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BANGKOK: The foreigner accused of
planting a bomb at a Bangkok shrine
has admitted involvement in the dead-
ly attack, his lawyer said yesterday,
reversing earlier denials of a confes-
sion.  The comments by lawyer
Schoochart Kanpai confirmed the Thai
authorities’ version of the complex
investigation into the August 17 blast
which killed 20 people.

Earlier this week Schoochart had
questioned whether the man-whom
police have named both as Bilal
Mohammed and as Adem Karadag-had
confessed. The lawyer said his client had
previously insisted he was not in the

country on the day of the attack. But
after meeting his client on Wednesday,
Schoochart reversed his position. “I met
Adem this morning for about an hour
and he said he confessed voluntarily to
planting the bomb,” the lawyer told
reporters outside the military barracks in
central Bangkok where the accused is
detained. It was not immediately clear if
authorities were present during the
Wednesday meeting.

On Saturday police said they were
now convinced that Mohammed, the first
person to be arrested, was the same man
seen in CCTV footage wearing a yellow T-
shirt and placing a backpack at the

Erawan shrine moments before the
explosion. They said his confession,
together with other security camera
footage and eyewitness accounts, con-
firmed they had the right man-after earli-
er saying DNA evidence suggested it was
unlikely to be him.

Police say they believe the man in the
yellow shirt wore a wig and glasses to
disguise himself. In a briefing on Monday,
investigators released a series of four
sketches showing how Mohammed
could have transformed his appearance
from the initial suspect sketch which
showed a man with glasses and floppy
hair.

Followed orders 
The suspect now appears more gaunt

and with a shaven head. In other new
details of the still unclaimed attack,
Schoochart said Mohammed relayed how
he followed orders from another man,
Abdulah Abdullahman, and was unpaid.
Abdullahman is among more than a dozen
other people-both foreigners and Thais-
wanted over the blast. Only two men-
Mohammed and another man named as
Yusuf Mieraili-are in custody.

Mystery still shrouds the motive for the
unprecedented attack, in which the majori-
ty of fatalities were ethnic Chinese tourists.
Speculation has centered on a link to mili-

tants or supporters of the Uighurs, an eth-
nic group who say they face severe perse-
cution in China, after Thailand forcibly
repatriated 109 of the minority in July. The
move sparked international condemna-
tion, particularly in Turkey where hardliners
see the minority as part of a global Turkic-
speaking family. According to his lawyer,
Mohammed is a Chinese Uighur who set-
tled in Turkey while Mieraili is a Chinese
passport-holder with Uighur ethnicity. Thai
authorities have not  confirmed the nation-
ality of either man. They say they believe
the blast was revenge for a crackdown on
people-smuggling gangs whose opera-
tions include the transfer of Uighurs. —AFP
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NEW YORK: US Secretary of State John Kerry (center), speaks during the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) meeting on the sideline of
the 70th session of the UN General Assembly. —AFP

LHASA: Ji Yunpeng misses hotpot din-
ners with his wife and daughter back
in Beijing and fights insomnia caused
by the high altitude in the Tibetan cap-
ital by playing computer games, and,
occasionally, studying Tibetan
Buddhism. “It’s just out of pure intellec-
tual curiosity,” he said, aware that gen-
uine religious interest would be a
breach of discipline in China’s nominal-
ly atheist Communist Party.

Ji is in Lhasa on a three-year loan
from the Beijing municipal govern-
ment to oversee the school curriculum
in Tibetan classrooms. In return, he
gets a double salary and a shortcut up

the party ladder. Nearly 6,500 civil ser-
vants like him have been dispatched to
manage hefty budgets and shape
Tibet’s modernization.

They are the human face of top-
down development that has poured
more than $100 billion dollars into the
region since 1952. Critics say that
Beijing’s obsession with social stability
also has led to widespread human
right abuses. But as incomes finally
begin to increase across the Tibetan
countryside, Chinese authorities are
hopeful they can dispel international
criticism over their rule in Tibet while
winning the hearts of Tibetans and
pulling some of their loyalty away from
the exiled Dalai Lama.

“The strategy for Tibet is now shift-
ing from the overall kind of repression
that we have seen in the past to actual-

ly moving toward luring sections of
the community and trying to work
with those who cooperate with the
authorities,” Tibet researcher Tsering
Shakya said in an interview from
University of British Columbia in
Vancouver.

