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SEOUL: North Korean troops shot dead a
South Korean fisheries official who went missing
earlier this week, before dousing his body in oil
and setting it on fire in what was likely an effort
to prevent a coronavirus outbreak, South
Korea’s military said yesterday.

South Korea’s military said evidence sug-
gested the man was attempting to defect to the
North when he was reported missing from a
fisheries boat on Monday about 10 km (6 miles)
south of the Northern Limit Line (NLL), a dis-
puted demarcation of military control that acts
as the de facto maritime boundary between the
two Koreas. The exact reason the 47-year-old
official was shot is not known but North Korean
troops appear to have been acting under anti-
coronavirus orders, South Korea’s military said.

Citing intelligence sources, the military said
the unidentified man appeared to have been
questioned at sea, north of the NLL and about
38 km (24 miles) from where he went missing,
before he was executed on an “order from a su-
perior authority”. Troops in gas masks then
doused the body in oil and set it on fire. The
military said it sent a message on Wednesday
to the North through the land border demand-
ing explanations, but has not received any re-
sponse yet.

“Our military strongly condemns such an
atrocity, and strongly demands North Korea
provide explanations and punish those who are
responsible,” General Ahn Young-ho, who is in

charge of operations at the Joint Chiefs of Staff,
told a briefing.

Coronavirus fears
The US military commander in South Korea

said this month that North Korean troops had
been given “shoot-to-kill orders” to prevent the
coronavirus entering the country. Such strict en-
forcement of those orders may be an attempt to
prevent an outbreak from disrupting a major mil-
itary parade expected to be held on Oct. 10
when the country commemorates the founding
of the ruling Workers’ Party of Korea, said Chad
O’Carroll, CEO of Korea Risk Group, which
monitors North Korea.

“In many ways, this parade is a huge potential
viral risk,” he said in a post on Twitter. “And it
seems paranoia about that risk is at play (with)
shoot-to-kill rules.” In July, a man who had de-
fected to South Korea three years ago triggered
a coronavirus scare when he crossed back over
the heavily monitored border into North Korea,
which says it has had no cases of the disease.

His arrival prompted North Korean officials to
lock down a border city and quarantine thousands
of people over fears he may have had the coron-
avirus, though the World Health Organization later
said his test results were inconclusive. Last week,
South Korean police arrested a defector who they
said had tried to return to North Korea by break-
ing into a military training site in South Korea’s
border town of Cheorwon. — Reuters
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SEOUL: South Korea’s Joint Chiefs of Staff officer Lieutenant-General Ahn Young-ho speaks during a briefing
on a missing official near the western border sea, at the Defence Ministry in Seoul yesterday. North Korean
forces shot dead a South Korean fisheries official who disappeared off a patrol vessel. — AFP

TOKYO/SEOUL: Japan’s new prime minister,
Yoshihide Suga, spoke to South Korea’s president
for the first time yesterday, calling for both coun-
tries to repair their frayed ties and cooperate to
counter any threat from North Korea.

Relations between the two U.S. allies have de-
teriorated sharply over the past year over war-
time history and trade, in particular the issue of
Korean labourers forced to work at Japanese
firms during Japan’s 1910-1945 colonial rule.

“I told President Moon that we cannot leave
our current very difficult relations where they are
now,” Suga told reporters after a telephone call
with South Korea’s President Moon Jae-in.

“Cooperation between Japan and South
Korea, as well as between Japan, the United
States and South Korea, is crucial to deal with
North Korea and other issues.”

Japan would “continue to firmly seek appro-
priate action from South Korea”, he said. He did
not elaborate. South Korea had asked for the
telephone call, Japan said.

Moon congratulated Suga and said that Japan
and South Korea need to find the best solution on
the war-time forced labour issue, said Kang Min-
seok, a spokesman of the South Korea’s presiden-
tial Blue House. Moon said that South Korea and
Japan are the closest friends who share basic val-
ues and strategic interests, as well as a partner
that should cooperate for peace and prosperity
of the world and Northeast Asia.

The two leaders also welcomed scheduled
talks on the special entry procedure for essential
travels between the two countries and expected
it would serve as an opportunity to resume per-
sonal exchanges and improve bilateral relations.

The ties between Seoul and Tokyo soured
after South Korea’s Supreme Court ordered a
Japanese steelmaker to pay compensation for
forced labour in 2018, which prompted Tokyo to
impose export curbs on some key high-tech ma-
terials. In a letter to Suga last week, Moon had
said he was willing to sit down any time to im-
prove ties. —Reuters

Seven Cambodian  
activists sentenced
for treason
PHNOM PENH: Seven Cambodian activists
have been handed jail sentences for treason over
comments posted online supporting an exiled
opposition figure, their lawyer said yesterday,
deepening the kingdom’s crackdown on dissent.

Sam Rainsy, who has lived in France since
2015 to avoid prison for convictions he says are
politically motivated, has promised to return to
Cambodia. But an attempted homecoming in
November was thwarted by strongman Prime
Minister Hun Sen, who labelled it a “coup at-
tempt” and sent out arrest warrants to neigh-
bouring countries.

Opposition activists accused of posting sup-
portive messages last year about Rainsy’s return
were this week sentenced on “charges of trea-
son” in eastern Tboung Khmum province, lawyer
Sam Sokong told AFP yesterday. Four in hiding
were sentenced to seven years in absentia, with

warrants issued for their arrest, while another
activist given the same sentence is already in
prison. “This is very unjust for my clients,”
Sokong said, adding that he would appeal
against the sentences.

Two other opposition activists charged with
treason were given five-year suspended sen-
tences and would not have to serve out their jail
terms, the lawyer said.

The pair have since defected to the ruling
party. The United Nations says Cambodia has
arrested 24 human rights campaigners since late
July. Those detained include opposition activists,
environmental campaigners and rappers whose
songs discussed social issues. 

Government spokesman Phay Siphan de-
fended the government’s crackdown, saying the
arrests were to “prevent chaos and to ensure
order and regularity of people’s lives”. But Am
Sam Ath, deputy director of local human rights
group Licadho, called the trend “worrisome”.

“We can see the political situation is getting
tense,” he said. The UN human rights office earlier
this month said there had been a “deepening of
the government’s intolerance to dissent and re-
pression of the rights to freedom of expression”.
Hun Sen, who has been in power since 1985, is one
of the world’s longest serving leaders. — AFP
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