
BANGKOK: Thai police said yesterday they
are searching for a gang of foreigners
believed to have abducted an Australian for-
mer Hells Angels gang member at gunpoint.
Wayne Rodney Schneider, 37, was kidnapped
on Monday by a group of masked men out-
side his house in Pattaya, a seaside resort
town notorious for its sprawling red light dis-
trict and links with organised crime.

“He was abducted and carried into a van
yesterday at dawn according to two security
guards who were witnesses”, Police Colonel
Sukthat Pumpanmuang, commander of
Pattaya City police station, told AFP. “He
(Schneider) has a fitness business in Australia
and was also in the Hells Angels group,” he
added.

Local media ran images of a blood splatter
and bullet casings at the scene of the kidnap.

The security guards reported seeing him beat-
en unconscious before being bundled into
the van. Police yesterday named their chief
suspect as Antonio Bagnato, a 27-year-old
Australian national.

“A court has issued an arrest warrant on
charges of kidnapping and assault,” Sukthat
said.  He added that Schneider had been in
Thailand for around one month and had rent-
ed a house, putting down a 130,000 baht
($3,626) deposit for six months. Local media
reported that Schneider and Bagnato had
been out drinking together the night before
the kidnap. The Sydney Morning Herald
added that Schneider had previously had run-
ins with the law in his homeland, linked to his
membership of the Hells Angels. The
Australian embassy in Bangkok did not return
calls requesting comment.  — AFP
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JAKARTA: Police fired tear gas at a hundreds-
strong crowd hurling rocks yesterday during a
protest in Jakarta against Indonesian rule over
the eastern region of Papua, with a lawyer say-
ing that over 100 demonstrators had been
detained. Several hundred protesters, mostly
university students from Papua, took part in the
demonstration to mark the anniversary of the
region’s declaration of independence in 1961,
two years before Indonesia took control.

About 400 police in riot gear were standing
guard at the protest by a roundabout in down-
town Jakarta, which turned violent as demon-
strators hurled rocks and police responded by
firing tear gas and chasing protesters.  “They
have no permit to stage a protest here, so we are
dispersing them,” said Central Jakarta police
chief Hendro Pandowo, insisting the police had
not used excessive force. Protest organizers
insisted they had notified authorities.

Veronica Koman, lawyer from Jakarta Legal
Aid Foundation, speaking on behalf of the pro-
testers, said at least 114 had been detained by
police, with some stopped before even reaching
the site.Journalists at the scene saw demonstra-
tors being put into police vehicles and driven
away.

Police refused to confirm how many protest-
ers had been detained. The remaining demon-
strators were later driven from the scene in bus-
es and  trucks, but said they were voluntarily
going to join the detained protesters at police
stations to show solidarity. A low-level insur-
gency has simmered for decades in Papua,
where local groups are fighting on behalf of the
mostly Melanesian population, who are a differ-
ent ethnicity from most Indonesians.  Jakarta
took control of the region, which forms half of
the island of New Guinea, in 1963 from former
colonial power the Netherlands. — AFP
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JAKARTA: Papuan pro-independence demonstrators shout slogans as they
stage a protest in Jakarta yesterday during a protest against Indonesian
rule over the eastern region of Papua. — AFP

OLONGAPO, Philippines: A Philippine
court yesterday convicted a US Marine
of killing a Filipino last year after he dis-
covered she was a transgender woman
in a hotel while he was on a break after
participating in joint military exercises in
the country. Lance Cpl Joseph Scott
Pemberton was convicted of homicide
by first strangling Jennifer Laude and
then dunking her head into a toilet bowl
in the hotel they had checked into after
meeting in a disco bar in October 2014
in Olongapo, a city northwest of Manila.
He was sentenced to 6-12 years in jail
and credited with time already spent in
detention, said court clerk Gerry Gruspe.

The court also ordered Pemberton,
who has been detained at a Philippine
military camp for about a year, to pay
Laude’s family 4.6 million pesos
($98,000) in damages. Laude’s mother,
Julita, said that while she was happy the
verdict detailed everything that had
transpired, she was not pleased with the
length of the jail term because she had
hoped Pemberton would be convicted
of murder, a more serious crime than
homicide.

“But the important thing is he will
be jailed,” she said, crying. “My son’s life is
not wasted.” The Laude family’s private
lawyer, Harry Roque, said that “this is a
bittersweet victory because it is not mur-
der,” adding that “if what he did isn’t cru-
elty, I don’t know what is.” Witnesses had
testified that Pemberton squeezed

Laude’s neck, dragged her to the toilet
and dunked her head into the bowl. Two
of Pemberton’s US Marine colleagues
testified that Pemberton told them, “I
think I killed a he/she.”

The judge said she downgraded the
murder charge to homicide because
conditions such as cruelty and treachery
had not been proven. The killing
sparked anger in the Philippines and
reignited calls by left-wing groups and
nationalists for an end to America’s mili-
tary presence in the country at a time
when the US is reasserting its domi-
nance in Asia and Manila has turned to
Washington for support amid an escalat-
ing territorial dispute with China.

