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VIENTIANE:  US Secretary of State John Kerry yester-
day hinted Washington may boost the $15 million
fund it provides to tackle the deadly legacy of unex-
ploded American bombs in Laos, during a rare visit
to the reclusive communist state. The trip paves the
way for a summit hosted next month by President
Barack Obama in California with the ten leaders of
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).

Laos has assumed this year’s chairmanship of the
regional bloc and will see a flurry of diplomatic activi-
ty culminating later in the year in a visit by Obama-
the first by a sitting US leader to the resource-rich
but impoverished nation. Kerry’s visit is only the third
since 1955 by a US Secretary of State to a country
carpet-bombed by America during the Vietnam War.

Unexploded bombs across the region are the
result of the massive US bombing campaign aimed
at disrupting North Vietnamese supply routes
through landlocked Laos.

That grim legacy carries a particular resonance for
Kerry, a decorated Vietnam war veteran wounded
during combat, who said the US is “deeply engaged
in trying to de-mine and deal with the unexploded
ordnance issue.”

Laos was the most bombed nation in the world
per capita, with more than two million tons of explo-
sive dumped on the country.  Around 30 percent of
the bombs failed to explode, including cluster muni-
tions. Around 50,000 people have been killed by left-
over ordnance since the end of  the war, with tens of
thousands of others maimed, including children.

The US has gradually lifted its funding to tackle

the scourge from $5 million to $15 million this year,
Kerry said. “I know that we’re looking at whether or
not that could be plussed up even more,” he said,
suggesting Obama may bring a new pledge of funds
when he visits. 

Laos changing too
After talks with Prime Minister Thongsing

Thammavong, Kerry also hailed improving ties
between the two nations after decades of tension.
“While we don’t agree on everything, obviously... we
also do agree on a lot of things and on the way the
world is changing.  And it’s changing here too,” Kerry
said of the nation which has been run by the secre-
tive Communist Party since 1975.

Fresh from a trip to Saudi Arabia, Kerry hailed
growing economic, environmental and security co-
operation, as well as Laos’ chairmanship of ASEAN, as
the “defining” issues of a new friendship. The US
diplomat, who is due in Cambodia later Monday, was
in Laos days after the five-yearly congress of the
Communist Party, which chose 78-year-old vice-pres-
ident Bounnhang Vorachith as its next leader. 

Relations between the US and Laos two have
often been hostile, with American support for ethnic
Hmong anti-communist insurgents still raw in the
memory of the Laos’ leadership. 

Laos’ poor human rights record is also a sticking
point, embodied by the 2012 disappearance of
prominent activist Sombath Somphone, who was
last seen on CCTV footage at a police checkpoint in
Vientiane. — AFP
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VIENTIANE: US Secretary of State John Kerry (R) and Phouvieng Phothisane, acting director of the
Vientiane Museums (L) and Tata Keovilay, with the US Embassy tour the That Luang Stupa or “Pha
Tha Luang” in Vientiane yesterday. — AFP

NEW DELHI: French President Francois Hollande vowed yesterday not to weak-
en his resolve against terrorism as he held talks with India’s leader on security
cooperation and a long-delayed defence deal.

Hollande said he and Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi had agreed to
step up cooperation on counter-terrorism after deadly attacks on Paris in
November that recalled the 2008 assault on Mumbai.

But they failed to reach a final agreement on India’s long-delayed purchase
of 36 Rafale fighter jets from the French company Dassault. The French presi-
dent said a new video which threatens countries of the US-led coalition fight-
ing the Islamic State group would only strengthen France’s resolve, which was
tested by November’s deadly attacks in Paris.

“These odious provocations only serve to further increase the resolve that
we have, that I have, to protect French people through the decisions that I
have taken... but also to hit, and hit again, this organization that threatens us
and kills our children,” he said. Hollande made the comments after talks with
Modi that focused on security cooperation following the Paris attacks.

Modi also spoke of the two leaders’ joint resolve to increase security cooper-
ation, recalling a deadly raid earlier this month on an Indian military base near
the Pakistan border.  

“President Hollande and I have agreed to scale up the range of our counter-
terrorism cooperation in a manner that helps us to tangibly mitigate and
reduce the threat of extremism and terrorism to our societies,” he said. Modi
was speaking alongside the French president, whose visit had raised fresh
expectations that the Rafale deal would be finalized after years of tortuous
negotiations.

A joint statement said the leaders welcomed the conclusion of an intergov-
ernmental agreement on the purchase, but that “some financial issues”
remained outstanding.

