
NEW DELHI: India will not deploy troops to
Afghanistan as part of a new US strategy for
the war-torn country, the Indian defense
minister said yesterday, but she promised to
boost support for the recently unveiled
effort. After talks with US Defense Secretary
Jim Mattis, Nirmala Sitharaman said India
was prepared to increase training for Afghan
personnel and help develop critical civilian
infrastructure such as schools and hospitals.

“India’s contribution to Afghanistan has
been for a very long time, and has been con-
sistently on developmental issues,”
Sitharaman said at a news conference with
Mattis. The “contribution has been on these
grounds and we shall expand if necessary.
However as we have made it very clear,
there should not be boots from India on the
ground.” Mattis’ trip to India is the first by
any member of President Donald 

Trump’s cabinet. It comes just after
Trump unveiled a new Afghanistan strategy
and urged New Delhi to help. “We applaud
India’s invaluable contributions to
Afghanistan and welcome further efforts to
promote Afghanistan’s democracy, stability
and security,” Mattis said. India has long vied
with arch-rival 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.

It has also trained more than 4,000
Afghan National Army officers and provided
helicopters to the Afghan Air Force.
Unveiling his Afghanistan policy last month,
Trump angered Pakistan by saying it offered
safe haven to “agents of chaos”. “There can
be no tolerance of terrorist safe havens,”
Mattis said yesterday, without referencing
Pakistan. “As global leaders, India and the
United States resolve to work together to
eradicate this scourge.”

Bite the bullet   
In Afghanistan, the Taliban are continu-

ing to mount deadly attacks, control large
areas of territory and are killing Afghan
forces in the thousands. Under the plan,
the US is sending more than 3,000 addi-
tional troops to Afghanistan to train and
advise the country’s security forces. There is
no timeline on when the US may pull its
troops out-a change from under Barack
Obama, who set dates for when he wanted
troops home.

But critics have questioned what the
extra US soldiers can accomplish that pre-
vious forces-who numbered some 100,000
at the height of the fighting-have not.
Earlier this year Afghan President Ashraf
Ghani ordered a near doubling of the
country’s elite fighting force from 17,000 as
part of a four-year roadmap that also aims
to strengthen Afghanistan’s air force. While
Trump’s commitment to increase American
troop numbers and leave them there indef-
initely has been welcomed by Afghan
authorities, they know it will take time to
improve the fighting abilities of their secu-
rity forces.

Asia expert Michael Kugelman of the
Woodrow Wilson Center was not surprised
India is avoiding putting troops into the
fight. “The risks of provoking Pakistan are
perceived to be too great,” Kugelman said.
He outlined another, riskier possibility-
that India might be more open to ship
arms to Afghanistan. “New Delhi has rarely
sent large, lethal weaponry to Kabul, other
than a small fleet of fighter helicopters
some months back,” he said. “But it may
well bite the bullet and contend that the
need to strengthen the Afghan security
forces outweighs the risk of angering the
Pakistanis.” —AFP 
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KARANGASEM, Indonesia: Vehicles laden with
food, facemasks and bedding have been sent to
help more than 75,000 people who have fled a
volcano on the tourist island of Bali, as the
Indonesian president flew in to visit crowded aid
centers. Mount Agung, 75 kilometers from the
resort hub of Kuta, has been rumbling since
August and threatening to erupt for the first
time since 1963 — a potential blow to the coun-
try’s lucrative tourism industry.

Increasingly frequent tremors show the
molten magma is still rising towards the surface,
with the mountain entering a “critical phase”,
said the national disaster mitigation agency. It
said the number fleeing their homes had
increased as fears grow that the mountain could
blow. “The local mitigation agency reported that
until 12 pm yesterday, the number has reached
75,673 people, spread across 377 evacuation
centers in nine districts,” said agency spokesman
Sutopo Purwo Nugroho.

Around 62,000 people lived in the danger
zone before the evacuations, according to the
agency, but residents just outside the area have
also left as a precaution. “The number is expect-
ed to continue to rise,” Nugroho said. The

Indonesian Center for Volcanology and
Geological Hazard Mitigation said there has
been an increase in volcanic tremors, with a total
of 564 recorded Monday. Evacuees have packed
into temporary shelters or moved in with rela-
tives. Some 2,000 cows have also been evacuat-
ed from the flanks of the volcano.

Speaking in Klungkung district, President
Joko Widodo told evacuees the government
would do its best to reduce economic losses
incurred during the evacuation. “It is not easy to
handle a volcanic eruption because there is no
certainty when it’s going to happen, or if it’s
going to happen at all,” he said. “I ask everybody
near Gunung Agung to listen to the officials, the
governor, and the mayor’s instruction so we can
all minimize the impact of this volcano.”

Balinese residents, international NGOs and
the central government have begun organizing
aid. Vehicles loaded with noodles, mineral water
and blankets have been sent to the evacuation
centers, while residents around the island have
been collecting donations. Bali’s “sister village”
program and tradition of communal assistance
means evacuees have been able to stay in vil-
lages outside the danger zone. I Ketut Subandi,

head of logistics at the village of Tana Ampo,
said basic food items like rice, instant noodles,
cooking oil and water were most needed.

“This morning we were worried because we
had limited rice supply, but now we have
received more rice stocks from donors,” Subandi
said. Indonesia’s national disaster agency has
sent 640,000 face masks, 12,500 mattresses,
8,400 blankets and 50 tents. The central govern-
ment has a relief fund totaling nearly $150 mil-
lion to meet the cost of natural disasters, which
could be tapped in case of an eruption. Officials
announced the highest possible alert level on
Friday due to the increasing volcanic activity and
warned people to stay at least nine kilometers
away from the crater.

Operators have cancelled trekking tours on
the mountain but officials have otherwise been
at pains to assure tourists the island is safe. The
airport in Bali’s capital Denpasar, through which
millions of foreign tourists pass every year, has
not been affected, but several countries includ-
ing Australia and Singapore have issued a travel
advisory. Flights to and from the island have not
been interrupted but airlines are watching the
situation closely. —AFP 

Food, facemasks dispatched 
to Bali as 75,000 flee volcano

Indonesian president flies in to visit aid centers

BALI: Indonesian President Joko Widodo, center, and his wife Iriana, right, are greeted by children during their visit at a temporary shelter for
villagers who were evacuated from their homes on the slope of Mount Agung in Karangasem, Bali, Indonesia. — AP

MANILA: US and Philippine forces have staged an exer-
cise simulating the seizure of an American plane by
Islamic State and a hostage rescue, as they look to refo-
cus their military alliance towards counter-terrorism. The
five-day training exercise which ended yesterday was the
first of its kind and saw more than 400 troops, airport
police and hostage negotiators create a mock hijack of a
plane by an IS cell that forced it to land at Clark airport
north of Manila, officials said.

Philippine Defense Secretary Delfin Lorenzana said
the drill was in line with President Rodrigo Duterte’s wish
to refocus the two countries’ 1951 mutual defense pact
towards counter-terrorism and disaster relief. Since com-
ing to power, Duterte has sought to weaken ties with the
country’s former colonial ruler and pivot towards China
and Russia. He previously said military exercises with
America were a “humiliation” for the Philippines and
threatened to sever defense ties completely. —AFP 

No Indian boots on the 
ground in Afghanistan

NEW DELHI: Indian Defense Minister Nirmala Sitharaman, center right, shakes hands
with US Defense Secretary Jim Mattis center, upon his arrival at the Defense Ministry
office, in New Delhi, India, yesterday. —AP

US, Philippine troops simulate 
plane hijacking, hostage rescue


