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US, North Korea 
on collision course 
as deadline looms 
WASHINGTON: Tensions are quickly rising between
the United States and North Korea, which has ramped
up pressure as it demands concessions by President
Donald Trump’s administration by the end of the year.
The United States called a UN Security Council meet-
ing for today on North Korea’s series of rocket launch-
es, the latest return to antagonism as diplomacy lan-
guishes. Monday’s announcement came two days after
North Korea claimed to have carried out a “very
important” but otherwise unspecified test, in a hint that
it may have further actions in store.

Trump has met three times with North Korean
leader Kim Jong Un to discuss Pyongyang’s nuclear
program, describing him a friend and hailing the com-
parative calm achieved since 2017 when fears were
growing of all-out war. But North Korea is seeking a
comprehensive deal that includes sanctions relief, espe-
cially with Trump heading next year into a potentially
difficult re-election fight.

Insults back 
Trump said Saturday that Kim has “too much to lose,

everything actually, if he acts in a hostile way” and said

he would be “surprised if North Korea acted hostiley”.
In a rare personal attack on Trump since the start of
diplomacy, Kim Yong Chol, a longtime aide to the top
leader, called the US president a “heedless and erratic
old man” and condemned his “odd words and expres-
sion”. If Trump is not “astonished” by North Korea’s
response, “we will be irritated,” Kim said in a statement
quoted by the official Korean Central News Agency.

The United States, which holds this month’s presi-
dency of the Security Council, called Wednesday’s
meeting to give a “comprehensive update” on the
Korean peninsula and postponed a session on the
authoritarian state’s human rights record, a State
Department spokesperson said. The meeting will look
at “recent missile launches and the possibility of an
escalatory DPRK provocation,” the spokesperson said,
referring to the North by its official name, the
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. The Security
Council also met last week behind closed doors at the
best of European nations to condemn 13 missile tests
by North Korea.

North Korea ‘in a box’ 
Frank Aum, a senior expert on North Korea at

the US Institute of Peace, said Pyongyang is raising
the temperature as it believes the United States is
in no rush to make a deal. “I think they have decid-
ed, we don’t want to play the US game, where the
US gets all the benefits of reduced military ten-
sions and North Korea gets no benefits,” said Aum,
who formerly advised the US defense secretary

about the authoritarian state.
But the North Koreans have “put themselves in a

box” and could alienate China, their main diplomatic
ally and aid provider, if they take major action such as a
new nuclear test or a long-range ballistic missile test,
Aum said. “They have to respond to the end-of-year
deadline passing, otherwise it looks pretty stupid, but
at the same time they can’t respond too robustly, other-
wise they will get a hard response back from the US
and also China,” Aum said. He said the United States
and North Korea could work out an interim deal which
does not satisfy either side but serves as a base and
avoids a flare-up. —AFP

‘No compromise’ 
on human rights in 
Philippines: Bono 
MANILA: U2 frontman Bono said yesterday there must
be no compromise on human rights, in a rebuke of
Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte ahead of the Irish
rockers’ first Manila concert. The Philippine leader has
waged a deadly war on drugs that has claimed thou-
sands of lives. Overwhelmingly backed by Filipinos but
condemned by critics who say it is a war crime, the
killings by police as well as unknown suspects are the
subject of a preliminary inquiry by the International
Criminal Court prosecutor.

The rock icon, a longtime member of Amnesty
International, a critic of Duterte’s drug war, said human
rights are “critical” which he takes “very seriously”. “I
would just say you can’t compromise on human rights
and that’s my soft message to the president,” Bono said,
when asked about his views on the Philippines’ overall
human rights situation in the country.

Duterte, elected in a landslide in 2016, told support-
ers on the stump to “forget the laws on human rights”
as he vowed to kill 100,000 criminals and dump their
bodies into Manila Bay to fatten the fish. He has also
told police he will have their backs, vowing to hand out
presidential pardons should they be prosecuted and
sent to jail while enforcing his crackdown.

