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BANGKOK: Thailand’s generals took
centre stage yesterday at a ceremony
blessing the start of construction of an
enormous funeral pyre for the late King
Bhumibol Adulyadej, a vivid illustration
of the army ’s intimate l inks to the
palace. Prime Minister Prayut Chan-O-
Cha, a former army chief who seized
power in 2014, led the ceremony, which
saw a crane erect the first of a series of
giant steel pillars that will form the cor-
nerstones of what will  be a largely
wooden pyre next to Bangkok’s sprawl-
ing Grand Palace.

The ceremony was infused with the
religious ritual that permeates palace life
with Buddhist monks chanting mantras
and Hindu Brahmin priests blowing
conches as workers in hard hats fixed the
pillar to a concrete plinth. Royal crema-
tions in Thailand are grand events. No
budget has been publicly released but
authorities are spending millions of dol-
lars giving Bhumibol a huge send off. Few
Thais have ever seen a monarch’s funeral.

The widely admired Bhumibol was
the world’s longest serving monarch
until his October death.  He ruled for

seven decades and his passing has
plunged Thailand into an unknown
future with his unpredictable and less
known son Maha Vajiralongkorn on the
throne. Designs for the funeral pyre
show palace architects intend to build a
pyre more than 50 meters high, com-
plete with nine spires and covered in
sculptures of mythical beasts.

The pyre will represent Mount Meru, a
mountain that is the allegorical centre of
the universe in Buddhist, Hindu and Jain
cosmology. Bhumibol’s body will be
placed at the centre before it is set alight

with the belief his spirit will return to the
mountain. “The cremation site will be con-
structed like a divine palace on Mount
Meru,” General Thanasak Patimaprakorn
said during the ceremony. Thanasak, a key
coup plotter in 2014 and a deputy prime
minister, has been tasked with overseeing
the pyre’s construction.  No date has been
given for the funeral, but multiple govern-
ment officials have told AFP they expect
the cremation to take place at the end of
the one-year official mourning period, in
October or November. During his long
reign, Bhumibol assiduously forged links

with a military that portrays itself as the
ultimate defender of the monarchy,
launching more than a dozen coups in
the last seventy years, most of which were
signed off by the palace.

The military have promised elections
next year, but previous poll date promis-
es have slipped. It is likely the coronation
of Vajiralongkorn will need to take place
before any elections are held. Thailand’s
monarchy is shielded from criticism and
scrutiny by a draconian royal defamation
law. Lese majeste cases have skyrocketed
since the army came to power. — AFP 
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HONG KONG: Pro-democracy protesters
yesterday gatecrashed a press confer-
ence by Hong Kong leadership hopeful
Carrie Lam, displaying banners criticizing
a “rigged election” as the woman seen as
China’s favorite unveiled her policy.
Around a dozen activists including
Joshua Wong, the face of 2014’s mass
pro-democracy protests, entered the
venue minutes before the start and
demanded to be allowed to communi-
cate their messages to Lam.

Protesters chanted slogans and
unfurled banners demanding the public
get the right to vote for the city’s top post.
They were allowed to stay after campaign
manager Bernard Chan said he welcomed
them to sit in. The chief executive of the

semi-autonomous Chinese city will be
chosen on March 26 by a 1,200-strong
committee, most of whose members are
broadly pro-Beijing. Lam, a former deputy
leader of the Hong Kong government, was
in charge of promoting a Beijing-backed
political reform package rejected as a
sham by the pro-democracy camp in 2014.

The proposal would for the first time
have allowed all Hong Kong voters to
elect their leader, but would tightly con-
trol those eligible to stand. Lam said yes-
terday that divisions in society had made
it difficult to restart discussions about
political reform. Her platform instead
focused on livelihood issues, the city’s
housing crisis, the economy and youth
development. — AFP
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BANDUNG: Indonesian police shot dead a sus-
pected militant linked to the Islamic State (IS)
group during a firefight at a government office
yesterday after a small bomb was set off nearby.
Witnesses described terrifying scenes as the
attacker stormed into the building brandishing a
dagger and began yelling at staff and starting
fires. TV footage showed heavily armed police
firing on the office through clouds of smoke.

But no one apart from the attacker was hurt
in the incident in the city of Bandung on Java
island, which started with a pressure cooker
bomb exploding in a park before the gun battle
erupted in the office opposite. Police said the
attacker was a former terror convict from an IS-
supporting network called Jamaah Ansharut
Daulah (JAD), which has been blamed for a
series of recent attacks in Indonesia including an
assault in Jakarta last year.

Indonesia, the world’s most populous
Muslim-majority country, has long struggled
with Islamic militancy and hundreds of radicals
from the Southeast Asian state have flocked to
fight with IS, sparking fears that weakened
extremist outfits could get a new lease of life.
After the blast at about 8:30 am (0130 GMT), the

attacker fled into a building belonging to local
authorities opposite the park and set it ablaze.

