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S Korea offers talks on tension, 
family reunions with North

SEOUL: South Korea yesterday offered talks with
North Korea to ease animosities along their tense
border and resume reunions of families separated
by their war in the 1950s. It was unclear how North
Korea will react since it remains suspicious of new
South Korean President Moon Jae-in’s outreach to it.
But Moon’s overture, the first formal offer of talks
since his inauguration in May, indicates he wants to
use dialogue to defuse the international standoff
over North Korea’s weapons programs, despite hav-
ing condemned the North’s first intercontinental
ballistic missile test on July 4 and vowed a firm
response. If realized, the talks would be the first
inter-Korean dialogue since December 2015.

Death toll climbs from 
India’s monsoon floods

NEW DELHI: The death toll from severe monsoon
flooding across India has risen to at least 76, officials
said yesterday, with eight people killed in the past
day in the worst-hit states. Heavy rain in Gujarat has
claimed 11 lives since Saturday as the monsoon
intensified across the western state.  “Seven of these
died in the last 24 hours and at least four others are
still missing,” Pankaj Kumar, a Gujarat government
official, told AFP. Arunachal Pradesh and Assam in
India’s northeast have been the hardest-hit, while
pockets of the eastern states of Odisha and Bihar
have also been affected. In the hilly state of Assam 60
people have been killed and a state-wide emergency
relief operation has been underway since the wet
season arrived in April.
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‘Taleban’ suicide bomber 
kills two in NW Pakistan

PESHAWAR: A suicide bomber struck a vehicle carrying
paramilitary troops in Pakistan’s northwest on yester-
day, killing two soldiers and wounding eight other peo-
ple in an attack claimed by the Taleban. The attack on
the Frontier Corps (FC) took place in the upscale
Hayatabad area of Peshawar, the capital of Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa province. The blast came a day after the
Pakistani military said it had launched a fresh ground
operation in a valley in the northwest, part of an offen-
sive that began last November to clear the militancy-
racked area. Local senior police official Imran Malik, whi
gave the death toll, said four civilians were among the
eight injured. The Frontier Corps, which is part of the
army, specializes in operations along the border with
Afghanistan.

Malian soldiers’ bodies 
recovered after  attack

BAMAKO: The bodies of eight missing Malian sol-
diers have been found following a presumed jihadist
attack on July 9, official sources told AFP yesterday.
The soldiers were ambushed in Mali’s northeast and
two escaped with their lives, but until now there had
been no trace of the missing. “Eight soldiers missing
after clashes with terrorists near Menaka have been
found yesterday killed by bullets,” a senior army offi-
cial told AFP. A local official in the area said eight
bodies were found in Inkadogotane, 60 kilometers
from the town of Menaka, and added that they were
captured alive before being executed.

NEW DELHI: A cyclist takes refuge under a tree from the
pelting rain. —AP

18 dead, 18 missing in 
China flooding: Media

BEIJING: Flooding in China’s northeast has left 18 dead
and 18 missing, state media said yesterday, after the lat-
est deadly deluge to hit the country this summer. The
central and eastern parts of Jilin province were hit by
driving rain Thursday and Friday, according to the offi-
cial Xinhua News Agency. More than 110,000 were
forced to flee the city of Jilin due to the heavy rain, it
said, adding that the government had sent over 32,000
rescue workers to the area. China has been hit by a
series of fatal floods this summer, leaving dozens dead
and displacing huge numbers of people. Last week
authorities said that at least 63 were killed by landslides
and floods in central China, which forced 1.6 million to
flee. —Agencies

NEW DELHI: Indian lawmakers voted
yesterday for a new president certain to
come from the bottom of  the Hindu
caste system, in  an elec t ion seen as
strengthening Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s grip on power. Some 4,900 legis-
lators nationwide voted in what Modi
termed a “historic” election to choose the
titular head of state.

