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News in brief

S Sudan foes agree ceasefire
KHARTOUM: South Sudan President Salva Kiir and
arch-foe Riek Machar agreed yesterday to a “perma-
nent” ceasefire to take effect within 72 hours, raising
hopes of a deal to end their country’s devastating
war.”All parties have agreed on a permanent cease-
fire within 72 hours of signing the Khartoum
Document,” Sudan’s Foreign Minister Al-Dierdiry
Ahmed announced following talks in the Sudanese
capital. Kiir and Machar then signed the document in
the presence of Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir.
The latest push for peace in South Sudan comes as
part of a fresh bid launched by East African leaders
with the two fighting factions facing a looming dead-
line to avert UN sanctions.—AFP 

Tokyo passes anti-smoking law 
TOKYO: Tokyo, Japan’s capital and host of the 2020
Summer Olympics, passed a tough anti-smoking
law yesterday that will effectively ban smoking in
most of the city’s bars and restaurants in the run-up
to the games. Japan lags many countries in efforts
to fight smoking, with attempts to tackle tobacco
often stymied by pro-smoking politicians, restaura-
teurs and Japan Tobacco, which is one-third owned
by the government. Tokyo was set to be the smoki-
est Olympic games in years if no action was taken,
The new city law, which takes full effect several
months before the Olympics open on July 24, 2020,
bans smoking in any bar or restaurant with hired
employees.—Reuters

Morocco jails protesters
RABAT: The jailing of demonstrators for up to 20
years over unrest in 2016 sparked anger in Morocco
yesterday, with some warning it could threaten fur-
ther instability. At the end of a nine-month trial the
figurehead of the Al-Hirak al-Shaabi or “Popular
Movement”, Nasser Zefzafi, was sentenced to 20
years along with three others for “plotting to under-
mine the security of the state”. A further 49 people
were sentenced late Tuesday to jail terms of one to
five years, along with fines, at the Casablanca Court
of Appeal.—AFP 

Heterosexual couple win legal bid
LONDON: A heterosexual couple fighting to enter
into a civil partnership-created for gay couples in
Britain-won a legal challenge yesterday to do so,
opening the way for others to follow suit. Charles
Keidan, 41, and 37-year-old Rebecca Steinfeld, aca-
demics in a long-term relationship but with ideologi-
cal objections to marriage, argued that restricting
civil partnerships to same-sex couples conflicts with
equality law. The couple’s claim was rejected by sev-
eral lower courts, but the Supreme Court agreed that
legislation restricting civil partnerships is “incompati-
ble” with their human rights. The court ruled the
pair’s entitlement to respect for private and family life
guaranteed under the European Convention on
Human Rights is contravened by the law.—AFP

Wildfires threaten N California
CALIFORNIA: Four wildfires burned in Northern
California on Tuesday, threatening hundreds of
homes, while another blaze in an area of New Mexico
hard hit by drought will force most of a sprawling
national park to close, fire officials said. The fire has
forced about 1,500 people to evacuate, said
Lieutenant Corey Paulich of the Lake County
Sheriffís Department. California Governor Jerry
Brown declared a state of emergency for Lake
County on Monday, freeing up resources. By Tuesday
more than 1,400 firefighters battled the blaze, Cal
Fire said.—Reuters

Ronaldo pics, ‘ghostly’ officials 
draw voters in Indonesia polls

Authorities tighten security across the archipelago
JAKARTA: Tens of millions voted yesterday in local elec-
tions seen as a gauge of Indonesian President Joko
Widodo’s re-election prospects, with free food, football
stars and fancy dress on offer to lure electors. Polling sta-
tions were decorated with posters of pin-up football
superstar Cristiano Ronaldo and election officials in one
location even dressed as ghosts
to boost the turnout. Widodo,
known as Jokowi, is popular
across the 17,000-island archi-
pelago. But he has struggled to
keep his economic growth plans
on track, while the growing pow-
er of hardline Islamist groups
who oppose him could throw up
a formidable challenge.

Some 152 million registered
voters-more than half of
Indonesia’s 260 million-strong
population-were eligible to cast
a ballot for 171 mayors, regional leaders and provincial
governors. Some polling station were decked out in a
World Cup theme to attract voters including posters of the
Portuguese footballer and of Argentina’s Lionel Messi-as
local staff donned team jerseys and small nets filled with
balls were set up around the ballot boxes.

A polling station near a cemetery in the central Javanese
city of Semarang took on a “spooky” theme as officials
strapped on ghost costumes, local media reported. Voters in
Depok, also on Java, got free fried tofu for their efforts.
Indonesia’s three most populous provinces-West, East and
Central Java-are seen as key battlegrounds in the race, along
with North Sumatra. The way they fall could have implica-

tions for 57-year-old Widodo as he gears up for an expect-
ed repeat next year of the 2014 contest which saw him beat
retired general Prabowo Subianto for the presidency.