Police exchanged fire during an hour-long
standoff with the man, who threw a second
bomb at officers during the gun battle. They
eventually shot him in the stomach and he died
later in hospital. Everyone was evacuated from
the building unhurt. Police seized guns and two
backpacks carried by the attacker but did not
say what they contained.  Authorities were also
searching for a second person involved in the
assault after witnesses said they spotted the
attacker on a motorbike with someone else
before the initial bomb blast. 

Former terror convict 
National police chief Tito Karnavian said the

attacker belonged to JAD and had demanded
that authorities release his associates from
prison.  Indonesian security forces have arrested
hundreds of militants during a sustained crack-
down in recent years. “He belongs to the group
JAD-it is a main supporter of ISIS,” Karnavian told
reporters, using a different name for IS. “He
asked for his friends to be released from prison.”

He said the attacker, whom he did not name,

had been jailed over his involvement with mili-
tant training in Jantho in Aceh province. Jantho
was the location of a notorious Islamic extremist
training camp, which was closed down by
authorities in 2010.

Last month the United States designated JAD
a terrorist organisation, saying the network was
an umbrella group for about two dozen
Indonesian extremist outfits. Last year’s gun and
suicide attack in the capital left four attackers
and four civilians dead, and was the first assault
claimed by IS in Southeast Asia.

JAD has also been blamed for a firebomb
attack on a church that killed a toddler and a
foiled plan to launch a Christmas-time suicide
bombing. Numerous recent IS-linked plots in
Indonesia have been botched or foiled, with
analysts saying that many of the country’s mili-
tants lack the capacity to launch serious attacks.
Indonesia has suffered a series of Islamic militant
attacks in the past 15 years, including the 2002
Bali bombings that killed 202 people, mostly for-
eign tourists. A sustained crackdown weakened
the most dangerous networks but the emer-
gence of IS has proved a potent new rallying cry
for radicals. — AFP 
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BANDUNG: Police officers stand guard outside a municipal building after a stand-off between a suspected militant and anti-terror police. — AP 

SEOUL: South Korea’s president expressed
“belated regret” yesterday over the scandal that
triggered her impeachment, as the
Constitutional Court wrapped up hearings on
her fate and her supporters screamed threats
outside. Park Geun-Hye was elected in 2012 with
the highest vote share of any presidential candi-
date in South Korea’s democratic era. But she
was impeached by parliament in December over
a massive corruption and influence-peddling
scandal that prompted millions to take to the
streets to call for her ouster.

She has since been on trial for her political life
at the Constitutional Court in Seoul, which is set
to decide in March whether to approve her
removal from office-which would trigger new
elections-or return her to the Blue House. Park
has not attended any of the hearings, which
began last month. Her lawyers maintain that she
was not aware of any wrongdoing and blamed
her secret confidante Choi Soon-Sil, who is
accused of using her presidential ties to force
local firms to “donate” nearly $70 million to non-
profit foundations. 

In a statement read out by her advocate yes-
terday, Park reiterated that her only fault was
trusting Choi and seeking advice from her long-
time friend, who took care of her daily affairs for
years, including her wardrobe choices. “In retro-
spect, I have belated regret that I should have
been more cautious with my trust in her,” she
said in her final defence to the court’s eight sit-
ting judges. Park bemoaned a “miserable reality”
in which her policies and actions had become
objects of “misunderstanding and suspicion”. But
she has rejected repeated requests from the
judges to make herself available for questioning,
and has also refused to answer questions from
prosecutors probing the scandal.

‘Kill all of them’ 
Outside the court, hundreds of Park’s elder-

ly supporters loudly protested against the drive

to remove her, with some attempting to break
through hundreds of police guarding the court.
Some waved banners threatening “civil war” if
the impeachment goes through, others hurled
personal threats against the judges.  “I will kill all
of them if they impeach the poor president!”
shouted one.

Dozens of rival demonstrators held banners
backing her removal. Choi is on trial for coercion
and abuse of power. The two women became
close through Choi’s father, a shady religious fig-
ure who was Park’s mentor for years. Park’s own
father, dictator Park Chung-Hee, was assassinat-
ed in 1979 by his intelligence chief. The 65-year-
old president is accused of colluding with her
friend to extract money from local firms as well
as letting her handle a wide range of state affairs

including nominations to senior posts, despite
having no official title or security clearance.

A number of former presidential advisors and
cabinet members have been arrested or charged
for their involvements in the scandal, including
allegedly leaking secret state documents to Choi
at Park’s order. 

Lawmakers pushing for Park’s impeachment
say she betrayed voters. “A series of unbeliev-
able developments in recent weeks have left
South Koreans deeply insulted, humiliated and
frustrated,” Kweon Seong-Dong, a member of
the parliamentary impeachment committee,
told the hearing. “We urge the constitutional
court to strictly hold her accountable so that
people can no longer feel ashamed of the
Republic of Korea.” — AFP 

BANDA ACEH: An Indonesian man col-
lapsed while being publicly caned yester-
day for spending time with a woman who
is not his wife in contravention of strict
Islamic laws in a staunchly Muslim part of
the country. Herizal bin Yunus, 27, fainted
after being caned eight times in front of a
crowd in Aceh, the only province of the
world’s most populous Muslim-majority
country that imposes sharia law. 

