
Secrets and
crimes: Gay S
Korean soldiers 
trapped in
legal bind
SEOUL: Productive and driven, he was
a model army officer, but he had a
secret: he was in a gay sexual relation-
ship with a fellow soldier-a crime under
South Korea’s military law. He kept his
sexuality hidden from everyone, includ-
ing friends and family, only meeting his
lover off-base and after work. Same-sex
acts are legal for South Korean civilians,
although homosexual people live largely
under the radar as it remains a conser-
vative society, influenced by evangelical
Christianity. 

But the South Korean military classes
openly gay men in its ranks as having
“special needs” and campaigners say it
actively pursues soldiers who have con-
sensual same-sex intercourse with each
other. “I worked very hard as an officer,
but none of that mattered when I
became a suspect,” the 27-year-old, who
asked for anonymity said.

“There were days when I just wanted
to die,” he added, explaining that he was

caught after authorities discovered his
messages on his partner’s phone. He
faced a criminal conviction and a possi-
ble forced outing to his parents, whom
he had hoped would never find out the
truth about his homosexuality, describ-
ing them as “conservative, devout
Christians”. South Korea has a conscript
army to defend itself against the
nuclear-armed North, with all able-bod-
ied male citizens obliged to serve for
nearly two years.

Doing so is seen as a patriotic duty,
and failure to complete service can bring
enduring stigma that affects social stand-
ing, employment prospects and more.
South Korea is also the world’s only
advanced economy to make consensual
gay sex between soldiers a crime under
military rules. Under clause 92.6 of its
criminal code, known as the military
sodomy law, soldiers can be jailed for
two years with labor if convicted at a
court-martial. For homosexual men this
can mean having to live a double life. 

‘Military witch-hunt’
The officer was among 22 soldiers

arrested during a 2017 inquiry into
homosexual activity in the army. He was
luckier than most in his position: he was
charged during his last month of service,
so his case was transferred to a civilian
court and he was later acquitted. It was
the first time a soldier charged under
the military sodomy law had been found
not guilty. And while he has begun a

civilian life with a new job, and thus far
avoided his family finding out any
details of his sexual orientation-prose-
cutors have since appealed, leaving him
in a legal and social limbo as he awaits
the next hearing.

He said: “It is as if my entire existence
was being denied.”  “I should never have
been charged... in the first place,” he
added. South Korea’s armed forces used
intrusive “witch-hunt like” tactics in the
search for alleged wrong-doing accord-
ing to the Military Human Rights Center
for Korea (MHRCK), an advocacy group
in Seoul. As part of the 2017 probe,
investigators forced suspects to message

dating app users in front of them to hunt
down other gay soldiers, it said.  

Three navy officers are currently
under investigation for violating clause
92.6, MHRCK told AFP, after one
revealed he was gay to a military coun-
selor, who then reported him. “The fact
that a military therapist disclosed the
soldier’s sexual orientation without
consent says a lot about human rights
in South Korea’s military,” explained
the organization’s head Lim Tae-hoon.
The navy said the inquiry was being
carried out according to the military
criminal code, and on the orders of the
defense ministry. — AFP 

NEW DELHI: India’s election watchdog yesterday
banned two outspoken politicians from campaigning in
the country’s national vote for making provocative
speeches which it said could stir communal unrest. The
measures came after the Supreme Court called on the
election commission to get tough on hate speech dur-
ing the world’s biggest election, which started last
Thursday and runs through to May 19. 

Mayawati, a leader for low-caste Dalits, was banned
from campaigning for 48 hours for calling on Muslims
to vote in a bloc against Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s Hindu nationalist
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).
Yogi Adityanath, firebrand
BJP chief minister of India’s
most populous state Uttar
Pradesh, was sidelined for
three days for his response to
Mayawati, comparing the
election to a battle between
Muslim and Hindu gods. 

Hindus-who make up the
majority community in India-
had “no option” but to sup-
port the BJP, he added. Both politicians made “highly
provocative speeches” which had “the tone and tenor
to aggravate existing differences or create mutual
hatred between different religious communities,” the
commission said.

Indian politicians are often accused of using hate
speech and intimidation to win votes. The Indian cam-
paign has been marked by headline-grabbing declara-
tions by politicians. Adityanath has already waded into
trouble by calling Muslims the “green virus” who are
set to “engulf the nation”. BJP MP Sakshi Maharaj
caused controversy last week by saying he was a
“saint” who would put a “curse” anyone who votes
against him-while another BJP contender, Maneka
Gandhi, said Muslims should vote for her or their future
requests could be shunned if she wins.

The Supreme Court has in turn called on opposition

Congress party leader Rahul Gandhi to explain why he
“incorrectly” attributed remarks to the court saying
that Modi had “committed a theft” in agreeing a fighter
deal with France. The election commission-often
accused of being ineffective-has been flooded with
complaints since campaigning started in March, and the
Supreme Court told it to “act very promptly” on poten-
tial violations.

