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DENPASAR: Indonesian prosecutors
yesterday demanded a one-year jail
term for a British former war corre-
spondent on trial for allegedly using
hashish on the resort island of Bali. If
former Reuters journalist David Fox,
55, is handed a one-year sentence, it
would include time already served,
meaning he could be released from jail
in a matter of months. Prosecutors will
recommend a jai l  sentence for
Australian businessman Giuseppe
Serafino, 48, who was detained before

Fox and led police to the journalist, at
a later hearing.

The pair is charged with using, pos-
sessing and transporting hashish after
allegedly being caught in possession of
small amounts of the drug in October.
After being arrested, Fox admitted to
police that he had been using hashish
for years due to the stress of covering
conflicts. The former Reuters journalist
covered wars and disasters in countries
including Bosnia, Rwanda and Iraq. At
yesterday’s hearing in the Balinese capi-

tal Denpasar, prosecutor Erawati Susina
said that Fox’s actions were “against
the government’s programs which are
aimed at eradicating illicit drugs”.

Under Indonesia’s tough anti-drugs
laws, they could face several years in jail
but Susina said prosecutors were seek-
ing a lenient sentence as Fox was a
first-time offender and had admitted
his wrongdoing. Judges do not have to
follow prosecutors’ sentence recom-
mendations but they often do.
Authorities raided Serafino’s house

after a tip-off that a foreigner living
there had been using drugs. Police
found about seven grams of hashish,
after which Serafino said Fox had
helped him buy the drugs. Fox was lat-
er arrested and police found 10 grams
of hashish in his pocket and at his
house, along with smoking equipment.
Indonesia has some of the toughest
anti-narcotics laws in the world but the
pair will escape the death penalty as
they have not been charged with traf-
ficking. —AFP
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KUALA LUMPUR: Former North Korean deputy ambassador to the United Nations, Ri Tong Il, centre,
addresses journalists outside the North Korean embassy in Kuala Lumpur yesterday. —AFP

KUALA LUMPUR: Following the Cold War-
style assassination of Kim Jong-Nam with a
lethal nerve agent, Malaysians have once
again found their country the unlikely
focus of a dramatic global story, embel-
lished by speculative reports and out-
landish theories. The Southeast Asian
nation was used to flying under the inter-
national news radar before the disappear-
ance of flight MH370 three years ago trig-
gered what looks set to become one of avi-
ation’s most enduring mysteries.

Now Kim’s murder has thrust it back into
the spotlight, at the centre of an equally sen-
sational drama-cooked up beyond its bor-
ders and featuring a complex plot and cast
that has left many Malaysians bewildered
and bemoaning their country’s luck. The rev-
elation last Friday that the estranged half-
brother of North Korean leader Kim Jong-Un
was killed with lethal nerve agent VX-devel-
oped for chemical warfare-after he was
ambushed at Kuala Lumpur international air-
port on Feb 13 fuelled intense speculation
Pyongyang was behind the operation.  

But with four of the key suspects having
fled to North Korea and a fifth enjoying
diplomatic immunity, Malaysian police may
again struggle to close the case, as they did
with MH370. Many Malaysians are now start-

ing to tire of the apparently interminable
news focus on their country and fear
Malaysia will again see its reputation tar-
nished. “There was once a time you would
never hear Malaysia in high level foreign or
diplomatic news. Now, it’s like there’s no
control-we keep on coming up,” said taxi
driver S. Jaganathan, 68. “So much major
news has happened here that... I wasn’t sur-
prised when I heard the news (of the mur-
der). It’s so often that to me its normal now”.

Success story 
Two women have been charged with

Kim’s murder but theories about who was
really behind the assassination abound.
Some have suggested that Kim Jong-Un
may not have ordered the killing, which
instead could have been organized by other
actors in Pyongyang seeking to impress him,
as a tribute to coincide with the birthday of
the strongman’s father Kim Jong-Il, who died
in 2011. There has also been speculation that
Kim, who lived in the Chinese gambling
enclave of Macau, may have been targeted
because of gaming debts.