Bono, in Manila for a U2 concert today, said he has
no plans to see the Filipino leader, adding: “President

Duterte is very popular. He doesn’t need me on his
side.” U2 are in Asia for their Joshua Tree Tour 2019
that will wrap up in the Indian city of Mumbai on
Sunday. Earlier stops included Brisbane, Adelaide,
Melbourne, Sydney and Perth, as well as Singapore,
Tokyo and Seoul.

Bono was not the first outspoken musician to speak
out against Duterte’s drug war. In 2016, American singer
James Taylor cancelled his planned Manila concert to
protest extrajudicial killings in the country. Duterte’s
drug war has killed over 5,500 alleged dealers and users
who fought back during arrests, but watchdogs say the
actual toll is at least four times higher. International
Criminal Court prosecutors have launched a preliminary
probe of the killing, and the UN’s top rights body voted
in favor an in-depth review.  —AFP

Mahathir pledges 
to step down for 
Anwar, but not 
before November
KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia’s Mahathir Mohamad, the
world’s oldest prime minister, promised yesterday to
hand over power to anointed successor Anwar Ibrahim in
spite of new sexual assault allegations against him.
Mahathir, 94, told Reuters in an interview that he would
not hand over before a summit of Asia-Pacific Economic
Cooperation (APEC) countries that Malaysia is to host in
November but could be ready after that.

“I made a promise to hand over and I will, accepting
that I thought that a change immediately before the
APEC summit would be disruptive,” Mahathir said. “As
far I’m concerned, I’m stepping down and I’m handing
the baton to him. If people don’t want him, that is their
business, but I will do my part of the promise... irrespec-
tive of whatever allegation. I made my promise, I keep my
promise.” Asked if a handover could come in Dec 2020,
Mahathir said: “We’ll look at that when the time comes.”

The turbulent relationship between the two men -
allies turned fierce rivals who later reunited to win power
- has shaped politics in the Southeast Asian country for
decades. Mahathir was unexpectedly elected in 2018 as
the head of a coalition government whose largest party is
led by Anwar, 72, who has been jailed twice on separate
counts of sodomy and for corruption - charges he says
were political. Last week, Anwar denied fresh allegations
by a former aide that he had tried to force him to have
sex - describing the accusations as “politics at its worst”.

It is Mahathir’s second stint as Malaysia’s premier, a
post he previously held for 22 years from 1981 to 2003.
Anwar was his deputy from 1993 to 1998, when the two
fell out. Anwar was jailed the following year. Although
Mahathir promised to hand over to Anwar during the
2018 election campaign, doubts grew over his intentions
when he later said he needed more time to steer the
heavily-indebted country out of its troubles first.
Mahathir said he hoped for an out-of-court settlement
with Goldman Sachs soon over the 1MDB scandal that
sent Malaysia’s debt soaring. He also raised the possibili-
ty of selling stakes in state energy firm Petronas to oil
and gas-rich provinces.

Not tired
Firing back responses to questions from his perch on

a sofa in his palatial office at Putrajaya on the outskirts of
Kuala Lumpur, Mahathir said he did not feel tired despite
his age because he was satisfied by his work. “I try to do
some minor exercise, but mainly I keep my weight sta-
ble,” he said. “I’ve been 62 kilos for the past 30 or 40
years, it doesn’t change. I don’t eat very much, and I don’t
eat... when food tastes nice. I don’t overeat.”

As well as planning to be the first leader in the world
to host the APEC summit twice, Mahathir has been push-
ing to cement his legacy as a leader in the Muslim world.
A summit in Kuala Lumpur next week would bring lead-
ers from Iran, Pakistan, Turkey and other Muslim coun-
tries, officials said. Mahathir said the meeting would look
into situations where Muslims were being oppressed.