The watchdog told the court its code of conduct
limits the punishments it can mete out however. “We
can’t de-recognize them (parties) or disqualify candi-

dates,” the counsel represent-
ing the commission at the
hearing yesterday said. The
commission sought to counter
critics this month by postpon-
ing the release of a fawning
film biography of Modi. It also
ordered a clampdown on a TV
channel dedicated to the
prime minister, NaMO TV.

Extreme poverty falling
In another development,

India’s finance minister said yesterday fast economic
growth and rapid urbanization would slash the number
of people in extreme poverty by 2021 and end it com-
pletely in the decade after that. More than 21 percent of
India’s 1.3 billion people lived on less than $1.90 a day
in 2011, when the last census was taken, according to
the World Bank.

The economy is a major issue in a staggered general
election that began on Thursday and will end on May
19, with the main opposition Congress party rejecting a
rosy picture Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s Hindu
nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has been pre-
senting. Finance Minister Arun Jaitley, who heads the
BJP’s publicity department in the election, said the
number of people who live in poverty would drop to
below 15 percent in the next three years and to a negli-
gible level in the 10 years after that. “Urbanization will

increase, the size of the middle-class will grow and the
economy will expand manifolds,” Jaitley said in a
Facebook post. 

“These will add to the number of jobs, and as the
experience of the past three decades have shown in the
liberalized economy, every section of citizens will bene-
fit.” Economic growth in recent years had generated
enough revenue for states to work more on poverty
alleviation, job creation and improving healthcare and
education, he said. But the Congress has taken issue
with such assertions, in particular, pointing to leaked
government data that showed unemployment rose to its

highest level in at least 45 years in 2017/18.
Jaitley said economic problems could be addressed as

India remained the world’s fastest growing major econo-
my. But he said restoring peace in the insurgency-hit
state of Jammu and Kashmir was the most important
issue facing the country. “The issue of Jammu and
Kashmir and terror continues to remain the biggest chal-
lenge before India,” he said. “It relates to our sovereign-
ty, integrity and security.” Modi has won public praise by
taking a tough line on neighboring Pakistan, which India
accuses of backing separatist militants in Muslim-majori-
ty Kashmir. Pakistan denies that. — Agencies 
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KASHMIR: Supporters of Pro-Indian National Conference (NC) shout slogans as they attend an election cam-
paign in Srinagar yesterday. India’s gargantuan election, the biggest in history, kicked off on April 11 with Prime
Minister Narendra Modi seeking a second term from the South Asian behemoth’s 900 million voters. —AFP 

SEOUL: A 27-year-old former South Korean army conscript, who asked for anonymity to be
able to tell his story without fear of exposure, poses for a photo at an office in Seoul. —AFP 

Facebook, WhatsApp outages

CALIFORNIA: Facebook Inc said it restored services
on Sunday after some users could not access its social
networking site, photo-sharing network Instagram and
messaging app WhatsApp. However, Facebook did not
specify the cause or scope of the outages. “Earlier
today, some people may have experienced trouble con-
necting to the family of apps. The issue has since been
resolved; we’re sorry for any inconvenience,” a
Facebook spokesman said. The issue comes after
Facebook experienced one of its longest outages in
March, when some users around the globe could not
access Facebook, Instagram and WhatsApp for more
than 24 hours. On Sunday, Downdetector.com indicated
that there were more than 12,000 incidents of people
reporting issues with Facebook at its peak.  — Reuters

Chad soldiers, jihadists battle 

N’DJAMENA: Fighting between Chad soldiers and
Boko Haram jihadists killed dozens, including 63 “ter-
rorists”, in an overnight attack on a military base, an
army spokesman said yesterday. Seven soldiers were
killed and 15 wounded when “the terrorists attacked
our forces at midnight in Bouhama... in the Lake Chad
region,” Colonel Azem Bermandoa said. He added “63
terrorists were killed” and the search for other attackers
continued. Chad’s Defense Minister Daoud Yaya Brahim
and army chief of staff Taher Erda were on their way to
the scene of the fighting Monday to “evaluate the situa-
tion,” said Azem. Last month, 23 soldiers were killed in
the Lake Chad region in the deadliest attack yet on the
Chadian army by Boko Haram, which launched an insur-
gency in Nigeria a decade ago. — AFP 

China blasts Pompeo ‘lies’ 

BEIJING: China yesterday lashed out at US Secretary
of State Mike Pompeo for accusing Beijing of prolong-
ing the crisis in Venezuela, slamming his remarks as
“lies”. Beijing has been Venezuela’s main creditor and
maintains relations with the government of President
Nicolas Maduro, which also enjoys support from
Russia. Foreign ministry spokesman Lu Kang said
Pompeo had “wantonly slandered” China-Latin
America relations, and that it is Washington that views
the region as its “backyard”. “For some time, some US
politicians have been carrying the same version, the
same script of slandering China all over the world, and
fanning the flames and sowing discord everywhere,”
said foreign ministry spokesman Lu Kang.  — AFP 

