
Gunmen target 
Zelensky’s aide 
KIEV: Gunmen opened f ire with automatic
weapons on a car carrying a senior aide to
Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky yester-
day, in what officials said was an attempted assas-
sination in response to his crackdown on oli-
garchs. Sergiy Shefir, a 57-year-old former
scriptwriter and longtime associate of comedian-
turned-politician Zelensky, was reported to have
escaped without serious injury.

An adviser to the interior minister, Anton
Herashchenko, said on Facebook that the attack
took place around 10 am yesterday near the vil-
lage of Lisnyky south of the capital Kiev. He said
Shefir’s driver was “seriously injured” and that
police had launched a special operation in the
area. “Unidentified individuals fired about 10 shots
from a 7.62 calibre automatic weapon,” Ukraine’s
Prosecutor General Iryna Venediktova said on
Facebook.

She said the authorit ies had opened an
attempted murder investigation. Photos published
by officials showed a black Audi with bullet holes
along its bonnet and on the driver-side door.
Official reports did not say whether Shefir was
injured, but a lawmaker representing Zelensky’s
“Servant of the People” party said he was fine. “I
briefly spoke to him, everything is fine, he is alive
and well ,” Davyd Arakhamia was quoted by
Russia’s RIA Novosti news agency as saying. He
said police had taken Shefir to a “safe” location.

‘Shadowy oligarchs’ 
Another aide in Zelensky’s office said the

attack was an attempt to “demonstrably kill a key
member of the team”. Mykhailo Podolyak told the
Interfax-Ukraine news agency the attack was in
response to “politics directed at limiting the tradi-
tional influence of shadowy oligarchs”. Zelensky’s
spokesman said on Facebook that the president,
who was on a working visit to the United States,
would soon make a public statement.

Sergiy Nykyforov said no “insidious actions”
would affect the president’s plans to “de-shadow
and de-oligarch” Ukraine. Shefir was born in the
industrial central city of Kryvyi Rig and studied to
be a metallurgist, but as a student began doing
comedy for the popular KVN show with his
brother, Boris. In 2003 he co-founded a produc-
tion company called “Kvartal 95” with Boris and
Zelensky, who was elected president in 2019.
Shefir produced and wrote the “Servant of the
People”, a show in which Zelensky portrayed a
schoolteacher who becomes president and which
eventually launched his political career. —AFP
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KIEV: An undated handout photograph shows the chief
aide to Ukraine’s President Volodymyr Zelensky, Sergei
Shefir. The chief aide to Ukraine’s President Volodymyr
Zelensky was targeted in an assassination attempt
yesterday when his car came under fire. —AFP

‘Joe Ferrari’ case lifts lid on Thai police
Thitisan’s corruption case fires up calls for reform
BANGKOK: A flashy cop with a taste for fast cars falls
from grace following the leak of spine-chilling footage of
a brutal interrogation gone wrong. Not the plot of a
blockbuster thriller, but the vivid reality of a story that
has gripped Thailand in recent weeks and spotlighted
police corruption that experts say infects almost every
level of society in the kingdom. The case of Thitisan
Utthanaphon, a former police station chief in a rural
province - nicknamed “Joe Ferrari” for his extravagant
lifestyle - has fired up calls for reform. The 41-year-old
stands accused of murder, abuse of power and other
offences after a drug suspect was suffocated with six
plastic bags wrapped around his head in an alleged
attempt to extort about $60,000. The incident was ini-
tially hushed up and recorded as an amphetamine over-
dose until a lawyer revealed the cause of death in a
Facebook post.

In a move typical of the networks of patronage that
critics say underpin systemic corruption, Thitisan was then
transferred to a regional police bureau in a nearby
province - commanded by the father of his television-pre-
senter girlfriend. But worse was to come for him: Another
lawyer released a chilling video leaked by a junior police-
man that appeared to show Thitisan suffocating the hand-
cuffed suspect while other officers held him down.

The footage went viral, shocking the kingdom and
prompting police to arrest Thitisan and several other offi-
cers. Thitisan denies all the charges against him. Sittra
Biabungkerd, the lawyer who released the video, told AFP
he did it to stop police “helping each other to get away”
with murder. “Many people may think that interrogating
suspects using black plastic bags no longer goes on
because times have changed,” he said. “But this case
shows that in reality it still goes on in secret.”

