
I n t e r n a t i o n a l Thursday, December 26, 2019

9

Typhoon Phanfone brings misery 
for Philippines on Christmas Day 

Indonesia bus 
crash toll rises to 28
JAKARTA: The number of people killed in a fatal bus
crash in Indonesia has risen to 28 including eight chil-
dren, police said yesterday as a rescue team continued
to search a river.

The bus careered into a 150-metre (500-foot)
ravine in South Sumatra province just before midnight
(1600 GMT) on Monday and ended up in a river,
according to police. Local police chief Dolly Gumara
said on Wednesday another body was found late on
Tuesday, adding up the death toll to 28 from earlier 27.
Eight of the killed passengers were children, said
Gumara.

“We have identified 27 of the killed victims and only
one body is still unidentified as of today. The victim is a
woman,” Gumara told AFP yesterday. A local rescue
team said it has evacuated at least 13 survivors and the
search is still ongoing to find more bodies over fear
that some might have been carried away in the river.
According to a passenger manifest, the regional bus
left Bengkulu province for Pagar Alam with 27 on
board but some survivors told police there were
around 50 people inside when the accident happened. 

“There is a possibility that there will be more vic-
tims that is why we still continue the search,” said yes-
terday local rescue team spokesman Taufan, who goes
only by one name like many Indonesians. Traffic acci-
dents are common in the Southeast Asian archipelago,
where vehicles are often old and poorly maintained
and road rules regularly flouted. 

In September, at least 21 people died when a bus
plunged into a ravine in West Java’s Sukabumi region.
Several months earlier, 12 people were killed and
dozens more injured when a passenger tried to wrest
control of a bus steering wheel following an argument
with the driver on the same toll road in West Java as
Thursday’s accident. The bus smashed into two cars,
causing a truck to roll. — AFP

Thousands remain stranded at shuttered ports and evacuation centers
MANILA: Typhoon Phanfone pummeled the central
Philippines on Christmas Day, bringing a wet, miserable
and terrifying holiday season to millions in the mainly
Catholic nation.

Tens of thousands were stranded at shuttered ports or
evacuation centers at the height of the festive season yes-
terday, and residents cowered in rain-soaked homes as
Phanfone leapt from one small island to another for the
second day.  The typhoon crumpled houses like accor-
dions, toppled trees and blacked out cities in the
Philippines’ most storm-prone region.

No deaths have been confirmed, but rescuers said they
have yet to reach the more isolated areas, some in neck-
deep floods. Though weaker, Phanfone was tracking a sim-
ilar path as Super Typhoon Haiyan-the country’s deadliest
cyclone on record which left more than 7,300 people dead
or missing in 2013.

More than 16,000 people spent the night in improvised
shelters in schools, gyms and government buildings as the
typhoon made landfall Tuesday, civil defense officials said.

“It was frightening. The glass windows shattered and
we took cover by the stairs,” Ailyn Metran told AFP after
she and her four-year-old child spent the night at the local
state weather service office where her husband worked.
The typhoon ripped a metal window frame off the building
and dropped it onto a car parked outside, she said.

With just two hours’ sleep, the family returned to their
home in Tacloban city Wednesday to find their two dogs
safe, but the floor was covered in mud and a felled tree
rested atop a nearby house.

The weather office said the typhoon strengthened
slightly overnight Tuesday and was gusting at 195 kilome-
ters (121 miles) an hour, which can knock down small trees
and destroy flimsy houses. Survivors took to social media
with pictures and videos of crushed homes, buses half-

submerged in brown-colored floods, roads strewn with tree
trunks, and coconut and banana plants being shredded by
ferocious winds. The typhoon hit land as millions of Filipinos
trooped to once-yearly clan reunions centered on the
“noche buena”, a sumptuous midnight meal that is the high-
light of the Catholic nation’s holidays. More than 25,000
people remained stranded at ports on Christmas Day with
ferry services still shut down, the coast guard said.

