
Satellite imagery shows North Korea dismantling
facilities at its nuclear test site, but experts say the
images can’t reveal whether it is the first step

toward full denuclearization, or an attempt to cloak
nuclear capabilities from outside observers. North
Korea’s intentions were thrown further into doubt yes-
terday, when it abruptly announced it may “reconsider”
meeting with US President Donald Trump in June if the
United States continues to insist on unilateral denu-
clearization. 

Commercial satellite imagery - including photos tak-
en by Planet Labs as recently as May 14 - show North
Korea removing some structures around its nuclear test
site at Punggye-ri, experts say. “So far it looks like the
surface-level support structures are being dismantled,”
said Scott LaFoy, an open source imagery analyst. “This
would be consistent with the site being closed, as you
need engineers and working teams on-site to prepare
and maintain the site.”

Among the facilities that appear to have been razed
are an engineering office, as well as buildings housing
the air compressor used to pump air into the tunnels
where the bombs were detonated, said non-prolifera-
tion expert Frank Pabian. “This is entirely in keeping
with the official North Korean news report that ‘techni-
cal measures’ associated with the shutdown were
underway,” Pabian said. North Korea has said it plans to
use explosives to collapse the tunnels; “completely”
block up the tunnel entrances; and remove observation
facilities, research institutes and guard structures.

A limited number of foreign media have been invited
to view the ceremonial closure of the site, but so far no
international inspectors, leading some experts to sus-
pect that North Korea is seeking to hide details of its
nuclear capabilities. “North Korea might seem like

they’re being generous in holding this event, but this is
the actual testing ground we’re talking about here - The
smoking gun,” said Suh Kune-yull, professor of nuclear
energy system engineering at Seoul National
University. “It seems like they’re trying to erase any evi-
dence of the nuclear capabilities they have.”

‘Some red flags’
In a statement yesterday, North Korea’s first vice

minister of foreign affairs Kim Kye Gwan sharply criti-
cized American officials - especially national security
adviser John Bolton - for suggesting that Libya could

be a template for denuclearizing North Korea. Bolton
has proposed Trump and North Korean leader Kim
Jong Un make a deal similar to the one that led to com-
ponents of Libya’s nuclear program being shipped to
the United States in 2004. In 2011, Libyan leader
Muammar Gaddafi was captured and killed by rebel
forces backed by a NATO air campaign.

While the technical aspects of a North Korea deal
could mirror some aspects of the Libya effort,
Pyongyang has a much more advanced weapons pro-
gramme and Gaddafi’s fate is not encouraging, Andreas
Persbo, the executive director of VERTIC, a London
think tank that focuses on disarmament verification and
implementation, said in a recent interview. “Libya is a
horrible example to make out of that perspective
because of course the North Koreans have their own
teams advising Kim Jong Un on what this meant, and
they will highlight the fact that this is not a good solu-
tion for North Korea,” he said.

North Korea appears instead to be proposing a
longer-term general commitment to “denuclearization
of the Korean peninsula,” which could take years even
under the best circumstances, experts say. LaFoy said
North Korea’s actions so far are “not necessarily nefari-
ous,” but that it does raise some “red flags” about com-
plete permanent denuclearization. “That imagery tells
us the site appears to be in the process of decommis-
sioning,” he said. “But we can’t yet tell if it is going to be
closed for years or something that can ultimately be
reversed in a few weeks or months.”— Reuters
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Months before Venezuela’s opposition coalition
called for abstention in Sunday’s presidential
election, college student Ana Romano had

already decided not to vote. While volunteering as a wit-
ness in October’s election for state governors, Romano
said, she lost count of the number of times activists for the
ruling Socialist Party walked into voting booths on the
pretext of “assisting” voters - a tactic the opposition says
is illegal intimidation. Romano said pro-government work-
ers at the voting center in the rural state of Portuguesa
also refused to close its doors at 6:00 p.m. as per regula-
tions, keeping it open for an extra hour while Socialist
Party cadres rounded up votes.

