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Left: People spending the night on the streets in downtown Mexico City on Thursday after earthquake sirens went off, sending people fleeing their homes. Right: Soldiers surveying the damage in the Port of Veracruz. PHOTOS: AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE

At least 32 dead
after Mexico’s
biggest quake
in a century
Officials warn death toll could rise after magnitude 8.1
temblor strikes off the south; tremors felt in capital
MEXICO CITY • A powerful magni-

A collapsed building in the town of Matias Romero, in Mexico’s Oaxaca state. Rescue workers laboured through the night in badly hit areas to
search for survivors trapped in the rubble. PHOTO: EUROPEAN PRESSPHOTO AGENCY
EARTHQUAKE FELT IN MEXICO CITY
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I was driving when the ground started to shake.
The car was wobbling.

Acapulco

Epicentre

GUATEMALA

Caribbean
Sea

Guatemala City
Source: AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE NICARAGUA
STRAITS TIMES GRAPHICS

’’
’’

UBER DRIVER CRISTIAN RODRIGUEZ, 28.

We heard an explosion... The streetlights started
swinging back and forth.

RESIDENT MAYARO ORTEGA, 31.

tude 8.1 earthquake that rocked
Mexico late on Thursday has killed
at least 32 people and shaken buildings in the capital, in what the President called the quake-prone country’s biggest in a century.
The epicentre of the quake was in
the Pacific Ocean, 87km southwest of the town of Pijijiapan in the
poor southern state of Chiapas, and
70km deep. It was felt in the capital,
Mexico City, nearly 725km away.
“It was a major earthquake in
scale and magnitude, the strongest
in the past 100 years,” President Enrique Pena Nieto said at the National Disaster Prevention Centre’s
headquarters, where he was supervising the emergency response.
The United States Geological Survey (USGS) put the magnitude at 8.1,
stronger than a devastating 1985
earthquake that killed more than
10,000 people in Mexico City – the
country’s most destructive ever.
The worst destruction appeared
to be in Juchitan, in the state of Oaxaca, where at least 23 people were
killed, said Oaxaca Governor Alejandro Murat. He said 17 of the fatalities were in Juchitan, on Mexico’s
Tehuantepec isthmus.
Officials said the death toll could
rise. “There are houses that collapsed with people inside,” said the
emergency response agency’s director-general Luis Felipe Puente.
In Juchitan, a hotel collapsed, the
town hall partly caved in and many
houses were badly damaged. The
ceiling of a shopping mall in Tuxtla
Gutierrez, the Chiapas state capital,
collapsed. Mr Pena Nieto said three
people were killed in collapsing
buildings in Chiapas.
In neighbouring Tabasco state,
two children were killed, the governor said. One was crushed by a collapsing wall. The other, an infant on
a respirator, died after the quake
triggered a power outage.
Rescuers laboured overnight in
badly hit areas to search for people
trapped under collapsed buildings.
Mr Pena Nieto said 50 million of
Mexico’s 120 million people felt the

quake. It was also felt in much of
Guatemala, which borders Chiapas.
Schools were ordered shut in 11
states yesterday so checks for structural damage could be carried out.
In Mexico City, people ran out of
buildings – many in pyjamas – after
hearing earthquake warning sirens
go off just before midnight. On the
streets, they looked up nervously at
shaking trees and swaying power
lines. Helicopters buzzed overhead,
apparently looking for damage to
buildings in the city, which is built
on a spongy, drained lake bed.
“I was driving when the ground
started to shake. The car was wobbling,” said Uber driver Cristian Rodriguez, 28.
Resident Mayaro Ortega, 31, who
fled her building, said: “We heard
an explosion. Apparently it was a
transformer. The streetlights
started swinging back and forth.”
In one neighbourhood, dozens
stood outside after the quake, some
wrapped in blankets. Windows also
shattered at Mexico City’s airport
and power was cut in several neighbourhoods of the capital, affecting
more than one million people.
Initially, the authorities issued a
tsunami alert for a huge stretch of
coastline spanning Central America
to Ecuador. But the alert was lifted
several hours after the quake.
USGS reported multiple aftershocks, ranging in magnitude from
4.3 to 5.7. The President said more
were likely, adding: “We are alert.”
Since the 1985 quake, the Mexican authorities have put in place a
stricter building code and an alert
system using sensors on the coasts.
“The scariest part of it all is that if
you are an adult and you have lived
in this city your adult life, you remember 1985 very vividly. This felt
as strong and as bad, but from what
I see, we have been spared major
tragedy,” said bar manager Alberto
Briseno, 58, in Condesa.
“Now, we will do what us Mexicans do so well: Take the bitter
taste of this night and move on.”
AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE, REUTERS,
BLOOMBERG, NYTIMES

Former V-P jailed for 14 years in $10m cheating case
Shaffiq Alkhatib
A former asset management
vice-president of UE ServiceCorp
Singapore, Linda Lee, was jailed
for 14 years yesterday over cheating offences involving more
than $10 million.
The facilities management company is a subsidiary of United Engineers (UEL).
Lee, now 39, made personal gains
totalling more than $5 million. She
used some of the proceeds of her
criminal activities to buy multiple
properties, luxury goods and a car.
Yesterday, the court heard that
only about $2.1 million could poten-

tially be recovered. The $900,000
recovered through the Corrupt
Practices Investigation Bureau’s
seizure and recovery efforts is part
of that.
Deputy Public Prosecutor Jasmin
Kaur told District Judge Tan Jen Tse
that the amount which could potentially be recovered from the local
properties Lee bought is about $1.2
million. She added that the lawyers
from Lee’s former company are still
in negotiations with banks and developers on the final amount.
On Aug 31, Lee pleaded guilty to
28 cheating charges and seven
counts of converting the proceeds
of her criminal activities by buying
the big-ticket items.

Another 325 charges for similar
offences were taken into consideration during sentencing.
Lee committed the offences between 2010 and 2015. She was terminated from her job in June 2015.
According to court documents,
she worked with four accomplices,
whose cases are still pending.
Among her offences, Lee set up
LT Engineering Consultancy in
2011 under the name of her unsuspecting father, Mr Lee Foo Wah.
She told him that the firm would
be doing general works when, in
fact, her sole purpose for creating it
was to siphon money from UEL.
Lee caused UEL to make payments to LT Engineering 25

times; the total amount paid was
more than $1.7 million.
She also created fictitious jobs
and submitted false quotations
which were rigged such that the
jobs were awarded to a construction company known as Ying Xin
Services.
After payment was made to Ying
Xin Services, Tan Aik Gee, a manager with the firm and one of Lee’s
alleged accomplices, would keep
half for himself and give the remainder to Lee.
Lee also used a similar method for
jobs to be awarded to companies
set up by another accomplice.
ashaffiq@sph.com.sg

Linda Lee, 39, made personal gains totalling more than
$5 million. She used some of that to buy properties,
luxury goods and a car. ST PHOTO: WONG KWAI CHOW
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