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BANGKOK:  Thailand’s police chief yesterday
insisted his officers were making “a lot of
progress” in the hunt for the Bangkok shrine
bomber despite the lack of arrests and mystery
over the attackers’ motives.  Monday’s blast
killed 20 people, mostly Asian visitors, leaving
police scrambling to find the assailants and
sending shockwaves through the nation’s vital
tourism sector. Speaking after a memorial for
the dead at the scene of the unprecedented
attack on Thailand, national police chief
Somyot Poompanmoung said the bomb was
an attempt to stoke fear and uncertainty in the
capital.  “The aim is to discredit the govern-
ment and create a climate of fear to deter
tourists,” he told reporters.

But he defended the handling of the case
despite days of confusing and sometimes con-
tradictory statements from senior police and
junta officials.  “There’s a lot of progress (in the
case), but I can’t disclose everything,” he said,
adding that a reward for information leading to
the arrest of those behind the bomb had been
tripled to three million baht ($84,000).  Police
are convinced the attack was planned and co-
ordinated by a network.  But there is still one

prime suspect-a bespectacled man in a yellow
t-shirt described in his arrest warrant as a for-
eigner.  Thailand has asked Interpol for help in
finding the man, who was captured on CCTV
calmly placing a backpack under a bench at the
Hindu Erawan shrine minutes before the blast.

“I want to reaffirm that the bomb exploded
from the backpack which was placed by the
bench by the suspect,” national police
spokesman Prawut Thavornsiri told reporters.
“But we cannot disclose the footage because it
is too gruesome,” he said.  It is not known if the
suspect has already fled the country, while
authorities have also openly questioned
whether he could be half-Thai or a Thai wear-
ing a disguise. With rumours swirling, Prawut
also denied media reports police were hunting
for a man with an Islamic name. “We don’t have
his (the suspect’s) name... and even if I did why
would I tell you?” he said.

But he has previously said they are looking
to speak to a woman in a black top seen on the
CCTV footage at the shrine.

Backtracking and caveating 
Both the police and junta have at various

times ruled out the possibility that a global
terror network carried out Monday’s bomb-
ing, but have later appeared to backtrack or
add caveats to their comments.  Internal pol-
itics, insurgents in Thailand’s south, global
terror networks and even private disputes
have all come under the microscope as
police game the likely perpetrators.

Thai media outlets had also cast suspi-
cion on militants from China’s Uighur com-
munity, a group that faces cultural and reli-
gious repression.  The Erawan shrine is enor-
mously popular among ethnic Chinese visi-
tors from across Asia, but the junta has said
tourists from China were not the target.
Thailand has endured a decade of political
unrest, but many analysts say that the choice
of target and ferocity of the attack makes it
highly unlikely any Thai groups with a histo-
ry of violence were involved.  Meanwhile
there have so far been no public links made
to Muslim rebels from the country’s south-
ernmost provinces, where an insurgency has
killed more than 6,400 people, mostly civil-
ians-nor have there been any claims of
responsibility.— AFP
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Two killed, thousands

flee as typhoon

nears Philippines

MANILA: Two people were killed while thousands were evacuated as
powerful typhoon Goni approached the Philippines and Taiwan yester-
day, authorities said. In the Philippine highland town of Itogon, two
construction workers died after a landslide buried their roadside tent in
rocks and mud. Close to 400 people in flood-prone towns were moved
to shelters, police and disaster officials said.

In Taiwan, 1,700 tourists were evacuated from the outlying Green
and Orchid islands as early as Thursday while offices were shut yester-
day. Goni was forecast to graze the Batanes islands off the Philippines’
northern tip on Saturday morning on its way to Taiwan, according to
the Filipino weather bureau. The storm, the seventh to enter the
Philippines this year, packs maximum sustained winds of 170 kilome-
tres (105 miles) per hour with gusts of up to 205 kilometres per hour, it
said. The Philippines is hit by an average of 20 typhoons a year, many of
them deadly. Taiwan, meanwhile, is still reeling from typhoon Soudelor,
which left 12 people dead or missing and caused widespread damage
when it hit two weeks ago.