A senior French official told reporters on Sunday the two sides were still
haggling over the price, which experts say could reach around five billion
euros ($5.6 billion). One sticking point is Delhi’s insistence that arms makers
invest a percentage of the value of any major deal in India. Manufacturer
Dassault Aviation hailed the accord yesterday, saying in a statement it “actively
supports the French authorities in finalizing a full accord within four weeks”.

Metro ride 
Hollande will be chief guest at today’s Republic Day parade in New Delhi, an

invitation Modi extended to show solidarity after the assault on the French
capital which killed 130 people. Earlier, he said the extremist threat weighed as
heavily on France as on India, recently hit by the deadly attack on a military
base near the border with Pakistan.

The 17-minute video put out by the IS group describes the Paris attackers as
“lions” who “brought France to its knees” and urges Muslims in France to rise up
against the country’s leaders.

It features the heads of Hollande, French Prime Minister Manuel Valls and
British Prime Minister David Cameron with targets superimposed on them, and
purports to show nine jihadists involved in November’s slaughter. “Nothing will
deter us, no threat will make France waver in the fight against terrorism,”
Hollande told reporters.

“These images only serve to discredit the perpetrators of this crime.”
Hollande and Modi will sit together at the annual parade, a pomp-filled  spec-
tacle of military might which includes columns of Soviet-era tanks. Yesterday
the atmosphere was distinctly more down-to-earth as the two leaders took the
metro for their journey to the satellite city of Gurgaon.

There, they were set to lay the foundation stone at the new headquarters of
the International Solar Alliance, a 121-nation group launched by Modi at the
recent Paris climate conference to expand affordable solar power. Hollande has
expressed hope that some of the French businesses travelling with him will be
at the forefront of the solar energy push. The leaders are expected to announce
a pact between France’s CNES and India’s ISRO space agencies for a joint satel-
lite dedicated to climate change research. —AFP

GURGAON: French President Francois Hollande (left) and Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi travel by tube to Gurgaon to attend the launch
of the ‘Alliance solaire Internationale’ yesterday. — AFP
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ISLAMABAD: Pakistan’s influential army
chief yesterday said he would step down at
the end of his three-year term in
November, the military’s public relations
wing said, breaking a precedent of military
leaders seeking to extend their terms.
General Raheel Sharif is considered by
many to be Pakistan’s most powerful man.
Since he took office in 2013, the army has
launched aerial and
ground assaults against
Islamist insurgent
strongholds near the
Afghan border in the
northwest, earning the
military broad support
from a Pakistani popula-
tion tired of militant vio-
lence.

Critics say the crack-
down has been selective,
going after some militant
groups, but leaving oth-
ers intact. Elements of
Pakistan’s army have in
the past been accused of
tacitly supporting
Islamist armed groups
that launch attacks in
Afghanistan and India as
a way to pressure both
neighbours.

The general has thrown his support
behind elected Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif
during anti-government protests, while at
the same time solidifying the military’s
hold over national security and foreign pol-
icy. General Sharif has also presided over a
security crackdown in Karachi, the coun-

try’s largest city, which has sharply reduced
murder rates but drawn protests from
opposition politicians who say their
activists have been targeted. Under his
watch, the military has been given authori-
ty to try civilians suspected of terrorism in
secret military courts.

General Sharif is said to have been per-
sonally involved in efforts to bring the

Afghan Taliban into peace
talks with Afghanistan,
though those efforts have
stalled.

Speculation that General
Sharif would seek to extend
his tenure for another term
was baseless, the army’s pub-
lic relations wing said in a
series of tweets issued yester-
day. “The Pakistan Army is a
great institution. I  don’t
believe in extension,” he was
quoted as saying. General
Sharif’s decision would repre-
sent a win for democratic
institutions, but raises ques-
tions on the future of cam-
paigns against militants. No
obvious candidate to suc-
ceed him has yet emerged.

General Sharif pledged
that efforts to combat terrorism “will con-
tinue with full vigor and resolve” after he
retired, the army tweets said. Pakistan’s
past two military chiefs had sought exten-
sions of their terms instead of stepping
down, with General Pervez Musharraf stag-
ing a coup to topple Nawaz Sharif during a
previous term as prime minister. — Reuters
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Pakistan’s army chief General
Raheel Sharif — AFP

PESHAWAR, Pakistan: A Pakistan universi-
ty attacked by the Taleban last week has
demanded the government arm its staff as
it seeks to boost security after the deadly
assault in which 21 people were killed, offi-
cials said yesterday.

