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North Korean 
soldier defects 
to South Korea
across border
SEOUL: A North Korean soldier defected to
South Korea yesterday across their heavily
fortified land border, which the two sides
have begun to  demi l i tar ize  as  re lat ions
between the Cold War-era foes warm, the
South’s military said. The rare defection came
as the two Koreas push ahead with a process
of reconciliation in an effort to ease tensions,
despi te  ta lks  between Pyongyang and
Washington on the North’s nuclear weapons
program stalling. The incident did not trigger
any gunfire, unlike last year when a North
Korean soldier ran across under a hail of bul-
lets from his own side.

“A North Korean soldier was detected cross-
ing the military demarcation line” by South
Korean troops using surveillance equipment,
the military Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) said in a
statement. “Related agencies plan to investigate
him regarding the details of how he came to the
South,” it said. The JCS gave no further details,
such as the exact location of the defection, the
soldier’s name, rank or unit or whether he was
carrying a weapon. “The soldier is safely in our
custody”, the JCS said. The last defection
involving North Koreans occurred in May when
two civilians aboard a small boat fled to the
South across the Yellow Sea.

In November last year, a North Korean sol-
dier drove to the heavily guarded border at
speed and ran across under fire from his own
comrades. He was hit multiple times in the dra-
matic defection at Panmunjom truce village, a
major tourist attraction and the only place on
the frontier where forces from the two sides
come face-to-face. Three other soldiers
reportedly crossed the land border last year in
separate incidents. In 2012 a North Korean sol-
dier walked unchecked through rows of electri-
fied fencing and surveillance cameras, prompt-
ing Seoul to sack three field commanders for a
security lapse. 

‘Momentum’  
More than 30,000 North Korean civilians

have fled their homeland since the peninsula
was divided at the end of the 1950-53 Korean
War. Most flee across the porous frontier with
neighboring China and it is very rare for them
to cross the closely guarded inter-Korean bor-
der, which is fortified with minefields and
barbed wire. In recent months, however, the
two sides have begun to remove landmines and
destroy military bunkers at parts of the border
as part of efforts to improve long-strained
relations. They have also begun work to recon-
nect a train line and repair another rail link
across the border.  Despite the warming ties, it
remains unclear whether the North’s leader
Kim Jong Un will make his first-ever visit to the
South this year, as Seoul is hoping.

Meeting
Kim agreed to travel to Seoul after hosting

his South Korean counterpart Moon Jae-in in
Pyongyang in September for their third summit
but prospects of a fourth Moon-Kim meeting
have recently dimmed, with negotiations on
denuclearizing the North grinding to a halt. In
an apparent bid to encourage a hesitating Kim
to commit to a trip, Moon elicited an expres-
sion of support for such a visit  from US
President Donald Trump at a summit in Buenos
Aires on Friday. “The two leaders agreed
Chairman Kim Jong Un’s visit to Seoul would
provide additional momentum to their joint
efforts to establish peace on the Korean
Peninsula,” Moon’s chief press secretary Yoon
Young-chan said. —AFP

Powerful quake 
hits Anchorage
ANCHORAGE: A powerful earthquake
jolted southern Alaska on Friday morn-
ing, buckling roads, disrupting rush-
hour traffic and jamming telephone
service in and around Anchorage, the
state’s largest city, but there were no
reports of serious injuries. The 7.0 mag-
nitude quake struck about 8 miles north
of Anchorage, a city of 300,000 resi-
dents accounting for about 40 percent
of Alaska’s population, and was followed
by dozens of aftershocks that continued
to rattle nerves throughout the day.

Public schools and many businesses
across Anchorage closed early, and an
eerie quiet sett led over the city’s
largely deserted streets by nightfall. At
least two local television stations were
briefly knocked off the air by the
tremor, which some people said
sounded like a roar of gunfire. Roads
and bridges appeared to have been
hardest hit, but Anchorage was other-
wise mostly spared from major struc-
tural damage, authorities said. Power
outages and disruption of phone serv-
ice were widespread.

