concerns about the threat to civilian flights
posed by Pyongyang’s unannounced tests.
The North has conducted a flurry of missile
tests this year in defiance of repeated interna-
tional protests, including from aviation
authorities. 

Pyongyang fired an intercontinental ballis-

tic missile (ICBM) last week, which reached
an altitude of 4,475 kilometers before splash-
ing into the sea 950 kilometers east of its
launch site, North Korean state media said.

“A Korean Air jet flying to Incheon from
San Francisco reported to Japanese con-
trollers that its flight crew saw a flash from
what was believed to be the North Korean
missile,” a Korean Air spokesman told AFP.
Four minutes later another Korean Air plane
on a Los Angeles-Incheon flight also reported
the same sighting to Japanese control, he said.
A South Korean transportation ministry offi-
cial, who wanted to remain unnamed, said the
flight paths of both Korean airlines were some
220 kilometers away from where the missile
landed. “In the clean dark sky, you can see
flashes from a missile from that long dis-
tance,” he said.

‘A bright flame falling down’   
Japan’s transport ministry also said air con-

trollers in the country received reports of four
such sightings. A Japan Airlines spokesman said
the cockpit crew of one of its airliners, flying
from Tokyo to London, “saw a bright flame
falling down” over the sea of Japan. The reports
from South Korea and Japan come after Hong
Kong carrier Cathay Pacific said Monday that
the crew of its flight from San Francisco to Hong
Kong saw “what is suspected to be the re-
entry” of the North Korean missile.

Cathay said there was no current plan to
change air routes, saying its plane was “far from
the event location”.  In a message shared with
staff, Cathay general manager Mark Hoey said
the crew had described seeing the missile “blow
up and fall apart”, the South China Morning Post
reported. —AFP

Putin seeks 
new six-year
term as Russia
president 
MOSCOW: Russian President Vladimir
Putin yesterday said he would seek a new
six-year term in the country’s March elec-
tions in a move that would make him the
longest-serving Russian leader since
Joseph Stalin. Putin, who has been in pow-
er for the past 18 years, is expected to sail
to victory, with only token opponents com-
peting against him. “I will offer my candi-
dacy for the post of president of the
Russian Federation,” he said during a visit
to a car factory in Nizhny Novgorod. He
made the widely-expected announcement
surrounded by cheering workers, who
prodded him to unveil his plans in a care-
fully-choreographed ceremony.

“There is perhaps no better place and
better excuse to announce this,” Putin said
in a nod to his core constituency. “Russia
will go only forward! And no-one would
ever stop her in this direction.” Predictably,
a chorus of Russian politicians praised the
announcement, while social networks were
abuzz, with many ridiculing the Kremlin
strongman. Top Putin critic Alexei Navalny,
who has earlier declared a Kremlin bid
even although he will not be allowed to run
due to a suspended sentence for fraud,
called Putin a “swindler.” 

“I suggest we don’t agree,” the 41-year-
old Western-educated lawyer said on
Twitter, referring to Putin’s plans to seek a
fourth Kremlin term. Putin’s confirmation of
the Kremlin bid came as Russia reeled
from a decision by the International
Olympic Committee to ban the country
from the Winter Games as punishment over
claims of state-orchestrated doping. But
despite a litany of mounting problems
including corruption, poverty and poor
healthcare, the 65-year-old leader enjoys
approval ratings of some 80 percent.

‘Do you trust me?’    
Just hours earlier Putin visited a glitzy

ceremony for volunteers in Moscow where
he sought to rouse supporters. “I want to
ask, do you trust and support me?” he
addressed the huge audience of mostly
young people. “Yes!” the audience chant-

ed. Before Putin took the floor prominent
figures, including athletes and Soviet-era
celebrities such as 83-year-old actor Vasily
Lanovoi, took to the stage to extol the
country’s successes, such as Soviet victory
in World War II. Cosmonaut Sergei
Ryazansky addressed the audience via
video link from the International Space
Station.

Putin has sought to appeal to the coun-
try’s youth after thousands of young
Russians took to the streets earlier this
year to protest alleged corruption among
the elites, targeting Prime Minister Dmitry
Medvedev among others. The demonstra-
tions were sparked by a documentary
fronted by Navalny. Putin, who first
became president after Boris Yeltsin sensa-
tionally resigned on New Year’s Eve 1999,
handed power to his ally Medvedev in
2008 at the end of his second term. Putin
served as prime minister-though few
doubted who was really in charge-and
returned as president in 2012.

