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BANGKOK: A Thai fortune teller arrested
as part of a high-profile royal insult
investigation has died, the government
said yesterday, the second suspect in as
many weeks to die in police custody.

Suriyan Sucharitpolwong, a well-
known soothsayer and former aide to
Crown Prince Maha Vajiralongkorn, died
of natural causes on Saturday, the
Department of Corrections said in a
statement.

Suriyan, 53, was found unconscious in
his cell and taken to a hospital where
attempts to revive him proved unsuc-
cessful, the department said. Suriyan,
who was known in Thai by the nickname
“Mor Yong”, was charged with lese
majeste, which in Thailand is one of the
strictest such laws in the world, along
with two other people involved in an
alleged conspiracy to exploit the name
of Crown Prince Vajiralongkorn.

Thailand’s royal insult laws carry up to
15 years in prison for each count for any-
one convicted of insulting the king,

queen, heir or regent.
Until his arrest, Suriyan had been

seen frequently with top officials. He was
also the chief organiser of a cycling
event in August which the prince took
part in, in honour of his mother, Queen
Sirikit.

Another suspect, Prakrom
Warunprapa, a prominent policeman,
died in custody last month. Police say he
hanged himself using his shirt but
refused to do an autopsy.

The investigation is part of a crack-
down on perceived royal insults
launched by the junta, which took pow-
er in a coup last year. Ultra royalist Prime
Minister Prayuth Chan-ocha has vowed
to stamp out critics of the monarchy and
has repeatedly called for stronger prose-
cution of lese majeste since taking pow-
er but some say the crackdown is aimed
at ensuring an orderly succession.

King Bhumibol, 87, is convalescing at
a Bangkok hospital after being treated
by doctor’s for ‘water on the brain’. His

frail health has added to the political
uncertainty surrounding Thailand since
the 2014 coup. “This is a very sensitive
time for Thailand and part of the reason
that the military is in power is to ensure
a smooth royal succession when the
time comes,” said a Bangkok-based polit-
ical analyst who declined to be named
because of the sensitive nature of the
issue. Nervousness over the succession
has formed the backdrop to a decade of
political crisis in the country. The lese
majeste law prevents any open discus-
sion of the succession.

Media in Thailand routinely exercise
self-censorship in coverage of the royal
family to avoid falling foul of the law. A
military court in Bangkok on Monday
issued an arrest warrant for Colonel
Khachachart Boondee, commander of
the army’s 1st Artillery Regiment, over
charges of lese majeste and abusing his
authority for personal gain over the
organization of “a forthcoming event”. It
did not give further details. —Reuters
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China’s Xi to attend APEC 

summit amid sea disputes

Chinese FM Yi will visit the Philippines today

MANILA: A Philippine Police chaplain from the Roman Catholic faith sprinkles holy water as he blesses explosive ordnance disposal equipment
donated by the US Anti-Terrorism Assistance Program, during a turnover ceremony in Manila yesterday. The EOD equipment will be used in
preparation for the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) summit to be held in the Philippines later this month. — AFP

SYDNEY: Detainees set buildings alight
and armed themselves with baseball bats
in a riot at an Australian immigration facili-
ty on Christmas Island, people at the center
said yesterday, with officials admitting the
situation was out of control. The distur-
bance at the Indian Ocean island center
comes after the unexplained death of an
escaped asylum-seeker.

Detainees have complained about their
treatment at the facility, which currently
houses 203 men, among them asylum-
seekers awaiting processing and non-citi-
zens being deported because they have
criminal convictions.

“Order or control hasn’t been regained
within the center,” Immigration Minister
Peter Dutton told Sky News. He added that
no injuries had been listed, no damage
been done to the perimeter fence and no-
one had since tried to escape.

The Department for Immigration and
Border Protection described the incident as
a “major disturbance” but denied there was
a large scale riot. “There is currently no
large scale ‘riot’ involving the majority of
the center’s population... but the center
remains tense and staff have been with-
drawn from compounds for safety reasons,”
a department statement said.

“A group of detainees, believed to be
non-citizens whose visas have been can-
celled under mandatory cancellation provi-
sions, continue to agitate and cause dam-
age to the facility.”

The department declined to specify the
number of staff that had been evacuated
when contacted by AFP. The trouble fol-
lowed a peaceful protest by detainees on
Sunday after the discovery of the body of
an Iranian Kurdish asylum-seeker, named
by Australian media as Fazel Chegeni, who
had escaped.

Police are investigating the cause of
death but Dutton, who was unable to con-
firm reports that the body was found at the
base of a cliff, said he had been advised
there were no suspicious circumstances.

The department said other detainees
“took advantage of the situation to engage

in property damage and general unrest”. “A
number of small fires have been lit within
the centre,” it said. “There is believed to be
damage to medical, educational and sport-
ing facilities but a full assessment is yet to
be conducted.”

