
Fifty years ago, writers - including Milan Kundera -
and a bizarre scandal helped spark a fleeting but
heady spell of openness in communist

Czechoslovakia before Soviet tanks rolled in to crush it.
The 1968 Prague Spring that brought “Socialism with a
human face” to Czechoslovakia was personified by the
smiling Alexander Dubcek, a Slovak who had become
Communist Party (KSC) chief on Jan 5 the same year. But
according to sociologist Jirina Siklova who participated in
the events, the short-lived breath of freedom in the Soviet
bloc had deeper roots stretching back to the Czechoslovak
writers’ congress the year before. 

She believes that dissident writers like Kundera -
whose 1967 satirical novel “The Joke” focused on totalitar-
ianism - and Vaclav Havel, who decades later became
Czech president, paved the way to greater openness by
demanding the ruling Communist Party guarantee freedom
of expression. “The KSC started to split and it was clear
something would happen,” Siklova, who was a Communist
Party member at that time, told AFP. “I thought that if we
became more liberal, the Soviet Union would leave us
alone because we’re so small. The expectations were
immense,” she added.

Human touch 
Petr Pithart, also a communist at that time and later

speaker of the Czech Senate (1996-1998 and 2000-2004),
recalls that a clash between Czech and Slovak communists
also snowballed, giving rise to change. “The Slovaks want-
ed to live with the Czechs as equals, and they understood
a direct attack was the only option,” said Pithart. Slovak
communists, who felt marginalized by the faraway Czech-
dominated central government based in Prague, lobbied
for a greater say in decision-making. Their demands were
met when Dubcek replaced hardline President Antonin
Novotny - a Czech unpopular among Slovaks and Prague
intellectuals - as KSC boss.

Dubcek’s charming smile and human touch set him
apart from his dour-faced party peers. “He went out to
meet the people, he went to a public swimming pool and
joined ordinary people to watch football or ice hockey,”
Oldrich Tuma, a historian at the Czech Academy of

Sciences’ Institute of Contemporary History, told AFP.
Facing popular discontent over the chronic shortage of
everyday goods, the Dubcek-led KSC kicked off cautious
economic reforms. This was enough to raise eyebrows in
the Kremlin, which grew increasingly angry.

Clover seed scandal 
A colorful scandal erupted when top military officials

were caught taking handsome bribes for the illegal sale of
prized military stockpiles of clover seed to state farms.
One of the key suspects was President Novotny’s pro-
tegee, General Jan Sejna, who - facing prison - fled to

Italy and then the United States, where he applied for
asylum and got it. Sejna’s high-profile defection finally
toppled Novotny, who stepped down as president on
March 22, 1968.

This opened the floodgates: Prague dropped censor-
ship, allowing the press freedom demanded by writers - a
first in the Soviet bloc. “This was a top-class scandal and
within two or three days, all barriers fell, the media sud-
denly wrote about everything,” said Pithart. New non-
communist organizations such as “K 231”, a club of former
political prisoners, or the “Club of Active Non-Partisans”
soon promised to evolve into opposition parties. —AFP
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After a year of making threats and weapons
advances, North Korea’s leader appears to be
using the upcoming Winter Olympic Games in

South Korea as a tool to blunt growing international
pressure on Pyongyang while leaving his nuclear arse-
nal untouched. Kim Jong Un, in his annual New Year’s
Day speech, called for reduced tensions on the Korean
peninsula and flagged the North’s possible participa-
tion in the Games next month, just across the border in
Pyeongchang.

South Korea has been eager to involve North Korea
to ensure the Games are not disrupted by any further
nuclear or missile tests and as a way of re-establishing
dialogue with the reclusive state. Analysts say Kim’s
gambit is aimed at driving a wedge between Seoul and
Washington, which has advocated a strategy of maxi-
mum pressure and insisted that all options, including
military ones, are on the table. 

