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JALALABAD: Former Afghan Taleban fighters carry their weapons before handing them over as part of a government peace and reconciliation
process at a ceremony in Jalalabad. The Afghan Taleban announced yesterday, the start of their “spring offensive” even as the government in
Kabul tries to bring the insurgents back to the negotiating table to end their drawn-out conflict. — AFP 

KABUL: The Taleban announced the start of their
spring offensive yesterday, pledging to launch
large-scale offensives against government strong-
holds backed by suicide and guerrilla attacks to
drive Afghanistan’s Western-backed government
from power. The announcement of the start of
“Operation Omari”, named after the late Taleban
founder Mullah Mohammad Omar, came just days
after Secretary of State John Kerry visited Kabul
and reaffirmed US support for a national unity
government led by President Ashraf Ghani.

“Jihad against the aggressive and usurping
infidel army is a holy obligation upon our necks
and our only recourse for reestablishing an
Islamic system and regaining our independence,”
the Taleban said in a statement. The insurgency
has gained strength since the withdrawal of
international troops from combat at the end of
2014 and the Taleban are stronger than at any
point since they were driven from power by US-
backed forces in 2001.

As well as suicide and tactical attacks, the
offensive would include assassinations of “ene-
my” commanders in urban centers, the Taleban
said in their statement. “The present operation
will also employ all means at our disposal to bog

the enemy down in a war of attrition that lowers
the morale of the foreign invaders and their
internal armed militias,” they said. 

In line with recent statements, the militants
also said they would establish good governance
in areas they controlled as well as avoiding civil-
ian casualties and damage to infrastructure. The
seasons have long shaped violence in
Afghanistan with fighting easing off in the win-
ter, when mountain passes get snowed in, and
picking up again in the spring and summer. How
far the announcement will lead to an immediate
escalation in fighting, which caused 11,000 civil-
ian casualties last year, remains unclear.
However, NATO and Afghan officials have said
they expect very tough combat in 2016.

Us Embassy warning
Hours before the Taleban announced their

offensive, the US embassy in Kabul issued an
emergency warning to US citizens, saying it had
received reports that insurgents were planning
attacks on a major hotel in Kabul. Heavy fighting
has continued for months across Afghanistan,
from Kunduz, the northern city that fell briefly to
the insurgents last year, to Helmand province

bordering Pakistan in the south. In Helmand,
where thousands of British and American troops
were killed or wounded fighting the Taleban,
government forces have pulled back from many
areas and are struggling to hold on to centers
close to the provincial capital, Lashkar Gah.
Understrength Afghan security forces, strug-
gling with heavy casualties and high desertion
rates and short of air power, transport and logis-
tical support, have struggled in their first year
fighting largely alone.

According to NATO commanders, the Taleban
exert control over only six percent of Afghanistan
but up to a third of the country is at risk from the
insurgents and government forces control no
more than 70 percent of territory. US General
John Nicholson, who took over as commander of
international troops in Afghanistan last month, is
conducting a strategic review, including plans to
cut US troops in Afghanistan from 9,800 to 5,500
by the end of the year. Unless the plan is changed,
the reduction would mean the end of most of
NATO’s training and assistance operation, leaving
the remaining US troops focusing on counterter-
rorism operations against radical groups like
Islamic State. — Reuters 
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TOKYO: To dump or not to dump a little-dis-
cussed substance is the question brewing in
Japan as it grapples with the aftermath of the
nuclear catastrophe in Fukushima five years ago.
The substance is tritium. The radioactive materi-
al is nearly impossible to remove from the huge
quantities of water used to cool melted-down
reactors at the Fukushima Dai-ichi plant, which
was wrecked by the massive tsunami in north-
eastern Japan in March 2011. The water is still
accumulating since 300 tons are needed every
day to keep the reactors chilled. Some is leaking
into the ocean.

Huge tanks lined up around the plant, at last
count 1,000 of them, each hold hundreds of tons
of water that have been cleansed of radioactive
cesium and strontium but not of tritium.
Ridding water of tritium has been carried out in
laboratories. But it’s an effort that would be
extremely costly at the scale required for the
Fukushima plant, which sits on the Pacific coast.
Many scientists argue it isn’t worth it and say the
risks of dumping the tritium-laced water into the
sea are minimal.

Their calls to simply release the water into the
Pacific Ocean are alarming many in Japan and else-
where. Rosa Yang, a nuclear expert at the Electric
Power Research Institute, based in Palo Alto,

California, who advises Japan on decommissioning
reactors, believes the public angst is uncalled for.
She says a Japanese government official should
simply get up in public and drink water from one
of the tanks to convince people it’s safe.

