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North Korea fired an apparent long-range 
ballistic missile on Thursday — possibly 
of a stealthy solid-fuel variant — prompt-
ing Japan to issue a rare alert that was later 
rescinded for residents of Hokkaido to seek 
immediate shelter.

Prime Minister Fumio Kishida said the 
government had confirmed that “no missile 
had landed within Japanese territory” and 
that Tokyo was continuing to analyze the 
launch.

In a news conference Thursday morning, 
Defense Minister Yasukazu Hamada said 
an intercontinental ballistic missile-class 
weapon appeared to have been fired east-
ward at a high angle, but he added that the 
ministry had not confirmed whether it had 
fallen into Japan’s exclusive economic zone, 
which extends 200 nautical miles (370 kilo-
meters) from its coast. He did not take ques-
tions after his brief remarks.

South Korea’s military, meanwhile, said 
the North may have conducted a test of a 

new weapons system, possibly a solid-fueled 
missile of intermediate range or longer, the 
Yonhap news agency reported. It said the 
military had detected the launch from the 
vicinity of Pyongyang at 7:23 a.m., with the 
missile flying at a high angle and traveling 
about 1,000 kilometers before splashing 
down.

In February, North Korea used a massive 
military parade to unveil an apparent mock-
up of a new solid-fueled ICBM that would 
allow for more stealthy launches.

The United States strongly condemned the 
test of what it said was an ICBM, calling it “a 
brazen violation of multiple U.N. Security 
Council resolutions.”

“The United States will take all necessary 
measures to ensure the security of the Amer-
ican homeland and Republic of Korea and 
Japanese allies,” White House spokesperson 
Adrienne Watson said in a statement.

In Japan, authorities retracted the warn-
ing by its J-Alert emergency system about  
20 minutes after the launch, saying that the 
missile was no longer predicted to fall in or 
near Japan’s northernmost prefecture.

“Evacuate immediately. Evacuate immedi-
ately,” the J-Alert warning had said, urging 
residents of Hokkaido to take shelter in a 
building or underground.

The government’s top spokesman told a 
news conference later Thursday that based 
on the information available immediately 
after the launch, it was initially expected that 
the North Korean missile would fall into or 
near Japanese territory, prompting the deci-
sion to send out alerts via its J-Alert and Em-
Net systems.

Chief Cabinet Secretary Hirokazu Mat-
suno told a news conference that the deci-
sion was appropriate and not an error.

“We did not correct the information issued 
by the J-Alert” emergency system, Matsuno 
said.

He said the North Korean missile had dis-
appeared from Japan’s radar immediately 
after detection, and that a further analysis 
found there was no possibility of it landing 
in Japan’s territory, leading to the evacuation 
warning’s lifting.

Asked if the government’s decision to 
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Tokyo on Thursday saw yellow sand for the 
first time in two years, with some areas of the 
nation set to see more of the same over the 
weekend after a brief respite, the weather 
agency said.

As of Thursday, 10 major cities, including 
Sapporo and Niigata, had visibility reduced 
to between 5 and 10 kilometers, while seven 
other cities, including Tokyo, had a visibility 
of over 10 kilometers.

Prior to Thursday, yellow sand hadn’t been 
reported in the capital in April for 16 years. 
In western areas of Japan such as the Kyushu 
and Chugoku regions, high levels of yellow 
sand in April is expected, but it is rare for it to 
spread to eastern areas such as Tokyo. 

When visibility is cut to below 5 kilometers, 
sand can become noticeable on car surfaces 
and laundry and brings about the possibility 
of traffic disruptions.

According to the Meteorological Agency, 
the dust is expected to cover most of the 
nation on Thursday afternoon, continuing 
in parts of the country until noon on Friday 
before receding until early Sunday morning. 
The dust is expected to return early Sunday 
morning starting in the Kyushu area and then 
spread to western Japan in the afternoon.

Yellow sand, carried by dust and sandstorm 
(DSS), is swept up from mainland China, and 
has covered areas from Hokkaido to northern 
Kyushu.

The weather agency said the dust may 
affect flights and other transportation 
systems.

Yellow sand is said to cause itchy eyes, con-
junctivitis, runny nose, sneezing and other 
allergy symptoms, with a higher concentra-
tion more likely to affect people, while those 
who experience skin-related symptoms are 
said to have a tendency to be allergic to met-
als, according to the environment ministry. 
The ministry added that yellow sand can 
worsen respiratory diseases such as asthma 
and pneumonia, pointing to past cases of 
hospitalization of children and the elderly 
for bronchial asthma due to the dust.

People are advised to refrain from nones-
sential outings, wear nonwoven masks and 
reduce the frequency of opening windows 
when a high level of yellow sand is affecting 
their area.

Yellow sand 
reaches Tokyo 
for first time 
in two years
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Before attending a Group of Seven foreign 
ministers’ meeting in Karuizawa, Nagano 
Prefecture, U.S. Secretary of State Antony 
Blinken will be visiting Vietnam as Wash-
ington tries to elevate diplomatic ties with 
Hanoi and potentially pave the way for a 
visit by U.S. President Joe Biden.

Blinken’s first official visit to the South-
east Asian country is set for Friday through 
Sunday to mark the 10th anniversary of the 
U.S.-Vietnam Comprehensive Partnership, 
which will include a groundbreaking cer-
emony for a new U.S. Embassy compound 
in Hanoi.

