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On a recent weekend night, the dance
floor at one of the hottest clubs in
Seoul’s swanky Gangnam district

held only a few dozen people surrounded by
mostly empty tables. A few months ago, the
nightclub would have been packed with hun-
dreds of gyrating men and women, and full
tables, many costing 650,000 won ($570) or
more for a night of drinking and dancing. The
world was introduced to Gangnam by the
2012 K-pop hit “Gangnam Style,” a parody
of the South Korean highlife with a viral tune
and amusing dancing that became the first
video to reach a billion views on YouTube.

But a wave of sex crimes and other illegal
activity has revealed a dark underbelly in the
district, driving club-goers and celebrities
away. According to police investigators, a
network of pop stars, businessmen and cops
are alleged to have colluded and enabled tax
evasion, bribery, and prostitution at some of
Gangnam’s glitziest clubs. Most seriously,
some are being investigated over the use of
date rape drugs to incapacitate women and
assault them, sometimes filmed by hidden
cameras. “There aren’t many people coming
to Gangnam (clubs) right now,” a worker told
Reuters at a club that was relatively quiet,
despite not being implicated in any of the
allegations. “There’s an investigation on.”

The scandals have already led to the res-
ignation of four K-pop stars, the closure of
one of Gangnam’s most lucrative club, and
investigations into at least six police officers
suspected of colluding with club operators.
President Moon Jae-in called for a thorough
investigation, saying the Gangnam club cases
suggest possible collusion between police,
tax authorities and a new privileged class

including celebrities to engage in illegal
operations. More than 500 people have been
investigated for drug use and sexual assault
and more than 200 arrested in a nationwide
roundup since Feb 25. Tax authorities have
launched investigations into 21 clubs and
host bars for possible evasion. “If we don’t
set this right, we cannot call this a just socie-
ty,” Moon said.

Sex crime concerns
The investigations, revolving around two

Gangnam clubs, Burning Sun and Arena,
began late last year when 29-year-old film
art director Kim Sang-kyo says he tried to
stop an incident of sexual harassment and
was attacked by Burning Sun staff, and then
abused by police who instead arrested him. A
government commission concluded that
police in Gangnam violated Kim’s rights dur-
ing his arrest, but Kim is still being investi-
gated for sexual harassment and defamation.
He denies any wrongdoing. Calls to Burning
Sun, which closed down after the scandal
broke, were not answered, while a man who
answered the number listed for Arena hung
up when asked for comment. Arena has also
been closed since early March for what it
said were renovations. Gangnam police
declined to comment. Kim said once he
shared his story he began to receive mes-
sages from other people who said they had
been victimized in Gangnam clubs, and he
realised the scope of the problem.

“When people saw me raising questions,
they said ‘why you? Why now?’” Kim said.
“‘This has been going on for 10 years, 15
years, and you can’t touch it. You can’t win.’
I’ve heard a lot of people say this, and I think

it’s really scary.” The string of scandals
gained wider attention when several K-pop
stars who had ties to some of the clubs were
implicated in crimes unrelated to Kim’s
arrest.

Singer Lee Seung-hyun, 28, better known
by the stage name Seungri, is under investi-
gation for paying for prostitutes in return for
favours from foreign businessmen at Arena.
He is also accused of embezzlement at
another club he was involved with until last
year. Lee has denied all wrong doing, but
resigned from his position as a member of
the boy band BIGBANG. Lee’s lawyer told
Reuters this week his client maintains his
innocence.

At least three other K-pop stars resigned
after they were accused by police of sharing
illicitly filmed sex tapes. It is not yet clear

whether any of the shared videos and photos
were taken at either nightclub. One singer,
Jung Joon-young admitted to having shared
videos he took secretly while having sex with
women. “I am truly sorry. I committed a
crime that cannot be forgiven,” Jung read
from a handwritten statement on March 21.

Web of connections
Besides Seungri, who was an internal

director at Burning Sun and previously
helped run the club, police are investigating
two of the club’s co-presidents and an oper-
ating director for various crimes including
distributing drugs, assaulting a customer, and
bribing police. Investigators have also ques-
tioned 15 people and arrested four people
with links to Burning Sun on drug charges. At
least one club promoter was arrested for dis-

tributing illegal sex videos. A man identified
as the de facto owner of Arena, surnamed
Kang, was arrested in late March, a Seoul
Central District Court spokesman said.

Kang and other Arena executives are
accused of tax evasion by avoiding paying
16.2 billion won ($14.31 million) in taxes
between 2014-2017. Kang refused to answer
questions on March 25 as he emerged from
court. He could not be reached for comment.
Authorities are also investigating allegations
that club officials provided bribes to police
officers.

Six officers are now under investigation
for possible collusion with the clubs, includ-
ing a senior superintendent, lawmakers
briefed by Police Commissioner General Min
Gab-ryong said. The superintendent, sur-
named Yoon, admitted playing golf and shar-
ing meals with a man known to be Seungri’s
business partner, but denies all allegations of
corruption.

