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SEOUL: Ten North Koreans, including a three-year-old
child, have been detained in China, where they face being
deported back to the North, two sources with direct
knowledge of the situation said. The group was trying to
defect to South Korea but were detained by Chinese
police in the northeastern city of Shenyang in Liaoning
province, according to the sources, both of whom
requested anonymity citing the sensitivity of the situation.

China’s foreign ministry spokeswoman Hua Chunying
said in a daily news briefing yesterday she was unaware
of details of the case. She said China consistently
upholds the handling of such matters in accordance
with domestic and inter-
national law and humani-
tarian principles. One of
the two sources said
yesterday he was able to
confirm the group was in
Shenyang until Monday
morning, “but they seem
to have been transferred
elsewhere since then”. 

The man only wanted
to be identified by his
surname Lee because his
wife and three-year-old
son were among the
detained 10. “I told her to call again and was waiting
and hoping she would find a safe place somewhere, but
she never called me back,” Lee said. The group consist-
ed of seven women and three men, Lee said.  His wife
and son had met the rest of a group at a safe house in
Shenyang, but lost contact with him on Saturday, Lee
said. A second source with direct knowledge of the sit-
uation confirmed the detention and said that China
appeared to have intensified its crackdown on North
Korean defectors in China, especially in the past two
months.

Surge of arrests
The New York-based non-governmental organiza-

tion Human Rights Watch said in September that it had
documented the arrests of 41 North Koreans in July and
August alone - compared to the 51 cases the organiza-
tion had identified over the July 2016 to June 2017 peri-
od. “Make no mistake: sending them back across the
border makes Beijing complicit in the torture, forced
labor and, in some cases, executions that others sent
back to North Korea have faced,” Phil Robertson,

Deputy Asia Director for Human Rights Watch, said in a
statement about the most recent detention.

“China should release this group of 10 North Koreans
and let them proceed to a third country where they can
receive the protection they urgently need,” Robertson
said. China says North Korean defectors are illegal
migrants who flee their country for economic reasons,
and does not treat them as refugees. North Korea calls
them criminals and describes those who try to bring
them to South Korea as kidnappers. The vast majority of
North Koreans who escape to China defect to South
Korea where over 31,000 of them have resettled,

according to South
Korean government data.
Safe passage for defec-
tors fleeing oppressive
North Korea often
depends on their ability
to make the grueling and
at times dangerous trip
across rural China with-
out being detected.

‘Diplomatic efforts’
South Korean foreign

ministry spokesman Roh
Kyu-deok said Seoul was

“closely monitoring” the latest case of the 10 North
Koreans in China. “We’re making diplomatic efforts with
related countries so that the defectors will not be
forcibly repatriated,” Roh said, declining to provide
details citing safety concerns and “cooperative rela-
tions” with those countries. An official at the South
Korean consulate in Shenyang said they had checked
with local police regarding the whereabouts of the
group, but had been unable to reach them.

The official said it had “become even tougher” for
defectors to cross the border into China following tight-
ened security around the Chinese Communist Party con-
gress last month. Last week, Seoul and Beijing agreed to
move beyond a year-long stand-off over the deployment
of a US anti-missile system in South Korea - a factor
which some observers worry may make Seoul more
reluctant to raise the issue of deportations. “North
Korean defectors and people working in the field are
worried that South Korea isn’t raising this issue with
Beijing as strongly as before, as they are trying to
improve relations,” said the second source with direct
knowledge of the group detained in Shenyang.— Reuters
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This undated picture shows North Korean leader Kim Jong-Un (center) visiting the March 16 factory at
an undisclosed place.  —AFP

Delhi wakes up to 
‘hazardous’ smog
NEW DELHI: New Delhi woke up to a choking blan-
ket of smog yesterday as air quality in the world’s
most polluted capital city reached hazardous levels.
The US embassy website said levels of the fine pol-
lutants known as PM2.5 that are most harmful to
health reached 703 — well over double the threshold
of 300 which authorities class as hazardous. “The
moment I stepped out of my home I started coughing
and there was a burning sensation in my eyes,” said
Naresh Yadav, a bank employee, as he walked to
work in central Delhi.

“The government can’t solve this problem alone,

people need to pitch in and help the government to
protect the environment.” Delhi’s air quality typically
worsens ahead of the onset of winter as cooler air traps
pollutants near the ground, preventing them from dis-
persing into the atmosphere, a phenomenon known as
inversion.  Firecrackers set off to celebrate the Diwali
festival of lights in the city add to the toxic mix created
by pollution from diesel engines, coal-fired power
plants and industrial emissions. 