Ram Nath Kovind, the candidate of
Modi’s right-wing Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) and a former lawyer and state gov-
ernor from the Dalit community, is cer-
ta in  to  win .  H is  main  r iva l  i s  M eira
Kumar, the nominee of the Congress-led
opposition and also a Dalit. But the BJP,
which won a landslide in a general elec-
tion in 2014, has for the first time assem-
bled enough Electoral  College votes
across the country to push through its
presidential candidate. Congress has tra-
ditionally dominated the post.

“There is no rocket science, Ram Nath
Kovind will win today,” Praful Patel,  a
leader  of  the smal l  opposit ion
Nationalist Congress Party, conceded as
he cast his vote. Modi was among the
first to vote, using a specially approved
violet ink pen. The election commission
barred the use of  personal  pens  to
ensure clean voting. The result will be
announced Thursday. “The presidential
poll this time is historic. Probably for the
first time no party has made any undig-
nified or unwarranted comment on the
rival candidate,” Modi tweeted on the
eve of the poll.

“Ever y  pol i t ica l  par t y  has  kept  in

mind the dignity of this election.” India’s
prime minister wields executive power,
but the president can send back some
parliamentary bills for reconsideration
and also plays  a  guiding role  in  the
process  of  forming governments.
Analysts said the elction of Kovind, 71,
would help Modi t ighten his grip on
power and accrue political capital by
sending an important message to the
Dalits, a long-disdained electoral group
once known as “untouchables”.

Dalit attack
Dalits, who number around 200 mil-

l ion in the nat ion of  1 .3  bi l l ion,  are
among India’s poorest communities and
relegated to the margins of  society.
Despite legal protection, discrimination is
rife and Dalits are routinely denied access
to education and other advancement
opportunities. On the day of the vote,
media reported the case of a Dalit laborer
allegedly beaten to death by upper-caste
attackers, highlighting the plight of the

“untouchable” caste. Modi’s rivals have
protested at Kovind’s nomination, citing
his association with the radical right-
wing Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh, the
ideological power behind the BJP. The
opposition nominee Kumar, the daughter
of freedom fighter Babu Jagjivan Ram,
was a diplomat before entering politics in
1985 and became India’s first woman
speaker in 2009. Her nomination, which
followed Kovind’s, was seen by many as
an opposition attempt to counter Modi’s
move to woo Dalits.

Congress president Sonia Gandhi ral-
lied opposition ranks before the vote,
calling the contest a “clash of ideas and
a conflict of disparate values”. “We can-
not and must not let India be hostage
to those who wish to impose upon it a
narrow-minded, divisive and communal
vision,” Gandhi said. Votes from the BJP’s
traditional Hindu base propelled Modi
to his 2014 legislative victory, especially
i n  t h e  b a t t l e gro u n d  s t a te s  o f  U t t a r
Pradesh and Bihar.

Dalit support will be key for the BJP
before the 2019 general election as the
p a r t y  h a s  b e e n  l a rg e l y  s h u n n e d  by
Muslims, who make up about 14 per-
cent of the population. “The Dalit com-
munity has bases across the country
especially in all the big, electorally sig-
nif icant states,” said Nistula Hebbar,
political editor of The Hindu newspa-
per. “The community’s vote is important
fo r  a l l ,  e s p e c i a l l y  fo r  t h e  B J P.  I n  a
democracy, their numbers matter a lot,”
she said. —AFP

India votes for next prez
from lowest Dalit caste
Modi termed nationwide vote a ‘historic’ election

NEW DELHI: In this June 19, 2017, file photo, Ram Nath Kovind, center,
waves to media upon arrival at the airport. —AP

KABUL: The people of war-torn Afghanistan continue to bear the brunt of the
grinding conflict with civilian deaths at their worst since records began, the
United Nations said yesterday. In the first half of the year, 1,662 civilians were
killed and more than 3,500 injured with deaths in the capital Kabul accounting
for nearly 20 percent of the toll, according to the UN Assistance Mission in
Afghanistan (UNAMA) report.

The majority of the victims were killed by anti-government forces-includ-
ing the resurgent Taleban and in attacks claimed by the Islamic State, the
report said, underscoring spiraling insecurity in the country nearly 16 years
after the US invasion. The UN has documented civilian casualties in the war-
ravaged country since 2009. The first six months of the year have seen a signifi-
cant rise in the number of civilian lives lost in highly coordinated attacks
involving more than one perpetrator, with 259 killed and 892 injured-a 15 per-
cent increase on the same period last year.

