
JAKARTA: In this file photo taken in Jakarta on October 5, 2016 Indonesian
murder suspect Jessica Kumala Wongso (C) enters the courtroom prior to
her trial at the Central Jakarta court to hear the indictment of the public
prosecutor. —AFP

JAKARTA: An Indonesian woman accused
of murdering her college friend by slip-
ping cyanide into her coffee broke down
in tears yesterday as she took the stand to
deny carrying out the crime.

Prosecutors are demanding that Jessica
Kumala Wongso, an Australian permanent
resident, be jailed for 20 years for the mur-
der of Wayan Mirna Salihin, who collapsed
and died after being poisoned at an
upmarket Jakarta cafe in January. The “poi-
son coffee” case has generated huge inter-
est in Indonesia, with crowds packing out
the court during the trial and TV networks
showing it live, and in Australia where the
victim and alleged murderer studied
together at a design college.

Wongso, 28, strenuously denies the
premeditated murder of her friend and on
yesterday took the stand in the Jakarta
court to issue an emotional plea for the
judges hearing the case to find her inno-
cent. “I swear, I am not a murderer,” she
told the court, speaking through sobs. “I
didn’t kill Mirna so there shouldn’t be any
reason to treat me like garbage.”

Wongso told how she had endured a
nightmare since her arrest as she was
locked up in a small  police cell ,  and

labelled a murderer by the police and
Salihin’s family. “It makes me think, are
they mean because they lost Mirna or did
they lose Mirna because they are mean?”
she told the court.

Prosecutors last week recommended
the hefty jail term for Wongso, alleging
that she decided to kill the victim after
Salihin, 27, advised her to break up with
her boyfriend as he was using drugs.

They accused the bespectacled design
graduate, who lived in Sydney until last
year, of planning the murder “meticulous-
ly” before inviting Salihin to a cafe at a
mall, where she slipped cyanide into her
Vietnamese iced coffee.

Salihin collapsed and began convulsing
after drinking the coffee, dying soon after-
wards in hospital.

The defense team in the trial, which
began in June, asserts the case against
their client is weak and lacks evidence to
prove guilt. Australian authorities agreed
to assist with the case after receiving
assurances that Wongso would not be
handed the death penalty if found guilty
of murder, a capital crime in Indonesia. A
verdict will be handed down at a later
date. —AFP

Woman tearfully denies 
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SYDNEY: An Australian man pleaded
guilty yesterday to raping and murder-
ing a young French woman in Brisbane,
whose naked body was found dumped
in a park. Sophie Collombet was discov-
ered near her apartment in the city’s
south in March 2014. Police said the 21-
year-old business student had been

beaten to death. Benjamin Milward, then
aged 25, was arrested shortly afterwards
and yesterday pleaded guilty to one
charge of murder and one of rape, a
Supreme Court official told AFP. At his
committal hearing in 2015, the court
heard that Milward had smoked the drug
ice and drunk alcohol on the day of the

killing, the Australian Broadcasting
Corporation said.

Collombet was the fourth foreign stu-
dent to be brutally murdered in Brisbane
in almost as many months. Her killing
followed the stabbing murder of
Singaporean Meena Narayanan.

Just months before, South Korean

student Eunji Ban was found battered to
death in a Brisbane park and weeks later
the body of another South Korean, Min
Tae Kim, was discovered in a shallow
grave in a backyard.

There was no suggestion the deaths
were linked, with police saying they
believed the victims were simply in the

wrong place at the wrong time.
Collombet had been making her way
home after a night class at Griffith
University when she was subjected to
the random and fatal attack. Milward will
be sentenced later this month, with
Collombet’s family expected to travel
from France to attend court. —AFP

Man admits murdering French woman in Australia

JUBA: The UN warned yesterday of
increasing violence in parts of South
Sudan, as the government was
forced to publicly dismiss rumors of
President Salva Kiir’s death to quell
rising tensions.

“The United Nations Mission in
South Sudan (UNMISS) is extremely
concerned over increased reports of
violence and armed conflict in vari-
ous parts of the country in the last
few weeks,” a statement said, men-
tioning fighting in the northern
Unity State and the southern
Equatorias.

The UN said it was being denied
access to strife-hit parts of the coun-
try and “condemns in no uncertain
terms these acts of violence and
attacks against non-combatant civil-
ians.” UNMISS also said it had been
denied access to an area where
around 21 civilians were reportedly
killed in an ambush on the road

between Juba and the southern city
of Yei over the weekend.