He is accused of leaking confidential
information and accepting bribes, including
K-pop concert tickets from singer Seungri,
an official at the Seoul Metropolitan Police
Agency said. In Gangnam, former patrons
and workers lament the impact the scandals
have had on the clubs and the broader enter-
tainment industry, a key identity and export
for South Korea. Kim Se-rim, 27, said she no
longer goes to clubs. “People are like, why
would you go when you know there are so
much drugs, GHB, rape going on?,” she said,
referring to a known date-rape drug. “And
they have a point.”— Reuters

‘Gangnam style’ sex crime: K-pop scandals
uncover dark side of Seoul’s flashiest district

Seungri, a member of South Korean K-pop band Big Bang, arrives to be questioned over a sex
bribery case at the Seoul Metropolitan Police Agency in Seoul, South Korea, yesterday. — Reuters

Cosplayers attend the Middle
East Film & Comic Con on April
13 , 2019, in Dubai. — AFP photos

Beekeeper Yip Ki-hok holding a framed hon-
eycomb at his apiary in Hong Kong.

Beekeeper Yip Ki-hok pulls out handfuls of bees from a draw-
string bag before placing them into a Langstroth hive at his
apiary in Hong Kong, after he removed their honey-filled nest
from a hillside using his bare hands.

Bees on a framed honeycomb at beekeeper Yip Ki-hok’s api-
ary in Hong Kong. — AFP photos

High up in the hills above Hong Kong, Yip Ki-
hok uses nothing but his bare hands to remove
a honey-filled nest of swarming bees-a

remarkable skill he learned after the hardship of
China’s famine years. While most new beekeepers
buy insects from those with already established
colonies, Yip prefers a more organic method,
trekking into the hills and catching wild bees using
skills he developed through trial and error from the
age of seven. The 62-year-old effortlessly moves
through bush and dense thickets, far from the official
hiking trails, and pauses at a hole in the hillside he
knows will contain a bee colony.

Lighting five incense sticks to placate the bees, he
waits for the smoke to take effect and then reaches
into the hole, removing chunks of the hive along with
handfuls of bees. Remarkably he is only stung twice.
The trick, he explains, is to remove as much of the
hive as possible without killing or losing the vital
queen. “If you wear gloves, then you don’t know how
much strength you’re using,” he tells AFP. “If you use
too much strength and accidentally kill the queen, it’s
very troublesome, it’ll be very hard to take the hive
back.”

Moving slowly and carefully, he blows on the hive
to herd the bees into a wire cage covered with a
white drawstring bag. He searches for the queen as
stragglers buzz around him-a crucial part of the
operation as the other bees in the hive are fiercely
attracted to her. “Without the queen, they will get
angry and go looking for her everywhere. If they
can’t find her they will fly right back out of the cage.
They’ll fly around everywhere to find her and start
stinging like crazy,” he said.

Although he was once stung more than 200 times
when he lost the queen during an extraction, Yip says
he has no need for gloves or other protective gear.
“Why would I need those things? I know their nature
like I know my own hand. No matter how mean they
are I still have a way to tame them,” he explained.
Back at his farm, Yip uses wire to attach the honey-
comb to wooden frames, which are then slotted into
wooden crates. Then he pulls out handfuls of bees
from the drawstring bag and places them gently in
their new home. Yip generally collects honey three
times a year from over 200 hives, extracting the
golden liquid by spinning each frame in a metal drum.

Hard times 
It was on the Chinese mainland Yip learned his

skills, in the wake of Mao’s famine when millions
starved and people took whatever steps they could
to survive. Yip worked as a teacher in Guangdong
province, supplementing his meagre income by trad-

ing honey for food coupons.
He switched to full-time beekeeping after eco-

nomic reforms under Deng Xiaoping in the late 1970s
allowed private businesses to flourish. After his wife’s
family successfully relocated to Hong Kong in 1983,
Yip followed-although it took him some five years as
he was caught each time he tried to smuggle himself
across the border before eventually making it
through legally.

He had to start his beekeeping from scratch, build-
ing boxes for the colonies out of scraps of discarded
wood. Within a year he had 150 healthy hives, laying
the foundations of a business which has since grown
into one of the city’s biggest local honey producers.

Rising temperatures 
But as the global climate warms and fuels bigger

storms, his livelihood-and Hong Kong’s bee popula-
tion-face increasing challenges to their survival.
Ever expanding urban developments in the densely
populated city already threaten wild bees and their
food supply. And ever stronger tropical storms are
exacerbating the damage. Last year Typhoon
Mangkhut-the most intense storm on record in
Hong Kong-tore through the city, knocking down
tens of thousands of trees and flattening huge
swathes of pollinating flowers.

“Last year this hole was full to bursting, but it
wasn’t like that this year,” he said, referencing the
hillside where he had just plucked out the hive.
Another colony he visited earlier that day had also
fared badly. “That first hive I picked up has not
recovered at all,” he lamented. “Typhoon Mangkhut
was too strong, it felled over half of the trees and
flowers... without the plants, the bees naturally repro-
duced more slowly.” Scientists warn rising tempera-
tures will increase the frequency of more powerful
storms like Mangkhut. While Yip plans to continue
trekking into the hills as long as he can, he hopes the
typhoons of the future will give Hong Kong and his
favorite bee colonies a miss. — AFP
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Beekeeper Yip Ki-hok pouring freshly extracted honey
from a honeycomb spinner drum as his son Hugo (right)
filters it into a plastic jug at their apiary.

Beekeeper Yip Ki-hok, 62, holding
a Langstroth hive at his apiary in
Hong Kong, after he removed a
honey-filled bees nest from a
hillside using his bare hands.

Beekeeper Yip Ki-hok using his bare hands to delicately
remove a section of a honey-filled bees nest on a hill-
side.