“We have demanded weapons from the
government and weapons licenses for all
teachers and management officials,” Bacha
Khan university registrar Hamidullah Khan
said.  Authorit ies at the university in
Charsadda in Pakistan’s troubled north-
west have also called for police check-
points both inside and outside the cam-
pus and watch towers to protect students,
he said. 

Wednesday’s attack in Charsadda saw
heavily-armed militants storm the campus,
gunning down students and teachers in a
bloody rampage before they were killed by
the military. 

Among the 21 victims was a chemistry
professor who students said fired his own
pistol at the militants before he died in a
hail of bullets.  Teachers in Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa province were given permis-
sion to carry firearms after the Pakistani
Taleban massacred more than 150 people,
the majority of them children, at a school in

the provincial capital Peshawar in 2014. 
The Bacha Khan attack, which bore chill-

ing similarities to the Peshawar massacre,
has spurred the debate on arming teachers
in Pakistan once more.  University registrar
Khan said the campus had been reopened
yesterday but only to administrative staff,
with classes suspended indefinitely as
authorities seek to improve security. 

“Students wanted to resume the class-
es,” he said. “We appreciate their courage,
but we now cannot take any risk on securi-
ty.” Students and teachers were being
screened by police and security guards at
the entrance to the campus yesterday, an
AFP journalist said.  “They (militants) can-
not stop us, we will try to face them and
continue our studies,” a student who gave
his name as Abdullah told AFP. 

University employee Jehangir Khan
echoed the call for the government to pro-
vide tighter security, noting the university
was surrounded by open fields.  “Students
are afraid,” he said. A memorial service was
held at the university yesterday to “pay trib-
ute to the martyrs”, vice chancellor Fazal
Rahim told AFP, while Khan said the victims’
belongings were later handed over to their
families. — AFP

Pakistan university demands 
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Pakistani security personnel check students outside the Bacha Khan University in
Charsadda, Pakistan yesterday. — AP

HANOI: Vietnam’s prime minister looked set to make a political exit
yesterday after the Communist Party congress accepted his with-
drawal from an internal election, sources said, ruling him out of a
bid for the party leadership.

Speculation has been rife in Vietnam that premier Nguyen Tan
Dung’s nomination for the party’s central committee on Sunday sig-
nalled he was manoeuvring to challenge the politburo’s agreed can-
didate for party chief, the incumbent Nguyen Phu Trong. By not run-
ning for the committee, he effectively ruled out a power bid
because he would need to be a committee member to be elected to
its ruling politburo and rise to the top post.

Dung, 66, who has served two terms as premier, was overlooked
by the elite politburo when it agreed on its nominations for key
leadership posts prior to the congress.

Several party sources confirmed to Reuters the congress deci-
sion, each requesting anonymity due to the sensitivity of the issue.
The sources said President Truong Tan Sang was also allowed to
withdraw. Analysts say Dung, a political heavyweight widely credit-
ed with pursuing a pro-business agenda, has long been at odds
with party stalwarts wary of him entrenching his power and influ-
ence.

He is believed to have cultivated broad support among business-
men and the wider party. His exit will temper excitement building in
Vietnam about the prospect of a rare leadership showdown in a
secretive party officially ruled by consensus.

Dung had neither declared publicly an intention to retire, nor
any ambition to lead the party, which has long sought to keep a lid
on internal affairs. Dung has not commented yesterday’s outcome.
He is expected to remain prime minister until the legislature
approves a new premier later this year.

It was not immediately clear how many of the more than 1,500
delegates voted to accept Dung’s declining the nomination. A new
central committee, from within which the politburo and leaders are
chosen, is to be decided on Tuesday. The congress ends on
Thursday.

To stand a chance of getting on the new central committee, the
party’s rules stipulate Dung would have needed a majority of the
congress to vote against his withdrawal, creating a path for him to
contest the leadership. Though Vietnam posted one of Asia’s fastest
growth rates last year at 6.7 percent and attracted record foreign
investment, analysts say resentment has festered among the party’s
old guard about crises in the banking sector and among state-
owned firms during Dung’s premiership.

Last year saw unusually fast paced liberal measures being intro-
duced, however, including Vietnam’s accession to multilateral free-
trade accords, including the US-led Trans-Pacific Partnership.

Though the party’s strategy is to continue to strengthen the
$186-billion exports and manufacturing economy, analysts and
investors have said reform momentum could become uncertain
under a new leadership. — Reuters
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