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Australia police release 
man in foiled plane plot

SYDNEY: Australian police yesterday released a second
man arrested during counter-terrorism raids, days after
two others were charged with terrorism offences over
an alleged plot to bring down a plane. The 39-year-old
man, named by his lawyer as Khaled Merhi, was among
the four arrested during raids across Sydney last
Saturday, which also led to tightened security at all
major Australian airports. “This investigation remains
ongoing,” Australian Federal Police and New South
Wales state police said in a statement. “A 39-year-old
man, detained in relation to allegations regarding a
potential terrorist attack, has been charged with one
count of possession of prohibited weapon and
released from police custody.”

Afghan officials seize truck 
with 16 tons of explosives

KABUL: Afghan intelligence officials said yesterday
they seized a truck in Kabul carrying more than 16 tons
of explosives hidden in boxes marked as poultry feed,
months after a truck bomb killed about 150 people.
The truck, with Pakistani license plates, was seized in
District 9 of the capital, the National Directorate of
Security said in a statement, adding that five people
were arrested. “It was loaded with explosives to make
bombs, suicide vests and conduct terrorist activities in
Kabul,” the statement said, adding that 16,500 kg of
explosives was seized. 

YANGON: A government-appointed
commission yesterday cleared Myanmar
security forces of systematic rape, mur-
der and arson against Rohingya Muslims,
dismissing UN allegations of widespread
abuses during a recent crackdown. The
commission examined the deadly vio-
lence which began in northwestern
Rakhine State in October last year after
attacks by Rohingya militants on police
posts near the Bangladesh border.

The government is refusing to allow a
UN fact-finding team to conduct its own
probe into whether the security response
amounted to “ethnic cleansing” of the
stateless Rohingya minority. Giving their

conclusions yesterday, a state-backed
commission said it found no evidence
that Myanmar security forces carried out
a systematic campaign of rape, murder or
arson. Instead any “excessive actions”
were likely committed by low-rank “indi-
vidual members of the security forces”.
“Some incidents (of abuse) appeared to
be fabricated... others had little evidence,”
according to a press release by the com-
mission.  It also took aim at a detailed
report by the UN’s Human Rights Office
released in February this year. That report
said it was “very likely” that crimes
against humanity had been committed
during the crackdown.

‘Misconceptions’ 
Based on interviews with 204 wit-

nesses who fled to Bangladesh, the UN
alleged Myanmar security forces gang-
raped Rohingya women, butchered chil-
dren and tortured men. But “no such cas-
es were uncovered” by the government
commission, which said the UN findings
lacked balance and failed to recognize
the gravity of the attacks by Rohingya
militants. Myanmar’s de facto leader
Aung San Suu Kyi, who is a Nobel peace
prize winner, is blocking a visit by a UN
team. She says the government commis-
sion is an adequate response to the vio-
lence, which left scores dead and dis-

placed tens of thousands of Rohingya to
Bangladesh.

The Rohingya are reviled in Myanmar
and widely seen as illegal immigrants.
Stateless, poor and subject to tight con-
trols on movement, education and work,
roughly one million of the Muslim group
are hemmed into the impoverished bor-
der zone-which remains locked down
and under curfew.  The commission con-
ceded that foreign media and NGOs
should have been granted access to the
zone during the conflict to dispel “mis-
conceptions.” It also called for rights
training for low-level security officers,
urged local officials to tackle corruption

and called for swift and fair trials of sus-
pected militants.   

Rakhine State remains violent and on
edge. The government says foreign-
backed Rohingya militants are still active
in the conflict area, accusing them of
killing perceived state collaborators and
running “terror” training camps. Last
week seven Buddhists were found dead
in the conflict area. Rohingya villages also
continue to be raided. On Friday up to 50
“warning shots” were fired at a Rohingya
village during a raid. Unverifiable images
on social media showed several people
wounded by bullets allegedly fired in the
episode. —AFP 

Myanmar govt probe finds no abuse against Rohingya

Bangladesh seizes 25kg of gold 
from man posing in wheelchair

DHAKA: Authorities at Bangladesh’s main international air-
port yesterday arrested a man accused of posing as a
wheelchair user in an elaborate plot to smuggle 25 kilo-
grams of gold past customs. The bullion bust, worth an
estimated $1.5 million, was the largest this year by airport
officials in Bangladesh, which have been battling a record
surge in gold smuggling in recent years. Customs officials
became suspicious when they noticed Jamil Akhter, who
was using a wheelchair as he cleared immigration, had
travelled overseas 13 times this year. “Our team challenged
him and found 250 pieces of gold weighing 25 kilograms
beneath his undergarments taped to his thighs,” the air-
port customs spokesman said.

