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News in brief

Bear kills Slovak in fatal attack

BRATISLAVA, Slovakia: A bear has killed a
57-year-old Slovak man, officials said yester-
day, in an attack that sparked irate reactions
from Slovak hunters claiming that Slovakia has
too many bears. “This was the first known case
when an encounter with a bear had fatal con-
sequences in Slovakia,” Marina Debnarova
from the Lesy SR state forestry agency told
AFP yesterday. The man was found mauled to
death surrounded by fresh bear prints on
Monday in Bansko Valley, 250 kilometers (155
miles) from the capital Bratislava. “The man
was bitten on the head and side of the neck,
and an autopsy confirmed that he died from
the injuries inf l icted on him by a bear,”
Debnarova said. —AFP

Protests in Greece over labor law

ATHENS:  Greece was hit by strikes yesterday
for the second time in a week ahead of street
protests over a controversial labor reform
expected to be approved by parliament later in
the day. No ferry services to Greek tourist
islands were available and urban transport in the
capital was disrupted by the 24-hour walkout.
Over 7,000 people according to police demon-
strated in Athens against the bill. Additional
protests will be held in the evening. Greek Prime
Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis said the “deeply
pro-growth” reform aligns the country with
“fast-paced” European standards and brings
“transparency” to union processes. —AFP

Paris mayor may run for president

PARIS: Paris’ Socialist mayor Anne Hidalgo has
hinted she is planning to stand in 2022 presi-
dential elections, saying that having a woman
as president for the first time would change the
relationship of the French with those in power,
in an interview published yesterday. If she
declares her candidacy, Hidalgo would be
entering an increasingly crowded field but one
that is dominated by figures on the center and
right, with centrist  President Emmanuel
Macron and far-right leader Marine Le Pen
expected to duel in a run-off. But the Socialists
have so far failed to make any impact on the
race, still suffering after the single 2012-2017
term of France’s last Social ist  president
Francois Hollande that left him so unpopular he
did not bother to seek re-election.  —AFP

Sweden to crush violence against women 

STOCKHOLM: Sweden’s government yester-
day announced a 40-point action plan to com-
bat violence against women, including harsher
sentences for crimes and programs aimed at
prevention. The scheme follows the murders of
five women by men in the span of three weeks
earlier in the spring. Most of the suspected
perpetrators were former partners of the vic-
tims. “As long as a single woman is murdered
or beaten we can’t be satisfied and are not
done,” Minister for Gender Equality Marta
Stenevi told a press conference. —AFP

KUALA LUMPUR: A Malaysian court yester-
day overturned an inquest verdict of “misad-
venture” in the death of a French-Irish school-
girl who vanished in the jungle, replacing it
with an “open” ruling in a victory for her family.

The initial verdict indicated the death was
accidental, but the new ruling leaves open the
possibility of criminal involvement and may
put pressure on authorities to conduct a new
probe.

The body of Nora Quoirin, a 15-year-old
with learning difficulties, was discovered after
a huge hunt through the rainforest following
her disappearance from a resort outside Kuala
Lumpur in 2019. In January, a coroner handed
down the misadventure ruling and said no one
else was involved but the teen’s London-based
parents-who believe she was abducted-chal-
lenged the verdict in court.

They were pushing for  an open verdict .
Judge Azizul Azmi Adnan ruled in their favor,
telling the Seremban Hight Court that chang-
ing the verdict was “in the interests of jus-
t ice” . “There was no credib le  evidence to
support  any other  verdict ,”  he added. Her
parents, Meabh and Sebastien, watching pro-
ceedings via video-link due to coronavirus
curbs, showed little reaction as the ruling was
delivered.

An open verdict is typically handed down in
inquests when there is no evidence to support a
more conclusive ruling-such as homicide.  A
family representative decl ined comment on
what their next steps might be. But it will give
them ammunition to pressure Malaysian police
to launch a new probe into their daughter’s
death, after they fiercely criticised the initial
investigation as slow and inadequate.

‘Shy and retiring’ 
Judge Azizul effec-

t ively tore up the
coroner’s initial ver-
dict , saying i t  was
unlikely the teenager
would have wandered
off alone at night, and
the terrain would have
been too challenging
for  her  to  c lamber
over barefoot. “It was
not probable for Nora
Anne to  have ven-
tured out  of  the
(chalet) on her own, to
have navigated by herself the challenging terrain
in and around the location where she was even-
tually found,” he said.  It was unlikely that she
managed to evade detection while the massive
search and rescue operation was being conduct-
ed, he added. 

The schoolgirl’s body was found in a stream in
an overgrown palm oil plantation after a 10-day
hunt involving helicopters, sniffer dogs and hun-
dreds of rescuers. He also noted she was a “shy
and retiring child who was uncurious and unad-
venturous, and who was strongly attached emo-
tionally to her parents... it was unlikely for Nora
Anne to have gone out on her own”.

