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BANGKOK: The wife of a Thai activist feared dead
after he went missing last month said yesterday
police have failed to properly investigate his case,
which threatens to add to the country’s dismal record
of unsolved disappearances. The United Nations has
recorded at least 82 open cases of enforced disap-
pearance in Thailand dating back to the 1980s.

The latest to vanish is Den Kamlae. The 65-year-
old activist had been leading a long-running battle
to secure a land deed for his community in north-
eastern Chaiyaphum province, which authorities
accuse of encroaching on protected forest. His wife
and other villagers are convinced his disappearance
is linked to his activism.

“There is no other reason why he could be miss-
ing,” said Supap Kamlae, who has travelled to
Bangkok to petition government agencies and
rights groups for help. But the chief police officer
behind the investigation dismissed the theory that
Den had been murdered. “We suspect he may have
suffered heat stroke or was attacked by wild ani-
mals,” Phan Yosrungrueang, from Huay Yang district
police station, told AFP.

Supap last saw her husband on 16 April, when
he headed off to forage for bamboo shoots in the
forest near their home. Den’s friends and relatives
told AFP they mounted their own search after
police hastily wrapped up their hunt for him. But

they have not found his body despite scouring the
forest every day for weeks-including using diving
equipment to search ponds.

“We want help. We are poor and we need
help...We feel powerless,” Supap told AFP. Pornpen
Khongkachonkiet, the director of the Cross Cultural
Foundation, an NGO publicizing Den’s case, said
Thailand’s poor face a steep hill to justice in a legal
system biased towards the rich and influential. “We
don’t have equality in the law,” she told AFP, adding
that local police often do not take reports of missing
people seriously. The community’s plea for help fol-
lows the two-year anniversary of the disappearance
of another land activist. Por Cha Lee Rakcharoen, an

ethnic Karen activist known as Billy, vanished in 2014
after he was ostensibly arrested by officials in Kaeng
Krachan National Park for carrying illegal honey.

Two years later his disappearance remains
shrouded in mystery, despite his family’s efforts to
prosecute park authorities they believe killed the
activist over his efforts to sue them for allegedly
torching the homes of 20 families in the park in
2011. In January the UN called on the Thai govern-
ment to do more to uncover the fates of the coun-
try’s disappeared. It also criticized the recent acquit-
tal of five police officers accused of abducting
Somchai Neelapaijit, a Muslim human rights lawyer
who has been missing for 12 years. — AFP 

Missing Thai activist’s wife urges police to investigate

DAVAO CITY: A resident walks past election tarpaulins featuring Philippine presidential candidate and Davao Mayor Rodrigo Duterte dis-
played on a street. — AFP 

MANILA: Rodrigo Duterte, the bombastic mayor
of a major southern city, was heralded yesterday
as president-elect of the Philippines after an
incendiary and populist campaign that project-
ed him alternatively as an emancipator and a
looming dictator.

“Our people have spoken and their verdict is
accepted and respected,” outgoing President
Benigno Aquino III’s spokesman Sonny Coloma
said in a statement. “The path of good gover-
nance ...  is already established as all presidential
candidates spoke out against corruption.”

Former Interior Secretary Mar Roxas, who was
running second behind Duterte in the unofficial
vote count following Monday’s election, conced-
ed defeat. “Digong, I wish you success,” Roxas
said at a news conference, using Duterte’s nick-
name. “Your victory is the victory of our people
and our country.” Duterte’s harshest critic also
conceded that the mayor, known for his off-color
sexual remarks and pledges to kill criminal sus-
pects, had emerged the unquestioned winner. “I
will not be the party pooper at this time of a fes-
tive mood,” Sen. Antonio Trillanes IV, who has
filed a plunder complaint against Duterte, told
The Associated Press. “I will step back, listen to
his policy pronouncements. This time we don’t
expect a stand-up comedy act but a president
who will address the nation.”

‘Duterte Harry’
Duterte, 71, himself has not spoken since

casting his vote Monday, and remained at his
home in Davao, on the southern main island of
Mindanao. Results from a semi-official count
gave Duterte an unassailable lead, thrusting him
into national politics for the first time after 22
years as mayor of Davao and a government
prosecutor before that. In those two jobs,
Duterte gained notoriety by going after crimi-
nals, although he was accused of carrying out
hundreds of extra-judicial killings.

This earned him the nickname “Duterte Harry,”
a reference to the Clint Eastwood movie charac-
ter with little regard for rules. He has also been
compared to Donald Trump, the US Republican
presumptive presidential nominee, for his
propensity for inflammable statements. In the
election for vice president, who is separately
elected in the Philippines, the son of late dictator
Ferdinand Marcos was trailing by a hair to a polit-
ical neophyte, Rep. Leni Robredo, who is backed
by outgoing President Benigno Aquino III.

