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Afghanistan’s Ghani on track for 
second term after narrow win

Philippine 
troops rescue 
two abducted 
Indonesians
MANILA:  Philippine troops rescued two abducted
Indonesian sailors in a pre-dawn raid yesterday on an
Islamist militant stronghold which left two dead, a mili-
tary official said. A soldier and a militant of kidnap-for-
ransom group Abu Sayyaf-which was behind some of
the nation’s worst attacks-were killed during a 30-
minute gunfight in the mountainous town of Panamao
on the southern island of Jolo. “During the firefights, the
two victims managed to scamper away (from the mili-
tants) and we were able to rescue them,” military com-
mander Lieutenant General Cirilito Sobejana told AFP.

The pair were among three Indonesian sailors
abducted by the militants in September off Malaysian
waters near the southern tip of the Philippine island of
Mindanao. Sobejana said a military operation was
underway to rescue the other Indonesian captive.

“He could have escaped or militants could still have
him, so we are expecting another firefight,” Sobejana
said. The rescue came a month after a British man and
his wife were freed by soldiers and said they were
threatened with beheading by militants if they did not
deliver a ransom. In May, Dutch birdwatcher Ewold
Horn was killed by his captors as he tried to escape dur-
ing a rescue operation, the military said, after being held
captive for seven years. The Abu Sayyaf group is also
blamed by authorities for an Islamic State-claimed sui-
cide bombing of Sunday mass at a Catholic cathedral in
Jolo in January that killed 21 people. — AFP

Main opponent Abdullah vows to challenge tally
KABUL:  Afghanistan’s President Ashraf Ghani appeared
to have secured a second term yesterday, narrowly scoring
an outright win in preliminary polling results, but his main
rival immediately vowed to challenge the tally.

After months of political limbo and bitter allegations of
fraud and corruption in the September 28 poll,
Afghanistan’s Independent Election Commission (IEC) said
Ghani had won 50.64 percent of the vote.

If it holds, the result is enough for Ghani to avoid a run-
off. He easily beat his top challenger, Chief Executive
Abdullah Abdullah, who scored 39.52 percent. Candidates
now have a few days to file any complaints before final
results are announced, probably within weeks.

As soon as results were announced, Abdullah’s office
said in a statement he would contest them. “We would like
to make it clear once again to our people, supporters,
election commission and our international allies that our
team will not accept the result of this fraudulent vote
unless our legitimate demands are addressed,” the state-
ment read.

Abdullah lost to Ghani in 2014 in a divisive election that
saw the US intervene to broker an awkward power-shar-
ing deal between the two rivals. Ghani’s office did not
immediately comment, but the president was due to give
an address at 5 pm (1230 GMT).

US ambassador to Afghanistan John Bass said it was
vital the full electoral process plays out. “It’s important for
all Afghans to remember: these results are preliminary.
Many steps remain before final election results are certi-
fied, to ensure the Afghan people have confidence in the
results,” Bass wrote on Twitter. Preliminary results were
originally due October 19 but were repeatedly delayed
amid technical issues and allegations of fraud from various
candidates, particularly Abdullah.

Observers and candidates have blasted the IEC over its
handling of the count and its repeated disregard of the
electoral calendar. The Transparent Electoral Foundation

of Afghanistan, an independent watchdog, said the IEC
needs to share all information about how it reached its
numbers and break down data by polling center.

IEC chairwoman Hawa Alam Nuristani said her agency
acted with “honesty, loyalty, responsibility and faithful-
ness”. “We respected every single vote because we want-
ed democracy to endure,” she said.

Complaints procedure 
The protracted limbo between the vote and the prelimi-

nary result heaped additional uncertainty on Afghans who
are already anxiously awaiting the outcome of talks
between the US and the Taleban.

The UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA),
which provided support to electoral authorities, welcomed
the announcement of preliminary results and called on the
Electoral Complaints Commission to listen carefully to any
grievances. “The ECC has an obligation to adjudicate any
complaints it receives transparently and thoroughly so the
election process may conclude in a credible manner,”
UNAMA head Tadamichi Yamamoto said.

ECC chairwoman Zuhra Bayan Shinwari said candidates
and their supporters should wait for final results to be
announced. “We are committed to reviewing all the com-
plaints according to the law,” she said.

The election was meant to be the cleanest yet in
Afghanistan’s young democracy, with a German firm sup-
plying biometric machines to stop people from voting
more than once.