Scores of flights to the region also remained cancelled,
though the populous capital Manila, on the northern sec-
tion has so far been spared.

Phanfone ravaged the north of the island of Cebu
overnight Tuesday, and residents decamped from evacua-
tion centers only to find their homes damaged, civil
defence official Allen Froilan Cabaron said. 

“They were safer at the evacuation centres. At least
they were able to eat the Christmas Eve meal there, even if
only tinned fish and instant noodles were available,”
Cabaron said. “But even with food on the table, the atmos-
phere would have been different because they were not at
home,” Cabaron added. “Obviously, they were unable to
celebrate Christmas properly because some spent the
night at evacuation centers,” rescue official Cecille
Bedonia told AFP by phone from Iloilo city. At the western
island resort of Coron, the beaches emptied and boat tours
were suspended as Western tourists stayed in their rooms
to await the typhoon onslaught later Thursday.

“Many of the tourist establishments here are closed,
and some of our guests failed to arrive because their
flights were cancelled,” hotel receptionist Nina Edano
told AFP by phone. “We’re not scared, but the ambience
here is generally gloomy,” she added. The Philippines is
the first major landmass facing the Pacific cyclone belt. As
such, the archipelago gets hit by an average of 20 storms
and typhoons each year, killing scores of people and wip-

ing out harvests, homes and other infrastructure and
keeping millions perennially poor. A July 2019 study by
the Manila-based Asian Development Bank said the most

frequent storms lop one percent off the Philippine eco-
nomic output, with the stronger ones cutting output by
nearly three percent. — AFP

Modi unveils plan
to tackle water
shortages in
heartland states
NEW DELHI:  Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi yesterday launched a
60-billion-rupee ($842 million) plan to
tackle water shortages in the country’s
seven heartland states where agriculture
is a mainstay.

India, the world’s second-most popu-
lous country, faces the worst long-term
water crisis in its history as demand out-
strips supply, threatening farm output
and overall economic growth in Asia’s
third-largest economy. Almost every sec-
tor of  the $2.6 tr i l l ion economy is
dependent on water, especially agricul-
ture, which sustains two-thirds of India’s
1.3 billion people.

“Water shortages in the country not
only affect individuals and families; the
crisis also has an effect on India’s devel-
opment,” Modi said. “We need to prepare
the new India to deal with every single
aspect of the crisis.” The plan launched
by Modi would help replenish ground
water and boost overall availability in
Rajasthan, Karnataka, Haryana, Punjab,
Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh,
Maharashtra and Gujarat states, which
produce staples such as rice, wheat, sug-
ar and oilseeds.

India is the world’s leading producer
of an array of farm goods, and nearly 60
percent of the irrigation for agriculture
comes from ground water, mainly through
electric water pumps. Subsidized elec-
tricity gives farmers an incentive to pump
out more water, a key reason behind fast-
depleting water tables in the vast country.

Supplying clean drinking water to mil-
lions of poor people and reviving mori-
bund irrigation projects were a key part
of Modi’s policies for India, where the
monsoon accounts for nearly 70 percent
of the annual rains needed to water farms
and recharge aquifers and reservoirs.

Nearly half of India’s farmland, without
any irrigation cover, depends on annual
June-September rains to grow a number
of crops. Drinking water is also an issue,
as about 200,000 Indians die every year
due to inadequate access to safe water
and 600 million face high to extreme
water stress, according to the National
Institute for Transforming India (NITI)
Aayog, a think tank chaired by Modi.

