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BANGKOK: A Thai defense ministry team
looking into allegations of corruption at a
military-built park said yesterday it had
found financial “irregularities” in the proj-
ect but had no authority to investigate
any wrongdoing. Rajabhakti Park was
built to honor Thailand’s much-revered
monarchy, but has become a lightning
rod for anti-junta sentiment and a poten-
tial embarrassment to a military that
seized power last year vowing to crack
down on graft.

Sitting on army land in the royal resort

town of Hua Hin, the project was over-
seen by General Udomdej Sitabutr, a for-
mer army chief who is currently deputy
defense minister. “We have noted irregu-
larities which we will pass on to the
defense minister, the prime minister and
relevant agencies,” said General Chaicharn
Changmongkon, deputy permanent sec-
retary for defense, who headed the
inquiry. He would not elaborate on what
those irregularities were, and told
reporters the inquiry’s “limited authority”
meant it was unable to identify any

wrongdoers.
More than 63 million baht ($1.8 mil-

lion) out of the park’s total budget of 866
million baht was drawn from the state,
said Chaicharn, contradicting previous
military assertions that no government
funds had been used. The military over-
threw an elected government in May
2014, and experts say its popular accept-
ance relies heavily upon a carefully culti-
vated reputation for battling corruption.

This has made the junta acutely sensi-
tive to graft allegations at Rajabhakti Park

levelled by some Thai media and opposi-
tion groups. Police and soldiers intercept-
ed a train on Dec 7 and disconnected a
carriage carrying anti-junta activists to
the park and briefly detained dozens of
people. Police later vowed to charge 11 of
the activists for illegal assembly.
Gatherings of more than five people are
banned under the junta.

The military had a week earlier
stopped two leaders of the United Front
for Democracy Against Dictatorship, a
group aligned with politicians who have

challenged the old military-linked estab-
lishment, from visiting the park, which
features giant statues of past Thai kings.

Two people were detained in
December on suspicion of sharing an
infographic on Facebook alleging corrup-
tion at the park. An earlier military inquiry
into the project found no evidence of
wrongdoing. However, Udomdej said on
Nov. 10 there was “an element of truth” to
allegations that an unidentified civilian
had demanded bribes from foundries
that cast the statues.  —Reuters 

Thai inquiry finds irregularities in controversial military park

INCHEON: In this Oct. 4, 2014 file photo, Kim Yang Gon, center, a secretary of
North Korea’s ruling Workers’ Party, arrives at the Incheon International
Airport. —AP

SEOUL: Former “comfort women”
and hundreds of supporters
protested yesterday against South
Korea’s agreement with Japan on
wartime sex slavery, as Seoul faces
an uphill battle to sell it to the pub-
lic.  Some 250 protesters gathered
next to a statue outside Japan’s
embassy which symbolizes Korean

women forced into Japanese army
brothels during World War II. They
waved banners and chanted slo-
gans, dismissing the deal as “humili-
ating.” 

Japan Monday offered an apolo-
gy and a one-billion yen ($8.3 mil-
lion) payment to the 46 surviving
South Korean women under an
agreement which both nations
described as “final and irreversible”.

The plight of the so-called “comfort
women” is a hugely emotional issue
that has for decades marred ties
with Japan, which ruled the Korean
peninsula harshly from 1910 to
1945. 

The landmark agreement has
sparked an angry reaction from
some of the victims and activists,

who took issue with Tokyo’s refusal
to accept formal legal responsibility
for the sex slavery. Japan said the
one-billion-yen payment was aimed
at “restoring the women’s dignity”
but was not official compensation.
“The fight is still on,” survivor Lee
Yong-Soo said at the rally, attended
by one other victim and about 250
protesters.