That would include allegations of rights abuses
against Uighur Muslims in China’s Xinjiang region,
Mahathir said, while adding prospects for action by the
Muslim world were limited. “Taking a stand is one thing,
doing something that can improve this situation is
another thing. You take a stand which may well result in
more pressures being applied and it is not going to do
us any good,” he said. “The Muslim world cannot chal-
lenge anybody. We are very weak. Anybody can manip-
ulate us, they can even make us fight each other. That’s
how we are.” —Reuters

THE HAGUE: Members of Myanmar’s Rohingya Muslim minori-
ty prayed for justice on the eve of hearings at the UN’s
International Court of Justice during which leader Aung San Suu
Kyi will defend the country against genocide charges. Gambia
launched proceedings against the Buddhist-majority Myanmar
in November, accusing it of violating its obligations under the
1948 Genocide Convention. It is only the third genocide case
filed at the court since World War Two.

During three days of court proceedings Suu Kyi, a Nobel
Peace laureate, is expected to repeat denials of genocide and
argue that military operations in question were a legitimate
counterterrorism response to attacks by Rohingya militants. This
week’s proceedings before a panel of 17 judges will not deal with
the core allegation of genocide, but Gambia has requested a
court order for Myanmar to halt any activity that may aggravate
the dispute.

Gambia will argue that Myanmar’s forces carried out wide-
spread and systematic atrocities under a campaign known as
“operation clearance”, from August 2017 that constituted geno-
cide. Its court petition accused Myanmar of genocidal acts
“intended to destroy the Rohingya as a group, in whole or in
part, by the use of mass murder, rape and other forms of sexual
violence, as well as the systematic destruction by fire of their vil-
lages, often with inhabitants locked inside burning houses.”

More than 730,000 Rohingya fled Myanmar in 2017 after the
military-led crackdown and were forced into squalid camps
across the border in Bangladesh. Hasina Begum, 22, said she was
among many women raped by Myanmar soldiers who also
burned down her village. “They have done these things to me, to
my relatives and my friends. I can tell them face to face, looking
them in the eyes, because I am not lying,” she told Reuters.

Leaving the refugee camp in Bangladesh for the first time
since she fled, Hasina arrived in The Hague on Monday with two
other victims and an interpreter. “I feel great,” Hasina said from
her hotel room on the eve of hearings. “Myanmar military raped
many of our women. We want justice with the help of the inter-
national community.”

Back at the camp, some Rohingya said they were praying to
see justice delivered, while others posted on Twitter that they
intended to fast to mark the event. The United Nations has said
the campaign was executed with “genocidal intent”. While the

United States stopped short of calling it genocide, it said the acts
amounted to “ethnic cleansing” and imposed sanctions against
military leaders.

Gambia, a tiny, mainly Muslim West African country, will
argue that by either enabling or failing to prevent genocide
Myanmar failed to meet its requirements under the convention.
The tribunal, also known as the World Court, has no enforcement
powers, but its rulings are final and have significant legal weight. 

Meanwhile, the Bangladeshi military has started erecting
fences around camps housing hundreds of thousands of
Rohingya refugees despite complaints from community leaders
and rights groups. An AFP correspondent yesterday saw troops
in military fatigues erecting pillars for barbed-wire fences
around one large camp at Balukhali in the southeastern border
district Cox’s Bazar. Bangladesh’s refugee commissioner
Mahhbub Alam Talukder confirmed to AFP that construction had
begun but declined to comment further.

Army chief General Aziz Ahmed said late last month that
army engineers had begun erecting the pillars and that the mili-
tary has “placed orders” for barbed wire. The camps house
nearly a million members of the mostly Muslim Rohingya minori-
ty, around 750,000 of whom fled a military offensive in neigh-
boring Myanmar in Aug 2017.

Frustration has been growing in Bangladesh about hosting
the refugees, particularly since the latest attempt to repatriate
them to Myanmar failed in August. The refugees are already for-
bidden to leave the camps although their sprawling nature
means authorities have been unable to police all their move-
ments. New checkpoints on the main roads leading to the camps
stop Rohingya and send them back to the settlements when they
try to travel to other parts of Bangladesh.

