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BANDA ACEH, Indonesia: Thousands of
Indonesians prayed for their loved ones
at mass graves and mosques yesterday to
mark a tsunami which devastated Aceh
province 12 years ago today, one of the
worst natural disasters in human history.

Some 170,000 lives were lost in the
country when a 9.1-magnitude “megath-
rust” quake struck Aceh, a predominantly
Muslim province in the northern tip of
Sumatra island, bringing about massive
waves that also hit coastal areas as far
away as Somalia. “I came here every year
to pray for my children, daughter-in-law,
and their three children,” Maryam, who
goes by one name, told AFP, at the Ulee
Lheue mass grave, where 14,800 people
were buried.

The bodies of her family were never
found but 65-year-old Maryam, who sur-
vived by holding on to a tree trunk, was
certain her family were buried in the
mass grave as they lived in the vicinity at
the time of the tsunami. Graves across
the province, including in Siron in Aceh
Besar district where more than 46,000
were buried, were crowded with people

who scattered flowers on the earth
where they believe the remains of their
loved ones lie to rest.

Survivors then gathered at a mass
prayer in Ulee Lheue mosque, one of the
few sea-front mosques still standing in
the region after the tsunami.

“The main reason to commemorate
the earthquake and tsunami disaster was
not to open old wounds,” acting Aceh
governor Soedarmo told the mosque
attendance. Indonesia sits on the Pacific
“Ring of Fire”, where the meeting of conti-
nental plates causes strong seismic activi-
ty, and is frequently hit by earthquakes.
The tsunami commemoration comes just
weeks after a strong 6.5-magnitude shal-
low quake struck inland in Pidie Jaya, a
district in Aceh, killing more than 100
people, levelling hundreds of buildings
and displacing nearly 84,000 people. 

400 bodies unidentified 
At least 400 victims of Asia’s 2004

tsunami that killed 226,000 people
remain unidentified in Thailand 12 years
on, police said yesterday. The 9.15 mag-

nitude Dec. 26 earthquake triggered a
tsunami across the Indian Ocean in one
of the biggest natural disasters in history.

Thailand, Indonesia, India and Sri
Lanka were among the worst hit coun-
tries. Some 5,395 people were killed in
Thailand, among them about 2,000 for-
eign tourists.

“Since the 2004 tsunami, authorities
have contac ted bet ween 4 ,000 to
5,000 relatives to come and receive
bodies. There are about 400 bodies
that  we cannot  ident i fy,” Anand
Boonkerkaew, deputy superintendent
of Takua Pa district police in Phang
Nga province, told Reuters. 

Thailand’s tourist high season is in full
swing and in much of the area affected
by the tsunami, it is business as usual.
New hotels have replaced those flattened
by the wall of water. Thailand expects a
record 32.4 million foreign tourists this
year. Critics have said Thailand’s tsunami
warning system remains inadequate,
partly because it isn’t maintained prop-
erly. The government has said it is in
good order. — Reuters

Indonesia marks tsunami 12 years ago with prayers

BHUBANESWAR: Eight human traffickers found guilty
of torturing and chopping off the hands of two labour-
ers have received life prison sentences and hefty fines,
a prosecutor said on Sunday, hoping the severity of
the punishment would deter others.

Prosecutor Dhirendra Nath Patra said the court in
Bhubaneswar heard how the traffickers chopped off
the hands of Nilambar Dhangdamajhi and Dayalu Nial
in Odisha state on Dec.  15, 2013.

The two men were among of a group of 12 labour-
ers who had taken money from labour agent Parvesh
Duni in exchange for working for him but quickly
realised he had trapped them. When the men found
out they were being taken to Andhra Pradesh in south-
eastern India instead of Chhattisgarh state in central
India as expected they tried to escape but were caught
and locked up for hours before their hands were
chopped off. News of the torture and confinement
triggered widespread outrage and made national
headlines in India which is estimated to have the high-
est number of modern day slaves of any country.

Dhangdamajhi died on Sept. 21 this year after years
of illness. “Under the sentence Parvesh Duni and other
traffickers will serve a life term in prison. They will also
have to pay fines,” the prosecutor told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation. “This is a lesson for all.”