JUSTICE
Half a block from the court, dozens of

left-wing protesters rejoiced after the
verdict was announced by burning an
effigy of Uncle Sam and yelling “Justice
for Jennifer!” Police officers, fire trucks
and iron railings were used to prevent
them from getting closer to the court-
house.

Pemberton, an anti-tank missile
operator from New Bedford,
Massachusetts, was one of thousands of
American and Philippine military per-
sonnel who participated in the joint
exercises last year. He and a group of
other Marines were on leave after the
exercises and met Laude and her friends
at a bar in Olongapo, a city known for its

nightlife located outside Subic Bay, a for-
mer US Navy base. At least two witness-
es testified that Laude was a sex worker.
Pemberton and Laude left the bar and
checked in together at a nearby hotel.
About 30 minutes later, Pemberton
walked out, leaving the room’s door ajar,
according to hotel staff.

Pemberton testified in August that
he had choked Laude during a fight that
erupted when he discovered she was a
transgender woman, but said she was
still alive when he left her in a shower,

according to his lawyer, Rowena Garcia
Flores. Lawyers for Laude’s family, how-
ever, said Laude was dead when
Pemberton left her. Police have said that
Laude had apparently been drowned in
a toilet. In the decision, Regional Trial
Court Judge Roline Ginez-Jabalde
ordered Pemberton temporarily jailed at
the New Bilibid Prison, a national peni-
tentiary in suburban Muntinlupa City.

The judge said an agreement
between the US and the Philippines was
ambiguous and failed to state in which
facility within the Philippine military
headquarters Pemberton would be
detained and which government
agency would have supervision. She
ordered that he be brought to the
national penitentiary, in accordance
with local laws, until it is decided where
he should be permanently held.

Pemberton’s lawyers made an
impromptu appeal against him being
brought to the national penitentiary.
After meeting with the lawyers and gov-
ernment representatives, the judge
allowed Pemberton to be detained for
five days at the military headquarters
pending a permanent detention site,
said Roque, the Laudes’ lawyer. The case
has revived a debate over which govern-
ment should have custody of US military
personnel who run afoul of local laws
under a Visiting Forces Agreement the
two allies signed in 1998. The agree-
ment, which allows US forces to conduct
military exercises in the Philippines, says
that the Philippines can prosecute
American service members, but that the
US has custody over them “from the
commission of the offense until comple-
tion of all judicial proceedings.” — AP
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BANGKOK: The International New York
Times said its printer in Thailand removed an
article on the moribund state of the king-
dom’s economy yesterday, forcing the edition
to carry blank spaces including on the cover.

It was the second time in 10 weeks that
the paper has said its local printer declined to
run an article, in a country where media free-
doms have been increasingly curtailed since
last year’s military takeover.

Yesterday’s newspaper was supposed to
run a report headlined “Thai economy and
spirits are sagging” that explored the junta’s
inability to jump-start the flagging economy.
It also touched briefly on succession con-
cerns surrounding 87-year-old King
Bhumibol, the world’s longest serving
monarch who is revered but ailing.

Instead chunks of the front page and
page six were blank and carried the sentence:
“The article in this space was removed by our
printer in Thailand.  The International New
York Times and its editorial staff had no role in
its removal.” A spokeswoman for the paper
gave the same reply when asked for com-
ment by AFP.

Eastern Printing PCL, the paper’s Thai
printer, did not comment on why it pulled
the piece when contacted by AFP. The article
was still accessible online in Thailand. 

Not the first time 
On September 22 Eastern Printing failed

to publish the entire newspaper because
the Asia edition featured a detailed front-
page article on the health of King
Bhumibol, a hugely controversial topic in
Thailand. That story also discussed anxieties
over the succession.

Crown Prince Maha Vajiralongkorn, who
does not enjoy his father’s widespread pop-
ularity, is next in line for the throne. The
monarchy is shielded by one of the world’s
toughest lese majeste laws and prosecu-
tions have surged since the military coup.

The media routinely self-censors when
reporting on the monarchy for fear of
falling foul of the broadly-worded law,
which carries up to 15 years in jail for each
count of insulting the king, queen, heir or
regent.

Yesterday’s piece was centered on the
stuttering economy in Thailand, which has
one of the lowest growth rates in Southeast
Asia. The country is blighted by high house-
hold debt, low consumer confidence and
disappointing exports.

Since toppling a democratically elected
government in May 2014, Thailand’s gener-
als have stamped down on critical media.
But some criticism does take place.

Yesterday English-language newspaper The
Nation ran a rare editorial strongly criticiz-
ing the lese majeste law.

“The law is clearly not being applied
equitably or in the spirit with which it was
promulgated,” the paper said, adding it was

“too often abused for political ends”.
The editorial came as a court yesterday

sentenced a 60-year-old man to six years in
prison on a lese majeste charge for distrib-
uting pamphlets at a rally eight years ago.

