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MANILA: A Philippine volcano that has been
spewing ash for days appeared to be calming
down yesterday, but seismologists said the dan-
ger of an eruption remained high and authorities
warned evacuees not to return to their homes.
Some residents took advantage of what they
perceived as a lull in the activity of Taal, one of
country’s most active and deadliest volcanoes,
to return home even though a 14 km (nine mile)
exclusion zone remained in place.

“We are analyzing what this seeming calm of
the volcano means,” Maria Antonia Bornas, chief
science research specialist at the Philippine In-
stitute of Volcanology and Seismology
(Phivolcs), told reporters. The lake inside Taal
has dried up, Bornas said, which was to be ex-
pected since it began spewing lava fountains a
day after it shot giant clouds of ash miles into
the air on Sunday. Phivolcs said volcanic activity
had “generally waned to weak emission of
steam-laden plumes”. Even so, it had recorded
more than 100 tremors since Wednesday, mean-
ing magma was still rising.

More than 53,000 residents have abandoned
their homes around Taal to take shelter in evac-
uation centres, but thousands more are refusing
to leave or have already drifted back to check
on their animals and possessions.

Power has been restored in some areas in
nearby Tagaytay city where business owners
were cleaning away the ash and preparing to
start trading again. Although Taal is one of the
world’s smallest active volcanoes at only 311 me-
ters (1,020 feet) high, it can be deadly. One erup-
tion killed more than 1,300 people in 1911.

Taal has erupted more than 30 times in the
past five centuries, with the most recent in 1977.
The Philippines lies on the “Ring of Fire”, a belt

of volcanoes circling the Pacific Ocean that is
also prone to earthquakes. 

At the crack of dawn yesterday, Manolito
Malaluan set out with a band of rescuers to ferry
to safety two horses trapped on a Philippine is-
land where a volcano has been spewing ash for
days. They took a motorboat across a lake, de-
fying official warnings to stay out of a danger
zone around the Taal volcano, one of the most
active in the southeast Asian nation, as they
scrambled to reach the animals. “Both of them
were neighing when they saw me,” Malaluan, 23,
told Reuters, after reaching safer ground with
his horses, named Cristina and Bakasan. “They
were happy because I came back.”

More than 57,000 people have abandoned
homes on the volcanic island and its environs,
usually thronged by tourists, but many have also
drifted back to check on animals and posses-
sions. Authorities have thrown a 14-km (9-mile)
exclusion zone around the volcano, with experts
warning that an eruption could bring a devas-
tating rain of rocks and magma and unleash a
tsunami in the surrounding lake. The horses were
among 3,000 living on the island, most earning
money for their owners by carrying tourists to
the rim of the volcano crater.

Uncertain future
As their sole means of livelihood, many is-

landers depend on the survival of the animals,
but the future looks uncertain. “We won’t have
food on our tables if not for them,” said Jun De-
spededa, 21, who used water from the lake to
scrub volcanic ash from his horse’s white coat.
“I don’t know what I would do now after what
happened.” About 1,000 horses, as well as cows,
goats and pigs were among the animals left be-

hind by residents scurrying to safer areas for
fear of a bigger eruption. One horse owner
urged authorities to allow the rescue of as many
animals as possible, taking advantage of what
appeared to be a lull in volcano activity, but was
rebuffed by the coast guard patrolling the lake.
Horses were among the more than 70 animals
brought to safety since Wednesday by another
group of rescuers, led by a police maritime unit,
but it has since been told to halt its activities, be-
cause of the eruption threat.

Many of the horses that had made it out looked

exhausted and hungry, with at least one barely
able to stand. While Taal appeared to be calming
down on Thursday, seismologists said the danger
of an eruption remained high and authorities
warned evacuees to stay away. The Philippines lies
on the “Ring of Fire,” a belt of volcanoes circling
the Pacific Ocean that is also prone to earth-
quakes. One of the world’s smallest active volca-
noes, Taal has erupted more than 30 times in the
past five centuries, most recently in 1977. An erup-
tion in 1911 killed more than 1,300 people and one
in 1754 lasted for six months. — Reuters

Philippine volcano shows signs 
of calming, but danger remains 

Time running 
out on US-S 
Korea troop 
talks: Envoy
SEOUL: Washington has compromised in its
demands that South Korea should pay billions
of dollars towards US troop presence and it
was Seoul’s turn to reciprocate before time ran
out, the American ambassador said yesterday.

