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Mystery and murder intrigue
‘traumatize’ volatile Lesotho 

Small southern African kingdom rocked by scandal
MASERU: Murder, mystery, suspense and political drama -
the cocktail of events playing out in Lesotho belong in a
best-selling thriller. But it is the lived reality of a small south-
ern African kingdom teetering on the brink. Lesotho’s pictur-
esque mountains and ski resorts have earned it the moniker
of Africa’s Switzerland. But lately the country has been
rocked by scandal, with the first family sucked into the long
unresolved murder of the prime minister’s previous wife.

In 2017, 58-year-old Lipolelo Thabane was gunned
down near her home, just two days before Prime Minister
Thomas Thabane was sworn into office. The premier and
his then wife were engaged in a bitter divorce at the time.
Two months after Thabane assumed office, he married
Maesaiah, now aged 43. Last week, she was charged in
connection with the murder of her rival. Thabane’s election
had brought hopes of stability to Lesotho, which has a
long history of political turmoil. 

He first came to power in 2012 as the head of the coun-
try’s first coalition government, formed after an inconclusive
vote. But the start of his second term was rocked by
Lipolelo’s murder, which sent shock waves through the tiny
kingdom of 2.2 million people. The now 80-year-old prime
minister was also questioned last month after investigations
revealed that communication records from the day of the
murder picked up his cell phone number. “That put a per-
sonal crisis on top of a political crisis that had been going
on for almost a year,” said Nqosa Mahao, the deputy presi-
dent of Thabane’s ruling All Basotho Convention (ABC).
Mahao, who has been at odds with Thabane since he was
elected deputy last year, has said Lipolelo’s murder had
“foredoomed this government”. A faction of the troubled
party has since asked Thabane to resign. He agreed to go on
the grounds of his advanced age, but has yet to give a date
for his departure.  It has been more than a decade since a
prime minister served out a full five-year term in Lesotho.

‘Battered image’ 
Thabane has already fled the country once. His 2012

coalition government was marred by political bickering,
which culminated in an army-led coup in August 2014.
The prime minister sought exile in South Africa after sol-
diers attacked police posts and surrounded his official
residence. 

He returned home in 2017 and successfully ran for re-
election. Yet once again, his party has been rocked by
ructions and is split down the middle. The alleged link to
the murder of his previous wife has only added to his
woes. “We as a country have never had to sink so low,
the second highest office in the country (after King
Letsie III) linked to crime,” Mahao said. “We as a nation
are traumatized.” He said the scandal, which sparked
headlines both at home and abroad, “has battered the
image of the country”.

“We were already the region’s mischievous boy even
before this crisis,” he told AFP in the capital Maseru.
“Whoever imagined that the (murder) crime would” reach
the prime minister’s office, he asked. The Democratic
Congress - the main opposition party founded by
Thabane’s predecessor Pakalitha Mosisili - could not
agree more. “The rule of law in this country has collapsed
and the executive has become the law unto itself,” said its
current leader Mathibeli Mokhothu. He said Thabane’s link
to a murder “brings shame on us... He is the face of the
country”. “We are all disgruntled, and instability is at levels
never seen before,” Mokhothu told AFP, backing calls for
the “old and tired” Thabane to step down. Parties in
Thabane’s coalition also want him gone. “In other democ-
racies once there is such an allegation against a head of
state, (he) automatically would voluntarily resign,” said
Machesetsa Mofomobe, deputy president of the Basotho
National Party speaking from his party headquarters. “We
are also calling on him to call it a day,” Mofomobe said.

Successor unknown
Thabane’s party has yet to agree on a successor to

serve out his term after he leaves office. The next national

elections are due in 2022. On the streets people are jaded.
“We don’t know what is going on in our country,” said civil
servant Dineo, 38, declining to give her full name. “We
keep on electing these people and they keep on disap-

pointing us. This is the last straw.” “(Thabane) is one per-
son who we had so much faith in,” she added, vowing
“never ever” to vote again as she left a Sunday morning
church service. — AFP 

5 dead in suicide 
attack on Afghan 
military academy
KABUL: A suicide attack targeting a military
academy in the Afghan capital killed at least five
people early yesterday, the first major assault in
the city in months. No group immediately
claimed responsibility for the dawn attack,
which comes after nearly three months of rela-
tive calm in Kabul. The ministry of defense said
five people were killed and at least six injured in
the attack. The interior ministry, however, said
six people died - two civilians and four military
personnel - after the suicide bomber detonated
the device at around 7:00 am. Twelve others
were wounded, spokesman Nasrat Rahimi said
in a statement.

The blast happened near the Marshal Fahim
military academy, where the country’s security
officers are trained. “It was a big explosion
that rocked our house. We also heard gunfire
afterwards. Ambulances rushed to the area
quickly,” resident Samiullah, who like many
Afghans goes by one name said. A security
source speaking on the condition of anonymity
said that the attacker was on foot when he tar-
geted a vehicle near a checkpoint as it was
entering the academy.

