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Victims recount 
horror of deadly 
blast as toll rises
KABUL: Minutes after he took a seat
among hundreds of religious scholars
at  a ceremony for the Prophet
Muhammad’s (PBUH) birthday in
Kabul, a huge explosion shook the
room, throwing Ahmad Fareed to the
floor. Scattered around him were the
bloodied bodies of turbaned men
who had taken the full force of the
suicide blast and probably saved his
life. “It was absolute horror, people
dead and wounded, covered in blood
and pieces of flesh,” Fareed, 40, said
yesterday as he lay in a hospital bed
with leg and shoulder injuries. 

“My friend and his little son were
also next to me, covered in blood
and not moving.” At least 55 people
were killed and 94 wounded when
the bomber blew himself up in the
middle of the banquet hall at the
Uranus Wedding Palace on Tuesday
evening-one of the deadliest attacks
in Afghanistan this year. A video
posted on social media purportedly
filmed by one of the hundreds of
attendees showed a large gathering

of men listening to a recitation of the
Koran before an explosion triggered
pandemonium.

Yesterday morning, as cleaners
prepared the multi-storey venue for
more events, bloodied turbans, san-
dals, overturned chairs and broken
glass st i l l  l i t tered the cavernous
room where the massacre happened.
The attack drew widespread con-
demnation in Afghanistan and
abroad, with the United Nations
describing it as an “atrocity”. US
ambassador to Kabul John Bass said
he was “sickened and deeply sad-
dened” by the bombing, while the
European Union delegation to
Afghanistan said the explosion was
“an attack on all of us, religious or
not, who value freedom”.

President Ashraf Ghani declared
yesterday a national day of mourning
for the victims of the attack, which
he described as an “unforgivable
crime”. Security at the wedding hall
included a body search by an armed
guard followed by physical checks
by several religious students, said
Obaidullah, who suffered multiple
injuries to his face and body. There
was no immediate claim of responsi-
bility, though the Taleban were quick
to condemn the blast. The Islamic
State group, which has claimed most

suicide attacks in Kabul this year,
has not issued a statement. 

It is not clear why the religious
scholars were targeted on one of the
holiest days in the Islamic calendar.
While Muslims around the world cel-
ebrate the Prophet Mohammad’s
birthday, some fundamentalists criti-
cize the events as heretical innova-
tions in Islam. Most of the people at

the gathering were Sufis, a mystical
branch of Islam, said Mehrab Danish,
an adviser to the religious affairs
minister. “But it is too early to say
they were targeted because they
were followers of Sufism,” he cau-
tioned. Sectarian militants in Pakistan
have long targeted Sufis, but such
attacks on the group are rare in
Afghanistan.—AFP

KABUL: An Afghan wedding hall is pictured a day after a deadly suicide attack in
Kabul yesterday. At least 50 people were killed in a suicide attack on a religious
celebration in Kabul on November 20. —AFP

Things to know 
about Interpol
LYON: Interpol, the world’s largest
international police organization, works
with its 194 member countries to coor-
dinate policing across the planet,
including on organized crime and
counter-terrorism operations. After it
named South Korea’s Kim Jong-yang
as its new president yesterday, beating
a Russian official whose candidacy had
unnerved Western nations, here is some
background on the agency.

Politically neutral 
Founded in 1923, Interpol facilitates

cooperation between police authorities
across its member countries but does not
have a police force of its own. Based in
the southeastern French city of Lyon
since 1989, it is officially politically neu-
tral and acts only within the national laws
of its members. It is prohibited from “any
intervention or activities of a political,
military, religious or racial character,” its
website says. There have nonetheless
been accusations that some member
states, including Russia, have tried to use
Interpol channels to have political oppo-
nents arrested in other countries. Russia
yesterday said “unprecedented pressure”
swayed Interpol to choose the US-
backed Kim over Russian candidate
Alexander Prokopchuk.

A symbolic presidency 
The Interpol president, elected

every four years, serves a largely sym-
bolic role and presides over the annual
meeting of the General Assembly, its
top governing body. Composed of del-
egates from each member state, the
General Assembly takes all major deci-
sions, including those involving
finances. It is the secretary general that
directs Interpol’s day-to-day work.
Germany’s Juergen Stock was elected
to the post in 2014 for a five-year term.

