
ISLAMABAD: Pakistan’s new interior minister,
appointed in a major cabinet reshuffle this month by
Prime Minister Imran Khan, is a former spy chief and
close ally of the country’s last military ruler who has
long been accused of deep ties to militant groups. The
appointment of retired Brigadier Ijaz Shah has been
heavily criticized by the opposition Pakistan People’s
Party (PPP), whose slain former leader Benazir Bhutto
regarded him as a deadly enemy.

Some analysts said it suggested Pakistan’s powerful
military continued to wield heavy influence over the
civilian administration - a persistent allegation since
Khan took office eight months ago that both his gov-
ernment and the generals deny. In an interview with
the BBC after his appointment, Shah said: “What pow-
er can I give the military as interior minister? I left the
army a long time ago, I am a civilian and have partici-
pated in elections.”

The prime minister’s office and the information min-
istry did not respond to requests for comment. Shah
was among four members of the civilian-military
establishment named by Bhutto in a letter written to
then President Pervez Musharraf months before her
assassination as suspects who should be investigated if
she was killed. Many Pakistanis have long suspected
that elements of the intelligence agencies colluded
with militants in Bhutto’s assassination in a gun and
bomb attack in the garrison city of Rawalpindi in
December 2007. An investigation at the time blamed
an al Qaeda-allied Pakistani Taleban leader.

“Are you trying to send a message to the world that
we have terrorists and the abettors of terrorists in our
cabinet?” Bhutto’s son and chairman of the PPP,
Bilawal Bhutto, told the country’s parliament this week,

referring to Shah’s appointment. “This cannot happen.”
Shah’s office did not respond to a request for an inter-
view or a list of questions sent by Reuters, but earlier
this month then Information Minister Fawad Chaudhry
told local newspaper Dawn that “he is a clean man”
and had been cleared of all allegations against him in a
government inquiry.

Spy chief
The sweeping cabinet reshuffle comes as Pakistan is

trying to attract foreign investment and present itself
as a reformed country. But critics say the inclusion of
an “old school” figure such as Shah in the government
shows little has changed. Under Musharraf, who as
army chief seized power in a 1999 coup and ruled until
2008, Shah served as head of the military’s leading spy
agency in the Punjab province, and was later appoint-
ed the head of the civilian Intelligence Bureau.

He oversaw the surrender of wanted militant Omar
Saeed Shaikh, who masterminded the kidnapping and
killing of Wall Street Journal correspondent Daniel
Pearl in 2002. That contributed to allegations he had
been close to Islamist groups based along lawless bor-
der with Afghanistan, where Pakistan’s security servic-
es have long been accused of playing a double game.

“The biggest controversy is his links with the
Afghan jihad and figures like Omar Saeed Sheikh,”
author and analyst Ayesha Siddiqa told Reuters, a
longstanding critic of Pakistan’s military. “Looks very
much like the army chief’s choice.”

The military did not respond to a request for com-
ment on this article, but in the past has said it does not
interfere in politics. The military has also repeatedly
denied allegations leveled by the United States,

Afghanistan and others that is has covertly sheltered
militants based along its borders. Under Khan’s gov-
ernment, Islamabad has been trying to convince the
outside world that it will not tolerate militants operat-
ing from inside Pakistan.

Pakistan currently finds itself on the Financial
Action Task Force (FATF) “grey list” for inadequately
dealing with money laundering and terrorism financ-
ing, a designation that makes it harder for the coun-

try to access international markets at a time when its
economy is stumbling. Convincing the FATF that it is
making sufficient efforts to crack down on militancy
will be harder with a controversial figure such as
Shah in the cabinet, said PPP Senator Mustafa
Khokhar. Some analysts agree. “Ijaz Shah’s appoint-
ment just reinforces the perception that nothing has
changed in Pakistani politics,” political analyst Aamer
Ahmed Khan said. — Reuters 
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ISLAMABAD: Ijaz Ahmed Shah, Minister of the National Assembly (MNA), meets with Prime Minister Imran Khan
at the Prime Minister Office in Islamabad. — Reuters 

Sri Lankan man
who confronted
bomber at church
door remembered
BATTICALOA, Sri Lanka: Ramesh Raju has
become a hero to the shell-shocked congre-
gation of the Zion evangelical church in
Batticaloa after he died stopping a suicide
bomber who was bent on killing hundreds of
people. Nearly a week after the bombing, the
road leading to Raju’s house in the eastern
city is flanked by posters and photographs of
the 40-year-old father of two who blocked
the attacker at the church door. A stream of
well-wishers queue to express condolences
to his widow, a Sunday school teacher.