During the three-month campaign, Duterte
made audacious promises to eradicate crime
and corruption within six months. His explosive
outbursts and curses against the inequality and
social ills that bedevil the Filipino everyman res-
onated among different class levels of the peo-
ple that his big political rivals clearly underesti-
mated until he began to take a strong lead in
opinion polls in the final weeks of the campaign.

International attention 
He captured domestic and international

attention with speeches peppered with obscene
jokes about sex and rape and anecdotes about
his Viagra-fueled sexual escapades, and for
undiplomatic remarks about Australia, the
United States and China, all key players in the
country’s politics. He has not articulated an over-
all foreign policy, but has described himself as a
socialist wary of the US-Philippine security
alliance. He has worried members of the armed
forces by saying that communist rebels could

play a role in his government. When the
Australian and American ambassadors criticized
a joke he made about wanting to be the first to
have raped an Australian missionary who was
gang-raped and killed by inmates in a 1989 jail
riot, he told them to shut up. He said he would
talk with China about territorial disputes in the
South China Sea but if nothing happened, he
would sail to an artificial island newly created
by China and plant the Philippine flag there.
China, he said, could shoot him and turn him
into a national hero.

He has also threatened to form a one-man rule
if legislators in the Congress oppose him.
President Aquino went public against Duterte
late in the campaign, saying the mayor may

endanger the country’s hard-fought democracy
and squander economic gains of the last six years,
when the Philippine economy grew at an average
of 6.2 percent, one of the best rates in Asia.

Aquino, whose parents were democracy
champions who helped topple the senior
Marcos, also campaigned against Marcos Jr.,
who has never clearly apologized for economic
plunder and widespread human rights abuses
under his father. Filipinos have been hypersensi-
tive to potential threats to democracy since they
ousted the elder Marcos. On Monday, Duterte
was asked to comment about his image as a
mass-murder advocate. He replied without elab-
orating, “I’m sure that there will be a resurrection
one of these days.”  — AP 
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emancipator, looming dictator

‘Your victory is the victory of our people’

CURUP: Seven Indonesian teenagers were
jailed yesterday for the brutal murder and
gang rape of a 14-year-old girl that sparked a
national debate on sexual violence. They were
among a gang who set upon the schoolgirl
while she was on her way home in a small vil-
lage on the western island of Sumatra. Her
battered body was found three days later in
woods, tied up and naked, and 12 people
were arrested over the attack. 

Yesterday seven attackers, aged 16 and 17,
were found guilty at a court in the Curup dis-
trict of Sumatra and sentenced to 10 years in
jail each. “This is in line with our demands,”
said Eko Hening Wardhono, an official from
the attorney-general’s office, adding that
police were still investigating the other five.

A further two suspects are still on the run.
The crime took place in early April but it only
caught the attention of the nation a month
later, as reports of the incident went viral on

social media and tens of thousands signed
online petitions. The case led activists to call
for harsher punishments for sex attackers and
sparked protests in the capital Jakarta. It also
prompted President Joko Widodo to call for
better protection for women. 

It has drawn comparisons with the fatal
gang-rape of a student on a bus in Delhi in
2012, which sparked mass protests and led to
an overhaul of India’s rape laws. Activist Rita
Pranawati, from government-backed rights
group the Indonesian Child Protection
Commission, welcomed yesterday’s jail terms
but said more needed to be done to tackle the
root causes of sexual violence. “Cases like this
happen due to various reasons, from parent-
ing problems, to bad education and drinking
problems,” she said. Sexual violence against
women is rampant in Indonesia, according to
the National Commission on Violence Against
Women. — AFP 

CURUP: Indonesian policemen escort teenage suspects prior to their trial. — AFP 
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MANILA: Geraldine Roman yesterday cele-
brated overcoming “bigotry, hatred and
discrimination” as results showed she had
become the first transgender politician to
win a congressional seat in the predomi-
nantly Catholic Philippines.

After her victory in Monday’s election,
Roman, 49, is being seen by the lesbian, gay,
bisexual and transgender (LGBT) community
as a source of hope in a country where
Church influence means divorce, abortion
and same-sex marriage are banned. 

“The politics of bigotry, hatred and dis-
crimination did not triumph. What tri-
umphed was the politics of love, accept-
ance and respect,” Roman told AFP after her
victory for a seat in Congress representing
the farming province of Bataan just north-
west of Manila. Roman, a Catholic, said she
was looking forward to becoming a law-
maker so she could respond to critics who
dismissed her as a one-issue politician not
to be taken seriously. “I’m elated, very, very
happy. I’m also excited to work. I realize that
the burden is bigger because the stereo-
type of people about the LGBT is we are
frivolous, that we have nothing substantial
to say, so I have to prove them wrong,” she
said. Roman will be the highest-ranking
openly LGBT politician in the Philippines,
where other lawmakers have refused to
come out for fear of losing support from the
Catholic Church and other religious groups. 