Subianto is believed to be planning to run again in
the April 2019 presidential election. By early afternoon,
exit polls showed former Bandung mayor Ridwan Kamil-

a Jokowi ally-had won the
majority of  votes in West
Java. “What really matters in
Indonesia is perception-you
don’t want the president to
show himself  as having a
weak hand,” said Yohanes
Sulaiman, a political analyst
at Universitas Jenderal
Achmad Yani.

Authorities tightened secu-
rity across the archipelago as
voting began yesterday morn-
ing. Results are expected by

July 9. Indonesia has been on edge since a series of suicide
bombings last month stirred fears about Islamist militancy
in the world’s biggest Muslim-majority country. Last week
a cleric seen as a top messenger for the Islamic State group
in Indonesia was sentenced to death for masterminding a
2016 suicide-and-gun attack in central Jakarta-raising con-
cerns about retaliatory attacks by his supporters.

The political power of hardline Islamist groups is at
unprecedented levels in officially pluralist Indonesia. That
power was highlighted when Jakarta’s first  ethnically
Chinese and Christian governor-a key Jokowi ally-lost his
re-election bid last year over blasphemy allegations that
later sent him to prison.—AFP 
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Myanmar military
leaders oversaw
crimes against
humanity 
NEW YORK: Myanmar’s military chief and other top brass
have been accused by Amnesty International of crimes
against humanity for overseeing a “systematic” attack
against Rohingya Muslims, according to a report by the
rights group yesterday calling for prosecution at the
International Criminal Court. More than 700,000
Rohingya Muslims were forced to flee Rakhine state after
a military crackdown that the United Nations has said
amounts to “ethnic cleansing”. Myanmar’s military has
denied targeting the stateless minority and said it was
defending itself against Muslim militants who attacked
police posts in August 2017.

But a new report from Amnesty said army commander-
in-chief Min Aung Hlaing and 12 other senior military and
security officials oversaw an orchestrated campaign of
violence in the restive state where the Rohingya have been
historically marginalized. It is the first time senior military
officials have been named and implicated in the violence.
“The ethnic cleansing of the Rohingya population was
achieved by a relentless and systematic campaign in which
the Myanmar security forces unlawfully killed thousands
of Rohingya, including young children,” said the report.

“The bulk of these crimes were not the actions of rogue
or out-of-control soldiers or units,” it added, rejecting
previous claims by the military that some soldiers may
have broken the rules of engagement.  It also accused
security forces of sexual violence, torture, forced displace-
ment and burning markets and farmland that starved com-
munities and forced them to flee. “These crimes amount to
crimes against humanity under international law, as they
were perpetrated as part of a widespread and systematic
attack against the Rohingya population,” the report said.
The report said some senior military figures and border
guard police oversaw units that directly carried out
alleged atrocities, while others knew of subordinates’
actions and failed to prevent, stop or punish the crimes.

Humanitarian crisis 
The 186-page report is the most detailed account of

the crisis yet and follows fresh sanctions from the
European Union this week against seven security officials
accused of serious crimes including sexual violence and
killings. Min Aung Hlaing was not hit by the sanctions but
six people on the EU list are named in the Amnesty report,
including Major General Maung Maung Soe, the former
head of the western command in Rakhine. 

In a rare move, Myanmar’s military said this week he
had been sacked for “weakness” in his role. But some said
it was a piecemeal gesture. “They are now grasping for
ways to draw a line under international pressure,” Aaron
Connelly, director of the Southeast Asia project at the
Lowy Institute in Australia, said. “But none of these
attempts are likely to work, short of prosecutions for

crimes against humanity and the eventual return of large
numbers of Rohingya to Rakhine State under improved
legal and humanitarian conditions.”

Hundreds of thousands of Rohingya have settled in
squalid camps in neighboring Bangladesh, many too scared
to go back despite a repatriation agreement with Myanmar
that rights groups have said does not guarantee a safe
return. Amnesty said it has not received a reply to its request
for comment from Myanmar officials. AFP’s request for com-
ment also went unanswered. The Amnesty report is based on
more than 400 interviews in Myanmar and Bangladesh from
September 2017 to June 2018 and satellite imagery, forensic
analysis and confidential military documents. It also details
alleged abuses carried out by the Arakan Rohingya Salvation
Army (ARSA), the Muslim militant group that attacked
police posts on August 25, 2017. —AFP

MAUNGDAW, Myanmar:  In this file photo, smoldering debris of burned houses are seen in abandoned
Muslim village in Warpait in Rakhine state during intensified government security operations following
attacks on border police outposts by Muslim militants.—AFP 

SURABAYA: An Indonesian voter casts her ballot at a football-themed polling station decorated to attract voters
with the ongoing Russia 2018 World Cup, during regional elections in Surabaya, East Java.—AFP 

As North, South
Koreas cosy up,
human rights groups
struggle for cash 
SEOUL: Human rights and North Korean defector groups
in South Korea say they are struggling to raise money, cut-
ting jobs and programs, and facing pressure to avoid criti-
cism of Pyongyang as Seoul and Washington focus on
diplomatic outreach to the isolated country. Activists say
they were disappointed but unsurprised human rights has
seemingly disappeared from the agenda as South Korean
and American leaders met with Kim Jong Un in recent
months. 