In 2005 King Bhumibol said in a land-

mark speech that even he was not above
public criticism. 

Last month the International New York
Times said it would cease printing in
Thailand altogether by the end of the year,
citing rising production costs. — AFP
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MANILA: A protester holds a slogan with a picture of U.S. Marine Lance Cpl Joseph Scott Pemberton outside the courts at
Olongapo city, Zambales province, northwest of Manila yesterday. — AP

This combination of pictures made yesterday shows the front page of today’s Asia edition of The International New York
Times (left) and the same edition printed in Bangkok (right) where an article (bottom C) on Thailand was removed by the
local printer and replaced by the text “The article in this space was removed by our printer in Thailand. — AFP

MANILA: Julita, mother of Filipino transgender Jennifer Laude, gestures
as she talks with reporters before entering the courts at Olongapo city,
Zambales province, northwest of Manila, yesterday. — AP

THE HAGUE: The Philippines has sought to
debunk China’s claims to disputed islands in
the South China Sea, court officials said on
Monday as an international tribunal wrapped
up a five-day hearing.

Although Beijing has refused to take part in
the hearing before the Permanent Court of
Arbitration, judges have now given China until
January 1 to write a rebuttal to the case laid
out by Manila in the Hague. “We view China as
a valued friend, and it is precisely to preserve
that  friendship that we initiated this arbitra-
tion,” Philippine Foreign Secretary Albert
Ferreros del Rosario said Monday as he closed
his country’s case, according to a court state-
ment. Beijing claims sovereignty over almost
the whole of the South China Sea on the basis
of a segmented line that first appeared on
Chinese maps in the 1940s, pitting it against
several neighbors.

But it is also a party to the UN Convention
on the Law of the Sea. Manila has called for the
tribunal, set up in 1899, to rule on the dispute,
accusing Beijing of flouting the convention.

The Philippines argued “China’s claims to
sovereign rights jurisdiction, and to ‘historic

rights’, with respect to the maritime areas of the
South China Sea...  are contrary to the
Convention,” the court said in a statement
issued late Monday. The Philippines also
believes China has failed “in its duty to prevent
its nationals from exploiting resources over
which the Philippines has sovereign rights and
has failed to respect traditional fishing rights at
Scarborough Shoal,” the statement said.

Beijing had also failed to protect the marine
environment by using destructive fishing
methods such as cyanide and explosives, while
its ships were proving a hazard in the sea. 

Even after Manila launched the court pro-
ceedings, Beijing had exacerbated the tensions
by “building artificial islands at nearly all of the
maritime features presently under its control,”
Philippine officials told the court. The hearing
was held behind closed doors. But Australia,
Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand
and Vietnam were allowed to have observers
present.  

Beijing has never precisely defined its
claims to the strategic South China Sea,
through which about a third of all the world’s
traded oil passes. — AFP
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JAKARTA: A rudder control system problem that had
occurred nearly two dozen times in the previous 12 months
coupled with the pilots’ response led to last year’s crash of
an AirAsia plane in Indonesia that killed all 162 people on
board, investigators said yesterday. In releasing their report,
the country’s National Transportation Safety Committee
said an analysis of Flight 8501’s data recorder showed the
rudder control system had sent repeated warnings to the
pilots during the Dec. 28 flight from the Indonesian city of
Surabaya to Singapore.

Aircraft maintenance records for the Airbus A320
showed that similar problems with the rudder system had
occurred 23 times during the year prior to the crash, includ-
ing nine times in December. The investigators said the fault
was caused by cracked soldering on an electronic card.
Investigator Nurcahyo Utomo said the malfunction by itself
should not have been dangerous. But after the fourth time
an alarm went off during the flight, a crew member appar-
ently went outside of handbook recommendations and
removed a circuit breaker to try to reset the system, he said.

The autopilot then became disengaged, and the aircraft
began to roll, but no movement was detected on the

plane’s manual control stick for nine seconds, he said. It
then began climbing rapidly before stalling and plummet-
ing into the Java Sea.

Utomo said the voice recorder showed the pilot said
“pull down,” but in fact the plane was ascending. “It seemed
that there was a miscommunication between the pilot and
co-pilot after the fourth fault,” he said. The same warnings
had occurred three days before the crash with the same
pilot, who witnessed a technician on the ground address-
ing the problem by removing the circuit breaker and then
replacing it, according to Utomo and the investigation
report. The data recorder showed the circuit breaker was
apparently removed during the flight, they said.

Ruth Simatupang, a former Indonesian aviation investi-
gator who was not involved with the report, questioned
how the rudder system problems could have continued
without any proper action by AirAsia or the government.

“It should be a big question for the airline,” she said,
adding that if the plane had been properly maintained, the
problem would have been flagged and repaired. “With the
23 faults, there should have been a strong warning about
the plane issued by the Transportation Ministry.”  — AP
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