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NEW DELHI: Stronger military ties
between India and the United States
should not affect relations with neigh-
bors such as Pakistan, US Defense
Secretary Jim Mattis said ahead of a visit
to New Delhi. The Pentagon chief arrived
yesterday for a 48-hour trip-the first to
India by any member of President
Donald Trump’s cabinet.

“This is a historic opportunity for our
two democracies at a time of strategic
convergence,” Mattis told reporters on
his flight. He is to meet Prime Minister
Narendra Modi and his new defense
minister in New Delhi. The trip comes
weeks after Trump unveiled a new
Afghanistan strategy and urged India to

increase assistance to the war-torn
nation’s economy. The US president also
chided Delhi’s arch-rival Pakistan for
offering safe haven to “agents of chaos”.

When asked how he would balance
the India-Pakistan dynamic, Mattis
stressed that the relationship the United
States is pursuing with India is “not to
the exclusion of other countries”. “Any
nation that is living by the traditional
rules of non-interference in other states
in today’s age of anti-terrorism, they will
not find this relationship in any way
adversarial,” he said. India has long vied
with Pakistan for influence in
Afghanistan, building dams, roads and a
new parliament in the troubled country.

Last year it offered some $1 billion in aid.
Trump’s new Afghan strategy includes
the deployment of more than 3,000
additional US troops. 

Defense cooperation 
In 2016 the United States designated

India a “Major Defense Partner” with the
aim of improving military cooperation,
increasing information-sharing and cut-
ting red tape to ease defense deals.
Mattis’s predecessor Ash Carter pushed
hard for stronger defence ties and the
Trump administration has the same aim.
The two sides will be “discussing joint
efforts to advance common goals through
a broader strategic exchange of views”,

Mattis said. “India from our perspective is
clearly a pillar of regional stability and
security: we share a common vision for a
peaceful and prosperous future in the
Indo-Pacific region.” Trump has praised
India for contributing to regional stability
and for buying US military equipment.
India is contemplating buying Lockheed
Martin’s F-16 Block 70 aircraft in a deal
potentially worth $15 billion.

The US firm has offered the most
upgraded version of the jet fighter to
India,  the world’s largest weapons
importer. It is competing with Swedish
defense giant Saab, whose Gripen E
made its maiden flight in June. A drone
deal for the Indian Navy will also likely

be up for discussion, a source familiar
with the negotiations told AFP. “Since
Chinese assets have started to domi-
nate the Indian Ocean region, the
Trump administration is keen on fast-
tracking the acquisition of the drones,”
the source said.

Many commentators have said US-
India cooperation could act as a coun-
terweight to an increasingly assertive
China, which has been developing its
military capabilities. But Afghanistan
wi l l  dominate  ta lks  when M att is
meets  Defence  M inister  N i rmala
Sitharaman, who will host her high-
est- level  foreign delegation s ince
being appointed this month. —AFP 

US defense chief in India to improve military ties

YANGON: Myanmar troops yesterday searched for dozens of
missing Hindu villagers feared dead after the discovery of a
grave containing 28 corpses in Rakhine state, evidence of what
the army says is a massacre by Rohingya Muslim militants.
Northern Rakhine has been ravaged by communal violence
since Rohingya insurgents staged deadly raids on police posts
on August 25, unleashing an army crackdown that has dis-
placed hundreds of thousands of civilians. 

The vast majority-more than 430,000 — are Rohingya
Muslims who have fled across the border to Bangladesh from a
military campaign which the UN says likely amounts to ethnic
cleansing of the stateless minority. But tens of thousands of
ethnic Rakhine Buddhists, and the region’s small population of

Hindus, have also been internally displaced, saying they were
attacked by Rohingya militants. On Sunday the army said it had
discovered two mud pits filled with 28 Hindu corpses, including
women and children, outside the village of Ye Baw Kyaw in
northern Rakhine. 

