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YOKOHAMA, Japan: An express train travelling
at around 120 kilometers per hour smashed into
a truck at a crossing south of Tokyo yesterday,
sparking a blaze and killing one person with
around 30 others injured. The crash derailed the
train’s front carriage and pinned the truck to a
wall, as it burst into flames, spewing black smoke
into the air and its cargo of citrus fruit on to the
tracks. The force of the impact shattered the
train’s front window and bent an overhead
power line, with witnesses describing an intense
fire and panic among the 500 passengers on
board the train as it sped through the crossing
near Yokohama, south of Tokyo.

“Emergency crews took 30 injured people
into care. Of those, two sustained serious injuries.
Of those severely injured, the hospital has con-
firmed the death of one person,” a fire depart-
ment official told reporters at the scene. National
broadcaster NHK said the truck driver was
pinned under the train but it was not immediately
clear whether he was the victim. Another woman
in her 20s was also seriously injured. According
to the Keikyu train company operating the serv-
ice, the driver said he had applied the emergency
brake but too late to prevent the collision.

The company said it had launched an investi-
gation into the accident that took place just be-
fore noon. “The maximum speed there is set at
120km per hour and we believe the train was
travelling as fast as that,” a Keikyu spokesman,

who declined to be named, told AFP. “There is an
abnormality detection system there for emergen-
cies and cases such as a truck getting stuck on
the crossing. This system kicked in and an alarm
signal was flickering,” added this spokesman.

It was a panic   
Eyewitnesses spoke of a fierce fire and panic,

with TV images showing terrified passengers
streaming from the carriages after the collision.
One man who was travelling in the first carriage
told national broadcaster NHK there was a
“sudden sound” and that the impact left people
in heaps.  “I saw flames. Then the fire became
more and more intense. So everyone rushed to
get outside. It was a panic,” this eyewitness said.
Another person who witnessed the scene said
there were flames coming from the bottom of the
truck and that the “smoke was awful”.

Japanese trains have a well-deserved reputa-
tion for safety and punctuality and accidents are
rare. Earlier this year, 14 people suffered light in-
juries when a driverless train in suburban Tokyo
went the wrong way and smashed into the buffers.
In April 2005, a speeding commuter train near
Osaka jumped the tracks on a tight bend during
the morning rush hour and smashed into an apart-
ment tower. The driver and 106 passengers were
killed and more than 550 people were injured.

The crash was Japan’s worst rail disaster
since 1963 when 161 people died in Yoko-

hama after a freight train collided with a
truck and was then hit by two passenger
trains. Japan’s deadliest-ever train accident

was in February 1947 when a passenger train
derailed near Tokyo, killing 184 people and
injuring nearly 500. — AFP

One dead, 30 hurt as train, 
truck collide near Tokyo

Train company launches investigation into accident

SEOUL: A group of North Korean waitresses who “defected” to Seoul
in 2016 were actually abducted by the South, a fact-finding team of in-
ternational lawyers has concluded after a visit to Pyongyang. The case
has long been controversial, with Pyongyang saying the 12 women were
kidnapped from a North Korean state-run restaurant in China while
Seoul insists they defected of their own free will. During their six-day
stay in the North Korean capital, which ended yesterday, the lawyers
said they spoke to seven former waitresses who claimed they managed
to escape while their colleagues were tricked into coming to Seoul.

The seven North Korean women said they were able to escape-and
eventually return to the North-only because their team leader over-
heard a conversation between the restaurant’s manager and a repre-
sentative of the South Korean intelligence service, who had come to
take them to the airport. While they escaped, the 12 other waitresses
had already left without knowing they were being taken to South Korea,
the joint fact-finding committee of the International Association of
Democratic Lawyers said in a statement.

The 12 women were “taken away by deception ... against their will,
separated from their families and country”, it said after taking evidence
from their seven colleagues. “This constitutes the criminal offence of
abduction.” At a briefing in Pyongyang on Wednesday, one of the
lawyers slammed the Seoul government for its handling of the case. The
team had received “full cooperation” from the North but were not al-
lowed to meet the 12 North Korean women who are currently in the
South, said Niloufer Bhagwat, vice president of the Confederation of
Lawyers of Asia and the Pacific. — AFP

‘Defecting’ North Korean
waitresses abducted to South 

YOKOHAMA: A train is seen derailed after a collision with a truck at a crossing in Yokohama,
Kanagawa Prefecture. — AFP

Indonesia restores 
internet access in 
unrest-hit Papua
JAKARTA: Indonesia has started restoring internet access
in restive Papua, which has been gripped by two weeks of
mass protests sparked by anger over racism and fresh calls
for self-rule. A low-level insurgency against Indonesian con-
trol has simmered for decades in Papua, the country’s east-
ernmost territory, and Jakarta has responded to the recent
deadly riots by flooding the region with thousands of extra
security personnel.

It also blocked internet access to quell the unrest, and on
Wednesday charged a high-profile rights lawyer over
spreading online videos about deadly riots in the territory.
The government said the block was intended to stop what it
described as a flood of hoaxes and provocative comments
about Papuans that were stoking unrest. Late Wednesday,
the government said it had started lifting the blockade-
slammed by media and free speech advocates-in some 29 of
42 districts across the mountainous, jungle-covered region.

“The security situation in some areas is recovering and
the spread of fake news and provocative, hateful commen-
tary related to Papua is also declining,” the communica-
tions ministry said. “The government will keep monitoring
developments in areas where data services are still
blocked.” On Wednesday, UN High Commissioner for
Human Rights Michelle Bachelet said she was “disturbed”
by the violence in Papua.

“I encourage the authorities to engage in dialogue with

the people of Papua... on their aspirations and concerns, as
well as to restore internet services and refrain from any ex-
cessive use of force,” she said in a statement. Indonesia took
control of the former Dutch colony in the 1960s after an in-
dependence vote widely seen as being rigged. Jakarta has
refused to discuss fresh calls for an independence vote. The
majority of Papuans are Christian and ethnic Melanesian with
few cultural ties to the rest of Muslim-majority Indonesia.

Firestorm of protests 
On Wednesday, authorities charged Veronica Koman, a

lawyer and Papuan rights activist, for alleged incitement over
a video she shared of the mid-August arrest and tear gassing
of dozens of Papuan students, who were also racially abused.
A firestorm of protests broke across Papua and other parts
of the Southeast Asian archipelago after the arrests in In-
donesia’s second-biggest city Surabaya. Koman could face
six years in jail if convicted.

“These charges are clearly intended to deter others from
speaking out against human rights violations related to
Papua,” Amnesty International said. Dozens have been ar-
rested for taking part in protests and the government banned
demonstrations that could lead to what it called “anarchist
acts”. Indonesia has also said it is restricting foreigner travel
to Papua after four Australians were deported this week for
taking part in demonstrations. There have been conflicting
reports about casualties.

Officially, five civilians and a soldier have been killed,
while 15 local people and two police have been injured since
the unrest broke out. But activists say there have been more
civilian deaths, amid unconfirmed reports that security
forces gunned down six protesters in the remote district of
Deiyai last week. The government has denied those claims.
The internet blockade has made it difficult to independently
verify information.—AFP


