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Remote Alaskan 
village divided 
over oil drilling

The sun had yet to rise in the remote Arctic in north-
eastern Alaska but tourists in search of polar bears
were already boarding small boats setting off from a

frozen beach. Bears have become a popular attraction for
visitors to Kaktovik, a 250-person Native Alaskan village
surrounded by the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge
(ANWR), the US’ largest wildlife park covering 19.6 million
acres. This has generated steady work for indigenous
Inupiaq hunters-turned-guides who ferry tourists around
the waters of this island town while keeping a safe distance
from polar bears, whose playful appearance belies their
dangerous nature.

For the bears’ growing presence in Kaktovik during an
increasingly long ice-free season is a cause for alarm with
local residents blaming climate change - and this has fuelled
a growing dispute over oil drilling in the largely unscathed
area. “The polar bears are in abundance here on the shore
because their habitat has gone away - because the world is
burning too much fossil fuel,” guide Robert Thompson told
the Thomson Reuters Foundation after a day of polar bear
guiding. The link between fossil fuels and a warming Arctic
is the key reason Thompson opposes oil drilling in a 1.5 mil-
lion acre coastal plain of the ANWR known as the 1002
area - but change is afoot with Washington rolling back
protections. Thompson is on one side of a bitter fight that
has divided this remote village and sparked debate over
who are the true custodians of Native Alaskan land.

Lease sales
In 1968, the largest proven oil reserve in US history was

discovered about 175 km west of Kaktovik in Prudhoe Bay
on Alaska’s North Slope. With the completion of the Trans
Alaska Pipeline in 1977, the region became a key energy
source. In 1971, the US government passed the Alaska Native
Claims Settlement Act, which paid nearly $1 billion at that
time to Native Alaskans and transferred about 44 million
acres of public land to indigenous-controlled corporations.

The Arctic Slope Regional Corporation (ASRC), whose
shareholders are the Inupiaq people of the North Slope,
owns surface and subsurface rights to millions of acres in
the Arctic, and leases land for oil and gas exploration.
With the Kaktovik Inupiaq Corporation, the two indige-
nous companies own 92,000 acres of surface and subsur-
face rights in ANWR which contains some of North
America’s wildest territory.

Within the refuge borders, there are no roads, estab-
lished trails, or buildings of any type, and no cell phone
service, according to the Fish and Wildlife Service. “This
is a true wilderness refuge,” the Arctic park’s website
states. In the 1980s oil major Chevron drilled the only
exploratory well in ANWR, the most significant step
toward petroleum development in a decades-long debate
about whether oil could be drilled safely in the refuge,
without affecting wildlife.

That debate took a new turn in December 2017 when
Congress passed a tax-overhaul bill with a provision man-
dating two oil lease sales in the 1002 area, each offering at
least 400,000 acres, within seven years. Environmental and
Native groups criticized the Department of the Interior
(DoI) for moving too swiftly on readying a lease sale for lat-
er this year, saying more time was needed to consult with
tribes and other locals. Last December, the US Army Corps
of Engineers released a draft environmental impact state-
ment outlining four possible scenarios for oil drilling. In
February, the DoI’s Bureau of Land Management held public
meetings in several Alaskan cities and villages, including
Kaktovik, as well as in Washington, DC, the nation’s capital.
Both steps are part of the standard procedure to move
ahead with selling an oil lease, said Kara Moriarty, president
of the Alaska Oil and Gas Association, furthering her hopes
that drilling will proceed under the Trump administration.

“According to the schedule released by the Department
of Interior, they plan to issue a final environmental impact
statement later this summer or early fall,” Moriarty said in
emailed comments. “At this point, they haven’t missed that
deadline so we have no reason to believe that a lease sale
will not occur.”

