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TOKYO: Malaysian police investigating
the killing of North Korean leader Kim
Jong Un’s estranged half brother believe
they know somebody who might help
them solve one of the most bizarre mur-
der mysteries they have ever faced. They
know his name, his nationality and have a
pretty good idea where he’s holed up. The
problem is he’s a North Korean diplomat.

It’s unusual for any country to simply
hand over a diplomat, no matter the alleged
crime. Two years ago, for example, a Saudi
Arabian diplomat accused of repeatedly
raping and abusing two Nepalese maids left
India under cover of diplomatic immunity.
But for North Korea, in particular, the line
between immunity and impunity can seem
to be a pretty fine one.

Take the 2015 case of the first secre-
tar y of Nor th Korea’s embassy in
Bangladesh, who was found to be carry-
ing a diplomatic bag full of 170 unde-

clared gold bars worth an estimated $1.4
mill ion.   He was arrested but later
released, with no charges filed, and left
the country. The following year, another
official at the same embassy was asked to
leave the country after an attempt to
smuggle a shipping container full of 1
million cigarettes and electronics worth
another $1 million. Last year, a report by
the Global Initiative Against Transnational
Organized Crime said a South Africa-
based North Korean diplomat may have
been involved in smuggling rhino horn
but managed to evade charges because
of his legal immunity.

Enter first secretary Hyon Kwang Song,
the current person of interest. Malaysian
police investigating the killing of Kim
Jong Nam in an airport lobby on Feb. 13
are seeking seven North Korean nationals
in connection with the case. Most have
left the country, but authorities say they

believe three - diplomat Hyon, an employ-
ee of Air Koryo, the country’s flag carrier,
and a person named Ri Ji U - remain. If so,
it’s not hard to imagine where they might
be: the North Korean Embassy, a plain,
yellow two-story house in an affluent
neighborhood just 10 minutes from
downtown. A large group of journalists
and photographers has camped outside
the embassy since news of Kim Jong
Nam’s killing broke.

Witch hunt 
Whether they are indeed at the

embassy is anybody’s guess. Police can’t
check because to do so they need permis-
sion from North Korea, which so far has
said absolutely not and suggested the
investigation is a witch hunt inspired by
some unnamed foreign power. National
police chief Khalid Abu Bakar said investi-
gators have submitted a request through

Malaysia’s foreign ministry to the North
Korean Embassy to interview the diplomat.

“If you have nothing to hide, you do
not have to be afraid,” he said. “You should
cooperate.” But that’s not what interna-
tional practice says.  The Vienna
Convention on Diplomatic Relations says a
foreign diplomat is “inviolable” and is not
liable to any form of arrest or detention. It
says the host country must treat a foreign
diplomat “with due respect and shall take
all appropriate steps to prevent any attack
on his person, freedom or dignity.”

It also adds that “a diplomatic agent
shall enjoy immunity from the criminal
jurisdiction of the receiving state.” That
can only be waived by the diplomat’s own
government. 

Because of allegations the North uses
its embassies abroad to make money for
its nuclear and missile programs, United
Nations sanctions now call for vigilance

against North Korean diplomats engaged
in illicit activity. All member states are
required to reduce the number of staff at
its diplomatic missions and consular posts
and limit the number of bank accounts
each can have.

Even so, few things are more estab-
lished in the way the diplomatic commu-
nity around the world conducts its day-
to-day business than the concept of
diplomatic immunity - the essential free-
dom of diplomats to travel and conduct
their duties without the fear of being
arrested or harassed for political reasons.
But while diplomats aren’t always the per-
fectly law-abiding citizens that we might
hope, when diplomatic immunity and the
realities of a criminal investigation butt
heads, local police tend to have the weak-
er hand. And that doesn’t bode well for
Malaysian investigators hoping North
Korea will open its doors. — AP 

Malaysian officials run into diplomatic immunity issue

BARA KAHU: Pakistan has renewed its vow to
root out extremism after a fresh wave of
attacks, but a rose-covered shrine in Islamabad
built by radicals to glorify an Islamist murderer
sends a different message. Followers of
Mumtaz Qadri are set to fete him as a hero at
his tomb yesterday, the start of a three-day fes-
tival marking the anniversary of his hanging on
February 29, 2016.