In the mountainous hot spring town of Wulai just south of the capi-
tal Taipei 100 people have not returned to their homes as roads are still
blocked with mud. “Temporary supplies of water, electricity and phone
cables set up after Typhoon Soudelor could be interrupted again if
Typhoon Goni introduces torrential rains to that area,” said Chiang
Chien-ming, chief road engineer for the highway authorities.

Authorities plan to deploy excavators and bulldozers to Wulai while
local business have cleared drainage ditches as they prepare for the
typhoon. A senior official from Taiwan’s Central Weather Bureau told
AFP that Goni could bring rains of up to 200 millimetres (eight inches)
to the east coast and mountain areas in the north.

In Japan, airlines announced possible flight delays and cancellations
as Goni and another strong typhoon, Atsani, neared. Atsani, with winds
of up to 252 kilometres per hour, was expected to approach the
Ogasawara island chain, some 1,000 kilometres south of Tokyo, on
Saturday, according to the Japanese meteorological agency.
Meanwhile, Goni is forecast to approach the Sakishima island chain in
the south on Sunday, it said. — AFP

HONG KONG:  Two men were jailed for 19
years yesterday for a brutal knife attack on a
Hong Kong journalist in what the judge called
a “cold-blooded” crime that intensified fears
over press freedom in the city.

Kevin Lau, former editor of the investiga-
tive Ming Pao newspaper, was stabbed in
broad daylight in February last year. The
attack came just weeks after he was removed
from his position and replaced with an editor
deemed to be pro-Beijing. His sacking trig-
gered staff protests and widespread fears that
Beijing was tightening control over the press
in the semi-autonomous territory.

Yip Kim-wah and Wong Chi-wah, both 39,
were last week convicted of causing grievous
bodily harm, with the jury taking less than
four hours to reach a unanimous verdict.  But
questions remain over why they carried out
the attack and who offered them an alleged
payment of HK$100,000 ($13,000). 

Lau has called for the “mastermind” of the
crime to be brought to justice.  Judge Esther
Toh sentenced Wong and Yip to 19 years
each, describing the attack as “senseless” and
“brazen”. “They carried out this cold-blooded
attack for financial gain,” she said, adding that
neither defendant had shown any remorse.

‘Chilling sight’ 
Toh recalled evidence that the attackers

had gone shopping after the stabbing.
“Cold-bloodedly, after chopping Mr. Lau,
both of them went shopping for shoes, and it
was a particularly chilling sight to see both of
them on the CCTV camera smiling and
relaxed as they walked down the shopping
mall,” Toh said. “Life will never be the same
for him (Lau) because he will forever carry the
scars of the attack, both psychologically and
physically for the rest of his life,” she added.

Toh said that while there was no evi-
dence Lau was attacked because he was a

journalist, “members of the press should be
equally protected as are any of our citizens”.
“It is a totally senseless, brutal and vicious
attack on a human being and in this case,
on a journalist,” Toh said. “We are very lucky
in Hong Kong to have a free press,” she
added.  The pair had pleaded not guilty and
accused police of beating them into making
confessions.

Prosecutors said Yip had told police he
had driven Wong to a street where Lau usual-
ly ate after being offered the money, and that
there was CCTV footage of the two near Lau’s
home ahead of the attack.— AFP
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BANGKOK: People leave flowers at a shopping plaza across from the Erawan Shrine at Rajprasong intersection, the scene
of Monday’s bombing, for a multi-denominational religious service for victims in Bangkok, Thailand, yesterday. — AP

MANILA: Supporters of the late opposition senator Ninoy
Aquino, father of President Benigno Aquiuno, former sen-
ator Heherzon Alvarez (center-R) and Reli German (center-
2nd L) offer flowers at the tarmac of Manila international
airport yesterday, as part of the 32nd anniversary remem-
brance of the death of the former opposition senator.
Aquino, was assassinated shortly after arriving from a
self-imposed exile in the US. — AFP