“The security troops continue searching for remaining
Hindu people around the places of the pits,” said in a state-
ment posted on army chief Min Aung Hlaing’s Facebook page
yesterday, blaming Rohingya militants for the killings.
Displaced Hindus from the area told AFP last week that
Rohingya fighters stormed into their communities on August
25, killing many and taking others into the forest. They
showed AFP a list of 102 people from two villages-Ye Baw

Kyaw, where the bodies were found, and Taung Ywar-feared
dead by distraught relatives, who wept as they described the
bloodshed. A Hindu community leader in the area, Ni Maul,
confirmed to AFP that the search was going on.  “Soldiers and
police are here with us to find the rest of the bodies around
this area,” he said, adding that authorities are still working to
identify the 28 corpses exhumed on Sunday. With the govern-
ment blocking access to the conflict zone, it is difficult to veri-
fy the maelstrom of accusations that have further fuelled eth-
nic hatreds in Rakhine. But the army has steadfastly blamed
violence on the Rohingya-a Muslim minority it has been trying
for years to eject from Myanmar-while highlighting the suffer-
ing of other ethnic groups swept up in the violence. 

Ethnic ties shattered 
The focal  point of the unrest,  nor thern Rakhine’s

Maungdaw district, was once home to a fragile mosaic of
religious communities, dominated by the Rohingya. Vast
swathes of the border region are now completely emptied of
Muslim residents, with nearly 40 percent of Rohingya vil-
lages abandoned in under a month. Frightened and dispos-
sessed ethnic Rakhine Buddhists and Hindus, who have
largely fled south, say they see no future alongside their for-
mer Muslim neighbors.

“I do not dare go back to the village,” said Kyaw Kyaw Naing,
one of hundreds of displaced Hindus sheltering in a derelict
football stadium in Rakhine’s state capital Sittwe. “We still do not
know yet how many of those dead bodies include relatives from
our camp,” added the 34-year-old, whose Hindu name is Shu
Bown. In Bangladesh, relief agencies are struggling to meet the
vast needs of the Rohingya cramming into shanties in Cox’s
Bazar, an influx the UN has described as the “fastest and most
urgent refugee emergency in the world”. Yet there is little sym-
pathy for the Muslim minority inside Myanmar, where
Islamophobia has been stewing for years among the over-
whelmingly Buddhist population.

Even before the latest eruption of violence, the 1.1 million-
strong Rohingya were relegated to precarious and impover-
ished lives, with hundreds of thousands trapped in refugee
camps following previous waves of persecution. Those out-
side the camps were subject to laws that stripped them of citi-
zenship and severely restricted their movements and access
to jobs, schooling and healthcare.  Analysts say the repression
helped give rise to the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army,
whose raids plunged the region into crisis. —AFP 

TOKYO: Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe announced
yesterday he will call a snap election for parliament’s more
powerful lower house for next month. Abe said at a news
conference that he will dissolve the 475-seat chamber on
Thursday when it convenes after a three-month summer
recess. The election is to be held Oct. 22.

Support ratings for Abe’s government have started to
rebound after attacks on him over cronyism scandals faded
during the recess. Also, opposition parties are regrouping
and unprepared for an election. Opposition lawmakers
have said there is no need to hold an election now. “I
expect opposition criticism is going to focus on (the scan-
dals), and it’s going to be a very difficult election,” Abe said.

Analysts believe his ruling Liberal Democratic Party will
retain a majority, but could lose the two-thirds majority it
holds with its coalition partner, the Komei party. Still, a big
enough victory could help Abe extend his hold on power.
His three-year term as party leader ends next September,
and he will have to fend off any challengers from within
the LDP to remain prime minister. “For Mr Abe, now is the
time. He is taking advantage of unprepared opposition
parties as he seeks to prolong his leadership,” said Yu
Uchiyama, a University of Tokyo politics professor.

Support ratings for his government plunged to below
30 percent in July following repeated parliamentary ques-
tions about allegations that Abe helped his friend obtain
approval for a veterinary college. Recent media polls show
the support ratings recovering to around 50 percent,
helped by parliament’s recess and a Cabinet reshuffle in
August that removed the defense minister and several oth-
er unpopular ministers.

It’s a significant turnaround from June, when the Liberal
Democratic Party suffered a devastating loss in a Tokyo city
assembly election to maverick Tokyo Gov. Yuriko Koike’s
new regional party. Opposition lawmakers are scrambling
to regroup. Earlier yesterday, Koike announced the launch
of a new national party that she will head, though she will
remain as governor to focus on hosting the Tokyo 2020
Olympic Games and other issues.

