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5 dead; Indonesia ferry 
catches fire in Java Sea

JAKARTA: A search for survivors of a ferry that caught fire in the
Java Sea, killing five people, has been suspended for the night,
an Indonesian search and rescue official said yesterday. The
national search and rescue agency’s operations director, Ivan
Ahmad Riski, said 193 people have been rescued. The number
of missing was unclear. The agency’s initial figure for the num-
ber of people aboard, apparently based on the vessel’s mani-
fest, was 178. It is not uncommon for ferries, a regular form of
transport in the Indonesian archipelago, to be overcrowded or
to carry more passengers than declared. The accident hap-
pened on Friday night about 3 kilometers from Masalembo
Island. A nearby ship went to the aid of the stricken ferry, which
was also carrying many cars and trucks. Riski said survivors told
authorities that the fire started on the ferry’s vehicle deck and
spread uncontrollably, forcing the captain to order all on board
to abandon ship. In panic, some people jumped into the sea
without wearing lifejackets or waiting for lifeboats, they said,
according to Riski.  

Ben Ali nephew apologizes 
to Tunisia for corruption

TUNIS: Imed Trabelsi, a nephew of toppled Tunisian dic-
tator Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, apologized to the Tunisian
people on national television Friday for the endemic cor-
ruption during the regime. In his testimony to the Truth
and Dignity Commission (IVD), a tribunal established after
the 2011 revolution, Trabelsi recounted how he got rich
thanks to a well-oiled system involving the complicity of
customs officers, high officials and ministers. “We practi-
cally had a monopoly on the banana trade,” Trabelsi said,
adding that there were also monopolies on real estate
and alcohol sales. If another businessman tried to com-
pete “we blocked his load,” he added. “The customs offi-
cers who worked with us were dedicated to our boat...
they blocked the interests of many people and took out
our goods before everyone else’s,” he said, adding that
bribes of up to 30,000 dinars (over $12,000) were given.
Trabelsi, who has been in prison since the revolution,
“apologized from the bottom of (his) heart” and said he
wanted his freedom. 

Propulsion problems put 
warships out of action 

SYDNEY: Australia is investigating if problems in the
propulsion systems of two $1.5 billion warships built
by manufacturers from Spain, Germany and Britain
are the result of design flaws. Naval engineers are try-
ing to figure out exactly what is causing the problems
onboard the HMAS Adelaide and HMAS Canberra, the
largest ships ever constructed for the Royal Australian
Navy. Both Landing Helicopter Docks (LHDs) were
built by Spanish firm Navantia using propulsion pods
from German company Siemens, and fitted with com-
bat and communications systems by British company
BAE Systems. Oils have leaked into parts of the ves-
sels’ propulsion system where they shouldn’t be,
naval chiefs said in a briefing on Friday. “Am I disap-
pointed? Yes. We were not expecting to find this,” said
Vice Admiral Tim Barrett, the chief of the Royal
Australian Navy. Rear Admiral Adam Grunsell, the
head of maritime systems in defence force’s capabili-
ty acquisition and sustainment group, said the prob-
lem could be a design issue, but stressed it was too
early to speculate. 

MASALEMBU ISLAND: Photo shows survivors of a vessel
that caught fire on its car deck, at a local clinic in
Masalembu Island, in between Java and Kalimantan
mail islands. —AFP

School: Student dies as a 
result of ‘choking game’ 

BERNARDS TOWNSHIP: A child in a New Jersey school
has died as a result of the “choking game,” where kids seek
to achieve euphoria by briefly stopping oxygen from
reaching the brain, a school superintendent says.
Bernards Township Schools Superintendent Nick
Markarian said in a letter this week to parents that the
student engaged in the game also known as space mon-
key, the fainting game, or flatliner. His letter said the
death earlier this year was “one of the tragic losses of stu-
dent life we have experienced this year.” The superintend-
ent recommended that parents talk to their children and
review the search history of their media devices; he noted
that students ages 9 to 16 are vulnerable to experiment-
ing with risky behavior. “The early-adolescent brain does
not process information in the same manner as an adult
brain, and so children in this age group are not able to ful-
ly understand the serious consequences,” he wrote.
Parents have been cooperative in the wake of the stu-
dent’s death, the district said. A spokeswoman declined
to say when exactly the death occurred.  

