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SEOUL: North Korea said yesterday it no longer
wanted to deal with US Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo and said he should be replaced in talks
by someone more mature, hours after it an-
nounced its first weapons test since nuclear talks
broke down. The North’s official KCNA news
agency quoted senior foreign ministry official
Kwon Jong Gun as warning that no one could
predict the situation on the Korean peninsula if
the United States did not abandon the “root
cause” that compelled North Korea to develop
nuclear weapons. 

The statement came shortly after North
Korea announced that leader Kim Jong Un had
overseen the testing of a new tactical guided
weapon, which KCNA said has a “peculiar mode
of guiding flight” and “a powerful warhead”. It
was the North’s first weapon test since talks in
Vietnam between Kim and US President Donald
Trump in late February broke down over con-
flicting demands by North Korea for sanctions
relief and by the United States for North Korea
to abandon its nuclear program. KCNA gave no
details on the weapon that was tested on
Wednesday but “tactical” implied a short-range
weapon rather than the long-range ballistic mis-
siles that have been seen as a threat to the
United States.

KCNA quoted Kwon, who is in charge of US
affairs, as saying the Vietnam summit, the second
between the two leaders, showed that talks
could go wrong “whenever Pompeo pokes his
nose in”. “I am afraid that, if Pompeo engages in
the talks again, the table will be lousy once again
and the talks will become entangled,” Kwon said.
“Therefore, even in the case of possible resump-
tion of the dialogue with the United States, I
wish our dialogue counterpart would be not
Pompeo but other person who is more careful
and mature in communicating with us.”

While Kwon did not elaborate on why

North Korea felt compelled to develop nuclear
weapons, it has long spoken of the need to de-
fend itself from what it sees as US aggression.
Kim said last week said the breakdown in talks
risked reviving tensions and he gave a year-
end deadline for the United States to change
its attitude. Despite the failure of the Vietnam
summit, Trump has stressed his good relation-
ship with Kim.

Kwon also said the two leaders were on good
terms, even as he castigated Pompeo for “fabri-
cated” stories as part of a “publicity stunt”. He
did not elaborate. Kwon said Pompeo had made
“reckless remarks hurting the dignity of our
supreme leadership”, apparently referring to him
agreeing to the characterization of Kim as a
“tyrant” at a US Congressional hearing last
week. US government officials were not imme-
diately available for comment on the call to re-
place Pompeo.

‘Useful reminder’
Earlier, Kim Dong-yub, a military expert at

Kyungnam University’s Institute of Far Eastern
Studies in Seoul, said the newly tested weapon
was likely a short-range cruise missile that could
be launched from the ground, sea and air. Kim
oversaw the test of an unidentified tactical
weapon in November. Experts said in November
Kim wanted to shift the mainstay of the North’s
conventional military power from a nearly 1.3
million-strong army to high-tech weapons.

The young leader said last April that he
would stop nuclear tests and launches of inter-
continental ballistic missiles because the nuclear
capabilities of North Korea, which has tested
nuclear devices six times, had been verified.
“This does serve as a useful reminder of one
critical fact: Chairman Kim Jong Un never prom-
ised to stop testing all weapons in his military
arsenal, just nuclear weapons and ICBMs that

have the potential to hit the US homeland,” said
Harry Kazianis of the Washington-based Center
for the National Interest.

A US official said that, according initial infor-
mation, US forces did not detect a missile launch
from North Korea. Checks were underway, said
the official. Referring to the test, a White House
official said: “We are aware of the report and
have no further comment.” South Korea’s pres-
idential Blue House declined to comment on the
test, referring questions to the defense ministry.
It said it was analyzing the nature of the weapon
and North Korea’s intentions.

Kim’s visit to the testing site came after he
visited the North Korean Air and Anti-aircraft
Force on Tuesday, according to KCNA. Kyung-
nam University’s Kim Dong-yub said the latest
test appeared to partly be a message to the

United States that North Korea would not bow
to sanctions. “It’s also an internal message to the
North Korean people and to the military” to in-
stil trust in their own security by reinforcing
conventional weapons, he said.

