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News in brief

India to buy choppers

NEW DELHI: India will purchase more than 100 armed
helicopters for its navy to replace its outdated French-
designed fleet in a military deal worth $3.2 billion, an offi-
cial said yesterday. The defense acquisition council
approved funding for the purchase of 111 multi-utility hel-
icopters for attack missions, search and rescue, surveil-
lance operations and medical evacuation. A spokesman
for the Indian navy said on Twitter the new aircraft were
a huge step toward addressing a “critical void of helicop-
ters” for the naval fleet, which currently uses the French-
designed Chetak model. The government will identify a
foreign military hardware company and a local defense
firm to develop the helicopters in a joint partnership.  

Non-smokers rewarded 

TOKYO: Non-smoking employees at one Japanese firm
are getting six additional days’ holiday to compensate for
the time their colleagues spend puffing away at work.
Piala, a Tokyo-based online commerce consulting and
marketing company, kicked off the program in September
after an employee complained about the time lost by
smoking colleagues who frequently disappear to light up.
“Because our office is located on the 29th floor ... it takes
at least 10 minutes for a smoker to go down to a common
smoking room in the basement and come back,”
spokesman Hirotaka Matsushima said. “But at the same
time, it’s true that smoking room conversations are mostly
about work ... they exchange ideas and consult each oth-
er,” he said. “So we decided it’s better to give rewards (to
non-smokers) than punish the smokers,” added
Matsushima. Since the start of the program on September
1, four employees out of 42 smokers have kicked the
habit. There are 120 people employed in total at the firm. 

Blast kills 13 at wedding 
NEW DELHI: At least 13 people including a pregnant
woman were killed when an electricity transformer
exploded outside a wedding ceremony in western India,
police said yesterday. Dozens of guests had assembled
for the ceremony outside a family home in the western
state of Rajasthan when the transformer exploded, spew-
ing hot oil and metal shards. “Four people died on the
spot,” local police superintendent Rameshwar Singh said.
“We are ascertaining the cause of the blast.” Singh said
several others were being treated for severe burns after
the disaster, which triggered protests against the electric-
ity department. Locals said they had raised concerns
about the maintenance of the transformer with officials,
but nothing had been done. 

Indian ‘fast-track court’ 

NEW DELHI: A fast-track court in India has convicted
two men of raping their 10-year-old niece in a case that
hit the headlines when her appeal for a late-term abortion
was rejected on health grounds, a lawyer said yesterday.
The girl, who cannot be named, gave birth in August after
the Supreme Court rejected her family’s plea that she be
allowed a late-term abortion on health grounds. India
only allows abortions up to 20 weeks except in cases
where the life of the mother is threatened by the preg-
nancy. But many child rape survivors do not realize they
are pregnant until after the 20-week limit, a problem
highlighted by a slew of high-profile cases in recent
months. Lawyer Manjit Singh, who represents one of the
two men convicted on Tuesday, said the special court in
the northern city of Chandigarh would sentence them on
Thursday.”

WASHINGTON: The United States is quietly pursuing
direct diplomacy with North Korea, a senior State
Department official said yesterday, despite US President
Donald Trump’s public assertion that such talks are a
waste of time. Using the so-called “New York channel,”
Joseph Yun, US negotiator with North Korea, has been
in contact with diplomats at Pyongyang’s United Nations
mission, the official said, at a time when an exchange of
bellicose insults between Trump and North Korean
leader Kim Jong Un has fueled fears of military conflict.

While US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson on Oct 17
said he would continue “diplomatic efforts ... until the
first bomb drops,” the official’s comments were the clear-
est sign the United States was directly discussing issues
beyond the release of American prisoners, despite Trump
having dismissed direct talks as pointless. There is no
sign, however, that the
behind-the-scenes com-
munications have
improved a relationship
vexed by North Korea’s
nuclear and missile tests,
the death of US universi-
ty student Otto
Warmbier days after his
release by Pyongyang in
June and the detention of
three other Americans.

Word of quiet
engagement with
Pyongyang comes
despite Trump’s comments, North Korea’s weapons
advances and suggestions by some US and South
Korean officials that Yun’s interactions with North
Koreans had been reined in. “It has not been limited at
all, both (in) frequency and substance,” said the senior
State Department official. Among the points that Yun has
made to his North Korean interlocutors is to “stop test-
ing” nuclear bombs and missiles, the official said.

Meanwhile, North Korea slammed US President as
“incurably mentally deranged” in a personal attack
ahead of his first visit to Asia, as the South’s leader insist-
ed Washington could not take military action on the
peninsula without his agreement. Trump and the North’s
leader Kim Jong-Un have traded threats of war and per-

sonal insults against each other in recent months, height-
ening worries about another conflict on the peninsula
where the 1950-53 Korean War left millions dead. 

