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PUNJAB, India: An Indian Sikh ‘Nihang’ (traditional warrior) poses as he
stands beside the Sarovar of the Sikh shrine, The Golden Temple in
Amritsar. —AFP

NAIROBI: The Italian-born author and con-
servationist Kuki Gallmann was shot at her
Kenyan ranch and airlifted for treatment
after herders invaded in search of pasture
to save their animals from drought, offi-
cials said yesterday. Gallmann, known for
her bestselling book “I Dreamed of Africa,”
which became a movie by the same name
starring Kim Basinger, was patrolling the
ranch when she was shot in the stomach,
local police chief Ezekiel Chepkowny said.
Her driver also survived the attack and
drove her to the airport in Laikipia, where
she was airlifted to the capital, Nairobi, for
further treatment, Chepkowny said. 

Richard Constant, the deputy chairman
of the Laikipia Farmers Association, said
suspicion falls on herders from the Pokot
community who have invaded Gallmann’s
ranch several times. Lodges belonging to
Gallmann were burned by the herders last
month. This East African nation is facing a
drought that has affected half the country
and has been declared a national disaster.
Herders and large-scale farmers in parts of
Kenya’s Rift Valley have been desperately
waiting for seasonal rains that were to start
last month to ease the drought and con-
flicts over grazing land in which more than
30 people have died.

Kenya’s military and police have been
working to disarm and drive the hundreds
of herders and their animals out of ranches

they’ve invaded, but their actions appear
to have escalated the violence. The Laikipia
Farmers Association says when the military
and police drive herders from one ranch
they move into another. The association’s
deputy chairman has accused politicians
campaigning for the August elections of
inciting the herders to invade the ranches,
saying the owners’ leases have come to an
end and that herders can take over the
land and distribute it among themselves.

The land invasions started late last year.
British national and ranch owner Tristan
Voorspuy was killed last month when he
went to inspect damage done by the
herders on one of his lodges. Opposition
leader and former Prime Minister Raila
Odinga said ranch owners deserve protec-
tion under the law like all  Kenyans.
“Unfortunately, we have watched in bewil-
derment as hooligans take advantage of
the drought to subject these ranchers to
unwarranted attacks,” Odinga said. 

“Even more depressing is the apparent
helplessness of the government that is
clearly unable or unwilling to bring these
attacks to a stop.” Many of the ranches,
some of which double as wildlife conser-
vancies, were acquired during the period
of British colonial rule, some as early as
1900, according to a government report.
Others were purchased after Kenya
became independent in 1963.—AP
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MAZAR-I-SHARIF, Afghanistan: Afghan fami-
lies buried their dead and the country observed
a national day of mourning yesterday after at
least 100 soldiers were killed or wounded in a
Taleban attack on a military base, prompting
angry calls for ministers and army chiefs to
resign. The exact toll from Friday’s assault in the
northern province of Balkh remained unclear,
with some local officials putting the number of
dead alone as high as 130.

The raid, the deadliest-ever by the Taleban on
a military base, underscores their growing
strength more than 15 years after they were
ousted from power. Flags flew at half-mast
throughout the country and special prayers were
said for the dead. The defense ministry gave a
figure of at least 100 soldiers killed or wounded.
Kabul has so far ignored media calls for a com-
plete breakdown of casualties from the five-hour
attack near the provincial capital of Mazar-I-
Sharif. But local officials including, Mohammad
Ibrahim Khairandish the head of the provincial
council, put the death toll as high as 130 and said
about 60 were wounded. 

Ten gunmen dressed in soldiers’ uniforms and
armed with suicide vests entered the base in
army trucks and opened fire at unarmed troops at
close range in the base’s mosque and dining hall.
A military source at the base indicated the assault

was an insider attack, and the militants were
“young recruits who had come for training.”
Families said prayers for the dead. In the village of
Omra Kot in Balkh, the coffin of soldier Shir
Mohammad, 25, was brought home to a house
full of weeping relatives. 