‘It all went haywire’ 
A detainee told Radio New Zealand

(RNZ) some inmates had armed themselves
to resist any attempt to re-take the facility.
“We’re sick of it. We see it all the time, peo-
ple trying to hurt themselves, kill them-
selves,” the man, who spoke with a New
Zealand accent and did not give his name,
told RNZ by telephone. “We have a feeling
that they’re going to send a lot of guards in
but a lot of detainees have armed up with
baseball bats and poles just in case,” he
said. Under Australia’s hardline immigration
policy, asylum-seekers arriving by boat are
processed on isolated islands, rather than
the mainland.

As well as asylum seekers, Christmas
Island’s facility has increasingly been used
to hold non-citizens awaiting deportation,
including criminals after Canberra began
cancelling visas of those with criminal
records. In particular there has been an
influx of Australian-based New Zealanders.

Critics of the policy include New
Zealand Prime Minister John Key, pointing
out that many are being deported over
minor crimes committed years ago and
have no ties to their homeland after
decades living in Australia. Kiwi detainee
Lester Hohua said convicted criminals with
cancelled visas joined forces with asylum-
seekers.

“It all  went haywire,” he told the
Australian Broadcasting Corporation. New
Zealand opposition lawmaker Kelvin Davis,
who last month visited the  centre, said he
had been told the disturbance began after
a detainee who questioned guards about
the death was punched in the face.

“Things aren’t good... I think it’s the calm
before the storm... one guy I spoke to said
they’re afraid, they’re scared they’re going
to be shot,” he told TV3. —AFP
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BANGKOK: A file photo shows Thai fortune teller Suriyan Sucharitpholwong (C),
54, also known as Mor Yong, being escorted by commando police during his
arrival at a military court in Bangkok. —AFP

BEIJING/MANILA: Chinese President Xi
Jinping will attend a summit of the Asia-
Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) group
next week, the Foreign Ministry said yester-
day, amid tensions between China and the
Philippines over the disputed South China
Sea. The APEC meeting will take place in
Manila from Nov. 17 to 19. APEC’s members
include the United States, China, Japan, South
Korea, Indonesia and Canada, and together
account for 57 percent of global production
and 46.5 percent of world trade.

China has overlapping claims with
Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia, Taiwan and
Brunei in the South China Sea, through which
$5 trillion in ship-borne trade passes every
year.

A summit of the Association of Southeast
Asian Nations last week, attended by both the
United States and China, failed to produce a

final statement because the delegations could
not agree on whether to mention the South
China Sea dispute.

China has been particularly angered by a
case lodged by the Philippines with an arbi-
tration court in the Netherlands over the
South China Sea. China says it will neither rec-
ognize nor participate in the case. Chinese
Foreign Minister Wang Yi will  visit the
Philippines today to discuss preparations for
Xi’s visit and ways to improve Beijing’s rela-
tions with Manila, China’s Foreign Ministry
said.

“At present, because of reasons everyone
knows about, Sino-Philippine relations are
facing difficulties. This is something China
does not wish to see,” ministry spokesman
Hong Lei told a daily news briefing.

“China pays great attention to relations
with the Philippines and is willing to appropri-

ately resolve relevant issues on the basis of
dialogue and negotiation.”

Prior to going to Manila, Xi will attend the
G20 summit in Turkey, the foreign ministry
added.

A demolition crew yesterday dismantled
one of Manila’s largest makeshift markets and
rounded up homeless families to clean up
roads ahead of the summit.

Workers painted sidewalks while dozens of
police began patrols around the convention
centre where the meets will be held. “We were
told to take a vacation for two weeks,” Rosa
Diaz, a 65-year-old cigarette vendor, said as
the wrecking crew dismantled hundreds of
stalls selling used clothes, slippers and toys
outside a church. “They said we could return
after APEC.”

A bishop and leftist labor group criticized
government’s clean-up campaign. “Their solu-
tion is temporary,” Manila Auxiliary Bishop
Broderick Pabillo said on radio. “They want to
show the visitors that there are no poor peo-
ple, but why can’t we find a permanent solu-
tion for our poor people?”

Security deal 
The Philippine Supreme Court is expected

to decide that a new US-Philippine security
agreement is constitutional and will
announce its ruling before President Barack
Obama visits Manila next week for an Asia-
Pacific summit, a source said.

The deal gives US troops wide access to
Philippine military bases and approval to
build facilities to store fuel and equipment for
maritime security, but it was effectively frozen
after left-wing politicians and other oppo-
nents challenged its constitutionality last year.
The expected ruling comes amid growing ten-
sion between the United States and China
over Beijing’s island-building in the disputed
South China Sea.

“I have seen the draft (ruling). The court
will uphold its constitutionality, denying the
petition to declare it unconstitutional,” said a
court source who declined to be identified.