Representation
A 2016 poll conducted by the village found residents

equally split over oil drilling in ANWR. “You’ll have people
who hate your guts because you’re saying no,” Kaktovik
Mayor Nora Jane Burns told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation from the village office. Burns grew up support-
ing oil development but has changed her mind over the
years. “The main concern is the animals,” she said. The
Gwich’in Athabascan people of Alaska and Canada, who live
and hunt in the southern part of ANWR, oppose oil devel-
opment because it threatens the caribou herd that is central
to their diet and culture. Burns said most Inupiaq support for
oil drilling came from larger settlements away from Kaktovik,
like the North Slope’s largest city, Utqiagvik, where the
ASRC is headquartered. “On the western side, they all want
development. They want it here on our land because they
want to preserve their own hunting grounds,” Burns said.
“We always like to represent ourselves but they represent us
- but they don’t live here.” —Reuters

North Korean leader Kim Jong Un walks upon arrival at the railway station in the far-eastern Russian port of Vladivostok yesterday. —AFP

Hashim: Radical 
linked to Sri 
Lanka blasts

For years, Sri Lanka’s Muslim com-
munity warned authorities about a
firebrand cleric. Now it  seems

Zahran Hashim may have played a key
role in one of the worst attacks in the
country’s history. A video released by the
Islamic State group after i t  claimed
responsibility for bombs that killed 359
people, appears to prominently feature
Hashim. The round-faced cleric is the
only one of the eight figures whose face
is uncovered.

Dressed in a black tunic and head-
scarf, and carrying a rifle, Hashim is seen
in the IS video leading seven people in a
pledge of allegiance to the group’s chief
Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi. The other seven
all wear the same black tunics but their
faces are obscured by black-and-white
chequered scarves. Sri Lanka’s govern-
ment has accused Hashim indirectly, say-
ing the Islamist group he was believed to
lead - the National Thowheeth Jama’ath -
carried out the attacks.

Hashim was identified, albeit with his
name misspelled as Hashmi, by police as
heading NTJ. The IS video was the first
concrete evidence of the apparently cen-
tral role played by Hashim in the Easter
attacks.

‘A loner’ 
Hashim was a virtual unknown before

the onslaught - even inside Sri Lanka. He
had attracted several thousand followers
on social media sites, including YouTube
and Facebook, where he posted incendi-
ary sermons. In one, the cleric with an
unkempt black beard, delivers an extrem-
ist diatribe against non-Muslims, with a
crudely photoshopped backdrop of flags
in flames. Hilmy Ahamed, vice-president
of the Muslim Council of Sri Lanka, said
he had gone to local authorities with con-
cerns about Hashim three years ago.

“This person was a loner and he had
radicalized young people in the guise of
conducting Koran classes,” he told AFP.
“But nobody thought these people were
capable of carrying out an attack of such

magnitude.” Ahamed said Hashim, who
has also gone by the names Mohamed
Zahran and Moulavi Hashim, was around
40 years old and from the east coast
region of Batticaloa. The only one of the
attacks on Sunday to hit outside of the
Colombo area was at the Zion Church in
Batticaloa.

Dead or alive? 
“Zahran belonged to an average

Muslim middle-class family. He was a
drop-out,” said Ahamed, adding that the
cleric had studied at an Islamic college in
Kattankudy, a Muslim-majority city in
eastern Sri Lanka. He was considered a
menace by the local Muslim community
and caused trouble at Kattankudy’s
Thowheeth mosque. “The mosque saw
continuous conflict with the traditional
mosque goers. Once Zahran took a sword
out to kill people belonging to the tradi-
tional Muslim mosque,” Ahamed said.

Local media said Hashim formed the
NTJ in Kattankudy in 2014. There was
st i l l  confusion Wednesday about
whether that group, or a splinter organi-
zation, carried out the Easter attack.
“There has been a group that has split
from the main body,” of the NTJ, Deputy
Defense Minister Ruwan Wijewardene
said. “We believe that the leader of this
group has also committed suicide in one
of the attacks,” he added, refusing to
confirm if he was referring to Hashim or
someone else.

Sri Lankan officials are still investigat-
ing to what degree IS may have helped
the attackers, but Ahamed said Hashim
was known by the community to have
international ties. “All his videos have
been uploaded from India. He uses boats
of smugglers to travel back and forth
from southern India,” he said. “I don’t
know if  he is dead or al ive,” added
Ahamed.