Officials carried him off stage after he
collapsed during the punishment outside a
mosque in the provincial capital Banda
Aceh, which was carried out by a religious
official dressed in an all-encompassing,
hooded cloak. But once he came to, a doc-
tor examined him and said he was in good
health, and he was taken back up on stage
to be flogged another 14 times. A local reli-
gious court had sentenced him to be caned

a total of 22 times. The man had broken
Islamic laws that forbid people in Aceh
from spending time in close proximity with
members of the opposite sex who are not
their husband or wife. 

He was one of eight people publicly
caned yesterday for breaking the province’s
Islamic regulations. Public canings take
place regularly in Aceh, and people can be
punished for offences ranging from gam-
bling, to drinking alcohol, to gay sex.
However it is rare for someone to collapse.
Aceh, on Sumatra island, began imple-
menting sharia law after being granted
special autonomy in 2001, an attempt by
the central government in Jakarta to quell
a long-running separatist insurgency.
Islamic laws have been strengthened since
the province struck a peace deal with
Jakarta in 2005. — AFP 
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SEOUL: A supporter of impeached South Korean President Park Geun-hye is detained by
police officers during a rally opposing her impeachment as the Constitutional Court holds its
final hearing in the impeachment trial of Park in front of the court. — AP  

BEIJING: China’s top diplomat will visit the
United States this week, as the two sides
work to arrange a meeting between their
presidents after a rocky start to the rela-
tionship under the administration of
Donald Trump.  State Councillor Yang Jiechi
will meet senior American officials today to
discuss “bilateral ties and issues of common
concern”, the foreign ministry announced
late Sunday. 

Relations have been strained by Trump’s
criticism of China’s handling of North Korea
and its trade policies as well as his ques-
tioning of Washington’s longstanding “One
China” policy. Yang, who outranks the for-
eign minister, will  be the first senior
Chinese official to visit the US since Trump
took office.

One of his key duties will be making
arrangements for a meeting between
Trump and Chinese President Xi Jinping,
Wu Xinbo, director of Fudan University’s
Centre of American Studies, told AFP.
Yang wil l  also seek to connect with
Trump’s diplomatic team and meet key
figures such as Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson and Secretary of Defense James
Mattis, he added. 

Foreign ministry spokesman Geng
Shuang said the two sides have been in
“close contact and communication” about a
possible meeting between the heads of
state, but declined to give details of Yang’s
schedule or the message he was carrying
to Washington. “He will exchange views on
bilateral relations and issues of mutual
interest with senior officials from the US,”
Geng said.

Rocky start 
Before Xi and Trump can meet, the two

countries must address some of the con-
tentious issues thrust into the spotlight
since Trump’s election, said Tao Wenzhao,
an expert on Sino-US relations at the
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS).

They “will carry out a wide-ranging discus-
sion on various global problems and form a
consensus”, he told AFP. “On that basis, the
two countries’ leaders can meet.”

But the gap on many issues remains
large, from China’s massive trade surplus
with the US to friction over its building of
military facilities on artificial islands in the
disputed South China Sea. The relationship
got off to a rocky start after Trump accept-
ed a phone call from Taiwanese President
Tsai Ing-wen, angering China by breaking
decades of diplomatic precedent. He
upped the ante by suggesting he might
recognise Taiwan’s sovereignty unless
China was willing to negotiate more
favourable trade terms with the US — a
non-starter for Beijing, which sees the self-
ruled island as part of its own territory
awaiting reunification.

Seeking to minimise the fallout, Tillerson
met China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi earlier
this month at a G20 foreign ministers’
meeting in Germany. The Secretary of State
urged Beijing to help rein in North Korea
after its series of nuclear and ballistic mis-
sile tests.  Tensions between the two coun-
tries have eased somewhat since Trump
reaffirmed Washington’s “One China” policy
in a conciliatory phone call with Xi earlier
this month. 

Since then, Beijing has stepped up its
pressure on Pyongyang by announcing a
ban on imports of coal from North Korea-
previously an economic lifeline for the iso-
lated country. On the presidential cam-
paign trail  last year, Trump regularly
accused China of stealing American jobs
and running a massive and unfairly won
trade surplus with the US, vowing to
reverse it by whatever means necessary.
CASS’s Tao said he was “optimistic” the rela-
tionship would soon be back on track.
“Trump is a very smart person,” he said. “He
knows that the Sino-US relationship is in
America’s national interest.” — AFP 
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BANDA ACEH: An Acehnese woman gets caned by a religious officer, for spending
time in close proximity with a man who is not her husband, which is against
Sharia law. — AFP 
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