She said her Hope Party will be conservative and push
for transparency in government, women’s advancement,
elimination of nuclear energy and other reforms. Several
parliamentarians, including defectors from the main oppo-
sition Democratic Party, have announced their intention to
join her party.

“This is going to be a new force formed by members
aiming to achieve reforms and conservativism,” Koike said.
“We are going to create a Japan where there is hope for
everyone that tomorrow will certainly be better than today.”
The Democrats, which held power in 2009-2012, have lost
ground largely due to internal disagreements. —AP 

Myanmar searches for more Hindu 
corpses as mass grave unearthed

A massacre by Rohingya Muslim militants

GUMDHUM: Bangladeshi soldiers distribute rice to young Rohingya refugees at the refugee camp of Balukhali. — AFP

TOKYO: Japan’s Prime Minister Shinzo Abe gestures as
he answers questions during a press conference at his
official residence. —AFP 
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ISLAMABAD: Nancy Stiegler has participated in the counting of
nearly half a billion people, in African deserts, Pacific archipelagos
and the teeming megacities of Asia.  She is one of just a handful
of technical experts-and only two women-travelling the world to
advise countries on obtaining solid census data in troubled
regions. “You have to fight for a month (for them to understand)
that you’re not a dumb blonde,” said Stiegler, who argues that reli-
able census data is a foundation of democracy. “But once you
make yourself heard, it becomes an advantage (to be female as) a
relationship of trust is better established.”

In Pakistan, where she has been assisting the militancy-struck
nation with its first census in almost two decades, the ash blonde
is hard to miss among the burly beards and covered heads at the
Bureau of Statistics office. In the deeply conservative Muslim-
majority country, she has helped train officials to ensure that the
population is as accurately assessed as possible — especially mak-
ing sure that all women were counted.  In Pakistan, women can be
reluctant to respond to census officials who are almost always
male, while some men are hesitant to name female family mem-
bers to a stranger. “Statistically, we can correct... the underestima-
tion of women but only to a certain point,” Stiegler said.

She has helped the country devise awareness campaigns
aimed at persuading civil society groups, religious figures, and
politicians to endorse the census.  The weeks-long surveying
process kicked off this spring, a challenge that required a team of
more than 300,000 people and involved 55 million forms.  

Following the completion of the survey in May, Stiegler is now
helping oversee the detailed data analysis of the census results,
which could take months. But not all have welcomed the survey,
with politicians nervous about electoral maps being redrawn and
militants threatening violence.  In April, a Taleban suicide attack
targeting a census team killed seven people and wounded 19
others in Lahore.

Such challenges are nothing new for 40-year-old Stiegler.  “The
census is a very sensitive exercise, a political and economic tool
that can prevent politicians from doing whatever they want,” says
Stiegler, who has also worked on projects during delicate transi-
tion periods in Myanmar, Sudan and Timor Leste. “The census has
all the more impact because it affects the electoral map...  and the
redistribution of resources are often based on the population,” she
explains.

‘Adrenaline’ 
Stiegler was first attracted to challenging environments dur-

ing her childhood as she watched broadcasts of Biafra refugees
fleeing violence during the Nigerian civil war on television.
Inspired to make a difference, she pursued demography studies in
Bordeaux and at the Max Planck Institute in Berlin, one of the
most recognized research centers in the field.

In 2003 she moved to South Africa where she founded the
Institute of Population Studies at the University of the Western Cape,
which she still runs.  Stiegler juggles university life and fieldwork,
returning to South Africa during holidays to teach intensive courses
on social demography and survey methods.  “I like this fieldwork...
perhaps it’s because I have a bit of a taste for risk,” she smiled,
recounting an incident when she was surrounded by a crowd of
enraged enumerators in Nigeria who threatened her over unpaid
wages. “The best time is when the adrenaline kicks in on the first
days of the census, when we see the first problems emerge.” —AFP 

KARANGASEM: Nearly 50,000 people have evacuat-
ed their homes for fear of an imminent volcanic erup-
tion on the Indonesian resort island of Bali, disaster
officials said yesterday. Mount Agung, 75 kilometers
from the tourist hub of Kuta, has been shaking since
August and threatening to erupt for the first time in
more than 50 years. The disaster mitigation agency
said 48,540 people had fled and the number was
expected to rise because more than 60,000 people
lived in the danger zone.

