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90 dead in Indonesia, East Timor floods
Dozens missing as tropical cyclone Seroja pounds South Asian nations
LEMBATA, Indonesia: Tropical cyclone Seroja
pounded Indonesia and East Timor yesterday after
torrential rains triggered floods and landslides that
have killed at least 91 people and left dozens missing.
Packing heavy winds and rain, the storm heaped more
misery on the Southeast Asian nations after Sunday’s
disaster turned small communities into wastelands of
mud and uprooted trees and forced thousands of peo-
ple into shelters.

Downpours are expected over the next day as the
storm triggers offshore waves as high as six meters
(20 feet), Indonesia’s disaster agency said. The
cyclone, which was picking up strength as it moved
toward the west coast of Australia, hampered efforts
to reach trapped survivors.

Indonesia’s disaster agency said at least 70 people
have been killed, with another 70 missing. In East
Timor, at least 21 people have been killed according to
an official in the tiny half-island nation of 1.3 million
that lies between Indonesia and Australia.  Many of the
deaths were in Timor’s inundated capital Dili, where
the front of the presidential palace was transformed
into a mud pit. In Indonesia’s remote East Flores
municipality, torrents of mud washed over homes,
bridges and roads, while strong waves have prevented
search teams from accessing the hardest-hit areas.

On Lembata, an island east of Flores, parts of some
villages were swept down a mountainside and carried
to the shore of the ocean. Soon after flash floods
began tearing into resident Basir Langoday’s district

in the early morning, he heard screams for help from a
nearby home covered in rubble.  “There were four of
them inside. Three survived but the other one didn’t
make it,” he told reporters.  Langoday and his friends
scrambled to try and save the trapped man before he
was crushed to death. 

“He said ‘hurry, I can’t hold on any longer,”
Langoday added. Juna Witak, another Lembata resi-
dent, joined his family at a local hospital where they
wept over the corpse of his mother who was killed in a
flash flood Sunday. Her body was found by the
seashore. “There was a rumbling sound and the floods
swept away homes, everything,” Witak said.

‘Medicine, food, blankets’ 
Indonesian President Joko Widodo expressed

“deepest condolences” over the devastation in the
southeast end of the archipelago. “I understand the
deep sorrow suffered by our brothers and sisters
because of this disaster,” he said in a nationwide
address. Across the region, residents have flocked to
temporary shelters or taken refuge in what was left of
their homes. “The evacuees are spread out. There are
hundreds in each sub-district but many others are
staying at home,” said Alfons Hada Bethan, head of the
East Flores disaster agency.

“They need medicine, food, blankets.” Some 2,500
people had been evacuated in East Timor, with several
thousand more in Indonesia. Pounding rains chal-
lenged efforts to find any survivors. “We suspect many

An elderly villager and her grandson stand in floodwaters in front of their damaged home in the village of Haitimuk in East Flores after flash floods and landslides swept eastern Indonesia and neighboring East Timor. —AFP

people are buried but it’s not clear how many are
missing,” Bethan said. In Lembata, local officials were
forced to deploy heavy equipment to reopen the
roads.   Images from the island showed barefoot locals
wading through mud and past collapsed houses to
evacuate victims on makeshift stretchers. Fatal land-
slides and flash floods are common across the
Indonesian archipelago during the rainy season.

January saw flash floods hit the Indonesian town of
Sumedang in West Java, killing 40 people.   And last
September, at least 11 people were killed in landslides
on Borneo.  The disaster agency has estimated that
125 million Indonesians-nearly half of the country’s
population-live in areas at risk of landslides. The dis-
asters are often caused by deforestation, according to
environmentalists. —AFP

Australian couple 
released from house 
arrest in Myanmar
YANGON: An Australian couple was released from
house arrest in Myanmar and allowed to leave the
country, as protests against the military junta con-
tinued yesterday. Myanmar has been in turmoil
since a February 1 coup ousted civilian leader Aung
San Suu Kyi and derailed the country’s experiment
with democracy.

Business consultants Matthew O’Kane and
Christa Avery, a dual Canadian-Australian citizen,
tried to leave the country on a relief flight in late
March but were barred from departing and placed
under house arrest. “I am of course incredibly
relieved to have been released and to be on my
way home with my husband Matt,” Avery said in a
statement.

“Even though I knew that I had done nothing
wrong it was very stressful being held under
house arrest for two weeks, not knowing what was

going to be the outcome of the questioning.” The
couple said they were incredibly sad to leave
Myanmar, which was their home for eight years,
and hope the country stabi l izes soon. A
spokesperson for Canberra’s foreign affairs
department said Australian diplomats had “pro-
vided support for their departure from Yangon on
4 April.” The couple ran a bespoke consultancy
business in Yangon.

A third Australian, economist Sean Turnell, was
arrested a week after the putsch and remains in
custody. The university professor and advisor to
Suu Kyi was the first foreign national arrested fol-
lowing the coup. He has been charged with a viola-
tion of state secret laws, along with Suu Kyi late last
month. More than 2,500 people have been detained
since the coup, according to local monitoring group
Assistance Association for Political Prisoners. It also
recorded the death toll as 564 as of Sunday, as
security forces continue to use lethal force against
protesters. 

Despite six weekend deaths, demonstrators
returned to the streets yesterday in Mandalay,
Yangon, Bago, a small town in Kachin state and Pale
township in Sagaing region, according to social
media posts. —AFP

Duterte aide warns of 
‘unwanted hostilities’ 
in South China Sea
MANILA: The presence of Chinese vessels at a dis-
puted reef off the Philippines could ignite “unwant-
ed hostilities”, a top aide to President Rodrigo
Duterte warned yesterday, intensifying a diplomatic
spat over the ships. More than 200 Chinese boats
were first spotted on March 7 at Whitsun Reef,
around 320 kilometers (175 nautical miles) west of
Palawan Island in the contested South China Sea.
Most of them have since scattered across the
Spratly Islands, but last week dozens of the
Chinese-flagged vessels were still anchored at the
boomerang-shaped reef, according to Philippine
military patrols.

For weeks Manila has called on Beijing to
withdraw the “maritime militia” vessels, saying
their incursion into the Philippines’ exclusive
economic zone is unlawful. But China-which
claims almost the entirety of the resource-rich
sea-has refused, insisting they are fishing boats
sheltering from bad weather and are allowed to
be there. 

Duterte, who has fostered warmer ties with his
superpower neighbor since taking office in 2016,
has expressed concern to the Chinese ambassador
over the ships, according to his spokesman.

Until Monday he had left the tough talking in
public to his defense and foreign ministers. But in
the strongest remarks yet from his office, Duterte’s
top legal counsel Salvador Panelo warned China’s
“present territorial incursions is producing an
unwelcome stain in their bond and may trigger
unwanted hostilities that both countries would
rather not pursue.” —AFP


