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Taleban urge US 
to exit Afghanistan 
KABUL: The Taleban warned the United States yesterday it
would face the same fate as the Soviet Union in the 1980s if it
did not leave Afghanistan, as Washington considers slashing
troop numbers. In a taunting message sent on the 39th anniver-
sary of the Soviet invasion of the war-torn country, the Taleban
said US forces faced “humiliation” and could “learn a great
deal” from the experience of their Cold War foe.

The Soviets pulled out of Afghanistan in 1989, ending a
decade-long occupation and precipitating a bloody civil war
and the emergence of the Taleban. “Take heed from the Soviet
defeat in Afghanistan and abandon thoughts of testing the met-
tle of the already proven Afghans,” Taleban spokesman Zabi-
ullah Mujahid said in a statement in English, Dari and Pashto.

Mujahid said any future relations between the Taleban and
the United States should be based on “sound diplomatic and
economic principles” rather than conflict. The Taleban have not
formally responded to the news that Trump had decided to
withdraw roughly half of the 14,000 US troops in Afghanistan.
But a senior commander told AFP that the group was “more
than happy”. The Taliban have long insisted on the withdrawal
of foreign troops as a condition for engaging in peace talks.

The White House has so far not confirmed the widely-pub-
licized move that left foreign diplomats and Afghan officials in
Kabul stunned and dismayed. It came last week as US peace
envoy Zalmay Khalilzad met with the Taleban in Abu Dhabi,
part of efforts to bring the militants to the negotiating table
with Kabul. That was the latest in a series of meetings between
US officials and representatives of the Taleban that began in
the summer. There are fears Trump’s decision could undermine
Khalilzad’s negotiating position, embolden the Taliban, and fur-
ther erode morale among Afghan forces, which are suffering
record losses. — AFP 

MANILA:The United States has warned its citizens
that security at the Philippines’s main airport does
not meet international standards, urging travelers to
exercise “increased caution”. The US Department of
Homeland Security issued a travel advisory on
Wednesday saying security at Manila’s Ninoy
Aquino International Airport was not “consistent”
with International Civil Aviation Organization
(ICAO) standards.  

“Exercise increased caution when traveling to or
from Ninoy Aquino International Airport,” the US
embassy in Manila said on its website citing the ad-
visory. The advisory was based on an assessment by
security experts from the Transportation Security
Administration (TSA), the US homeland security de-
partment said without specifying the findings.  Once
derided as the world’s worst airport due to leaking
toilets and creaking facilities, the Ninoy Aquino In-
ternational Airport is the primary gateway to the
Southeast Asian nation. 

A statement on the US homeland security de-
partment website said that the agency had directed
airlines issuing tickets for travel between the two na-
tions to notify passengers of the assessment. It
added that TSA representatives have been working
with the Philippine government “assist airport and

transportation authorities in bringing (the Manila
airport) up to international security standards”. 

Manila International Airport general manager Ed
Monreal said yesterday the Philippines would ad-
here to international aviation security standards. “All
points raised by the transportation security admin-
istration TSA auditors have either been addressed
or are in the process of being addressed,” Monreal
told reporters, adding that Manila airport was “very,
very safe”. Monreal said TSA auditors were in the
Philippines in September and had observed that the
Manila airport had some gates with faulty locks
while security checkpoints were inconsistent. 

He added the Philippines had hired additional
guards and would procure x-ray machines to com-
ply with the TSA recommendations. The Manila
airport topped the list of worst airports on the
travel website “The Guide to Sleeping in Airports”
from 2011-2013, causing the government to make
major renovations. The airport is notorious for
flight delays and its security personnel had faced
allegations of extorting money from passengers. In
2013, a gunman opened fire outside the airport,
killing four people including a town mayor. Law-
makers then criticized the lack of functioning
CCTV cameras in the area. — AFP 

US warns travelers over 
security at Manila airport

MANILA: This file photo taken on October 18, 2013 shows passengers arriving at Ninoy
Aquino International Airport for their flights. — AFP