The source said the Supreme Court’s 15-
member panel still needed to discuss the
matter  on Tuesday.  I f  no decis ion was
announced at that session, it would happen
on Nov. 16 when the court next convened,
the source added. Obama will attend the
Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC)
summit  in  Mani la  on Nov 18-19.  The
Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement
(EDCA) was signed just days before Obama
last visited Manila in April 2014. — Agencies

JAKARTA: Indonesia’s anti-drugs
agency has proposed building a prison
on an island guarded by crocodiles to
hold death row drug convicts, an official
said yesterday, an idea that wouldn’t be
out of place in a James Bond film.

The proposal is the pet project of
anti-drugs chief Budi Waseso, who plans
to visit various parts of the archipelago
in his search for fierce reptiles to guard
the jail.  “We will place as many croco-
diles as we can there. I will search for the
most ferocious type of crocodile,” he was
quoted as saying by local news website
Tempo. 

Waseso said that crocodiles would be
better at preventing drug traffickers
from escaping prison as they could not
be bribed-unlike human guards. But he
is banking on the convicts lacking Roger
Moore’s crocodile-running 

skills showcased in Bond movie “Live
and Let Die” when he escapes from an
island using the reptiles as stepping
stones. “You can’t bribe crocodiles. You
can’t convince them to let inmates
escape.” 

The plan is still in the early stages,
and neither the location or potential
opening date of the jail  have been
decided. Indonesia already has some of
the toughest anti-narcotics laws in the
world, including death by firing squad
for traffickers, and sparked international
uproar in April when it put to death sev-
en foreign drug convicts.

But President Joko Widodo has insist-
ed that drug dealers must face death as
the country is fighting a “national emer-
gency” due to rising narcotics use.

Despite the harsh laws, Indonesia’s
corrupt prison system is awash with
drugs, and inmates and jail officials are
regularly arrested for narcotics offences.
Anti-drugs agency spokesman Slamet
Pribadi confirmed authorities were
mulling the plan to build “a special
prison for death row convicts”.  He said
only traffickers would be kept in the jail,
to stop them from mixing with other
prisoners and potentially recruiting them
to drug gangs. The agency is currently in
discussions with the justice ministry
about the plan, he added. — AFP
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YOGYAKARTA: Drug convict Mary Jane Veloso of the Philippines (C) attends a
ceremony at a prison in Yogyakarta yesterday. Indonesia’s anti-drugs agency
has proposed building a prison on an island guarded by crocodiles to hold
death row drug convicts, an official said an idea that wouldn’t be out of place in
a James Bond film. —AFP

SEOUL: A state funeral in North Korea has
sparked another fresh round of purge rumors
after one of Kim Jong-Un’s most powerful
aides was omitted from the official funeral
committee list.

Marshal Ri Ul-Sol, who died of lung cancer
at the weekend, is to be given a state funeral
on November 11, and the list of 107 names
published on Sunday-headed by leader Kim
Jong-Un-is an official Who’s Who of the top
political and military hierarchy. A notable
absentee, however, is Choe Ryong-Hae, a
member of the ruling party’s politburo stand-
ing committee and seen as one of Kim’s clos-
est confidantes.

Even if unwell, Choe would normally be on
the list and experts said the omission of
someone of his stature could not be put
down to oversight. “It’s almost impossible that
this happened unless Choe ... was removed
from key positions,” said Cheong Seong-
Chang, an analyst at the Sejong Institute
think-tank in Seoul.

“I suspect that Choe might have been
involved in serious trouble such as a major
corruption scandal or defamation,” Cheong
said.  Seoul’s Unification Ministry, which han-
dles North Korea affairs, also noted the omis-
sion in a regular press briefing yesterday. “We

certainly view it as unusual given past prece-
dent,” said ministry spokesman Jeong Joon-
Hee. Choe was also absent when Kim paid
tribute at Ri’s wake Sunday along with several
senior military cadres, according to footage
from North Korean state TV. Choe was seen as
Kim Jong-Un’s most trusted envoy, and was
chosen to take a personal message to Chinese
President Xi Jinping in 2013.

And he visited Beijing again very recently,
in September, as North Korea’s representative
at China’s giant WWII victory anniversary
parade. He was mentioned by state media as
recently as October 31, when he made a
statement about a ruling party congress to be
held next year.

Rumours of political purges and execu-
tions regularly swirl around the isolated
North-only to be rebutted when the official or
officials in question resurface with their posts
secure. But Kim Jong-Un has been ruthless in
eliminating even the highest-ranking officials
whose loyalty may have been brought into
question. Kim had his powerful uncle, Jang
Song-Thaek, executed in December 2012 on
charges of treason and corruption.  The Kim
dynasty has ruled the impoverished North for
more than six decades with an iron fist and
almost no tolerance for dissent. —AFP
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