The US leader has warned of “fire and fury”, telling
the UN General Assembly that Washington would
“totally destroy North Korea” if it had to defend itself
or its allies. Washington and Seoul have been in a
security alliance for decades, and the US has 28,500
troops stationed in the South to defend it from the
North. Trump dubbed Kim “Rocket Man” in the same
speech-Pyongyang has tested missiles apparently
capable of reaching much of the US mainland-and
days later Kim responded with a personal statement
calling him a “dotard”, an obscure term for a weak or
senile old man. 

North Korea this year conducted its sixth and most
powerful nuclear detona-
tion and has test-fired a
volley of missiles, includ-
ing intercontinental bal-
listic missiles (ICBMs)
that, if perfected, could in
theory reach the United
States mainland. The pos-
sibility that Pyongyang
may be closer to attach-
ing a nuclear warhead to
an ICBM has alarmed the
Trump administration,
which in April unveiled a
policy of “maximum pres-

sure and engagement” that has so far failed to deter
North Korea.

At the start of Trump’s presidency, Yun’s instructions
were limited to seeking the release of US prisoners.  “It
is (now) a broader mandate than that,” said the State
Department official, declining, however, to address
whether authority had been given to discuss North
Korea’s nuclear and missile program. In Beijing, Foreign
Ministry spokeswoman Hua Chunying said China wel-
comed any dialogue between the United States and
North Korea. “We encourage North Korea and the
United States to carry out engagement and dialogue,”
Hua told reporters, adding that she hoped talks could
help return the issue to a diplomatic track for resolution. 

Sanctions and engagement
NATO chief Jens Stoltenberg has urged all United

Nations members to fully and transparently implement
sanctions against North Korea, which he said has
emerged as a global threat. Speaking at the United
Nations on Sept 19, Trump vowed to “totally destroy”
North Korea if it threatened the United States or its
allies, raising anxieties about the possibility of military
conflict.

Twelve days later, after Tillerson said Washington
was probing for a diplomatic opening, Trump said on
Twitter that his chief diplomat was “wasting his time
trying to negotiate with Little Rocket Man” - his
mocking nickname for the North Korean leader.
Democratic US senators introduced a bill on Tuesday

they said would prevent Trump from launching a
nuclear first strike on North Korea on his own, high-
lighting the issue days before the Republican’s first
presidential trip to Asia.

A high-ranking North Korean defector said in
Washington on Tuesday that he backed the Trump
administration’s policy of pressuring Pyongyang
through sanctions, coupled with “maximum engage-
ment” with the leadership and increased efforts to get
information into North Korea to educate its people. “I
strongly believe in the use of soft power before taking
any military actions,” Thae Yong Ho, chief of mission at
Pyongyang’s embassy in London until he defected in
2016, told the Center for Strategic and International
Studies. —Agencies

Washington using the so-called ‘New York channel’

US pursues direct diplomacy with 
N Korea despite Trump’s rejection

Pyongyang blasts
‘incurably 

mentally
deranged’ Trump

SEOUL: South Korean protesters stage a rally against a planned visit by US President Donald Trump near
US Embassy in Seoul, South Korea yesterday. The White House said Trump will not visit the Demilitarized
Zone during his upcoming trip to Asia - a break from many previous administrations. The signs held by
the protesters read: “We oppose Trump’s visit.” —AP 

Neighbors worry 
as China aims for 
‘world-class army’ 
BEIJING: Chinese President Xi Jinping’s pledge to build
a “world-class army” by 2050 is making his neighbors
nervous, but analysts say Beijing’s military ambitions do
not constitute a strategic threat for now. With purchases
and construction of fighter jets, ships and hi-tech
weaponry, China’s military budget has grown steadily
for 30 years, but remains three times smaller than that of
the United States. Now, Beijing wants to catch up. “We
should strive to fully transform the people’s armed
forces into a world-class military by the mid-21st centu-
ry,” Xi told 2,300 delegates of the Chinese Communist
Party, which he heads and which controls the army.  

The comments, made during the party’s twice-a-
decade congress, were aimed in part at domestic
nationalists, but also intended to show other countries
“China’s desire to be strong economically as well as mil-
itarily,” said James Char, a military analyst at Singapore’s
Nanyang Technological University. During China’s so-
called Century of Humiliation, starting around the mid-
19th century, the country lost almost every war it fought,
and was often forced to give major concessions in sub-
sequent treaties. “That’s why China, more than any other
country, dreams of a strong army.  Not to bully other
countries, but to defend ourselves,” said Ni Lexiong
from Shanghai University of Political Science and Law. 

Worried neighbors
But Xi’s call to build a military that can “fight and

win” has alarmed China’s neighbors, several of whom
are embroiled in tense border disputes with the super-
power. This summer India and China engaged in a bitter,
weeks-long military confrontation over a disputed area
in the Himalayas. Japan regularly faces off with Chinese
maritime patrols close to the Senkaku islands, which are
called the Diaoyu in Mandarin and claimed by Beijing.
And Beijing asserts sovereignty over almost the entire
South China Sea, despite rival claims from countries
including Vietnam, the Philippines and Malaysia.

