
Seoul earmarks 
more than $260 
million for rail, 
roads in North
SEOUL: South Korea has earmarked more
than $260 million to build new railways and
roads in the North, an official said yesterday, as
Seoul pushes ahead with cross-border projects
despite international sanctions on Pyongyang.
The figure comes as Seoul and Washington fol-
low increasingly divergent approaches to Py-
ongyang, with the South pursuing engagement
while the US insists pressure on it should be
maintained until it denuclearizes.

South Korean President Moon Jae-in of-
fered to help upgrade the North’s outdated
rail and road infrastructure and connect it with
the South’s in meetings this year with the
North’s leader Kim Jong Un. Seoul plans to
spend about 295.1 billion won ($264 million)
on the schemes next year, an official at Seoul’s
unification ministry told reporters, with most
of it - 186.4 billion won-given freely and 108.7
billion won in loans. 

“It is an estimate for now... we will continue
efforts, including policy coordination with the
US, to carry out the projects agreed between
the two Koreas without a hitch,” said the official

who declined to be named. Security allies Seoul
and Washington agreed last week to set up a
new working group to co-ordinate policy amid
growing concerns in the US over Moon’s ap-
proach. The official’s comments came as a
Southern lawmaker accused Seoul of ignoring
UN sanctions on the North.

“The US maintains the position that it would
maintain maximum pressure until the North
produces visible progress on denuclearization
and so does the international community in-
cluding the EU,” Chung Byoung-gug told the
JoongAng Ilbo newspaper. “The budget alloca-
tion by our government may make it look like
our government is undermining international
coordination on sanctions on the North,” he
was quoted as saying. The isolated, impover-
ished North is under multiple sets of sanctions
imposed over past nuclear and missile tests
staged in violation of UN resolutions. 

Lifting the measures-which bans much of its
trade including coal exports-is a key demand
of Pyongyang’s in its ongoing denuclearization
talks with the US. Kim and Donald Trump held
a historic summit in June in Singapore and
signed a vaguely worded deal on denucleariza-
tion, but little progress has been made since
then, with the two countries sparring over the
exact meaning of the agreement. Planned talks
between US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo
and one of Kim’s right-hand men, Kim Yong
Chol, were also delayed this week. Moon-a
dove who advocates dialogue with the North
to push it towards denuclearization-has met
Kim three times so far this year and another
summit is being planned in Seoul. — AFP 
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Sri Lanka 
political rally
brings chaos to
Colombo streets
COLOMBO: A rally of hundreds of cars
carrying supporters of Sri Lanka’s deposed
prime minister brought chaos to Colombo
streets yesterday as they demanded that
parliament be reopened. A noisy cavalcade
of motorcycles, auto-rickshaws, cars and
vans took loyalists of ousted prime minister
Ranil Wickremesinghe to a rally to hear
speeches slamming the president for sack-
ing the head of government last month.
President Maithripala Sirisena named for-
mer president Mahinda Rajapakse as the
new prime minister in a shock move on Oc-
tober 26, and suspended parliament so nei-
ther has won a vote of confidence. The rival
prime ministers have now spent nearly two
weeks at loggerheads, and the move-which
has been described as illegal by opponents-
has triggered a constitutional crisis.

Protestors had initially planned to drive
to the residence of parliament speaker Karu
Jayasuriya to urge him to defy the president
and lift the assembly suspension. But amid
traffic chaos, the route was shortened and
the rally was staged at Independence
Square. The motorists displayed posters of
Wickremesinghe and carried banners which
read “People Power”. The US embassy in
Colombo issued a security alert warning of
traffic hold ups. “The embassy reminds cit-
izens that even events intended to be peace-
ful can turn confrontational and escalate
into violence,” it said. One man was killed
and two others wounded in a shooting
linked to the constitutional crisis last month.

The power struggle has paralyzed much
of the administration, according to legisla-
tors on both sides of the dispute. Rajapakse
is reportedly trying to engineer defections
to ensure he has a majority in the 225 mem-
ber assembly which Sirisena has said can
only reopen on November 14. Sirisena has
filled only 22 of 30 cabinet positions-pur-
posefully keeping some jobs vacant to
tempt legislators of Wickremesinghe’s party
to defect to Rajapakse’s side. According to
latest counts, Wickremesinghe has 103 MPs
after gaining a defector on Tuesday, while
Rajapakse and Sirisena have 101. Most of
the remaining 21 MPs are set to oppose Ra-
japakse, observers say. — AFP 

NEW DELHI: From getting rid of some Mus-
lim names of places to promising a “grand”
statue of the Hindu god Ram, Indian Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi’s ruling party is making
passionate appeals to its hard-core Hindu na-
tionalist base in the most politically important
state ahead of a national election next year. A
near clean-sweep in Uttar Pradesh, the north-
ern state of 220 million people that sends the
highest number of lawmakers to the lower
house of parliament, helped Modi’s Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) win its biggest mandate in
three decades in 2014. Political strategists say
keeping its mainly Hindu base intact in Uttar
Pradesh and elsewhere would be crucial to re-
peat such a performance, but there are also
concerns that the BJP has been turning up the
heat on divisive religious issues.

Yogi Adityanath, a robe-wearing Hindu
priest who is the BJP chief minister of Uttar
Pradesh, on Tuesday changed the name of Faiz-
abad district to Ayodhya, the place where Hin-
dus believe Lord Ram was born thousands of
years ago. Before the change, Ayodhya was the
name of a town in Faizabad. Last month, he
changed the name of Allahabad, where three
rivers considered holy by Hindus meet, to the
Hindu name Prayagraj. Both Faizabad and Alla-
habad were Islamic names given to places hun-
dreds of years ago by India’s then Muslim

rulers. “Ayodhya is our honor, prestige and
pride,” Adityanath said at an event in the town,
declaring the name change amid loud cheers
from the audience. “Ayodhya is identified with
Lord Ram.”

He said the state would decide on a location
for a statue of Ram that could become an Ayo-
dhya landmark. He also promised to open an
airport in the district that would be named after
Ram. Many leaders of the BJP and the Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), the Hindu-first
group from which the BJP was born, are de-
manding the government issue an executive
order that would bypass the Supreme Court so
that they can build a Ram temple at a highly
controversial religious site in Ayodhya. The de-
struction of a mosque on that site by a frenzied
Hindu mob in 1992 sparked deadly riots across
the country.

At the moment the site is under court con-
trol. There are fears that communal tensions be-
tween the majority Hindu population and
Muslims, the biggest minority group in India
with more than 170 million people, could flare
again if the status quo is disturbed. The moves
aren’t limited to Uttar Pradesh. In the western
state of Gujarat, the BJP government there is
also considering changing the name of the
state’s commercial centre, Ahmedabad, a name
given to it by a former Muslim ruler. And only

last week, Gujarat unveiled the world’s tallest
statue, a $400 million effigy of independence
hero Vallabhbhai Patel that is nearly twice the

height of New York’s Statue of Liberty as part
of a BJP campaign to re-brand what it terms
“forgotten” leaders. — Reuters

HARSIL, India: Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi (right) feeds sweets for the Hindu festival of Diwali
to Indian Army personnel in Harsil in northern Uttarakhand state. —AFP 
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