HIROSHIMA: Hiroshima Mayor Kazumi Matsui, right,
hands over the name list of newly added people who
died of the world’s first atomic bombing over the past
year during a ceremony to mark the 72nd anniversary
of the 1945 bombing that killed 140,000 people, at the
Peace Memorial Park. —AP 

Japan marks 72 years since 
Hiroshima nuclear bomb

TOKYO: Japan yesterday marked 72 years since the world’s
first nuclear attack on Hiroshima, with the nation’s tradi-
tional contradictions over atomic weapons again coming
into focus. The anniversary came after Japan sided last
month with nuclear powers Britain, France and the US to
dismiss a UN treaty banning atomic weapons, which was
rejected by critics for ignoring the reality of security threats
such as North Korea. Japan is the only country to have suf-
fered atomic attacks, in 1945. Prime Minister Shinzo Abe,
speaking at the annual ceremony at Hiroshima Peace
Memorial Park near the ground zero, said Japan hoped to
push for a world without nuclear weapons in a way that all
countries can agree.

Philippine military needs 
20k plus troops: Duterte

MANILA: Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte has asked
lawmakers to approve the recruiting of 20,000 more sol-
diers to tackle increased security threats following a
bloody urban siege in the south, his spokesman said yes-
terday. Almost 700 people have been killed, according to
the official count, in over two months of fighting in the
southern city of Marawi against Islamist militants who have
pledged allegiance to the Islamic State group. The mili-
tants, waving the black IS flag, have occupied parts of
Marawi since May 23, prompting Duterte to declare martial
law in the entire southern region of Mindanao.

NEW DELHI: India’s Congress party and its
controlling Nehru-Gandhi dynasty that has
been synonymous with political power for
most of the 70 years since independence,
hit a new low with this weekend’s vice-
presidential election. The Congress-backed
candidate was crushed in Saturday’s parlia-
mentary ballot by the nominee of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi and his ruling
nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).

The victory means the BJP occupy the
top three offices of state for the first time,
following its victory in last month’s presi-
dential ballot. It heightened a crisis for
Congress and raised fresh questions about
the party’s top leadership-especially 47-
year-old Rahul Gandhi, great grandson of
India’s first prime minister Jawaharlal
Nehru. Gandhi led the campaign in the dis-
astrous 2014 general election which saw
Congress win just 44 seats-an historic low.
The party went on to defeat-after-defeat in
state elections.

“The Congress faces two existential
crises-lack of leadership and the absence of
an aspirational, coherent vision for the
future,” Milan Vaishnav, South Asia director
at Washington-based Carnegie Endowment
for International Peace think-tank, told AFP.
“What is stunning is that the 2014 general
election result exposed both of these infir-
mities, yet the party has made little to no
progress remedying them.  If current trends
continue, the Congress risks terminal
decline,” Vaishnav added. While still short of
an outright majority, the BJP last week
snatched Congress’ mantle as the largest
party in the upper house, the Rajya Sabha,
after almost six decades. A favorable vice-

president could also bolster Modi’s legisla-
tive agenda as the vice president doubles
as chairman of the Rajya Sabha.

Dynastic crossroads
The centre-left Congress has ruled

India for more than 50 of the past 70 years,
most of them with Nehru and his descen-
dants at the helm. Since Nehru, his daugh-
ter Indira Gandhi and grandson Rajiv
Gandhi have been prime minister. But the
so-called ‘natural-born leaders’ have looked

like political outsiders since the 2014 elec-
toral drubbing. Party number two to his
Italian-born mother Sonia Gandhi, 70 —
widow of the assassinated Rajiv-Rahul has
suffered a string of key local election
defeats including in the bellwether state of
Uttar Pradesh in March. “Today, unlike the
past, the family needs the party more than
the party needs the family,” R Jagannathan,
a Mumbai-based political commentator
and editorial director of Swarajya, told AFP.  