If he extends his rule to 2024, Putin will
have led Russia longer than Leonid
Brezhnev, who presided over an era of
stagnation from 1964 to 1982 and became
the target of derision in his later years. “He
cannot not seek a new term,” independent
analyst Dmitry Oreshkin said. “If he left the
system he himself created he would
become weak and vulnerable.” Analysts
say that after more than 17 years of leader-
ship-both as president and prime minister-
Putin fatigue may be spreading across the
country.

Many Russians say they would vote for
Putin simply because they don’t see an
alternative to him amid the former KGB
officer’s chokehold on domestic politics.
With the result of the election already a
foregone conclusion, turnout could be low,
dealing a blow to the Kremlin’ hopes for a
decisive new mandate, observers say.
According to a poll conducted by the inde-
pendent Levada Centre pollster last month,
just 58 percent of respondents said they
would take part in the polls, down from 75
percent in December 2007.

‘What will happen after 2018?’
Putin’s spokesman Dmitry Peskov

stressed this week that those figures came
ahead of the start of a political campaign,
saying they were set to grow. Many expect
that Kseniya Sobchak, a 36-year-old glam-
orous former host of a television reality
show and daughter of Putin’s former men-
tor, will likely  be allowed to run against
Putin to rekindle public interest in the dull
election.—AFP

North Korea 
boats off Japan 
spark spy scare
TOKYO: An increasing number of fishing boats from
North Korea has been appearing off Japan - some in dis-
tress, some abandoned and some with dead bodies on
board - raising fears about infiltration by spies as tension
with North Korea surges. The coastguard has beefed up
patrols in response to the boats - including one labeled
military property - just off the coast, or even grounded on
Japanese beaches. 

The coastguard and analysts of North Korea have
played down the fears, attributing the surge in boats to
more mundane reasons, such as a North Korean drive to
increase winter fish catches. But the worries persist. “The
government is well aware that this is causing great anxiety
to local people,” Chief Cabinet Secretary Yoshihide Suga
told reporters this week.

“The police and coastguard ... are working to clarify the
situation,” he said. “Once we have the facts, we will
respond firmly.” There were 28 cases of boats adrift off
Japan’s coast or grounded on its shores in November, the
coastguard said, compared with four in November last
year. One of the boats was a 14-metre wooden vessel from
North Korea found off the northern island of Hokkaido
with 10 crew on board. Raising alarm in a country North
Korea has threatened to destroy, amid tension over its
relentless development of nuclear bombs and missiles, was
a square plate attached to the boat reading: “Korean
People’s Army, No. 854 military unit” in Korean script.

Police and the coastguard questioning the crew
declined to comment. A day before that boat was detained,
eight decomposed bodies were found in a small boat
washed up on a beach. Also on board were life jackets
bearing Korean lettering.  “I have no intention to stoke
fears,” opposition lawmaker Tetsuro Fukuyama told parlia-
ment on Tuesday, referring to another case when eight
men who said they were from North Korea were found
wandering along a marina..”What about the risk of these
people, if they are special agents, making a landing just
when some military operation is going on?”

Battle for fish 
Analysts point to rising demand for fish in North

Korea, and competition with Chinese boats, pushing
North Korean fishermen further out to sea. North Korea
is calling for bigger catches from fishermen sailing rough
winter seas in small, old boats with unreliable engines.
North Korea’s Rodong Sinmun newspaper last month
urged fishermen to fight their “important battle” of meet-
ing annual quotas in winter. “Fish are like bullets and
artillery shells,” it said.

Nihon University professor Ken Kotani said he did not
think the boats signaled a North Korean spy campaign,
noting that local authorities were handling the situation.
“The government has entrusted this to local police,” he
said. Satoru Miyamato, professor at Seigakuin University,
said he suspected growing demand for fish was luring
more fishermen to sea in rickety boats. “The number of
wealthy people is growing and they’re seeking a healthy
diet. Fishing is meeting that demand,” he said.—Reuters

Nizhny Novgorod: Russian President Vladimir Putin (center) visits the
GAZ factory in Nizhny Novgorod. Putin yesterday said he would seek a
new six-year term in the country’s March elections. —AFP 


