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1. Abe meets Okinawa governor, explains basic policy

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe says the government hopes to reduce the burden of the US military bases on the prefecture of Okinawa, while maintaining the US military deterrent.

Abe explained his government's policy on Okinawa when he met Okinawa Governor Hirokazu Nakaima in Naha on Saturday.

Nakaima asked Abe to work to reduce the burden of the US military bases on the local communities. He also asked the Prime Minister to relocate the US Marine Corps Air Station in Futenma outside the prefecture, in line with the wishes of local residents.

The US facility is in a densely populated area in Ginowan City. A Japan-US agreement calls for relocating it to the less-populated Nago City also in Okinawa.

Abe said the Air Station should not stay where it is now and that the government will proceed with the relocation plan under the Japan-US agreement.

He also said the government will proceed with plans to return land currently housing US military facilities south of the US Kadena Airbase, to the original Japanese owners and to transfer drills involving US transport aircraft Ospreys outside Okinawa.

After the meeting, Abe told reporters that he was in Okinawa to rebuild trust between the prefecture and the central government, which he said was undermined during the 3 years of the Democrat-led government.

He also said he believes he was able to establish a personal relationship of trust with Governor Nakaima.

Japan and the US agreed in 1996 to build a facility to replace the US Marine Corps Air Station once alternative facilities became available. But the planned relocation has been delayed due to opposition from local communities.

The government needs to obtain the permission of the Okinawa governor before reclaiming a coastal area in Nago to build the new facility. Abe said his government would not try to obtain the permission before he visits Washington later this month. 
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2. Abe visits Coast Guard in Okinawa

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe says he intends boost the security arrangement in Japan's southwestern territorial waters.

He spoke to about 50 officers at the Coast Guard's regional headquarters in Naha, the capital of Okinawa, on Saturday evening. The headquarters is in charge of Japanese waters around the Senkaku Islands.

Abe said Chinese government ships have frequently approached or navigated in Japanese waters near the Senkaku Islands since the government purchased some of the islands in September. He said he respects the officers who are doing their best under the circumstances.

Abe said he expects the situation will likely continue, and that he hopes the officers will fulfill their duties to safeguard Japan's territorial sovereignty.

He said he knows they are shouldering a significant burden, and the government will continue to do everything to support their activity.

Abe said he is planning to deploy large-scale patrol ships in the region. 
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3. Hollande in Mali

French President Francois Hollande has arrived in the the ancient Malian city of Timbuktu. French troops recaptured the UNESCO World Heritage Site city from Al Qaeda-related fighters earlier this week.

Hollande was given a warm welcome at the airport by local residents who praised him for his country's military intervention in Mali.

The intervention began on January 11th, after Islamist insurgents controlling the north began advancing on the south.

France sent about 3,500 troops at the request of Mali's government. In December, the UN Security Council authorized military action in Mali to help retake its northern region from Islamic extremists.

France says its troops have succeeded in retaking other key northern cities and the airport in the major city of Kidal.

Hollande will meet interim Malian President Dioncounda Traore in the capital Bamako. They are expected to discuss plans for French troops to hand over their duties to forces from Mali and neighboring countries in the near future. 
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4. Dozens killed in Chinese bus accidents

Bus accidents in China have claimed dozens of lives as the travel rush gets underway ahead of the Lunar New Year holiday that begins on February 9th.

About 3.4 billion passenger journeys are estimated during the 40-day holiday season.

Three bus accidents occurred on Friday and Saturday leaving more than 30 people dead and over 70 others injured.

In Gansu Province on Friday night a bus veered off the road on a curve. It fell more than 10 meters into a ravine and caught fire. 13 passengers died in the crash.

Also on Friday in Sichuan Province, a highway coach carrying 29 people tumbled down a 100-meter slope, killing at least 10 people on board.

In Guizhou Province on Saturday, at least 13 people were killed when an overloaded bus left the road and crashed down a slope.

Chinese media reported that the bus was carrying more than twice its rated number of passengers. 
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5. Nagasaki holds nuclear evacuation drill

An evacuation drill has been held in Nagasaki Prefecture for residents living within 30 kilometers of a nuclear power plant.

The drill was held on the premise that 62,500 people in Nagasaki Prefecture, including about 24,000 living on 10 remote islands had to be evacuated.