Flash cop, fast cars 
Revelations about Thitisan’s wealthy lifestyle and a string

of celebrity relationships made headlines after his arrest.
Investigators told local media he owned a luxury mansion in
Bangkok, a fleet of 42 top-end cars including a $1.5 million
Lamborghini Aventador and had a personal fortune estimated
at $18 million-all on a police superintendent’s salary of around
$1,300 a month.

Activist Srisuwan Janya told AFP the anti-money launder-
ing authority has been asked to investigate Thitisan’s wealth.
“It is impossible that a man with some 40,000-baht salary
can have 40 cars including luxury cars,” Srisuwan said. Some
of Thitisan’s substantial wealth came from auctioning hun-
dreds of imported luxury cars seized by Thai customs,

according to senior officers quoted in local media.
Investigators are due to hand over their findings to the
National Anti-Corruption Commission on September 24
before deciding whether to forward the case to the state
prosecutor.

After taking power as army chief in a 2014 coup, Prime
Minister Prayut Chan-O-Cha vowed to eradicate corruption.

Seven years on, the Joe Ferrari case shows how little has been
achieved in stamping out police malpractice, and observers
hold out little hope of serious change.

Reform has been a “spectacular failure” because those
connected to the top are shielded by “protection and
favouritism” and whistleblowers are punished or silenced,
said analyst Thitinan Pongsudhirak of Chulalongkorn
University. In an attempt to kickstart police reform, the gov-
ernment approved a draft amendment to the National Police
Act early this year. But the draft remains under deliberation in
parliament, moving at a snail’s pace as committee members -
some of them former policemen - haggle over the details.

Since the Prayut administration depends on police sup-
port, it is careful about reform, said lecturer Paul Chambers of
Naresuan University. “The only change which the Joe Ferrari
case will likely spur is that rogue cops take greater care to
hide the illegal activities in which they engage,” Chambers
told AFP, pointing to repeated past efforts to reform the
police. “None have worked and none are likely to anytime
soon.” Royal Thai Police Chief Suwat Jangyodsuk has blamed
the current scandal on “one bad apple”. But public trust in the
khaki-uniformed police force has long been eroded.

Almost every Thai entrepreneur, whether their business is
legal or not, is familiar with paying local police just to operate
- from motorcycle taxi riders and street food hawkers to
brothel owners and drug traffickers. Nearly half of Thais said
they had paid bribes to the police in the previous 12 months,
according to a study by Transparency International published
in November 2020. And Thailand’s economic crisis, fuelled by
the pandemic, has only made corruption worse, with police
given more power to enforce COVID-related laws. Thailand
has lost 19 places in Transparency International’s corruption
ranking since 2014, and now stands 104th out of 180 coun-
tries.  —AFP

BANGKOK: Former Nakhon Sawan province district police station chief Thitisan Utthanaphon, nicknamed ‘Joe Ferrari’, leaves the Crime Suppression Division in Bangkok, after he surrendered to the authorities following accusa-
tions of torture and suffocation to death of a drug suspect. - AFP 

How France was 
blindsided by the 
Australia-US deal
PARIS: In June this year, French leader Emmanuel Macron
welcomed Australia’s Prime Minister Scott Morrison to Paris,
with concern about the two allies’ troubled submarine con-
tract high on his mind.

In remarks made on the sunlit steps of the Elysee Palace,
he turned to “dear Scott” as he called him and promised that
France would “go further and faster, if possible” and
“respond to Australian needs”. While Macron sounded like a
slightly anxious salesman worried about a client slipping
away, Morrison didn’t mention the landmark deal-worth
Aus$50 billion (31 billion euros, $36.5 billion) when it was
signed in 2016. He said nothing in his public remarks about
what is known as “the contract of the century” in France,
which has since opened a giant rift in the Western alliance.

“We had heard about Australian worries about the con-
tract,” a source close to Macron acknowledged on condition
of anonymity. “That’s why we made ourselves available to
respond to their questions and give them assurances. “The
president took the initiative to invite Morrison in June.” 