Gatherings have been held

weekly there at the statue for years,
demanding Japan’s formal apology
and compensation.  “We will contin-
ue to fight to make Japan take for-
mal legal responsibility and apolo-
gize so that victims who have
already perished will have justice,”
88-year-old Lee added. The mood
was somber as nine former sex

slaves who died this year were com-
memorated. It later turned angry,
with protesters shouting slogans
denouncing Japan and its Prime
Minister Shinzo Abe.

Demonstrators held portraits of
the former victims and waved ban-
ners condemning the deal, particu-
larly Seoul’s pledge to try to remove
the statue from outside the
embassy. “Cancel the humiliating

agreement!” some chanted, waving
banners that read:  “Say no to relo-
cation of the statue!”

Public support 
In the face of criticism, President

Park Geun-Hye has launched an all-
out campaign to win public support
for the deal. Senior officials Tuesday
visited shelters for the victims and
pleaded for their support-a key step
in securing broader approval. The
handful of comfort women who
have spoken about the agreement
have mostly rejected it, but the
views of the others are not known.
However, a recent poll showed 66
percent of South Koreans overall
oppose the relocation of the statue. 

Park has called for “understand-
ing by the public and the victims”
about the deal, which was warmly
welcomed by the United States. It
had long urged its two key Asian
allies to make up. Up to 200,000
women in Asia, many of them
Koreans but also from China, the
Philippines and what is now
Indonesia, and others, are estimat-
ed to have been forced to provide
sex to Japanese soldiers during
World War II.

Japan has long maintained that
its disputes with South Korea were
fully settled in a 1965 agreement
which saw Tokyo establish diplo-
matic ties and make a payment of
$800 million.  But Seoul has said
that treaty did not cover compensa-
tion for victims of wartime crimes
and did not absolve Tokyo of
responsibility. 

The compromise agreement
also drew a mixed reaction in
Japan, with some far-right activists
and newspapers criticizing Abe for
offering the apology. China took a
different tack, with state media
slamming Japan’s long-awaited
mea culpa as insincere and insuffi-
cient. Beijing wields popular anger
over Japan’s wartime atrocities in
China as a tool against its regional
rival Tokyo. —AFP
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SEOUL: South Korean supporters hold portraits of former “comfort women”, who were forced
into wartime sexual slavery for Japanese soldiers, during an anti-Japanese rally commemorat-
ing the death of nine former sex slaves this year in front of the Japanese embassy. —AFP

SEOUL: A top aide to North Korean leader
Kim Jong-Un who oversaw relations with
the South has died in a traffic accident,
Pyongyang’s state media said yesterday, a
loss seen as a setback for reconciliation
efforts. Kim Yang-Gon, who was a secretary
of the ruling Workers’ Party, “died in a traffic
accident at 6:15 am Tuesday at age 73”, the
Korean Central News Agency said without
giving further details.

It described the deceased as the leader’s
“most trustworthy aide” and said a state
funeral would be held. Leader Kim has
earned a reputation for ruthlessness after
sacking previous high-ranking officials and
having his uncle executed. One South
Korean analyst said there was no evidence
of foul play in the death but it could not be
ruled out.

“Kim Yang-Gon was becoming too close
to the leader, which must have incurred
great jealousy among political rivals,”
Professor Yang Moo-Jin of Seoul’s University
of North Korean Studies said. While
announcing the members of a state funeral
committee, the North indirectly confirmed
the reinstatement of two other officials.

Among the 80 names on the list were
Choe Ryong-Hae, a vice marshal and Kim
Jong-Un’s confidante who had reportedly
been sent to a farm for re-education, and
another dismissed official Won Dong-Yon, a
one-time deputy to Kim Yang-Gon. The
reversals of fortune, along with two similar
cases earlier this year, have prompted sug-
gestions the leader may be rolling back a
purge.

In August Kim Yang-Gon took part in
talks to ease tensions with South Korea over
a border land mine blast blamed on the
North which brought the two sides to the
brink of war. He served three generations of
the Kim dynasty, which has ruled the North
since its founding in 1948 with an iron fist
and brooks no dissent.

