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SEOUL: South Korea yesterday proposed high-level talks
with Pyongyang on January 9, after the North’s leader Kim
Jong-Un called for better relations and said his country
might attend the Winter Olympics in the South. Kim used
his annual New Year address to warn he has a “nuclear
button” on his table, but sweetened his remarks by
expressing an interest in dialogue and taking part in the
Pyeongchang Games next month.

South Korea’s unification minister Cho Myoung-Gyon
told a press conference that Seoul was “reiterating our will-
ingness to hold talks with the
North at any time and place in
any form”. “The government
proposes to hold high-level
government talks with North
Korea on January 9 at the
Peace House in Panmunjom,”
Cho said, referring to a truce
village on the border between
the two Koreas. “We hope that
the South and North can sit
face to face and discuss the
participation of the North
Korean delegation at the
Pyeongchang Games as well as other issues of mutual inter-
est for the improvement of inter-Korean ties.”

The Koreas, divided by a Demilitarized Zone since the
end of the 1950-53 Korean War, last held high-level talks
in 2015 to try to ease tensions. Those talks failed to reach
an agreement. “Just the fact that they are meeting will be
meaningful because it signals an attempt on both sides to
improve relations,” said Koh Yu-Hwan, a political science
professor at Dongguk University. But once they sit down,
the North could put Seoul in a difficult position by making
unacceptable demands such as an end to its annual joint
military drills with the United States, Koh added.

“What North Korea is trying to do is re-establish its
relations as a nuclear state (with Seoul). The South’s
dilemma is whether we can accept that.” South Korean
President Moon Jae-In, who has long favored engage-
ment to ease tensions with the North, earlier yesterday

welcomed Kim’s suggestion of an opportunity for dia-
logue. However, he indicated that improvements in ties
must go hand in hand with steps towards denucleariza-
tion of the North.

‘Positive response’ 
North Korea has rattled the international community

in recent months with multiple missile launches and its
sixth and most powerful nuclear test-purportedly of a
hydrogen bomb. It has shrugged off a raft of new sanc-

tions and heightened rheto-
ric from Washington as it
drives forward with its
weapons program, which it
says is for defense against
US aggression. 

Kim’s comments on
Monday were the first indi-
cation of North Korea’s will-
ingness to take part in the
Winter Games from
February 9-25. Moon called
them a “positive response”
to Seoul’s hopes that the

Pyeongchang Olympics would be a “groundbreaking
opportunity for peace” and urged officials to come up
with measures to realize the North’s participation. Beijing,
Pyongyang’s main ally, welcomed developments.

“We support the two sides in taking advantage of this
opportunity to make concrete efforts to improve bilateral
ties... and realize the denuclearization of the peninsula,”
said Chinese foreign ministry spokesman Geng Shuang.
Washington considers China key to a resolution of the cri-
sis on the Korean peninsula, and has asked Beijing to do
more to rein in Pyongyang. While China has supported
UN Security Council sanctions against North Korea, it has
proposed a freeze-for-freeze approach under which the
US would stop military drills in South Korea and the North
would halt its weapons programs. But the idea has been
rejected by Washington and Seoul, and Pyongyang insists
it will continue its nuclear and missile projects.

‘Same blood’ 
In his speech Monday the North’s leader said the

Olympics could provide a reason for officials from the
neighbors “to meet in the near future”. “Since we are com-
patriots of the same blood as South Koreans, it is natural
for us to share their pleasure over the auspicious event
and help them,” Kim said in his address.

The main venues for the Games are just 80 kilometers
from the heavily fortified border with North Korea and the
build-up to the event has been overshadowed by the

nuclear weapons standoff. But Seoul and the Games’
organizers are very keen for the North to take part.
Analysts say its participation at Pyeongchang is likely, giv-
en Kim’s remarks about sending a delegation there. Two
North Korean athletes-pairs figure skaters Ryom Tae-Ok
and Kim Ju-Sik-qualified for the Games but Pyongyang’s
Olympic Committee missed an October 30 deadline to
confirm to the International Skating Union that they would
participate. They could still be invited to compete by the
International Olympic Committee. —AFP 
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India buys Israeli missiles 
ahead of Netanyahu visit
NEW DELHI: India is to buy 131 surface-to-air
missiles from Israel in a $70 million deal, the
defense ministry announced yesterday ahead of a
visit by Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu.
The Barak missiles made by Rafael Advanced
Defense Systems are to be used for India’s first air-
craft carrier which is under construction.
Netanyahu will lead a business delegation to India
on a four day trip expected in mid-January. Israel
has become a major defense supplier to India, sell-
ing an average of $1 billion of military equipment
each year. Last April the two countries signed a
military deal worth nearly $2 billion which includes
the supply over several years of medium-range
surface-to-air missiles, launchers and communica-
tions technology. It was unclear whether the deal
announced yesterday was part of that. The Indian
defense ministry also said it had approved the pur-
chase of 240 bombs from Russia’s JSC Rosonboron
Exports for $188 million.