City Fire Chief Jodie Hettrick said
two small, older buildings had col-
lapsed, and that her department
responded to several structure fires.
Emergency medical  personnel
answered 56 calls in the hours imme-
diately after the temblor, although
none involved serious injuries, Hettrick
said. “The fact that we went through
something this significant with this
minimal amount of damage says that
we’re a very well-prepared communi-
ty, that our building codes and our
building professionals have done a
terrific job,” Mayor Ethan Berkowitz
told an earlier news conference.

The initial quake produced strong
shaking within a 30-mile radius of its
epicenter, with ground movement felt
as far away as Fairbanks, 250 miles to
the north, and Kodiak, roughly the
same distance to the south, according
to the US Geological Survey (USGS).
“Thought the house was going to
come apart,” Anchorage-based clima-
tologist Brian Brettschneider wrote on
Twitter, posting a photo showing his
kitchen floor scattered with items that
had tumbled out of cupboards.

Elena Alfred, a young mother,
described to Reuters how her 3-year-
old son was nearly struck by a falling
television at a friend’s apartment as
the walls shuddered through the
quake. “I took him just in time before
the TV fell on him,” she recounted
from an emergency shelter, where she
took the boy and his two younger sib-
lings afterwards. “They were scared.
They kept crying,” she said. A tsunami
warning was issued for Cook Inlet,
linking Anchorage with the Gulf of
Alaska, but was later canceled.

‘Scary day’
The Trans Alaska Pipeline, which car-

ries crude oil 800 miles from the North
Slope to a marine terminal at Valdez,
was shut down for about seven hours as
a precaution, but no damage to the sys-
tem was detected, said a spokeswoman
for the operator, Aleyska Pipeline
Service Co. The quake apparently
stemmed from an unnamed fault 27
miles deep inside a portion of the Earth’s
crust known as the Pacific Plate, where it
bends underneath the North American
Plate, USGS geophysicist Brian Kilgore
told Reuters. Kilgore said only 15 or 16
quakes of magnitude 6 or greater have
been recorded during the past century
in the same region.

Morning rush-hour traffic in
Anchorage came to a standstil l  as

authorities closed the only two high-
ways in and out of town, and com-
muters struggled to make their way
back home from a workday cut short
by the 8:30 am quake. Governor Bill
Walker issued a disaster declaration,
calling it a “scary day for Alaska.”
Walker later recounted an unsettling
elevator ride down from his 17th-floor
office just as the quake began. “It did
stop. That was good. Then it started.
That wasn’t good,” he told reporters.
“It made a lot of noise and slapped
around cables and all that was going
on, and it was a moment of wondering.
.... But it was a pretty rough ride com-
ing down.”

President Donald Trump declared a
federal emergency, ordering US gov-
ernment assistance in the earthquake
response and authorizing the Federal
Emergency Management Agency to
coordinate all disaster relief efforts, the
White House said. Strong earthquakes
are not uncommon in seismically active

Alaska but tend to occur in remote,
sparsely populated regions. Alaska has
recorded earthquakes with magnitudes
ranging from 7 to 8 at least once a year
on average since 1900, according to
the state government website.
Southern Alaska was hit by a devastat-
ing 9.2 tremor in 1964, the world’s sec-
ond-most powerful earthquake on
record.

