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ISLAMABAD: Pakistani officials have hosted seven
Taleban leaders in Islamabad to try and press the insur-
gents into peace talks ahead of a multi-nation meeting
in April in Moscow, according to two Taleban officials.
Islamabad has been under international pressure to try
and bring Taleban leaders, who have lived in Pakistan
since their rule in Afghanistan was overthrown in the
2001 US invasion, into some form of negotiations with
Kabul.

However, successive attempts have faltered and
failed. Last year Pakistan, Afghanistan, China and the
United States met to jumpstart the peace process but
that effort faltered after a series of deadly Kabul attacks
that Afghanistan blamed on militants hiding in Pakistan.
China, Russia and Pakistan are behind the initiative of
the April meeting in Moscow. Afghanistan will attend
the meeting as will Iran and India. Washington has not
said whether it would attend. The two Taleban officials
said that the Taleban used the Islamabad gathering,
which took place last week, to press their own
demands, including that Pakistan free Taleban figures

from its jails.  The two officials, who were familiar with
the Islamabad meeting, spoke to The Associated Press
on condition of anonymity, fearing reprisals by Pakistani
authorities who have not confirmed the meeting. The
international community has stepped up efforts to find
a peaceful solution to Afghanistan's protracted war with
the Taleban as security across Afghanistan deteriorates
and the Islamic State group threatens to expand its
foothold in the region.

The Taleban have stepped up attacks across
Afghanistan since the US and NATO formally concluded
their combat mission at the end of 2014, leaving a
smaller contingent of troops behind to focus on train-
ing and counterterrorism. The insurgents have been
successful in gaining more ground across several
provinces and increasingly taking their fight to urban
centers. Despite their steadfast refusal to talk to the
Afghan government, Taleban officials have held meet-
ings with many others - travelling several times to
China, opening talks with Russia and Iran, and also
attended conferences in Japan and in Europe.

Apparently, the missions have had some success as
both Moscow and Beijing have indicated they'd be will-
ing to see names of Taleban leaders removed from the
United Nations' terror list, a long-standing demand of
the Taleban for participating in talks. The Taleban
attending the Islamabad meeting were led by Mullah
Muhammed Abbas, who took part in direct talks with
the Afghan government in July 2015 in Pakistan. Those
talks abruptly ended as an announcement emerged
that Taleban founder, Mullah Mohammed Omar, had
been dead for two years.

Others at the meeting included former Taleban
higher education minister, Amir Khan Muttaqi; former
vice and virtue minister Mullah Muhammed Turabi;
Mullah Saaduddin from the so-called Quetta shura, or
council, in Pakistan's Baluchistan province and Mullah
Daud who represented the so-called Peshawar shura. A
figure known by only one name, Yahya - a senior mem-
ber of the notorious Haqqani network that is allied with
the Taleban - also attended as did Latif Mansour, secre-
tary of the Taleban leadership council. — AP
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KATHMANDU: Nepalese Prime Minister Pushpa Kamal Dahal, right, shakes
hand Chinese Defense Minister Chang Wanquan in Kathmandu, Nepal, yester-
day. — AP 

AFGHANISTAN: In this file photo, Afghan National Army soldiers stand in position, in the Sangin district of
Kandahar province, southern Afghanistan. — AP

KATHMANDU: China's defense minister
will arrive in Nepal later yesterday for
talks on joint military exercises, a meet-
ing that will be closely watched by India
as Beijing boosts its influence in the
region. Chang Wanquan will be in
Kathmandu for a three-day visit-the first
by a Chinese defense minister in 15
years-that will include talks with his
Nepali counterpart and Prime Minister
Pushpa Kamal Dahal. "Both sides are
working out some agreements for assis-
tance for the Nepalese Army," defense
ministry spokesman Uttam Prasad
Nagila said.

"The ministry expects there might be
some progress on talks over joint military
exercises, but [it is] not confirmed yet."
The prospect of the first army drills ever
between China and Nepal will rattle India,
which is often accused of playing "big
brother" to its tiny neighbor. An army
source, who asked not to be named, said
the exercises may be dubbed
"Sagarmatha Friendship"-referring to the
Nepali name for Mount Everest-and
would focus on disaster response.

Sandwiched between China and
India, impoverished Nepal has in recent
years ping-ponged between the sphere

of influence of Delhi and Beijing as the
Asian giants jostle for regional
supremacy. "What we are seeing this
week with Chang's visit is more of a mil-
itary exchange," said James Char, a
China expert at Singapore's Nanyang
Technological University. "It is also
something that has grown under the
current leadership of (China's
President) Xi Jinping."

Landlocked Nepal remains dependent
on India for the majority of its imports, but
the previous administration aggressively
courted China as part of a nationalist drive
to decrease the country's reliance on
Delhi. China has responded with grand
infrastructure promises, including recently
pledging $8.3 billion in investment to
Nepal-equivalent to nearly to 40 percent
of its entire GDP.

The staggering commitment
dwarfed India's investment offer of
$317 million. The current Maoist-led
government in Nepal has sought to
repair strained ties with Delhi while
continuing to accept cash from its pow-
erful northern neighbor. Prime Minister
Dahal was due to fly to China yesterday
and will meet with President Xi next
week.— AFP 

MUMBAI: An Indian politician brazenly admitted yesterday
that he hit a steward on an Air India flight 25 times with his
slipper during a row over a seat. Ravindra Gaikwad, an MP
in India's lower house for the Hindu nationalist Shiv Sena
party, claimed that the attendant had insulted him first on
the Pune to New Delhi flight. "What did he say, that I hit
him with my hand? I hit him 25 times with a slipper," an
unrepentant Gaikwad told ANI news agency in video
footage posted on its Twitter page and aired on Indian
news channels.

Indian media reports said Gaikwad claimed he had a
business class ticket but that Air India put him in an econo-
my seat for the Thursday morning flight to India's capital.

After first complaining to an air hostess Gaikwad, who rep-
resents a constituency in the western state of Maharashtra,
then got into a heated argument with the senior flight
attendant. "(The steward) said 'I will complain to (Indian
Prime Minister Narendra) Modi', so I hit him," said Gaikwad.

"Should I have to listen to this abuse?" he added.
Politicians from other political parties roundly condemned
Gaikwad's actions while a spokesman for Air India said the
airline was investigating the incident. Last year an Indian
MP was arrested for alleging slapping an airline official at
an airport in Andhra Pradesh after he and his family were
prevented from boarding their flight because the gate
had closed. — AFP 
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KANDAHAR: Taleban fighters captured the strategic
southern district of Sangin yesterday, officials said,
another setback for Afghan forces in opium-rich
Helmand province ahead of the spring fighting season.
The capture of Sangin, where US and British forces suf-
fered heavy casualties until it was handed over to
Afghan personnel,  marks the culmination of the
Taleban's year-long offensive to seize the district and
underscores their growing strength. 

Most of Helmand is already estimated to be under
Taleban control, with the capital Lashkar Gah-one of the
last government-held enclaves-also at the risk of falling
to the Taleban's repeated ferocious assaults. "Our forces

have retreated from government offices, including the
police headquarters and the governor's office in Sangin,"
Helmand governor's spokesman Omar Zwak said. "But
we are preparing to take it back." 

Taleban spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid also said that
insurgents had overrun the district centre. For years
Helmand was the centerpiece of the Western military
intervention in Afghanistan, only for it to slip deeper into
a quagmire of instability. The Taleban effectively control
or contest 10 of the 14 districts in Helmand, the deadliest
province for British and US troops over the past decade
and blighted by a huge opium harvest that helps fund
the insurgency. —AFP
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