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BANGKOK: At least 13 people were killed yesterday
when a boat crowded with passengers sank on
Thailand’s Chao Phraya river after hitting a bridge,
an emergency response official said. The accident
happened near the ancient city of Ayutthaya, a
popular tourist attraction, although no foreigners
were believed to be among the dead. 

“There are 13 confirmed dead and 33 injured so

far,” said Udomsak Khaonoona, disaster prevention
chief for the city which is 80 km (50 miles) north of
Bangkok. “The boat tried to avoid another vessel
and crashed into the concrete column of a bridge,”
he told AFP, adding that the passengers were local. 

Around 100 passengers were believed to be on
board the vessel, with four currently unaccounted
for, Udomsak said. Video footage posted by

Khaosod TV showed desperate scenes as rescue
workers scrambled to reach the stricken vessel, its
stern partially under water. Rescuers threw ropes to
help people swim to land as others gave CPR to
unconscious victims on the banks of the river. 

Despite its wealth compared to regional neigh-
bors and huge tourism sector, accidents are com-
mon on Thailand’s public transport network. Safety

regulations are often weakly enforced.
The country has one of the world’s worst road

traffic death rates, and crashes of speedboats oper-
ating between the popular southern tourist islands
are also common.  The Chao Phraya, the main river
that flows through Bangkok, is a key commuting
artery, filled with often packed boats plying the
waterways at breakneck speed. —AFP

13 dead in Thai river boat collision: Rescuers

MANILA: The Philippine president said yester-
day that he may need to extend a bloody gov-
ernment anti-drug campaign that has left more
than 3,000 people dead and been slammed by
the United States and others.

Acknowledging for the first time that he may
not be able to keep his campaign promise to
eradicate illegal drugs in no more than six
months, President Rodrigo Duterte said in jest
that with the huge number of people involved,
“even if I wanted to, I cannot kill them all.”

Duterte said at a news conference in the
southern city of Davao that he was over-
whelmed by the enormity of the problem and
may need to extend his self-imposed deadline
by another six months to end the scourge. He
won the May 9 election on an ambitious promise
to end corruption and crime, especially illegal
drugs, in three to six months. More than 3,000
suspected drug dealers and traffickers have
been killed in Duterte’s campaign against drugs
since he assumed the presidency in June, and
600,000 others, mostly drug users, have surren-
dered to authorities for fear they may be killed.

More names of people involved
A law enforcement investigation, however,

has turned up more names of people who are
involved in the illegal drug trade, including
many village leaders and mayors, Duterte said at
the news conference. Duterte first built a name
for his deadly crime-fighting style while serving
as Davao’s longtime mayor before becoming
president. 

“I didn’t realize how severe and how serious
the problem of drug menace in this republic
(was) until I became president,” Duterte said.
“Even if I  wanted to, I  cannot kill  them all
because the last report would be this thick,”
Duterte said, laughing.

President Barack Obama, UN officials and
human rights watchdogs have raised concerns
over the widespread killings, but Duterte has
lashed back at them and other critics. He said
that critics were impeding his battle against a
problem that has worsened into a national secu-
rity threat.

A former Filipino militiaman recently testified
before a Senate committee hearing that Duterte,

while he was still Davao’s mayor, ordered him
and other members of a liquidation squad to kill
criminals and opponents in gangland-style
assaults that left about 1,000 dead starting in
the late 1980s.

While his key officials have played down the
allegations and questioned the credibility of the
witness, Duterte himself has not directly reacted
to the statements made by Edgar Matobato in
the nationally televised Senate inquiry.

Matobato testified that he heard Duterte
order some of the killings, and acknowledged
that he himself carried out about 50 deadly
assaults as an assassin, including a suspected
kidnapper fed to a crocodile in 2007 in the
southern province of Davao del Sur.