Images posted on social media
showed supermarket floors strewn with
spilled merchandise. A photo posted
by a reporter at TV station KTVA
showed a deserted newsroom scat-
tered with debris and a partially col-
lapsed ceiling. The website for KTUU-
TV featured a photo of a snow-cov-
ered highway that had buckled, with a
car sitting between two deep fissures
crossing the highway. Sporting events
were called off for the weekend, and
Anchorage public schools were to
remain closed until  Wednesday to
allow for safety inspections.  —Reuters

ALASKA: People walk past a crack in the road after an earthquake near Northwoods on the
Kenai Spur Highway in Kenai, Alaska.—AFP

Germany’s AfD in 
trouble as end of 
Merkel era looms
BERLIN: A year after it entered Germany’s parliament, the far-
right AfD party is facing turbulence, including a donations scandal
and the looming departure of its favorite enemy Chancellor Angela
Merkel. The troubles have come thick and fast since the five-year-
old Alternative for Germany reached a key goal in October by
entering the last of the country’s 16 state assemblies, winning 13
percent in the region of Hesse.

A relative newcomer feared and loathed by the bigger main-
stream parties, the AfD has however now stagnated at around 15
percent in the polls while another party, the left-leaning Greens,
has booked a series of stunning successes. Billing themselves as
“the alternative to the Alternative” with a clear stance against the
AfD’s anti-immigration message, the Greens are now polling at
around 20 percent, making them the second-strongest party after
Merkel’s CDU-CSU bloc.

The AfD meanwhile have faced charges of accepting illegal
campaign funds from a non-EU donor, in Switzerland-an especial-
ly damaging charge for a party that accuses all the “establishment
parties” of being dishonest and corrupt. Co-leader Alice Weidel
has been under fire after media reports said her party chapter
received 130,000 euros ($148,000) from a Swiss entrepreneur.
While she has rejected wrong-doing and said the money was
returned, German prosecutors in mid-November asked parliament
to lift Weidel’s immunity as they stepped up their enquiries.

‘Object of hate’ 
A more fundamental, long-term problem may be that the AfD’s

declared nemesis, Merkel, has rung in the beginning of the end of
her chancellorship after 13 years in power. Weakened by several
election setbacks for her CDU, she has declined to stand again for
the leadership of the party at a December congress and declared
she will leave politics when her term ends in 2021.

The AfD, whose main slogan has been “Merkel must go”, may
hail the news as a triumph as they have long railed against Merkel
over her decision to allow more than one million asylum seekers
into the country since 2015. But they may yet come to miss the
leader on whom they have projected their discontent, typically by
portraying Merkel wearing a Muslim headscarf or with bloody
vampire fangs on protest posters and in social media posts. “When

Merkel goes, the AfD will need a new object of hate,” wrote the
Berlin daily Tagesspiegel. “With her retreat, Angela Merkel may
have achieved something in which she previously failed: to truly
hurt the AfD.”

Much will depend on who succeeds Merkel at the helm of the
party. If Merkel’s preferred successor, the moderate Annegret
Kramp-Karrenbauer, nicknamed “mini-Merkel”, wins the race, the
AfD will likely be happy to train their sights on her. The other two
candidates-corporate banker Friedrich Merz and right-wing Health
Minister Jens Spahn-may however be tougher targets since they
have signaled shifting the party back to the right, including on
immigration. In this case, “the AfD will probably lose some of its
voters,” said Sudha David-Wilp, a researcher at think-tank the
German Marshall Fund.

‘Lost the battle’
The AfD itself is still deeply divided between relative moderates

who joined the party when it started as a mainly eurosceptic group,
and its openly revisionist and far-right members. Its most extreme

major figure, Bjoern Hoecke, has demanded “a 180-degree shift” in
the nation’s culture of remembrance and atonement over Nazi
crimes and the Holocaust-an era which another leader, Alexander
Gauland, has termed a “speck of bird shit” in Germany’s long histo-
ry. This summer the AfD, which was long labelled “right-wing pop-
ulist”, for the first time publicly closed ranks on the streets with the
anti-Islam PEGIDA movement at mass rallies in the eastern city of
Chemnitz where neo-Nazis performed Hitler salutes. 

