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SEOUL: Pentagon chief Lloyd Austin and top US
diplomat Antony Blinken met their South Korean
counterparts in Seoul yesterday to bolster a united
front against an increasingly assertive China and the
nuclear-armed North. The South is the second leg
of the US officials’ inaugural overseas trip, and like
their first stop, Japan, a leading security ally of the
United States.

The Biden administration is focused on rallying
alliances with its key Asian partners to counter a
rising China. Before leaving Tokyo, Secretary of
State Blinken accused Beijing of acting more
repressively at home and “more aggressively
abroad”, citing its activities in the East and South
China Seas and towards Taiwan. “It’s important for
us to make clear together that China cannot expect
to act with impunity,” Blinken said. And Austin told
South Korean defense minister Suh Wook that their
alliance faced “unprecedented challenges posed by
both the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea
and China”. North Korea is moving up the agenda in

the South, where the US stations 28,500 troops to
defend it against its neighbor.

The allies kicked off joint military exercises last
week and North Korean leader Kim Jong Un’s influ-
ential sister warned Washington this week against
“causing a stink at its first step” if it wants to “sleep
in peace for coming four years”. The statement by
Kim Yo Jong, a key adviser to her brother, was the
reclusive state’s first explicit reference to the new
leadership in Washington, more than four months
after Joe Biden was elected to replace Donald
Trump-although it still did not mention the 78-year-
old Democrat by name. The US envoys will meet
today with President Moon Jae-in, who brokered
the talks process between Kim and Trump in 2018.

Policy review 
Trump’s unorthodox approach to foreign poli-

cy saw him trade insults and threats of war with
Kim Jong Un before an extraordinary diplomatic
bromance that saw a series of headline-grab-

bing meetings.
But ultimately no progress was made towards

Washington’s declared aim of denuclearizing
North Korea, with a second summit in Hanoi in
early 2019 breaking up without an agreement and
Pyongyang still under multiple international sanc-
tions for its banned weapons programs. Blinken
and Austin wi l l  consult  on a review of
Washington’s policy towards the North being
carried out by the new administration.

But subtle differences between Washington
and Seoul could be seen in their readouts of the
defense chiefs’ meeting yesterday.

Meanwhile, China yesterday accused the
United States and Japan of colluding to interfere
in its internal affairs after the two countries joined
forces to warn of “destabilizing behavior” by
Beijing in the region.

Beijing’s response comes just a day before
China’s top diplomats are set to meet top US offi-
cials in Alaska in their first face-to-face talks since

President Joe Biden’s administration came to power.
But temperatures are rising ahead of the Alaska
meet which will pit US Secretary of State Antony
Blinken and White House national security adviser
Jake Sullivan against senior Chinese official Yang
Jiechi and Foreign Minister Wang Yi.

On Tuesday, US and Japanese foreign and
defense ministers warned against “coercion and
destabilizing behavior” by China in a joint statement
after high level talks in Tokyo. The comments from a
nascent alliance that aims to hem in China’s regional
aspirations drew a swift rebuke.

“The US-Japan joint statement maliciously
attacks China’s foreign policy... and is an attempt to
harm China’s interests,” Chinese foreign ministry
spokesman Zhao Lijian told reporters yesterday. He
added that the two countries had “no right to unilat-
erally define international relations” or impose their
own standards. “This is just another clear example
of the US and Japan working in collusion to inter-
fere in China’s internal affairs,” said Zhao. — AFP

Top US envoys in Seoul to boost alliances
Beijing raps US and Japan for ‘collusion’ against China

SEOUL: US Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin (right) talks with South Korean Defense Minister Suh Wook (left) as they inspect honor guards during a welcoming ceremony at the Defense Ministry in Seoul yesterday. —AFP

Afghan factory 
offers lifeline 
to war widows
KABUL: Dozens of women widowed
by the Afghan war have been given a
lifeline by the army, stitching military
uniforms indistinguishable from the
ones their husbands died in.

Around 120 women are employed
by the defense ministry to make uni-
forms for servicemen and prisoners at
a factory in Kabul. Many are widows,
but all are related to someone who
was serving in the military and either
died or was invalided out.

Roya Naimati, a 31-year-old with
four children, was given an apartment
in the capital and a job at the factory
when her husband drowned in a river
during a military operation. “Initially
I lost hope and was wondering how
to feed and bring up my little chil-

dren,” she said. “I’m thankful to the
defense ministry for this job.”

With her five-year-old daughter
next to her at the sewing machine,
Naimati is now the breadwinner of
her family, earning 12,000 Afghanis
($155) a month. In deeply conserva-
tive Afghanistan, families usually rely
on men for financial support.

Afghanistan has fought a two-
decade insurgency by the Taleban
since the Islamist militants were ousted
by a US-led invasion in 2001. Despite
supposed peace talks between the
warring sides, violence has surged
across the country with thousands of
soldiers and civilians killed.

The exact number of Afghan secu-
rity personnel killed in the war is
unknown, but in 2019, President
Ashraf Ghani said more than 45,000
had “paid the ultimate sacrifice” since
his election five years earlier. “I feel
sad when I’m sewing because this was
the uniform my son was killed in,” said
37-year-old Mahbooba Sadid
Parwani. “Though my son died, I am

happy that other young people are
fighting against the traitor Taleban.” 