Bangladesh’s police raid 
opposition leader office

DHAKA: Bangladesh police swooped on the offices of
the country’s main opposition leader hunting “anti-state
documents” yesterday, sparking angry protests by hun-
dreds of party supporters. Officials smashed locks to
enter the office of two times former Prime Minister
Khaleda Zia in Dhaka, in what her party claimed was the
latest politically-motivated move against the country’s
embattled opposition as it prepares for the next general
election. Hundreds of supporters of Zia’s Bangladesh
Nationalist Party (BNP) rushed to the site after news
spread about the raid and staged a protest outside the
two-storey office building in the upscale Gulshan neigh-
borhood.  Dozens of police scoured the building for two
hours but later said they “have not found any materials”
in the search. “We entered the office following a court
order to search for anti-state and anti-government docu-
ments,” Gulshan police chief Abu Baker Siddique said. The
BNP said the drive was part of “a conspiracy” against Zia
who is facing about three dozen cases of alleged graft,
treason and violence. 

PHNOM PENH: Tuk-tuks blaring pop music
and flag-waving supporters of Cambodia’s
embattled opposition led a rally yesterday
for upcoming local elections, a bellwether
for efforts to end the three-decade rule of
strongman Hun Sen in next year’s national
polls. The June 4 vote in more than 1,600
communes-administrative clusters of vil-
lages-will take Cambodia’s political temper-
ature ahead of a general election in 2018
that is expected to go to the wire.

The opposition Cambodia National
Rescue Party (CNRP) are desperate to end
Hun Sen’s rule, which they say is increasing-
ly corrupt and repressive.  But the party has
been squarely outmaneuvered by the wily
premier, who pegs himself as a stabilizing
force in country still recovering from the
horrors of the genocidal Khmer Rouge-era.
His Cambodia People’s Party (CPP) draws
the loyalty of many older Cambodians who
fear political change could reopen historic
wounds and dent a surging economy.

The rival CNRP has been hemmed in by
legal cases since losing a disputed 2013 gen-
eral election by a whisker. Addressing thou-
sands of opposition supporters at a Phnom
Penh rally yesterday, CNRP leader Kem
Sokha said political change was on the hori-
zon. “We have travelled through obstacles,
rainstorms and lightning... but the CNRP has
managed to survive and is stepping for-
ward,” he said to cheers from the supporters,
many with CNRP stickers on their cheeks.
Kem Sokha took over the party leadership in
March after long-time chief Sam Rainsy
stood down amid a welter of legal cases that
threatened to see the CNRP disbanded.

A strong showing by the CNRP in the
June polls would send “shockwaves”
through the ruling party, according to
Sebastian Strangio, an expert on Cambodian
politics and author of a recent book on the
mercurial premier Hun Sen.  “The CPP risks
losing control of a lower level of govern-
ment that they have controlled since the fall
of the Khmer Rouge in 1979,” he added.
Conversely weak support for the CNRP
could spell disaster in next year’s national
vote. The CPP held a rival rally in the capital,

which also drew thousands.  Hun Sen has
overseen Cambodia’s transition from a coun-
try ravaged by genocide to one of the
region’s fastest growing economies with a
young, optimistic population. But many
Cambodians have grown weary of endemic
corruption and rights abuses while Hun
Sen’s family and friends have also become
hugely wealthy over the years. 

Political intimidation
Meanwhile, the US State Department

called on the government to avoid threats

and political intimidation as the two-week
campaigning for the June 4 communal
elections started yesterday with tens of
thousands of supporters of Hun Sen’s rul-
ing party and the main opposition party
flooding the streets of the capital. A State
Department spokeswoman for East Asia,
Alicia Edwards, said in Washington that the
US was urging the Cambodian govern-
ment to “guarantee a political space free
from threats or intimidation” and respect
freedom of expression for all its citizens.