Amidst the publicity, in 2014 the Supreme Court
intervened and asked the Odisha government to fast
track charges against the traffickers and provide reha-
bilitation for the two men whose stories are typical of
many trapped in debt bondage in India. Modern slav-
ery has become a catch-all term to describe human
trafficking, debt bondage, forced marriage and other
slave-like exploitation with an estimated 46 million
people in slavery around the world. — Reuters

SEOUL: A handful of South Korean lawmakers
yesterday finally got to question the woman at
the heart of the impeachment crisis surround-
ing President Park Geun-Hye, after she snubbed
a televised hearing at her detention centre. Choi
Soon-Sil, a long-time friend of the president, has
repeatedly ignored several summons to appear
before a parliamentary committee probing a
corruption scandal that triggered Park ’s
impeachment earlier this month.

So the lawmakers came to her, with the com-
mittee organising a special hearing yesterday
morning-with TV cameras-inside the detention
facility where Choi is awaiting trial on charges of
extortion and abuse of power. Choi initially
refused to leave her cell, but eventually agreed
to meet eight selected members of the commit-
tee behind closed doors.

Citing the lawmakers, Yonhap news agency
reported that Choi denied all her charges,

including allegations that she colluded with the
president and set up two dubious foundations
that were later used for her personal gain. Choi,
however, said she was prepared to serve a life
sentence and apologised to the public for “caus-
ing confusion”, according to Yonhap.

She said she was feeling “dizzy” both physi-
cally and mentally and refused to answer most
of the lawmakers’ questions during the meet-
ing that lasted nearly three hours, Yonhap said.
Two former top presidential aides being held in
a separate facility also refused to appear for
questioning.

There are no legal grounds for forcing wit-
nesses to attend a parliamentary hearing,
although they can be held in contempt and face
a maximum five-year prison term for not doing
so. The National Assembly voted to impeach
Park earlier this month, stripping away her sub-
stantial executive powers. She remains presi-

dent in name, pending a decision by the
Constitutional Court on whether to ratify parlia-
ment’s impeachment motion.

Earlier Monday, prosecutors seized docu-
ments during an early-morning raid on the cen-
tral Seoul residence of Kim Ki-Choon, who
served as Park’s chief of staff between 2013-15.

Kim has a long association with Park’s family,
having also served her father-the late military
strongman Park Chung-Hee who led the coun-
try for 18 years after seizing power in a 1961
military coup. Those close ties have led to alle-
gations that he must have been aware of the
inappropriate influence that Choi-dubbed a
“female Rasputin” by the local media-wielded
over the president.

Park allegedly leaked confidential docu-
ments to her friend, and allowed her to meddle
in state affairs-including the appointments of
senior officials. — AFP

A woman wipes her tears as she offers prayers to loved ones at a mass grave in
Aceh yesterday to mark the tsunami which devastated Aceh province 12 years
ago in one of the worst natural disasters in human history. — AFP

SEOUL: The empty seat (center) of Choi Soon-Sil, a long-time friend of South Korean President Park Geun-Hye, is seen during a parliamentary
probe into a scandal as lawmakers set up a special hearing to question Choi at the detention centre where Choi is being held in Uiwang, south
of Seoul yesterday. —AFP
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BANGKOK: Police in Thailand yesterday
charged a suspect with participating in
recent hacking attacks on government com-
puters that were billed as a protest against a
restrictive law governing internet use.

Natdanai Kongdee, 19, was one of nine
people arrested in connection with the
attacks that blocked access to some web-
sites and accessed non-public files, Deputy
Prime Minister Prawit Wongsuwan said.

Police said he was a low-level hacker
rather than a leader and had confessed to
participating in the attacks. They said he
belonged to several online groups special-
izing in hacking activities.

Natdanai was present at yesterday’s
news conference but did not speak. He was
charged with gaining unauthorized access
to police data, along with illegal possession
of firearms and marijuana, allegedly found
when police searched his house.

The legal status of the other people
arrested was not explained. Groups pro-
moting the attacks say they are in protest
of passage of revisions to Thailand’s
Computer Crime Act, which would restrict
freedom of speech and facilitate targeting
political dissidents. The new law would
allow Thai authorities to intercept private
communication and to censor websites
without a court order.

In addition to the leaking of documents,
government sites have been subject to dis-
tributed denial of service, or DDoS, attacks,
where access is denied by overloading the
online server with requests. A Facebook
group encouraged a simple version of such
attacks by suggesting people repeatedly
reload them by pressing the F5 key.