But problems immediately emerged, with allegations of
vote stuffing, illegal voting and other fraud coming almost
as soon as the polls had closed. Nearly one million of the
initial 2.7 million votes were purged owing to irregularities,
meaning the election saw by far the lowest turnout of any
Afghan poll. Ultimately, only 1.8 million votes were count-
ed, a tiny number considering Afghanistan’s estimated
population of 37 million and a total of 9.6 million regis-

tered voters. Many people stayed away amid Taleban vows
to attack polling stations, compounded by voter apathy
and despair that any politician can ever improve the lot of
the average Afghan. 

Thirty-one percent of votes were cast by women, the
IEC said. Abdullah has repeatedly cried foul over 300,000

votes the IEC counted even though his team claims many
of these ballots were fake or had been cast outside of
polling hours. His apparent loss to Ghani makes Abdullah a
three-time loser and his future in government is uncertain
as he has ruled out another power-sharing deal with the
president.   — AFP

Under pressure 
Australia PM 
visits aggrieved
firefighters
SYDNEY:  Prime Minister Scott Morrison
visited firefighters battling Australia’s
bushfire crisis yesterday as he apologized
for a Hawaiian holiday that ended early
after public outrage. Morrison toured the
headquarters of the New South Wales
Rural Fire Service-whose exhausted vol-
unteers have been struggling to contain
deadly, out-of-control-blazes for months
on end-where he admitted he had erred in
travelling overseas.

Morrison had departed for a family hol-
iday amid record bushfires that have
destroyed an area the size of Belgium and
cloaked major cities from Brisbane to
Sydney to Canberra to Melbourne in chok-
ing toxic fumes. “I get it that people would
have been upset to know that I was holi-
daying with my family while their families
were under great stress,” he said.

“If you had your time over again and
the benefit of hindsight we would have
made different decisions.”

News of his holiday prompted street
protests and widespread criticism on social
media, with Australians deploying the
hashtag #WhereTheBloodyHellAreYa?

“I apologize,” he said. “There have been
lessons learned this week,” adding that he
believed it was time to move on from the
controversy. “I’m sure Australians are fair-

minded and understand that when you
make a promise to your kids, you try and
keep it,” the conservative leader said by
way of explanation. The embattled prime
minister again acknowledged some link
between climate change and weather pat-
terns that scientists say has fuelled the fire
crisis, but he indicated there would be no
change in pro-coal policies.

Heavy rain needed 
Morrison also praised volunteer fire-

fighters, who in the last 24 hours have
faced catastrophic conditions brought by a
record heatwave, gale-force winds and
prolonged drought. Australia’s firefighting
force is overwhelmingly made up of volun-
teers who have been strained by the inten-

sity and the length of this year’s fire season.
Conditions eased markedly on Sunday, giv-
ing them time to try to contain massive
blazes near Sydney that are only likely to
be extinguished with heavy rainfall. Large
scale back-burning is planned over the
next few days before conditions are
expected to worsen again in a week’s time.

Rain is expected in some fire-hit areas
of New South Wales tomorrow and
Wednesday, a welcome Christmas gift for
many. But firefighters are still measuring
the toll of Saturday’s destruction.

“We’ve seen widespread damage and
destruction being reported across a num-
ber of these fire grounds,” said New South
Wales Rural Fire Services boss Shane
Fitzsimmons, who earlier described

Saturday as “an awful day”. “The devasta-
tion is shocking,” said New South Wales
premier Gladys Berejiklian. “We have got
the devastating news that there’s not much
left in the town of Balmoral.”

The state of South Australia has also
been hit hard. Two people died in fires
there over the past two days, and dozens
of firefighters and residents have been
treated for injuries and smoke inhalation. 

State premier Steven Marshall said that
72 homes had been destroyed in the
Adelaide Hills alone, according to public
broadcaster ABC.

Public health emergency 
Officials said two fires-already big

enough to create their own thunder-
storms-had joined to form another
“megafire” to the southwest of Sydney. A
fire-generated thunderstorm can occur
when a smoke plume is cooled as it meets
pressure in the atmosphere, creating a
cloud capable of producing its own light-
ning and powerful winds.

The fires have torched at least three
million hectares (7.4 million acres) of land
with at least 10 people killed and more
than 800 homes destroyed. Leading doc-
tors have warned of a public health emer-
gency given the unprecedented toxic
smoke choking Sydney, which again
became a dense haze on Saturday. “It is
pretty much the whole New South Wales
population being exposed to prolonged
smoke and because we have never experi-
enced this before, we don’t know what the
eventual outcome will be,” doctor Kim Loo
told AFP. “It probably won‘t be obvious for
months, or even years,” added Loo, who is
also a member of advocacy group Doctors
for the Environment. — AFP

Thousands mourn 
Bangladeshi 
charity pioneer
DHAKA: Thousands gathered in Bangladesh yesterday for
the funeral of Fazle Hasan Abed, founder of one of the
world’s largest NGOs and credited with lifting nearly 150
million people out of poverty.

