
LONDON: Most people think the world is more dangerous
today than it was two years ago as concerns rise over politi-
cally motivated violence and weapons of mass destruction
(WMD), according to a survey released on Tuesday. Six out
of ten respondents to the survey, commissioned by the Global
Challenges Foundation, said the dangers had increased, with
conflict and nuclear or chemical weapons seen as more press-
ing risks than population growth or climate change.

The results come as NATO leaders prepare to meet in
Brussels amid growing tensions between the United States
and fellow members over defense spending, which some
fear could damage morale and play into the hands of

Russia. “It’s clear that our current systems of global coop-
eration are no longer making people feel safe,” said Mats
Andersson, vice chairman of the Global Chal lenges
Foundation, in a statement. Andersson said turbulence
between NATO powers and Russia, ongoing conflict in
Syria, Yemen and Ukraine and nuclear tensions with North
Korea and Iran were making people feel unsafe.  

A separate survey commissioned by the Global
Challenges Foundation after North Korea’s leader Kim Jong
Un met US President Donald Trump found people were
largely not reassured. Less than a third of the nearly 5,000
respondents reported feel ing less concerned about

weapons of mass destruction.      “War is more likely,” said
Dr Patricia Lewis, director of international security at the
think tank Chatham House. “We have a great deal of insta-
bility and that is so often a precursor to wars.”

“Two large powers are disrupting the established rules.
We saw the invasion of Ukraine by Russia and we see the
US starting a trade war, ripping up agreements which the
rest of us are trying to abide by,” said Lewis. Founded to
deter the Soviet threat in 1949, NATO is based on deep
cooperation with the United States, which provides for
Europe’s security with its nuclear and conventional arse-
nals. It has found renewed purpose since Russia’s 2014

annexation of Crimea, sending battalions to the Baltics and
Poland to deter potential Russian incursions.

Of the 1,000 people surveyed in Russia as part of the
Global Challenges Foundation analysis, 91 percent thought
weapons of mass destruction were the greatest risk to
global insecurity. The survey f indings are based on
responses from more than 10,000 people in 10 countries
surveyed by polling firm ComRes in April this year. The
Global Challenges Foundation promotes discussion of the
greatest threats to humanity - issues that could wipe out
more than 10 percent of the population - in order to find
solutions. — Reuters
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BRUSSELS: French President Emmanuel Macron (center left) and US President Donald Trump (center right), flanked by France’s Minister for Foreign Affairs Jean-Yves Le Drian (left) and US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo
(right), make a statement to the press after a bilateral meeting on the sidelines of the NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization) summit, at the NATO headquarters yesterday. — AFP 

World ‘more dangerous’ than two years ago 
Concerns rise over politically motivated violence, WMD

Asylum-seekers 
spark backlash 
in South Korea
JEJU: A few hundred asylum-seekers from Yemen have
sparked an unprecedented wave of xenophobia in ethnically
homogenous South Korea, echoing the anti-immigrant senti-
ment that has swept Europe and helped propel Donald Trump
to the White House.  More than a million migrants arrived in
Germany after its borders were opened in 2015 to asylum-
seekers-many fleeing war-which deeply divided the country
and its neighbors. 

And the United States, by far the world’s most popular des-
tination for migrants, detains thousands of illegal arrivals at its
border with Mexico every month. President Trump has vowed
to build a wall to keep them out of the country.  But when just
550 or so people from war-ravaged Yemen arrived over sever-
al months in South Korea, the reaction was uncompromising.

“Is the government crazy? These are Muslims who will rape
our daughters!” was one of the top comments, liked by thou-
sands, on Naver, the country’s top Internet portal. Hundreds
protested in Seoul last month urging authorities to “kick out
fake refugees” while nearly 700,000 — a record-signed a
petition on the presidential website calling for tightening what
are already some of the world’s toughest refugee laws.

“Europe may have historical baggage with countries (for-
mer colonies)... but South Korea has no such moral obliga-
tion,” the petition said.  Refugees are largely an alien concept
in the Asian country where only around four percent of the
population are foreigners, mostly from China and Southeast
Asia. Discrimination against them is widespread. Many are
openly mocked on public transport for being “dirty” or
“smelly”, and refused entry to fancy restaurants or public
baths. A government survey in 2015 showed that 32 percent
of South Koreans do not want a foreigner as a neighbor-far
higher than 14 percent in the US and China’s 12.2 percent.

The Yemenis took advantage of visa-free access to the
tourist island of Jeju. The loophole, intended to boost visitors
to the destination, has been closed to other Yemenis following
the uproar. A recent opinion poll showed about half of South
Koreans oppose accepting the Yemeni asylum-seekers, with
39 percent in favour and 12 percent undecided.  Park Seo-
young, a 20-year-old college student from Daejeon, was
against.  “I heard that Yemen has a very poor record in

women’s rights... and I’m afraid that the island will become
more dangerous than before and the crime rate will go up,”
she told AFP. Another student, Han Eui-mi, added: “Why
should they come all the way to Korea when there are many
countries nearby?”

