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BEIJING: A 29-year-old Australian student de-
tained in North Korea surfaced in Beijing yes-
terday, saying he felt “great” after being
released. Alek Sigley-one of a handful of West-
erners living and studying in North Korea-dis-
appeared without a trace around June 23,
prompting a week of deep concern and frantic
speculation about his fate. For days Sigley’s
family received no word about his whereabouts
or wellbeing, stoking fears he may have been
the latest in a long line of foreigners to become
entangled in North Korea’s police state.

“I’m ok, I’m ok, yeah, yeah, I’m good. I’m
very good,” Sigley said at Beijing’s interna-
tional airport. Asked how he felt, he responded:
“Great.” He went to the Australian embassy
and was later seen again at the airport, where
he smiled again and waved at reporters. He
was expected to travel to Japan, where his wife
still lives. Earlier, Australian Prime Minister
Scott Morrison told lawmakers that Sigley had
“been released from detention in the Demo-
cratic People’s Republic of Korea” and that “he
is safe and well”. Sigley’s father Gary, a pro-
fessor of Chinese and Asian studies, told media
in Australia that the family was “extremely
pleased he is safe and sound”. The father ad-
mitted he had missed a call from his son be-
cause he had been busy “shopping”, but
hoped to give him a “big hug and kiss” soon.

Demystify North Korea    
Sigley’s detention came just days before a

G20 summit and a landmark meeting between

President Donald Trump and North Korean
leader Kim Jong Un. Trump was intimately in-
volved in the case of University of Virginia stu-
dent Otto Warmbier, who was imprisoned during
a tour of the authoritarian state in 2016. Doctors
said Warmbier suffered severe brain damage
while in detention, fell into a coma and died days
after arriving back in the United States, aged 22.

Sigley was much more familiar with the
country and spoke fluent Korean. He ran tours
to North Korea and a number of social media
sites, which usually had a stream of apolitical
content about life in one of the world’s most se-
cretive nations. His blog posts focused on
everyday Pyongyang-everything from the city’s
dining scene to North Korean app reviews. “He
is always trying to demystify North Korea, un-
like the typical Western media. He tries to un-
derstand the people there,” his 26-year-old
Japanese wife, Yuka Morinaga, had said.

The pair married in a lavish ceremony in
Pyongyang last year. The case was compli-
cated by Australia’s lack of diplomatic repre-
sentation in North Korea. Morrison thanked
Sweden for its help in securing Sigley’s re-
lease. Earlier this week Swedish special envoy
Kent Harstedt travelled to Pyongyang, where
he raised the issue with North Korean au-
thorities. “I would like to extend my deepest
gratitude to Swedish authorities for their in-
valuable assistance in securing Alek’s prompt
release,” Morrison said, hailing it as a triumph
of “behind the scenes” diplomacy. —AFP

Australian student detained in 
North Korea ‘released, safe’

Australian PM thanks Sweden for helping secure Sigley’s release 

WELLINGTON: Google was accused of “giving the middle finger” by New Zealand’s
Justice Minister yesterday, after the US tech giant refused to tighten publication standards
after breaching court suppression orders in a high-profile murder case. A Google news
email that went out to the general public named the accused killer of Briton Grace Millane
in December, despite a court order suppressing his identity while he was on trial.

The tech firm initially appeared contrite, holding meetings with Justice Minister Andrew
Little and assuring Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern earlier this year that the issue was being
looked at. Little said a follow-up inquiry in March yielded no results, before he finally re-
ceived a one-paragraph email from Google this week indicating the company saw no need
to change its policy as the case had been “extensively reported by overseas media”.

A furious Little described the response, which included a link to Google’s legal support
page, as “contemptible” and “extraordinarily disrespectful”. “It’s giving the middle finger
to New Zealand justice and the family of Grace Millane,” he told AFP. Little said sup-
pression orders were put in place to ensure the court system gave the accused a fair trial
and Google’s actions potentially undermined that right. “I can’t let that happen,” he said.

“If Google aren’t going to change then I have to find a way to put pressure on them
through the legal system or through international agreements.” He said he would raise
the issue at meetings with his international counterparts in coming months. Millane, 22,
was killed in December last year shortly after arriving in Auckland on holiday in a crime
that shocked New Zealand. A 27-year-old man has pleaded not guilty to her murder.

The row is the second time the New Zealand government has taken social media giants
to task in recent months. Ardern led global efforts to force them to curb hate speech in
the wake of the Christchurch mosques massacre in March, when a gunman killed 51 Mus-
lim worshippers as they gathered for Friday prayers. Little said Google had shown a will-
ingness to take responsible action in the wake of the attack and he hoped it would do so
again in the Millane case. —AFP

BEIJING: Alek Sigley, an Australian student who was detained in North Korea, waves while holding
his passport and flight ticket as he walks for his departure at the Beijing International airport. —AFP

India’s log-jammed 
courts hitting 
economy hard
NEW DELHI: India’s grid-locked courts are a
major hurdle to doing business and faster growth
in Asia’s third-largest economy, a government re-
port said on Thursday, calling for the hiring of thou-
sands of new judges to clear a huge backlog of
cases in just five years. India’s judicial system was
not only saddled with over 35 million pending cases,
of which around 87 percent were stuck at the dis-
trict level or below, but also suffered from delays
with clearing new cases, the government’s eco-
nomic survey, presented to parliament yesterday,
said.

This was partly due to a lack of judges, leaving
the country’s Case Clearance Rate (CCR), the ratio
of number of cases completed to those filed in a
year, at 88.7 percent in 2018. But there are nation-
wide variations, with states like Madhya Pradesh,
Assam and Tamil Nadu with nearly 100 percent
CCR, while some in the east, including Bihar, Odisha
and West Bengal, are significantly less efficient.
Case clearance rates in those states range from 55
percent to 78 percent.

“A 100 percent clearance rate in the district and
subordinate courts can be achieved by recruiting
about 2,200 odd judges, which is well within sanc-
tioned capacity,” the finance ministry’s chief eco-
nomic adviser, Krishnamurthy Subramanian, the
report’s main author, told reporters. Many court
systems in the United States and Europe had clear-
ance rates of around 100 percent, the report said.
Overall, Indian courts would need a little over 8,500
judges across all levels to reach a 100 percent
clearance rate and resolve all existing backlog in
five years, the report calculated.

There was also a need to improve productivity,
Subramanian said, which could be achieved through
improved technology and administration and re-
working court vacations. “The main point of this
analysis is that a major hurdle to economic growth
and social well-being can be stabilized through a
relatively small investment in the legal system,” the
report said. Prashant Reddy, a senior resident fellow
focusing on judicial reforms at think-tank Vidhi
Centre for Legal Policy, said much more needed to
be done.

“There are also a lot of systemic issues on the
administrative side... Right now, there are only
about 18,000 court rooms available in India,” he
said. “If you recruit 8,000 judges, where are you
going to seat them?” Courts have also struggled to
find good candidates for the bench, especially in the
lower judiciary, he said. — Reuters
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