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N Korean soldier 
defects to South
SEOUL: A North Korean soldier escaped
to the South yesterday across the heavily-
guarded Demilitarized Zone that divides
the peninsula, triggering gunfire on both
sides of the tense border in the second de-
fection in successive months. The “low-
ranking” soldier was spotted by South
Korean soldiers using surveillance equip-
ment as he crossed the land border near
Yeoncheon in thick fog and made his way
to a guard post, a spokesman for Seoul’s
defence ministry said.

There were no shots at the time, he
said, but about 80 minutes later South
Korean troops fired around 20 rounds
from a K-3 machine gun to warn off
Northern guards who approached the
border apparently looking for their com-
rade. Two bursts of gunfire were later
heard in the North, the spokesman said,
but there were no indications of any bul-
lets crossing the border.

The incident came a month after a rare
and dramatic defection by a Northern sol-
dier under a hail of bullets from his own
side at Panmunjom, the truce village where
opposing forces confront each other
across a concrete dividing line. On that oc-
casion the defector drove to the heavily-
guarded border at speed and ran across
the border as North Korean troops fired
at him. He was hit at least four times.

Footage showed the badly injured man
being pulled to safety by two South Ko-
rean soldiers who crawled to reach him just
south of the demarcation line. He has since
been recovering in hospital in the South.
Yeoncheon, where yesterday’s defection
happened, is in the midwestern part of the
DMZ, in Gyeonggi province. Away from
Panmunjom, the rest of the 4-kilometre

(2.5-mile) -wide DMZ bristles with barbed
wire and is littered with minefields, making
any crossing extremely hazardous. 

Uncertain fate 
The latest defection was the fourth by a

soldier across the DMZ this year. But Kim
Dong-Yub, defence analyst at the Institute
for Far Eastern Studies at Kyungnam Uni-
versity in Seoul, said the sample size was
too small to draw conclusions about a
trend. Two North Korean civilians also de-
fected this week after being found drifting
in a rickety engineless boat off the South’s
eastern coast, Yonhap news agency re-
ported, citing the Unification Ministry,
which handles relations with the North.

They were spotted by a South Korean
surveillance aircraft and picked up by a
nearby navy vessel, it said. The develop-
ments bring this year’s total for the number

of people defecting directly to the South
to 15, a Joint Chiefs of Staff tally showed-
three times as many as in 2016. Around
30,000 North Koreans have fled repres-
sion and poverty in their homeland to
reach the South over the decades since the
end of the 1950-53 Korean War.

According to Unification ministry
data, 1,418 did so in 2016, but in the first
10 months of this year numbers fell 16.8
percent. Analyst Kim told AFP: “The
North’s chronic food shortages, which in
the past were the prime reason for North
Koreans to flee from the country, have not
been so bad in recent years.” The vast
majority of defectors go first to China,
with which the North shares a long bor-
der, and where they face the risk of being
repatriated to an uncertain fate if caught.
They travel on to the South later, usually
via another country. —AFP

MANILA: Four people were killed and 11 others
were missing yesterday after a ferry with hun-
dreds on board capsized in stormy weather off
the Philippines, rescuers said. Over 200 passen-
gers and crew were plucked to safety after the
Mercraft 3 keeled over in heavy seas en route to
a remote island, officials said.

“The wind suddenly picked up and the boat
was forced to stop when the bow started taking
in water. Passengers ran to the side just before it
tipped over,” student Donel Mendiola told
DZMM radio. “Some of us swam, but I saw some
old people who were apparently already dead,”
Mendiola said. Two men and two women were
killed, while the search for those still missing has
been suspended for the night, Ron Crisostomo, a
civil defence official in Infanta town near Real
told AFP. “It was rainy and the wind was up. It

was no longer safe for the rescuers, but they will
continue tomorrow,” Crisostomo said.

Janet Balili, a local council member, told ABS-
CBN television 11 people remain missing. The
station aired footage
of rescuers taking in-
jured survivors to a
hospital. Four body
bags were also seen
being laid out on the
floor. The boat tipped
over between the re-
mote island of Polillo
and Real town, about
70 kilometers east of
Manila, shortly before noon (0400 GMT), the
coastguard said.

It said the ferry was carrying 251 passengers

and crew when it left the port of Real for Polillo,
a 2.5-hour trip. “We believe the weather was a
big factor” in the accident, coastguard
spokesman Armand Balilo told a news confer-

ence in Manila. The ferry
sailed as Tropical Storm
Tembin loomed over the
southern Philippines,
nearly a thousand kilome-
tres away.

The vessel, which is li-
censed to carry up to 286
people, was allowed to sail
as there were no storm
warnings at or around Real

or Polillo, Balilo said. The government had ad-
vised Filipinos planning to return to their home
provinces for Christmas to do so earlier than

usual to avoid heavy weather forecast to hit
ahead of the holidays. Another storm killed more
than 40 people in the central Philippines last
weekend.

The Philippines, an archipelago of more than
7,000 islands, is plagued by poor sea transport,
with its badly regulated boats and ships prone
to overcrowding and accidents.  The latest in-
cident occurred 30 years after another Philip-
pine ferry, the Dona Paz, collided with an oil
tanker in a pre-Christmas accident that claimed
more than 4,000 lives in the world’s worst
peacetime disaster at sea. More recently, the
Kim Nirvana ferry capsized shortly after de-
parture off the city of Ormoc in the central
Philippines in 2015, killing 61 people. The acci-
dent was thought to have been due to over-
crowding.  —AFP 
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This file photo taken on November 27, 2017 shows North Korean soldiers staring at
South Korean soldiers at the truce village of Panmunjom in the Demilitarized zone
(DMZ) dividing the two Koreas. —AFP 

SEOUL: At least 18 people were killed and 24 injured yesterday
in a major blaze at a building housing a sports centre and public
bath in the South Korean city of Jecheon, officials said.  The fire
broke out around 4:00pm local time (0700 GMT) and quickly
engulfed the entire eight-storey building, leaving many trapped
inside.  Sixteen victims were found at a public sauna and two else-
where in the building, the National Fire Agency said. 

Television footage showed the building consumed by flames
and issuing dark plumes of smoke, as several people stood wait-
ing to be rescued from an outdoor terrace. The fire-believed to
have started in a parking lot on the first floor-has been mostly
put out, but the death toll may rise further as firefighters continue
to search the building, an agency spokesman said.  ‘The fire pro-
duced so much toxic smoke so quickly, leaving many people un-
able to evacuate,’ the spokesman said.  

Jecheon is in central South Korea, about 120 kilometres (75
miles) southeast of the capital Seoul.President Moon Jae-In
expressed regret over the accident and urged officials ‘utmost
efforts’ for rescue and search operations, his office said.  The
worst fire accident ever to hit the modern South Korea was an
arson  attack on a subway station in the southeastern city of
Daegu that killed 192  people in 2003.  —AFP 

18 dead in fitness 
centre blaze in Seoul

SEOUL: Flames and smoke billow from an eight-storey
building after a fire broke out. —AFP 


