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KABUL: Fighting intensified around the Afghan city of
Ghazni yesterday, as Taleban militants threatened to
seize a second provincial capital after briefly occupying
Kunduz in the north last month.

The clashes around Ghazni, some 130 km (80 miles)
southwest of Kabul, underlined the worsening security
situation across Afghanistan, where national soldiers
and police are struggling to cope now the bulk of for-
eign forces have withdrawn.

Yesterday’s violence followed days of sporadic
fighting near Ghazni, and prompted most shops,
schools and universities there to close.

Many residents attempted to flee to the capital
Kabul or nearby districts, adding to a growing number
of internally displaced people within Afghanistan.
Government officials said they still had the upper
hand.

“Hundreds of Taleban attacked from two directions
and the fighting is still on some 7 km away from the

provincial capital,” Ghazni’s Deputy Governor
Mohammad Ali Ahmadi told Reuters. “The Taleban
planned to attack and seize the capital but we were on
the alert and repelled them,” he said.

The hardline Islamist militant movement, seeking
to topple the Western-backed government in Kabul
and restore its regime 14 years after being toppled,
also said it had blocked the highway from Kabul to the
southern city of Kandahar.

The Taleban warned motorists to avoid the key
transport corridor linking the capital to the south,
which was rebuilt with the help of Western aid. There
was no independent confirmation of their claim to
have blocked the route.

Earlier yesterday, a local U.N. staffer was shot and
killed by two gunmen on a motorbike as she was on
her way to work in Kandahar.

“She was fatally wounded and later died in hospi-
tal,” said Mujib ur Rahman, a UN press officer in

Kandahar. On Sunday, a suicide bomber attacked a
convoy of foreign troops during Sunday morning rush
hour in Kabul, wounding at least three civilians.

KUNDUZ WARNING
Since the withdrawal of international troops from

most combat operations at the end of last year, the
brunt of fighting has been borne by Afghan forces.

Any hopes of a negotiated settlement with the
Taleban were dealt a blow earlier this year, when a
power struggle broke out following confirmation that
the movement’s founder, Mullah Omar, had died two
years earlier.

Under new leader Mullah Akhtar Mansour, the
Taleban have mounted a wave of attacks in Kabul and
beyond, culminating in the seizure of Kunduz in a care-
fully orchestrated offensive.

While some areas in mountainous regions near
Pakistan and in the southern province of Helmand

have long been under the control of the Taleban, the
fall of once sleepy Kunduz, some 230 km (150 miles)
from Kabul, represented a sharp escalation.

It was the first time the Taleban, which imposed
harsh Islamic law when in power including public exe-
cutions and denying women the right to education
and work, had taken a major provincial capital since
2001. Government forces have since wrested back con-
trol of most of Kunduz.

It was also a stark warning of how far the Taleban
has extended its reach into regions once thought
secure, stretching government forces and piling pres-
sure on President Ashraf Ghani’s fragile national unity
government.

The worsening violence has caused alarm in
Washington, where President Barack Obama must
decide on whether or not to stick to an earlier decision
to cut US troop levels in Aghanistan to a small U.S.
embassy-based force after 2016. — Reuters

Taleban threaten second Afghan capital as insurgency spreads

MINSK: In a development that surprised no one, Belarusian
President Alexander Lukashenko yesterday was declared the
winner of a fifth term following an election campaign boy-
cotted by the opposition.

Lukashenko won 83.5 percent of Sunday’s vote in the for-
mer Soviet republic, according to Lidia Yermoshina, chair-
woman of the Belarusian Central Election Commission. She
said Lukashenko’s closest contender, Tatyana Korotkevich,
had captured less than 5 percent of the vote.

Lukashenko’s share of the vote increased from the 79.7
percent the authoritarian leader of 21 years was reported to
have won in 2010. Belarus, a nation of 10 million in central
Europe, is heavily dependent on Russia’s cheap energy sup-
plies, but is trying to distance itself from Moscow after Russia
annexed Ukraine’s Crimean Peninsula last year and backed
separatist rebels in eastern Ukraine.

Observers from the Organization for Security and
Cooperation in Europe said Belarus didn’t fulfill its democratic
commitments in holding its vote but stopped short of the
sweeping criticisms that previous elections in Belarus have
received.

