
HERAT: An Afghan boy pushes a wheelbarrow as he transports thorns to be used as fuel for cooking on the outskirts of Herat yesterday. — AFP 
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QUETTA: At least two Pakistani coast-
guards were killed and three others
wounded yesterday when their vehicle
hit a landmine close to the Iranian bor-
der in southwestern Balochistan
province, officials said. The coast-
guards’ vehicle hit the explosives in
Koldan town, near the Iranian border
and some 80 kilometers from Gwadar,
a seaport managed by Beijing. “The
coastguards’ vehicle was part of a con-
voy which brings drinking water for
them from Koldan town to the port of
Gwadar daily,” said Muhammad Anwar,
a senior administration official in the
area. “Five guards were injured when
their vehicle hit the landmine and two
of them succumbed to their injuries
later,” he said.

Another government official con-
firmed the incident and causalities.
Gwadar port is being developed under
Beijing’s ambitious $46 billion infra-
structure plan called the China
Pakistan Economic Corridor, to link

China’s western city of Kashgar to the
Pakistani port of Gwadar on the
Arabian Sea. The corridor plans have
been strongly criticized by New Delhi,
with India’s Foreign Minister Sushma
Swaraj last year calling the project
“unacceptable” for crossing through
Indian-claimed territory-Pakistan’s
northern Gilgit-Baltistan region which
is attached to the disputed territory of
Kashmir.  Pakistan’s Balochistan
province, of which Gwadar is a part, is
rife with separatist, Islamist extremist
and sectarian violence.  The mineral-
rich province has long been targeted
by militants, and Islamabad accuses
New Delhi of fuelling unrest in the
region to hamper Pakistan’s develop-
ment. A spokesman for the separatist
Baloch Liberation Army (BLA) said that
they claimed responsibility for the
blast. “We claim responsibility for this
attack in Koldan. We will continue tar-
geting Pakistani forces,” Meerak Baloch
said. — AFP 
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TAIPEI: From rock concerts to yellow rub-
ber ducks and free condoms, Taiwan’s par-
liamentary candidates are going to great
lengths to stand out with a week to go in
the island’s tightest ever race for seats.
The vote for president on January 16 is
grabbing the biggest headlines, and yes-
terday sees a “super weekend” of rallies by
rival leadership candidates.  But a record
556 hopefuls are also running to become
legislators in parliamentary elections
which coincide with the presidential vote,
with just 113 seats up for grabs.

The embattled ruling Kuomintang
(KMT) risks losing its parliamentary major-
ity this time, with the main opposition
Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) hop-
ing to reap the benefits. But 26 smaller
parties, many of them new on the politi-
cal scene, are also gunning for glory and
are pulling out the stops to garner atten-
tion.  Rocker and social activist Freddy
Lim of the newly formed New Power Party
wooed thousands of supporters when he
sang on stage with his heavy metal band
ChthoniC in a recent free concert in
Taipei. 

The NPP, which grew out of the stu-
dent-led Sunflower Movement that occu-
pied parliament in 2014 over a trade pact
with China, will enlist a theatre group to
stage short plays, including the story of
Don Quixote, in a campaign rally yester-

day night. Other candidates and their
campaign teams have dressed as cartoon
characters, or even stripped, for attention.
Liu Shu-fang, an independent candidate
in southern Kaohsiung city, removed her
dress to expose a red bra at one public
event. At other events, campaign teams
appeared as Japanese cartoon characters,
Hollywood animated movie “Minions”,
and the messaging app LINE’s famous
rabbit and bear. 

Candidates are also turning to free
gifts and memorabilia to get their mes-
sage across. Lee Yen-jong, standing for
the new Green Party-Social Democratic
Party Alliance, has been giving out free
condoms in wrappers printed with her
campaign information to promote safe
sex.  Meanwhile, mainstream candidates
are also trying an extra flourish.  DPP can-
didate Lai Jui-lung decked out his cam-
paign truck with yellow rubber ducks-a
reminder to voters of his role in
Kaohsiung city government when a giant
inflatable duck, created by Dutch artist
Florentijn Hofman, drew four million visi-
tors to the southern city in 2013.

