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HANOI: Hanoi is preparing to receive North Ko-
rean leader Kim Jong Un for a state visit, two
sources said, while officials and diplomats said
Vietnam is keen to host a second summit between
Kim and US President Donald Trump. A source fa-
miliar with the matter said Kim will travel to Viet-
nam for an official state visit after the Feb 4-8 lunar
new year. A separate source confirmed Kim’s visit
but did not give any dates.

The United States and North Korea are hold-
ing high-level talks in Washington this week to
discuss a second meeting between Trump and Kim
to seek an “interim” deal to revitalize nuclear talks,
US and South Korean media have said. Commu-
nist-ruled Vietnam, which has good relations with
both the United States and North Korea, has been
widely touted as the most likely venue for a second
meeting. The Southeast Asian country is keen to
host the summit as a demonstration of its normal-
ized ties with the United States, its foe during the
Vietnam War, a Vietnamese government official
and two diplomatic sources told Reuters. The
Vietnamese source did not confirm if a state visit
by Kim would be combined with a US-North Ko-
rean summit. Media is heavily censored in Vietnam
and the ruling Communist Party retains a tight
control on information. 

The officials who spoke to Reuters did so on
the strict condition of anonymity, citing the sensi-
tivity of the situation. Vietnam’s foreign ministry
did not respond to a request from Reuters for
comment. A US embassy spokeswoman in Hanoi
said the embassy did not have anything to an-

nounce regarding the summit location, and re-
ferred questions to the White House.

Trump told reporters in Washington on Jan. 6
that the United States and North Korea are “ne-
gotiating a location” for a second summit, and that
“it will be announced probably in the not too dis-
tant future.” White House officials have declined
to comment further. Kim and Trump met for a his-
toric summit in Singapore in June, but have since
struggled to make progress towards denucleariza-
tion of the Korean peninsula.

Top North Korean officials, including former
spy chief Kim Yong Chol, were seen at Beijing air-
port on Thursday, and are believed to be headed
to the United States for meetings with Secretary
of State Mike Pompeo and possibly Trump. Asked
about a possible high-level meeting this week, a
State Department spokesman said: “We have no
meetings to announce.”

A1 visit in Danang
Both Hanoi and the central Vietnam city of

Danang have been viewed by analysts as possible
locations for a second summit. A senior Danang-
based official said the city had not been asked to
host such an event, but had received instructions
to prepare for a possible “A1” visit, referring to a
high-profile foreign leader. A senior South Korean
official earlier told Reuters that the United States
has “various options” on the location, which would
be decided after consultations with North Korea,
while another official said that Vietnam is only one
of the countries keen to host the summit.

Vietnam, which rose from the ashes of a victo-
rious but costly war with the United States and
transformed itself into one of Asia’s fastest-grow-
ing economies, has developed close strategic ties
with Washington. In 2016, Washington ended a
decades-old arms embargo on Vietnam, and last
year a US aircraft carrier visited Vietnam for the
first time since the end of the Vietnam War. Viet-
nam’s exports to the United States, its largest ex-
port market, rose 14.3 percent last year to $47.53
billion, accounting for nearly 20 percent of Viet-

nam’s total exports.
North Korea can learn from Vietnam’s experi-

ence in building ties with the United States, said
Le Dang Doanh, a Vietnamese economist and for-
mer government adviser who has given lectures to
North Korean delegations visiting Vietnam. “They
asked a lot about how Vietnam can normalize re-
lations with the United States after losing so many
Vietnamese lives during the war,” Doanh said. “I
told them we never forget the past, but we also
look to the future.” —Reuters
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PYONGYANG: In this file photo released by North Korea’s Korean Central News Agency North Korean leader
Kim Jong Un poses in Pyongyang. —Reuters

Thailand signals
more tolerant
refugee policy 
after Saudi case
BANGKOK: Thailand’s immigration chief vowed
Wednesday not to force refugees to return home
“involuntarily”, after a Saudi woman’s desperate plea
for resettlement drew global attention to a country
that does not recognize asylum seekers. The country
is not a signatory to a UN convention on refugees
and has long come under fire for holding them in de-
tention centers or deporting them back to repressive
regimes where they face prison or worse.