A private ship was used to evacuate people from one of the islands, Takashima, which is less than 9 kilometers from the Genkai nuclear power plant in Saga Prefecture.

A Self-Defense Force helicopter flew residents from Azuchiohshima Island, to its base in Sasebo, Nagasaki Prefecture, where they were checked for radiation.

Officials from Hirado City say if a nuclear accident occurs, the more than 1,200 residents of Azuchiohshima would be evacuated by ferries and fishing boats.

One of the islanders who took part in the drill said there is no guarantee that they would be able to evacuate as bad weather may hinder navigation. Another said he could carry other evacuees on his boat but could not guarantee their safety.

A Nagasaki prefectural government official in charge of crisis management, Shinichi Yoshida, says he wants to make sure there are sufficient SDF, Coast Guard and police boats and aircraft to make up for any shortage of private vessels. 
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6. N.Korea threatens US after S.Korea rocket success

North Korea says the United States has adopted what it calls "double standards" over recent rocket launches by North and South Korea.

In a statement carried by the Korean Central News Agency on Saturday, a North Korean Foreign Ministry spokesman says the US denies North Korea the right to launch a satellite but defends a launch by South Korea.

It says North Korea is now in a full-scale confrontation to protect the sovereignty of the country and its people.

The statement accuses the US of continuing hostile activities. It says the country would not be spared from North Korea's strong response.

On Wednesday, South Korea successfully launched a satellite-carrying rocket for the first time.

One week earlier, North Korea threatened to carry out nuclear tests and more long-range rocket launches targeting the United States.

The threat was in response to a US announcement that it would impose new economic sanctions against North Korea following the country's rocket launch in December.

North Korea is reportedly preparing to conduct a 3rd nuclear test. 
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7. Russian rocket launch fails

A Russian rocket carrying a communications satellite has plunged into the Pacific Ocean shortly after launch, marking yet another setback for Russia's space program.

The Zenit rocket of the Russian satellite launching company, Sea Launch, lifted off from a floating platform near the equator in the Pacific on Friday.

The rocket was carrying a US communications satellite.

A Russian government-affiliated company which has a stake in Sea Launch says the first stage engine failed about 60 seconds after the liftoff and plunged into Pacific waters.

Russia operates Soyuz spacecraft which are the only manned spaceships still transporting astronauts to the International Space Station since the US space shuttles were retired in 2011.

The country has been expanding its satellite launching and other aerospace businesses in recent years. It also plans to send a probe to the moon in 2015.

But Russia's space industry has suffered 7 failures in the past 3 years. They include the failed launch of an unmanned cargo ship carrying supplies to the ISS and failed attempts to put a Mars probe and communications satellite onto proper trajectories.

There are concerns inside the Russian government about the aging space facilities and the aging scientists. 
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8. Japan's rare earth imports from China decline

Japan has become less dependant on China for rare earth imports after diversifying its sources.

The Finance Ministry says Japan's dependence on Chinese rare earth supplies dropped to 68 percent in 2011 and 58 percent in 2012.

Japan used to get nearly 90 percent of its rare earths from China.

However, China effectively clamped down on exports of rare earths to Japan after Japan arrested the captain of a Chinese fishing boat that collided with Japanese patrol boats near the Senkaku Islands. That pushed up the prices of the minerals and caused Japanese importers to seek sources in other countries.

As a result, imports from countries such as Vietnam and France have grown in recent years.

Yet some of these countries procure rare earth minerals from China before refining and exporting them to Japan and any delay in their procurement could affect Japanese industry.

The Japanese government says it will further diversify the country's supply source by importing more from India and the United States. 
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9. Twitter comes under cyber attack

The social networking site Twitter has come under cyber attack. It says personal information on 250,000 users may have been stolen.

Twitter says hackers targeted a server in the United States and may have gained access by Friday to passwords, e-mail addresses, and other information for 250,000 users. It says the site has 200 million users around the globe.

Twitter says there has been no report so far on the illegal use of passwords.

It says it has e-mailed potentially affected users asking them to change their passwords. As a precaution, it is also urging all bloggers to do the same.

Other recent cyber attacks hit the websites of major US newspapers. 

