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KARACHI: Taleban officials and the Afghan gov-
ernment have held new secret talks in Qatar
aimed at restarting peace negotiations to end
the country’s long war, three officials say, though
questions remain over which faction of the
insurgency is doing the talking. Talks between
the US-backed government in Kabul and the
militants fell apart in July 2015 after Afghan offi-
cials announced the death years earlier of the
insurgency’s longtime leader, the Taleban’s one-
eyed founder Mullah Mohammed Omar. In the
time since, a leadership struggle within its ranks
broke into the open and Omar’s successor was
killed in a US drone strike in Pakistan.

Now, the Taleban itself is denying the new
talks while its fighters continue to battle gov-
ernment forces, suggesting another break with-
in the insurgency. How much power that splin-
ter group wields may prove to be the crucial
question in how far this new effort goes. The
Guardian newspaper of Britain first reported on
the talks Tuesday, saying the first happened in
September and second this month in Doha, the
capital of Qatar. The small, natural-gas-rich
country on the Arabian Peninsula hosts a
Taleban political office, whose earlier insistence
to fly the white flag of Taleban-ruled
Afghanistan and use the term the “Islamic

Emirate of Afghanistan” derailed earlier peace
talks in 2013.

Long relationship 
A senior Pakistani intelligence official, who

spoke to The Associated Press on condition of
anonymity as he wasn’t authorized to release the
information, said he was aware of recent meet-
ings in Doha between “mid-level Taleban and
Afghan officials.” He said a US official also attend-
ed the meetings, though he did not know
specifics of what was discussed as Pakistan did
not take part.

“We wish them a success in bringing peace in
Afghanistan as peace in our neighbor is good for
all,” the official said. Pakistan long has been
viewed with suspicion in neighboring
Afghanistan over its intelligence services’ long
relationship with the Taleban. An Afghan gov-
ernment official, who spoke to the AP on condi-
tion of anonymity as the talks were supposed to
remain secret, also confirmed the meetings took
place, without elaborating.

Mohammad Haroon Chakhansuri,  a
spokesman for Afghan President Ashraf Ghani,
said in a statement that “despite the continued
fighting, we pursue different channels for peace
talks.” He declined to answer any questions

regarding the Doha talks. Qatar’s government,
which also helped mediate the 2014 Taleban
prisoner swap that freed US Army Sgt Bowe
Bergdahl, did not respond to a request for com-
ment. The US Embassy in Qatar declined to com-
ment. Mark Toner, a deputy spokesman at the
State Department in Washington, declined to
answer questions about the talks or identify the
American official who took part.

“We are committed to promoting a negotiat-
ed settlement to end the Afghan conflict,” Toner
said in a statement. News of the talks apparently
sparked confusion among the ranks of the
Taleban. Zabihullah Mujahid, the insurgency’s
spokesman, described reports of talks taking
place as “baseless news” as the Qatar office’s
chief did not take part. Another Taleban official,
speaking on condition of anonymity as he
wasn’t authorized to talk to journalists, con-
firmed the talks took place and said that office
chief’s absence from them reflected a continu-
ing power struggle within the movement over
who should run the Qatar office. That likely
comes as part of larger questions about the
group’s direction, years after the Sept 11, 2001,
attacks and the subsequent US-led invasion of
Afghanistan over the Taleban harboring Al-
Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden. — AP 
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YANGON: The death toll from a ferry
disaster on a river in central Myanmar
four days ago has risen to nearly 50,
officials said yesterday, with most of
the deceased identified as women
and at least two dozen others still
missing. The overloaded vessel,
whose passengers included scores of
teachers and university students,
went down early Saturday while it
was travelling on the Chindwin River
in Sagaing region. Some 150 people
were rescued alive on that day but
officials believe the ship was carrying
up to 250 passengers when it sank on
its way to Monywa, a city around 72
kilometers south. 

“We have found altogether 48
dead bodies so far,” said local MP Tun
Tun Win, a jump up from the 32 peo-
ple pronounced dead on Monday.
“Many more could be dead,” he said,
adding that local monks have begun
leading memorial services for the
deceased. An official from the local
relief and resettlement department

said two thirds of the dead were
women. At least 23 people — 17 of
whom are women-are still missing,
the off icial  said,  requesting
anonymity.

One end of the brightly-painted
ferry has been raised above the river’s
surface, with bloated bodies found
trapped inside, but most of the vessel
remains submerged. Yesterday res-
cuers continued efforts to raise the
rest of the ship using cranes. “The
boat still can’t be lifted out (com-
pletely),” Sa Willy Frient, the director
of the relief department, told yester-
day morning. At least four of the
boat’s staff have been arrested and
will face legal action, according to
local authorities. Shipwrecks are com-
mon in Myanmar, a mostly rural and
poor country with rudimentary trans-
portation infrastructure. Many living
along the nation’s flood-prone river
systems rely heavily on ferries, which
are often overcrowded and poorly
maintained. — AFP
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S Lanka exhumes body of 

former spy over murder

COLOMBO: Sri Lankan police yesterday exhumed the body of a retired
army spy whose supposed suicide note claimed responsibility for the 2009
murder of a prominent anti-establishment newspaper editor, a police offi-
cer said. The 52-year-old former military intelligence officer was found
hanging at his home in central Sri Lanka five days ago and was buried
shortly afterwards, the senior police source said. But police now suspect
the suicide note found in his pocket at the time of his death may not be
genuine and want to determine his link to any criminal activity that could
have led to his murder. 