Qadri assassinated liberal Punjab governor
Salman Taseer in 2011, angered by the politi-
cian’s reformist stance on Pakistan’s controver-
sial blasphemy laws. The state’s decision to
execute him provoked an uproar among
Islamists. “There could be 400,000 people,”
Qadri’s father Malik Bashir Awan told AFP this
month as he supervised preparations for the
commemoration from his plastic chair at the
shrine. Authorities appear unwilling to oppose
it. And while the government showed unex-
pected determination by executing Qadri, his
family say it did not prevent them from sanctify-
ing him with the white marble tomb, adorned
with four tapered minarets and a tiled green
dome. Each day dozens visit the shrine, built on
a family plot bordering Islamabad but within
the capital’s territory, to seek divine intervention
and leave flowers. 

The gestures glorifying the fundamentalist
are a perverse echo of popular South Asian tradi-
tions venerating mystical, tolerant Sufi saints,
many of whom helped spread Islam through the
subcontinent.  Qadri’s family do not intend to
stop there. His father hopes to build a madrassa
(religious school) on the site. Donations from
supporters are already pouring in.

‘First step in radicalization’ 
The shrine is a glaring demonstration of

how, despite military success in fighting insur-
gents, Pakistan has made little progress in tack-
ling the underlying causes of extremism. 

A military-led crackdown supported by the
government’s vaunted National Action Plan led
to a dramatic improvement in security in the
country since 2014. But critics have long
argued the initiatives do not go far enough.

Then, a wave of apparently coordinated
attacks over the last fortnight killed 130 people
and shredded the growing sense of optimism.
Analysts say there are “visible signs” militants
are regrouping. “It’s turmoil again,” Asha’ar
Rehman, the Lahore editor of leading daily
Dawn told AFP this week. For Arif Jamal, an
expert on radical Islamism, the presence of the
shrine helps to bolster beliefs that contribute
to extremism. “Even for a peaceful Pakistani,
the mere existence of such a shrine convinces

people that the killing of Salmaan Taseer was
actually good,” he told AFP. “It is a first step in
radicalization.” But cleric Hanif Qureshi, whose
fiery speeches helped inspire Qadri’s actions,
was dismissive. “One year has passed, nobody
has killed anyone,” he told AFP.

Cause and effect 
Observers are divided over the govern-

ment’s inaction. It is not that Qadri’s supporters
are strong, said Saif-ul-Mulook, one of the
prosecutors at his trials-”it’s the government’s
will which is weak”. “It’s discouraging,” Mulook
told AFP. “Knowingly paying homage to... (a
murderer who) has been judged a terrorist by
the highest court in the Constitution of
Pakistan-what poorer moral standard can a
society show?”

However, the cost of taking action against the
shrine could outweigh the dangers of allowing
the memorial to flourish, said Zeeshan
Salahuddin of the Center for Research and
Security Studies. “If the government takes a step,

goes after this shrine, there’s a very, very good
chance there’s going to be anarchy in the
streets,” he said. The sanctuary’s existence also
shores up supporters of the blasphemy laws, a
hugely sensitive issue in Pakistan, where even
unproven allegations can result in mob lynch-
ings and murder. Critics-including the assassinat-
ed Taseer-have said the laws, which can carry the
death penalty, are routinely abused to carry out
personal vendettas. Cleric Qureshi said Qadri is
venerated for his defence of the Prophet. 