Rights groups have long accused Duterte of
involvement in death squads. He has denied
the claims, even while engaging in tough talk
in which he stated his approach to criminals
was to “kill them all.” Matobato is the first per-
son to admit any role in such killings, and to
directly implicate Duterte under oath in a pub-
lic hearing. —AP

INDANAN, Philippines: A Norwegian man
freed by militants after a year of jungle cap-
tivity in the southern Philippines described
the ordeal yesterday as “devastating,” carry-
ing a backpack with a bullet hole as a
reminder of a near-death experience that
included the beheadings of the two
Canadians kidnapped with him.

Kjartan Sekkingstad was freed by his
Abu Sayyaf captors on Saturday to rebels
from the larger Moro National Liberation
Front, which has signed a peace deal with
the Philippine government and helped
negotiate his release. Yesterday, he was
handed over to Philippine authorities,
along with three Indonesian fishermen
freed separately by the Abu Sayyaf.

Aside from the horror of constantly
being warned that he would be the next to
be beheaded by the brutal extremists,
Sekkingstad said he survived more than a
dozen clashes between Philippine forces
and his captors in the lush jungles of Sulu
province.

In one intense battle, in which the forces
fired from assault helicopters and from the
ground, he said he felt a thud in his back
and thought he was hit by gunfire. After
the fighting eased, he discovered that he
wasn’t hit, and that his green, army-style
backpack had been pierced by the gunfire
instead. Sekkingstad was carrying the dam-
aged backpack when he walked to free-
dom Saturday somewhere in the thick jun-
gle off Sulu’s mountainous Patikul town.

“Devastating, devastating,” 
Yesterday, the heavily bearded

Sekkingstad, clad in a rebel camouflage
uniform and muddy combat boots, was
asked how he would describe his horrific
experience. “Devastating, devastating,” he
said, still clutching the backpack.

Philippine presidential adviser Jesus
Dureza, who received Sekkingstad and the
three freed Indonesians from Moro
National Liberation Front rebel chief Nur
Misuari in Misuari’s rural stronghold near
Sulu’s Indanan town, accompanied the
Norwegian on a flight to southern Davao
city, where the ex-hostage met President
Rodrigo Duterte.

Duterte told Sekkingstad that his tra-
vails were over. Sekkingstad, newly shaved
but looking gaunt in a loose polo shirt,
thanked all those who worked for his free-
dom. “I am very happy to be alive and free,”
he said. “It’s a beautiful feeling.”

Sekkingstad was kidnapped from a
yacht club he helped managed on south-
ern Samal Island on Sept. 21, 2015, along
with Canadians John Ridsdel and Robert
Hall and Hall’s Filipino girlfriend, Marites
Flor, sparking a massive land and sea
search by Philippine forces.

The Abu Sayyaf demanded a huge ran-
som for the release of the foreigners, and
released videos in which they threatened

the captives in a jungle clearing where they
displayed Islamic State group-style black
flags. Ridsdel was beheaded in April and
Hall was decapitated in June after ransom
deadlines lapsed. When Flor was freed in
June, she recounted in horror how the mili-
tants rejoiced while watching the behead-
ings. Sekkingstad said he and his fellow
captives were forced to carry the militants’
belongings and were kept in the dark on
what was happening around them. At one
point, he said, their heavily armed captors
numbered more than 300. “We were treat-
ed like slaves,” he said.

After the militants decapitated Ridsdel,
Sekkingstad was threatened by the mili-
tants, who repeatedly told him, “You’re
next.” When the negotiations for his release
began in recent months, Sekkingstad said
the rebels began treating him better.

It was not immediately clear whether
Sekkingstad had been ransomed off.
Duterte suggested at a news conference
last month that 50 million pesos ($1 mil-
lion) had been paid to the militants, but
that they continued to hold on to him. The
military said Saturday that relentless
assaults forced the extremists to release the
hostage.

In Norway, Prime Minister Erna Solberg
thanked Duterte and Dureza, and said his
government supports the Philippines “in
their fight against terrorism.” Solberg told
Norway’s NTB national news agency that
“Norwegian officials had not participated in
any payment of ransom or made any con-
cessions in the matter.”