Kent Harstedt, the leader of the OSCE’s mission in Belarus,
told reporters yesterday that observers were disappointed by
shortcomings during the counting. Harstedt also said
Belarusian authorities created “an uneven playing field for
campaigning,” blurring the line between Lukashenko’s candi-

dacy and the interests of the state. Harstedt, however, praised
Belarusian authorities for allowing “all candidates to cam-
paign throughout the country.”

Staggering turnout
About 100 opposition supporters held a peaceful protest

march after polls closed Sunday to show their discontent
with the ballot. Opposition activists also cast doubt on the
high turnout, which election officials said was over 87 per-
cent.

“The election commissions made up the results as they
wished,” opposition leader Anatoly Lebedko said. “I’m amazed
by the scale. They made up a staggering turnout, with half-
empty polling stations.”

Valentin Stefanovich of the human rights group Vesna said
some polling stations had 50 percent of their ballots cast ear-
ly. Yermoshina explained the high turnout by saying many
people - about 36 percent- had opted for early voting. She
said all the ballots had been counted inside Belarus but those
cast at embassies abroad have yet to be counted.

Russian President Vladimir Putin promptly called to con-
gratulate the 61-year-old Lukashenko. The Kremlin said the
results of the vote “showed wide support for Lukashenko
from Belarusian public.”

Putin spokesman Dmitry Peskov said the two leaders also
discussed Russia’s plans to set up an air base in Belarus, an

idea that seems to have irked both Lukashenko and the
opposition in Belarus.

Political prisoners released
Western leaders were only mildly critical of the election.

“The support for Lukashenko does not come as a surprise, nor
does the level of the  support,” German Foreign Minister Frank-
Walter Steinmeier said. “As far as we could observe from Berlin,
there has also not been the level of repression around the
time of the elections that we have seen in the past.”

Steinmeier also lauded Lukashenko for releasing political
prisoners before the vote. Speaking to election observers from
former Soviet republics, Lukashenko said yesterday that as a
head of the state he “did his best” to guarantee a fair election.

“I had to say it out loud yesterday: we went to such lengths
to make sure the West finally sees elements of democracy in
Belarus,” Lukashenko said. “And, to be honest, they certainly
did.”

The European Union and the United States first imposed
sanctions on Lukashenko and other Belarusian officials in
2006 when he jailed one presidential candidate. Then, after
the 2010 vote, he jailed 8 more presidential candidates.

An EU official told The Associated Press last week that the
EU may suspend sanctions against Belarus by the end of the
month. The official, who wasn’t authorized to issue public
statements, spoke on condition of anonymity. — AP

Campaign to keep

Britain in EU 

warns exit would

weaken country

LONDON: Supporters and opponents of Britain’s European
Union membership squared off for battle ahead of a referen-
dum due by 2017, with the campaign to stay in becoming the
last to launch yesterday.  “Britain Stronger in Europe” is being
led by businessman Stuart Rose, who highlighted the eco-
nomic and diplomatic benefits of Britain remaining in the 28-
member bloc and warned of the dangers of leaving.  “Do we
choose to be stronger in an economy that creates opportunity
into the future and the power to shape events?” he said in a
speech.  “Or do we choose to be weaker by taking a leap into
the unknown, less able to influence global developments that
may risk our economy and may compromise our safety?”

Rose, a Conservative lawmaker in Britain’s upper house of
parliament and the former boss of department store Marks
and Spencer, described the referendum as Britain’s most
important vote in a generation.  The vote could be held as ear-
ly as next year and could profoundly affect British politics and
the country’s place as one of Europe’s economic hubs.
Britain’s membership of the EU has proven a divisive issue in
the past, and has often led to damaging rows within the ruling
Conservative Party.  The “In” campaign will include three for-
mer prime ministers, former Labour minister Peter Mandelson,
and businesswoman and Conservative House of Lords mem-
ber Karren Brady among other prominent figures.  The launch
of “Britain Stronger in Europe” follows the rolling out of two
campaigns for the country to leave the EU.

