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Thai gunman among 29 dead in 
unprecedented mass shooting

Hundreds rescued from shopping centre in hours-long siege
NAKHON RATCHASIMA: A soldier angry
over a property deal gone sour killed at least
29 people and wounded 57 in a rampage that
spanned four locations in and around the
northeastern Thai city of Nakhon Ratchasima
before he was shot dead yesterday. Most of
the victims were at the city’s Terminal 21
shopping centre, where the shooter held out
against an overnight siege with an assault rifle
and ammunition stolen from his army base.

Police named him as 32-year-old soldier
Jakrapanth Thomma. He initially posted writ-
ten messages on Facebook during the attack
before his account was shut down by the
company. “It was a personal conflict...over a
house deal,” Prime Minister Prayuth Chan-
ocha told reporters yesterday from Nakhon
Ratchasima after travelling there to meet
wounded survivors. Prayuth added that the
conflict was with a relative of the soldier’s
commanding officer.

Hundreds of shoppers fled the mall in
groups crouching low, and the police and
army launched several rescues during the
more than 12-hour standoff, with armed forces
at one point emerging at a run carrying small
children. “It was frightening because I could
hear the occasional gunshot...we waited a long
time for the police to come and help us, many
hours,” said Suvanarat Jirattanasakul, 27, her
voice trembling.

Another survivor told local Amarin TV that

the shooter was “aiming for the heads” and
said his colleague died on the scene. “He was
shooting everywhere and his shots were very
precise,” said the man, identified as “Diaw”. At
a morgue in Nakhon Ratchasima, the family of
13-year-old Ratchanon Karnchanamethee
sobbed as they identified his body. “He’s my
only son. He hasn’t even had dinner,” said his
father, Natthawut Karnchanamethee. “I
allowed him to do anything he wanted to. I
never set expectations for him. I only wanted
him to be a good person.”

The province’s governor, Wichien
Chantaranochai yesterday night said a total of
29 people had been killed and 57 were
wounded. Also known by the historical name
Korat, Nakhon Ratchasima has a population
of about 250,000. It is close to a national
park popular for its wild elephants but the rel-
atively poor northeastern region is one of the
less visited areas for Thailand’s tens of millions
of tourists.

Stolen arsenal
CCTV footage from inside the mall posted

on social media showed the gunman dressed
in black and wearing a mask, his gun slung
over his shoulder with no sign of other people
around. According to local media, Jakrapanth
worked at an army base close to Nakhon
Ratchasima, which is about 250 km from the
capital Bangkok. He was a sharp shooter and

took many special courses on carrying out
attacks, including planning ambushes, army
sources said. 

Thai media reported he often posted pho-
tos of weapons on social media. The killings
began at around 3 pm on Saturday when the
soldier opened fire in a house before moving
to an army camp and then driving to the mall
in a stolen Humvee. The soldier’s commanding
officer was one of the people reported killed
before the soldier moved on to the shopping
mall and began shooting. 

At some point during the day, the soldier
raided the army camp’s weapons storage to
arm himself, said Lt General Thanya Kiatsarn,
Commander of the Second Area Command.
“He attacked the guard to the weapon arsenal,
who later died, and he stole an official jeep
and an HK33 gun and an amount of ammuni-
tion to do what he did,” Thanya said.

‘Spend the money in hell’
Hours before he began shooting on

Saturday, Jakrapanth had posted on his
Facebook account denouncing greedy people.
“Rich from cheating. Taking advantage of oth-
er people. Do they think they can spend the
money in hell?” read one post in Thai. He later
posted written updates during the attack.
“Death is inevitable for everyone,” he wrote.
Later, he complained about his fingers cramp-
ing and asked “Should I give up?” before the

account was no longer available. Hours after
the mall siege began, Facebook said it had
removed the suspect’s account. “There is no
place on Facebook for people who commit
this kind of atrocity, nor do we allow people

to praise or support this attack,” a Facebook
representative said in a statement. Major
shootings are rare in the Southeast Asian
country other than in the far south, where a
decades-old insurgency persists. — Reuters

Scientists race to 
develop vaccine for 
new coronavirus
SINGAPORE: Scientists from the United States to
Australia are using new technology in an ambitious,
multi-million-dollar drive to develop a vaccine in record
time to tackle China’s coronavirus outbreak. The new
virus has spread rapidly since emerging late last year in
China, killing more than 800 people in the mainland and
infecting over 37,000. Cases have been reported in two
dozen other countries.