For most Tibetans in exile, the
region has been unlawfully occupied
by China since it was overrun by the
People’s Liberation Army in 1951, and
no material gains justify Beijing’s
repression. But even skeptics like
Shakya acknowledge that “without its
intervention, the disparities between
the development in Tibet and in China

would be even greater.” In a sign of
new confidence, authorities this
month invited a handful of foreign
media organizations, including The
Associated Press, on a tightly scripted
visit to showcase Tibet’s development,
timed to the 50th anniversary of the
creation of the Tibet Autonomous
Region.

Strings-attached development
Ji oversees the $40 million dollar

Lhasa-Beijing Experimental Middle
School, where many of the 2,500 stu-
dents are from rural Tibet. Acting as
deputy to the head of Lhasa’s educa-
tion bureau, Ji explains how the pupils
are entitled to nine years of free
schooling.

As government minders watched, a
Tibetan teacher wrote in Tibetan on a

chalkboard crowned by the national
flag, the Communist Party emblem
and a portrait of President Xi Jinping.
School officials explained that all sub-
jects are taught in Mandarin, China’s
official language, but that the curricu-
lum includes mandatory Tibetan lan-
guage. In Lhasa, Beijing has also paid
for housing projects, hospitals, an
amusement park, an $80 million stadi-
um and the Tibet Yak Museum, honor-
ing the “hairy cow” of the grasslands.

“Beijing and Lhasa are still like two
worlds apart,” Ji says. “But in a place like
this, where things are still backward,
there is a sense of achievement in

every step forward.” Robert Barnett,
leading academic of Tibetan studies at
Columbia University in New York,
questions whether the two-decade-
old policy is truly benefiting Tibetans.
Economic gains of the development
have for decades gone largely to
migrants from China’s ethnic Han
minority, who make up only 8 percent
of the Tibet’s 3.2 million inhabitants.
Only recently, he said, have they start-
ed to trickle down to the countryside.

“If you pour in money in that
amount to an area that is fragile in its
ecosystem and social composition and
you just remove barriers for migration,
you attract income seekers, with a
huge negative effect and a domination
of the economy,” Barnett said. 

Perfectly identical “new socialist vil-
lages” have sprouted in the country-

side of the Tibetan plateau during the
past decade, compelling former
nomads to take on a sedentary
lifestyle, but also giving them immacu-
late two-floor villas with running water,
latrines and biogas cookers.

Dawa, a 55 year-old herder reset-
tled in Lhoka prefecture’s Gongkar
county, proudly showed visiting offi-
cials and journalists how each mem-
ber of the family now has a separate
room. “Even in my dreams I never
thought of having a house like this,” he
said. When repeatedly prompted
about what he misses from his old life,
Dawa paused and stared at the offi-
cials seated in his living room before
answering. “We have become selfish,”
he said finally. “Now that living stan-
dards have improved, eating a piece
of meat doesn’t make me as happy as
eating a potato once did.”

The influx of tourists
Looking ahead, the government

hopes to develop the mineral water
industry, wool garment weaving
workshops and factories of byprod-
ucts of traditional Tibetan medicine
that will directly benefit the locals.
Tourism development is, however, the
biggest priority. With plans to go from
15.5 million tourists in 2014 - five
times Tibet’s population and most of
them Chinese - to 20 million in the
next five years, the industry already is
transforming Lhasa’s landscape. Four
huge pyramids of concrete and glass,
the skeleton of a 2,000 room five-star
resort, are joining new shopping
malls, karaoke parlors and theme
parks.

Visitors sweep through chambers
of the labyrinthine Potala palace and
compete for space with local pilgrims
at the iconic Jokhang temple. “There is
a great deal of unhappiness and
resentment among Tibetans over the
way their culture and religion is being
exploited,” said spokesman Alistair
Currie of the London-based activist
group Free Tibet, which is campaign-
ing against foreign hotel chains in the
autonomous region.

