
North Korean leader Kim Jong Un’s promise to
dismantle his country’s only known nuclear test
site has shone the spotlight on the secretive

facility near the Chinese border. The Punggye-ri test
site, located beneath a mountain in the country’s north-
east, hosted all six nuclear
tests Pyongyang has con-
ducted-most recently last
September. Ear l ier  th is
month the North announced
it would blow up the site’s
access tunnels between May
23-25 in front of invited for-
eign media.  The announce-
ment came as the diplomatic
push for Pyongyang to give
up its nuclear weapons gath-
ered pace with an unprece-
dented summit between Kim and US President Donald
Trump announced for June 12 in Singapore.  But both
sides have since cast doubt on whether that meeting
will take place.

Ideal environment 
The site is located deep inside mountains in the

northeastern North Hamgyong province, which borders
China. Surrounded by high, craggy peaks and carved
deep into a granite mountain more than 2,000 metres
(6,500 feet) high, the test site is said to be an ideal ven-
ue to withstand the huge forces unleashed by nuclear
blasts.  The site’s location only became known in 2006
when the North conducted its first nuclear test under
Kim’s late father Kim Jong Il. Activities have been close-
ly watched through satel l i te imagery since then.
Tunnels can be seen entering the site from different
directions. The first test was staged in the eastern tun-
nel, the second and third in the western tunnel and the
remainder in the northern tunnel, according to intelli-
gence authorities.

Powerful blast 
Tests staged at the site have demonstrated the coun-

try’s rapid progress in its nuclear program-especially
since Kim took power in 2011 and oversaw four atomic
tests in only six years. The country’s first test was largely
seen as a failure and produced an estimated yield of only
about one kiloton, compared to as much as 250 kilotons
in the sixth-an explosion 16 times more powerful than
the US atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima in 1945. But
Punggye-ri’s proximity to China has become a source of
concern for Beijing, as the tremor from the sixth test was
felt across the border and prompted many residents to
flee their homes in panic.

Collapse claims
The growing impact of the blasts raised safety con-

cerns, with some Chinese scientists warning that the site
could pose a major radioactive threat to the wider
region. A recent study by seismologists at the University
of Science and Technology of China suggested rock had
collapsed under the Mantap peak, making it unusable.

Kim himself has disputed those
claims in conversations with his
South Korean counterpart
Moon Jae-In. “If they come and
see, they will understand that
there are two bigger tunnels
than the existing test facilities
and that they are in a very good
condition,” Kim said, according
to comments released by the
South. 

Empty gesture?
Sceptics have said the move to destroy the site is an

empty concession by Kim as the site is already suffering
from “tired mountain syndrome” and may be obsolete.
Others say North Korea has learned all it needs from the
nuclear tests conducted there. “They already collected
the necessary data through six nuclear tests and unless
they discard that data, there are suspicions over how

significant the dismantling of a nuclear test site that has
already run its course is,” said Go Myong-Hyun, an ana-
lyst at the Asan Institute of Policy Studies.  But Jeffrey
Lewis of the Middlebury Institute of Strategic Studies
says there is “no basis” to conclude Punggye-ri is no
longer usable and the promised closure is “not a case of
passing off damaged goods”.

Radiation fears
The North has long claimed that its nuclear tests

posed no environmental threats, saying there was “no
radioactive leak” after conducting tests.  But some South
Korean and Japanese media reported that workers at the
site or residents from the area suffered from radioactive
exposure and symptoms including cancer and the births
of deformed babies, citing the North’s defectors and
researchers.  

Such concerns prompted Seoul’s unification ministry
to run medical checkups on 30 defectors who hailed
from the region for potential radioactive exposure last
year. Four of them-from the county of Kilju that includes
Punggye-ri-showed symptoms that could be attributed
to radiation exposure, but researchers involved in the
study said they could not conclude that the health prob-
lems had been caused by a nuclear test.— AFP 
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Children at school already mock six-year-old
Yatzyri by calling her “fatty”, fuelling her mother
Ana Laura Martinez’s worries about her daugh-

ter’s health if she does not lose about 16 kg (35lb). As
Yatzyri fidgeted with a large pink hair bow, Martinez
explained that tests so far have shown no signs of the
38 kg child having the illness that plagues her family -
and ranks as Mexico’s biggest killer - type 2 diabetes.