But the move also targets the broader international
consensus involving major players China, Russia and
Japan that has tightened sanctions and deepened isola-
tion for North Korea in recent months. “A major part of
the Kim family playbook is to exploit and to widen the
divergences in the interests, in the first instance
between the U.S. and South Korea, but more broadly
among the five major neighbors,” said Daniel Russel,
the top US diplomat for East Asia until last April and
now at the Asia Society Policy Institute.

North Korea has long followed such a strategy of
intense provocations followed by conciliatory phases
aimed at exposing rifts, he said. “This is a classic united
we stand, divided we fall situation,” Russel said. “It’s
always easier to maintain five party solidarity when
North Korea is behaving badly.” US President Donald
Trump has led a drive to step up global sanctions on
North Korea as it seeks to develop nuclear-tipped mis-
siles capable of hitting the United States.

Yesterday, Trump said sanctions and other pres-
sures were starting to have a big impact on North
Korea but he withheld judgment on Pyongyang’s offer
to talk. “Rocket man now wants to talk to South Korea
for first time,” Trump wrote in a Twitter post, using his
nickname for Kim. “Perhaps that is good news, perhaps
not - we will see!” Washington says the full coopera-
tion of China, Russia and other countries is vital to the
success of this effort, which includes significant restric-
tions on trade and other ties with North Korea. China,
which remains North Korea’s major partner, has cur-
tailed trade in line with United Nations sanctions, but
Washington has called for it to do more to isolate
Pyongyang.

‘Absurd Overture’
South Korea’s government publicly welcomed Kim’s

overture, and President Moon Jae-in has pushed to ease
tensions ahead of the Games by postponing joint mili-
tary drills with American troops until after the Olympics.
Moon also said on Tuesday the improvement of inter-
Korean ties was linked to resolving North Korea’s
nuclear program. The White House has yet to make a
detailed response.  However, powerful Republican
Senator Lindsey Graham suggested the United States
would boycott the Games if North Korea attends.

“Allowing Kim Jong Un’s North Korea to participate
in Winter Olympics would give legitimacy to the most
illegitimate regime on the planet,” Graham said on
Twitter. “I’m confident South Korea will reject this
absurd overture and fully believe that if North Korea
goes to the Winter Olympics, we do not.” The participa-
tion of North Korean athletes and officials in Olympic
events may create some awkward moments for interna-
tional leaders who have spent months painting the
country as a pariah state, said Robert Kelly, a professor
at South Korea’s Pusan National University. “It puts the
South Koreans in a weird position because it potentially
creates tension between US and Japan who have gone
to lengths to isolate the regime,” he said.

Japan’s relationship with South Korea is already
seen as under some strain, with one former Japanese
diplomat saying Tokyo was suffering from “fatigue”
with Seoul and lacking confidence in Moon. Still, ana-
lysts were sceptical Kim’s gambit would do lasting
damage to the alliance between Seoul and Washington,
or to the international push for sanctions. “I doubt that
there will be a substantial reversal in global economic
and political isolation measures in the near term,” said
Scott Snyder, director of US-Korea policy at the
Council on Foreign Relations.

More Missile Tests
At the heart of analysts’ skepticism is Kim’s appar-

ent lack of appetite for compromise on the main points
of nuclear weapons, missile testing, or human rights.
“Participation in things like the Olympics are pseudo-
concessions, because the North doesn’t actually have
to give up anything,” Kelly said. In his speech, Kim
vowed he would spend 2018 “mass-producing nuclear
warheads and ballistic missiles” to “give a spur to the
efforts for deploying them for action”.

That means further missile tests are almost certain,
with more focus on “realistic” exercises than develop-
mental tests, said Joshua Pollack, a senior researcher at
the Middlebury Institute of International Studies in
California. “The major theme here for strategic forces is
shifting from development to serial production, deploy-
ment, and increased readiness,” he said. —Reuters
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Writers, Slovaks, scandal cast Prague Spring spell 

Johannesburg 
suffocates in 
shadow of 
mine dumps

“Look at my spinach. That is the
sand from the mine. The yellow
one in the soil - it’s destroying

everything,” said Thabo Ngubane as he
tended his small allotment in Soweto. In
Johannesburg tens of thousands of poor
South Africans like him spend their lives in
the shadow of vast mine dumps, exposing
them to toxic substances like arsenic, lead
and uranium. The gold rush from 1886 that
caused the imposing slag heaps to spring
up around South Africa’s largest city saw
many investors and miners become fabu-
lously wealthy. 