Coming up with any vaccine typically takes years,
and involves a lengthy process of testing on animals,
clinical trials on humans and regulatory approvals. But
several teams of experts are racing to develop one
quicker, backed by an international coalition that aims
to combat emerging diseases, and Australian scientists
hope theirs could be ready in six months. “It is a high-
pressure situation and there is a lot of weight on us,”
said senior researcher Keith Chappell, part of the group
from Australia’s University of Queensland.

But the scientist added he took “some solace” know-
ing several teams around the world were engaged in the
same mission. “The hope is that one of these will be
successful and can contain this outbreak,” he said. But
even a timeframe of six months looks agonizingly slow
with the virus, believed to have emerged from a market
selling wild animals, killing close to 100 people every
day in mainland China.

Efforts are being led by the Coalition for Epidemic
Preparedness Innovations (CEPI), a body established in
2017 to finance costly biotechnology research in the
wake of an Ebola outbreak in West Africa that killed
more than 11,000 people. With a mission to speed up
the development of vaccines, CEPI is pouring millions
of dollars into four projects around the world and has
put out a call for more proposals.

Attack the virus 
The projects hope to use new technology to develop

vaccines that can be tested in the near future. The
body’s CEO, Richard Hatchett, said the aim was to start
clinical testing in just 16 weeks. German biopharmaceu-
tical company CureVac and US-based Moderna
Therapeutics are developing vaccines based on “mes-
senger RNA” - instructions that tell the body to pro-
duce proteins - while Inovio, another American firm, is
using DNA-based technology.

DNA- and RNA-based vaccines use the genetic
coding of the virus to trick the body’s cells into produc-
ing proteins identical to those on the surface of the
pathogen, explained Ooi Eng Eong, deputy director of
the emerging infectious diseases program at the Duke-
NUS Medical School in Singapore. The immune system
learns to recognize the proteins so that it is ready to
find and attack the virus when it enters the body.

The Australian researchers are using “molecular
clamp” technology invented by the university’s scien-
tists that allows them to rapidly develop new vaccines
based solely on a virus DNA sequence. French scien-
tists at the Pasteur Institute are modifying the measles
vaccine to work against the coronavirus, but do not
expect it to be ready for about 20 months. Meanwhile,
the Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention
has also started developing vaccines, according to the
state-run Xinhua news agency.

Health authorities weigh the risks and benefits in
vaccine approvals and if there is a public health emer-
gency, the process could be shortened, said Ooi of the
Duke-NUS Medical School. But he added that “para-
doxically, if the situation improves, then actually the
pathway for vaccines would be longer”.

“If there’s a lot of these new coronavirus cases
around, then you accept some risk, because of the
tremendous amount of benefit you can derive, whereas
if there are not many cases, the tolerance for risk
would be very low.” While there is no vaccine for the
coronavirus, some doctors are trying out a potent
brew of anti-retroviral and flu drugs to treat those
infected, but the science is inconclusive as to whether
they are effective. Ultimately, scientists may end up in
the same situation they were during the 2002-2003
outbreak of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome
(SARS) - it died out before a vaccine could be fully
developed. — AFP

Azerbaijan votes in 
elections decried as 
sham by opposition
BAKU: Azerbaijanis voted yesterday in snap parliamentary
elections decried by the opposition as a sham ballot that
will strengthen President Ilham Aliyev’s grip on power
without bringing any real change. Critics say that Aliyev,
58, seeks to address growing public discontent over an
economic slowdown and to improve his government’s
image by holding early elections and replacing discredited
old elites with younger technocrats. The opposition
accused the government of limiting their ability to cam-
paign and several parties are boycotting the vote.

One of the leaders of the opposition Musavat party,
Gulaga Aslanly, decried “mass electoral violations” yester-
day. He reeled off a litany of alleged irregularities, saying
some ballot boxes were not transparent and that others
had openings that were too wide. “One can even drop a
mid-sized book into these boxes,” he said, adding that
monitors faced “obstacles” and pointing to problems with
voter lists. Video footage showed a smiling Aliyev and his
family voting at a polling station in the capital Baku.