Red Notices and other alerts
One of the main roles of Interpol,

which does not issue its own arrest
warrants or carry out its own investiga-
tions, is issuing notices requesting
cooperation from its members. Of the
eight grades of alert the most important
is the Red Notice, which informs mem-
bers about a criminal wanted in one
country and who may be in another. It
is based on a national arrest warrant
and any arrest is carried out by police
in the country concerned, at their dis-
cretion and without Interpol influence.
A Blue Notice seeks to collect informa-
tion about a person in relation to a
crime, while the Black Notice seeks to
identify dead bodies. The Special
Notice was created in 2005 for indi-
viduals subject to UN Security Council
sanctions, such as asset freezes or trav-
el bans. Only about 30 percent of
Interpol’s notices are made public.

Vast crime databases  
Interpol also provides its member

countr ies  wi th  access  to  var ious
databases that contain mil l ions of
criminal and other records. One lists

more than 205,000 records of known
international criminals, missing per-
sons and dead bodies, according to
f igures  on the agency’s  s i te  f rom
December 2017. There is a database
containing around 172,000 DNA pro-
files from 83 countries, and another
with more than 182,000 sets of fin-
gerprints. A database created in 2015
lists more than 46,000 suspected for-
eign terrorist f ighters. Another on
child sexual exploitation has been
used to identify 12,000 victims and
5,600 offenders, the site says. There
are also databases sharing informa-
tion on stolen travel documents, vehi-

cles, artworks and firearms.

International staff 
Interpol is mainly financed by its

member nations, which contribute on a
scale proportional to their means, but it
also receives contributions from exter-
nal donors. In 2017 the United States
was the main contributor to Interpol’s
124.3 million-euro ($141 million) budget
with 10.6 million euros, followed by
Japan, Germany and France. With seven
regional bureaus, it employs about 800
staff members from 100 different coun-
tries, about a third deployed by their
national authorities. —AFP

DUBAI: Jurgen Stock, Secretary-General of Interpol, speaks during a press confer-
ence in Dubai yesterday, after the organisation elected its new president during its
87th annual general assembly meeting. —AFP

Israeli minister says 
Trump’s peace plan 
is a ‘waste of time’
JERUSALEM: A senior Israeli minister said yester-
day that US President Donald Trump’s long-awaited
plan for peace with the Palestinians was “a waste of
time”. “I think that the gap between the Israelis and
Palestinians is much too big to be bridged,” Justice
Minister Ayelet Shaked said at a conference organ-
ized by the Jerusalem Post newspaper. “I think per-
sonally it’s a waste of time,” she said when asked
what she thought about the peace initiative Trump is
expected to unveil in the weeks or months ahead.
Shaked is part of the far-right Jewish Home party, a
key member of Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu’s coalition. She and other members of
her party openly oppose a two-state solution to the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

The Palestinians have already vowed to block
Trump’s peace plan and severed ties with his adminis-
tration after his December decision to move the US
embassy in Israel to Jerusalem and declare the city
Israel’s capital. The Palestinians also see the city as
the capital of their future state and international con-
sensus has been that Jerusalem’s status must be
negotiated between the two sides. Trump has also cut
some $500 million in aid to the Palestinians, who
accuse the White House of seeking to blackmail them
into accepting a plan they view as blatantly biased in
favor of Israel.

Trump aide Jason Greenblatt said recently in an
interview with the Times of Israel news site that the
plan would “be heavily focused on Israeli security
needs” while remaining “fair to the Palestinians”. While
expressing her pessimism on the chances for making
peace with the Palestinians for now, Shaked however
said she would keep an open mind on the US plan.
“Although I want peace like anyone else, I’m just more
realistic, and I know that in the current future it is
impossible,” she said, speaking in English. “But let’s
wait and see what they (the US) will offer.” —Agencies

ANKARA: Turkish police came for Yigit Aksakoglu
before dawn, waking his young family and detaining
him with a dozen other academics and activists accused
of fomenting mass protests to overthrow President
Tayyip Erdogan’s government. Friday’s arrests, days
before Turkey holds talks with the European Union,
caused alarm in the West and reinforced a belief that
Ankara’s long crackdown has crushed not just
Erdogan’s opponents but also Turkey’s last hopes of
joining the EU.

The EU Commission’s foreign affairs chief Federica
Mogherini and the commissioner for candidate coun-
tries, Johannes Hahn, are expected to raise the issue of
the activists during talks in
Ankara today with Turkey’s
foreign minister. Ankara still
says EU membership is one of
its top strategic goals, but
Hahn has said several times it
would be more honest to end
the accession talks and try
instead to forge an alternative
partnership between Turkey
and the union. Opposition in
the EU to Turkish membership
has been strengthened by
Ankara’s clampdown on critics of Erdogan since a
failed military coup in 2016 and by fears that Turkey is
sliding deeper into one-man rule.