“I’m diabetic. My dad died very young of diabetes at
39, my grandmother also died, my mother has it, my
brother has it. It’s something in the family,” said
Martinez, in the obesity clinic at the Federico Gomez
Children’s Hospital. “She needs to cut out some of
what’s causing her harm so she doesn’t suffer from this
ugly disease.” She hopes the clinic will develop a diet
plan for Yatzyri, who loves spaghetti, corn, and maize
snacks sold on the street. As one of the world’s fattest
nations with over 70 percent of adults and a third of
children overweight or obese, Mexico is acting as an
early warning for countries around the world struggling
to cope with a future of soaring obesity levels.

Globally, around 40 percent of adults are overweight
and 13 percent obese, says the World Health
Organization (WHO), with the surge in obesity in the
last three decades presenting a major public health epi-
demic in both poor and rich nations. While some
Mexicans joke about their carbohydrate-heavy
“Vitamin T” diet of tacos, tortas and tamales, the
nation’s waistbands are being stretched by an addiction
to cheap and ubiquitous junk food and increasingly
sedentary lifestyles.

Add its standing as one of the world’s top soft drink
guzzlers, and health professionals are bracing for a time
bomb scenario with a high economic and social cost.
“When you get to treat obesity, you’re one day too late.
The only way to solve this is prevention,” said Salvador
Villalpando, a specialist doctor who runs the child obesi-
ty clinic where the image of a chubby boy is drawn on his
window. “There is no way of solving the problem of a
population that is already obese. Those kids are very,
very unlikely to lose weight in their own hands.”

While abuse or family breakdown are some of the
many complex factors affecting obesity clinic patients,
Villalpando said most Mexican children are eating adult
foods by age two. Most of the children at the clinic, who
largely come from low-income families, already show
signs of insulin resistance, said Teresa Siliceo, paedi-
atric nutritionist at the hospital. By the time they
become teenagers, around a third are likely to develop
preventable diseases such as type 2 diabetes, which can
cause blindness, kidney failure and amputations.

Killing with kindness 
The availability of junk food at schools and insuffi-

cient restrictions on advertising to children compound
Mexico’s weight problem, said those working to tackle
obesity, highlighting the heavy influence of major food
companies. Other culprits are found close to home with
children growing up with extended families plied with
treats by relatives. “It’s a language of care, when we need
to change or modify the habits, we have a lot of problems
with the grandmothers or fathers,” said Siliceo, in a con-
sulting room at the hospital. Having money to eat at
street stalls and buy snacks also carries a status value for
many, said the nutritionist, who helped develop an app to
aid obese children shed weight.

Ramping up public health campaigns and education
around nutrition is crucial, said those working to tackle
obesity. “A kilo of mandarins costs you the same as 600
ml (20 ounces) of Coca-Cola or a few grams of potato
chips. It’s education and access,” said Alejandro
Calvillo, head of consumer group El Poder del
Consumidor. His group is taking the government to
court over Mexico’s food labeling system it claims is
tricky to grasp, fails to meet WHO guidelines and vio-
lates the right to health. Unless Mexico sheds its excess
weight, the nation faces hefty health bills in the future.
The United Nations estimates the cost of dealing with
an overweight population will be $13 billion a year over
the next six decades.

Diabetes alone - which affects up to 14 percent of
adults and kills around 100,000 a year - costs Mexico
almost $5 billion annually, straining public health budg-
ets and families facing expensive treatments such as
dialysis, said think tank IMCO, the Mexican Institute for
Competitiveness. “It’s a complete drama for families
without full or effective access to healthcare to treat
these sort of diseases, they are families that could be
sent to poverty,” said Fatima Masse, IMCO public
health consultant. Compounding Mexico’s nutritional
nightmare is the dual-edged sword of obesity and
under-nutrition, particularly in children chewing on the
empty calories of fast food.