“There is no debate, only very few people
are against Qadri,” he insisted.  “All Pakistanis
love him.” There are concerns that if Qadri’s
family is able to build their madrassa, they
could train a new generation of religious fanat-
ics, like at the influential and radical Red
Mosque which has long operated in the heart
of Islamabad.  Muhammad Noman, a 26-year-
old visiting the tomb from Karachi, told AFP he
was inspired by Qadri. “He sacrificed his life for
our faith. May God give us opportunities like
him to give our lives,” he said calmly. — AFP 

Shrine for Islamist murderer 

reveals Pakistan’s challenges

ISLAMABAD: This photograph taken on February 15, 2017 shows Malik Bashir Awan, father of
Mumtaz Qadri, who was hanged last year for the murder of a governor who criticized
Pakistan’s blasphemy law and defended a Christian woman, at his son’s shrine on the outskirts
of Islamabad. — AFP 

HANOI: In this Thursday, Feb. 23, 2017 photo, Nguyen Thi Xuan sits on her bed in
Hanoi, Vietnam. Xuan said goodbye to her Japanese husband in 1954. Many
Vietnamese women married to Japanese soldiers  saw their families split up, but
today, the former foes enjoy strong bilateral ties, with Japan and Vietnam cooperat-
ing economically as well as in other areas, including defense and security. — AP 

HANOI: When Nguyen Thi Xuan said goodbye
to her Japanese husband in 1954, she thought
he was going off for a year or two on another
long assignment. She never imagined it would
be more than half a century before she’d see
him again. Like many Vietnamese women
married to Japanese soldiers, Xuan’s family
was split up, victimized by the stormy relation-
ship between the countries.

Today, the former foes enjoy strong bilat-
eral ties, with Japan and Vietnam cooperating
economically as well as in other areas, includ-
ing defense and security. In a sign of just how
far the relationship has come, several surviv-
ing widows and families of former Japanese
soldiers - including Xuan - will have an oppor-
tunity to meet with Japanese Emperor
Akihito when he visits Vietnam for the first
time this week.

Japanese troops invaded Vietnam in 1940
and remained there until Japan surrendered
to the allies in 1945, ending World War II.
Xuan’s husband, however, was among some
700 Japanese soldiers who remained in
Vietnam after revolutionary leader Ho Chi
Minh declared independence from French
colonial rule in 1945. The Japanese soldiers
helped train Ho Chi Minh’s Viet Minh to fight
the French. But after the Viet Minh defeated
the colonial forces in 1954, Xuan’s husband
was one of 71 former Japanese soldiers who
had to leave the communist North without
being able to bring their families, because
Japan was on the other side of the Cold War.
He left behind his two children and his preg-
nant 29-year-old wife.

Alter to worship 
“I thought he was on an assignment for

one or two years, but we then had no infor-
mation about him,” Xuan, 92, said recently.
She said that after not hearing from her hus-
band for six years, she and her family thought
he had died, and set up an altar to worship
him. Xuan had to raise her three children on
her own by working on a rice farm in a village
outside Hanoi. Villagers would call her Xuan
Nhat, or Japanese Xuan, mocking her mar-
riage to a Japanese man. Her children also
were mocked.

“People called me Japanese son, son of a
fascist. There used to be a lot of discrimina-
tion. But it is better now,” said Nguyen Xuan
Phi, Xuan’s eldest son. But anti-Japanese sen-
timent started to dissipate after communist
Vietnam launched reforms in the mid-1980s
and opened up to the outside world in the

early 1990s. In 2005, Xuan learned that her
husband was alive and living in Japan
through a Vietnamese woman living in the
country with her Japanese husband, also a
former soldier. The following year, Xuan’s hus-
band, who had married a Japanese woman,
arranged to visit her. Xuan said she was very
happy to see him again after all those years.
“You look great,” Xuan quoted her husband as
telling her in still fluent Vietnamese when
they reunited.

“Yes, I’m fine. I still have been waiting for
you,” she said she told her husband, who was
in a wheelchair after suffering a stroke and
visited Xuan with his Japanese wife. Xuan has
not remarried, and her husband died several
years after his 2006 visit. While Xuan’s family
was unable to stay together, when the last
group of Japanese soldiers was asked by
communist North Vietnam to leave in 1960,
they were allowed to bring their families.