“Vote Leave”, including members of both the Conservative
party and the main opposition Labour party, launched last
week, while “Leave.EU”-led by the UK Independence Party
(UKIP) — was unveiled in September.  UKIP leader Nigel
Farage has played down reports of rifts within the camp advo-
cating a so-called “Brexit”, saying the two campaigns are “com-
plementary”.  He also dismissed the benefits of EU member-
ship laid out by Rose.  “He argued that we are stronger in the
world, have more influence and more clout. Has he forgotten
that the United Kingdom no longer even has a seat on the
World Trade Organization and that Brussels now wants a sin-
gle EU seat on the UN Security Council?” “The EU has a star
spangled banner. He’s welcome to it. I prefer the Union Jack.”

In or out? 
Prime Minister David Cameron, who leads the Conservative

government, in 2013 promised to hold the vote amid pressure
from UKIP and the eurosceptic wing of his own party. Those
campaigning to leave say Britain will be better able to control
its borders, write its own laws and will be free of the economic
crises that have roiled the EU in recent years. But Cameron has
vowed to renegotiate Britain’s membership before putting it
to the vote, and is lobbying for more powers for London and
the ability to opt out of closer political integration.

“What matters is that there is a proper and reasoned
debate,” the prime minister’s spokeswoman said at a regular
briefing on Monday.  “It will be an important choice facing our
country and we need to consider it carefully.”

Legislation paving the way for the vote is being debated by
the House of Lords, parliament’s upper chamber, having
passed its first hurdle in June, although several other stages
remain. Polls indicate a narrow gap between those who want
Britain to stay in the EU and those who want to leave. A poll in
September put the anti-EU camp ahead for the first time since
November 2014. According to the poll by Survation, 43 per-
cent said they would vote to leave the EU, compared to 40
percent who would stay, with 17 undecided. — AFP

MINSK: A file picture taken on May 10, 2015 shows
Belarus’ President Alexander Lukashenko applauding dur-
ing a signing ceremony with his Chinese counterpart Xi
Jinping (not pictured) in Minsk.  — AFP 

Belarus leader Lukashenko 

wins fifth term in landslide
Election falls short of democratic standards: OSCE

BERLIN: German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s conservatives
and her Bavarian allies have agreed on a plan to set up “transit
zones” at the border to filter out migrants who clearly have no
chance of gaining asylum, Bavarian Premier Horst Seehofer
said yesterday.

Seehofer, who heads the Christian Social Union (CSU), sis-
ter party to Merkel’s Christian Democrats (CDU), said a con-
crete proposal would be drawn up by the two parties, the
Bavarian government and the federal government, this week.

However, the Social Democrats (SPD), the junior partner in
Merkel’s national coalition, expressed strong reservations.

With its relatively liberal asylum laws and generous bene-
fits, Germany is a magnet for many of the hundreds of thou-
sands of refugees and migrants fleeing war and poverty in the
Middle East, Africa and Asia.

While Merkel insists that Germany can cope with the influx
and will benefit from it, communities around the country are
struggling to house and support the refugees, and the CDU
has slipped in opinion polls.

Bavaria, the point of entry for many of the thousands who
reach Germany each day, said on Friday it was at the limit of
its capacity.

A draft bill already circulated by the CDU-run Interior
Ministry provides for transit zones to hold refugees at land

border crossings so that asylum requests can be examined
before they are allowed in.

The bill, which Reuters has seen, says this will allow those
whose applications are inadmissible or clearly unfounded to
be turned back.

This would affect people without papers or with fake docu-
ments, migrants from countries deemed “safe”, or those who
do not present sufficient reason to justify an asylum request.

However, if a decision could not be made within a week, or
accommodation could not be provided at the border, the
migrant would be allowed in anyway.

Critics say that what is possible at an airport is not easy to
replicate along a land border more than 3,500 km long.

SPD Justice Minister Heiko Mass spoke of “mass holding
camps in no man’s land”.

“To detain tens of thousands of refugees at the border
will cause more problems than it solves,” he told the daily
Sueddeutsche Zeitung. Thomas Oppermann, head of the
SPD parliamentary group, said in a statement that the plan
was “impossible to implement in practice, and wrong in
human terms”. The German government still  officially
expects 800,000 new arrivals in 2015, while media have
quoted internal government papers saying up to 1.5 million
people could come. — Reuters

Romania’s leftists

chose new leader,

gear up for election

BUCHAREST: Romania’s ruling Social Democrats
(PSD) have elected a former minister convicted of
electoral fraud as their new leader to replace a previ-
ous chief now facing a corruption probe, vote returns
showed yesterday.