Many of those deaths happened in a single attack in Kabul in late May
when a truck bomb exploded during the morning rush hour, killing more than
150 people and injuring hundreds. UNAMA put the civilian death toll at 92,
saying it was the deadliest incident to hit the country since 2001. The UN’s spe-
cial envoy to Afghanistan Tadamichi Yamamoto said the human cost of the
conflict remains “far too high”.

“The continued use of indiscriminate, disproportionate and illegal impro-
vised explosive devices is particularly appalling and must immediately stop,”
he added in a statement. The bloody toll of the first six months of 2017 has
unsettled the government of President Ashraf Ghani, who has come under
increasing pressure since the May attack in Kabul. Protests and deadly street
clashes hit the Afghan capital in the wake of the May attack as people
incensed by security failures called for his government’s resignation.

‘Psychological trauma’ 
Women and children have borne the brunt of the increase in civilian casualties,

with UNAMA blaming the use of IEDs and aerial operations in populated areas for
the jump. A total of 174 women were killed and 462 injured-an overall rise in casu-
alties of 23 percent on last year-while 436 children were killed in the same period,
representing a nine percent increase. 

Save the Children expressed alarm at the heavy toll-a third of all civilian deaths-
on the country’s youth. “It’s extremely concerning to see the number of children
killed and injured by conflict increasing, reflecting the growing danger faced by
young Afghans,” the charity’s Afghanistan country director David Skinner said in a
statement. The UNAMA report said that nearly half of Afghanistan’s 34 provinces
have seen an increase in civilian deaths in the first six months of the year, mainly
due to the rise in attacks by anti-government forces across the country. “The statis-
tics in this report, horrifying though they are, can never fully convey the sheer
human suffering of the people of Afghanistan,” said UN High Commissioner for
Human Rights Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein.

“Many Afghan civilians are suffering psychological trauma, having lost family
and friends, and are living in fear knowing the risks they face as they go about their
daily lives.” The ground offensives by Afghan security forces are the second leading
cause of civilian casualties, though UNAMA said there had been a 10 percent
decrease compared to the same period in 2016. —AFP

Afghan civilian deaths 
hit new high, says UN

KABUL: This file photo taken on May 31, 2017 shows the bod-
ies of Afghan victims of a car bomb attack loaded in the back
of a police vehicle at a hospital. —AFP

MANILA: Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte (C), along with members of government
and Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) peace representatives, gestures with the peace
sign during a ceremony where a draft of the Bangsamoro Basic Law (BBL) was submitted
to the president at the Malacanang Palace. —AFP

MANILA: The Philippines’ largest Muslim rebel group
said yesterday a peace accord it’s trying to implement
with the government is “the best antidote” for violent
extremism exemplified by a bloody siege of southern
Marawi city by Islamic State group-aligned militants.
Government and rebel representatives submitted a
new draft law to President Rodrigo Duterte which aims
to establish a more powerful Muslim autonomous
region in the country’s south under a 2014 peace deal
that stalled in Congress under his predecessor.

“This is the best antidote to the violent extremism
that has wrought havoc” in many Muslim areas, Moro
Islamic Liberation Front Vice Chairman Ghazali Jaafar
said during the presentation of the proposed autono-
my bill to Duterte at the presidential palace in Manila.
Once established, the autonomous government, to be
called Bangsamoro, “would be at the forefront of keep-
ing public order and safety, dispensing justice within
the bounds of law and addressing the basic requisites
of a good life,” Jaafar said.

Duterte pledged to back the bill in Congress as long
as it adheres to the Philippine Constitution and pro-
motes the plight of minority Muslims. “I am for this,”
Duterte said to applause from officials and the insur-
gents, who came in business suits. “Within the context
of the Republic of the Philippines there shall be a
Bangsamoro country.” The rebels, who dropped their
secessionist bid in exchange for broader autonomy,
signed a pact with the government to establish a
region with more powers and funding for minority
Muslims in the south of the predominantly Roman
Catholic nation and end a decades-long rebellion.