“I think that Gandhi name is past its sell-

by date. His mother at least had AN interest
(in politics), Rahul doesn’t seem interest-
ed.. .  he is unsuitable for leadership,”
Jagannathan added. 

Rahul Gandhi made an unsuccessful
attempt to mediate between regional allies
in a dispute that led to Bihar state falling to
the BJP last month, and the loyalty he com-
mands within the party is open to doubt.
Jagannathan suggested the once-domi-
nant family should make way for “real
grassroot leaders,” but Sadanand Dhume of
the Washington-based American Enterprise
Institute, said a change in leadership would
be problematic.

“In theory it makes sense to suggest
that Congress should outgrow its reliance
on the Nehru-Gandhi dynasty. In reality, the
family is all that holds the party together.
Take it out and Congress collapses like a
proverbial house of cards,” Dhume said.
Rahul’s younger sister Priyanka, who many
see as an alternative leader, is hampered by
a controversy over her husband’s property
dealings, and has so far refused to take a
more prominent role. With the opposition
in disarray, the BJP and its allies now rule 18
of India’s 29 states, and look set for more
gains in the upper house. 

“The Rajya Sabha is effectively the only
real political check on Modi’s power. Once
the BJP gains control, Modi will be free to
pursue an expansive legislative agenda on
a range of issues,” Dhume said. In the cur-
rent opposition vacuum, even one-time
Modi challengers like Bihar chief minister
Nitish Kumar now say Modi’s victory in the
2019 national election is a foregone con-
clusion.— AFP 

Gandhi brand no longer 
sells in Indian politics

Hits new low in vice-presidential election 

MANILA: Southeast Asian nations feuded
yesterday over how to respond to Chinese
expansionism in the South China Sea, with
Vietnam insisting on a tough stance but
Cambodia lobbying hard for Beijing, diplo-
mats said. The debates among foreign min-
isters of the 10-member Association of
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) at a secu-
rity forum in the Philippines were the latest
in years of struggles to deal with compet-
ing claims to the strategically vital sea.

The ministers failed to release a custom-
ary joint statement after meeting on
Saturday because of their differences on
the sea issue, and follow-up negotiations
yesterday did not end the stand-off, two
diplomats involved in the talks told AFP.
“There’s still no consensus,” one of the
diplomats said, adding the disagreements
over the wordings on the sea issue were
holding up the release of the communique.
“Vietnam is adamant, and China is effec-
tively using Cambodia to champion its
interests. But the Philippines is trying very
hard to broker compromise language.”

Tough language 
Vietnam had insisted that tough lan-

guage be inserted into the statement
expressing concern over “land reclamation”,
a reference to an explosion in recent years
of Chinese artificial island building in con-
tested parts of the waters. Cambodia, one
of China’s strongest allies within ASEAN,
has firmly resisted, according to the diplo-
mats involved in the talks in Manila, as well
as an excerpt of proposed Cambodian reso-
lution obtained by AFP yesterday.

China claims nearly all of the sea, through
which $5 trillion in annual shipping trade
passes, and its artificial islands have raised
concerns it could eventually build military

bases there and establish de facto control
over the waters. Its sweeping claims overlap
with those of ASEAN members Vietnam, the
Philippines, Malaysia and Brunei.

Tensions over the sea have long vexed
ASEAN, which operates on a consensus
basis but has had to balance the interests
of rival claimants and those more aligned
to China. Critics of China have accused it of
trying to divide ASEAN with strong-armed
tactics and chequebook diplomacy, entic-
ing smaller countries in the bloc such as
Cambodia and Laos to support it.

Vocal critics 
The Philippines, under previous president

Benigno Aquino, had been one of the most
vocal critics of China and filed a case before a
UN-backed tribunal. The tribunal last year
ruled China’s sweeping claims to the sea had
no legal basis. But China, despite being a sig-
natory to the UN’s Convention on the Law of
the Sea, ignored the ruling.