“The number of contestants in this par-
liamentary election is a historic high and
some candidates are using gimmicks to
get more media exposure for their cam-
paign,” said Chen Chao-chien, a commen-
tator at Ming Chuan University.  This year

also sees more niche parties trying their
luck-the Peace Pigeon Union is campaign-
ing to promote “peaceful land and sea

pigeon racing as a legitimate entertain-
ment” to dispel the stigma around the
sport. Pigeon racing is popular in Taiwan

but has been linked to criminal activity
such as gambling, race fixing and even the
kidnapping of pigeons for ransom. — AFP 

Taiwan candidates get theatrical in packed election race

PERTH: The number of homes lost in
a bushfire in Western Australia rose
yesterday to 121, as officials admitted
the emergency was not yet over with
three people still unaccounted for.
Fire tore through Yarloop, some 110
kilometers south of Perth, early on
Friday, destroying scores of homes in
the old mill town. That number rose
to 121 on Saturday after a fuller
assessment, as hundreds of firefight-
ers continued to battle the huge
blaze which is still threatening nearby
areas. “It is still a cause for concern,”
Fire and Emergency Services
Commissioner Wayne Gregson told
reporters of the blaze. “It has been a
very challenging fire for us-it’s still a
challenge, (we’re) not out of the
woods yet.” Gregson said three peo-
ple who were unaccounted for on

Friday had not yet been located.
“We’re holding our hopes out that

they got out early and heeded the
warnings,” he said. “It’s just the fact
that we are not able to account for
them. In the fullness of time, hopeful-
ly, we will account for them.” Western
Australia’s Premier Colin Barnett said
the event had been declared a natural
disaster, a measure which gives resi-
dents access to greater financial sup-
port. But he admitted that the dam-
age bill was going to be a “large one”.
Bushfires are common in Australia’s
hotter months, with four deaths in
Western Australia last November.
Australia’s worst firestorm in recent
years devastated parts of the south-
ern state of Victoria in 2009, razing
thousands of homes and killing 173
people. — AFP 
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PAVLOPIL: Clashes between pro-
Russian rebels and government forces
in eastern Ukraine have dwindled but
villages in the buffer zone around the
frontline have been surreptitiously
changing hands, raising fears that the
tenuous ceasefire could unravel.
Ukraine’s blue and yellow flag was
hoisted in December in the sleepy vil-
lage of Pavlopil, which for months had
remained trapped in the “grey zone”
between Kiev-controlled and rebel
territory.

The buffer-zone village had been
cut off from food and water supplies
until Ukrainian troops started distrib-
uting free bread, water and canned
meat to residents last month, local
shopkeeper Natalia Ivanivna said. This
30-kilometre-wide demilitarized area,
which straddles the Donetsk and
Lugansk regions, was created as part
of a peace deal signed in Minsk last
February. International observers
have deplored recent military activity
in the zone by both Ukrainian troops
and pro-Russian rebels, which they
say undermines the prospects for
peace in the region. 

Weeks after seizing Pavlopil, Kiev
announced that rebels armed with

heavy weapons had entered the grey-
zone village of Kominternove, some
20 kilometers northeast of the strate-
gic port city of Mariupol.  Separatist
leaders denied they had entered the
village, but observers from the
Organization for Security and
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) report-
ed having seen “multiple fresh cater-
pillar tracks, consistent with infantry
fighting vehicles and tanks” there.

Renewed hostilities 
Locals told the OSCE that armed

rebels had entered Kominternove on
December 22, leaving two days later
before the arrival of international
observers.  “What happened in
Kominternove was a clear violation of
the Minsk agreement”, said Alexander
Hug, the OSCE’s deputy chief monitor
in Ukraine.  “The ceasefire was broken
by both sides; weapons were used
with the intent to establish control
over areas where previously there was
no armed presence,” Hug added, also
criticizing Ukrainian troop “move-
ments” in Pavlopil.  

A high-ranking Ukrainian security
official said  on condition of anonymi-
ty that the rebel presence in

Kominternove was “retaliation” for the
Ukrainian army’s operation in Pavlopil.
Both sides are trying to take control of
villages-long neglected because of
their limited strategic value-that fall
under their respective jurisdictions
according to the Minsk agreements,
the official said. The silent incursions
into the buffer zone come amid a lull
in a conflict that has left more than
9,000 people dead since April 2014.  