Singaporean blogger 
fights back against
his PM libel suit
SINGAPORE: A Singaporean blogger is fighting back after Prime
Minister Lee Hsien Loong sued him for defamation for sharing an ar-
ticle on Facebook linking the leader to a corruption scandal. Singa-
pore has long been criticized for restricting free speech and other
political rights, as well as slapping critics with financially ruinous libel
suits. Observers say the government is increasingly targeting online
criticism — the case against blogger Leong Sze Hian comes the same
month the editor of a news portal was charged with defamation. The
prime minister lodged the defamation suit against Leong earlier in
December for posting on his Facebook page a link to an article al-
leging that Lee was the target of an investigation in neighboring
Malaysia over the scandal at sovereign wealth fund 1MDB.

Lee said the article, originally published in a Malaysian news por-

tal, was false and without basis and that Leong had reposted the link
to smear his reputation. But Leong, a regular critic of government
policies, has now lodged a countersuit against Lee for alleged abuse
of the court system. “The predominant purpose of the claim is the
use of the legal process to chill freedom of expression in Singapore,”
said Leong in his suit, which was posted on Facebook Wednesday
along with details of his defence.

He said all he had done was to make the article available on his
Facebook page “without embellishment or comment” for less than
three days. Malaysia’s ex-leader Najib Razak and his cronies are al-
leged to have stolen billions of dollars from 1MDB in an audacious
fraud that spanned the globe. The scandal led to Najib’s election de-
feat in May to a reformist coalition led by Mahathir Mohamad. Najib
has since been arrested and charged but denies wrongdoing.

Earlier this month, Terry Xu, editor of Singapore news site The
Online Citizen, was charged with defamation for publishing a letter
that alleged corruption among the city-state’s leaders. Singapore is
regularly ranked among the world’s least corrupt countries and its
leaders are sensitive to accusations of graft. With Singapore’s media
scene dominated by pro-government publications, criticism of the
authorities is mostly expressed online. — AFP 

Pakistani militant wanted 
in Chinese attack killed 
QUETTA: A Pakistani separatist wanted over an attack on the Chi-
nese consulate in Karachi in November has been killed in a suicide
blast in Afghanistan, his group has confirmed. Aslam Baloch was be-
lieved to be one of the leaders of the Balochistan Liberation Army,
one of a myriad of insurgent groups fighting in Pakistan’s restive
southwestern Balochistan province.

He was killed on Tuesday along with four others in a blast in
Afghanistan’s southern Kandahar province, the group said in a state-
ment issued late Wednesday in which they vowed to continue their
fight for Baloch independence. Kandahar police chief Tadin Khan
confirmed a suicide bombing had taken place in the provincial capital,
killing two civilians. Another Afghan official who spoke anonymously
said Baloch and a second member of the BLA were the targets of the
attack. No group has claimed responsibility for the attack. 

Four people were killed when militants attacked China’s consulate
in the port city of Karachi in November. The BLA claimed that assault,
labeling Beijing an “oppressor” and “making it clear that China’s mil-
itary expansionism on Baloch soil will not be tolerated”. It had warned
the Chinese to leave or “be prepared for continued attacks”. The BLA
is just one of the militant outfits operating in Balochistan, Pakistan’s
largest and poorest province, which borders Afghanistan and Iran
and is rife with ethnic, sectarian and separatist insurgencies.

Its residents have long complained that it does not receive a fair
share of the profits made from its mineral wealth. The Pakistani military
has been targeting insurgencies in the province since 2004, and has
been repeatedly accused by international rights groups of abuses there.
China, one of Pakistan’s closest allies, has poured billions into the South
Asian country in recent years as part of the China-Pakistan Economic
Corridor (CPEC), a massive infrastructure project that seeks to connect
its western province of Xinjiang with the Arabian Sea port of Gwadar
in Balochistan. Pakistan sees the project as a “gamechanger”, but it
presents an enormous challenge in a country plagued by weak institu-
tions, endemic corruption and a range of insurgencies in areas slated
to host the corridor.  — AFP 
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