And neither do police, who want to
know if Hashim was among the suicide
bombers. Yesterday they were carrying
out DNA tests on the bodies of some of
the bombers, particularly one who set off
explosives at the Shangri-La hotel. “The
biggest concern is Zahran,” said an offi-
cer close to the investigation. “Anyone
who can help us trace him will be doing
everyone a huge favour,” the official
added. “We have not been able to
account for him yet.”  —AFP

Ghosn’s wife 
puts her head 
above parapet 

Not so long ago, Carole Ghosn was
posing on the red carpet with
tycoon husband Carlos in front of

the world’s media, seemingly without a care.
Now she is criss-crossing the world, spear-
heading an emotional media and political
campaign for her detained partner, even as
she finds herself increasingly dragged into
his legal woes. The elegant 52-year-old with
long blonde hair has become a passionate
spokeswoman for her husband, loudly pro-
claiming his innocence as he languishes in a
Japanese detention centre, battling multiple
allegations of financial misconduct.

She has appealed to French President
Emmanuel Macron to intervene during talks
with Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe,
saying France should not “abandon” some-
one who as head of partially state-owned
Renault “loyally served his country”. She has
also reached out to the White House ahead
of Abe’s talks with US President Donald
Trump, saying Japan’s “hostage justice” was
designed to break her husband’s spirit and
force him into signing a confession. In a tear-
ful interview with US media, Carole said her
65-year-old husband is in poor health, exac-
erbated by what she described as “mental
abuse” in his detention center.

‘Nothing to hide’ 
Carole was not with her husband on

November 19 when he was dramatically
arrested onboard his private jet at a Tokyo
airport and was shocked to learn the news
thousands of kilometres away. She was pre-
vented from seeing her husband during his
initial detention and kept largely mum about
his case. But she was ever-present after he
was released on bail on March 6, setting up
home in a relatively modest apartment in
central Tokyo.

“During the month he was free, they tried
to live normally, go for walks, eat good
meals”, said a Tokyo-based friend of the
couple, despite the phalanx of photogra-
phers camped outside their residence - to
Carole’s visible annoyance at times. The
respite was brief and Carlos was rearrested

at dawn on April 4 to answer further allega-
tions - an event that “traumatized” her,
according to her friend.

She has described that morning in several
media interviews, claiming that prosecutors
scoured every inch of their 50-square-metre
apartment, searched her, took her passport
and even accompanied her into the bath-
room. “It was a huge trial, among the worst
moments of her life,” said the couple’s
French lawyer, Francois Zimeray, who
praised her for her “dignity” under pressure.

Using another passport, she immediately
fled Japan for France but returned a few
days later to face questioning and to show
“she had nothing to hide”. Her friend told
AFP: “She has decided to fight for her hus-
band because she loves him and she believes
in his innocence. She won’t leave him
because she knows that for him, his defence
is the biggest challenge of his life.” 

‘Beauty Yachts’ 
Born in 1966 in Beirut, Carole Ghosn, nee

Nahas, has spent most of her life in the US.
She holds American nationality along with
her three children from a first marriage. A
highly educated businesswoman in her own
right, she founded a company selling luxury
kaftans at the end of the 2000s and is also
involved in charitable and cultural circles. She
met Carlos and the couple fell quickly in love,
she providing a calming influence on the
impulsive tycoon, according to one friend.

They were married in 2016 at the gilded
Versailles Palace near Paris in a lavish cere-
mony that has since caught the attention of
authorities amid questions over how the
bash was funded. As the legal noose tightens
around her husband, she has increasingly
found herself a person of interest to authori-
ties. According to sources close to the case,
she is named as president of a company
used to buy a luxury yacht that prosecutors
suspect was purchased partly with funds
allegedly diverted from Nissan.

Authorities have questioned her over this
British Virgin Isles-registered company
“Beauty Yachts” but she has not been for-
mally charged and denies any wrongdoing.
Nevertheless, she has been unable to shake
off the Japanese investigators who reported-
ly suspect her of contacting some of the
protagonists in the case to get their stories
straight. “It’s wrong,” said Carlos Ghosn’s
lead lawyer Junichiro Hironaka when asked
about the media reports.  —AFP 

Putin-Kim summit sends message to US
North Korean leader Kim Jong Un is set to meet

Russian President Vladimir Putin for the first
time this week at a symbolic summit hoping to

project himself as a serious world player but likely to
come away without the relief he seeks from crushing
sanctions. After his second summit with US President
Donald Trump ended without  an agreement  two
months ago, Kim’s meeting with Putin serves as a
reminder to Washington that he has other options in
the region backing his leadership.