Her experience illustrates why some in Venezuela’s
opposition say they will boycott Sunday’s presidential
vote despite anger at the South American nation’s unrav-
eling under unpopular President Nicolas Maduro. “It
was four of them against me and I was 20 years old: I
couldn’t do anything,” Romano said, adding that she did
not file an official report because the other poll center
workers would not have signed it - and because there
was no paper available to do so. “I don’t want to have
anything to do with this upcoming election,” Romano
said. “We’ve already made that mistake.”

Reuters could not independently verify details of her
account. Venezuela’s National Electoral Council - the gov-
ernment body in charge of organizing elections - did not
respond to phone calls seeking comment. Venezuela, a
once-wealthy OPEC nation, is suffering hyperinflation and
widespread food shortages as its economy collapses,
leading hundreds of thousands to flee into neighboring
countries. Yet, despite popularity ratings languishing
around 20 percent, Maduro is expected to secure a sec-
ond, six-year term in his deeply divided country, in part
due to low opposition turnout.

Some opposition members say participation would
be pointless in the face of efforts to tilt the playing field
in favor of Maduro, a former union leader who was
elected in 2013 after the death of his mentor, late social-
ist leader Hugo Chavez. They cite tactics ranging from
the kind of small-scale election-center tricks described
by Romano to the detention of the most prominent
opposition leader Leopoldo Lopez, the coercion of
government workers to vote for Maduro and the heavy
use of state resources in his campaign.

Many in the opposition say there are inadequate
guarantees of a free and fair vote: they point to a ban
on Western election observers. The government says
they would violate its national sovereignty. 

The Venezuelan Electoral Observatory, an independ-
ent local election monitoring group, has also flagged
problems that include an inadequate timeframe to
update the electoral register and develop a network of
poll center witnesses, and a reduction in real-time
audits of results. Washington, which has imposed sanc-
tions on Maduro’s government, has said it will not rec-
ognize the results of Sunday’s vote.

Breaking the opposition boycott is former state gov-
ernor Henri Falcon. Opposition leaders have attacked
Falcon - a former Chavez ally or ‘Chavista’ - as a stooge
who is only running to legitimize Maduro’s reelection.
Falcon, an ex-soldier and two-time governor of Lara
state, counters that they are ceding power to Maduro
without a fight and insists he would win if discontented
Venezuelans turned out to vote. “So now I’m a ‘Chavista’
just because I have common sense, because I take a clear
position and because I act responsibly toward my coun-
try?” Falcon said when asked recently by reporters about
the opposition’s criticism.

Falcon’s camp was not immediately available for
comment for this story. Maduro and allies deny the
elections are unfair and insist the fractured opposition
was beaten in October because its voters did not par-
ticipate - an argument supported by statistics showing
low turnout in its strongholds. “We have an advantage,
which is the strength of the people.  That can’t be called
an unfair advantage,” Maduro said last month.
Participation forecasts vary but, in general, pollsters
believe turnout for Sunday’s vote will be far lower than
the 80 percent in the last presidential elections in 2013,
when Maduro narrowly defeated opposition candidate
Henrique Capriles, who is banned from running this time.

One survey by respected pollster Datanalisis showed
that the number of people who said they were “very
likely” to vote - its most accurate indicator of how many
people will participate - had fallen close to 30 percent
in March. In the Caracas slum of La Vega, Jose Vasquez,
49, described the election as too unfair to warrant par-
ticipation. “It’s like a game in which the referee is a fam-
ily member of the other team’s captain,” said Vasquez,
selling 40 gram (1 oz) bags of coffee and sugar on a
small table in the street. “Why would I waste my time? 

