
Friday, December 6, 2019I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Friday 17

SEOUL: Half a century ago a North Korean
agent hijacked the flight carrying Hwang In-
cheol’s father. Pyongyang never returned him,
and the search has defined his son’s life. Hwang
was just two when he last saw his father and
knows him only through photographs, but he has
spent much of his adult life campaigning for him.
A producer for South Korean broadcaster MBC,
Hwang Won was starting a business trip on a do-
mestic Korean Air flight from Gangneung to
Seoul’s Gimpo airport on Dec 11, 1969. 

Minutes after takeoff North Korean agent Cho
Chang Hee slipped into the cockpit and diverted
the plane to Pyongyang at gunpoint. Survivors
say three North Korean fighter jets escorted it in
to land, and that Cho was met by army officers
and driven away. The 50 passengers and crew
were blindfolded with handkerchiefs before they
were taken off the plane. The incident sparked in-
ternational outcry, prompting a UN resolution de-
nouncing the hijacking, and two months later 39
of those on board were repatriated, but Hwang’s
father was not among them. 

Returning passengers said Hwang Won had
been dragged away after resisting efforts to in-
doctrinate them and questioning the North’s ide-
ology. The Red Cross has long demanded the
return of the remaining 11 South Koreans, but
Pyongyang has repeatedly denied abducting
them, claiming some had chosen to stay. Their
plight soon dropped from public attention, but
the impact on Hwang’s family has never faded.
“My life has been a cycle of misery,” said his son.

‘Fears over minor things’ 
His mother was left traumatized by her hus-

band’s disappearance while doing something as
ordinary as taking a plane, and she was con-
sumed by “fears over minor things”, said Hwang
In-cheol. She would stop her children riding bi-
cycles to avoid the risk they could be hit by a car,
or going swimming in case they drowned. Later
in life, his father’s detention in Kim Il Sung’s Com-
munist North was “a major handicap”, the mere
fact he was in Pyongyang making the son stum-
ble on background checks for decent jobs.

In 2001, at one of the government-arranged
reunions periodically allowed by Pyongyang for
families separated by the Korean War, one of the
flight attendants, Sung Kyung-hee, met her
mother for the first time in more than 30 years.
The sight of the pair’s tearful reunion inspired him
to embark on a search for his father, quitting his
job at a publishing company to travel across the
South to raise awareness about the incident. “I
started out with the simple thought that I should
meet my father too,” Hwang said. He would now
be 82, but he is sure he was still alive as recently
as 2017, when an intermediary gave him answers
to questions that only his father would know. 

Diplomatic dawn? 
After some research, Hwang seized on the

United Nations’ Convention for the Suppression
of Unlawful Seizure of Aircraft, ratified by the
North in 1983. “Since the crew members and
passengers have not arrived at their final desti-

nation, the plane is still in flight according to the
treaty,” he said. Seoul could demand the North
abide by the international agreement and free
the abductees, Hwang said - but his pleas for
government action have gone unanswered.

Initially Seoul had encouraged the hijacking
victims’ families to keep a low profile, saying
their actions could complicate their relatives’
lives in the North. Inter-Korean relations have
gone from warm to cold and back again in his
years of campaigning, but the diplomatic

process has made no difference to his quest.
South Korean President Moon Jae-in met three
times with the North’s leader Kim Jong Un last
year, but Hwang remained a bitter onlooker. 

“It was just an extension of the empty calls
for reunification that I’d heard during the previ-
ous liberal administrations,” Hwang said. “Hu-
manitarian issues - by far the most important -
have always been left out. “The ignorance and
indifference of the South Korean government
has turned into a huge pain for me.” —AFP
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Indonesian faints 
during whipping 
IDI, Indonesia: An Indonesian man who fainted as
he was being whipped for pre-marital sex yester-
day was revived to receive the rest of his punish-
ment before being rushed to hospital. Despite
international condemnation, public flogging is
common for a range of offences banned under local
Islamic law in the conservative Aceh region on
Sumatra island, including gambling, drinking alco-
hol, and having gay or pre-marital sex. Aceh is the
only region in Indonesia, the world’s biggest Mus-
lim-majority country, that imposes religious law.