Also on Wednesday information
minister Michael Makuei held a
press conference to deny rumors of
Kiir’s death that had circulated in
recent days, triggering fear and ten-
sion in the capital Juba. “This is a
mere lie, there is nothing as such,
Salva Kiir has not even been sick,”
said Makuei, slamming “wild rumors”
he said aimed to divide the people
of South Sudan.

Later in the day Kiir, 65, was driv-
en about town in the back of a pick-
up to prove he was alive. In recent
days residents of Juba had reported
a higher than usual presence of sol-
diers on the streets, as the rumors
coincided with mounting concerns
over an uptick in violence in the
troubled nation.

“We are scared of the situation.
You cannot know what is exactly

happening,” said Moses Modi, a resi-
dent of Juba who was staying in his
house over security fears. Another
Juba resident, speaking on condition
of anonymity, reported that some
schools had sent pupils back home.

‘On the edge of a precipice’   
South Sudan, which gained inde-

pendence in July 2011, descended
into war just two and a half years lat-
er when Kiir in December 2013
accused his former deputy Riek
Machar of plotting a coup.

Numerous attempts to shore up
a fragile truce failed, and in a major
setback to peace efforts, fierce clash-
es erupted in Juba on July 8 this year
between Kiir’s guards and troops
loyal to Machar. The international
community has expressed deep
concerns over a spread in violence
since the July clashes, which pushed
the number of refugees from the

war-scarred nation past the one-mil-
lion mark, according to the UNHCR.

In a further blow to peace hopes,
Machar last month urged “a popular
armed resistance” against his rival’s
government. Machar, who fled to
Khartoum in the July fighting, on
Wednesday left for South Africa for
medical tests.

An influential group of South
Sudanese politicians known as the
‘former detainees’ after their arrest
when war broke out in 2013, added
their voices to the many raising con-
cerns.

They said they were “greatly dis-
turbed by the recent increase of war
and violent conflict all over agin; its
ever deepening intensity and level
of brutality; an apparently all-perva-
sive and creeping sense of resent-
ment and hate”. “The country is on
the edge of a precipice,” the group
said. —AFP
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JUBA: Japanese United Nations Mission in the Republic of South Sudan (UNMISS) troops wait for the arrival of the Japanese min-
ister of defense at the UNMISS base on October 8, 2016. —AFP

TOKYO: Tokyo was hit by a major
blackout yesterday that temporarily
knocked out power to a total 580,000
homes and some big office and gov-
ernment buildings, while two train
lines were also brought to a halt.

Officials said the power outage
could be traced to a fire at a facility
run by utility Tokyo Electric Power.
The cause of the fire was not immedi-
ately k nown. Television footage
showed plumes of black smoke bil-
lowing from street-side grates linked
to an underground facility operated
by the firm in Niiza City, north of
Tokyo.

Police received calls reporting an
explosion shortly before 3 pm (0600
GMT), prompting 10 fire engines to
fight the blaze, local media said. Work
crews rushed to restore power in vari-
ous parts of the metropolis and the
problem was fixed within an hour, the
utility said. There were no injuries,
officials said.

Some central government build-
ings and downtown office towers,
including the landmark Marunouchi
Building, were also affected, officials
said. Two train lines were briefly shut
down during the blackout, which
lasted for less than two hours. —AFP
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WASHINGTON: An adviser to Donald
Trump said on Tuesday he could not
foresee any circumstances in the short
or medium term in which the
Republican presidential nominee would
meet the leader of North Korea if he
became president.

The remark appeared to take a step
back from Trump’s position in May, when
he told Reuters he was willing to talk to
Kim Jong Un to try to stop Pyongyang’s
nuclear program. Peter Hoekstra, a for-
mer Republican congressman and now
an adviser to Trump, was asked at a
debate on US policy towards North
Korea under what conditions Trump
would meet Kim. “I can’t imagine any set
of circumstances, in the short or interme-
diate future, that would see President
Trump in a summit meeting with the
leader of North Korea,” he said.

Hoekstra avoided directly repeating
suggestions by Trump that US allies
Japan and South Korea could be allowed
to develop nuclear weapons to defend
themselves against North Korea, rather
than relying on the US nuclear umbrella.
“That will be decided once South Korea,
Japan the United States identify what
their objectives are going to be vis-‡-vis
North Korea and the tactics they are
going to put in place to address that
objective,” he said, when asked to clarify
where Trump stood on the issue.

However, Hoekstra added that it
would be “stated very, very clearly, as we
go into those discussions with South
Korea and Japan, that everything’s on the
table.”

