
BUDAPEST: Hungarian police yesterday
launched a criminal probe into one of the country’s
worst boat disasters that left seven South Korean
tourists dead and 21 others still missing. The Mer-
maid sightseeing boat collided with a much larger
passenger river cruise vessel on the Danube in the
heart of Budapest on Wednesday evening and
went down in just seven seconds, police said.

Army boats were scouring the murky Danube
yesterday as dozens of people looked on from a
bridge. Thirty-five people were on board the 26-
metre Mermaid when it sank near the parliament
building, most of them South Korean tourists in-
cluding a six-year-old girl. Army divers have
joined police in the search, but the operation has
been complicated by high water levels and a fast-
moving current after weeks of heavy rainfall.

Three bodies have already been found several
kilometers south of the disaster site, police said. A
captain of a boat that was near the accident told
online daily 24.hu he saw two elderly women being
pulled out of the water. “I am still in shock. I have
never seen such horror in my life,” the unnamed
man was quoted as saying.  “We were at the par-
liament when we heard that people were in the
water - everyone stopped right away and started
helping out.”

‘Criminal negligence’ 
Police showed journalists security camera

footage from a bridge in which the Mermaid is

seen colliding with the Viking Sigyn river cruise
boat. “The footage shows that before the collision
the Mermaid turned towards the Viking Sigyn
cruise boat, for some reason, the Viking then
turned the small boat over, and it sank within seven
seconds,” police colonel Adrian Pal told a press
conference.

He said a criminal investigation has been
launched for “criminal negligence on public wa-
terways,” adding that police were questioning the
Ukrainian captain of the Sigyn. Viking Cruises
confirmed the Sigyn was “involved in an incident”
on the Danube but there were no injuries to its
crew or guests. “We are cooperating with the au-
thorities as required,” it said. The Mermaid was
regularly serviced and had no apparent technical
faults, Mihaly Toth, a spokesman for its owner
Panorama Deck told Hungarian news agency MTI,
adding that it was on “a routine sightseeing trip”.

Wreckage found 
Hungary’s emergency services spokesman Pal

Gyorfi said that seven rescued people were taken
to hospital with symptoms of hypothermia and
shock. Fifteen boats are involved in the search for
those still unaccounted for - including the Hungar-
ian captain and crew member - about 17 hours
after the Mermaid went down.  Wreckage was
found on the riverbed after several hours of search-
ing near the Margaret Bridge, one of the main links
between the two parts of the Hungarian capital,

local media said. Zsolt Gabor Pataki, a colonel with
the fire department, said the operation had been
extended the entire length of the Danube in Hun-
gary south of Budapest and that the authorities in
neighboring Serbia had been contacted. 

South Korea’s Foreign Minister Kang Kyung-wha
is due in Budapest on Friday, and the country is also

sending an emergency relief team, officials in Seoul
said. In a phone call with Hungarian Prime Minister
Viktor Orban, South Korean President Moon Jae-in
called for “active support” from the Hungarian gov-
ernment in the rescue efforts. South Korean embassy
staff have also been assisting the emergency services
in the identification of victims. — AFP 
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BUDAPEST: Police and rescue boats are seen on the Danube river near the zone where the ‘Mermaid’
sightseeing boat sank overnight after colliding with a larger vessel in pouring rain. — AFP 

21 still missing; Country’s worst boat disasters

Seven South Koreans killed in 
Budapest tourist boat tragedy

Living off trash: South 
Africa’s waste pickers 
reclaim the streets
JOHANNESBURG: In the shadows of the high-rise offices in Jo-
hannesburg’s wealthy Sandton district, Thembekile Mokoena con-
cealed her recycling bag bulging with paper, plastic and tins under
a tree. Such strategies are a necessity for informal recyclers across
the city, like Mokeona, who are often forcibly moved by private
security guards paid to “clean up” urban spaces. 

“If we go near the Sandton shopping centre to use the toilets,
we are chased out and told we are disturbing the people who have
come to shop,” said 34-year-old Mokoena, sitting on a bench as
office workers in suits streamed past. “Once I was beaten by se-
curity who told me he would lose his job if he let me inside.”

