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PM Modi promises electricity 
for every Indian house by 2018

NEW DELHI: Prime Minister Narendra Modi has vowed that
every home in India will have electricity by December 2018
as he moves to shore up voter support amid doubts over
his handling of the economy. The $2.5 billion scheme
announced Monday would see the country’s 40 million
households without electricity linked up to power for free.
“Forty million of the total 250 million households still don’t
have power, which means 25 percent of people are living
in the 18th century. The government will electrify every
household, whether it’s in a village, city or a remote region,”
Modi said in a speech.

Thousands evacuated from 
Vanuatu as volcano erupts

SYDNEY: Vanuatu has declared a state of emergency
and evacuated thousands of residents from an island
in the Pacific archipelago after a volcanic eruption
rained rocks and ash on nearby homes, reports and
officials said yesterday. After weeks of rumbling, activi-
ty from the Manaro Voui volcano-at the centre of the
northern island of Ambae-increased in recent days, the
Vanuatu Meteorology and Geo-Hazards Department
said. The department on Saturday raised the alert level
from three to four, which represents a “moderate erup-
tion state”, and warned of “flying rocks and volcanic
gas” affecting villages up to 6.5 kilometers from
Manaro Voui. 

Japan man nabbed for trying 
to steal car with cops inside

TOKYO: A would-be car thief in Japan has been
nabbed after he tried to steal a vehicle-with several
police officers inside. Ushio Sato, 23, was caught red-
handed trying to make off with the unmarked police
car in his failed pre-dawn heist on Monday, said a
police spokeswoman in the central city of Numazu.
She declined to give more details. Japanese media
reports said the luckless Sato did not notice there were
officers inside the unlocked vehicle, which was at a
local parking lot. He immediately fled but was quickly
caught, according to the Sankei newspaper. It was not
clear if the officers were wearing uniforms or were on
duty at the time.
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Malaysian Muslim-only 
launderette stirs anger

KUALA LUMPUR: A Malaysian launderette that banned
non-Muslim customers sparked anger yesterday as fears
grow of creeping religious conservatism in the multi-ethnic
country. The self-service shop in the town of Muar, in the
southern state of Johor, put up a sign saying that it would
only allow Muslim customers. Malay Muslims make up the
majority of Malaysia’s approximately 30 million inhabitants
but the country is also home to sizeable ethnic Chinese
and Indian minorities, and restricting shops or services to a
certain religion is rare. 

Bangladesh plans separate 
shelters for Rohingya children

DHAKA: Bangladesh is planning to build separate shelters
for 6,000 Rohingya Muslim children who entered the coun-
try without parents to escape violence in neighboring
Myanmar, a government official said yesterday. Children
make up about 60 percent of the more than 420,000
Rohingya Muslims who have poured into Bangladesh over
the last four weeks to flee persecution in Buddhist-majority
Myanmar. Junior minister Nuruzzaman Ahmed said the
social welfare ministry has asked local authorities for 200
acres of land to build facilities for the children without par-
ents, and about 1,580 such children have already been reg-
istered.—Agencies

JERUSALEM: Israeli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu voiced concern over
anti-Semitism on the left and right in a con-
gratulatory phone call to German
Chancellor Angela Merkel yesterday after
an election that returned her to power but
brought the far right into parliament.
Merkel’s conservative bloc remains the
largest group in Germany’s lower house,
but bled support in Sunday’s poll to the far
right and may need to cobble together a
hitherto untested coalition with environ-
mentalist and liberal parties. 

Jewish groups in Europe and the United
States expressed alarm at the success of
the nationalist Alternative for Germany
(AfD) in Sunday’s ballot and urged other
parties not to form an alliance with it.
Those parties have pledged to shun the
AfD. The AfD, which has surged in the two
years since Merkel opened Germany’s bor-
ders to more than 1 million migrants main-
ly fleeing Middle East wars, says immigra-
tion jeopardizes Germany’s culture but
denies it is racist or anti-Semitic.

A statement issued by Netanyahu’s office
did not mention the AfD by name in calling
on Merkel’s future government to “strength-
en forces in Germany that accept historical
responsibility” for the Nazi Holocaust. It

quoted Netanyahu as having “congratulated
Merkel on her victory” and voicing confi-
dence the “special relationship between
Germany and Israel would deepen and
prosper under her leadership”. Merkel has

been Germany’s chancellor since 2005.
In the statement, a recap Netanyahu

gave his cabinet of his conversation with
Merkel, the conservative Israeli leader
pointed to anti-Semitism as not being sole-

ly a threat from the right. “Israel is con-
cerned over the rise in anti-Semitism in
recent years among political elements on
the right and the left and also among
Islamic elements,” the statement said, with-
out naming any parties. 