The problem is further exacerbated by the burning
of crop stubble by farmers after the harvest in north
India, a practice that remains commonplace despite an
official ban. India’s Central Pollution Control Board said
high levels of moisture in the air and a lack of wind
meant emissions had become trapped in the environ-
ment. “Total calm conditions, marked by the complete
absence of wind, has led to the situation,” Dipankar
Saha, a senior executive with the board, told the Press
Trust of India news agency. —AFP

Trafficked on Myanmar 
passports, Indian maids 
struggle to return home
AIZWAL: The 17-year-old recalls being excited as she
took the car journey and bus ride from her home in
northeast India and across the border into Myanmar. But
a few weeks into her stay in Yangon, a phone call to her
distraught mother suddenly made her fearful. “She told
me I had illegally crossed into another country,” she
said. “My family said I should come back and their tone
made me very scared.” An agent - a man she had seen
around her neighborhood but “didn’t know too well” -
had housed her in a Yangon hostel, and had promised to
get her a fake Myanmar passport and a well paid job,
she told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.She and seven
other girls from northeast Indian state of Manipur had
crossed borders in June and were holed up in Yangon for
three months, waiting to be moved on to jobs as house-
maids in Singapore or Malaysia with their new travel
documents. They were among hundreds who transit
through Myanmar’s biggest city - an emerging hub for
traffickers seeking to send Indian girls to Southeast Asia
to become domestic workers, said Hasina Kharbhih of
Impulse NGO Network, a charity that has helped repa-
triate many trafficking victims.

Travelling on illegal documents leaves the already
vulnerable young women with little protection, she said.
Since Myanmar’s democratic government took over in
2016, it has been easier to travel through the country
and traffickers have stepped up activity, according to a
recent report by the anti-trafficking unit in northeast
Indian state of Mizoram. 

“The Myanmar route to South East Asia is seeing
increasing trafficking because for many miles on both
sides of the border, the people are the same - speaking
the same language, looking the same,” said Thianghlima
Pachuau, head of the Mizoram police force. “We have
had tragic cases in the region. In one instance the girl
died in Singapore but could not be brought home (to
India) since her documents indicated she was a
Myanmar national. Her parents never got closure.”

Border routes
Years of ethnic violence and armed conflicts in north-

east India have made it a trafficking hotspot, campaign-
ers say. The region is a source, destination and transit
point for girls being trafficked into brothels or domestic
servitude. The underdeveloped region is bordered by
China, Nepal, Bangladesh, Myanmar and Bhutan. Many
of these porous borders are crossed every day by thou-
sands of people, who share similar ethnic, religious, lin-
guistic and cultural characteristics, security officials say.

Traditionally, traffickers have used Nepal as a transit
point to send women to the Gulf countries. But traffick-
ing through Myanmar is now on the rise, police say.
Moreh, a thriving business hub on the India-Myanmar
border, is the first stop for girls trafficked from the
northeastern states. “The border crossing is easy
because agents have family and friends along border vil-
lages, who shelter the girls and get them across,”
Pachuau said.

“Once they cross over, they are told not to reveal
their Indian identities and then they are just lost.” Now
back home, the 17-year-old high school dropout - who
did not want to reveal her name - remembers praying
three times a day in her Yangon room as she waited for
the agent to get her a passport and ticket to fly to
Singapore to work as a maid. “I thought I was escaping
to a better place. I was wrong,” she said. —Reuters

News in brief

Scottish parliament evacuated 

EDINBURGH: Police said the Scottish parliament
in Edinburgh was evacuated yesterday after a sus-
picious package was found, with a source saying a
suspicious white powder had been sent to a
Conservative Party lawmaker. “It’s a white powder
incident, there were a couple of suspicious pack-
ages sent to a Tory (Conservative) MSP,” the
source at the parliament said. Asked how long the
incident could last “police told us it could be a
while”. “Police in Edinburgh responded to the
Scottish Parliament at around 11.35 am ... following
the discovery of a suspicious package,” police said
in a statement. “The building has been evacuated
as a precaution and inquiries are continuing.” The
Scottish parliament confirmed the incident was
ongoing and police were at the scene. 

Greens drop demands 

BERLIN: The leaders of Germany’s Greens said
yesterday they would not insist on fixed dates to
shut down coal-fired power stations and ban cars
with internal combustion engines, dropping two
key demands ahead of crunch coalition talks with
other parties. German Chancellor Angela Merkel,
whose conservative bloc came first but lost seats in
a federal election in September, is trying to forge a
tricky three-way alliance with the Greens and the
pro-business FDP that is untested at national level.
Despite weeks of exploratory talks, the parties
remain far apart on climate, energy and immigra-
tion policy and they disagree on where the blame
lies for the lack of progress. A lack of progress in
coalition talks would mean that Germany faces a
lengthy period of drift at a time when Europe’s
biggest economy is firing on all cylinders and many
in Europe look to Berlin for leadership on issues
ranging from euro zone governance to trans-
Atlantic ties. 

US ends ‘protected’ status 

WASHINGTON: The US government has
announced the end of a program which gives 5,300
Nicaraguan immigrants temporary protection in
the United States, while tens of thousands of
Hondurans will have their stay extended. Most of
them arrived illegally but were allowed to remain
under Temporary Protected Status (TPS), which
applies to migrants from several countries around
the world. The decision to end TPS for Nicaragua
on January 5, 2019, announced on Monday, comes
as President Donald Trump’s administration tries on
many fronts to restrict the flow of immigrants and
refugees. Acting Secretary of Homeland Security
Elaine Duke said the end date would provide for
“an orderly transition.” In a statement, she said she
needed more information before making a final
decision on Honduras. 