The coroner had said the teenager had been
left disoriented by the long journey from Britain
to Malaysia, likely leading her to venture out
alone, and that there was no sign she was mur-
dered or sexually assaulted. Malaysian police
have also stuck to their version of events-that the
teenager clambered out of a broken window on
her own and insist there was no sign of foul play.

But her mother has said she believes someone
could have placed her body in the spot where it
was found, and her parents testified they heard
noises in the hol iday chalet  the night their
daughter disappeared. The teenager vanished a
day after her family checked in to the Dusun
Resort. An autopsy concluded she likely died of
starvation and internal bleeding.

The five-hectare (12-acre) resort is next to a
patch of thick jungle and in the foothills of a
mountain range. The teen had a condition known
as holoprosencephaly, where the brain fails to
develop normally. She had limited verbal commu-
nication and could only write a few words. She
attended a school for young people with learning
difficulties. —AFP

‘Misadventure’ replaced it ‘open’ ruling in victory for French-Irish schoolgirl’s family

Malaysian court overturns an
inquest ruling in teen’s death

SEREMBAN: In this file photo taken on August 9, 2019 a Royal Malaysian Police officer holds a leaflet bearing a
portrait of the missing 15-year-old Franco-Irish girl Nora Quoirin at a checkpoint during a search and rescue
operation in Seremban. —AFP

Macau follows 
HK in shuttering 
Taiwan office
HONG KONG: Macau said yesterday it was closing
its representative office in Taiwan, following neigh-
boring Hong Kong which made the same move last
month in protest at Taipei’s support for pro-
democracy activists. Hong Kong and Macau are
“semi-autonomous” Chinese cities, although for-
eign policy is all but decided by Beijing and the
central government has taken an increasingly more
direct say in how both former colonies are run in
recent years.

In a short statement, Macau announced its
Economic and Cultural Delegation in Taiwan will
temporarily suspend operations from June 19. In
response, Taiwan’s Mainland Affairs Council
expressed “deep regret over the Macau govern-
ment’s unilateral decision,” saying it would continue
to keep its trade office in the Chinese gambling
enclave open.

Macau gave no reason for the closure. But the
wording was almost identical to last month’s state-
ment by Hong Kong. That announcement was then
followed by Hong Kong’s government confirming
the closure was indeed political. Taiwan, Hong
Kong said, had “grossly interfered” in the city’s
affairs on repeated occasions and “created irre-
trievable damage” to relations.

Hong Kong and Macau abide by authoritarian
China’s view that democratic, self-ruled Taiwan is

part of its territory and must be seized one day, by
force if necessary.

That makes any official contact with Taipei
tricky, even though Taiwan is a major trading
partner.

China had encouraged trade offices when rela-
tions were warmer. But since the 2016 election of
Taiwan’s President Tsai Ing-wen, Beijing cut official
contacts and ramped up economic, military and
diplomatic pressure. Beijing loathes Tsai because
she regards Taiwan as a de facto sovereign nation
and not part of “one China”.

Her government is also a vocal supporter of
democratic principles and has quietly helped
open its doors to some Hong Kongers trying to
escape Beijing’s crackdown on dissent after huge
democracy protests rocked the financial hub in
2019. —AFP

Centuries-old 
shipwrecks found 
off Singapore
SINGAPORE: Two centuries-old shipwrecks
packed with ceramics and other artefacts have been
found off Singapore in a rare discovery that will
shed light on the city-state’s maritime heritage,
archaeologists said yesterday. The prosperous
island nation has long been a key trading hub on
global shipping routes connecting the Indian Ocean
and the South China Sea.

The wrecks were found off Pedra Branca, a rocky
outcrop east of Singapore, according to the
National Heritage Board and think tank the ISEAS-
Yusof Ishak Institute, which worked together on the
project. The first wreck, discovered after divers
accidentally came across ceramic plates in 2015,
was carrying Chinese ceramics that possibly date
back to the 14th century, when Singapore was
known as Temasek.

Some of the items were similar to artefacts found

in archaeological digs on land, which showed that
Singapore was a trading hub well before the arrival
of British colonizers in 1819. Undersea excavations
on the first wreck led to the discovery of the sec-
ond, which is likely to be the Shah Munchah, a mer-
chant vessel built in India that sank in 1796 while
sailing from China to India.

Items recovered from the second wreck ranged
from Chinese ceramics to glass and agate objects,
as well anchors and cannons, the heritage board and
think tank said. The survey and recovery of arte-
facts from the two wrecks was completed this year.
Such cannons were typically mounted on merchant
ships used by the East India Company —- the trad-
ing behemoth through which the British empire
expanded in Asia-in the 18th and 19th centuries,
they added.