“As South and North Korea have promoted this ‘mood
for peace,’ the defectors and North Korean human rights
activist groups feel excluded,” said Kim Tae-hee, a defec-
tor who heads the Coalition for North Korean Refugees.
The South Korean government recently closed the office
of a human rights foundation, and representatives of sever-
al non-governmental organizations told Reuters they have
struggled to secure funding.

Citing a lack of financial backing, as well as recent
clashes between police and groups trying to send leaflets
into North Korea, Kim said she feels the government is
undermining the work of human rights and defector
NGOs. “I feel that an invisible hand is at work,” she said.
The Unification Ministry said its stance remains that it
“will strive to comprehensively protect the civil liberties
and social rights of the North Korean people”. A
spokesman yesterday highlighted efforts to help North
Korean defectors settle in the South.

But President Moon Jae-in’s administration has moved
away from criticism of Pyongyang’s rights record in favor
of engagement. Senior aides to Moon have told Reuters
they believe confronting Pyongyang could be counter-
productive and possibly harmful to North Korean citi-

zens, who will continue to suffer if their government
remains isolated.

Ambivalence
UN investigators have reported the use of political

prison camps, starvation and executions in North Korea,
saying security chiefs and possibly even Kim Jong Un him-
self should face international justice. Between 80,000 and
120,000 people are held in political prison camps, the
UN’s top North Korea rights official reported last year.
The North Korean mission at the United Nations did not
respond to requests for comment, but state media has
released a steady flow of commentaries this year, warning
taking issue with rights could undermine the detente.

Even before Moon responded to Kim Jong Un’s over-
tures in January, there were signs support for some defec-
tors and human rights activists was waning. The South
Korean government ended nearly 20 years of funding for
the Association of North Korean Defectors in December,
forcing the organization to end most of its programs, move
to a smaller office, and lay off staff, said Seo Jae-Pyoung,
the association’s secretary general. “Only two people... are
both working here now,” Seo said. “We have been working
unpaid since earlier this year.” 

Seo said some South Korean citizens told his group to
stop launching propaganda leaflets into North Korea
because it would “throw a wet blanket on improving inter-
Korean relations”. Officials with the International Coalition
to Stop Crimes against Humanity in North Korea (ICNK),
which is affiliated with international organizations like
Human Rights Watch and Freedom House, said they have
struggled to win new government grants.

“There have been no direct restrictions or notices by
the government, as far as I know,” said Kwon Eun-Kyoung,
Secretary General of ICNK. “But I feel that there is defi-
nitely ambivalence among some working level government
officials and even the press, who don’t proactively talk
about North Korean human rights.” Joanna Hosaniak,
deputy director general at the Citizen’s Alliance for North
Korean Human Rights, said her organization had also seen
donations from South Korean corporations dry up over
the past year, amid changes in the domestic and interna-
tional political climate.

When Thae Yong Ho, a former North Korean diplomat
to the UK who defected in 2016, stepped down from his
position at a government-affiliated think tank after North
Korean media called him “human scum,” some in South
Korea saw it as an attempt by the government to distance
itself from defectors. Thae did not respond to a request for
comment, but told media at the time the decision was his
own and he thought it would boost inter-Korean relations.

Foundation delayed, ambassador not appointed
Just after the summit between Kim Jong Un and US

President Donald Trump on June 12, the South Korean
government announced it was ending funding for an office
for a new organization called the North Korean Human
Rights Foundation. The foundation was established under
the 2016 North Korean Human Rights act to lay “the legal
and institutional foundation for protection of human rights
in North Korea” but has yet to become fully operational. 

While the Unification Ministry says it is still working to
get the foundation up and running, critics say the delays
highlight the administration’s lack of commitment to
addressing human rights abuses. “I am worried that the
South Korean government is tiptoeing around North
Korea amidst the mood for dialogue, being careful about
the issue of human rights,” Hong Il-pyo, a right-wing
South Korean lawmaker, said. 

Without the foundation, other aspects of the law,
including funding for projects, may be harder to imple-
ment, said Kim Tae-hoon, head of Lawyers for Human
Rights and Unification of Korea.    “This was one of the
cornerstones of the North Korean Human Rights act,” he
said. North Korean state media has called recently for
Seoul to repeal the act and abolish the foundation, as they
are only “good for doing harm in light of the current trends
of the North-South relationship”.

The position of Ambassador-at-large on North Korean
Human Rights, meanwhile, has been empty for nearly 10
months.  “This role enabled us to form a community to
work closely with other North Korean human rights
activists and experts,” said Yonsei University professor
Lee Jung-hoon, who held the ambassador role until last
September. “Nobody is against the dialogue with North
Korea,” he said. —Reuters


