
China pledges to
help Afghanistan, 
Pakistan overcome 
their suspicions 
KABUL: China pledged to help
Afghanistan and Pakistan overcome long-
standing suspicions, as officials from the
three nations met yesterday in the latest
round of diplomacy aimed at opening talks
with the Taleban to end the Afghan war.
China, a close ally of Pakistan, has lately
deepened its economic and political ties
with Kabul and is using its influence to try
to bring the two uneasy South Asian neigh-
bors closer, at a time when the United
States has sought Pakistan’s help with fal-
tering Afghan peace talks. 

The Chinese government’s top diplomat,
State Councilor Wang Yi, met the foreign
ministers of Afghanistan and Pakistan in
Kabul to put into effect a memorandum of
understanding on security cooperation and
support for Afghanistan’s efforts to open
talks with the Taleban. “China approves of
this, and is willing to provide support and
help for  Pakistan and Afghanistan to
improve their ties,” Wang told reporters
after the meeting. The meeting, which fol-
lowed initial talks between the three coun-
tries a year ago, is the latest sign of China’s
increasing engagement in  the region,
where it  has invested massively in the
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC),
a central part of its global Belt and Road
initiative.

Direct talks between the Afghan govern-
ment and the Taleban collapsed in 2015, and
the Taleban, fighting to drive out interna-
tional forces and re-establish their version
of strict Islamic law, have repeatedly reject-
ed the direct peace talks offered by the
Western-backed Afghan government.
However, they have opened contacts with
the United States to prepare for possible
talks to end a war that has ki l led and
maimed tens of thousands in the 17 years
since a US-backed campaign overthrew the
Taleban in 2001.

Afghan President Ashraf Ghani recently
formed a 12-strong team to negotiate with
the Taleban, but has said any deal could
take at least five years to implement. “We
support Afghanistan and Pakistan efforts for
peace and we call on the Taleban to join the
peace process,” said Wang, adding that
both countries have agreed to resolve dis-
putes through “friendly consultations.”
Political tensions, coupled with allegations
that security agencies in both countries
support militant groups that bring deadly
attacks against one another continue to
strain relations between Kabul and
Islamabad.

Pakistan’s Foreign Minister Shah
Mehmood Qureshi said Islamabad was com-
mitted to stability and peace in Afghanistan.
“By blaming, no one moves ahead, we have
to stop pointing fingers at each other that
why I am here to build mutual political trusts
and facil itate the peace process of
Afghanistan,” he said. Earlier this month US
President Donald Trump requested
Pakistan’s support for the US effort to
advance the Afghan peace process. The offi-
cials also signed agreements to enable the
expansion of CPEC to Afghanistan through
road and rail links. — Reuters

SRINAGAR: Seven civilians were killed as Indian troops
fired on protesters yesterday after a gunfight left three
armed rebels and a soldier dead in the disputed region of
Kashmir, police and hospital officials said. The fighting
erupted soon after troops laid siege to a house in the
southern Pulwama area in Indian-administered Kashmir
where the militants were hiding, a police officer said.
Three armed militants - including a former soldier who
had joined the rebels - then jumped out of the house into
an orchard to fight the soldiers and were killed. 

The fighting also left a soldier of the Indian army dead,
senior police officer Swayam Prakash Pani told AFP.
While the gunfight was in progress, hundreds of villagers
poured out on to the streets in freezing cold and marched
towards the orchard, shouting slogans in support of the
militants and throwing stones at the troops, witnesses
said. “It was mayhem. Six protesters died in the ensuing
firing by soldiers,” a police officer told AFP, speaking on
condition of anonymity.

Hospital officials said a seventh man died later of gun-
shot wounds. Dozens of protestors were also injured in the
clashes with government forces, another police officer said.
Authorities suspended mobile internet services in many
areas of the restive territory, including in the main city of
Srinagar. A large number of students also held protests
against the killings. Protests spread to the old quarters of
Srinagar and the northwestern town of Sopore. Yesterday’s

bloodshed capped the deadliest year in the region since
2009, with nearly 550 killed so far including some 150
civilians, according to a monitoring group.

Support for rebels on rise
Security officials say some 230 militants have been

killed this year, most of them locals from the Kashmir val-
ley, but rebel groups have recruited new members at a
matching pace. Popular support for the rebels and their
cause has increased since the killing of a charismatic mili-
tant leader in 2016.