Poverty-wracked region 
The conflict has left about 150,000 people dead and

stunted development in the resource-rich but poverty-
wracked region. The peace pact would have been a
major legacy of Duterte’s predecessor, Benigno Aquino
III, but the legislation stalled in Congress in 2015 after

some rebels from the 11,000-strong Moro Islamic
Liberation Front became entangled in fighting that
killed 44 police commandos during an anti-terrorism
raid in southern Mamasapano town.

The commandos managed to kill top Malaysian ter-
ror suspect Zulkifli bin Hir, who had long been wanted
by the United States, but the large number of police
deaths sparked public outrage and prompted lawmak-
ers to stall passage of the autonomy bill. Rebel leader
Al Haj Murad Ebrahim said amid growing frustration
among Muslims over the bill’s failed passage, extremist
groups in the south emerged.

“These misguided people have filled the vacuum
created by our failure to enact the basic law and fed
into the frustration of our people,” Murad said at the
ceremony, which was attended by leaders of the
Senate and House of Representatives. “Today, we
watch with utter disgust at the destruction that vio-
lent extremism has inflicted in the city of Marawi,”
Murad said.

Irene Santiago, a government official dealing with
the rebels, said public and congressional support for
the Muslim autonomy bill is crucial. “The dangers are
staring at us in the face,” she said. Officials say more
than 550 people, including 411 militants, have been
killed in nearly two months of fighting in Marawi, a
bastion of Islamic faith in the south.

On Sunday, troops cleared 50 more buildings and
houses after clashes that left eight militants and two
soldiers dead, military chief of staff Gen. Eduardo Ano
told reporters. Troops are bracing for a “final push to
really break their line and finally clear the whole area of
Marawi,” Ano said, adding that “the battleground is
now down to less than a square kilometer area.”
Duterte is expected to announce this week whether he
will extend a 60-day declaration of martial law in the
southern region to deal with the Marawi insurrection,
the most serious security crisis he has faced since
assuming power in June last year. —AP

Philippine rebels: Peace pact 
‘best antidote’ for extremism

ROME: Italy’s government has delayed a
parliamentary vote on a citizenship
rights bill as tensions rise over the num-
ber of migrants arriving on the country’s
shores. The proposal to give children
born on Italian soil to foreign parents
citizenship rights at birth or after at least
five years of Italian schooling enjoys the
support of Prime Minister Paolo
Gentiloni’s centre-left Democratic Party
(PD). But Gentiloni said late Sunday that

the bill would be dropped until later in
the year considering other “urgent dead-
lines” and “difficulties that have arisen on
certain fringes of the majority”.

He gave his “personal commitment”
to ensure the bill was approved in the
autumn. Foreign Minister Angelino
Alfano, who leads a small centrist party
in the ruling coalition, had said that
while the bill had his support in princi-
ple, he could not guarantee the neces-

sary votes in favour considering the cur-
rent climate.

A poll last week showed the bill is los-
ing support among Italians, even though
such a path to citizenship exists in many
other EU countries, and despite support-
ers insisting the draft law has nothing to
do with newly-arrived migrants. Over
86,000 migrants have arrived so far this
year, up over 10 percent compared with
the same period in 2016.

The left-leaning La Repubblica daily
called on the political class to “be
straight with Italians and dismantle lies”.
“This law has nothing to do with those
who are disembarking on our coasts,” it
said. Under the proposed bill, one of the
parents would have to have been legally
present in Italy for five years for children
born here to be granted citizenship, so it
would not apply to those refused asy-
lum and ordered to leave the country.

Matteo Salvini, head of the anti-
immigration Northern League party,
described Gentiloni’s decision as “a
victory” for his party, saying: “If they
try again, they’ll find us ready. Stop
invasion”. Some 45 mayors in Sicily
have demanded a meeting with the
government this week after a heated
protests over the distribution of new-
ly-arrived migrants on the southern
Italian island. —AFP

Italy delays citizenship rights bill under migrant pressure