According to UK-based charity
WaterAid, about 163 million people in
India - roughly 12 percent of the popula-
tion - do not have access to clean water
close to home. Every summer water
shortages tend to be more acute in large
cities such as the capital New Delhi,
Chennai - a car-making center dubbed
“India’s Detroit”, and Bengaluru, the
country’s software capital. Modi also
exhorted farmers to increasingly adopt
drip and sprinkler irrigation and use
water-management techniques as well as
eschewing water-guzzling crops such as
rice and sugar cane. — Reuters 

Violence flares in 
north Afghanistan 
as forces ready 
for deadly winter
MAZAR-I-SHARIF: At least seven Afghan soldiers were
killed when the Taleban attacked their base Tuesday, the lat-
est brazen assault in Afghanistan’s north, where local and
international forces are bracing for violent months ahead.
Winter once marked a slowdown in the so-called “fighting
season”, with Taleban fighters returning to their villages
because snow and ice made attacks more difficult to pull off.

But in recent years any seasonal distinction in violence
has all but disappeared, with insurgents continuing to
mount offensives on vulnerable bases and checkpoints
year-round.

In Tuesday’s incident, a joint military base in the Dawlat
Abad district of Balkh province near the Uzbekistan bor-
der was attacked, the Afghan defense ministry said. The
base was shared by the army and the National Directorate
of Security, Afghanistan’s secretive intelligence agency.
Seven soldiers were killed and three more wounded, along
with three NDS staff, the ministry said. According to
German intelligence officials at Camp Marmal, a German-
run base outside Mazar-i-sharif in Balkh near to where
Tuesday’s attack took place, last January saw one of the
highest-ever numbers of attacks in the north. “If there is no
game changer on the strategic level (this year), it will be a
‘hot’ winter,” one official told AFP during a recent visit.

“We are talking about two dozens of security incidents
average per day” across NATO’s northern command this
winter, he added. Unlike in the southern provinces of
Kandahar and Helmand, which are largely Pashtun, the
Taleban in the north are made up mainly of Uzbek and
Tajik fighters. 

Sometimes they join up just to get paid, and in other
instances families will have one member join the Taliban
while another signs up with the Afghan security forces, a
German military official said.  “Often families have ties to
both organizations,” the officer said. If you “orient yourself
in more directions... you have more options.” 

‘Fierce fighting’ 
In October, for example, local officials said a column of

hundreds of Taliban fighters on motorbikes attacked a
police headquarters in north Balkh near the Uzbek border,
briefly capturing the facility. The German intelligence offi-
cial said the number was exaggerated, with likely only
“dozens” of fighters.

Still, it highlights how quickly Taliban fighters can mass
and then disperse back into the local population. “There’s
fierce fighting going on all through the year, meaning that
the Taleban managed to expand into some territories that
haven’t been their traditional ones,” the intelligence official
said. Since 2015, a German-led team based at Camp
Marmal has taught senior Afghan officers Western military
practice in hopes they can eventually oversee a fully inde-
pendent Afghan army and beat back the Taliban without
Western help. NATO wants to phase out deep corruption
and the outdated, Soviet-style tactics and mindsets that
were entrenched in an older generation of leaders.

“There’s less corruption than in the years before,” said
German Colonel Oliver Esdar, who leads the train-and-
advise mission, noting that infantry forces are improving
and conducting complex operations that include air sup-
port and artillery.

However, US and foreign forces have for years insisted
Afghan counterparts are improving, even as the national
forces cede terrain to the Taleban and Afghan soldiers
continue to die in horrific numbers.

Tens of thousands of Afghan security forces have been
killed since they inherited combat operations from NATO
at the end of 2014 in what was widely viewed as a disaster
that forced then-US president Barack Obama to halt a
troop withdrawal. 

US President Donald Trump is once again looking to
slash the US troop presence in Afghanistan, potentially
even before a deal between Washington and the Taleban
is cemented. Until that is finalized, many are bracing for a
tough winter ahead. — AFP 

Thailand charges 
two soldiers in killing
of Muslim civilians
BANGKOK: Thailand has charged two soldiers with mur-
der in the shooting of three Muslim men foraging on a
mountain in the south, police said yesterday, a rare push
for justice that one rights group called “unprecedented.”
The announcement comes after the military expressed
regret last week over the killing of the unarmed civilians
and said it was a case of mistaken identity in the insur-
gency-scarred region.