Nearly 150 killed in Tripoli

TRIPOLI: At least 147 people have been killed and
614 wounded in the offensive launched on April 4 by
Libyan military strongman Khalifa Haftar to take the
capital Tripoli, the World Health Organization said yes-
terday. The clashes have displaced more than 18,000
people, according to the latest figures from the United
Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian
Affairs. Fighting broke out as Haftar’s forces sought to
take control of Tripoli from loyalists of the international-
ly-backed Government of National Accord (GNA)
which is based in the capital. The rising number of
casualties has prompted the World Health Organization
to deploy surgical teams “to support Tripoli-area hos-
pitals as they cope with the influx of trauma cases”, the
UN agency wrote on Twitter. — AFP 

Too many 
travelers, too
few planes: US
summer dilemma
CHICAGO: Normally US airlines com-
pete to sell tickets and fill seats during
the peak summer travel season. But oper-
ators of the grounded Boeing 737 MAX
are facing a different problem: scarce
planes and booming demand. The
grounding of Boeing Co’s fuel-efficient,
single-aisle workhorse after two fatal
crashes is biting into US airlines’
Northern Hemisphere spring and summer
schedules, threatening to disarm them in
their seasonal war for profits. 

“The revenue is right in front of them.
They can see it, but they can’t meet it,”
said Mike Trevino, spokesman for
Southwest Airlines Pilots Association and
an aviation industry veteran. Southwest
Airlines Co, the world’s largest MAX oper-
ator, and American Airlines Group Inc with
34 and 24 MAX jetliners respectively, have
removed the aircraft from their flying
schedules into August.

Southwest’s decision will lead to 160
cancellations of some 4,200 daily flights
between June 8 and Aug. 5, while
American’s removal through Aug. 19 means
about 115 daily cancellations, or 1.5 per-

cent of its summer flying schedule each
day. Low-cost carrier Southwest, which
unlike its rivals only flies Boeing 737s, had
estimated $150 million in lost revenue
between Feb. 20 and March 31 alone due
to MAX cancellations and other factors.

So far airlines have said it is too soon to
estimate the impact of the MAX ground-
ing beyond the first quarter, but the
extended cancellations signal that they do
not expect a quick return of Boeing’s fast-
selling jetliner. The 737 MAX was ground-
ed worldwide in March following a fatal
Ethiopian Airlines crash just five months
after a Lion Air crash in Indonesia. All on
board both planes were killed. Boeing is
under pressure to deliver an upgrade on
software that is under scrutiny in both
crashes and convince global regulators
that the plane is safe to fly again, a process
expected to take at least 90 days.

The timing of a prolonged grounding
could not be worse for Northern
Hemisphere carriers. Planes run fullest
during June, July and August, when airlines
earn the most revenue per available seat
mile, according to US Bureau of
Transportation Statistics. In a letter to
employees and customers on Sunday,
American Airlines’ top executives said they
believed the MAX would be recertified
“soon” but wanted to provide their cus-
tomers reliability and confidence during
“the busiest travel period of the year.”

American was cancelling about 90
flights per day through early June, but runs
more flights and has less fleet flexibility in

the peak summer travel months. “We’re
not denying that it’s going to be a chal-
lenge for us,” American spokesman Ross
Feinstein said. “That is why if we have to
extend cancellations based on aircraft
availability we will do so as far in advance
as possible.” A decline in seat capacity
could mean higher last-minute summer
fares, particularly for business class travel-
ers, aviation consultants and analysts said. 

United Airlines, with 14 MAX jets, has
largely avoided cancellations by servicing
MAX routes with larger 777 or 787 air-
craft, but the airline president, Scott Kirby,
warned last week that the strategy was
costing it money and could not go on for-
ever. Overall the MAX represents just 5

percent of Southwest’s total fleet and even
less for American and United, but the
strain on fleets increases as additional
MAX deliveries remain frozen. Southwest
has 41 MAX jets pending delivery for
2019, while American has 16 and United 14. 

To compensate, global MAX operators
have added a flight or two to other air-
crafts’ daily schedules and deferred some
non-essential maintenance work. Some air-
lines are also weighing extending aircraft
leases and bringing back idled planes, but
with unclear MAX timing, no option is
clear-cut or cheap, consultants said. United
is due to publish first-quarter results on
April 16, followed by Southwest on April 25
and American on April 26. — Reuters

NEW YORK: In this file photo, a Boeing 737 flown by American Airlines passes by the
Lockheed Martin building as it takes off from Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport
in Arlington, Virginia.  — AFP 