The two allies are in a security alliance and
Washington stations 28,500 troops in South
Korea to defend it from the nuclear-armed
North, which invaded in 1950.

They are a key part of US forces’ deploy-
ment in Asia, but the Trump administration has
been insisting Seoul pay more towards their
costs. The initial US demand was around $5 bil-
lion a year-a more than fivefold increase on the
roughly $900 million paid in 2019 — provoking
consternation in Seoul. The latest round of ne-
gotiations concluded without an agreement in

Washington on Wednesday. US negotiators had
“adjusted our position, our top line number”,
said Ambassador Harry Harris. “We are now
waiting for the Korean side to do the same.”
“South Korea as an equal partner in the preser-
vation of peace on the peninsula, and its posi-
tion as the 12th largest economy in the entire
world, can and should do more.” Time was “of
the essence”, he told reporters in a group inter-
view at his residence in the centre of Seoul.

Around 10,000 South Koreans working for
United States Forces Korea (USFK) are paid
from funds from last year’s deal and when they
run out, they will have to be put on furlough, he
said. “That notice is going to go out soon.” Other
US allies would face similar demands from
Washington in the future, added Harris, a former
Navy admiral and commander of US Pacific
Command. “Korea just happens to be the first
country whose SMA expires,” he said. “Japan is
next. And then we go around from there.” Nu-
clear negotiations between Washington and Py-
ongyang have been at a standstill since the Hanoi
summit between Trump and leader Kim Jong Un
collapsed in February, despite a high-profile
meeting between them in the Demilitarized Zone
that divides the Korean peninsula. — AFP

MANILA: An elderly woman is helped by a relative at an evacuation centre for families displaced
by the eruption of the Taal volcano, at the Dona Tiburcia Carpio Malvar elementary school in
Tanauan yesterday. — AFP

53,000 residents have abandoned their homes

In Japan, foreign 
parents lead 
charge against 
child ‘abduction’
TOKYO: A growing number of foreigners in
Japan are speaking out against what they say is
a little-known but entrenched system that allows
one parent in a broken relationship to take away
the children and block the other from visiting
them. The issue of what media in Japan and over-
seas call parental child “abduction” has regained
international attention recently, particularly in
Europe where documentaries have been made
about European fathers whose children were
taken by their Japanese wives.

Japan’s judicial system has drawn global atten-
tion with the lengthy detention - and subsequent
fleeing - of former auto executive Carlos Ghosn
in what critics have characterized as a “hostage
justice” system. Australian Scott McIntyre was
the latest foreigner to raise his voice against the
estrangement of separated parents from their

children in Japan. McIntyre was detained for 1-1/2
months in Tokyo for trespassing when he went to
his in-laws’ apartment to seek information on his
two children. He remains married, has no restraining
order against him, retains full parental rights, but
has not been able to see his children since May,
when his wife left with them. “Sitting here today, I
don’t know if my children are alive or dead,” McIn-
tyre told a news conference on Thursday, a day
after he received a six-month suspended sentence.

He said he had made numerous requests to the
police and his wife’s lawyers - the two are going
through a divorce mediation - to let him know
whether the children are safe, but that those were
ignored. The wife’s legal representative, Jun Ka-
jita, said he could not go into specifics but there
were some facts that were “not consistent” in
McIntyre’s claims. “This is only going to change
when Japanese parents speak out as well,” McIn-
tyre said, adding that he had received many let-
ters of support from local parents suffering the
same plight. “Children should have access to both
parents - it’s a fundamental human right.”

No official statistics exist on how widespread
the issue is. But non-profit organization Kizuna
Child-Parent Reunion estimates that roughly
150,000 children lose contact with a parent
every year in Japan because of estrangement
from the non-custodial parent. — Reuters