KCNA hailed him as “the dearest and the
most trustworthy comrade-in-arms” of Kim
Jong-Un, who will preside over the state
funeral today. His death was a “great loss” for
the party and the people, it said, praising
him for his “admirable loyalty and compe-
tence”. South Korean Unification Minister
Hong Yong-Pyo sent a message of condo-

lences to Pyongyang.
A career diplomat, Kim Yang-Gon played

a leading role in arranging the 2007 summit
between then-leader Kim Jong-Il and South
Korean president Roh Moo-Hyun.  He was
the only North Korean official present at
their meeting in Pyongyang. After the sud-
den death of Kim Jong-Il in 2011, Kim Yang-
Gon was a key confidante to his young son
and successor Jong-Un, advising him on
cross-border and international relations.

‘Negative impact on relations’ 
At the talks in August the two sides

vowed to try to promote civilian exchanges.
But subsequent talks this month ended with
little progress in resolving issues such as that
of families separated by the 1950-53 Korean
War, and the resumption of cross-border
tours to the North’s scenic Mount Kumgang.

Kim Yang-Gon’s death was seen as a blow
to efforts at dialogue and reconciliation.
“This is going to deliver negative impacts on
inter-Korean relations”, said Professor Yang.
“In light of the North’s nature, I don’t see
anyone who can replace him in his role in
daring to offer policy ideas and advice to the
leader in these fields”, he said.

Professor Kim Yong-Hyun of Dongguk
University said Kim Yang-Gon had an image
as a “moderate”. “His death may cause diffi-
culties in keeping up the momentum for
dialogue” between the two Koreas, he said.
Some of the North’s most promising party
leaders have died in traffic accidents.

Kim Yang-Gon’s predecessor Kim Yong-
Sun, who helped arrange the first North-
South summit in 2000, perished in what was
described as a traffic accident in 2003. Ri Je-
Gang, a top party official, reportedly died in
a car crash in 2010 at a time when he was
rumored to be involved in a power struggle
with Jang Song-Thaek, the brother-in-law of
Kim Jong-Il.

Jang himself survived a car accident in
2006 but was executed in 2013 by his
nephew and new leader Kim Jong-Un after
being condemned as a “traitor” to the
nation. Yonhap said the partying habits of
North Korean elites were also to blame for
their disproportionately high rate of fatal
traffic accidents, often driving home drunk
after exclusive parties.  —AFP
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BEIJING: Chinese authorities blamed freak
weather for the capsizing of a cruise ship
that killed hundreds earlier this year, but
also recommended that the captain be
further investigated and representatives of
the shipping company and local authori-
ties be punished for management flaws,
state media announced yesterday.

The disaster on the Yangtze River on
the evening of June 1 killed 442 people
and left just 12 survivors. The Eastern Star
was carrying many elderly tourists on a 10-
day cruise from Nanjing in China’s east
upstream to Chongqing.

The official Xinhua News Agency said
the Cabinet’s investigation team conclud-
ed that the Eastern Star was brought down
“by strong winds and heavy rains” associat-
ed with a downburst, a strong downdraft
that is “a very rare weather phenomenon.”

The conclusion backs up the initial find-
ing that the disaster was caused by strong
winds, although passengers’ relatives have
raised questions about whether the ship
should have continued its voyage despite
a weather warning.

Xinhua said the investigation team
found that 36 local government and
Communist Party officials and seven peo-
ple from the shipping company should be
given administrative punishments for
flaws in management, which would likely
include demotions and firings.

The seven included the captain and the
officer in charge at the time, who died in
the disaster. The investigation found the
pair responded inadequately to the emer-
gency and had not properly ascertained
the threat posed by the dire weather con-
ditions, Xinhua said.

It recommended that the ship’s captain,
Zhang Shunwen, have his license revoked
and his contract terminated, and that his
case be sent for further investigation to
determine whether he should face crimi-
nal charges.