Aksakoglu’s lawyer said he was one of 13 people
detained on Friday, accused of supporting attempts by
jailed businessman and rights advocate Osman Kavala
to revive mass protests in Istanbul’s Gezi Park in 2013
against Erdogan’s rule. Police rang on his door at 6
o’clock in the morning. “Two officers dressed in special
operations uniform, and half a dozen others in plain
clothes entered the house and took Yigit to police
headquarters,” his lawyer Asli Kazan said. He testified
for 10 hours before he was formally arrested and sent

to prison. The 12 others detained on Friday have been
freed, but Aksakoglu is now in a solitary cell in Silivri
prison near Istanbul, his lawyer said.

On the same day Aksakoglu was detained, Turkish
media said that prosecutors ordered the arrest of 188
people, including 100 former air force personnel, over
links to a US-based cleric Ankara accuses of orches-
trating the 2016 coup attempt. Since the failed putsch
more than 77,000 people have been jailed pending tri-
al, and widespread arrests are still routine. Authorities
have suspended or sacked 150,000 civil servants and
military personnel. Last week Foreign Minister Mevlut
Cavusoglu told parliament almost a quarter of Turkey’s

career diplomats had been
purged. In the same speech
he said full EU membership
remains “an inseparable part
of our future target for a
modern Turkey that supports
political and social change”.

Long road ahead
Turkey says the scale of its

crackdown is justified by the
gravity of events on July 15,
2016, when rogue soldiers

commandeered tanks, planes and helicopters, bombing
parliament and government buildings in their attempt to
seize power. In July this year the government formally
lifted a two-year state of emergency imposed after the
coup, but critics say Erdogan has retained many of
those powers under an executive presidency that came
into effect when he won elections in June.

Relations with the EU’s leading power Germany par-
ticularly suffered in the last two years. Berlin has con-
demned the crackdown, including arrests of dozens of
German nationals. Erdogan compared the German gov-
ernment to Nazis. As Turkey’s relations with the United
States plunged into crisis earlier this year, helping drive

the lira into meltdown in August, Erdogan’s government
sought to rebuild bridges with Europe. He made a state
visit to Germany in September, and the Netherlands
agreed to normalize ties after a year-long standoff.
However an EU diplomat said any real improvement
would take time: “You can’t just turn a switch. You have
to put the train back on track towards better relations”.

Turkey has also taken small steps to reverse a dam-
aging rift with the United States caused partly by the

detention of US citizens and consular staff. A Turkish
court ruling to free a detained US pastor last month
was praised by US President Donald Trump and led
both countries to lift symbolic sanctions against US and
Turkish government ministers. But sharp differences
over Syria, US sanctions on Iran and plans by NATO
member Turkey to buy a Russian missile defense sys-
tem remain an obstacle to rebuilding trust with
Washington. —Reuters

Two years after failed coup, crackdown continues

Turkey’s long crackdown casts 
shadow over meeting with EU

ISTANBUL: Turkish President Tayyip Erdogan (left) and his Russian counterpart Vladimir Putin attend a
ceremony marking the completion of the sea part of the TurkStream gas pipeline in Istanbul. —AFP
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membership 
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Malaysia arrests four 
Finns for distributing 
‘Christian pamphlets’ 
KUALA LUMPUR: Four Finns have been arrested on a holi-
day island in Muslim-majority Malaysia for allegedly distrib-
uting pamphlets about Christianity, police said yesterday, and
may face up to five years in jail. Religion is a deeply sensitive
issue in Malaysia, where more than 60 percent of the popula-
tion is Muslim, and critics say rising conservatism has chipped
away at a traditionally tolerant brand of Islam in recent years.

Authorities detained the two men and two women on
Tuesday after receiving complaints from members of the
public that they were handing out Christian materials on the
popular resort island of Langkawi, said local police chief
Mohamad Iqbal Ibrahim. “Police have arrested four Finnish
nationals in Langkawi for allegedly distributing religious
material in a public place,” he told AFP. “They were distrib-
uting pamphlets related to Christianity.” The Finns, aged
between 27 and 60, were arrested at a hotel and police
seized pens, notebooks and a bag. They are accused of
breaking laws that forbid people from disturbing religious
harmony. If found guilty, they could be jailed for between
two and five years. —AFP