The Philippines, under new President
Rodrigo Duterte, decided to play down the
verdict in favour of pursuing warmer ties with
Beijing. This in turn led to offers of billions of
dollars in investments or aid from China. “It’s
clear that China’s pressure on individual
ASEAN governments has paid off with few
prepared even to reiterate statements that
they have made many times before,” Bill
Hayton, a South China Sea expert and associ-
ate fellow with the Asia Programme at
Chatham House in London, told AFP. “Beijing’s
task has been made easier because the
Philippines holds the (ASEAN) chair this year.”
The ASEAN foreign ministers and their
Chinese counterpart, Wang Yi, yesterday
adopted a framework for negotiating a code
of conduct to defuse tensions in the sea.
Wang hailed this as a breakthrough. — AFP

RAJA RAM: The rape of a teenage girl in
revenge for a crime committed by her
brother has left residents of Raja Ram in
central Pakistan shaken and questioning a
deeply entrenched system of village justice.
Last month, a council of village elders
ordered the rape of the 16-year-old victim
after her brother was accused of raping a
12-year-old girl.

The ruling highlighted the role such
councils - known as panchayats, or jirgas -
play in the lives of many rural Pakistanis,
who see the country’s courtrooms as a dis-
tant presence. The councils have tradition-
ally enjoyed broad support, thanks to their
ability to offer immediate justice, com-
pared to courts that can take years to set-
tle a criminal case, and as much as a
decade to resolve a civil dispute. But the
recent ruling, which allowed a rape victim’s
brother to sexually assault another inno-
cent girl, has unsettled Raja Ram, home to
some 3,000 people.

“May God have mercy, it was such a
strange day and it was such a big injustice,”
said villager Amina Bibi. “In our area there is
neither a school nor a hospital, and poverty
and ignorance rules here... This incident is a
mark of this ignorance,” said 46-year-old
Imtiaz Matila. “It’s a stain on the name of
the panchayat,” agreed another villager, 65-
year-old Manzoor Hussain.

The girls have since been taken to a
women’s shelter in conservative Multan,
Pakistan’s fifth-largest city. Raja Ram is just
a few kilometres down the road, but feels a
world away away from urban life. Men sit
around on charpoys, sheltering from the
blistering heat, while women are conspicu-
ous only by their absence, shielded from
view behind the rough stone walls that sur-

round each of the crudely built, single-
storey houses.

‘Nothing more dishonorable’ 
Central Punjab is also home to one of

Pakistan’s most prominent advocates for
women’s rights-Mukhtar Mai, whose own
story offers a window into jirga justice and
its brutal mistreatment of women. In 2002,
a jirga ordered Mai to be gang-raped after
her brother was falsely accused of rape.
Mai, who lives a few hours north of Multan,
made the unusual decision to defy her
rapists and take them to court. 

But in one of South Asia’s most infamous
miscarriages of justice, her attackers
walked free, and people continued to rely
on panchayats, even as she went on to
become a high-profile activist.  “It’s an hon-
or-based system and there’s nothing more
dishonorable than the rape of a woman
within your family,” explained women’s
rights activist Aisha Sarwari. The men of the
aggressor ’s family must be shamed
through the loss of their women’s dignity,
Sarwari explained. “That’s the balance of
power in these communities, which makes
sure that women are some kind of collateral.”

‘Jirga law’ 
The Supreme Court, trying to bring jir-

gas to heel, declared them illegal in 2006.
But in an apparent backtrack this year
aimed at unclogging the slow-moving
court system, the government passed a
new law that promotes village councils as
an alternative solution to small civil dis-
putes. The decision, dubbed the “Jirga Law”
by activists, has raised concerns about
women’s rights, given the precedents set
by the panchayats. —AFP

NEW DELHI: In this file photo taken on August 5, 2017 shows activists and support-
ers of the Indian Youth Congress (IYC) holding pictures of its leader Rahul Gandhi as
they shout slogans against Prime Minister Narendra Modi during a protest outside
the headquarters of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). —AFP 

MANILA: China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi speaks during a press conference on the
sidelines of the 50th Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) regional securi-
ty forum. —AFP 

SE Asian nations 
feud over China

Women as ‘collateral’ 
in Pakistan jirga justice

MULTAN: In this photo taken on July 27, 2017, a Pakistani policeman (R) stands
beside arrested members of a village council, who ordered the rape of a teenage girl
as punishment for a rape committed by her brother, at a police station in Raja Ram
village on the outskirts of Multan. —AFP 


