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BEIJING: China and India are moving
towards setting up a military hotline,
Chinese state media reported, with a bor-
der dispute and tensions over terror
sanctions still lingering over relations
between the Asian giants.

China “reacted positively” to the idea
of setting up a hotline, the official Xinhua
news agency cited Defence Minister
Chang Wanquan as saying Monday dur-
ing talks with his Indian counterpart.

The world’s two most populous
nations are jockeying for regional influ-
ence in Asia and their relationship is
coloured by territorial disputes at both
ends of the Himalayas. In 1962 they
fought a border war over the northeast-
ern Indian state of Arunachal Pradesh,
parts of which Beijing claims as South
Tibet. Tensions rose in 2014 when hun-
dreds of Chinese troops allegedly moved
into mountainous areas of Ladakh under

Indian control, as China’s President Xi
Jinping arrived in India on a landmark
visit. Xinhua late Monday cited Indian
Defence Minister Manohar Parrikar as
saying India “hopes to beef up bilateral
exchanges and cooperation (with China)
in all sectors”. Parrikar repeated a call for
clear demarcation of the Line of Actual
Control (LAC) between the two countries,
Indian news agency PTI reported. But it
added that China “expressed reservations

over such a move” which was proposed
last year when Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi visited China.

India reacted angrily earlier this
month after China blocked its request to
add Masood Azhar, head of the Pakistani
militant group Jaish-e-Mohammad, to a
UN sanctions blacklist.

China enjoys close relations with
India’s arch-rival Pakistan, and is pursuing
a multi-billion-dollar slew of infrastruc-

ture projects there. In a bid to gain
Chinese investment, Islamabad said in
January it was considering upgrading the
constitutional status of a northern region
which is also claimed by India.

PTI reported that Foreign Minister
Sushma Swaraj asked Beijing Monday to
“review” its position on Azhar, who is
accused of masterminding an attack on
the Pathankot airbase in the northern
state of Punjab. — AFP

China, India move closer to having a military hotline 

KABUL: Afghan security personnel keep watch at the site of car bomb attack at the gate of a government office in the Puli Mahmood Khan
neighbourhood yesterday. — AFP

KABUL: At least 30 people were killed and hun-
dreds wounded when a Taleban truck bomb tore
through central Kabul and a fierce firefight broke
out yesterday, a week after the insurgents
launched their annual spring offensive.

The Taleban claimed responsibility for the
attack in a densely crowded neighborhood,
which sent clouds of acrid smoke billowing into
the sky and rattled windows several kilometers
away. The brazen assault near the defense min-
istry marks the first major Taleban attack in the
Afghan capital since the insurgents announced
the start of this year’s fighting season. “One of
the suicide attackers blew up an explosives-
laden truck in a public parking lot next to a gov-
ernment building,” Kabul police chief Abdul
Rahman Rahimi told reporters.

“The second attacker engaged security forces
in a gunbattle before being gunned down.”
Interior ministry spokesman Sediq Sediqqi said
30 people, including women and children, were
killed in the attack and warned that the toll
could rise further.

He added that more than 320 were wounded,
with many of them battling for their lives in hos-
pital. The pitched firefight appeared to die down
several hours after the powerful explosion, but
some security officials expressed concern that
other bombers may still be on the loose. “I saw
wounded people lying on the road and scream-

ing helplessly,” said Sadiqullah, who runs a tea
stall near the building which was attacked.

“It was devastating. We are fed up with such
attacks. How long must ordinary civilians suffer
like this?” The interior ministry said hundreds of
kilograms of explosives were used in the bomb-
ing, the deadliest so far this year in the Afghan
capital. The scene of the attack was littered with
upturned cars, many of them mangled and
charred. Taleban spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid
claimed their fighters had managed to enter the
offices of the National Directorate of Security,
the main spy agency. Sediqqi conceded that one
of the attackers managed to breach the com-
pound, a government office responsible for pro-
viding security to government VIPs, but said he
was gunned down after a firefight.

‘War crimes’ 
“This attack shows the devastation caused by

the use of explosive devices in urban areas and
once more demonstrates complete disregard for
the lives of Afghan civilians,” the United Nations
Assistance Mission in Afghanistan said.