But the line between safe and unsafe radia-
tion is murky, and children are more susceptible
to radiation-linked illness. Tritium goes directly
into soft tissues and organs of the human body,
potentially increasing the risks of cancer and
other sicknesses. “Any exposure to tritium radia-
tion could pose some health risk. This risk
increases with prolonged exposure, and health
risks include increased occurrence of cancer,”
said Robert Daguillard, a spokesman for the US
Environmental Protection Agency. The agency is
trying to minimize the tritium from US nuclear
facilities that escapes into drinking water.

Hazardous work
Right after the March 2011 disaster, many in

Japan panicked, some even moving overseas
although they lived hundreds of miles away
from the Fukushima no-go zone. By now, con-
cern has settled to the extent that some worry
the lessons from the disaster are being forgot-
ten. Tritium may be the least of Japan’s worries.
Much hazardous work remains to keep the plant

stabilized, and new technology is needed for
decommissioning the plant’s reactors and con-
taining massive radioactive contamination.

The ranks of Japan’s anti-nuclear activists
have been growing since the March 2011 acci-
dent, and many oppose releasing water with tri-
tium into the sea. They argue that even if tri-
tium’s radiation is weaker than strontium or
cesium, it should be removed, and that good
methods should be devised to do that. Japan’s
fisheries organization has repeatedly expressed
concerns over the issue. 

News of a release of the water could devas-
tate local fisheries just as communities in north-
eastern Japan struggle to recover from the 2011
disasters. An isotope of hydrogen, or radioactive
hydrogen, tritium exists in water form, and so
like water can evaporate, although it is not
known how much tritium escaped into the
atmosphere from Fukushima as gas from explo-
sions. The amount of tritium in the contaminat-
ed water stored at Fukushima Dai-ichi is estimat-
ed at 3.4 peta becquerels, or 34 with a mind-
boggling 14 zeros after it.  

Public distrust
But theoretically collected in one place, it

would amount to just 57 milliliters, or about the
amount of liquid in a couple of espresso cups - a
minuscule quantity in the overall masses of
water. To illustrate that point, Shunichi Tanaka,
chairman of the Nuclear Regulation Authority,
showed reporters a small bottle half-filled with
blue water that was the equivalent of 57 milli-
liters. Public distrust is running so high after the
Fukushima accident that Tokyo Electric Power Co,
or TEPCO, the utility that operates the Fukushima
plant and oversees its decommissioning, has
mostly kept quiet about the tritium, pending a
political decision on releasing the water.  

Privately, they say it will have to be released,
but they can’t say that outright. What will be
released from Fukushima will be well below the
global standard allowed for tritium in the water,
say Tanaka and others favoring its release, which
is likely to come gradually later this year, not all
at once. Proponents of releasing the tritium
water argue that tritium already is in the natural
environment, coming from the sun and from
water containing tritium that is routinely
released at nuclear plants around the world.
“Tritium is so weak in its radioactivity it won’t
penetrate plastic wrapping,” said Tanaka. — AP 

BEIJING: Chinese women are being taken on
roller coaster ride by social media, getting
bombarded on one side by extreme expecta-
tions about physical beauty while getting
support for female independence in a society
where women who aren’t married by their
late 20s are considered “leftovers.” In recent
months, social media here has been swept by
a series of body image crazes. The  “A4 waist”
fad challenged women see how skinny they
were by posting photos of their middles to
show that a piece of standard copy paper 21
centimeters wide covered their waists.

Then “iPhone knees” tested whether a
mobile phone would cover the knees, an indi-
cation of slender legs. Most recently, the “100-
yuan wrist” had women showing they could
wrap a bank note around their wrists. The
online fads - slammed by women’s advocates
as unhealthy and emotionally harmful to
women who feel like they don’t measure up -
come even as Chinese women are attaining
higher educational, professional and eco-
nomic status than ever. Yet as they try to
break old barriers, women still feel pressure
to meet cultural expectations about getting
married in their early 20s, having children and
being the main caregiver - as well as tradi-
tional notions equating slenderness with
feminine beauty.

Male-oriented aesthetics
“Male-oriented aesthetics still dominate

the mainstream, and the Internet or the new
media have magnified this proclivity,” said
Beijing-based social scholar Wu Qiang. Taking
the opposite tack - and also garnering lots of
attention - has been a four-minute online ad
by a cosmetics brand SK-II that depicts the
struggles of unmarried women in their late
20s. The video starts with several women talk-
ing in painful tones about the pressures they
face from family and society. 

