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QUETTA: Gunmen killed at least 14 people
after forcing them to disembark from buses in
Pakistan’s Balochistan, officials said yesterday,
in the latest attack claimed by separatists in the
restive southwestern province. The attackers,
who numbered around two dozen, were wear-
ing uniforms of the paramilitary Frontier Corps,
provincial home secretary Haider Ali said. They
“stopped buses on the Makran Coastal High-
way and gunned down 14 people”, he said,
adding that the four vehicles were travelling to
the port megacity of Karachi from the coastal
town of Ormara.

The gunmen identified non-Baloch passen-
gers by their identity cards and shot them, he
said. All the victims are believed to be Pakistani,

with a naval official and a coast guard member
among the dead. The attack was claimed by a
Baloch separatist group. A militant spokesman
denied that any civilian passengers had been
killed and said the group had only targeted
coast guard and navy service members.
Balochistan, which borders Afghanistan and
Iran, is Pakistan’s poorest province and the
largest by landmass, with Islamist as well as
ethnic Baloch separatists active there.

Pakistani security forces have been target-
ing insurgents in the province since 2004, and
have also been repeatedly accused by interna-
tional rights groups of abuses there. The mili-
tary denies the allegations. Provincial home
minister Mir Zia Langov told AFP a full-scale

investigation had been launched into the at-
tack, and authorities are trying to track down
the gunmen, who he said had fled the scene.
“Such incidents are intolerable and we will not
spare the terrorists who carried out this das-
tardly attack,” he said. Prime Minster Imran
Khan also condemned the killings in a state-
ment from his office.

Poorest province 
The attack came less than a week after a

suicide blast claimed by the Islamic State
group in provincial capital Quetta killed 20
people. Balochistan is also host to a number of
major projects under the multi-billion dollar
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC).

The massive infrastructure project seeks to
connect the western Chinese province of Xin-
jiang with the Arabian Sea port of Gwadar in
Balochistan.

But it has also drawn its share of attacks, par-
ticularly by separatists who have long complained
that residents do not receive a fair share of profits
from the province’s resources. Violence in Pak-
istan has dropped significantly since the country’s
deadliest-ever militant attack, an assault on a
school in the northwestern city of Peshawar in
2014 that killed more than 150 people - most of
them children. But militants still retain the ability
to carry out attacks, and analysts have long
warned that Pakistan is yet to tackle the root
causes of extremism.— AFP 

Gunmen kill 14 passengers 
in Pakistan’s Balochistan

Latest attack claimed by separatists in the restive region

CANICO, Portugal: A video grab shows the wreckage of a tourist bus that crashed on April 17, 2019 in Canico, on the Portuguese island
of Madeira. — AFP  

LASHKAR GAH: A vast field of towering white poppies
sways gently in the breeze, silky petals sometimes tumbling
to the ground, a visible marker of the resilience of
Afghanistan’s lucrative opium trade. The sight of a seemingly
endless expanse of opium-producing flowers is common
across rural Afghanistan, but this farm is in the centre of gov-
ernment-controlled Lashkar Gah city - the capital of Hel-
mand province. In a field AFP visited this month, workers
were scoring grooves into the plants’ bulbous seed pods
from which the raw, milky-white opium oozes. “We know it
is harmful but we have no other way to earn money, this is
the only income for us,” laborer Mohammad Ghous said.

Afghanistan is the world’s top grower of opium, and the
crop accounts for hundreds of thousands of jobs. Farmers
grow poppies with impunity, as both Taleban and govern-
ment officials often profit from the lucrative trade. “The Tale-
ban also don’t care - they only need their share,” said Gul
Mohammad, a poppy farmer. Afghan opium production took
a hit last year as an intense drought dried fields and shrunk
cultivation areas.  According to a UN survey, potential opium
production dropped by 29 percent in 2018 compared to the
previous year.

Still, production remained near record levels - and so far
this year some farmers are seeing a rebound amid heavy
rains that have poured over parts of Afghanistan in recent
weeks. Conflict is also providing a surprising boon for the in-
dustry. “(The) government was destroying poppy fields in
previous years, but this year due to the ongoing war they
couldn’t,” Mohammad said. Most poppy production in
Afghanistan is in the Taleban-controlled southern part. The
insurgents have long profited from poppies by taxing farmers
and traffickers, and running their own drug-making factories
that turn raw opium into morphine or heroin for export. 

Excess supply in recent years has led to falling prices, but
a lack of alternative cash crops has left many Afghan farmers
hooked on growing opium poppies. “We have been cultivat-
ing poppies for twenty years,” farmer Abdul Hadi said. “It is
less tiring, makes a lot of money and is less demanding than
growing corn or wheat.”—AFP 

Poppies bloom 
across Afghanistan 
as drought eases

CANICO, Portugal: Twenty-nine German tourists were killed
when their bus spun off the road and tumbled down a slope before
crashing into a house on the Portuguese island of Madeira. Drone
footage of the aftermath of the accident showed the badly man-
gled wreckage of the bus resting precariously on its side against
a building on a hillside, the vehicle’s roof partially crushed and
front window smashed.

Rescue workers attended to injured passengers among the un-
dergrowth where the bus came to rest, some of them bearing
bloodied head bandages and bloodstained clothes, others appear-
ing to be more seriously hurt. Local authorities said most of the
dead were in their 40s and 50s. They were among the more than
one million tourists who visit the Atlantic islands off the coast of
Morocco each year, attracted by its subtropical climate and
rugged volcanic terrain. 

“Horrible news comes to us from Madeira,” a German govern-
ment spokesman tweeted after the crash. “Our deep sorrow goes
to all those who lost their lives in the bus accident, our thoughts
are with the injured,” he added. German holidaymakers were the
second largest group after British tourists to visit the islands-
known as the Pearl of the Atlantic and the Floating Garden in the
Atlantic-in 2017, according to Madeira’s tourism office. 

The islands are home to just 270,000 inhabitants. Filipe Sousa,
mayor of Santa Cruz where the accident happened, said 17 women
and 11 men were killed in the crash, with another 21 injured.  A

doctor told reporters another woman died of her injuries in hos-
pital. “I express the sorrow and solidarity of all the Portuguese
people in this tragic moment, and especially for the families of the
victims who I have been told were all German,” President Marcelo
Rebelo de Sousa told Portuguese television. He said he would
travel to Madeira overnight. 

‘Profound sadness’ 
Portuguese Prime Minister Antonio Costa added on Twitter

that he had contacted German Chancellor Angela Merkel to con-
vey his condolences “It is with profound sadness that I heard of
the accident on Madeira,” he wrote on the government’s Twitter
page. “I took the occasion to convey my sadness to Chancellor
Angela Merkel at this difficult time,” he added. The regional pro-
tection service in Madeira confirmed 28 deaths in the accident
that happened at 6:30 pm (1730 GMT) Wednesday, while hospital
authorities said another woman later died of her injuries.

The bus had been carrying around 50 passengers. Regional
government Vice President Pedro Calado said it was “premature”
to speculate on the cause of the crash, adding that the vehicle was
five years old and that “everything had apparently been going well”.
Judicial authorities had opened an investigation into the circum-
stances of the accident, the Madeira public prosecutor’s office told
the Lusa news agency. Medical teams were being sent from Lisbon
to help local staff carry out post-mortems on the dead.—AFP 

29 German tourists killed in bus crash