“There are still people who don’t want to be evacu-
ated,” Sutopo Purwo Nugroho, an agency spokesman,
told a press conference. “The reason is firstly, the
mountain hasn’t erupted yet. Secondly, they are wor-
ried about their livestock.” Officials announced the
highest possible alert level on Friday following the
increasing volcanic activity, and told people to stay at
least nine kilometres (5.6 miles) from the crater.

Trekking tours on the mountain have been
banned but officials have otherwise been at pains to
assure tourists the island is safe. Dozens of anxious
visitors, worried their vacation plans may be ruined,
have taken to social media to ask for updates. Others
have adopted a more philosophical view, determined
not to let the warning disrupt their holiday.

“Being in Bali of course there’s a volcanic moun-
tain here, earthquakes and other risks,” Susan, who
was visiting the town of Ubud from the United States,

told AFP. “You just have to deal with it.” But German
national Frederic Kramer, 33, said he was worried
about a possible eruption and wanted to help by pro-
viding food to those affected. Evacuees have packed
into temporary shelters or moved in with relatives. 

Some 2,000 cows have been also moved from the
flanks of the volcano. Nengah Satiya left home with his
wife three days ago but said he had been returning to
the danger zone to tend to his pigs and chickens.
“There are many livestock in our village but nobody is
taking care of them,” he told AFP at an evacuation cen-
tre. “We take turns going back to feed them.”

Sign from the gods 
The Indonesian Center for Volcanology and

Geological Hazard Mitigation said the mountain was
still being rocked by hundreds of volcanic tremors.
“Sometimes the intensity increases, sometimes it
decreases, it’s hard to tell when the mountain will
erupt,” said senior volcanologist Gede Suantika.
Mount Agung is one of more than 120 active volca-
noes extending the length of Indonesia, which strad-
dles the so-called Pacific “Ring of Fire”.

It last erupted in 1963, killing more than 1,000
people and sending ashes as far as the capital
Jakarta. The mountain, the highest point in Bali, is an
important spiritual site for Balinese, who are predom-
inantly Hindu in Muslim-majority Indonesia. —AFP

HONG KONG: A British lesbian yesterday won the right to
live and work in Hong Kong with her partner in a landmark
legal decision that could reduce more hurdles for same-sex
couples in the city. QT, as she is referred to in court, entered
into a civil partnership in Britain in 2011 and moved to
Hong Kong the same year after her partner was offered a
job in the city. But she was denied a dependant visa and
has instead stayed in Hong Kong on a visitor visa, which
does not allow her to work.

The Court of Appeal overturned a lower court’s decision
last year, which rejected her efforts to secure a visa to settle
in Hong Kong. Yesterday’s decision, reached unanimously
by a panel of three judges, said immigration authorities
“failed to justify the indirect discrimination on account of
sexual orientation that QT suffers”. “Whilst one-ness,
together-ness, joint-ness and mutuality are hallmarks of a
heterosexual marriage relationship, they are not, or no
longer, exclusive to such a relationship,” the judgment
added. Campaigners have described the case as a land-
mark for the socially conservative southern Chinese city,
which does not recognize gay marriage and only decrimi-
nalized homosexuality in 1991.

‘Big win’ 
Activists and members of the LGBT community

applauded the decision. Ray Chan, a pro-democracy politi-
cian and first openly gay lawmaker in Hong Kong, called
the case a “big win for same-sex dependents to apply for
visa to stay in Hong Kong”. Some say the decision could
pave the way for broader equality and LGBT rights in the
former British colony.

“The judgment is a step towards greater rights for
same-sex couples in Hong Kong and is a recognition of
same-sex couples as valid relationships,” Geoffrey Yeung,
member of Progressive Lawyers Group, told AFP. The court
also made an economic case, saying that preventing a
partner from joining a foreign worker is “counter-produc-
tive to attracting the worker to come to or remain in Hong
Kong to work in the first place.” —AFP

Counting by the
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for democracy

ISLAMABAD: In this picture taken on July 19, 2017, Nancy Stiegler, Census Operation and Training Adviser
to the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics for UNFPA, poses for photographs after an interview. —AFP 
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