President Ashraf Ghani slammed the attack,
calling the bombing “a crime against humanity”
while repeating his call for a nationwide cease-
fire. “The great nation of Afghanistan wants an
end to violence, a ceasef ire and a last ing
peace,” he said in a statement. Taleban
spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid said he was
unaware of any claim for the bombing, adding
that the insurgents were “investigating” the
incident. The Islamic State group are also active
in Kabul.

Taleban talks 
In recent weeks the Taleban have refrained

from attacking major urban centers in an effort
to keep talks with the US on track, but violence
in the provinces has continued. The last major
attack in Kabul was in November, when at least
12 people were killed after a minivan packed
with explosives rammed into a vehicle carrying
foreigners during morning rush hour. Four for-
eign nationals were among those wounded in
the attack. 

The military academy has been the scene of
several  attacks in the past , including one
claimed by the Islamic State group last May.
Yesterday’s blast comes as Washington and the
Taleban wrangle over a possible deal that would
see US troops begin to leave Afghanistan in
return for security guarantees. There appears to
have been little progress in reaching a deal in
recent weeks, however, prompting the insur-
gents to saddle blame on the White House and
what they say are a growing list of demands.

The US and Taleban had been negotiating
for  a  year  and were on the br ink of  an
announcement  in  September  2019 when
President Donald Trump abruptly declared the
process “dead”, citing ongoing violence. Talks
were restarted in December in Qatar, but
paused again following an attack near the US-
run Bagram military base in Afghanistan. As
talks have fluctuated, violent attacks in the
country have raged, with the number of clashes
jumping to record levels in the last quarter of
2019, according to arecent US government
watchdog report.— AFP 

Coronavirus clips
wings of Asia’s
biggest air show
SINGAPORE: Asia’s biggest air show
opened in Singapore yesterday under the
shadow of a deadly coronavirus outbreak
that has prompted dozens of companies to
withdraw and threatens to hammer the avi-
ation industry. The biennial Singapore
Airshow attracts hundreds of global aero-
space firms and airlines to the financial
hub, where they negotiate multi-million
dollar deals and watch spectacular aerial
displays by fighter jets.

But the virus - which has killed hun-
dreds in China and spread to more than
two dozen other countries - looks set to
overshadow this year’s event. Over 40 cas-
es have so far been reported in Singapore,
and the city-state last week raised its
health alert level to the same as during the
deadly 2002-2003 SARS outbreak. The
number of exhibitors deciding to skip the
show has now climbed to over 70.

Among them is US aerospace giant
Lockheed Martin, which makes warplanes
and defense equipment used by militaries

around the world. “We determined that this
was in the best interest of our employees,”
the company said in a statement. Other
withdrawals include Canada’s Bombardier
and plane maker De Havilland, while a
major aviation conference normally held on
the eve of the air show was also cancelled.
In addition, at least 10 Chinese companies
have pulled out after Singapore imposed a
ban on people travelling from China in a
bid to stem the spread of the virus.

Bows, but no handshakes 
Organizers insist the show will go on,

however. They are taking precautions
such as limiting the number of public tick-
ets and advising participants to greet one
another by waving from a distance or
bowing, instead of shaking hands. “The
safety and well-being of all attendees is
our priority,” said Leck Chet Lam, the
managing director of organizer Experia
Events. There will stil l  be over 930

exhibiting companies and 45,000 trade
attendees from more than 45 countries,
including the top two global aviation
players, Boeing - seeking to recover from
a crisis sparked by fatal crashes involving
its 737 MAX model - and Airbus.

Both are banking on growing numbers
of orders from carriers in the booming
Asia-Pacific, where air travel is growing
fast. But with reduced participation and
airlines feeling the impact after many
nations barred Chinese travelers over the
outbreak, the mood will be subdued and
major deals are not expected. The
International Air Transport Association
told AFP it was a “challenging time” and
airlines would be “impacted negatively”,
but added it was too early to assess the
full damage.

The association, however, noted that
during the outbreak of Severe Acute
Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) - which,
like the current virus, spread from China
and killed hundreds - Asia-Pacific airlines
lost an estimated $6.0 billion in revenues.
The tourism industry as a whole will suf-
fer “a massive negative blow” due to bans
on arrivals from China, said Rajiv Biswas,
Asia Pacific chief economist at IHS
Markit, adding outbound Chinese travel-
ers rose from 20 million in 2003 to 150
million in 2018. — AFP 

Bat meat still popular 
in parts of Indonesia, 
despite virus fears
MANADO: Bat meat is still popular in some parts of
Indonesia, despite research suggesting the coron-
avirus spreading from China might have originated
in bats before being passed on to humans. Bats are
traditionally eaten by the Minahasan people from
North Sulawesi in the form of a curry-like dish
called Paniki. Whole bats are used in Paniki, includ-
ing the head and wings.