Raju was one of 29 people, including 14
children, that media reports say died in the
blast at Zion, one of three churches and three
hotels targeted by Jihadist bombers. But
about 600 people who were inside at the
time escaped the human bomb. The dead
from the other two churches make up the
majority of the 253 overall death toll. “When
he felt suspicious about the bomber he could
have run away to safety but I think he chose
to scuffle with him in order to stop him from
entering the church,” his father Velusami Raju
said. “I feel very proud that he saved so many
lives, especially so many children,” he added.

Jihadist target    
The east coast city is thought to have

become a target as the National Thowheeth
Jama’ath (NTJ) blamed for the attacks came
from the region.  Zion church was packed at
the time and there were dozens of children
fresh from Sunday school. Raju had volun-

teered to help manage the crowds, according
to witnesses. When he spotted an unfamiliar
man carrying two huge bags, Raju confronted
him and asked him to leave them outside. The
bomb went off during the argument.

A number of other children and parents
who were outside at the time were killed along
with him. “He was a very good man,” said
Raju’s father, who described his eldest son as
the “pillar” of their large family. “Every memo-
ry we shared is so precious... He was the main
support for our family, for his three younger
sisters and younger brother,” the 63-year-old
said. Father and son spoke just minutes before
the explosion, Velusami said. Raju promised to
call him back once the service was over.

The next time his phone rang, it was a
parishioner calling to tell him his son had
been killed in a blast. Raju’s younger sister
also died in the bombing, along with her hus-

band and 20-month-old son. “I have lost my
grandson but at the same time I feel so proud
that my son saved so many children, so other
families don’t have to go through what we are
going through,” the retired mill worker said,
choking back tears.

Services halted    
Tucked away on a leafy street, the church is

now surrounded by heavy security and investi-
gators comb the premises for evidence. The
congregation does not know when a service
will be held there again. The other two church-
es attacked were Roman Catholic and the
church’s leaders have suspended all services
across the country until Sri Lankan authorities
can guarantee security. Raju was a success sto-
ry in the Muslim-majority town, setting up his
own company at the age of 28 and raising a
family with his high school sweetheart.  — AFP

BATTICALOA, Sri Lanka:  In this photo Velusami Raju, father of the Zion Church suicide blast
victim Ramesh Raju, looks on next to a banner displaying Ramesh Raju portrait at his house,
in Kattankudy. — AFP

US agrees with
Russia, China on
pulling troops
from Afghanistan
WASHINGTON :  United States on
Friday found backing from rivals Russia
and China on the key formula of a peace
deal it is negotiating in Afghanistan-
withdrawing troops in return for Taliban
pledges not to welcome foreign extrem-
ists. Zalmay Khalilzad, the US envoy who
is set shortly to hold his latest round of
talks with the Taliban, called the consen-
sus a “milestone” in efforts to end the
war after he met Russian and Chinese
representatives in Moscow.

A joint statement by the three coun-
tries called for an “inclusive Afghan-led”
peace process and outlined points
expected to feature in an eventual
agreement. “The three sides call for an
orderly and responsible withdrawal of
foreign troops from Afghanistan as part
of the overall peace process,” said the
statement issued by the US State
Department. They also said that the
Taliban have made a “commitment” to
fight the extremist Islamic State group
and sever ties to Al-Qaeda.

The Taliban have promised to “ensure
the areas they control will not be used to
threaten any other country,” the state-

ment said, calling on them to prevent any
“terrorist recruiting, training and fund-
raising.” Khalilzad said that the state-
ment, along with his talks earlier in the
week in London with European envoys,
“means we have an emerging interna-
tional consensus on US approach to end
the war AND assurances terrorism never
again emanates from Afghanistan.”

“More to do but important mile-
stone,” he tweeted. President Donald
Trump is eager to end America’s
longest-ever war, which was launched in
response to the September 11, 2001
attacks, when the then Taliban regime
gave shelter to Al-Qaeda. Russia and
China both have strong interests in
Afghanistan. Some 14,000 Soviet sol-
diers were killed in Afghanistan from
1979 to 1989 in a conflict with US-
backed Islamic guerrillas.

China has been stepping up its
involvement in Afghanistan both militar-
ily and economically as it voices worries
that militants could sneak into its restive
Muslim-majority Xinjiang region.
Khalilzad will also hold separate talks
during his latest trip with Pakistan and
India, which have strongly different
views on Afghanistan. One major stick-
ing point is the Taliban’s refusal to
negotiate with the government of
Afghan President Ashraf Ghani, which
has wide-ranging international support.
The United States, Russia and China
called on the Taliban to speak as soon
as possible with a “broad, representa-
tive Afghan delegation that includes the
government.” —  AFP

NEW DELHI: India is investigating the
treatment of 40 migrant workers in
Gabon after the United Nations said on
Friday it was alarmed by allegations of
labor abuse that could amount to modern
slavery. A group of Indian laborers have
been trapped in the Central African
country since their employer - an India-
based timber company - confiscated their
identity documents, according to “credi-
ble information” received by UN human
rights experts.