“The use of explosives in populated areas, in
circumstances almost certain to cause immense
suffering to civilians, may amount to war crimes.”
The Taleban on Tuesday last week announced
the start of their spring offensive even as the
government tries to bring them back to the

negotiating table to end the drawn-out conflict.
The insurgents warned they would “employ

large-scale attacks on enemy positions across
the country” during the offensive dubbed
Operation Omari in honour of the movement’s
late founder Mullah Omar, whose death was
announced last year. The Taleban began the
fighting season last week by targeting the north-
ern city of Kunduz, which they briefly captured
last year in a stunning setback for Afghan forces.

But officials said Afghan security forces drove
Taleban fighters back from the city on Friday.
The annual spring offensive normally marks the
start of the “fighting season”, though this past
winter the lull was shorter and rebels continued
to battle government forces, albeit with less
intensity. 

The Taleban’s resurgence has raised serious
questions about Afghan forces’ capacity to hold
their own. NATO estimates that a staggering
5,500 troops were killed last year. Peace talks
which began last summer were abruptly halted
after it was revealed that Mullah Omar had been
dead for two years, a disclosure which sparked
infighting in the insurgents’ ranks. A four-coun-
try group comprising Afghanistan, the United
States, China and Pakistan has been holding
meetings since January aimed at jump-starting
negotiations, though their efforts have so far
been in vain. — AFP
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ISLAMABAD: More than 140 rebels surrendered to
Pakistani authorities in insurgency-hit Baluchistan
province, the government yesterday, touting the
development as a victory in the battle to secure a
province targeted for major Chinese investment.

The rebels, from groups including the Baluchistan
Liberation Front (BLF), the Baluchistan Liberation Army
(BLA) and the Lashkar-e-Baluchistan, laid down their
arms on Monday, said Anwaar ul Haq, a provincial gov-
ernment spokesman.

They included two “commanders” who were rela-
tives of BLF chief Allah Nazar Baluch, Haq said. He
did not give a specific figure for the number who
surrendered, beyond saying there were “more than
140”. “According to them, they were disillusioned
from the fight, because they joined thinking that it
was for a national cause, but within a year or two,
they realized ... that the movement was direction-
less,” Haq said.

A BLF spokesman did not respond to a request for
comment on the reported surrenders, but Baluch sep-
aratists have dismissed previous such events as gov-
ernment-staged propaganda. 

Baluch separatists have been fighting the Pakistani
state for nearly a decade in their struggle to attain
independence for resource-rich Baluchistan province
from Pakistan.

The government is keen to secure the province as
work begins on the $46 bill ion China Pakistan
Economic Corridor, a project that will see a trade route
built along the length of Pakistan, culminating in
Baluchistan’s deep-water port at Gwadar.

China Overseas Ports Holding Company took over
Gwadar’s operations in 2013. Attacks on security forces
by the separatists are common, as are retaliatory oper-
ations by the Pakistani military and paramilitary forces,
who rights group allege have abducted and killed
hundreds of Baluch political activists.

Monday’s surrenders took place in Kalat district,
about 130 km south of the provincial capital Quetta,
which has seen a paramilitary crackdown in recent
days. Pakistani paramilitary forces said they killed 34
members of the rebel United Baluch Army during an
operation there ten days ago. — Reuters

PESHAWAR: A suicide bomber detonated
his explosive device outside a government
tax office in the northwest Pakistani city of
Mardan yesterday, killing at least one per-
son and wounding nine others, police said.

The attacker also fired gunshots as he
approached the tax revenue office, the city
police chief,  Faisal Shahzad, told The
Associated Press. He said at least two of the
wounded were in critical condition.

Hours after the attack, Ahsanullah
Ahsan, a spokesman for the Jamat-ul-Ahrar
militant group, claimed responsibility and
warned that they will continue such attacks

in the future. Pakistani militants have long
attacked government offices and security
forces in a bid to install their own harsh
brand of Islamic law.

The Pakistani military has launched mul-
tiple offensives against militant hideouts,
but the insurgents have proven resilient.
An Easter Sunday suicide bombing target-
ing Christians killed over 70 people in the
eastern city of Lahore last month. Mardan is
about 50 kilometers northwest of
Peshawar, the capital of Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa province bordering
Afghanistan. — AP
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MARDAN, PAKISTAN: Pakistan police commandos stand outside a government office
following a suicide attack that wounded at least 10 people yesterday. — AP

ISLAMABAD: At least five militants of the
so-called Islamic State (IS) have been
killed in a US-led drone strike in
Afghanistan’s eastern Nangarhar province,
said officials yesterday. Nangarhar
Governor ’s spoeksman Attaullah
Khogyani in a statement said that the
drone struck a house in the Shadal locality
of Achin district in Nangarhar, where the
fighters were hiding.

