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SYDNEY: The painstaking search for
missing flight MH370 has uncovered a
previously unknown undersea world of
volcanoes, deep valleys and soaring
ridges, according to detailed maps
released by Australia. Although no trace
of the Malaysia Airlines plane was found
during the search in the southern Indian
Ocean-the most expensive ever of its
kind-large volumes of data showing a
detailed picture of the sea floor had to
be collected to guide the probe.
Scientists are hopeful the new maps will
give their community greater insight
into oceans.

“It is estimated that only 10 to 15 per-
cent of the world’s oceans have been
surveyed with the kind of technology
used in the search for MH370,”
Geoscience Australia’s environmental
geoscience chief Stuart Minchin said late
Wednesday. “(That makes) this remote
part of the Indian Ocean among the
most thoroughly mapped regions of the
deep ocean on the planet. “So this data
is unique both because of the remote
location of the search area, and because
of the sheer scale of the area surveyed.”

Minchin said the maps would also be
useful for future scientific research, such

as oceanographic and habitat modeling.
Australia, Malaysia and China suspended
the deep sea hunt in January, almost
three years after the Boeing 777 disap-
peared with 239 people on board. The
hunt-based on satellite analysis of the
jet’s likely trajectory after it diverted
from its flight path-covered a 120,000
square-kilometer designated zone, an
area slightly smaller than England. Two
shipwrecks were discovered during the
search but no trace of the plane, deep-
ening one the most enduring mysteries
of the aviation age.

However, the data revealed ridges six
kilometers wide and 15 kilometers long
that rise 1,500 meters above the sea
floor, as well as fault valleys 1,200 meters
deep and five kilometers wide. A second
set of data will be released in mid-2018.
While the search for the missing plane
has been called off, Canberra has said it
could be restarted if new evidence about
the specific location of the aircraft
emerges. “We remain hopeful that new
information will come to light and that
at some point in the future the aircraft
will be located,” Australia’s Transport
Minister Darren Chester said.

Australia’s national science body

CSIRO released a report in April confirm-
ing that MH370 was “most likely” north
of the former search zone. Three frag-
ments from the plane have been recov-
ered washed up on western Indian
Ocean shores, including a two-meter

wing part known as a flaperon found on
La Reunion island. Speculation on the
cause of the plane’s disappearance has
focused primarily on possible hijacking,
rogue pilot action or mechanical failure,
but nothing has yet been proved.—AFP 

MH370 search reveals hidden undersea world

BANGKOK: A Thai court charged a dis-
graced former monk yesterday with the
rape of an underage girl, fraud and mon-
ey laundering, after he was extradited
from the United States. Thailand is an
overwhelmingly Buddhist nation with
around 300,000 men in orange robes, but
the clergy are beset by high-profile scan-
dals. Wiraphon Sukphon, 37, was arrested
on arrival at Bangkok’s main airport late
Wednesday from the US where he estab-
lished an unofficial Buddhist teaching
centre after fleeing Thailand in 2013. He
faces a total of five charges, including
raping a minor under 15 years old, which
carries a jail term of up to 20 years.

“The Criminal Court has accepted to
hear the case against Wiraphon,”
Worranan Srilum, a spokesman for the
Department of Special Investigation
(DSI) police unit, said. The monk, who
has denied the charges, was taken to
Bangkok Remand Prison after the hear-
ing. He did not apply for bail, according
to his lawyer. Wiraphon made headlines
in 2013 when footage emerged of him
with two other monks on a private jet
wearing sunglasses and wielding Louis
Vuitton designer bags-earning him the
tabloid moniker the ‘jet-set monk’.

A subsequent probe seized
$770,000 of his assets,  including a
Porsche and a Mercedes Benz car, and
multiple bank accounts. He fathered a
child with the girl he raped. The scan-
dal-mired cleric went by the name
Luang Pu Nen Kham to back-up claims
he was the reincarnation of a famous
miracle-performing monk. His temple
in the rural town of Buriram disrobed
him after the allegations surfaced and
he fled the kingdom. But he continued
to act as a monk,  establishing a
Buddhist centre in California. In May a

US court ordered his extradition after a
request from Thai authorities.

Sex, drugs and murder 
Buddhism is weaved closely into the

social fabric of Thailand. All Thai men are
expected by social convention to spend
some time in orange robes. It is a stint
aimed at bestowing discipline, religious
knowledge and good karma on the
monk and his family. Yet the clergy is
dogged by negative publicity, with
recent extortion, sex, drugs, gambling
and murder scandals involving monks
shocking the Thai public. Buddhist
authorities want to clean-up the image
of the clergy and keep a tighter check
on temple finances. Last week the Thai

junta trailed the idea of “smart ID cards”
for each monk to record any criminal
history and prevent people using
orange robes for personal benefit. The
junta is also engaged in a long-running
feud with the Dhammakaya temple a
rich and powerful Buddhist sect whose
give-to-receive narrative draws the alle-
giance of many wealthy Thai families. In
March this year the junta was left red-
faced after it was forced to call off a
weeks-long hunt for the sect’s former
abbot at the 1,000-acre temple site on
Bangkok’s outskirts. The septuagenarian
abbot, who is accused of embezzling
$33 million, evaded arrest despite a
search of the temple by hundreds of
security forces.—AFP MANILA: The Philippine president flew for the first time yes-

terday to a besieged southern city to cheer troops who have
been trying to quell a nearly two-month uprising by Islamic
State group-linked militants, who he warned were plotting to
attack other cities. Clad in a camouflage uniform, President
Rodrigo Duterte gave a talk to troops and inspected recov-
ered rebel rifles and other weapons in a military camp in
Marawi city that is outside of the battle zone but remains dan-
gerous because of stray bullets. His past attempts to fly to the
lakeside city were aborted because of bad weather.

“The soldiers and police are very happy over his visit
because this proves that the president is very firm, very dedi-
cated in supporting most specially the operations here,” mili-
tary spokesman Lt. Col. Jo-ar Herrera told reporters. Duterte
thanked the troops for their heroism and sacrifices, Herrera
said. Duterte told Congress in a letter this week that even
though troops have regained control of much of Marawi and
killed hundreds of militants, “the rebellion persists and a lot
more remains to be done to completely quell the same.” 

The militants’ leadership, he said, remains largely intact
and has funded diversionary attacks on other southern cities.
The seven-page letter, a copy of which was seen by reporters
Thursday, aims to convince lawmakers to extend Duterte’s 60-
day declaration of martial law in the south until the end of the
year. The statements in the letter appear to differ from his
assurance last week that the Marawi crisis, the most serious he
has faced so far, could end in 10 to 15 days. —AP

AT SEA: This file photo shows crew members looking out the cockpit windows
of a RNZAF P3 Orion during search operations for wreckage and debris of miss-
ing Malaysia Airlines Flight MH370 in the southern Indian Ocean, near the
coast of Western Australia.—AFP
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jet-set monk with rape, fraud

‘Smart ID cards’ to record monk criminal history

BANGKOK: This handout taken by the Department of Special Investigation
(DSI) yesterday shows Buddhist monk Wiraphon Sukphon speaking to DSI offi-
cials in Bangkok.—AFP

MARAWI CITY: In this photo provided by the Armed Forces
of the Philippines, Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte,
left, clad in a camouflage uniform inspects firearms recov-
ered from Muslim militants during his unannounced visit
to Camp Ranao in Marawi city in southern Philippines.—AP
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