Mokoena is one of an estimated 200,000 waste pickers or re-
claimers who navigate the racial, economic and physical divides
of South Africa’s largest and wealthiest city to sell tins, plastic and
paper to recycling depots. Across Africa, governments keen to
modernize booming cities often view poor people making a living
sifting through rubbish or hawking on the streets as a hindrance,
and as usurpers of public spaces meant for formal businesses and
wealthy residents.

Cities worldwide generated more than 1.3 billion tons of solid
waste in 2010, which is predicted to reach 2.2 billion tons a year
by 2025 - equal to the weight of the Great Pyramid of Giza, each
day, according to UN Habitat. Increasing recycling would re-
duce deaths from pollution, flooding and planet-heating emis-
sions, it said, calling for waste picking to be regulated to better
protect workers.

Reclaimers recycle 80 to 90% of plastic and packaging in
South Africa, saving authorities up to 750 million Rand ($53 mil-

lion) in landfill costs, the Pretoria-based Council for Scientific and
Industrial Research estimates. Despite the valuable service re-
claimers provide, they are stigmatized - on the street and at home.
“People assume that because we are dirty, we are drug addicts,
but it’s not true. We are hard workers. We are entitled to move
through the city too,” said Mokoena.

“I used to sell my body for food. My family said nothing. Now
that I earn an honest living recycling, they are ashamed of me
for working with trash. They have disowned me so I am forced
to live on the streets.” The Thomson Reuters Foundation inter-
viewed more than 10 reclaimers across Johannesburg who said
they have been beaten or arrested by private security and police
for sorting their waste in public spaces or for not carrying valid
work permits.

A spokesman for the city’s metropolitan police department,
Wayne Minnaar, said he was not aware of any beatings, but recy-
cling materials have been confiscated in public parks. “We are
aware of the immense contribution of the recyclers but we have
to make arrests if they create a health hazard, or if they are un-
documented,” he said, referring to the fact that many reclaimers
from neighboring Lesotho lack work permits.

Stigma
Often hiding their faces in balaclavas to avoid being identi-

fied, reclaimers ride between the city’s traffic on metal trolleys,
piled high with household waste. They can pull the trolleys,
weighing up to 200 kilograms for kilometres across the city, said
Eli Kodisang of Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing
and Organizing (WIEGO). WIEGO - a global network cam-
paigning for informal worker rights - has launched what it calls
“counter patrols” where they accompany reclaimers through
gated communities to push back against private guards who
sometimes demand bribes. “We photograph security guards
who often carry guns and force the reclaimers to leave. We tell
them that, legally, reclaimers are entitled to go through the bin
placed outside a house,” said Kodisang. — Reuters

South Africa slashes 
cabinet size, appoints 
50 percent women
JOHANNESBURG: South African President Cyril
Ramaphosa on Wednesday cut the number of cabinet minis-
ters from 36 to 28, in a move he said would tackle the country’s
“bloated” government and improve efficiency. Half the new
ministers are women, making South Africa one of the world’s
few gender-balanced governments. Ramaphosa announced
the new line-up after he led the ruling African National Con-
gress (ANC) party to victory in elections earlier this month.

He took office last year after the ousting of graft-tainted
Jacob Zuma, who had expanded the number of ministerial
posts in an alleged attempt to strengthen his patronage net-
work. “To promote greater coherence, better coordination and
improved efficiency, we (are) reducing the number of ministers
from 36 to 28,” Ramaphosa said in televised address to the
nation. “This is a significant move of downscaling our state.
Many people believed our government... was bloated and this
was agreed right across the board.”

In another dig at his predecessor, Ramaphosa said that
the ANC had been re-elected with a mandate to end “state
capture” - the term used to describe government corrup-
tion under Zuma. “All South Africans are acutely aware of
the great economic difficulties our country has been expe-
riencing,” Ramaphosa said. “It is therefore imperative... we
place priority on revitalizing our economy while exercising
the greatest care in the use of public funds.” “For the first
time in the history of our country, half of all ministers are
women,” he added. — AFP 