A few parents also appear, including one
father who tells his daughter he won’t be able
to go peacefully to his grave until she’s mar-
ried off. But it ends with the women speaking
confidently about their right to choose their
way of life, including one who says she’s hap-
py being single. “The campaign really is to
inspire women to overcome their limitations,
to make their own destiny,” said Markus
Strobel, global president for the cosmetic line,
which is owned by Procter & Gamble Co.

Since being posted on the brand’s official
microblog on April 7, the video has received

nearly 5,000 likes and been shared more than
25,000 times. Altogether, the video has been
viewed nearly 10 million times globally on all
platforms, garnering more than 3.9 million com-
ments, likes, shares and reposts, Strobel said.

The company chose to feature “leftover
women” in China because it’s a topic much dis-
cussed, he said. All characters in the video - the
women and their parents - are non-actors dis-
cussing their real-life struggles, he said.

Leftover woman
Women’s rights activist Zheng Churan

said she welcomed the ad despite its obvi-
ous commercial motives. Too often, howev-
er, the stereotype of the “leftover woman”
ignores the struggles of poor, less-educated
women, she said. “We only see white-collar,
elite women in this ad, but an 18-year-old
factory girl pressed into marriage still has no
voice,” Zheng said.  Fellow advocate Li
Tingting said the popularity of the video is a
sign that Chinese women have become
more independent. “It’s progress, compared
to most other ads where women are expect-
ed to get married,” Li said. “The fact it has
gone viral shows there have been changes in
women’s attitudes.”

While seeking to empower women, the ad
also speaks to how Chinese women have
grown more conscious of their looks than
ever. Workplace discrimination has frequently
prompted women to undergo cosmetic sur-
gery in hopes of gaining an edge in the job
market, and in many cases, attracting a desir-
able husband. Before the most recent body
image crazes, the test to pass for being slen-
der was whether a woman could wrap one of
her arms around her back to reach her navel.
Then came a test to see how many coins a
woman could balance on her collarbone -
supposedly to demonstrate a sculpted figure.

While women’s attitudes are changing,
those of parents and society are taking much
more time. The SK-II  video depicts the
Shanghai “marriage market,” where parents
display information about their daughters in
public parks in hopes of finding a suitor.
Zheng Lei, a 30-year-old Beijing man, said
that while women have worked hard to
become attractive, they also have become
too picky and demanding. “They demand the
men to have money, houses, cars and urban
residency permits. But there are only one
thousand men who are able to meet this
demand. —AP
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FUKUSHIMA: Photo shows the crippled Fukushima Dai-ichi nuclear plant in Okuma town,
Fukushima prefecture, northeastern Japan. — AFP 

ANKARA: Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (right) presents Turkey’s highest
state medal to King Salman of Saudi Arabia (center) during a ceremony at the presi-
dential complex in Ankara yesterday. — AFP 

ANKARA: Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan yesterday hosted Saudi King
Salman at his presidential palace in Ankara,
extending his guest a lavish welcome that
underlined the growing importance of
Ankara-Riyadh ties. After a period of ten-
sion, Saudi Arabia under Salman has
emerged as one of Erdogan’s key allies with
the two countries in particular sharing a
common vision on the Syria conflict. 

Salman was met by Erdogan at his vast
new presidential palace with an honor
guard of Turkish soldiers as well as 16 cos-
tumed warriors representing the various
Turkic empires in world history. Mocked
when their first appeared in 2015, the
spear-carrying and mustachioed warriors
are now regularly brought out for
Erdogan’s most honored guests.

Salman and his delegation are set to
hold several hours of talks with the Turkish
leader before heading to Istanbul for the
summit of the Organization of Islamic
Cooperation (OIC). Saudi Arabia and Turkey

both believe the ousting of President
Bashar Al-Assad is the key to solving the
Syrian conflict and back rebel groups fight-
ing his regime. 

The two overwhelmingly Sunni Muslim
powers have in recent months moved to
considerably tighten relations that had
been damaged by Riyadh’s role in the 2013
ousting of Egyptian president Mohammed
Morsi, a close ally of Ankara. 

Erdogan appears to have built close ties
with Salman after he became king in
January 2015 following the death of his
half brother Abdullah. 

In February, Turkey began hosting Saudi
jets and military personnel and its Incirlik
air base to join the air campaign against
Islamic State jihadists. 

The lavish arrangements made for
Salman’s visit have also raised eyebrows in
the Turkish press, with the king reportedly
staying in a 450 square-meter hotel suite
and renting 500 luxury vehicles for his vast
delegation. — AFP 
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In this image made from an online ad released by SK-II on April 7, 2016, a female
character, described to be one of several struggling with social  pressure to get mar-
ried, is seen seated at the dinner table with her parents. — AP 