Self-employed Amir Zaini, 27, said he
could not believe Malaysia was again
engulfed in such a bizarre tale. “It’s crazy that
this is happening in Malaysia again of all

places,” he said. Malaysia had already
become accustomed to the international
spotlight-and the wilder fringes of people’s
imagination-when flight MH370 from Kuala
Lumpur to Beijing disappeared in 2014. The
lack of a final resting place of the plane or
any clear explanation for its fate spawned a
string of conspiracy theories including a
Taliban hijacking, a meteor strike and even a
diversion by the CIA.

Malaysia has undergone rapid develop-
ment since independence to become
Southeast Asia’s third-largest economy. The
showcase capital Kuala Lumpur mixes strik-
ing modern architecture and infrastructure
with restored colonial buildings while the
country’s national parks and pristine beaches
are a popular tourist draw. Despite
entrenched rural poverty many Malaysians
jealously guard Malaysia’s status as a region-
al success story and are concerned the coun-
try’s hard-won image may now be at risk.

Nazmi Najib, 31, software engineer, said
he learned the news of Kim’s assassination
with a sinking sense of deja vu. “This might
affect our image because other people
might think our security is not so good,” he
said. “Hopefully this case can be solved soon,
because there is a lot of negative speculation
around it.” —AFP
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Unholy row: Thai 

monks and cops in 

bizarre temple turf war

PATHUM THANI: One side of the temple gate is blocked by cops
in blue, the other by rows of bald men in orange-the frontline of a
bizarre stand-off between the Thai state and Buddhist monks that
is raising questions of impunity, religion and power. The
Dhammakaya temple’s compound in northern Bangkok has been
under siege for two weeks as thousands of officers try to arrest the
sect’s 72-year-old spiritual leader. Phra Dhammachayo, who is
accused of colluding in a $33 million embezzlement, is believed to
be hiding somewhere on the temple’s sprawling 1,000 acre
grounds, an area twice the size of Monaco.

The Thai junta, which has run the country since 2014, has invoked
special powers to get him but so far failed spectacularly. Police were
initially led on a merry dance through secret tunnels, empty rooms
and even to the fugitive abbot’s quarters-where they found a bed
with pillows arranged under a sheet in a poor imitation of a sleeping
person. But defiant monks and temple followers have now blocked
officers from entering the temple and resuming the search.

With the stand-off lurching into farce, the Thai junta that ordered
the raid is fast ‘losing face’ and transfixing a public banned from criti-
cizing the `generals who seized power in a 2014 coup. “At first this
area was controlled by police... but the temple devotees took it back,”
Phra Pasura Dantamano, a senior monk, explained after his staff
helped sneak reporters inside the compound. Around him sat rows of
monks and disciples chanting mantras in the direction of officers who
have ordered them to leave but fear sparking a violent confrontation.

Temple staffs-who deny knowledge of the former abbot’s where-
abouts-say he is innocent and accuse the junta of launching a politi-
cized witch-hunt. Inside the compound, where phone service has
been cut by authorities, defiant devotees fear authorities are trying
dismantle their temple and seize its assets. “We will stay until we win,”
said 67-year-old Narin Mingkwan, one of thousands of mostly middle-
aged women leading the unlikely holdout.

How much to nirvana? 
Founded in 1970 the temple has harnessed modern technology

and aggressive PR methods to build a cult-like following-and a
handsome bank account. Critics accuse the abbot of distorting tradi-
tional Buddhist morality by encouraging materialism and promising
spots in the afterlife in exchange for donations. Beyond the temple’s
gates, manicured lawns and tree-lined canals sweep around tower-
ing geometric shrines, including one that famously resembles a glit-
tering UFO. —AFP

BANGKOK: In this photo, Buddhist monks pray
inside the Wat Dhammakaya temple grounds, just
north of Bangkok. —AFP 