But Hoang Thi Thanh Hoai’s father, the son
of a Japanese soldier, decided to stay behind
to take care of his Vietnamese grandmother.
He did not reunite with his brothers and sis-
ters in Japan until 1995, when he and Hoai
spent six weeks in Japan visiting their rela-
tives. Hoai, who is now 43 and works at a
Japanese eye clinic in Hanoi, decided to study
Japanese after seeing how her father was
unable to communicate with his siblings after
reuniting with them.

“Learning Japanese helps me feel like a
bridge of my two families, and more broadly
a bridge between Vietnam and Japan,” she
said. Today, Japan is Vietnam’s biggest foreign
donor and one of its top investors and trad-
ing partners. Even defense and security ties
have gotten closer in recent years, with both
countries facing maritime disputes with
China. During a visit to Vietnam in January,
Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe pledged
to provide Vietnam with new patrol vessels.

The upcoming visit by Emperor Akihito,
whose six-day trip starts today, further under-
scores the strength of the bilateral relation-
ship. Xuan is scheduled to meet Akihito on
Thursday. For her, the opportunity to meet the
emperor comes late in her life, but is some-
thing she’s looking forward to. “I am too old,
even my children are getting old,” Xuan said in
her small home, the walls decorated with pho-
tos of her husband and other family members.
“I just hope the two governments could take
better care of my grandchildren, who are also
grandchildren of Japanese people, so that they
could have an education and jobs.” — AP 
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ALAPPUZHA: Flocks of storks and cormorants
perched on bamboo stilts peer into the blue-black
depths of Vembanad Lake in India’s southwest
Kerala state, searching hungrily for food.  “Around
200 fish pairs are breeding here, which is why pred-
ator birds are hanging around,” said KV Dineshan,
steering his canoe towards the tennis court-sized
fish sanctuary, a fertile oasis in the degraded lake
located in a Ramsar-protected wetland. 

A barrage built by the state government
divides the lake’s 36,000 hectares (88,958 acres)
in two: the northern part has brackish water all
year round, while the southern half is fed with
fresh water from rivers and seawater is shut out
from December to April, allowing rice to be
grown. But grave challenges face the 7,500 fish-
ermen like Dineshan who make a living from the
southern part of the lake, which covers 13,000
hectares. They are struggling with low salinity
which harms shellfish reproduction, water stag-
nation, pollution and agro-chemical run-off. 

Over-fishing and the mounting impacts of cli-

mate change - including warmer water in the
lake, a decline in winter rains and severe flash
floods during the monsoon - are making matters
worse. The 1.5 million people supported by
Vembanad, one of India’s largest lakes, live off
agriculture, fishing, clam collecting, duck breed-
ing, coconut fibre production, tourism and
water-based transport. But yields have been
falling and times are hard.

“To get the same quantity of black clam meat
that we used to collect, process and sell in three
hours, today takes nine,” said NK Raju of
Sarithodu village, one of 5,000 clam gatherers in
Vembanad’s south, as he processed the day’s
haul of just 8 kg (17.64 lb) on an open fire in a
lean-to. Half the wetland’s 150 fish species have
been wiped out since the Thanneermukkom bar-
rage was built in 1975, show fish counts by the
Bangalore-based Ashoka Trust for Research in
Ecology and the Environment (ATREE).

So in 2008, a group of fishermen decided they
would make an effort to protect their livelihoods

by trying to conserve the lake’s natural resources.
Priyadarsanan Dharma Rajan, a senior fellow
with ATREE, said his organisation worked with
the fishermen to develop a “bottom-up” conser-
vation model.  “The fisherfolk use their traditional
ecological wisdom (and) we help them partner
with scientists to identify problems and solutions
which they themselves implement,” he
explained. The fishermen set up Lake Protection
Forums (LPFs), legally registered bodies, which
numbered 13 by 2011, spread across Alappuzha
and Kottayam districts, each with 50 members,
20 of them women.