Qari Ahmadullah, Shir’s brother who also
served as the imam (cleric) of the 209th Corps
which was attacked, said: “My brother just got
married four months ago and now he is dead. The
Taleban are the enemy of Islam and Muslims: they
are misusing the name of Islam to hide their
atrocities.”After the body was buried at a nearby
hill, local resident Faiz Mohammad spoke of peo-
ple’s fears. “We always thought our house is safe
because of the base but now we are shocked.
How could this have happened? I can’t believe we
lost all these young men.”

Growing anger 
There was also growing anger online, with

many slamming the government for its inability
to counter a series of brazen Taleban assaults,
including one on the country’s largest military
hospital in Kabul in March that left dozens dead.
Twelve army officers, including two generals,
were sacked for negligence over that attack.
“Mothers lost their sons, sisters lost their brothers
and wives lost their husbands. 

What is the government doing to prevent
such atrocities, only condemning? I am so tired, I
can’t do anything but to cry,” a user called
Zabiullah posted on Facebook about the latest
tragedy.  “The best way to honor them is to fire
and punish those who failed to do their jobs
and/or cooperated with the enemy. Some lead-
ers must go!” said another user on Twitter.
President Ashraf Ghani’s spokesman Shah
Hussain Murtazawi told reporters a thorough
investigation had been ordered. 

“Investigations must be acceptable to the
nation and the president,” he vowed, adding “At
this moment, the people of Afghanistan need to
unite like a strong fist.” Many internet commenta-
tors called for the resignation of Defense Minister
Abdullah Habibi and the commander of the
209th Corps stationed at the base. “This was no
act of desperation. The Taleban infiltrated an
Afghan military base. That’s a major sign of
strength,” tweeted Washington-based analyst
Michael Kugelman.

Afghan troops and police, beset by killings and
desertions, have been struggling to beat back
insurgents since US-led NATO troops ended their
combat mission in December 2014. Afghan secu-
rity force casualties soared by 35 percent in 2016,
with 6,800 soldiers and police killed, according to
US watchdog SIGAR. —AFP
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AFGHANISTAN: Afghan commando forces patrol at the site of US bombing in the Achin district of Nangarhar province. —AFP

BANGKOK: It’s a whodunit worthy of
a Dan Brown novel: a small bronze
plaque commemorating Thailand’s
1932 revolution is ripped out from a
very public place by parties
unknown and substituted by one
praising the Chakri Dynasty, whose
10th king took the throne in
December. A disinclination by the
authorities to find those responsible
adds another element of mystery.

The original plaque, installed in
1936, marked the spot where a
group of progressive army officers
and civil servants proclaimed the
end of the absolute monarchy in
order to steer the country toward
democracy. “At this place, at dawn on
June 24, 1932, we the People’s Party
have given birth to the constitution
for the progress of the nation,” is a
translation of the words engraved on
the brass disc.

The ideal still hasn’t taken hold. A
royalist military government that
took power in a coup three years ago
still rules Thailand, and its newly
enacted constitution aims to limit
the power of elected officials and
give it instead to institutions tradi-
tionally associated with the palace,
including the courts, the civil service
and the military.

Prime Minister Prayuth Chan-ocha
said last week that he has ordered an
investigation into the plaque’s disap-
pearance, but warned against mak-
ing a political issue of it. He could
understand why some people might
be upset, he told reporters. “But look
at what we are doing today,” he said.
“Would it be better for us to look
ahead at the future? Old subjects are
just history.”

The old plaque, about 30 centime-
ters in diameter and lying flush with
the pavement, was embedded in
Bangkok’s Royal Plaza, a vast open
area in the midst of government
buildings and military installations. It
was so neglected as a landmark that
its disappearance could only be esti-
mated to have taken place between
April 3 and 7. As a symbol of demo-
cratic change, however, it was
revered. For the same reason, it was
despised. Debate on social media
over the plaque’s disappearance has

evoked a strong streak of antidemoc-
ratic sentiment, decrying the 1932
revolution for imposing unsuitable
Western-style democracy causing
corruption and all sorts of social ills;
slamming the 1932 coup makers as
evil; and even suggesting that the
plaque was the physical incarnation
of a curse on the nation.