Villagers, sometimes in their thousands, have been
swarming sites of gun battles with government forces
to help militants escape from military cordons. Kashmir
has been divided between India and Pakistan since the
end of British colonial rule over the subcontinent in
1947. Both claim the disputed Himalayan territory in
full. Rebel groups have fought for decades about
500,000 Indian soldiers deployed in the territory New
Delhi controls, seeking Kashmir’s independence or its
merger with Pakistan. More than 70,000 people have
died in the fighting since 1989, mostly civilians. New
Delhi regularly accuses Pakistan of arming and training
rebels to launch attacks on Indian forces, an allegation
Islamabad denies saying it only provides political and
diplomatic support to Kashmiris fighting for the right to
self-determination. — AFP 
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KASHMIR: Indian army soldiers walk near the site of a gun-battle site between militants and government
forces in Sirnoo Pulwama south of Srinagar yesterday. —AFP 

Father who fled Afghanistan
die in Strasbourg 
STRASBOURG:  Hundreds of people turned for the funeral of
Kamal Naghchband, a father-of-three who fled violence in
Afghanistan only to be gunned down and killed in this week’s
Strasbourg Christmas market attack. Naghchband, 45, had fled strife
in Afghanistan to build a new life in France but became one of four
people killed when a jihadist gunmen attacked the market in the
northeastern French city on Tuesday. 

“He was going to see the Christmas market and-in front of his
children-he took a bullet,” one of his cousins told AFP. Described by
relatives as friendly and something of a joker, Naghchband survived
a day in hospital in a coma before succumbing to his wounds. He
was the joint manager of a garage near the Strasbourg mosque
where he would go to pray and where his funeral was held on Friday.  

“Our brother martyr Kamal tells us ‘enjoy the moments you have
in this world to do good’”, Imam Eyup Sahin said, standing before a
coffin covered with a green cloth and a smiling portrait of
Naghchband. “Do you think that Allah allows us to kill someone? It
is impossible! Islam is a religion of peace (which) no act of terrorism
can represent,” he said. “The Prophet says ‘he who kills a person, it
is as if he had killed all humanity,” continued the Imam. “The best
human being,” he added, is not “the one who is most helpful for
Muslims, for Jews, Christians or atheists, but for all humanity”.

Naghchband had lived in France for around 20 years. According
to his Facebook page, he was from Kabul and studied in Mazar-i-
Sharif, in the north of the country. “He was charismatic, kind, and
joked with everyone. People didn’t go to his garage just to have their
car repaired but to have coffee with him,” said one relative. “He was
very welcoming.” After prayers, held in the courtyard of the mosque,
Naghchband’s body was covered with a French flag and carried
before a large crowd of mourners to a cemetery in the south of the
city. One unnamed mourner described Naghchband as a force for
good, whatever ills befell him. “Whatever bad things were done to
him, he only ever did good.” —AFP 

Troops lay siege to militants’ hideout 

11 dead as gunfight sparks 
protests in Indian Kashmir

Bishop from China’s
underground
Catholic Church
steps down
BEIJING: A bishop from China’s underground
Catholic Church will step down at the request of
the Vatican to make way for a candidate recog-
nized by Beijing, state-run media reported, amid a
thaw in relations. There are an estimated 12 million
Catholics in China, divided between a govern-
ment-run association whose clergy are chosen by
the Communist Party and the unofficial church
which swears allegiance to the Vatican.

An agreement struck in September on the
appointment of bishops paved the way for a rap-
prochement between the Holy See and Beijing,
establishing diplomatic ties for the first time since
1951. Guo Xijin, bishop of the underground church
in eastern Fujian province was appointed by the
Pope, but his title was never recognized by
Chinese authorities, who have detained and ques-
tioned him several times in the past. His decision to
step aside follows a rare visit this week by an offi-
cial Vatican delegation to the Chinese capital, the
state-run daily Global Times said on its website on
Friday. The religious leader was at the centre of
this week’s negotiations between China and the
Vatican, who have been asking him to leave his
post since 2017 to allow for talks aimed at normal-
izing relations with Beijing. “I will become the
auxiliary bishop, and bishop Zhan Silu will be the
diocesan bishop in Mindong,” Guo told the Global
Times, adding that the underground and official
churches of the diocese will merge.  — AFP 