The same was not true of those who
lived and worked near the pits, and were
exposed to dangerous cocktails of dust
and chemicals. More than 200 mounds of
earth contaminated with heavy metals,
notably uranium, lie within sight of South
Africa’s commercial capital according to
the Harvard International Human Rights
Clinic. They include the one close to where
50-year-old Thabo tends his vegetables in
Snake Park in the north of the Soweto
township. “When there is heavy rains, all
the mine waste comes here and erodes
everything,” he said. “This month 22 of my
baby pigs died... I think it’s because of the

mine.” When the waste comes into contact
with water, oxidation causes an extremely
dangerous solution to form.  

‘Toxic sand’ 
The company responsible for the slag

heap built a storage pool to allow contami-
nated water to evaporate in an effort to
protect the neighboring homes from pollu-
tion. But the pool walls have been poorly
maintained allowing acid water to leak into
Thabo’s agricultural plot for much of the
past year. “I’m coughing all the time... My
daughter also,” Thabo complained. He has
no doubt that tainted vegetables and toxic
dust are to blame.

His case is far from unique. Several other
areas in Soweto, which is home to more than
a million and a half people, have also fallen
foul of Johannesburg’s mining legacy. Twenty
kilometers east in Riverlea Extension 1 is a
community of 2,500 people including Rose
Plaatjies whose home is surrounded by three
mine dumps. Rose, a retired laborer, has
been there since 1962 when she was forced
to move to comply with the apartheid-era
rules on segregated living.

Black people from the region often
moved to Soweto while “coloreds” like
Rose moved to Riverlea. Now 63, she suf-
fers from shortness of breath and is
dependent on an oxygen tank - all of which
she blames on the mines. “The toxic sand
affects a lot of us - I can’t breathe because
of the dust,” she said. During the dry
months of July and August, wind blows
tons of dust from the mounds onto the
streets, coating laundry, sweeping into
homes and contaminating food.

“In almost every street in this communi-
ty, people are living on oxygen machines,”
said David Van Wyck, a researcher at South

Africa’s Benchmark foundation, a Christian
NGO. More than half of Riverlea’s resi-
dents claim to suffer from a cough, asthma,
sinusitis or tuberculosis according to a
report published by Benchmark. “Our chil-
dren have eczema, our children have eye
problems... (a neighbor had) twins with
undeveloped lungs - one has died,” said
Rose. Statistics show that Riverlea is an
outlier. Respiratory and cardiac illnesses
are far more prevalent among the elderly
in the area than in similarly poor neighbor-
hoods elsewhere, according to the South
African Medical Research Council.

‘A lot of people suffer’ 
The Council also found that the yard at

the local school had abnormally high lev-
els of lead. “A lot of people suffer from
skin complaints like eczema... as well as
asthma,” confirmed a local doctor who
declined to be named. But in the absence
of any large-scale study, authorities are
wary of blaming the conditions suffered
by the local population on the waste
heaps that encircle them. “There are no
studies that make a direct link, to our
knowledge, to the exposure there and the
health problems that people are experi-
encing,” said Council member Angela
Mathee. Such research would be the
responsibility of the central government,
which has not yet commissioned such a
study, she added. —AFP

A picture taken on Dec 14, 2017 shows children playing on mattresses
abandoned at a dump site in Rivelea, a impoverished suburb on the fringe
of one of the biggest mine dumps in Soweto, Johannesburg. —AFP 

This file photo taken on Aug 25, 1968 shows Prague residents surrounding Soviet tanks in Prague as
the Soviet-led invasion by the Warsaw Pact armies crushed the so-called Prague Spring reform in for-
mer Czechoslovakia.  —AFP 