Yesterday, a 22-year-old man - sentenced to
100 strokes - pleaded with a masked sharia officer
to stop lashing his back with a rattan cane before
he fainted. He was revived and given brief medical
attention and then the flogging continued. He was
later rushed to a nearby hospital for treatment. The
man had been found guilty of having sex with a
woman who was also sentenced to 100 lashes out-
side a mosque in Aceh Timur district, along with
another man she had relations with.

Some 500 jeering spectators watched the
punishment as some yelled “harder, harder”. “This
is the consequence they have to face for violating
the law,” onlooker Muhammad Yunus told AFP. In

July, three people were flogged 100 times each for
having premarital sex, while two men caught hav-
ing sex with underaged girls were also whipped
100 times last year. Other offences tend to carry
dozens or even fewer lashes. In October, Aceh of-
ficials announced that poachers who threaten en-
dangered orangutans, tigers and other wildlife
could receive up to 100 lashes under new rules.
Rights groups have slammed public caning as
cruel, and Indonesia’s President Joko Widodo has
called for it to end, but the practice has wide-
spread support among Aceh’s mostly Muslim
population. —AFP

Sydney smoke 
crisis ‘longest 
on record’ 
SYDNEY: Australian bushfires have caused unprece-
dented pollution in Sydney and along the country’s east
coast, officials said yesterday, with smoke and dust
burning residents’ eyes and prompting a spike in respi-
ratory complaints. Hundreds of bushfires have burned
out of control since September up and down the eastern
seaboard, blanketing cities from Sydney to Brisbane in
smoke for weeks on end. The extent of the crisis was
made clear yesterday, with the New South Wales de-
partment of environment declaring bushfires and dust
had caused “some of the highest air pollution ever seen”
in Australia. The region “has experienced other periods
of poor air quality that lasted several weeks, including
the 1994 Sydney bushfires and the Black Christmas
bushfires of Dec 2001-Jan 2002,” a spokeswoman told
AFP. “This event, however, is the longest and the most
widespread in our records.” New South Wales Rural
Fire Service said more than a dozen fires were burning
near Sydney on Thursday, including three that carried
an emergency warning.

For three weeks the city has seen almost daily air
quality warnings. Bushfires are common in Australia, but
scientists say this year’s season has come earlier and
with more intensity due to a prolonged drought fuelled
by climate change. New South Wales health officials
said more people with asthma were turning up at hos-

pitals, and ambulance call-outs for breathing problems
were up 24 percent in the week to Dec 1.

Meanwhile, tourists and residents took measures to
combat the smoke, buying facemasks and staying in-
doors as much as possible. On Thursday, Sydney’s air
quality index registered fine particulate pollution -
small enough to penetrate deep inside the lungs - at
over 160 parts per million, far above levels considered
to be safe. Local newspapers and television have
posted advice about how to limit the impact of the
smoke - offering tips on what masks to buy and what
activities are safest. The smoke caused golfers at the
Australian Open - one of the world’s oldest national
opens - to complain about conditions. “It’s tough to see
your golf ball when you’re out there playing, where it
finishes. Your eyes do burn,” said 2015 champion Matt
Jones. “I’ve got that cough like you’ve got something in
your lungs, phlegm in your lungs or whatever, but it’s
not fun,” he said. —AFP

GOH, Indonesia: An Indonesian man faints after he was
whipped in public on charges of engaging in sexual re-
lations in Aceh yesterday. —AFP

SYDNEY: This picture taken yesterday shows a family
spending their evening at a beach as smoke haze contin-
ues to hang over the city. —AFP

SEOUL: In a photo taken on Nov 10, 2019, Hwang In-cheol shows a photo of his father. —AFP