He confirmed that five militants
belonging to so-called Islamic State were

killed in the drone strike. Moreover,
Afghan security forces launched a clear-
ing operation in the Ghanikhel district of
the province against the militants.
Around 13 villages had been cleared of
insurgents as a result of the operation,
Khogyani added.

The drone strike came at a time when
Afghan forces are struggling to control
the overall security situation of the coun-
try after NATO/ISAF forces left the coun-
try in December 2013. — KUNA
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BENGALURU: Thousands of Indian gar-
ment workers angry with the govern-
ment over changes to their pension
funds clashed with police in the informa-
tion technology hub of Bengaluru yester-
day as security forces fired teargas to con-
trol the crowds.

Police detained about 100 people after
protesters blocked roads and some
turned to violence, Bengaluru police
commissioner N. S. Megharikh told
Reuters. Television footage showed
smoke pouring from burnt-out buses and
a smashed police vehicle. “Now the situa-
tion is under control,” Megharikh said. The
protests come after the government pro-
posed changes in February to how
employees can withdraw savings from
the Employee Provident Fund (EPF).

Only about 36 million of the country’s
1.3 billion people contribute to the EPF. In
March, Finance Minister Arun Jaitley

reversed the proposal to tax pension
fund withdrawals. But a plan to restrict
when employees can withdraw savings
from the EPF remains.

The protests against the restrictions
began on Monday in the city after about
200,000 garment workers, most of them
women, took to the streets. Jayaram K.
Ramaiah, an official at the Garment and
Textile Workers Union, said garment
workers earning a monthly salary of 6,500
rupees ($98) depended on access to their
pensions.

“Not just garment workers, all workers
in the unorganized sector will be affected
by this rule,” he said. “What about the poor
people who use it for important purposes
like marriage or education?” Ramaiah
blamed “anti-social elements” for attacking
police with stones and said 20 of his mem-
bers were injured when police charged
protesters with batons. — Reuters
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BENGALURU: Bengaluru police try to remove garment workers protesting
against Centre’s decision to amend rules governing withdrawal of EPF contribu-
tions yesterday. — AFP

NEW DELHI: India is working to find
ways to curb the widespread trafficking
of women and children in the country,
including those from neighboring
Nepal, Bangladesh and Pakistan, said
Maneka Gandhi, India’s minister for
women and children.

South Asia, with India at its centre, is
the fastest-growing and second-largest
region for human trafficking in the world,
after East Asia, according to the United
Nations Office for Drugs and Crime.

Speaking at a conference on child
adoption in India’s northeastern state of
Meghalaya, Gandhi told delegates that
the government was in the process of
putting in place a series of policies to
prevent human trafficking. “We have dis-
cussed this issue in the cabinet. We had
called a meeting with these countries
last month in which all NGOs working on
this and others in Nepal, Pakistan and
Bangladesh came,” she said on Monday.

“We will have another meeting next
week in India. We are telling each other
what we can do. This month, we are
going to see that specific solutions come
into being.” According to the National
Crime Records Bureau, there were 5,466
cases of human trafficking registered in
2014, an increase of 90 percent over the
past five years.

Under-estimation 
Activists say this is a gross under-esti-

mation of the scale of the problem, as
much of the illicit organised crime is
underground. They claim thousands of

people - largely poor, rural women and
children - are lured to India’s towns and
cities each year by traffickers who prom-
ise good jobs but sell them into domestic
work or sex work or to industries such as
textile workshops.

In many cases, they are not paid or are
held in debt bondage. Some go missing,
and their families cannot trace them.
Gandhi said India’s remote northeastern
states, which include Assam, Sikkim,
Manipur, Arunachal Pradesh and
Nagaland, were a key source area for traf-
ficking and called for the appointment of
a special female police officer in each vil-
lage to keep a check on crimes against
women and children.

“There is an enormous amount of traf-
ficking of children going on from the
northeast. We find them in Kerala, Tamil
Nadu, and many going to Malaysia and
Thailand. It is not fair,” she said. “The job
of special women police is to be vigilant
in the village and see that children do
not go missing, women are not beaten
by husbands, girls are sent to school.”

A comprehensive new anti-trafficking
law is also being drafted, say government
officials. This will not only unify several
existing laws, but also raise penalties for
offenders and provide victims with reha-
bilitation and compensation. The law,
which is expected to be ready by the end
of the year, will also provide for the estab-
lishment of a central investigative anti-
trafficking agency to coordinate and
work between states and special courts
to hear such cases. — Reuters
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