‘Dead bodies everywhere’ 
Around 40 of the new arrivals are staying at a nondescript

hotel in Jeju City. Packed four to a room to save money, they
take turns to cook traditional Yemeni meals in a basement
communal area. Mohammed Salem Duhaish has been given
refuge by a local family, along with his wife and eight-month-
old son. Formerly a worker at Sana’a international airport, he
fled after Houthi rebels-who are fighting a Saudi-led military
alliance-blew up a nearby airbase. There were “dead bodies
beside you everywhere, and fighting, gunshots and bombs,”
he told AFP.

Duhaish paid a broker $600 for a visa to Oman. From
there, he went to Malaysia, where he worked illegally for
three years. The 33-year-old had once hoped to go to the
US, where he has several relatives, but gave up on the idea
once the anti-immigration Trump became president. Instead,
he decided to head for South Korea. Duhaish said he
learned about the country from the Korean television dra-
mas popular across Asia, adding: “We want the Korean gov-
ernment and Korean people to accept us and deal with us as
people who need help.” — AFP

Living a double life:
Indonesia’s atheists 
fear jail or worse
JAKARTA: As a university student, Luna Atmowijoyo
prayed five times a day, refused to shake hands with men
who weren’t relatives and was “more fundamentalist” than
her pious Muslim parents. But a decade later, Atmowijoyo
has turned her back on Islam and is among a small number
of atheists in Indonesia who live in fear of jail or violent
reprisals from religious hardliners. Leading a double life-
devout Muslim on the outside, non-believer on the inside-
is often the only choice for atheists in the world’s biggest
Muslim majority country. Atmowijoyo, who lives with her
parents, still wears an Islamic headscarf to escape the
wrath of an abusive father who knows nothing of his
daughter’s change of heart, which started when she was
told to avoid friendships with non-Muslims.

“A lot of simple things started to bother me,” said the
30-year-old, who asked AFP not to use her real name.
“Like I couldn’t say Merry Christmas or Happy Waisak to
people of other religions,” she added, referring to a
Buddhist holiday also known as Vesak or Buddha’s Birthday
in other parts of Asia. Treating gay people as abnormal was
another problem and it soon became impossible for
Atmowijoyo-once a conservative Islamic party member-to
square the Koran’s teachings with science. Then the
unthinkable crept into her mind: God does not exist.

Blasphemy
The sprawling Southeast Asian archipelago is officially

pluralist with six major religions recognized, including
Hinduism, Christianity and Buddhism, while freedom of
expression is supposed to be guaranteed by law. But criti-
cizing religion-particularly Islam, which is followed by
nearly 90 percent of Indonesia’s 260 million citizens-can
land you in jail.  This year, a university student was charged
for a Facebook post that compared Allah to the Greek
gods and said the Koran was no more scientific than the
Lord of the Rings. He faces up to five years in prison.

Alexander Aan was jailed for 30 months in 2012 for posting
explicit material about the Prophet Mohammed online and
declaring himself an atheist.  The prosecutions fit a wider
trend of discrimination against the archipelago’s sizeable
population of minorities, observers said. Authorities, how-
ever, insist atheist beliefs are not illegal-as long as they’re
not aired in public. “Once somebody disseminates that
idea, or the concept of atheism, that will be problematic,”
said Abdurrahman Mas’ud, head of the research and devel-
opment agency at the Ministry of Religion.

‘Fear for my life’ 
Two decades after the fall of dictator Suharto-who kept

the country running along secular lines-conservative Islam
has exploded into Indonesia’s public life in lockstep with
the rise of hardliners and religiously motivated violence.
The country has grappled with Islamist militancy for years,
including the 2002 Bali bombing that killed more than 200
in Indonesia’s worst-ever terror attack. More attacks fol-
lowed and this year, 13 people were killed in a wave of sui-
cide bombings claimed by the Islamic State group that tar-
geted Christian congregations. Buddhist temples have also
been attacked, while this year an angry mob rampaged
through a small community of the Ahmadiyya Islamic
minority on the island of Lombok, destroying homes and
forcing dozens of members to flee.  

Atheists interviewed by AFP said they worried that hard-
liners, encouraged by populist politicians, could turn their
attention to them next. “The worst thing that can happen in
Indonesia is we can be killed,” said one 35-year-old graphic
designer who was raised as a Catholic. “I genuinely fear for
my life.” Many apostates-particularly those from conserva-
tive Muslim backgrounds assume two identities, like
Atmowijoyo. “As long as they keep quiet there is not much
risk,” said Timo Duile, a researcher at the University of Bonn
who has studied atheism in Indonesia.  “That is the reason
that most atheists I talked to prefer to stay incognito.”

No one knows how many atheists there are in Indonesia.
While small groups hold regular meetings in large cities,
most have sought out like-minded individuals online. The
“You Ask, Atheists Answer” open forum on Facebook has
nearly 60,000 members, and there are more like it online.
Karina, based in Singapore, said when she found a private
Facebook page for fellow atheists in her native Indonesia
she finally felt she was “not alone”.  — AFP

JEJU, South Korea: Yemeni asylum seekers prepare
lunch at the Olle Tourist Hotel in Jeju. —  AFP 