Rural communities are particularly at risk as some
swap traditional diets for processed alternatives, said
Calvillo, urging greater promotion of nutritional staples
such as beans. Children could swap sugary breakfast
cereals, he said, for the cheaper, healthier amaranth
grain, prized by the Aztecs. A greater focus on “sustain-
able diets” would also help farmers better employ tech-
nology to grow a wide variety of crops with a low envi-
ronmental impact. For Yatzyri, however, there’s still time
to change her diet to stop her falling victim to the dis-
ease plaguing her family. “The doctor told me that she’s
very little to be suffering something like that ... We’re in
time,” said her mother.— Reuters
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Algeria stadiums, 
violent outlets for 
frustrated youth

Football stadiums across Algeria have turned into
venues of almost weekly clashes, reflecting what
commentators see as the frustrations of young

Algerians faced with bleak prospects. Violence peaked
in 2014 with the death of Albert Ebosse, a Cameroon
striker with Algeria’s JS Kabylie, who was killed on the
field by a projectile thrown from the stands. 

But sanctions and fair play campaigns have since
failed to quell the phenomenon. This season’s matches-
both professional and amateur-have been regularly
interrupted by pitch invasions, clashes between young
fans and police, and attacks on referees. Club suspen-
sions and bans on spectators have changed little. Last
December, clashes between rival fans at an amateur
derby in eastern Algeria left one person dead. 

In mid-April, more than 100 people were injured in

clashes at an Algeria Cup semi-final, pushing the interi-
or ministry to set up a commission of inquiry, deter-
mined to “put an end” to the violence. 

‘Only free spaces’   
Sociologist Noureddine Bekkis said the unrest in

Algeria’s stadiums is “proportional to the level of frus-
tration in society”. The university professor criticized a
lack of “strong institutions” to guide young people in a
country where more than half the population is under
the age of 30. “The stadium was and remains one of the
only free spaces... where one can express the truth of
the social reality,” he said. Nearly a quarter of the work-
force under 30 are unemployed in Algeria, where politi-
cal life is monolithic, taboos rife and distractions rare. 

“Young people go to the stadium with a rage fuelled
by a feeling of inability to express themselves, of pow-
erlessness to shape their future,” said Bekkis. Inside the
stadiums, dilapidated facilities and poor organization
keep youth frustrations at a boil. “Some stands have no
seats, others don’t even have a toilet,” said
Aberahamane, a 17-year-old fan. 

Fans regularly arrive at stadiums several hours
before the match begins, often using the time to rile
each other up. “The slightest mistake by a referee, the

lack of a goal, or the behavior of a fan of the opposing
team can make them explode,” said Aberahamane. For
the cup semi-finals last month, fans eager to secure
the best seats started to arrive nearly nine hours
before kick-off. Algeria’s professional football body
regularly accuses clubs of providing poor organiza-
tion, security and facilities, said Amar Bahloul, a mem-
ber of its executive board.

‘Security gaps’   
Bahloul said he wants stadiums to be equipped with

surveillance cameras “to identify troublemakers... and
prevent them from entering”, like in some European
countries. The interior ministry’s investigation will home
in on “security gaps” that allowed fans to smuggle fire-
works and knives into the semi-finals, a police source
said. Searches at stadium entrances yield few results,
however, as weapons are often already hidden inside by
employees linked to the home club or its fans, according
to a second police source. Former Algerian football star
Mahmoud Guendouz, who played in the 1982 and 1986
World Cups, called on clubs to talk to their fans. “Club
leaders have to involve the fans,” he said. “Don’t sell
them fantasies so that disappointment doesn’t turn into
violence.”— AFP 

North Korean leader Kim Jong-Un (center) speaks while attending the first Enlarged Meeting of the 7th Central Military Commission of the
Workers’ Party of Korea (WPK) in Pyongyang. — AFP 