Vafa Alekperova, a 43-year-old schoolteacher, said she
voted for a candidate of the ruling Yeni Azerbaijan party. “I
trust the party and my hopes for a better future are tied to
it,” she said. At the same polling station in Baku, 58-year-
old taxi driver Ilgar Gasymov said he “voted for an oppo-
sition candidate because only the opposition cares about
ordinary people’s problems”. More than 5.3 million people
are eligible to vote. Turnout stood at more than 27 percent
as of 0800 GMT, election officials said.

‘Protest sentiment’
Parliamentary elections had been scheduled for

November this year, but in December 2019 Aliyev called
early polls after a surprise self-dissolution of the legisla-
ture that is dominated by his ruling party. The move fol-
lowed a replacement of the prime minister and a number of
veteran officials within the presidential administration and
the government.

Aliyev’s party, which faces little challenge from the
embattled opposition, is expected to retain its majority in
the legislature. It promised that the election would be
democratic. Yeni Azerbaijan campaign chief Mubariz
Gurbanly, speaking to AFP, insisted that “the elections are
free, fair, and democratic”. Electoral commissions are con-
trolled by Aliyev’s party and all of the oil-rich country’s
television stations have refused to allocate airtime to rep-
resentatives of the opposition.

Highly dependent on energy exports, the country has
since 2015 been hit by a drop in energy prices and the
global economic downturn, and has sharply devalued its
currency, the manat. Analyst Anar Mammadli noted that
public anger over economic problems has been growing in
the South Caucasus country of nine million people. “Aliyev
chose to hold elections eight months ahead of schedule as
he fears that protest sentiment would grow further by
November,” he said.

Neither free nor fair 
With most powers concentrated in the presidency, par-

liament has a limited role in the Caspian nation’s political
system. “There aren’t even minimal conditions in
Azerbaijan for holding democratic elections,” said Ali
Karimli, leader of the opposition Popular Front party which
is boycotting the polls. Another prominent opposition
leader, Isa Gambar of the Musavat party, decried dracon-
ian restrictions on the freedom of assembly in Azerbaijan
where “people are being arrested and tortured” for taking
part in peaceful protest rallies.

Karimli said there were now 130 political prisoners in
the country. None of the elections held in Azerbaijan since
Aliyev came to power have been recognized as free and
fair by international observers. Aliyev has ruled the ex-
Soviet state with an iron fist since he was first elected in
2003, after the death of his father, Azerbaijan’s Soviet-era
Communist leader and former KGB general Heydar Aliyev.

Under the Aliyev dynasty, Baku has faced strong inter-
national criticism for persecuting political opponents and
suffocating independent media. Yesterday’s ballot is being
monitored by international observers from the
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe and
the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe.
More than 1,300 candidates from 19 parties are standing
for the 125-seat, single-house parliament, the Milli Majlis.
Polls close at 1500 GMT. — AFP 

India Kashmir hit 
by general strike
SRINAGAR: Indian-held Kashmir was hit
by a general strike yesterday called by the
separatist Jammu Kashmir Liberation
Front (JKLF) to mark the anniversary of
the death of a Kashmiri man who was
executed for his part in an attack on
India’s parliament in 2001. The JKLF on
Thursday called for strikes on Feb 9 and
Feb 11 to observe the anniversary of the
death of Afzal Guru, and then that of its
founder Maqbool Bhat.

Shops and businesses were shut yester-
day, while there was little traffic on the
roads in Srinagar and other parts of
Indian-held Kashmir. Indian troops have
erected iron barricades and laid concertina
wire in parts of the region to block roads,
with armed soldiers in full riot gear
patrolling the streets to prevent any
protests, a government official said.

He said low speed mobile internet,
which was restored last month, had also
been shut down as a precautionary meas-
ure. Last month, India’s Supreme Court
rebuked the government for shutting down
the internet and telecommunications in
Jammu and Kashmir, which was India’s
only Muslim-majority state before it was
split into two federally administered terri-
tories. Indian police, meanwhile, have
launched legal proceedings against JKLF
for calling the strikes.