The warring sides had reached a
September 1 truce agreement that
significantly calmed deadly
exchanges of artillery and missile fire
along the buffer zone separating
rebel-run territory from the rest of
Ukraine.  “In December, our forces
gained control of seven villages,” the
security official said, saying troops
were trying to seize the areas that
coincide with the demarcation line
established in the peace accords.  The
presence of Ukrainian troops and pro-
Russian rebels in the buffer zone has
worried locals, who view the milita-
rization of the area as a prelude to
renewed hostilities. 

“A contingent of peacekeepers
should have been stationed in the
buffer zone to avoid this”, said Sergiy

Shapkin, the mayor of Pavlopil and of
the neighboring town of Pyschevyk,
where Ukrainian troops are now pres-
ent. The absence of peacekeepers in
the buffer zone could lead to “provo-

cations”, Shapkin said as he unpacked
wood briquettes supplied by the Red
Cross. “If shelling resumes, a single
Grad missile will be enough to destroy
all of Pyschevyk”, said Lyubov Belik, a

pensioner waiting in line for wood.
“This doesn’t mean that we’re not
grateful to the Ukrainian military for
bringing us food,” she added. “We’re
just fed up with the war.” — AFP 

TAIPEI: Journalists jam trucks to catch images of Eric Chu (not pictured), presidential candidate from the ruling
Kuomintang (KMT), during an election campaign in Taipei yesterday. Chu was a reluctant candidate for the leadership as
the KMT is widely expected to lose the presidency. — AFP 

KABUL: Afghan officials have opened a new drug
treatment centre in an abandoned NATO military
base in Kabul, in the latest attempt to stamp out the
country’s massive problem of drug abuse.
Afghanistan is one of the world’s biggest sources of
opium, producing around 3,300 tons last year, despite
a drop of 48 percent in output. With the economy in
ruins after decades of war and unable to provide jobs
for young Afghans, demand for the temporary relief
provided by drugs is high. Camp Phoenix, a former
training camp on the edges of Kabul set up by the US
army in 2003, will take in around 1,000 homeless drug
addicts who will receive food, medical attention and
treatment, said Public Health Minister Ferozuddin
Feroz.

“We give them a proper shave, they will take a
shower, winter clothing and treatment will follow,” he
said, showing reporters around the facility, which
offers a 45-day course of treatment for homeless
addicts. “We will return them as normal members of
society.” The effort is the latest in a long series of anti-

drug initiatives backed by the government and its
international partners, but it is only a very small step
to tackle a sprawling problem, and many remain
skeptical. Police regularly round up addicts who shel-
ter in areas such as the Pul-e Sokhta bridge in the
western part of the capital, but successive govern-
ments have been powerless to resolve the problem.

In May, a US-funded report said around 1.9 million
to 2.4 million Afghan adults may be drug users, from
among a population of about 30 million, with drugs
found in more than 30 percent of homes. To counter
this situation, the country has just 123 treatment cen-
ters, sufficient to treat just over 10 percent of opium
and heroin users. But even addicts who go through
the centers often fall back into drug use. “I have
received five rounds of treatment already, but am still
using,” said Sayed Dawod, one of the addicts at the
new centre. “There is no proper treatment in
Afghanistan.”

Ministers say they are aware of the threat from the
drug problem, not just to public health but also how

it feeds endemic corruption in the government, from
police officials on up. Feroz was himself attacked on
Sunday by a dealer who tried to stab him with an
infected needle during an operation to collect addicts
and take them to the new centre for treatment. But
officials have only limited ability to curb a billion-dol-
lar industry protected by powerful regional interests
and controlled in part by warlords and Taleban mili-
tants who use the proceeds to fund their insurgency.

“Leaders of the unity government know the threat
illegal drugs pose to our society and they are commit-
ted to dealing with this,” said Salamat Azimi, the
counter narcotics minister. The failure of past efforts
leaves many uncertain of success this time, however.
Najibullah, an addict who, like many Afghans, goes by
one name, was dubious as he saw how few addicts
got on the buses going to the treatment centers.
“This is for show,” he said. “If the government wants to
bring about change and treat addicts properly, they
have to put more pressure on police to arrest those
who sell illegal drugs.” — Reuters
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PAVLOPOL: A Ukrainian serviceman patrols outskirts of the village of Pavlopil, in the Donetsk
region. — AFP 
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