The 83-year-old passed away on Friday in a Dhaka
hospital while undergoing treatment for a brain tumour.

His body was brought to a stadium in Dhaka where at
least 10,000 people attended the funeral, an AFP photog-
rapher from the venue said. Nobel laureate Muhammad
Yunus, top politicians, diplomats and businessmen paid

tribute to Abed, who founded BRAC in 1972. “Sir Abed’s
NGO helped me to start my business. It was him who
pulled me up when I thought I am done,” Abdur Rahman, a
small business entrepreneur, told AFP as he came to say a
final goodbye.

BRAC’s micro-finance approach has been hailed as one
factor behind the drop in the proportion of Bangladeshis
living in extreme poverty from 80 percent to around 40
percent. The approach proved so successful that BRAC,
which has more than 100,000 local employees worldwide
— expanded elsewhere in Asia and even to Africa and has
been lauded by world figures such as former US president
Bill Clinton. The NGO has helped nearly 150 million people
out of poverty according to the World Food Prize, which
honored Abed as its Laureate in 2015. Abed also received
a knighthood from Britain in 2010 for his work.

The accountant-turned-aid worker will be laid to rest in
a Dhaka graveyard, BRAC spokesman Asif Saleh told
reporters. — AFP

Miracle survivor 
to help close 
gaps in tsunami 
warning system
BANDA ACEH, Indonesia: Arif Munandar had been pro-
nounced dead before he woke up in a body bag four
days after a monstrous wave swept his village in
Indonesia’s northern Aceh province 15 years ago.

When a 9.1-magnitude quake opened a faultline deep
beneath the Indian Ocean, it triggered a tsunami as high
as 17.4 meters (57 feet), killing more than 230,000 peo-
ple in Indonesia, Sri Lanka, India, Thailand and nine oth-
er countries. Aceh province bore the brunt of the disas-
ter. A total of 128,858 people were killed there, accord-
ing to statistics compiled by the government and aid
agencies. Another 37,087 are still listed as missing.

Munandar, who spent six years living in a relief camp
before he was able to complete the rebuilding of his old
house with government help, lost 24 family members,
including his wife and three children. He has since
remarried and has two children. Now, the 49-year-old
works as a radio communication technician at Aceh’s
disaster mitigation agency, and considers it his personal
mission to keep his village’s tsunami warning system
well-maintained.

“We need to provide information to the community
in order to minimize the number of casualties when such
a disaster happens again,” said Munandar, stressing the
need to anticipate the worst.

More than $400 million has been spent across 28
countries on the early-warning system, comprising 101
sea-level gauges, 148 seismometers and nine buoys.
“The Indian Ocean region is much safer against the
tsunami threat than it was in 2004,” said Srinivasa
Tummala, head of the Indian Ocean Tsunami Warning
and Mitigation System (IOTWMS) established in 2013.

However, a lack of sufficient tsunami buoys, other
detection equipment, and real-time data-sharing, as well
as the difficulty of maintaining the tsunami detection
system, remain the biggest hurdles, he said.

Threats like the twin tsunamis triggered by underwa-
ter landslides in Indonesia’s Palu and Banten province
last year, which hit the shore in a shorter timeframe, also
continue to challenge the early warning system, Tummala
added. Experts are exploring new technologies such as
mobile apps and a Global Navigation Satellite System
(GNSS) network to enhance preparedness.

The focus of the tsunami warning mitigation system is
now on community readiness, Tummala said, including
carrying out regular drills. In the coastal Ban Nam Khem
village, in southern Thailand, which lost more than half its
population in the 2004 tsunami, the national anthem is
played weekly on the tsunami warning tower as a form of
test run for a nightmare they hope will never recur. “The
tower shouldn’t be used just for warnings about a tsuna-
mi,” said village community leader Prayoon Chonkraichak.
“It should be utilized for more purposes so that it’s worth
the budget, and more importantly, so people in the com-
munity can have more confidence in it.” — Reuters

DHAKA: People attend funeral prayers for Fazle Hasan Abed, the founder of the Bangladesh Rural
Advancement Committee (BRAC), in Dhaka yesterday. — AFP

SYDNEY: Firetrucks are seen stationed on a road as a bushfire burns in Bargo,
southwest of Sydney on Saturday. — AFP

KABUL: Head of the Afghan Independent Election Commission (IEC) Hawa Alam Nuristani leaves after announcing
the preliminary elections results in Kabul yesterday. — AFP

Visitors stand in front of a cave in Lhoong, Aceh province
yesterday. The cave is believed to be about 7,400 years
old and holds deposits of previous tsunamis. — FP