High on the agenda will be strengthening 
trade and investment ties, supporting Viet-
nam’s energy transition and response to cli-
mate change — particularly in the Mekong 
Delta — and dealing with war legacy issues, 
such as bomb and mine clearance and sup-
port for dioxin victims.

A sensitive issue
Another key issue to be discussed will be U.S. 
plans to elevate the bilateral relationship to 
a “strategic partnership.”

Building on a recent phone call between 
Biden and General Secretary Nguyen Phu 
Trong, Blinken will talk to senior Vietnam-
ese officials to prepare the ground for the 
diplomatic upgrade, as Washington seeks 
closer ties with Southeast Asian countries to 
counterbalance Beijing’s growing footprint 
in the region.

Vietnam is also among eight non-G7 mem-
ber states invited by Japan to attend the G7 
leaders meeting in May in Hiroshima as 
Tokyo seeks to forge a united international 
front on issues like China’s challenges to the 
rules-based order and Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine.

“The Biden administration has made 
deepening ties with Vietnam a central part 
of its Southeast Asia strategy, alongside the 

modernizing alliance with the Philippines 
and shoring up ties with Singapore and 
Indonesia,” said Gregory Poling, director 
of the Southeast Asia Program at the U.S.-
based Center for Strategic and International 
Studies.

Despite Vietnam’s complex ties with 
China, upgrading ties with Washington 
remains a sensitive issue in Hanoi, experts 
say, noting that the communist country has 
yet to be forthcoming with an answer, prob-
ably because of calculations on the pros and 
cons of the move.

Washington, Poling said, will need to 
show that it is committed to the relationship 
and will deliver tangible results to outweigh 
any diplomatic and economic blowback 
Vietnam will face from China.

Indeed, U.S. officials have repeatedly 
stated that bilateral relations should be 
upgraded but the idea has never been real-
ized, partly due to Vietnamese concerns that 
it could be construed in Beijing as hostile to 
China.

Jonathan Stromseth, a Southeast Asia 
expert and senior fellow at the Brookings 
Institution, says the Vietnamese would 
expect such a partnership to be formalized 
in the context of a state visit, meaning that 
the two sides will likely discuss the possibili-
ties of a Trong visit to Washington, possibly 
followed by a Biden visit to Hanoi later this 
year.

Experts are divided on whether Hanoi will 
formally agree to the move anytime soon. 
Rafiq Dossani, director of the Center for 
Asia Pacific Policy at U.S.-based Rand Corp., 
said that while Vietnam is the only country 
with deep-seated, historical reasons to dis-
trust China and its growing military power, 
upgrading U.S.-Vietnam ties beyond the cur-
rent level is unlikely.

“It may require some unusual provocation 
from China to be possible,” he said.

“Vietnam does not feel threatened by Chi-
na’s cross-Strait activities, and in the South 
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A certain protein builds up in the brains of 
most Parkinson’s patients, a study confirmed 
on Thursday using a new technique hailed 
as a potential “game-changer” that could 
point toward a way to test for the debilitat-
ing disease.

Parkinson’s is the second most common 
neurodegenerative disease after Alzheimer’s 
and affects more than 8.5 million people 
worldwide, according to the World Health 
Organization.

There is no cure or way to test for the dis-
ease, which is usually diagnosed by a doctor 
only once symptoms appear.

However, several factors have been linked 
to Parkinson’s, including that in patients’ 
brains there are often accumulated clusters 
of the Alpha-synuclein protein which are 
“misfolded” — or incorrectly folded.

The new research, published in the jour-
nal Lancet Neurology, uses a technique to 
amplify then analyze clusters of the tiny 
protein.

The largest study of its kind included more 
than 1,100 participants, nearly half of whom 
had previously been diagnosed with Parkin-

son’s disease, while others were deemed at 
risk, as well as a healthy control group.

Samples of cerebrospinal fluid, which sur-
rounds the brain and spinal cord, were taken 
from each participant.

The technique, called alphaSyn-SAA, came 
back positive for 88% of all those previously 
diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease.

The study’s lead author, Andrew Siderowf 
of the University of Pennsylvania in the U.S., 

said in a statement that the technique “could 
have profound implications for the way we 
treat the condition, potentially making it 
possible to diagnose people earlier.”

The technique was less successful for 
patients carrying a gene variant known as 
LRRK2 linked to certain forms of the disease, 
identifying just 68% of diagnosed patients.

A simple test to diagnose Parkinson’s dis-
ease is still a long way off. And it remains to 
be seen whether the technique works when 
using a blood sample, which is far easier to 
extract than cerebrospinal fluid.

Daniela Berg and Christine Klein, neu-
rologists at Germany’s University Hospi-
tal Schleswig-Holstein not involved in the 
research, said the finding “lays the founda-
tion for a biological diagnosis of Parkinson’s 
disease.”

The technique “is a game-changer in Par-
kinson’s disease diagnostics, research, and 
treatment trials,” they added in a linked com-
ment piece.

Parkinson’s disease causes uncontrollable 
movements such as shaking, as well as sleep 
and mental health disorders. The symptoms 
get worse over time, and eventually patients 
can struggle to walk or talk.

Parkinson’s affects 
over 8.5 million 
people worldwide 
and is the second 
most common 
neurodegenerative 
disease, according to 
the World Health 
Organization.  
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