Philippine forces launched a major
offensive against the Abu Sayyaf after the
beheadings of the Canadians sparked con-
demnations from then-Philippine President
Benigno Aquino III and Canadian Prime
Minister Justin Trudeau, who called on oth-
er nations not to pay ransoms if their citi-
zens are abducted to discourage the mili-
tants from carrying out more kidnappings.

The three Indonesian fishermen freed
by the Abu Sayyaf were kidnapped in July
off Lahad Datu district in Malaysia’s Sabah
state, according to regional Philippine mili-
tary spokesman Maj. Filemon Tan. Their
release came as Indonesian Defense
Minister Ryamizard Ryacudu was visiting
the Philippines.

Five Indonesians, five Malaysians and a
Dutch bird watcher, along with five
Filipinos, remain in Abu Sayyaf custody, the
Philippine military said.

The Abu Sayyaf has been blacklisted as a
terrorist organization by the US and the
Philippines for deadly bombings, kidnap-
pings and beheadings. Without any known
foreign funding, the extremists have relied
on ransom kidnappings, extortion and oth-
er acts of banditry, and some commanders
have pledged loyalty to the Islamic State
group partly in the hope of obtaining
funds. —AP

BEIJING: The strongest typhoon to hit China this year has
left 28 people dead and 15 others missing in the east of the
country. Typhoon Meranti made landfall early Thursday in
Fujian province after winds and rains associated with it
pounded Taiwan, leaving one person dead and more than
50 injured.

Authorities in Fujian said Saturday that the typhoon had
left 18 people dead and 11 missing, damaged more than
18,300 houses and caused direct economic losses of more
than 16.9 billion yuan ($2.5 billion).

Authorities in neighboring Zhejiang province say that
10 people died and four remained unaccounted for follow-
ing landslides and flash floods in rural areas.

Taiwan saw wind and rain from a second typhoon,
Malakas, that  caused no apparent deaths. That typhoon
was also forecast to bring more storms and rains to
Zhejiang and Fujian. —AP

SYDNEY: The Australian Department of Defense has
offered its condolences to the families of Syrian sol-
diers killed or wounded in a US-led bombing cam-
paign on Saturday, in which Australia participated and
Russia said hit Syrian military personnel and vehicles.

Australian aircraft were among the warplanes that
struck   what were believed to be Islamic State fighting
positions around Deir al-Zor in Eastern Syria. However,
shortly after the bombing started Russian officials
advised the multinational Combined Air Operations
Centre that the targets may have been Syrian military
personnel.

The Australian Ministry of Defense said yesterday
that it would fully cooperate with a Coalition review of
the incident. “While Syria remains a dynamic and com-
plex operating environment, Australia would never
intentionally target a known Syrian military unit or
actively support Daesh (also known as ISIL),” the min-
istry said in a statement.

“Defense offers its condolences to the families of
any Syrian personnel killed or wounded in this inci-
dent,” the ministry said on Sunday. —Reuters

Norwegian says his Philippine 

kidnapping was ‘devastating’

DAVAO CITY: Released Norwegian hostage Kjartan Sekkingstad, left, briefly delivers
his statement after meeting Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte yesterday.—AP

INDANAN, PHILIPPINES: Released Norwegian hostage Kjartan Sekkingstad, right,
watches Moro National Liberation Front Chairman Nur Misuari, second left, raising
hands of the three released Indonesian hostages, center, after being turned over by
ransom-seeking Abu Sayyaf extremists yesterday. —AP

Philippine president seeks 

extension of war on drugs

‘Even if I wanted to, I cannot kill them all.’

MANILA: A resident wearing an election campaign t-shirt of the then Presidential candidate Rodrigo Duterte stands near the body of a Filipino
Muslim, which is wrapped in white cloth, after he and another Muslim were killed in a police “buy-bust” operation on Friday, Sept. 16, 2016. —AP

XIAMEN, CHINA: A man wearing a red helmet, left, climbs on the wreckage of a
destroyed structure after a typhoon on Thursday, Sept. 15, 2016. —AP
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