The captain was arrested after he was
rescued from the river, with investigators
looking into why he chose to sail into the
storm instead of dropping anchor.
Investigators had also been expected to
focus on alterations made to the ship. A
government agency had earlier cited the
ship for safety violations.

Qin Meiping, who lost her 73-year-old
father and 49-year-old brother, questioned
whether the modifications to the vessel
had been safe. “If you blame it on the
weather, why were the other two boats
that were also traveling at that time safe?
Why was this boat modified three times
before? Were the modifications done
properly?” asked Qin, who said she has had
“tears in my eyes every day since” the sink-
ing. “We are not experts, but is the report
by the experts the truth?” —AP
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MANILA: The Philippine Catholic Church
has apologized after a priest was filmed
riding a hoverboard in church while cele-
brating Christmas Eve Mass. In clips that
have gone viral on YouTube and social
media s ites,  a  middle -aged man in a
white cassock sings a Christmas song
while r iding a self-balancing electric
scooter between packed pews.

The diocese of  San Pablo said the
priest rode the hoverboard inside his
Miraculous Medal church in the town of
Binan,  about 30 k i lometers  south of
Manila, “as a way of greeting his parish-
ioners”. “That was wrong. The Eucharist
demands utmost respect and reverence...
it is the Church’s highest form of worship,”
the diocese said.  I ts  statement was
released to AFP yesterday by the Catholic

Bishops Conference of the Philippines,
which named the priest as Father Albert
San Jose. 

“Consequently, it is not a personal cel-
ebration where one can capriciously
introduce something to get the attention
of the people,” the statement added. “The
priest said that it was a wake-up call for
him; he acknowledged that his action was
not right and promised that it will not
happen again.  “He wil l  be out of  the
parish and will spend some time to reflect
on this past event,” it said, adding the
priest  a lso offered an apology.  The
Philippines is a conservative bastion of
the Catholic Church in Asia, the only state
outside the Vatican to ban divorce. About
80 percent of its 100 million people are
members of the faith. —AFP
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QUEZON CITY: A Filipino Catholics choir hold hands as they sing during the first of
nine daily dawn Masses before Christmas day at the St Peter Parish. —AP

China’s Xi warns 

Communist 

colleagues to 

watch family
BEIJING: China’s Communist chief Xi Jinping
told top officials in the ruling party to closely
watch their families, state media said yester-
day, after reports that his relations and those of
other elite politicians amassed massive wealth.

Xi, who has overseen a much-publicized
crackdown on corruption, told members of the
party’s 25-member Politburo to “strictly edu-
cate and supervise their children and other
family members”, the official Xinhua news
agency said. Chinese officials are not required
to disclose their wealth or that of their close
relatives, in what critics say is a barrier to Xi’s
anti-graft campaign. Xi has relied on internal
party agencies to oversee the crackdown,
while more than a dozen activists have been
jailed for protesting to demand officials be
made to declare their assets.

Bloomberg News in a 2012 report cited
records showing that Xi’s family owned assets
worth several hundred million dollars. China
responded by blocking the company’s web-
site. The report did not allege wrongdoing by
Xi, who it cited as saying in a 2004 anti-graft
conference call: “Rein in your spouses, children,
relatives, friends and staff.” The New York Times
reported that former Premier Wen Jiabao’s
family had controlled assets worth $2.7 billion.
China called the report a smear. 

At a Politburo meeting held this week, Xi
also urged adherence to the “three stricts and
three earnests”, Xinhua said. The slogan-one of
many numerical designations in Chinese poli-
tics-refers to being strict in morals, power and
discipline, as well as honesty in decisions, busi-
ness and behavior, Xinhua added. Xi has cen-
tralized power and carried out an unusually
fierce campaign against allegedly corrupt offi-
cials since assuming power three years ago,
although critics say it has been used for fac-
tional infighting. —AFP