Preliminary results of a weekend ballot showed
wide support for Liviu Dragnea, who took over as
interim PSD leader in July when Prime Minister Victor
Ponta stepped down from the party leadership after
being indicted for forgery, money laundering and
serving as an accessory to tax evasion.

Dragnea was the only candidate to lead the party
into the municipal and national elections due next
year. Final results have yet to be announced but a PSD
official told Reuters: “‘Yes’ votes for Dragnea are over-
whelming, way above 90 percent.”

A former development minister and close Ponta
ally, Dragnea was convicted of electoral fraud in May
for trying to rig a 2012 referendum and given a one-
year suspended jail sentence. He has denied the
charge and his appeal is due to be heard next month.

Party data showed about 435,000 people or 81 per-
cent of PSD’s members took part on Sunday in the
unprecedented vote. The PSD previously had senior
party officials pick their leader.

“The PSD cannot and must not miss the opportuni-
ty to become the first modern party in Romania,”
Dragnea, 52, told reporters.

Analysts say the ballot was meant to give PSD lead-
ership internal legitimacy ahead of municipal polls in
the summer of 2016 and a parliamentary election due
late in the year. “This party is experiencing a crisis of
legitimacy after Ponta and ahead of elections. It’s
being eroded by multiple causes (such as) graft cases
involving many senior leaders there,” political analyst
Cristian Patrasconiu said.

“Ironically, even though this new election system
was made necessary by one having had a problem
with the law, the PSD is strengthened and gets a pow-
erful leader. Dragnea’s election also sends a message
of unity after Ponta’s exit.”

Dragnea has said the ruling coalition will support
Ponta, who has so far withstood intense pressure to
resign from the opposition and from President Klaus
Iohannis, a centrist rival who defeated him in last
November’s presidential polls.  — Reuters

German conservatives agree on 

‘transit zones’ for refugees

ROME: Members of the Pontifical Commission for the Protection of Minors, from left, Kathleen Mc Cormack, Catherine
Bonnet, Bill Kilgallon and Sister Kayula Gertrude Lesa, attend a press conference, in Rome, yesterday. Pope Francis’ sex
abuse commission has begun an important new phase of its work: bringing the expertise of its members to bishops’
conferences in the developing world that have long lagged behind Anglophone countries in crafting guidelines to pre-
vent abuse and care for survivors.  — AP

LISBON: Portuguese far-left party said it could back the main
opposition Socialists to form a government, raising the possibility
that budget policies imposed during its bailout will be aban-
doned. The Left Bloc also said Pedro Passos Coelho, now serving
as caretaker prime minister after his centre-right coalition won the
most votes but lost its parliamentary majority in an Oct. 4 election,
would fail to win enough backing to govern again.

The inconclusive election result left markets largely unmoved
last week, but the prospect of prolonged political uncertainty as
Portugal’s divided left tries to form a government unsettled
investors yesterday.  “The next few weeks will be a test for the
political environment and risk is already up,” said Banco Best trader
Alfredo Mendes. “Banks are the engines of the economy. If there
are signs that the economy will be rudderless because there is no
government, banks could be weakened.”

Economists fear that a change in economic policy or a long
delay in forming a government could undermine the Portuguese

economy’s revival after three years of recession made worse by
harsh austerity imposed under a now-completed bailout.

Left Bloc leader Catarina Martins met with Socialist counter-
part Antonio Costa yesterday, days after the Communist party said
it would back a Socialist-led administration.

Together, the three parties hold a majority in parliament, but
there are large policy differences between them and a leftist had
been seen as unlikely. “The (centre-right) government is over as of
today, because it will not have support in parliament, but also
because there is another government solution that corresponds
to people’s expectations and that can be the alternative that the
country needs,” Martins said.

“Conditions have been created for a basic consensus on the
Left Bloc’s terms for allowing the creation of a government.”
Socialist leader Antonio Costa said there were “possible points of
convergence” with the Left Bloc, especially on how to give more
disposable income back to the Portuguese.—Reuters

Portugal Left Bloc sees 

new govt deal possible

PASSAU: Migrants wait at a platform of the central train station in Passau, southern Germany, after they arrived in
Germany yesterday. — AFP 