Last month, Netanyahu’s 26-year-old
son, Yair, drew public criticism in Israel for
suggesting on social media that hard-left
organizations now pose more of a danger
than neo-Nazi groups. Yair Netanyahu
spoke after a protester was killed during a
white nationalist rally in the US state of
Virginia in August.  US President Donald
Trump stirred controversy at the time by
insisting that left-wing protesters who
showed up to counter the ultra-rightist ral-
ly were also to blame for violence.

The far-right has not been represented
in the German parl iament s ince the
1950s, a reflection of German efforts to
distance themselves from the horrors of
the Holocaust. Germany, home today to
about 200,000 Jews, has built a reputa-
tion in recent decades as a tolerant, safe
place for Jews to live. But data show anti-
Semitic crimes reported to German police
rose 4 percent to 681 in the first eight
months of 2017 from the same period
last year.—Reuters
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JERUSALEM: Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu opens the weekly cabinet
meeting at his Jerusalem office.—AFP

RAQA: Bashar Hammoud thought he
knew his native Raqa like the back of
his hand, but a months-long offensive
against the Islamic State group has
scarred the Syrian city so badly he can
barely recognize it. Hammoud, a 26-
year-old member of the US-backed
Syrian Democratic Forces, was floored
when he entered the battered north-
eastern district of Al-Rumeilah on
Monday for the first time in years. “I
used to come here a lot because my
uncles lived here and the college of lit-
erature, where I studied, was here,” the
bony member of the SDF’s media
office tells AFP.

“I don’t even know where we are. If I
got out of the car now, I wouldn’t know
how to go back. It’s all gone. I know
we’re in Al-Rumeilah-but where in Al-
Rumeilah, I don’t know,” he says. The dis-
trict’s two-storey homes have been
smashed to the ground by bombard-
ment. Fighters from the US-backed SDF-
which broke into Raqa in June after
spending months encircling the city-are
roaming the rubble-littered streets, but
no civilians are in sight.

When a pair of air strikes send con-
secutive booms echoing across Al-
Rumeilah, Hammoud furrows his brows.
His family home lies in Al-Maarri, an IS-
held district about 500 meters to the
west, and he has not seen it since flee-
ing Raqa in December 2014. “Standing
or destroyed, my only wish now is to see
my home, but I know that that neigh-
borhood hasn’t been liberated yet,” he
says. “My comrades told me hopefully
today, it will be liberated. If my house is
gone, it’ll be a shock to me.”

Colors are coming back   
More than three years after IS

declared a self-styled “caliphate” across
swathes of Syria and Iraq, the SDF’s
Arab and Kurdish fighters hold around
90 percent of its one-time de facto

Syrian capital Raqa. The Raqa natives
among them say it has been dizzying
to see neighborhoods they had known
for years being called different names
by people who lived under IS’s iron fist.
An area called Al-Hukumah-
”government”-has become known as
Al-Hikmeh, or “wisdom.” 

The Al-Bassel Mosque, named after
President Bashar al-Assad’s older
brother, was renamed Al-Nur. And
most infamously, the Al-Naim round-
about where IS carried out beheadings
and crucifixions was renamed “Al-
Jaheem”-the Roundabout of Hell. At
the eastern entrance to the city,
Hammoud points to two large triangu-
lar flags hanging from a metal frame:
one belonging to the SDF, and the oth-
er to the Kurdish People’s Protection
Units (YPG).

“There used to be a big black flag
there with the phrase everyone knows-
’the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria.’ Now

look at the SDF flag. Colors are coming
back to Raqa,” Hammoud says. Still, the
once-bustling neighborhood just
ahead is jarring for him: “I was shocked
when I came here. The shops are emp-
ty. It’s like we went back 100 years.”
Farther along the route lies Al-Meshleb,
the first district that SDF fighters
entered in June-and the neighborhood
where Fahed al-Meshlebi grew up.

At the time, Meshlebi was living in a
displacement camp north of Raqa and
decided to join the SDF’s battle against
IS. “I haven’t gone to Al-Meshleb yet. I
want to finish here first,” he says, his
thick tangle of hair pulled back from
his eyes by a colorful bandana as he
stands on the western edge of Al-
Rumeilah. “I don’t know this neighbor-
hood anymore. The street I used to
know here has been completely wiped
out,” Meshlebi tells AFP, saying he could
barely make out “hints” of familiar
shops or landmarks. —AFP 

TUNIS: The United Nations launched a new push yes-
terday to stabilize Libya by getting rival factions to
revise a stalled peace plan and set the country on the
path to elections. The effort aims to end the turmoil
that developed in Libya after a 2011 NATO-backed
uprising ended Muammar Gaddafi’s 42-year rule, giv-
ing space to Islamist militants and smuggling networks
that have sent hundreds of thousands of migrants to
Europe.