Stability on the plateau
More than 140 Tibetans, men and

women, lay people and monks, have
died since 2009 protesting Beijing’s
rule and demanding the return of the
Dalai Lama, who fled to exile in 1959
following an aborted uprising by
Tibet’s elites against the Communist
Party. Tibet’s security budget
increased by 28 percent annually from
2007 to 2012, a similar pace as in
Xinjiang, home to the Turkic-speaking
and Islam-practicing Uighurs. The per
capita spending in Tibet was 3.6 times
the national average in 2012, said the
Center for Human Rights and
Democracy in Tibet. —AP
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‘The strategy for Tibet is now shifting from repression’

LHASA: In this Saturday, Sept 19, 2015 photo, tourists take photos of the Potala Palace beneath
a security camera in the capital of the Tibet Autonomous Region of China. Top-down develop-
ment has poured more than $100 million dollars into the region since 1952, but critics say that
Beijing’s obsession with social stability also has led to widespread human right abuses. —AP

NEW YORK: The United States took a moment
Tuesday to gather the great Asian democracies
to its side to reassure them of the strength of
their ties in the face of North Korean threats
and an assertive China. New threats from
Pyongyang, ominous economic signals and
China’s aggressive stance on its territorial
claims in the South China Sea and the Pacific
have sent jitters through the region.

President Barack Obama’s administration
has long talked about a “rebalancing” in
America’s strategic focus, the so-called “pivot
to Asia,” but has often been distracted by
crises elsewhere. Officials say 21st century
America will be as much a Pacific power as an
Atlantic one, but in recent months Syria,
Ukraine, Iran and Cuba have used up a lot of
diplomatic bandwidth.

So on Tuesday in New York on the sidelines
of the UN General Assembly, senior officials
from the United States, Japan and South
Korea met to renew their ties and show a
common front. Later in the day, Foreign
Minister Sushma Swaraj of India, the world’s
largest democracy and a growing economic
partner of the United States, was also to meet
her US and Japanese counterparts. 

“The primary purpose of this is to recog-
nize that the region is going through certain
challenges, but also faces major opportuni-
ties,” US Secretary of State John Kerry said.
Kerry cited negotiations for the Trans-Pacific
Partnership-a major free trade deal-as a
chance to deepen economic ties, and North
Korea’s rogue regime as an immediate danger
to the region.

Japanese Foreign Minister Fumio Kishida
agreed, calling the security environment “very
severe” and stressing the importance of the
US-Japan and US-South Korea military
alliances. After the first annual US-India-Japan
trilateral meeting, the US camp said: “The
three countries agreed to work together to
maintain maritime security through greater
collaboration.” This will include Japanese
forces joining Indian and US naval vessels on
the Malabar 2015 training exercise next

month. South Korea’s foreign minister, Yun
Byung-se, said the meeting came “at a very
critical juncture, when the eyes of the world
are set on the major challenges involving all of
us.” He said the talks would send a “very clear”
message to North Korea in particular not to
provoke the allies.

Rocket test 
On October 10, North Korea will mark the

70th anniversary of its ruling Workers’ Party
and there has been speculation for months
that it will celebrate with a long-range rocket
test. Kim Jong-Un’s pariah regime is under
international sanctions, and Seoul and
Washington have made it clear that they
would see such a test as part of a banned bal-
listic missile program. And even if the test
does not take place, tensions remain high in
the region, with Pyongyang periodically esca-
lating its rhetoric and threatening all-out war
against its neighbor.

US diplomats are loathe to describe their
ties with the Asian democracies as a counter-
balance to a rising China, but Beijing is the
elephant in the room when the friends met.
Most of the countries of the Asia-Pacific have
deep economic ties with China, but many also
have disputes, in particular over its maritime
territorial ambitions.

In recent months, Chinese construction
crews have built air strips and docks on
reclaimed islands in the South China Sea
attempting to expand their control into dis-
puted waters. Last week, Obama welcomed
his Chinese counterpart Xi Jinping to the
White House and both men promised closer
cooperation, as the world’s great powers cau-
tiously circle one another. And even as the
Chinese economy has stuttered, causing rip-
ples through world markets, Xi has tightened
his grip on power, purging corrupt officials
and cracking down on dissidents. Beijing
remains a key partner in countering the North
Korean threat, but its new assertiveness
abroad risks throwing its delicately balanced
US relationship out of kilter. —AFP
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MANILA: Thousands of Filipino children,
some as young as 9 years old, risk their lives
by working in illegal, small-scale gold mines
under terrifying conditions and the govern-
ment has not done enough to protect them,
a human rights group said yesterday. A
Human Rights Watch report said the chil-
dren work in unstable 25-meter deep pits or
underwater along coastal shores or rivers,
processing gold with mercury, a toxic metal
that can cause irreversible health damage.
Those who dive for gold stay underwater for
several hours at a time in 10-meter deep
shafts, receiving air through a tube attached
to an air compressor.