The Buddhist-majority state has been locked in a sim-
mering conflict with Malay-Muslim militants in Thailand’s
south for 15 years with rebels fighting for more autonomy.

More than 7,000 people have been killed, most of them
civilians from both faiths. Cases are rarely investigated but
the police chief in the southern province of Narathiwat
said two soldiers turned themselves into authorities on
Monday after the shooting. They were both charged with
murder but released on bail as an investigation is carried
out, Major General Narin Boosaman told AFP. “We will
look at both sides for information so everyone will be
treated fairly,” he said.

A heavy military presence blankets the southern bor-
der area, marked by tit-for-tat attacks on checkpoints by
shadowy rebel groups and lethal raids in the hunt for
suspects. The bodies of the three men were retrieved
from mountainous terrain that is also believed to be an
insurgent hideout because of its thick forest cover. A
sign now warns villagers about foraging there because
authorities may “misunderstand”, according to Human
Rights Watch.

The group said the case was unprecedented in a region
rife with impunity. “Now there is a little bit of hope for jus-
tice, but it’s still a long way to go,” said HRW’s senior
Thailand researcher Sunai Phasuk. — AFP

MANILA: Police assist residents arriving at an evacuation centre, as typhoon Phanfone makes landfall, in Borongan,
Eastern Samar province, central Philippines on Tuesday. — AFP

Abe asks South
Korea’s Moon 
to act on row 
CHENGDU, China/SEOUL:  Japanese
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe asked
South Korea’s president on Tuesday
to take steps to resolve a bitter dis-
pute at their first bilateral talks in 15
months, a sign that while the mood is
improving, knotty problems between
the US allies remain.

Abe and South Korean President
Moon Jae-in stressed, at their meet-
ing in China, the need to improve ties
after the worst period of tension
between their countries in decades.
Relations have been strained since
South Korea’s Supreme Court last
year ordered Japanese firms to com-
pensate some South Koreans forced
to work for them during Japan’s 1910-
45 colonial rule. Japan says the issue
was settled under a 1965 treaty and
that the court ruling violated interna-
tional law.

“South Korea should take respon-
sibility and come up with measures to
resolve the issue,” Abe told a news
conference. “I asked that South
Korea initiate steps to restore ties
between Japan and South Korea to a
healthy state.”

Moon and Abe met on the sidelines
of a trilateral summit with Chinese
Premier Li Keqiang in the Chinese
city of Chengdu, with tension over

stalled denuclearization talks between
North Korea and the United States
the main issue. After the Korean court
ruling, Japan imposed restrictions on
the export to South Korea of high-
tech materials used in the manufac-
ture of chips, compounding their dis-
pute which threatened to undermine
security cooperation between them.

Abe and Moon agreed to meet
more often despite differences over
history and trade, Moon’s spokes-
woman, Ko Min-jung, told a briefing
in Chengdu, adding they both wanted
to resolve differences through dia-
logue. Abe said close security coop-
eration with the United States was
“extremely important” in dealing with
North Korea.

The two leaders had “candid” dis-
cussions recognizing the importance
of dialogue, though there were still
“substantive differences,” said Japan’s
Deputy Chief Cabinet Secretary
Naoki Okada. He said the mood was
tense at times but not confrontational.

Moon expressed hopes for an ear-
ly solution to their differences. “Japan
and South Korea are historically and
culturally the closest neighbors,”
Moon said. “We’re not in a relation-
ship that can set the two apart even
when there’s some discomfort for a
while.” The two shook hands and
smiled slightly before their 45-minute
meeting, longer than the planned 30
minutes. South Korea last month
made a last-minute decision to main-
tain an intelligence-sharing deal with
Japan that is important for trilateral
security cooperation with the United
States. — Reuters

KABUL: An internally displaced Afghan girl stands outside a temporary home at a refugee camp in Kabul
on Tuesday. — AFP