It has imposed a blackout on high-speed Internet in the
Rohingya settlements, confiscated SIM cards and mobile phones
used by the refugees, and filed cases against hundreds for ille-
gally obtaining citizenship cards. The move to construct barbed-
wire fences has been condemned by Rohingya leaders who said
they would create a “panic” among the Rohingya. “It will restrict
our movement. We have to walk a long distance to get food
rations from the authorities,” said Mohammad Hashim as he
watched troops digging holes for pillars.  “The children won’t be
able to play anymore.”

‘Big prison’ 
Earlier rights groups also condemned the move, saying the

fencing could transform the camps into “a big prison”. “The
Bangladesh government shouldn’t turn Rohingya refugee
camps into open air prisons. Barbed wire and guard towers
should be reserved for criminals, not people who fled
Myanmar to escape from mass atrocities,” Brad Adams, Asia
director at Human Rights Watch, said in a comment to AFP.

“The Bangladesh government now risks squandering the glob-
al goodwill it had earned when it allowed the Rohingya to
cross into safety,” he added.

UN experts have expressed serious concerns about these
restrictions. Local resident Abdul Gaffar, who lives near the
Balukhali camp, also complained. “The pillars erected for fencing
were constructed on the locals’ paddy field. Many locals living
here will also be trapped inside fences,” he said.  —Agencies
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UKHIA, Bangladesh: A Rohingya balloon seller walks along a street in Balukhali refugee camp
yesterday. —AFP

MANILA: U2 frontman singer Bono speaks to the media during a
signing ceremony yesterday. —AFP

Duterte to lift 
martial law in 
S Philippines
MANILA: President Rodrigo Duterte will lift martial law in
the southern Philippines by year’s end, his spokesman said
yesterday, more than two years after it was imposed in an
attempt to stop the Islamic State group gaining a foothold
there. Duterte put the Mindanao region under military rule
in May 2017, hours after gunmen flying the black IS flag
seized the mainly Muslim city of Marawi, sparking a five-
month battle that left 1,200 people dead.

“The (presidential) palace is confident on the capability
of our security forces in maintaining the peace and securi-
ty of Mindanao without extending martial law” beyond
Dec 31, presidential spokesman Salvador Panelo said in a
statement. Duterte’s security advisers had apprised him of
the “weakening of the terrorist and extremist rebellion, a
result of the capture or neutralisation of their leaders, as
well as the decrease in the crime index,” Panelo added.

Martial law had allowed the military to establish
control with measures like curfews, checkpoints and
gun controls in a nation where many civilians own
firearms, either legally or illegally. Suspects could also
be deta ined for  longer  per iods without  cr imina l
charges being filed in court. However martial law is a
contentious issue in a country ruled for 20 years by
the late deposed dictator Ferdinand Marcos, who
Duterte has hailed as the greatest leader the Asian
nation ever had. —AFP

SEOUL: A signpost showing the directions and distances from
Seoul to Washington and Pyongyang is displayed in a park
yesterday. —AFP

8 in 10 girls in Nepal 
forced to sleep 
outside during periods
KATHMANDU: Teenage girls are still being forced to
sleep outside during their periods in parts of Nepal
despite a string of deaths and a law banning the ancient

custom, researchers said yesterday. A new study pub-
lished days after the latest victim suffocated to death
found nearly eight out of 10 girls in Karnali, a province
in western Nepal where the practice is prevalent, were
banished from their homes while menstruating.

Because menstruating girls and women are viewed as
impure, many have to sleep in huts, where they are at
risk of being raped, bitten by snakes or dying from car-
bon dioxide poisoning from fires lit to keep warm. “The
women and girls we spoke to were terrified of snakes
and animals coming in at night, or of being attacked by

strangers,” said Jennifer Thomson, who worked on the
study, published in the journal Sexual and Reproductive
Health Matters.

“Even if they hadn’t experienced that directly, the
psychological stress of that was quite real,” added
Thomson, a lecturer in comparative politics at Britain’s
University of Bath. The centuries-old Hindu practice
known as chhaupadi was outlawed in 2005, but penalties
including a fine and jail time were only introduced last
year after the deaths of a teenager and a mother and her
sons led to a parliamentary investigation. —AFP