Breeding fish 
One of their projects was to create fish sanc-

tuaries based on a traditional method called
‘padal’ or ‘fresh foliage’ fishing.  To simulate man-
groves, leafy mango and cashew branches were
fixed to the lake bed to create a plankton bloom,
attracting lots of fish. But these would be caught
before they had time to lay eggs.

The LPFs decided to declare the areas “no-
fishing zones” and erected bamboo fencing to
prevent canoes from entering and casting nets.
Commercial fish varieties, including pearl-spots,
red snappers and mangrove snappers, can now
multiply in these sanctuaries where eels, water
snakes and otters add to the biodiversity. The
Kannankara fish sanctuary, set up in 2013, bene-
fits 300 families, said Dineshan. 

An evaluation by experts from the Kerala
University of Fisheries and Ocean Studies
(KUFOS) and India’s Central Marine Fisheries
Research Institute (CMFRI) found healthy repro-
ductive couples and larger shoals of fish larvae in
the sanctuaries compared with other locations in
the lake.  In other parts of Vembanad where fish-
ermen are less ecologically minded, when they
catch mother prawns, holding up to 100,000 lar-
vae each, they sell them for $6 apiece to private
prawn hatcheries instead of returning them to
the lake, said KV Jayachandran, former director
of research at KUFOS. CMFRI has included fish

sanctuaries in a set of recommendations on
coastal adaptation to climate change, for nations
in the South Asian Association for Regional
Cooperation, and India will offer technical assis-
tance to countries that want to introduce them.

Clam thieves
Another victory for the LPFs has been to get

the barrage gates opened earlier, instead of
them staying closed through April to help rice
farmers bring in late harvests. The low level of
salt in the water was hurting clam harvests, but
officials told fishermen they must provide proof
of their complaints, according to KM Poovu, who
heads the federation of LPFs.  So in 2012, the fed-
eration decided to monitor water quality at 14
lakeside locations and display the findings on
market-place boards every month. “People read
them - at first curiously, then seriously - and
began discussing salinity and pollution as never
before,” said Poovu, who has written a book
about ethical fishing practices.  

Kerala fishermen tackle pollution, clam theft to protect wetland 

COLOMBO: Attackers opened fire on a prison bus
outside Colombo yesterday, killing five prisoners
and two armed guards in the worst gang-related
violence to hit Sri Lanka in decades. Police said
the gunmen sprayed bullets at the bus as it
passed through a wooded area near the capital,
also wounding four guards.

One of the victims was a senior member of an
underworld group operating in Sri Lanka, where
automatic weapons remain easily available eight
years after the end of a decades-long war. “It is
believed that the shooting was a result of enmity
between two underworld gangs,” police said in a
statement. “Investigations are under way.”

The prisoners were being driven to court for a
hearing when the audacious daytime attack took

place, police said. Police said yesterday’s bus
ambush was the deadliest gang-related attack in
Sri Lanka in living memory. President Maithripala
Sirisena deployed troops last year to bolster
police efforts to crack down on gang-related
activity, which experts say has been rising.

Most gangs make their money from protec-
tion rackets, often in league with politicians, or
from illegal drugs and liquor. Security for under-
world suspects had also been tightened follow-
ing a shooting on a prison bus that seriously
wounded another suspected gang leader in the
capital in March last year. Police set up roadblocks
in and around the capital after six people were
killed in two separate incidents on that day.

But the barriers brought back unwelcome

memories of wartime Colombo when residents
had to undergo frequent stops for security
checks, and police had been removing them in
recent months. Several police have also been
killed by gangsters in the past year despite
stepped-up police operations across the country.

“Underworld activities slowed down a bit last
year, but they seemed to be getting more active
in recent months,” a senior officer in Colombo told
AFP. Large quantities of weapons found their way
to criminal gangs during and after the war ended
in May 2009 and attempts to tackle the problem
have been largely ineffective. 

At least 100,000 people were killed in the 37-
year conflict, which ended after a major offensive
by the military. — AFP 
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