“He (Natdanai) was naive to believe the
(Facebook) group and hack into the sys-
tem,” Siripong Timula of the police’s tech-
nology department said. The Facebook
group, with the name Citizens Against
Single Gateway, earlier this month called
for a “cyberwar.”

Its name reflects activists’ concerns
about plans for a single gateway through
which all international internet traffic
would pass. The government claims such a
system is necessary for national security,
but opposition from many sectors has
made the government evasive about
whether it plans to implement a single
gateway. The group on Dec. 19 claimed
responsibility for temporarily bringing
down the Thai defense ministry’s website.

Since then, it has claimed to have
brought down websites for Thailand’s mili-
tary, customs department, police, foreign
affairs ministry and additional government
websites. Other hackers, operating as part
of the informal activist network
Anonymous, have been posting data they
say is from government computers. Police
said yesterday that their systems are still
“well protected” and that the attacks con-
stitute minor hacks. Prime Minister Prayuth
Chan-ocha said, “If we do not have any laws
or write it down to make it clearer and if
they continue to do this, what can we do?”
Should hackers simply be allowed to poke
into personal data, he asked reporters
rhetorically.

“We’ve talked about it many times.
Everything is passed. Talk about something
else,” said Prayuth, who is noted for his
brusque manner of speaking. — AP

LAHORE: Released Indian fishermen wait to go to their home country in Lahore yester-
day. Pakistani officials said 220 Indian fishermen have been released from a jail in
Karachi and will be handed over to Indian authorities at the Wagha border yesterday.—AP
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BANGKOK: Natdanai Kongdee (third from right) is interviewed at the police head-
quarters in Bangkok yesterday. Police in Thailand have charged 19-year-old
Kongdee in connection with a series of recent hacking attacks on government
computers that were billed as a protest against a restrictive law governing inter-
net use. —AP

JAKARTA: Indonesian militants supporting
Islamic State planned to attack a police post
on New Year ’s eve with machetes and
knives, a police spokesman said yesterday.

The plot was broken up after police
arrested two of the would-be attackers who
led them to their hideout, where police shot
dead their two co-conspirators on Sunday
after police said they tried to attack officers
with machetes. “The four of them were plan-
ning to attack a police post in Purwakarta.
They planned to attack on New Year’s Eve,”

Rikwanto, a national police spokesman, told
reporters, referring to a district about 100
km (60 miles) east of the capital, Jakarta.

Sunday’s raid was the latest in a series over
recent weeks that police say have disrupted
attacks, raising concern that homegrown mil-
itants in the world’s largest Muslim-majority
nation are getting bolder. Police said last
week that at least 14 people were being inter-
rogated over suicide bomb plots targeting
the presidential palace in Jakarta and an
another undisclosed location. — Reuters

NEW DELHI: Indian police yesterday arrest-
ed four men accused of drugging and rap-
ing an American tourist at a five-star hotel
in New Delhi earlier this year, an officer
said. The woman told police that she was
part of a tour group visiting India in April
when her local guide gave her a spiked
bottle of water and raped her with four
acquaintances inside her hotel room.

“We arrested four of them a few hours
ago. And they, as in the tour guide, driver,
cleaner and another hotel employee, have
been charged with rape,” Delhi police
spokesman, Dependra Pathak, told AFP.

He said the victim, who returned to
New Delhi last week, had already recorded
her testimony in court and would be able
to fly back home in a few days after identi-
fying the suspects.  Police launched a for-
mal investigation earlier this month after
the woman filed a complaint through an
American charity.  She has told local media
in the past week that she had no memory

of the assault for nearly three months.
“The first two nights I was drugged, physi-
cally assaulted and sexually assaulted,” she
told NDTV news network, covering her face
with a scarf to hide her identity.  “I had no
memory of what happened to me while I
was in India. I regained my memory three
months later around the end of July and
that’s when I took action”. 

The assault in April was one of the latest
in a series of sex attacks on foreigners in
India, reigniting concerns about women’s
safety in the country. A 35-year-old
Japanese tourist was raped in southern
India last month. In June, five men were
jailed for life for gang-raping a 52-year-old
Danish tourist in New Delhi in 2014.

India introduced tough laws against sex
offenders in the wake of the fatal gang-
rape of a student in the capital in
December 2012 that sparked mass street
protests. But high levels of sexual violence
against women continue. - AFP
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