A political neophyte, Roman will suc-
ceed her mother as representative of
Bataan, where her family has been a politi-
cal force for three generations. Her mother
had to stand down after serving the maxi-
mum number of three terms. Roman’s
father was a former congressman whose
death in 2014 prompted her to consider
continuing the family legacy. Political fami-
lies dominate Philippine politics, from the
local to the national level, and belonging to
such a dynasty was widely regarded as
being crucial to Roman’s success. Still the

constituents of Bataan overwhelmingly
endorsed Roman, with the vote count
showing she had secured 62 percent sup-
port. “She is also a human being. We all
have rights. It’s not an issue to me that she
is transgender,” farmer Bern Salenga, 49,
told AFP during a campaign sortie in
Roman’s home town before the election.

Roman has been living as a woman for
two decades, and proudly wore a pearl
necklace and pink lipstick while campaign-
ing. She had a successful career as senior
editor at the Spanish News Agency.  She
speaks Spanish, French and Italian and won
a scholarship to study in Spain, where she
met her partner of 18 years. She underwent
sex reassignment surgery, and legally
changed her name and gender, in the
1990s —  a recognition she wants other
transgender people to have.

In 2001, a law was passed making it
impossible for transgender Filipinos to
change their name and sex. Roman has
vowed to campaign to lift those restric-
tions, and to push for an anti-discrimina-
tion bill that ensures equal treatment in the
workplace, schools, commercial establish-
ments and government offices.

Despite the focus on her gender, Roman
said her priority was the people of Bataan,
and to help more poor students nation-
wide get scholarships. “Equality (is) not
only in terms of gender but also in terms of
socio-economic status. To be rich or poor
should not matter. Whether educated or
not, people should have the same opportu-
nities so I ’m going beyond gender to
include more issues,” she said.

With her historic victory, Roman said she
hoped more LGBT Filipinos would be
inspired to join government. “I want to
inspire everybody. There are many factors
for discrimination: on the basis of gender,
age, educational attainment, creed. So to
all people who experience discrimination, I
want to inspire them.” — AFP 

Transgender politician 
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BATAAN PROVINCE: This photo taken on April 30, 2016 shows transgender legislator
candidate Geraldine Roman campaigning in a village in Orani town. — AFP 

PYONGYANG: After a ruling-party congress
in which leader Kim Jong Un enshrined his
hold on power and his commitment to
developing nuclear weapons, hundreds of
thousands of North Koreans celebrated
with a massive civilian parade yesterday
featuring floats bearing patriotic slogans
and marchers with flags and pompoms.

Kim presided over the parade and waved
down to the crowd from his “tribune of hon-
or” on a balcony of the Grand People’s Study
House, which overlooks the square. North
Koreans had been practicing roles in the
parade and other events for weeks, and par-
ticipation is considered mandatory.

“We had been practicing every other
day for this event,” said Yun Song Hua, a 25-
year-old medical student at Kim Il Sung
University. “I’m proud to be able to partici-
pate in an event like this with our leader
here with us.” The two-hour parade started
off with a 30-minute speech by Kim Yong
Nam, the head of North Korea’s parliament
and nominal head of state. Foreign journal-
ists in Pyongyang for the congress had to
gather hours earlier, at 5:30 am, to go
through strict security screening. They had
to surrender all telephones and communi-
cation devices, which is typical whenever
foreign media cover an event where Kim
Jong Un is present.

The four-day congress completed
Monday was the authoritarian country’s
first since 1980, before Kim was even born.
The body of more than 3,400 delegates
endorsed his nuclear and economic poli-
cies, promoted his favored officials and
gave him a new title of party chairman. Kim
told delegates the North would not use its
nuclear weapons first unless its sovereignty
is threatened and hinted he was willing to

work with countries that had previously
been hostile toward the North if they are
willing to work with him.

Solidify and formalize 
Though big on pomp and v isuals

intended to inspire awe, the congress
was first and foremost a means for Kim
to solidify his standing as the sole leader
of the party and formalize the positions
of those he trusts. Those include Ri Yong
Gil, a senior official South Korea’s intelli-
gence agency had previously said had
been executed.

But by calling a congress - something his
father, Kim Jong Il, never did - Kim demon-
strated what may also be a leadership style
more like that of his charismatic grandfather,
national founder Kim Il Sung. Kim Il Sung
worked through party organs more than Kim
Jong Il, who preferred using his own network
of trusted individuals to get things done.

Kim Jong Un spoke several times during
the congress - including one speech that
lasted three hours and has aired repeatedly
on the North’s state-run television. He
announced a new five-year plan for the
economy, the first made public since the
1980s, to show that improving the nation’s
standard of living, which has fallen far
behind its neighboring China and rival
South Korea, is one of his top priorities.

To do that, he stressed that North Korea
must strive to build better trade relations
with other countries, though he also
remained firm on what the North claims is
its right to develop and possess a nuclear
arsenal for self-defense. How North Korea
can do both is a question mark. Its nuclear
program has brought a heavy price in sanc-
tions that stifle growth. —AP
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