During his 14 years as president, Chavez racked up
repeated ballot-box victories thanks to his charisma
and generous spending of Venezuela’s oil revenues -
much of it on popular health and nutrition programs, as
well as on his own electoral campaigns. The opposition
has cried fraud in the past without demonstrating evi-
dence of it, including after a 2004 recall referendum
that Chavez won. But October’s vote included one inci-
dent that some opposition sympathizers see as a tipping
point: election officials manually changed results at sev-
eral voting centers in Bolivar state to tip the result in
favor of the Socialist Party candidate, according to
election center witnesses. —Reuters
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‘Monster that 
devours’: Royals, 
Meghan’s dad
and the media

Hounded by the paparazzi, Meghan Markle’s
father has been caught up in the complex and
often bitter relationship between Britain’s roy-

als and the media ahead of her wedding to Prince
Harry. Thomas Markle, 73, is reportedly undergoing
heart surgery and will not be able to walk his daugh-
ter down the aisle during the marriage on Saturday at
Windsor Castle. But his presence was already mired
in scandal after he staged photographs for the media
of his wedding preparations, despite earlier having
complained about press intrusion.

The row is a PR disaster for the palace, which has
until now executed a faultless operation of well-
timed announcements on cakes, bridesmaids and oth-
er wedding details. But more importantly for the
long-term, it risks further souring relations between
the media and Prince Harry, who still blames the
paparazzi  for the death of  his  mother Diana.
“Whatever happens on the day, the events of the past
week will leave a poisonous legacy,” wrote Valentine
Low, a royal reporter in The Times. “Prince Harry...
will inevitably blame the media for what has hap-
pened. Given what happened to his mother many will
agree with him.”

‘Monster that devours’   
Last weekend, Britain’s press watchdog issued an

advisory note to editors asking media to stop follow-
ing Thomas Markle, warning that he was being pur-
sued daily. His daughter Samantha, Markle’s half-sis-
ter, said photographers rented the house next door to
his in Mexico and followed him as he drove around.
She compared the situation to that of Diana, who
died in a car crash in Paris in 1997 after being pur-
sued by photographers.

She defended her father’s decision to try to con-
trol his own image by cooperating with a few cho-
sen journalists-something Diana herself did. The
palace believes it needs to engage with the public
to remain relevant, and the royals use the press to
promote their pet causes, most recently for Prince
Harry the issue of mental health. Some commenta-
tors said Thomas Markle should have been better
advised about how to handle the inevitable public
interest. “The royalty-media-public intersection is a

monster that devours those who don’t know how to
handle it,” noted another newspaper columnist,
Jane Merrick.

After the horror of Diana’s death, there was a
truce between the royals and the media, who-in
Britain at least-largely left her young sons William
and Harry alone while they grew up. But in his 20s,
Harry regularly made the headlines, including the
now infamous Las Vegas naked photos, while his
military service in Afghanistan was abruptly ended
after a media blackout was broken, sparking fears
for his safety. 

When he first began dating Markle, Harry issued an
extraordinary statement warning about a “wave of
abuse and harassment” towards her, some of it racial in
tone. His older brother William, the second in line to the
throne, has also been forced to act repeatedly to limit

the media scrutiny of his wife Kate and their children. In
2015, the palace warned that photographers were
“going to increasingly extreme lengths” to photograph
the then two-year-old Prince George.

It said one photographer hid in the boot of his
car  parked outs ide  a  p layground, h is  camera
peeping out a hole, whi le another hid in sand
dunes on a beach to take photos of the boy and
his grandmother. 

Some believe that for all the discussion about
royal privacy-and in Britain, the row over phone-
hacking and other intrusion-public interest will
always win out. “There is hand-wringing, and then
there is the reality: a paparazzo once told me that
one shot, the right shot, could keep him for a year,”
wrote columnist Suzanne Moore in The Guardian
newspaper. —AFP 

WINDSOR: Tourists wait outside the main entrance of Windsor Castle in Windsor, west of London. Britain’s Prince Harry and US
actress Meghan Markle will marry on May 19 at St George’s Chapel in Windsor Castle. — AFP 