The New York-based group says it inter-
viewed 135 people, including 65 child min-
ers from 9 to 17 years of age, in eastern
Camarines Norte and Masbate provinces
during field research in 2014 and 2015. The
Philippines had nearly 5.5 million working
children in 2011, according to government
statistics, with 3.2 million of them consid-
ered child laborers because they worked
long hours or in hazardous environments.

“Filipino children are working in
absolutely terrifying conditions in small-
scale gold mines,” said Juliane Kippenberg,
associate children’s rights director at Human
Rights Watch and author of the report. “The
Philippine government prohibits dangerous
child labor, but has done very little to
enforce the law.” Labor Secretary Rosalinda

Baldoz told the Associated Press that the
government is working to stamp out child
labor at the village level with programs to
keep children in school, provide them with
health care, and give livelihoods to poor
families, as well as push efforts to rescue
child laborers and prosecute those who vio-
late anti-child labor laws.

Dark, deep shafts 
Mary Grace Riguer, executive director of

the government’s Institute for Labor
Studies, said the government was trying to
provide employment help to parents so
they can afford to send their children to
school instead of having them work.
Several boys quoted in the report
described the fear they felt when went
down a dark, deep shaft for the first time.
Dennis, now 14, said he was 13 when he
first went under water.

“Sometimes, it feels like your eardrum is
going to explode. I stay underwater for one
to two hours. (Once) the man above me
gave me the warning that something was
wrong with the compressor, so I could
immediately go up,” the report quoted him
as saying. “Sometimes if the machine leaks,
I smell the fumes. Sometimes I feel dizzy
because it’s oil.” “Compressor mining” as it is
known locally puts adult and child miners
at risk of drowning, decompression sick-
ness and skin infections. —AP
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SYDNEY: Australia has launched a new bid to be
elected to the United Nations Security Council,
with Foreign Minister Julie Bishop saying the
nation hoped to maintain its focus on interna-
tional security. Bishop said in a statement yester-
day that Australia would be a candidate for a
Security Council seat in 2029-30 as she signaled
the country’s intention to also seek a spot on the
UN Human Rights Council for 2018-20.

The foreign minister, who is in New York for
UN meetings, said that Australia served with dis-

tinction when it last held a non-permanent seat
on the Security Council from 2013-14, “most
noticeably through our advocacy of the down-
ing of MH17”.

“Had we not been on the Security Council,
I doubt very much we would have been able
to achieve that unanimous resolution that led
to the presence of Australian authorities and
Australian Federal Police in Ukraine to recov-
er the bodies and the remains of the
Australians killed on that flight,” Bishop told

reporters in New York Tuesday. Malaysia
Airlines MH17 was down by a suspected
ground-to-air missile over Ukraine in July last
year, killing all 298 on board including 38
Australian citizens and residents. Australia has
vowed to keep pushing for the prosecution of
those who shot down the flight. Bishop added
that the decision to bid for a Security Council
seat was taken by new Prime Minister Malcolm
Turnbull, who ousted Tony Abbott in a political
party coup two weeks ago.

The 2029-30 term is the first available oppor-
tunity to nominate for a seat that is uncontested,
giving Australia the greatest chance of success
and minimizing the cost, she added. Opposition
Labor spokeswoman Tanya Plibersek supported
the moves, saying “when we participate in these
multilateral organizations we enhance Australia’s
reputation as a good global citizen”. But she
expressed concern that Australia’s treatment of
asylum-seekers held in offshore camps on the
Pacific islands of Papua New Guinea and Nauru
could make the human rights bid “very difficult”. 

UN Special Rapporteur on the human rights
of migrants Francois Crepeau last week said he
was postponing a visit to Australia due to restric-
tions on his access to detention centers and fears
that people who spoke to him could face legal
reprisals. Bishop said she had spoken to Crepeau
and explained her country’s policies against asy-
lum-seekers arriving by boat, adding that the
tough approach would “not at all” damage the
bid. Australia has sat on the Security Council five
times, with former Labor leader and prime minis-
ter Kevin Rudd leading the last push.  —AFP
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NEW YORK: Australian Foreign Minister Julie Bishop speaks during the 70th session
of the United Nations General Assembly at UN headquarters. —AP
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