Two dead, thousands flee 
in storm-weary Philippines
MANILA: Two people were killed and thousands
fled strong winds and floods as a tropical depres-
sion hit the central Philippines yesterday, following
deadly back-to-back storms during the Christmas
season. The deaths were reported on Cebu Island,
where an elderly woman was killed in a landslide
while a man died after he hit his head on the pave-
ment as the storm cut off electricity in the area.
Tropical Storm Kai-Tak killed 47 people in the cen-
tral Philippines last month, while Tropical Storm
Tembin killed 240 on the southern island of
Mindanao. The state weather service warned the
new disturbance was poised to hit the western
tourist island of Palawan with gusts of 65 kilometers
per hour later yesterday. “The residents are really
sad. It is tough that we have three storms coming
one after another. People have lost their livelihood
and have had no rest since Christmas,” Gil Acosta,
information officer of the island, said. Palawan
accounted for 37 of the recorded Tembin deaths,
with 60 other people still missing, Acosta added.

Jakarta launches airport 
train to tackle gridlock
JAKARTA: Jakarta launched the first train connect-
ing its international airport to the city centre yes-
terday as the sprawling Indonesian capital moves
to tackle the gridlock that can make the trip an
hours-long headache. The new system links
Soekarno-Hatta International Airport on the out-
skirts of Jakarta to downtown in 55 minutes, cut-
ting driving time by half or more. President Joko
Widodo inaugurated the new system that officials
hope will convince travelers to make the switch
from private to public transportation on the 38
kilometer route. Jakarta is also building its first
subway and light-rail systems, with service expect-
ed to start in 2019.  “Thank god that after three
years and working hard to finish this Soekarno-
Hatta airport train, this morning we can inaugurate
it and we know that this train is a way to provide
transportation in Jakarta to reduce traffic jams,”
Widodo said. The direct link cost 3.6 trillion rupiah
($266 million) with a total of 42 trips scheduled
daily. The service is to run from dawn to shortly
before midnight.

An attempt 
on both sides

to improve
relations

SEOUL: South Korea’s Unification Minister Cho Myoung-Gyon leaves after a press con-
ference at a government complex. —AFP 

Japan’s emperor 
greets well-wishers 
as he prepares 
to abdicate
TOKYO: Japan’s Emperor Akihito yesterday delivered his
traditional New Year address with tens of thousands of
well-wishers flocking to the Imperial Palace for one of the
last such occasions before he abdicates next year. It was
the final New Year appearance alongside Akihito for
Princess Mako, his eldest granddaughter, who is scheduled
to wed her college sweetheart in November and leave the
royal family. The Imperial Palace said more than 73,000
people attended his address, many waving small Japanese
flags and shouting “Banzai” or “Long live”. 

“Happy New Year. I’m sincerely glad to celebrate the
New Year together with you,” the emperor said in a tele-
vised address from a glass-covered balcony at the
palace, where he was flanked by Mako and other family
members. They will make two further appearances before
the crowd in the afternoon. The emperor shocked the
country in 2016 when he signaled his desire to take a
back seat after nearly three decades in the job, citing his
age and health problems.

He will be the first emperor to retire-on April 30, 2019
— in more than two centuries in the world’s oldest imperi-
al family. Akihito’s eldest son, 57-year-old Crown Prince
Naruhito, is set to ascend the Chrysanthemum Throne a
day later. The status of the emperor is sensitive in Japan
given its 20th century history of war waged in the name of
Akihito’s father Hirohito, who died in 1989. Akihito has
keenly embraced the more modern role as a symbol of the

state imposed after World War II ended. Previous emper-
ors including his father, Hirohito, had been treated as semi-
divine. The palace, surrounded by stone walls and mossy

moats-is opened to the general public twice a year-on the
emperor’s birthday and the second day of New Year-for
the royal family to greet well-wishers. —AFP 

Detained
Vietnamese 
developer seeks 
passage to
Germany
SINGAPORE: A Vietnamese property
developer detained in Singapore is seek-
ing passage to Germany to avoid being
sent back home, where he could face the
death penalty amid a crackdown on cor-
ruption, his lawyers said yesterday. Phan
Van Anh Vu, 42, who is wanted in
Vietnam for revealing state secrets,
according to media, was detained in
Singapore on Thursday as he tried to
leave for Malaysia, said Remy Choo, one
of at least three lawyers engaged by Vu’s
family to represent him.