Beijing has reclaimed islands it controls in the sea in

order to cement its claims and installed military aircraft
and missile systems on them, causing tensions to spiral
in recent years. “Chinese activities are a security con-
cern for the region encompassing Japan and for the
international community,” said a recent Japanese
defense report. “It is incontestable that the country’s
rise as a military power is setting off an arms race in
Asia,” said Juliette Genevaz, China researcher at the
France-based Military School Strategic Research
Institute. “This arms race in Asia has several causes,”
she said, noting North Korea’s nuclear weapons pro-
gram as one of the contributors. 

But, “China’s military build-up and reclaiming activi-
ties in the South China Sea is a major factor.” China’s
military expenditure in 2016 was an estimated $215 bil-
lion, according to the Stockholm International Peace
Research Institute, putting it in first place in Asia, well
ahead of India ($56 billion), Japan ($46 billion) and
South Korea ($37 billion). The country has not partici-
pated in any conflict since a month-long border war
against Vietnam in 1979 that killed tens of thousands of
people and a 1988 skirmish, also with Hanoi, over the

Spratly Islands in the South China Sea, that left 64 dead.
But it has been busy boosting its military activities

abroad. This year, Beijing opened its first foreign mili-
tary base, in Djibouti.  Since 2008, its navy has partici-
pated in anti-piracy operations off the coast of Somalia
and in the Gulf of Aden. The country is the largest con-
tributor to United Nations peacekeeping operations
among the permanent members of the Security Council,
with some 2,500 soldiers and military experts deployed.
The moves are all part of a larger, decades-long effort
to modernize the country’s military, which had become
riddled with corruption, incompetence and waste.

‘Absolute control’ 
But while Xi flexed his muscles at the head of China’s

central military commission during his first term, he is
likely to observe more caution in future, having consoli-
dated his power base by bringing down two of the
country’s highest-ranking army officers for corruption,
said James Char. He also reaffirmed the party’s “absolute
control” over the army during the recently concluded
congress. —AFP

BEIJING: Chinese Honor Guards parade during the welcoming ceremony for Russian Prime Minister
Dmitry Medvedev and Chinese Premier Li Keqiang at the Great Hall of the People yesterday. —AFP

Malaysia probes
‘leak’ of 46 million 
mobile users data
KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia is investigating an alleged
attempt to sell the data of more than 46 million mobile
phone subscribers online, in what appears to be one of the
largest leaks of customer data in Asia. The massive data
breach, believed to affect almost the entire population of
Malaysia, was first reported last month by Lowyat.net, a
local technology news website. The website said it had
received a tip-off that someone was trying to sell huge
databases of personal information on its forums. 

The country’s internet regulator, the Malaysian
Communications and Multimedia Commission (MCMC),
was looking into the matter with the police,
Communications and Multimedia Minister Salleh Said
Keruak said yesterday. “We have identified several poten-

tial sources of the leak and we should be able to complete
the probe soon,” Salleh told reporters at parliament. The
leaked data included lists of mobile phone numbers, identi-
fication card numbers, home addresses, and SIM card data
of 46.2 million customers from at least 12 Malaysian mobile
phone and mobile virtual network operators (MVNO).

Like Equifax    
Cybersecurity researchers said the leaked data was

extensive enough to allow criminals to create fraudulent
identities to make online purchases. Justin Lie, CEO of
Cashshield, a Singapore-based anti-fraud company, com-
pared the Malaysian case in its “degree of complexity” to
the cyber attack on U.S. credit-scoring agency Equifax
Inc, which said in September that cyber criminals had
stolen sensitive information from 145.5 million people.
“Now these hackers have more quality information such as
birth dates, IC numbers, mobile numbers, email address
and passwords,” Lie said about the Malaysian attack. 

Customers of Malaysia’s biggest mobile service
providers, including Maxis, Axiata Group’s Celcom and
DiGi, among others, were affected. MCMC’s chief oper-
ating officer Mazlan Ismail said on Tuesday the regulator

had met with local telecommunications companies to
seek their cooperation in the probe, according to state
news agency Bernama. Celcom and Maxis said in sepa-
rate statements they were cooperating with authorities
on the investigation. DiGi did not respond to requests for
comment. 

‘Almost every Malaysian’
According to a Singapore-based cybersecurity

researcher, the leaked database was initially being sold on
several underground forums for 1 bitcoin, which was trading
yesterday at around $6,500. At least one other user was
posting a link for anyone to download for free. The
researcher, who declined to be named, said he had seen at
least 10 people on an online forum in the “dark web” down-
load the data before it was taken offline. “Discussion in the
dark web shows a huge interest,” he said. Time stamps indi-
cate the leaked data was last updated between May and
July 2014, Lowyat.net said. “We are urging the telco and
MVNO companies mentioned above to alert, and start
immediately replacing the SIM cards, of all affected cus-
tomers, especially those who have not updated their SIM
cards since 2014,” Lowyat.net said in a post. —Reuters