The country’s domestic intelligence services have started
surveillance of some members of the AfD’s youth wing, JA, for
links to right-wing extremists-a fate the AfD as a whole wants to
avoid at all cost. Last week the party executive declared that it
had noted “with disgust” statements made by some members of
the JA organization that betrayed a “contempt for humanity”,
and demanded they be excluded from the group. The same week
a leading member, Steffen Koeniger from Brandenburg state, left
the AfD, declaring that in many regions “the moderates within
the AfD have lost the battle against the destructive ones once
and for all”. —AFP

PARIS: Journalists are increasingly becoming easy
targets for organized crime, with more than 30 killed
worldwide over the last two years, a media watchdog
warned. “The Mob has spread its tentacles around the
globe faster than all the multinationals combined,”
Reporters Without Borders (RSF) said in a new report
on the dangers. 

“From Beijing to Moscow, from Tijuana to Bogota,
from Malta to Slovakia, investigative journalists who
shed light on the deals that involve organized crime
unleash the wrath of gangsters, whose common fea-
ture is an aversion to any publicity unless they control
it,” said its author, French investigative journalist
Frederic Ploquin. He said the only way to counter the
threat was for reporters to work together to protect
each other.

The biggest danger was in investigating corruption,
Ploquin said, now that ruthless crime groups have
“established a kind of pact with the state” in many
countries, “to the point that you cannot tell where one
stops and the other begins.” “How is it possible that
Mexico’s drug cartels sprout like mushrooms without

the support of part of the state’s apparatus?” asked
RSF after nine of the 14 journalists murdered world-
wide in 2017 by organized crime groups were killed
there. Eight more have already died so far in 2018.
Three reporters were also killed this year in Brazil and
three more elsewhere in Latin
America. An Indian journalist
who was investigating his
country’s “sand mafia” was
run over by a truck.

The toll has also become
worrying in Europe, the report
said, with journalists assassi-
nated in Russia, Slovakia and
Malta since 2017. Both
Daphne Caruana Galizia, killed
last year in by a car bomb in
Malta, and Jan Kuciak, shot
with his girlfriend in Slovakia in February, had been look-
ing into the Italian Mafia and its links with local politi-
cians. In 2017 alone, 196 Italian journalists were said to
have had some kind of protection, with a dozen including

Roberto Saviano, the author of the bestselling book
“Gomorroa” on the Naples crime syndicate the Camorra,
living under permanent police guard. 

Iran journalist jailed
In another development,

Iranian journalist and
women’s rights activist
Hengameh Shahidi has been
sentenced to more than 12
years in prison on unspecified
charges, the official IRNA
news agency reported yester-
day.  “Given the confidentiali-
ty of the proceedings and the
security nature of the case I
cannot disclose details about
the court’s verdict,” her

lawyer Mostafa Turk Hamedani told IRNA. He said
Shahidi had received 12 years and nine months in
prison, plus temporary bans on joining political groups,
online or media activity, and leaving the country. 

Shahidi was advisor on women’s affairs to reformist
candidate Mehdi Karroubi during the disputed 2009
presidential election, and has been a fierce critic of
the judiciary for locking up journalists and activists.
When the 2009 election sparked rigging allegations
and mass protests, she was locked up for three years
on charges of propagating against the system, taking
part in illegal gatherings and acting against national
security.

Shahidi was detained again in 2017 for several
months and accused of working for external media
groups. She later wrote open letters denouncing the
charges as “baseless lies”, while also criticizing
reformist politicians for failing to support dissidents.
In May, a copy of her latest court summons was
uploaded on her Twitter account, in which she was
accused of “making insults”. When she was arrested
the following month, Tehran’s chief prosecutor Abbas
Jafari Dolatabadi said: “We saw that everyday she
made blatant insults against the judiciary branch and
officials by posting very criminal tweets,” according
to the semi-official ISNA news agency. —Agencies
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BUENOS AIRES: Germany’s Chancellor Angela Merkel (center) arrives for a bilateral meeting on the second day
of the G20 Leadersí Summit in Buenos Aires yesterday. —AFP