Many cases do not make headlines but that
changed earlier this month when 18-year-old Saudi
runaway Rahaf Mohammed al-Qunun arrived in
Bangkok and staved off deportation by barricading
herself in a hotel at the airport, live-tweeting the
standoff to an international audience. She was
handed over to the UN refugee agency within days
and resettled to Canada within a week, where she
was welcomed by Foreign Minister Chrystia Free-
land after landing in Toronto on Saturday.

Qunun said she suffered abuse in the ultra-con-
servative kingdom and refused to see family mem-
bers who came to Thailand after her flight. The
lightning-fast processing of her case was unprece-
dented for Thailand and was overseen almost from
start to finish by immigration chief Surachate Hak-
parn, a blunt-talking media-savvy official nick-
named “Big Joke” who was recently appointed to
the role and vowed reforms.

Responding to questions about Thailand’s treat-
ment of refugees, Surachate told an audience at the
foreign correspondents’ club he would take a new ap-
proach and that under his supervision “there will be
no one involuntarily sent back to the country if they
don’t want to go back”. He added that as chief of the
department, “we will now follow international norms”.
But the claims were met with scepticism given the
November arrest in Thailand of refugee footballer Ha-
keem Alaraibi, who had been granted permanent res-
idency in Australia but was stopped at the airport in
Bangkok while trying to go on vacation.

Alaraibi, a former player for Bahrain’s national
team, is wanted on charges relating to the dam-
age of a police station during the Arab Spring in
the Gulf State, but rights groups say he was play-
ing a match at the time and the allegations are
false. Surachate said the case was different as
there was an outstanding arrest warrant for
Alaraibi in Bahrain, but said that he could argue
his case in court. —AFP

Volcano erupts on 
small Japan island
TOKYO: A Japanese volcano erupted yesterday,
spewing ash and smoke six kilometers into the air
over a small southern island. There were no re-
ports of injuries or damage from the eruption on
Kuchinoerabu, in the far south of Japan. A local
official said there had been no evacuations on the
island, which is home to just 109 people. Images
broadcast by NHK showed large plumes of ash
and grey smoke billowing above the island, which
has regularly been affected by eruptions.

“We heard a huge explosion and there was
shaking like an earthquake,” a resident told the
broadcaster. The meteorological agency said the
eruption occurred shortly after it had issued a
new warning. “There have been eruptions there
since last year but we sent an alert out (this morn-
ing) for this latest eruption as it will have a wider
impact,” said Jun Fujimatsu, an official at the
agency’s volcanic activity division. “We have
maintained a level three warning, which means a
ban on entering the volcano area,” he said. 

“There are several craters at the volcano... The
danger zone is two kilometers from the Shindake
crater,” he added. “We do not think the latest
eruption will engulf the entire island.” Government
spokesman Yoshihide Suga said the plume of
smoke and ash from the eruption rose 6,000 me-
ters. “But there is no impact on the community and

no injury or damage has been reported,” he said.
There are currently “71 households comprising
109 people living on the island, including some
who are just a few kilometers from the crater,”
local official Shogo Sado said. 

He confirmed no evacuations had yet been
ordered but said preparations were being made
in case it became necessary to move people,
some of whom are elderly and frail. In 2015, all
140 people living on the island were evacuated
after a violent eruption that sent black clouds up
as high as 9,000 meters and produced a five-
minute volcanic quake. Japan, with scores of ac-
tive volcanoes, sits on the so-called Pacific “Ring
of Fire”, where a large proportion of the world’s
earthquakes and volcanic eruptions are
recorded. —AFP

KAGOSHIMA PREFECTURE, Japan: This handout
video grab from the Japan Meteorological
Agency’s live webcam shows an eruption on
Kuchinoerabu Island in Yakushima, Kagoshima
prefecture. —AFP