The JKLF was banned by India last
year as part of a massive clampdown in
Kashmir after an attack on Feb 14 in which
40 Indian troops were killed. Its offices
were closed and main leaders, including
its chairman Yasin Malik, were detained.
On Feb 9, 2013, Afzal Guru was hanged
after the Supreme Court upheld a verdict
that he was involved in a 2001 attack on
parliament. Maqbool Bhat was hanged in
New Delhi’s Tihar jail on Feb 11, 1984, fol-
lowing his conviction for the killing of a
police official. — Reuters

NAKHON RATCHASIMA: A video grab shows CCTV footage of Thai soldier Jakrapanth Thomma
holding a gun as he walks through the Terminal 21 shopping mall in Nakhon Ratchasima. — AFP

BAKU: Azerbaijan’s servicemen vote at a polling station dur-
ing the parliamentary elections in Baku yesterday. — AFP 

2 US troops
killed by
Afghan soldier 
KABUL: Two American troops were
killed and six others wounded by an
Afghan soldier armed with a machine
gun, the US military confirmed yester-
day. The deaths come at a sensitive time
in the 18-year-old war, with President
Donald Trump eager to bring troops
home and end the longest conflict in US
history. The incident occurred late
Saturday at a base in Sherzad district, in
Nangarhar province, eastern
Afghanistan.

“Current reports indicate an individ-
ual in an Afghan uniform opened fire on
the combined US and Afghan force with
a machine gun,” US Forces-Afghanistan
spokesman Sonny Leggett said in a
statement yesterday. The defense min-
istry said one Afghan soldier was killed
and three local security forces injured
during the shooting, and added that an
investigation had been launched while
vowing to continue fighting “terrorism”
with the US.

“Incidents such as this fail to have
negative effects on the friendship and
spirit of cooperation and between the
ANDSF and US military forces,” the
ministry said in a statement. Provincial
governor Shah Mahmood Meyakhil had
earlier said it was not immediately clear
if the incident was a deliberate act by an
“infiltrator” or an accident. “It was not a
clash between the forces. We are inves-
tigating,” Meyakhil said. Leggett also
stressed the cause or motive behind the
attack were not immediately known.

In a tweet, the US Army’s 7th
Special Forces Group (Airborne) said
“several” of its soldiers had been killed
or injured during combat operations in
Afghanistan. According to Sherzad
resident Najeebullah-who goes by one
name - gunfire could be heard coming
from an Afghan security forces base

nearby late Saturday followed by
immediate air evacuations.

“We heard the sounds of gunfire
and immediately helicopters landed
inside the base and evacuated the
casualties,” added Najeebullah. No
group immediately claimed responsi-
bility for the incident. Taleban
spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid later
declined to comment on the incident,
saying in a message sent to AFP only
that the insurgents were “investigat-
ing” the attack.

Trump and the Taleban 
Last year was the deadliest for US

forces in Afghanistan since combat
operations officially finished at the end
of 2014, highlighting the challenging
security situation that persists.
Depending on how one qualifies com-
bat deaths, about 20 American troops
were killed in 2019. Since the US-led
invasion in October 2001, about 2,400
US troops have been killed in combat
in Afghanistan.

In December, Taleban infiltrators in
the Afghan military killed nine Afghan
soldiers in central Afghanistan. In July,
an Afghan soldier ki l led two US
troops as they were visit ing an
Afghan army base in Kandahar. Such
insider attacks are sometimes called
“green-on-blue” incidents. That came
two weeks after another Afghan sol-
dier shot and killed an influential
Afghan army colonel while he was
conducting a security assessment in
Ghazni province.

US special envoy Zalmay Khalilzad
has been negotiating with the
Taleban for about 18 months for a
deal that would see the Pentagon pull
thousands of troops from
Afghanistan. In return, the Taleban
would guarantee the country is not
used as a jihadist safe haven. Many
are skeptical of the proposed deal
and Trump himself declared talks
“dead” in September amid continued
Taleban violence. Negotiations have
since resumed in Qatar. — AFP 

DEH BALA: US Army soldiers from NATO look on as US flag flies at a checkpoint during
a patrol against Islamic State militants at the Deh Bala district in the eastern province
of Nangarhar Province. — AFP 