Satellite images from last week showed
movement at Yongbyon, North Korea’s main
nuclear site, that could be associated with the
reprocessing of radioactive material into
bomb fuel, the Center for Strategic and Inter-
national Studies in the United States said on
Tuesday. US national security adviser John
Bolton said in a Bloomberg News interview on
Wednesday the United States needed to see
“a real indication from North Korea that
they’ve made the strategic decision to give up
nuclear weapons” before a third summit be-
tween Trump and Kim. —Reuters
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North Korea wants Pompeo dropped from nuke talks

PYONGYANG: This file photo shows North Korea’s leader Kim Jong Un (left) greeting US Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo at the Paekhwawon State Guesthouse in Pyongyang. North Korea has demanded the removal of US Sec-
retary of State Mike Pompeo from stalled nuclear talks between Pyongyang and Washington, accusing him of
derailing discussions. — AFP

PAMPANGA: Dozens of barefoot penitents in
the Philippines whipped themselves and carried
large wooden crosses in sweltering heat yester-
day as they participated in a ritual ahead of
Easter in Asia’s biggest Catholic nation. Some of
the men, wearing red robes with their faces cov-
ered and hands tied to the crosses, walked for
hours along a highway in the northern province
of Pampanga, about 88 km (55 miles) north of
Manila, the capital.

Others were half-naked, using bamboo flails
to hit their backs, which had been nicked with
blades before the ritual. The groups stopped to
pray at several places along their route, while
women recited religious verses. “It is difficult yet
rewarding,” said sixteen-year-old Job Christian
Ong, the youngest in his group of devotees,

adding that he believed himself cleansed of sin
after the event. He volunteered this year to con-
tinue a family tradition, he said, taking over from
an older brother who is now abroad.

The Easter penance aims to secure for-
giveness for sins, cures for illness, or blessings.
“We always pray for strength, (good) health
for our families, and thank God for blessings,”
said Roger Aquino, a 59-year-old village of-
ficial who was among the penitents. “People
should understand that what we do is a tradi-
tion (and they) should respect it.” Re-enact-
ments of the sufferings of Christ are a tradition
in the Southeast Asian nation ahead of Easter,
though the Catholic Church has always ex-
pressed disapproval of what it calls misinter-
pretations of faith. —Reuters

KUALA LUMPUR: A Malaysian inquiry into the
2015 discovery of suspected human-trafficking
camps and graves in the jungle heard yesterday
police found one of the sites months before au-
thorities publicly revealed their existence. The
public inquiry, which began this week, is examin-
ing the conduct of law enforcement agencies with
regard to the discovery of almost 150 graves and
dozens of camps near the Thai border.

Malaysian authorities announced in May 2015
they had uncovered the sites in the north of the
country, about a month after neighboring Thailand
said it had found bodies of Rohingya from Myan-
mar and Bangladeshis at a makeshift camp over
the border. The discovery prompted Thai author-
ities to crack down on traditional sea routes for il-
legal migrants coming to the country, triggering a
crisis as people-smugglers dumped hundreds of

refugees off the coasts of other countries and fled.
Yesterday the Malaysian inquiry heard from M

Joeking, a senior police official charged with
guarding the border in part of northern Malaysian,
who said authorities found a camp in January 2015.
After hearing from a colleague about the camp in
the jungle, he sent officers to raid the site in north-
ern Perlis state where they discovered wooden
cages and lookout posts, as well as graves and a
stretcher to carry dead bodies.

His testimony confirmed long-held suspicions
that authorities knew about the camps - where
Rohingya and Bangladeshis were held in appalling
conditions after arriving by sea - for months be-
fore going public.  Razali Ismail, one of the officials
overseeing the inquiry, suggested the raid was a
failure as many migrants fled and police rescued
only 38 of them. —AFP 
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