Thai history 
Royalist resistance began almost

immediately after the revolution, and
slowly clawed back influence for the
palace. By the late 1950s an accom-
modation was reached with the mili-
tary, which sought its prestige, and
by the late 1970s the constitutional
monarchy was the country’s most
powerful institution, inviolable under
the protection of the army.

This balance of power began to
unravel in 2001, when billionaire
populist Thaksin Shinawatra used his
fortune to win an unprecedented
electoral majority and become prime
minister. Thaksin, accused of corrup-
tion, abuse of power and disrespect
for the monarchy, was ousted by a
military coup in 2006, setting off a
sometimes violent struggle for power

between his supporters and oppo-
nents, with the military strongly in
the latter group. Thaksin’s opponents
saw democracy as the problem, and
some identified the 1932 revolution
as the original sin.

“It seems to me that the junta has
come to the view that the problems
associated with Thaksin and erasing
his regime involves a more deep-
rooted issue of dealing with the
notion of people’s sovereignty that
was embedded in the 1932 procla-
mation and first draft constitution,”
said Kevin Hewison, a senior research
fellow at the Center for Southeast
Asian Studies at Kyoto University. “In
this sense, the removal of the plaque
is a symbolic act of delayed counter-
revolution,” he said. 

Although a fringe group of ultra-
royalists openly vowed late last year
to remove or destroy the plaque,
there is plenty to fuel speculation of a
higher-level conspiracy. Photos pur-
portedly taken at the plaza during
the period the plaque went missing
show scaffolding at the spot, more
suggestive of a public works project
than a thief in the night. City officials
asked to produce surveillance videos

from the 11 cameras at the plaza say
they were shut for maintenance dur-
ing the same period. 

Police said they could not accept a
criminal complaint of theft except
from the plaque’s owner, who was
unknown. Pressed on the point, they
threatened to sue an outspoken
politician who suggested they
weren’t doing their duties. Prime
Minister Prayuth’s suggestion that the
case was a stone better left unturned
was not idle advice. A government
reform activist who sought to peti-
tion him on the matter was seized by
soldiers and detained for 10 hours.

The plaque’s removal also coincid-
ed with the signing of the new con-
stitution by King Vajiralongkorn
Bodindradebayavarangkun, who suc-
ceeded his late father, King Bhumibol
Adulyadej, last year. Ploenpote
Atthakor, editorial page editor of the
Bangkok Post, saw an upside to the
affair. “In the case of the ill-fated
plaque, the silver lining is that its sud-
den disappearance has triggered an
interest in this particular period of
Thai history like never before,” she
wrote. “The people who removed it
probably didn’t expect that.”—AP
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BANGKOK: In this photo, a small bronze plaque commemorating Thailand’s 1932 revolution
rests in the pavement of the Royal Plaza in Bangkok, Thailand. —AP

Duterte says he can be 50 times 

more brutal than terrorists

MANILA: Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte
warned yesterday that he could be “50 times”
more brutal than Muslim militants who stage
beheadings and said he could even “eat” the
extremists if they’re captured alive by troops.
Duterte has repeatedly threatened drug sus-
pects with death, but he raised his shock rhet-
oric to a new level as president when he said in
a speech during the opening of a national
sports tournament what he could do to terror-
ists who have staged beheadings and other
gruesome attacks.