Cambodia’s defense minister has

reportedly warned that the army will
“smash the teeth” of anyone protesting a
win by the ruling party. Speaking to sup-
porters, opposition leader Kem Sokha said
that his party would win the local and gen-
eral elections but he appealed to party
members to be patient. Although accused
of violence and intimidation of opponents,
Hun Sen could also take some credit for
bringing modest economic growth and
stability in a country devastated by the
communist Khmer Rouge’s regime in the
1970s.  —Agencies

Tuk-tuks and flags as Cambodian 

opposition eyes bellwether polls

Cambodians rally as US warns of intimidation

PHNOM PENH: Supporters of Cambodia National Rescue Party (CNRP) sit on Tuk-Tuks as they travel along a street
during the Commune Election Campaign in Phnom Penh yesterday. —AFP 

GHAZNI: Taleban fighters launched a
three-pronged attack on parts of the cen-
tral-eastern Afghan city of Ghazni
overnight, driving a Humvee packed with
explosives into the entrance of a district
governor’s compound during the assault,
police said yesterday. The assault on
Ghazni, on the highway linking the capital
Kabul with the southern city of Kandahar,
ramps up the Taleban’s spring offensive
and comes as US Defense Secretary Jim
Mattis prepares to present recommenda-
tions to President Donald Trump on future
troop levels in Afghanistan. In the north of
the country, the Taleban has stepped up its
operations and targeted Kunduz, a city that
they have twice managed to seize for brief
periods in the past.

The Taleban have had a strong presence
in the province of Ghazni for years, but
provincial police chief Aminullah Amerkhil
said the overnight attack from three direc-
tions was the fiercest launched by the
insurgents. However, he said his men had
held out. Hashim Zwak, the police chief of

Waghaz district, was wounded in the hand
during the fighting. He described how the
militants drove a Humvee packed with
explosives into the entrance of the district
governor ’s compound and blew it up
before other fighters tried to overrun the
police defenders. “They put all their effort
into it but they could not defeat us,” Zwak
said from a hospital in Ghazni city.    

Taleban spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid
said, however, that the fighters had gained
control of Waghaz district, straddling the
highway to the south of the city and fight-
ing was continuing in other areas. He said
several members of the security forces had
been killed and many vehicles destroyed
along with weapons and ammunition. The
provincial police chief said the Taleban had
suffered far heavier casualties, with 25
fighters killed, while only two members of
the security forces died. “The Taleban put
all their pressure on Afghan security forces
to take control of at least one district but
we fought well and pushed them back,”
Amerkhil said. —Reuters

Afghan Taleban launch 

three-pronged assault

CHARIKAR, Afghanistan: Georgian soldiers from the NATO coalition look on
as an Afghan motorcyclist turns his bike near the site of a roadside bomb
blast at Abed Kheel near Charikar district of Parwan province. —AFP 

This file photo shows Afghan warlord Abdul Rashid Dostam speaking at a
ceremony in Sheberghan. —AFP

Afghan VP Dostum departs 

for Turkey amid rape probe

KABUL: Afghanistan’s embattled vice
president Abdul Rashid Dostum has left
for Turkey, officials said yesterday, in
what could be another long exile for the
former warlord following allegations that
he raped and tortured a political rival.
Dostum, a powerful ethnic Uzbek warlord
l inked to a  catalogue of  war cr imes,
departed late Friday in the middle of a
criminal investigation that has drawn
attention to the culture of impunity that
is hobbling Western-backed efforts to
instill the rule of law in Afghanistan.

Speculation is rife that he has sought
temporar y exile in Turkey in a bid to
escape prosecution, with observers say-
ing it could mark the end of his check-
ered political career in Afghanistan. But a
spokesman for Dostum, Bashir Ahmad
Tahyanj, insisted that he would return
after visiting Turkey for “medical check-
ups and to visit his family”.  Dostum is
accused of abducting rival Ahmad Ishchi
last year during a game of Buzkashi-a
type of polo played with an animal car-
cass-in northern Jowzjan province.