Samira, who like many Afghans goes
by one name, shares the same conflict-
ing emotions provoked by the work

that has allowed her to support her
family. “The Taleban might wear this
prisoner uniform that I’m sewing... I do
not want to even touch it, but am help-
less-I have three children.” — AFP

KABUL: Women who lost their husband or relatives in the ongoing war in
Afghanistan with the Taleban stitch military uniforms at a factory in Kabul. —AFP

‘De-radicalization’ 
law draws flak
in Sri Lanka
COLOMBO: Sri Lanka faced renewed criti-
cism yesterday over a new “de-radicalization”
law which rights groups see as another weapon
targeting dissidents and minorities in the frac-
tured nation.

New York-based Human Rights Watch said
new regulations expanded the “draconian and
abusive” Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA) —
which a previous government promised to
scrap but never did. On Friday, President
Gotabaya Rajapaksa announced new rules
under the PTA allowing the detention of anyone
suspected of causing “acts of violence or reli-
gious, racial or communal disharmony”.

HRW said Colombo should immediately
withdraw the rules, which the government said
was aimed at the “de-radicalization” of reli-
gious extremists. It also asked the international
community to force Sri Lanka to protect its
religious and ethnic minorities and ensure
accountability for previous abuses.

Human rights lawyer Bhavani Fonseka said
the new regulations — which allow suspects to
be held for up to two years without trial —
were worrying as they could be used to quash
dissent. “The regulations are worded in a broad
manner that can be used to target political
opponents and others,” Fonseka said.

“The legacy of how the PTA and emergency
regulations have been used in the past is a wor-
rying reminder as to how this too can be used.”
Within four days of the new regulations, police
arrested a prominent Muslim politician, Azath
Salley, a vocal critic of the Rajapaksa administra-
tion. Police said he was arrested under the PTA in
connection with the 2019 Easter Sunday bomb-
ings that killed 279, but the state prosecutor had
earlier asked police to detain him over a speech
critical of the island’s laws. The arrest and the new
regulations came ahead of a UN Human Rights
Council resolution in Geneva, scheduled for next
week, censuring Colombo over its treatment of
minorities and alleged failure to investigate atroc-
ities during Sri Lanka’s civil war. — AFP

Crime rattles 
Arab Israelis 
ahead of vote
JALJULIA, Israel: It had been days since 14-year-
old Mohammed Adas was shot dead outside his
home in Israel, but his mother Suheila couldn’t bear
to wash his scent off his clothes. Mohammed’s killing
was just the latest chapter in a crime epidemic rav-
aging Israeli Arabs - many of whom blame police
racism. “No one knows who shot him or why,” his
father Abdelrazak told AFP at the family’s home in
Jaljulia, near Tel Aviv.

“What I do know is that the police are 20 meters
from here and if my son was Jewish there would be
helicopters everywhere.” Tackling the crime wave
among the minority has become a political flashpoint
ahead of March 23 elections. Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu, who has demonized Arab vot-
ers in the past, has pledged action as he looks for
support in a community that has traditionally reject-
ed him and his right-wing Likud party.

Most Arab Israeli leaders scoff at the suggestion
that Netanyahu can ease the crisis, insisting the
solution lies in tackling police prejudice against
Arabs - something that has proliferated during the
premier’s 12-year tenure. The night he died,
Mohammed Adas had gone out for pizza with a
friend. Shortly afterwards, Suheila and her husband
Abdelrazak heard gunshots. 

Twenty minutes later, they found Mohammed
lying in a pool of blood, behind a car a few meters
from their home. Suheila has since been incon-
solable. Abdelrazak finds himself popping into his
son’s room, desperately hoping someone is there.
According to the Abraham Initiative, a civil society
group that promotes social cohesion between Arabs
and Jews in Israel, Mohammed Adas was the 23rd
Arab killed in the country so far this year. A 24th was
killed this week.

In 2020, more than 90 percent of shootings in
Israel took place in Arab communities, according to
police. Arab Israelis, Palestinians who stayed on their
land following Israel’s creation in 1948, currently
account for around a fifth of its population. In
Israel’s last election a year ago, Arab parties united
as the Joint List coalition, securing a record 15 seats
in the 120-member parliament. 

But the Joint List has splintered amid ideological
divisions, creating a possibility that some Arab votes
may be up for grabs. That has put the spotlight on
the violence rocking the country’s Arab communi-
ties. Kifah Aghbaria, who lives in the northern city of
Umm el-Fahm, lost four relatives to crime last year.

She has demonstrated outside the city’s police
station every Friday for weeks, with portraits of her
dead relatives, all in their 20s and 30s, under her
arm. They were killed, she said, because they stood
up to local mafia. Solving the crisis would mean
addressing police discrimination against Arabs, she
said. “They have cameras everywhere. How can
they not find the criminals? The fight against crime
in Arab cities is a war and we are going to win it,”
she added.

But she insisted that re-electing Netanyahu will
not help. Police spokesman Wassim Badr rejected
accusations of inaction, telling AFP that officers
were working “around the clock” to solve such
crimes and had made arrests in connection with 19
of this year’s murders. The collapse of the Joint List
was partly triggered by Arab lawmaker Mansour
Abbas, of the conservative Islamic Raam movement,
suggesting he was open to supporting Netanyahu in
order to address crime. —AFP  