Duterte ordered troops to kill fleeing Muslim
militants behind a foiled attack in the central
resort province of Bohol and not bring them to
him alive, calling the extremists “animals.” “If you
want me to be an animal, I’m also used to that.
We’re just the same,” Duterte said. “I can dish
out, go down what you can 50 times over.” The
foul-mouthed president said that if a terrorist
was presented to him when he’s in a foul mood,

“give me salt and vinegar and I’ll eat his liver.”
The crowd broke into laughter, but Duterte cut
in, “It’s true, if you make me angry.” Duterte, a
longtime city mayor who built an image as a
deadly crime-buster, won the presidency in May
last year on a promise to battle illegal drugs,
corruption and terrorism. Thousands have died
under his anti-drug crackdown, which has
alarmed Western governments and human
rights groups. 

He has warned he may place the southern
Philippines, scene of a decades-long Muslim
separatist rebellion, under martial rule if terror-
ism threats spin out of control. He recently
offered a reward for information leading to the
capture of Abu Sayyaf and other militants
behind a foiled attack in the central province of
Bohol. Eight militants, three soldiers, a police-
man and two villagers have died in clashes in
Bohol, which lies far from the southern jungle
bases of the militants.—AP

NEW DELHI: Three men who were trans-
porting buffaloes in their truck to a
slaughterhouse were attacked by vigi-
lantes in the heart of Indian capital New
Delhi, the police said yesterday. The latest
attack comes amidst a wave of rising ten-
sions over cow slaughter in Hindu-major-
ity India, where the animal is considered
sacred and its slaughter is a punishable
offence in many states. There has been a
spate of attacks in the recent months by
‘cow protection’ vigilante groups, who
roam some highways inspecting live-
stock trucks for any trace of the animal. 

A Muslim man died in one such attack
earlier this month after the truck carrying
cows was attacked by one such vigilante
group in western Rajasthan state. “This
incident has nothing to do with any cow
protection (group) but is linked to an ani-
mal rights’ group which has been working
in Delhi for long,” Ramil Baniya, deputy
commissioner of police told journalists. 

“Around 14 buffaloes were being tak-
en for slaughter when the team of animal
rights’ activists intercepted and stopped
them, and they had some scuffle and
arguments,” Baniya added. The police
have since launched two investigations,
one over the alleged illegalities in trans-
portation of buffaloes and the other over
attack on cattle truck. In 2015 a Muslim
man was lynched by his neighbors over
rumors that he had slaughtered a cow. 

Police later said the meat was mutton.
Last month a hotel manager was beaten
by a mob and his restaurant sealed in
Jaipur after Hindu vigilantes accused him
of serving beef. Critics say the vigilantes
have been emboldened by the election
in 2014 of Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata
Party. Last year Modi criticized the cow-
protection vigilantes and urged a crack-
down against groups using religion as a
cover for committing crimes. —AFP
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SYDNEY: A 12-year-old boy trying to drive
from coast-to-coast through the vast Australian
outback was stopped by traffic police more
than a thousand kilometers into the epic road
trip, authorities said yesterday. The child was
picked up by local police in the mining city of
Broken Hill, around a 14-hour drive from his
starting point in the village of Kendall in the
east of Australia. He had been planning to trav-
el some 4,000 kilometers to Perth in the coun-
try’s far west, but was caught out by a broken
bumper, which was dragging across the
ground, according to a statement from New
South Wales state police.

“Checks revealed the driver to be a 12-year-
old boy (who) was travelling from Kendall NSW
on his way to Perth,” it said, adding that the boy

had been arrested. Police are conducting fur-
ther inquiries and no further details were avail-
able, a spokeswoman said. The journey from
Kendall to Perth by car would be a grueling
more than 40-hour undertaking, traversing the
entire country across some of the world’s harsh-
est deserts, including the Nullarbor Plain where
little more than native animals and small shrubs
survive in the sweltering heat.

Australia’s official tourism site advises visitors
to take six days just to cross the Nullarbor, on a
highway famous for its unbending trajectory
through the barren scrubland. It also advises
drivers to “carry extra petrol and plenty of water
and food.” Australia is the world’s sixth largest
country, with a land mass some 50 percent
greater than Europe. —AFP
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