Dostum, 63,  a l legedly kept Ishchi
hostage in his private compound for five
days, where he was said to have been
tortured and sodomised, an accusation
that Dostum has denied. Nobody was
arrested or indicted despite reports that
medical evidence backed Ishchi’s claims
that he was abused. The country’s attor-
ney general launched an investigation
into the allegations but Dostum evaded
questioning by being holed up in his
palace in central Kabul, guarded by his
armed militiamen.

Too powerful to prosecute?
Afghanistan’s Western allies initially

pi led pressure on President Ashraf
Ghani ’s  government to prosecute
Dostum, who has survived all previous

allegations of abuse.  But amid the public
standoff it was clear the government
favored exile rather than a criminal trial
against Dostum, which could trigger vio-
lence from his  Uzbek suppor t  base.
Dostum’s aides alleged his office staff had
not been paid by the government for
months, in what was believed to be a
pressure tactic to make him leave the
country. 

The development highlights what
human rights defenders call a sobering
reality of Afghan politics-some strong-
men are simply too powerful to prose-
cute.”It’s a stunning example of what has
become standard practice in Afghanistan,
not just for Dostum but for anyone in a
position of power: having promised to
del iver  just ice the government has
shown itself ultimately unwilling to do
so,” said Patricia Gossman, Afghanistan
researcher with Human Rights Watch.

Earlier this month, another former
warlord Gulbuddin Hek matyar,  who
shelled Kabul during the civil war in the
1990s, returned to Kabul as part of a
peace deal granting him immunity. In
2008, Dostum was accused of abducting
another political rival who had allegedly
plotted to assassinate him. Dostum went
into exile in Turkey after another long
standoff until former president Hamid
K arzai  cal led him back .   Despite his
human rights record, Dostum was invited
to join the National Unity Government in
2014 in a bid by Ghani to attract the sup-
port of his Uzbek constituency. In a brief
statement presidential spokesman Shah
Hussain Mur tazawi  said he wished
Dostum “good health”.  Dostum is
believed to have an alcohol problem and
suffers from diabetes. But Murtazawi
decl ined to comment when asked
whether the president was in contact
with Dostum before his departure. —AFP

UNITED NATIONS: North Korea’s deputy UN
envoy said on Friday the United States needed
to roll back its “hostile policy” toward the coun-
try before there could be talks as Washington
raised concern that Pyongyang could be pro-
ducing a chemical used in a nerve agent. “As
everybody knows, the Americans have ges-
tured (toward) dialogue,” North Korea’s deputy
UN ambassador, Kim In Ryong, told reporters.
“But what is important is not words, but
actions.” “The rolling back of the hostile policy
towards DPRK is the prerequisite for solving all
the problems in the Korean Peninsula,” he said.
“Therefore, the urgent issue to be settled on
Korean Peninsula is to put a definite end to the
US hostile policy towards DPRK, the root cause
of all problems.”

North Korea, also known as the Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), has vowed to
develop a missile mounted with a nuclear war-
head that can strike the mainland United States,
saying the program is necessary to counter US

aggression. US President Donald Trump warned
in an interview with Reuters in late April that a
“major, major conflict” with North Korea was
possible, but said he would prefer a diplomatic
outcome to the dispute over its nuclear and
missile programs. Trump later said he would be
“honored” to meet the North’s leader, Kim Jong
Un, under the right conditions. A US State
Department spokesman said the country would
have to “cease all its illegal activities and aggres-
sive behavior in the region.”

The UN Security Council first imposed sanc-
tions on North Korea in 2006 and has strength-
ened the measures in response to the country’s
five nuclear tests and two long-range rocket
launches. Pyongyang is threatening a sixth
nuclear test. US Ambassador to the United
Nations Nikki Haley raised concern on Friday
about an application by North Korea to patent a
process to produce sodium cyanide, which can
be used to make the nerve agent Tabun and is
also used in the extraction of gold. —Reuters

North Korea urges US to 

roll back ‘hostile policy’