The vessel discovered in 2015 was the first
ancient shipwreck to be found in Singapore’s
waters.

It was carrying “more Yuan dynasty blue-and-
white porcelain than any other documented ship-
wreck in the world,” said Michael Flecker, a visit-
ing fellow at the ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute’s
archaeology unit.

“Many of the pieces are rare, and one is

believed to be unique.” The Yuan dynasty existed
in what is now China in the 13th and 14th cen-
turies. Much of the Chinese cargo in the second
wreck was destined for eventual shipping to
Britain, said Flecker.  —AFP

SINGAPORE: This undated handout photo from the
ISEAS - Yusof Ishak Institute released yesterday
shows artefacts being sorted on deck after discovered
from a shipwreck in the waters off Pedra Branca,
Singapore. — AFP

N-reactor problem 
a new headache 
for designer, China
PARIS: The emergence of problems in a new-generation
nuclear reactor in China threatens to undermine efforts
by its French designer to sell it elsewhere, and could hurt
Beijing’s nuclear industry, analysts said. French energy
giant EDF and the Chinese government have sought to
ease concerns about a gas build-up at the Taishan
Nuclear Power Plant in southern Guangdong province
after a CNN report of a potential leak at the site.

Chinese nuclear safety and environmental authorities
said yesterday there has been an increase in radioactivity
in one of the two power units due to five damaged fuel
rods, but that it was a “common phenomenon” that
doesn’t warrant concern. But it is the latest snag to hit
EDF’s much-vaunted EPR reactor.

The Taishan power station became in 2018 the first
site worldwide to use the pressurized water design,
which has been subject to years of delays in similar proj-
ects in Britain, France and Finland. 

A second EPR reactor was launched at Taishan a year
later. The facility is partly owned by EDF along with
state-owned China General Nuclear Power Group, the
majority stakeholder and operator of the plant. EDF said
this week it was first informed about the problem with
the fuel rods in October, but only learned about the gas

build-up on Saturday, according to EDF.
The problem and the silence of Chinese authorities

triggered criticism of EDF, whose EPR reactor is sup-
posed to be safer, last longer and produce more electric-
ity than previous versions.

EDF seeks contracts 
“It seems that both the Chinese nuclear regulators

and the French nuclear corporations may have acted in
bad faith,” said Paul Dorfman, a researcher at the
University College London’s Energy Institute.  “If so, this
new EPR debacle should have important consequences
for any further plans for new EPR builds in France, the
UK, and internationally,” he added.

But for Nicolas Mazzucchi, a research fellow at the
Paris-based Foundation for Strategic Research, it is too
early to draw any conclusions. “Is it due to inadequate
actions by the (Chinese) safety regulator? Or is it a
problem of a nature whose impact upon the reactor
needs further evaluation? For the moment, all these
questions remain unanswered,” Mazzucchi said. The
Taishan incident comes as EDF, which is currently strug-
gling to finish the Flamanville EPR in France after more
than a dozen years of work, is hoping to win new con-
tracts. France, which must eventually decide whether to
renew its park of ageing nuclear reactors, is holding off
on making a decision until Flamanville comes online,
which is now expected in late-2022 at best.

“All energies have advantages and disadvantages, let’s
look at them but not react to them in a hurry,” the minis-
ter responsible for France’s green energy transition,
Barbara Pompili, told France Inter radio. 

EDF is also in discussions with European countries
such as Poland and the Czech Republic. Britain, where
two EPR reactors are under construction, is considering
ordering another two.

EDF is also in talks with India about building a giant
plant at Jaitapur with six EPR reactors. But EDF faces
competition internationally from Russia as well as China,
which has developed its own reactor. 

China on the spot 
A perceived lack of transparency in China’s handling

of problems at Taishan could undermine confidence in its
own reactor, according to experts. “It’s really very bad
news for the Chinese nuclear sector”, which “could end
up with a bad image internationally,” Mazzucchi said.
That outcome will not displease the United States, which
has been looking to counter China’s growing influence
internationally, and “has a vested interest in bashing them
whenever possible”, he added.

Taishan could also undermine the development of
nuclear energy within China. While the nation has the
world’s third-largest park of reactors, nuclear energy
remains a relatively small part of China’s energy mix.
After the Fukushima disaster in 2011, Chinese authorities
have become prudent in further developing nuclear
power in the face of skeptical public opinion. “The events
at Taishan therefore challenge Beijing to explain the facts
to its population, even as China has in recent weeks very
publicly criticized Japan’s handling of its management of
the Fukushima waste water cleanup,” said Mark Hibbs, a
senior nuclear policy fellow at the Carnegie Endowment
for International Peace. —AFP
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