Political and military splits have left the North
African country mired in conflict and the OPEC mem-
ber’s economy in freefall. Rival parliaments and gov-
ernments have vied for power. Last week, UN envoy
Ghassan Salame announced a one-year “action plan”
for a transition towards presidential and parliamentary
elections. 

The plan got underway yesterday with negotiations
between delegations from rival parliaments from east-
ern Libya and Tripoli, which are meant to draw up
amendments to a previous UN-mediated plan signed
in December 2015. As the delegations convened in
Tunis, Salame urged them to set aside their differences
and complete their work in a timely fashion. “All
Libyans are fed up. They are going from transition to
transition with no horizon,” he said.

“We have sleeping institutions that need to be
awoken, divided institutions that need to be united,
and hijacked institutions that need to be rebuilt.” The
2015 deal had only had limited support from power-
brokers on the ground and was never endorsed by fac-
tions aligned with powerful military commander
Khalifa Haftar that control eastern Libya. An UN-backed
Government of National Accord (GNA) in Tripoli has
been hamstrung by internal splits and has been unable
to halt a slide in living standards or tame the power of
armed groups.

“We’re here to move the political process forward
for the sake of the country’s stability,” said Moussa
Faraj, head of the delegation from the High Council of
State in Tripoli, according to a tweet from the United
Nations from the meeting which got closed to the
press after Salame’s speech. Under the new UN plan,
once amendments have been agreed a national con-
ference drawing on a much larger number of represen-
tatives from across Libya is meant to select the mem-
bers of a transitional government that would run the
country until elections.

The eastern parliament, or House of Representatives
(HOR), is expected to devise laws for national elections
and for a referendum to approve a much-delayed con-
stitution. The chamber has barely functioned over the
past two years and has been boycotted by a large num-
ber of its members. “Our task is difficult,” said Abdusalam
Nasia, head of the HOR delegation, according to the
United Nations. “I call on all to leave personal interests
behind and focus on common interests.”—Reuters

UN launches new 

plan to end Libya’s 

post-revolution turmoil

KANDAHAR, Afghanistan: After the Taleban closed his
local health clinic, Afghan farmer Haji Fazel Ahmad was
forced to rent a car to take his sick wife to the nearest
hospital six hours away. To his dismay the insurgents had
shut that too. It is a scenario being played out across
Afghanistan as medical facilities and workers come under
attack from all sides of the bloody conflict, denying ordi-
nary people access to even the most basic healthcare.

Since January more than 200 medical centers have
been forced to close-most temporarily-while 13 aid
workers have been killed and over 150 injured, figures
show, underscoring the growing violence as Afghan
forces struggle to beat back a resurgent Taleban and
other Islamist groups.

In recent days Taleban fighters have closed scores
of medical facilities in the impoverished southern
province of Uruzgan in what authorities say is an
attempt to force the local government to set up more
clinics in areas under control of the insurgents, appar-
ently to treat their own fighters.

“We were in the clinic when a number of armed
men came in and asked us to give them the keys and
told us we could no longer stay there,” Ehsanullah, a
doctor based on the outskirts of the provincial capital
Tarinkot, said. Other facilities shuttered by the Taleban
were located in Charchino district where Ahmad and
his wife live. “There were no health services available so
I spent 2,500 Afs on a car fare to Tarinkot but unfortu-
nately the situation is no better,” Ahmad said. The poor
farmer then had to borrow more money to rent anoth-
er car to drive to Kandahar city in the neighboring
province of the same name in the hope of finding treat-
ment for his ailing wife.

The 2014 withdrawal of US-led NATO combat forces
has fuelled the insurgency, driving up casualties and
increasing pressure on healthcare providers. Medical
facilities and workers have been targeted by all sides of
the conflict including the Taleban, Islamic State, Afghan
military and international forces, experts say. The
motives include denying wounded enemy combatants
medical treatment, killing those already inside a facility
or using the centre as a shelter during battle.

They are also sometimes used as a bargaining chip,
like in Uruzgan, to improve medical access for fighters
while on other occasions they appear to be the unin-
tended target such as the deadly US airstrike on a
Doctors Without Borders trauma centre in northern
Kunduz province in 2015. —AFP

Returning home, Syrians find 

Raqa beyond recognition

RAQA: Displaced Syrians are pictured after they fled central Raqa as Syrian
fighters backed by US special forces are battling to clear the last remaining
Islamic State group jihadists holed up in their crumbling stronghold.—AFP
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