Choo and another lawyer in
Singapore, Foo Chow Ming, said they
had been unable to contact Vu, and yes-
terday filed an application in Singapore’s
High Court to try to gain access to their
client. A third lawyer told Reuters he had
filed an application to German authori-
ties to allow him to go there. “I have
made an application for Germany to
accept him,” said Victor Pfaff, a lawyer in
Frankfurt. Germany’s foreign office did
not immediately respond to a request for
comment.

Singapore has no extradition treaty

with Vietnam, but its immigration author-
ity has the power to repatriate people
under certain circumstances, according
to the city-state’s Immigration Act.  “My
client’s family is concerned there is an
imminent risk of repatriation to
Vietnam,” said Choo. Vietnam’s Ministry
of Public Security said last month it was
seeking the arrest of Vu, a developer in
the communist state’s central city of
Danang, where the local leadership was
shaken up after corruption accusations
last year.

Vietnamese media quoted police as
saying Vu was wanted for revealing state
secrets. They did not say what these
related to or whether that was linked to
his role as a property developer.
Singapore’s Immigration and
Checkpoints Authority and its Ministry
of Home Affairs did not respond immedi-
ately to a request for comment. Vietnam’s
foreign ministry also did not respond
immediately to a request for comment on
Vu’s detention in Singapore and whether
Hanoi had sought his extradition.

Serious security offences, such as
revealing state secrets, can carry the
death penalty in Vietnam. Singapore also
has the death penalty for some crimes.
Singapore has close diplomatic and trade
ties to Vietnam.  This year, Singapore is
also chairing the regional Association of
Southeast Asian Nations grouping, which
has sought to strengthen regional coop-
eration. Dozens of Vietnamese officials
and business figures have been arrested
in a crackdown on corruption that has
gathered pace since the security estab-
lishment gained greater sway in the rul-
ing Communist Party in 2016. —Reuters

Australian 
investigators 
hope to recover 
seaplane
SYDNEY: Accident investigators hope this
week to raise a seaplane which crashed
into an Australian river with the death of
six people, including a high-profile British
chief executive. Richard Cousins, the boss
of catering giant Compass, his sons
Edward and William, fiancee Emma
Bowden and her daughter Heather
Bowden-Page were killed in the accident
on the Hawkesbury River north of Sydney
on New Year’s Eve. Pilot Gareth Morgan
also died.

Nat Nagy, executive director of trans-
port safety for the Australian Transport
Safety Bureau, said the investigation would
cover the plane’s maintenance record as
well as its components and any recordings
of the flight. “So that could involve avionics
or instruments that are attached to the
aeroplane, but also things like mobile
phones, iPads, GoPros that we will be able
to recover data from,” Nagy said,
announcing the intention to recover the
DHC-2 Beaver Seaplane this week.

A preliminary report is expected in a
month. The sightseeing aircraft, which was
heading to Rose Bay in Sydney Harbor,
made a sharp turn before plummeting
straight into the water in the suburb of

Cowan 50 kilometers north of Sydney.
Witnesses on a nearby houseboat told
national broadcaster ABC how they dived
into the river, which was covered with avi-
ation fuel, in an attempted rescue. Three
men repeatedly plunged in to try and open
the plane’s doors as it sank. Unsuccessful,
they tied the aircraft’s tail to their dinghy
but were unable to move it.

“Dead set, they could have died,” said
Will McGovern of his three friends. “The
whole time I was freaking out that this fuel
was going to spark. This plane was moving
fast, it was going down fast-they could
have got sucked in. “The families of these
poor people, they need to know people
were there risking their lives trying to help
their family members. There was someone
there trying to do something.”

The Britons had watched England in the
fourth Ashes Test against Australia at the
Melbourne Cricket Ground, and were set
to watch the final Test in Sydney this
week, Sydney’s Daily Telegraph reported.
England’s Barmy Army cricket supporters
paid tribute to them. “It’s very sad to hear
of the loss of any cricket fan around the
world especially when it’s so close to
home,” the Barmy Army’s Chris Millard
told the Telegraph. “Our thoughts are with
their families.”

The Barmy Army were set to hold a
minute’s silence before two upcoming fan
matches against Australian cricket sup-
porters, the newspaper added. Former
England captain Michael Vaughan tweeted
yesterday: “Saddened to hear of the pass-
ing away of Richard Cousins and some
family members in Sydney ...  Great man
who loved the game of cricket ... Thoughts
to all his family ... #RIP.” —AFP 

TOKYO: Japan’s Emperor Akihito (5th L) and Empress Michiko, along with members of the
royal family, wave during the royal family’s annual New Year’s greeting to well-wishers gath-
ered at the Imperial Palace. —AFP 