“There had been lapses in the first autopsy and the body is exhumed to
carry out fresh forensic tests,” the officer told AFP on condition of anonymi-
ty. “We are looking at his fingerprints to see if he had been involved in any
criminal activity.” Investigators have begun checking his phone records
and bank accounts since his retirement nine years ago. Last month author-
ities reopened the investigation into the January 2009 killing of Editor
Lasantha Wickrematunga, a fierce critic of the then-strongman president
Mahinda Rajapakse.

A serving military intelligence officer is already in custody in connection
with Wickrematunga’s death, which sparked an international outcry and
shone a spotlight on violence against the media. Last month authorities
also exhumed Wickrematunga’s body to conduct a fresh autopsy after
fears that forensic evidence may have been tampered with or falsified to
mislead the investigation.

Wickrematunga was the chief editor of the Sunday Leader newspaper
which had accused Rajapakse’s then-powerful defense secretary brother
Gotabhaya of kickbacks in arms purchases, including an aircraft deal. Last
year a former minister in Rajapakse’s government accused Gotabhaya of
running a death squad and ordering the hit against the editor. — AFP 

Pakistan arrests two for 

spreading IS propaganda

PESHAWAR: Police arrested two men suspected of distributing
pamphlets for Islamic State (IS) following a raid in the northwestern
city of Peshawar, officials said yesterday, amid lingering fears that
the Middle East militant group was making inroads in Pakistan. Last
month, the military said that it had stemmed Islamic State’s
attempts to expand in the country, having arrested more than 300
people suspected of plotting attacks against government, diplo-
matic and civilian targets.

Following Tuesday’s raid, however, police in the capital of Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa province said militants were operating in parts of
Peshawar, including some from Islamic State. “Some of areas in the
provincial capital including Tehskal, Palosai, Charsadda Road and Regi
are known for activities of militant groups such as IS,” police official
Ishtiaq Ahmed told Reuters. Another police official, speaking on con-
dition of anonymity as he was not authorized to speak to the media,
said two other suspects managed to escape during the raid.

There are fears that some of Pakistan’s home-grown Sunni mili-
tants could be drawn to Islamic State, as already seen in neighbor-
ing Afghanistan. Pakistan has long suffered from sectarian violence,
with Sunni militants targeting the country’s minority Shiites, as well
as non-Muslim religious minorities. In August, the official Islamic
State news service claimed responsibility for a suicide bombing at a
hospital in the southwestern Pakistani city of Quetta that killed 74
people. The attack, however, was also claimed by a breakaway fac-
tion of the Pakistani Taleban, Jamaat-ur-Ahrar, which at one time
had declared support for Islamic State’s Middle East leadership, but
later switched back to the Taleban. — Reuters 

DOHA: This June 18, 2013 file photo, shows a general view of the Taleban office before the official opening. — AP 

In this photograph taken on October 18, 2016 rescue workers are seen on the
sunken ferry partially lifted from the water near the river bank. — AFP 

NEW DELHI: Myanmar is struggling to establish
full democracy after 50 years of military rule, de
facto leader Aung San Suu Kyi said yesterday
following a deadly military lockdown in restive
Rakhine state. State media say security forces
have killed at least 29 people in a military crack-
down after raids on guard posts along the
Bangladesh border which the government
blamed on Islamist insurgents. The area is home
to many Rohingya, a persecuted Muslim minori-
ty in the overwhelmingly Buddhist country.

“We as a nation are struggling to make the
democratic culture take root,” Suu Kyi told
reporters after meeting Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi on her first official visit to New
Delhi. “We too have many challenges to face,
but we are confident that these challenges can
be overcome because our people are deter-
mined to overcome them.” Suu Kyi won a his-
toric election victory last year and her adminis-
tration is managing a difficult transition from a
military-run pariah nation to full-fledged
democracy.

After spending much of the last few decades
under arrest, she is now officially foreign minis-
ter and self-appointed state counsellor-a role
akin to prime minister. But her country remains
riven with ethnic and religious violence and she
has disappointed some of her supporters by
refusing publicly to recognize the Rohingya as
legal citizens. Tens of thousands of stateless

Rohingya have spent the past four years
trapped in bleak displacement camps with lim-
ited access to health care and other basic servic-
es. Suu Kyi said her country had suffered from a
lack of peace and stability for many decades

and looked to neighboring India for help in
developing as a democracy. Modi said India,
which strongly supported Suu Kyi during her
time in opposition, stood “shoulder to shoulder”
with Myanmar.  — AFP 

NEW DELHI: Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi (R) shakes hand with Myanmar State
Counsellor Aung San Suu Kyi before a meeting. — AFP 

India offers Myanmar’s Suu Kyi 

help in energy and agriculture