But while Kim is likely to seek more assistance from
one of his country’s two main backers, Russia will be
limited in what it can provide and the summit will focus
more on demonstrating camaraderie than new invest-
ment or aid, analysts said. “When Kim meets Putin, he
is going to ask for economic assistance and unilateral
sanctions relaxation. Moscow is unlikely to grant his
wishes,” said Artyom Lukin, a professor at Far Eastern
Federal University in Vladivostok.

That school’s campus is seen to be the summit ven-
ue, according to South Korean media which reported
the presence of Kim’s top aides there making prepara-
tions for the event. “Being a veto-holding UN Security
Council member, Moscow can hardly afford to under-
mine its authority even for the sake of friendship with
Kim,” Lukin said.

Sanctions relief
While Russia says it fully enforces the sanctions

that it voted to impose, it has joined China in calling
for loosening punishment for North Korea in recogni-
tion of steps taken in limiting its weapons testing.

“Steps by the DPRK towards gradual disarmament
should be fo l lowed by the eas ing of  sanct ions ,”
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov said at a
Security Council meeting late last year, using the ini-
tials of the North’s official name, the Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea.

Washington has accused Russia of “cheating” on
sanctions and said it has evidence of “consistent and
wide-ranging Russ ian  v io la t ions” . In  February,
Reuters reported a Russian tanker violated interna-
tional trade sanctions by transferring fuel to a North
Korean vessel at sea at least four times between Oct
2017 and May 2018. One Russian lawmaker told
Interfax news agency last week that North Korea had
asked Moscow to allow its laborers to continue to
work in Russia despite sanctions requir ing their
expulsion by the end of this year.

“One particularly sore area for Kim is the issue of
North Korean laborers  working in  Russia ,”  said
Anthony Rinna, a specialist in Korea-Russia relations
at Sino-NK, a website that analyses the region. “Kim
will probably be seeking some wiggle-room from
Russia, although Moscow will be hard-pressed to
accommodate Kim given i ts  des ire  to  portray a
responsible image in the world.”

The United States has said it believed Pyongyang
was earning more than $500 million a year from nearly
100,000 workers abroad, including 30,000 in Russia.
According to unpublished reports by Moscow to the
United Nations Security Council, Russia sent home
nearly two-thirds of its North Korean workers during
2018. The report, reviewed by Reuters, said in 2018 the

number of North Koreans with work permits in Russia
fell to about 11,500.

Long ties
Russia-North Korea relations withered after the

Soviet demise, with the loss of support from Moscow
often cited as one factor that lead to a 1990s famine that
killed hundreds of thousands of North Koreans. Kim
Jong Un’s father, Kim Jong Il, worked to renew ties after
Putin first became president in 1999. He visited Russia
three times before his sudden death in 2011. Russia could
agree on some limited projects like a vehicle bridge con-
necting the two countries across the Tumangan River, or
provide more humanitarian aid, Lukin said. Earlier this
year, Russia sent more than 2,000 tons of wheat to
North Korea through the World Food Program. Russian
lawmakers have suggested Moscow could send as much
as 50,000 tons of wheat to North Korea.

According to the United Nations, Russia has con-
tinued to sell  significant amounts of oil  to North
Korea, though still officially under sanctions caps.
North Korea’s state media said in March officials met
in Moscow to sign an agreement “to boost high-level
contact and exchange in the polit ical  f ield (and)
actively promote cooperation in the fields of econo-
my and humanitarianism”. While Moscow is unlikely
to risk its authority at the United Nations by overtly
breaching sanctions, Putin could promise not to sup-
port any additional sanctions, Lukin said. “Kim can
expect a friendly reception here and probably some
chance of getting political and economic support
from Putin.”  —Reuters
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