Australian concerns were a matter of public record, with
worries focused on cost over-runs and delays, as well as the

bigger issue of whether the 12 submarines would be fit for
purpose once they entered service in the early 2030s. In
2016, when the contract was signed, Canberra wanted con-
ventional diesel-powered subs. But five years later, a trade
war with China and growing concern about Beijing’s
assertiveness around the Pacific had led to calls for nuclear
versions, which can stay submerged for longer.

Summer of worries 
Interviews with high-level French officials paint a picture

of Paris doing everything to keep the contract on the rails.
Only on September 15, hours before an official announce-
ment, did Paris learn that Australia was ditching the French
deal and entering a new partnership for nuclear submarines
with the US and UK called AUKUS. The sense of rage in
Paris is over what Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian called
“duplicity”, “treachery” and a “stab in the back”-as well as
Morrison’s lack of candour.

The Australian prime minister said on Sunday that Paris
would have known Canberra had “deep and grave concerns”
about French submarines beforehand, saying that he had
raised issues with the deal “some months ago,” as had other
Australian ministers. Over their dinner at the Elysee Palace in
June, Macron pressed “ScoMo” for details about Australian
worries about the contract with France’s Naval Group.
Overall, the visit by the conservative Australian “did not go
well,” according to a third French source, who declined to
give more details.

Two weeks earlier on June 2, Greg Moriarty, the top civil

servant in Australia’s Department of Defense, had set alarm
bells ringing in Paris after he raised the possibility of “alterna-
tives” to the French deal because of ongoing difficulties.
Defense Minister Florence Parly contacted her Australian
counterpart Peter Dutton on June 9 to seek clarification and
was given further reassurances, a fourth French source said,
speaking on condition of anonymity. Macron also sent a per-
sonal letter to Morrison after their dinner in June, while con-
tacts between Australian and French officials, engineers and
military officers intensified. —AFP

Former police 
chief accused 

of murder

SYDNEY:  A file photo shows French President Emmanuel
Macron (2nd left) and Australian Prime Minister Malcolm
Turnbull (center) standing on the deck of HMAS Waller, a
Collins-class submarine operated by the Royal
Australian Navy, at Garden Island in Sydney. —AFP

What lies beneath: 
Swiss search for 
weapons 
GENEVA: The pristine turquoise waters of Lake Geneva
may appear serene, but lurking below are piles of bombs,
cartridges and possibly even chemical weapons discarded
decades ago. Long believed to be safely slumbering beneath
thick layers of protective sediment, the munitions at the bot-
tom of the biggest lake in the Alps have raised fresh safety
and environmental concerns.

“We believe there are bombs and shells, and proba-

bly rifle ammunition,” Jacques Martelain, the Geneva
canton’s head geologist said. Some also fear there might
also be phosgene bombs - deadly chemical weapons -
sitting on the bottom of the lake, he said. For the first
time ever, Swiss authorities will soon start mapping the
piles of munitions in the lake to determine what kind of
explosive debris is there, how much, and whether it
should be removed.

Switzerland is a famously neutral country that did not
fight in the two world wars, but its long-held position is one
of well-armed neutrality. Between World War I and the mid-
1960s, thousands of tons of munitions, from artillery to
grenades and detonators, were sunk in lakes across the
nation. Following two explosions in storage depots, one of
them inside a mountain, the army started to get rid of surplus
post-World War II stockpiles by using underwater dumps.

Over the decades, the Swiss army is estimated to have
dumped more than 8,000 tons of munitions in the Thun,
Lucerne and Brienz lakes. Authorities studied those stock-
piles carefully and decided around a decade ago that it was
safer to leave them where they were, resting at significant
depths and covered with thick layers of sediment. They
estimated that there was little danger in leaving them
untouched, while removing them risked shifting the sedi-
ment, releasing pollutants and causing significant damage
to the aquatic ecosystem.

However, experts have warned that the situation is differ-
ent in Lake Geneva, where a private armaments company,
Hispano-Suiza, dumped excess munitions right up until the
1960s. The company, which no longer exists, had a number of
arms factories in Geneva, but cantonal authorities don’t know
why it used the lake as a dumping ground. —AFP