The workers have allegedly not been
provided with written contracts or valid
work visas, are required to do excessive
overtime with no weekly rest, and are not
paid regularly, said the U.N. Working
Group on Business and Human Rights.
Indian government sources said authori-
ties were looking into the matter, and had
notified its high commission in Gabon.
Gabon’s labor ministry and government
spokeswoman did not immediately
respond to a request for comment.

“These precarious working conditions,
restrictions on their freedom of move-
ment and confiscation of their identity
documents by the company may amount
to contemporary forms of slavery and to
human trafficking,” the UN experts said
in a statement. The United Nations said
they had been in contact with India,
Gabon, and the company, and urged all to
look into the issue. The company named
in the UN statement - India-based timber

firm Accurate Industries - could not be
reached for comment.

The 40 workers - some of whom were
interviewed by the UN experts by phone
following a tipoff about their situation
from within Gabon - are likely just the tip
of the iceberg, according to Surya Deva,
chairperson of the UN working group.
“We do not fully know how many other
companies and how many other workers
are there, but based on the information
we have it seems this is a pattern,” Deva
said. “There could be other companies
doing something similar.” The United
Nations said the workers were based in
the Gabon Special Economic Zone in
Nkok, which says on its website it is “the
biggest furniture manufacturing cluster in
Central Africa.” Special economic zones
are manufacturing areas set up to attract
foreign investment with tax exemptions
and flexible labour laws, yet they risk
becoming “black holes for human rights
abuses,” said Deva. 

“This case we felt is not only serious
but also reflective of the wider issues in
special economic zones all over the world
including in Africa and Asia,” he told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation. “That’s
why we thought we should highlight it.”
About 23 Indian firms - mainly in the tim-
ber sector - were granted licenses to set
up units in Gabon’s special economic
zone in 2016, according to the Indian for-
eign ministry website. —Reuters

India investigates 40 migrant
workers in Gabon after UN 
flags labor abuses

Two Koreas mark
Moon-Kim summit 
anniversary with 
different tones
SEOUL: North and South Korea yesterday
struck different notes as they marked the first
anniversary of a summit between their lead-
ers that fuelled a whirlwind of diplomacy
which has died down amid deadlock over
Pyongyang’s denuclearization. Kim Jong Un
and President Moon Jae-in held their first
meeting on April 27 last year in the
Demilitarized Zone dividing the peninsula
amid a rapid diplomatic thaw, paving the way
for a historic summit between Kim and US
President Donald Trump in Singapore in June.

But one year later, little progress has been
made on North Korea’s nuclear weapons,
with Pyongyang and Washington deadlocked
since a second summit between Trump and
Kim in Hanoi in February broke down without
a deal. Moon, who brokered the first meeting
between the two mercurial leaders, has tried
to salvage the diplomacy although the North
has remained largely unresponsive. North
Korea did not respond to the South’s invita-
tion this week for Saturday’s ceremony at
Panmunjom-where Moon and Kim exchanged
warm smiles and hugs-to commemorate their
landmark meeting last year.

Instead, the North’s Committee for the
Peaceful Reunification of the Country, which
handles inter-Korean relations, urged Seoul

Saturday to take “more active measures” to
improve ties. The Moon-Kim summit a year
ago had restarted the “ticking of the reunifi-
cation clock”, it said, but the US was pressur-
ing Seoul to lock steps in their approach
towards the nuclear-armed North. “A grave
situation is being created that may see a
return to the past of reaching catastrophe in
the thickening dangers of war,” it said in a
lengthy statement carried by the official
Korean Central News Agency (KCNA).

New path   
At yesterday’s ceremony, musicians from

South Korea, the US, Japan and China per-
formed at the South’s side of Panmunjom.
Both Moon and Kim were absent at the low-

key event, which was attended by some 500
diplomats, government officials and civilians.
“This is a new path, and as we all must take it
together, we need, sometimes, to wait for
those moving slower to catch up,” Moon said
in a video message.

The meeting last April-the first inter-
Korean summit in 11 years-was high on head-
line-grabbing symbolism, with Moon step-
ping briefly into the North and the two shar-
ing an intimate one-on-one woodland chat
before live TV cameras. The pair met twice
more last year-the second, an impromptu
encounter after Trump threatened to cancel
the Singapore summit just weeks before it
was due, and Moon flew to Pyongyang for his
third meeting with Kim. — AFP 

PANMUNJOM: A screen showing a picture of South Korea’s President Moon Jae-in and North
Korea’s leader Kim Jong Un is seen during a ceremony to mark the first anniversary of the
Panmunjom declaration between Moon and Kim which was held on the southern side of
Panmunjom in the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ). — AFP