“It (the coronavirus) has not affected sales,” said
bat seller Stenly Timbuleng at his stall in Tomohon, a
city in North Sulawesi, south of the provincial capital
of Manado. “In fact... sales continue. It is always sold
out.” On an average day, Timbuleng sells 50-60 bats
and during festive periods, he can sell up to 600.

“Bats are the favorite indigenous protein, particu-
larly in North Sulawesi,” Indonesian culinary expert
and author of half a dozen of cookbooks, William W
Wongso said. “My favorite part is the wings,”
Wongso added. Glands from the armpits and the neck
of the bat are first removed to get rid of the bad smell.
It is then grilled or torched to get rid of the bat’s hairs
before being chopped and cooked in a stew of herbs,
spices and coconut milk.

The coronavirus is believed to have originated in a
food market in the Chinese city of Wuhan that was
illegally selling wildlife. Health experts think it may
have originated in bats and then passed to humans,
possibly via another species. In China, the virus has
killed more than 1,000 and infected more than
42,700. There are 319 coronavirus cases in 24 coun-
tries and territories outside of China, according to the
World Health Organization (WHO) and Chinese
health officials.

None has been reported in Indonesia, but the out-
break has prompted many Manadonese restaurants in
the capital, Jakarta, to take bats off the menu. For
Manadonese Jufry Mantak, the links between the
coronavirus and his favorite dish have not put him off.
“We have not found any (coronavirus) cases in
Manado. Up till now, there are still many people eat-
ing these bats. Because bats are good, especially
when cooked with coconut milk.” — Reuters

SINGAPORE: Visitors stand next to a static display of the US Navy aircraft the Poseidon P-8
(left) and the USAF Boeing C-17A Globemaster III on the tarmac during the Singapore Airshow
in Singapore yesterday. — AFP 

Guns and social media: 
The soldier behind Thai
deadly mass shooting
NAKHON RATCHASIMA: The “pings” from the metal tar-
gets at a gun range ring out as a baby-faced shooter smiles
for the camera - a chilling prelude to the mall massacre by
a Thai soldier who shared his prowess as a marksman on
social media.  But more than a day after he was shot dead
following a near 17-hour shooting spree that killed 29 peo-
ple and left dozens more wounded, the killer - Jakrapanth
Thomma - remains something of an enigma.

The Thai army, powerful yet reliant on conscripts and
the projection of discipline, has released few details about
the 31-year-old, blaming his meltdown on a “personal dis-
pute” over debt. “He didn’t have a bad record, only this
time,” army spokesman Colonel Winthai Suvaree told AFP.
Even Thailand’s gossip-prone local media has so far shied
away from sharing rumors about him, while Facebook was
swift to shut down his account as the shooting unfolded. 

What is known is the gunman was a Sergeant-Major
from Chaiyaphum province with a penchant for posting
photos and videos with weapons and combat gear on

Facebook - a social media obsessive with no filter for his
love of guns. One photo has the caption “Call of Duty” -
the name of a popular immersive first-person shooter
game - while another is of a revolver with a Buddhist
amulet wrapped around it. After graduating from high
school, Jakrapanth joined the Surathampitak military camp
in the northeastern city of Korat, officially known as
Nakhon Ratchasima.

Deadly accuracy
On Saturday he went on a rampage, turning the city

into an urban warzone and chronicling the carnage in live
Facebook updates that drew comparisons with the 2019
attacks on mosques in Christchurch, New Zealand. He first
stole weapons from the camp’s arms depot, killing a soldier
as he raided the arsenal - a place he knew well after work-
ing as a squad leader there.

During his rampage he appeared to have picked off
victims with deadly accuracy, including shots to the head
that left some survivors needing brain surgery. To add to
the horror of the attack, he live-streamed slivers of it on
Facebook where he also mused callously about the fate of
his victims. “Damn I got a cramp”, he posted. “However, no
one can avoid death.” One of his last posts screams with
fury at being wronged. “Getting rich from cheating, taking
advantage from others, they must think that money can be
spent in hell,” he wrote. — AFP

NAKHON RATCHASIMA: Guns are set up in a window display at the Ratchasima Gun Shop, located near the Terminal
21 shopping mall where a mass shooting took place in the northeastern Thai city of Nakhon Ratchasima. — AFP 

MASERU: A picture taken in Maseru, Lesotho shows the exterior of the Palace of Justice of Lesotho. Lesotho’s first
lady Maesaiah Thabane was charged with murder for alleged links to the brutal 2017 killing of the prime minister’s
previous wife. — AFP 