Former Assistant Secretary of State for
East Asia Kurt Campbell, a supporter of
Trump’s rival Hillary Clinton, said: “The
real issue here is, ‘Is this strategically
wise?’” 

According to Campbell, Trump had
said “maybe in the heat of the campaign
... things that have been deeply unnerv-
ing to Asia.” Hoekstra said Trump was not
seeking to challenge US  friendships in
Asia, but it was necessary to sit down
with allies to develop a successful North
Korea strategy.

Asked about Trump’s complaints that
Asian allies were freeloading on the
United States, he said Trump’s business
background meant some of his state-
ments came out “a little bit more coarse
than some of us in the political world
might be comfortable with.”

But allies would be expected to pay
their “fair share” as US taxpayers could
not subsidize the defense of others, he
said. Asked if their candidates consid-
ered preemptive strikes a conceivable
means of dealing with North Korea’s
nuclear program, both Campbell and
Hoekstra said no options were off the
table. —Reuters
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Sick Indian leader

hands over powers

as fans hold vigil
CHENNAI: Ailing south Indian politician Jayalalithaa
Jayaram has handed many of her responsibilities to her
deputy, her party said, as desperate fans held vigils for her
recovery, with some resorting to self-harm.

The hugely popular chief minister of southern Tamil
Nadu state, a former movie star, was admitted to hospital
on September 22 suffering from fever and dehydration and
is on respiratory support. Authorities have said little about
the state of the 68-year-old’s health after several of her sup-
porters resorted to self-harm when she was briefly jailed in
2014 on charges of corruption. But that has not stopped
some from performing sacrifices to try to change her fate.

Last week images in local media showed scores of chil-
dren with metal arrows piercing their cheeks holding
Jayalalithaa’s picture as they prayed for her recovery.  One
supporter was injured when he set himself on fire, while an
elderly man suspended himself from a crane with steel
hooks pierced through his skin.

The state’s governor announced late Tuesday that her
portfolios had been transferred to OP Panneerselvam, who
has stepped in for her in the past, although she remains
chief minister. Jayalalithaa enjoys huge popularity in Tamil
Nadu, where fans know her simply as “Amma” (Mother)
thanks to a series of highly populist schemes and election-
time freebies including electric blenders, goats and small
amounts of gold. Her AIADMK party said on Wednesday
she is “recovering and responding to the treatment”. “Our
party functionaries are performing whacky pujas and
prayers as they are suffering to see the party leader admit-
ted at the hospital for the past 21 days now,” party
spokesperson CR Saraswathy told AFP. —AFP
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MOSCOW: The office of Kazakhstan’s president says he won’t
participate in today’s meeting of the Russian-led Collective
Security Treaty Organization in the Armenian capital, Yerevan.
According to an official statement, 76-year-old Nursultan
Nazarbayev is undergoing “planned treatment in connection
with a cold” and “until the end of this week the head of state’s
participation in international events is not planned.” The
statement was posted on the Facebook page of Nazarbayev’s
press service. Kazakhstan, which has strained relations with
Armenia, had not previously announced such a visit, but
Armenia had.  Nazarbayev has ruled Kazakhstan, the richest
nation in Central Asia, since 1989. —AP
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TOKYO: South Korea’s military will great-
ly expand the capabilities of its special
forces to strike key North Korean com-
mand facilities and its leadership in the
event of a crisis, Yonhap News Agency
reported yesterday. 

In a parliamentary audit, the army said
it is striving to be ready to carry out inde-
pendent special operations against the
North’s provocations, with a plan to
secure hardware, such as the latest MH-
47 series choppers, compact satellite
links and advanced small arms.  “The
Army is seeking to have a special opera-
tions unit capable of infiltrating (enemy
territory), completing its given mission
and coming back in one piece,” Army
Chief of Staff Jang Jun-kyu was quoted
as saying during the audit. 

The MH-47 series helicopters are
equipped with airborne refueling equip-

ment and a radar system that can detect
topography, can carry 40 special forces
troops and fly some 600 km into enemy
territory. 

In September when the North con-
ducted its fifth nuclear test, the military
said it was planning to create a special
aviation unit capable of infiltrating the
North’s strategic military facilities and
destroying them. 

Currently, the army plans to secure
capability to carry out special missions
by 2018. The Army’s Special Warfare
Command said in the audit that the
creation of a special operation unit is
also under consideration to carry out
critical missions. The missions could
include the removal of North Korean
leader Kim Jong-un and his leadership
should a war break out on the Korean
Peninsula. —KUNA


