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ULAANBAATAR: Mongolia has extended school
winter holidays in the world’s coldest capital and
many families have sent children to live with relatives
in the vast, windswept grasslands to escape choking
smog and respiratory diseases such as pneumonia.
The temperature is expected to drop to minus 32
degrees Celsius (minus 26F) in Ulaanbaatar on
Monday night, as residents burn coal and trash to try
to keep warm and concentrations of smog particles
known as PM2.5 routinely exceed 500 mg per cubic
meter, 50 times the level considered safe by the WHO.

Mongolia, a former Soviet satellite landlocked
between Russia and China, has invested public money
and foreign aid to tackle pollution, but improvement
has been slow, with residents saying inaction has been
compounded by a corruption scandal that has para-
lyzed parliament. In a crowded township more than
40 miles from Ulaanbaatar, Jantsandulam Bold’s five
grandchildren are breathing more easily after fleeing
the capital.

“Fresh air and sun are most important for kids to
grow healthy and robust,” says Jantsandulam, 57,
making milk tea for her grandchildren in her home, a
thickly padded felt hut known as a “ger”, or in
Russian, a “yurt”. “This little one had flu when he came
here but the fresh air has treated him well,” she said,
pointing at her five-year-old grandson.

The children are nearing the end of a two-month
break, with schools due to reopen next Monday.
About 60 percent of Mongolia is covered by grass-
land, where the mining of copper, gold, coal and other
minerals provides employment, while the Gobi desert
envelops the South. But almost half the population live
in Ulaanbataar.

Reuters calculations based on US Embassy data
show annual average PM2.5 concentrations hit 100
micrograms in Ulaanbaatar in 2018. They soared to
270 in December. PM2.5 in China’s most polluted city
of Shijiazhuang stood at an average 70 micrograms
last year, down 15.7 percent from 2017. The World
Health Organisation recommends a concentration of
no more than 10 micrograms. The WHO said 80 per-
cent of Ulaanbaatar’s smog was caused by coal burn-
ing in “ger” districts, where thousands of rural
migrants, used to a nomadic lifestyle, have pitched
huts. It estimates air pollution causes more than 4,000
premature deaths a year.

A joint study by the UN International Children’s
Emergency Fund (UNICEF) and Mongolia’s National
Centre for Public Health said children living in one
smog-prone district of Ulaanbaatar had 40 percent
less lung function than those living in the countryside.
“Air pollution aggravates respiratory diseases and
children under five are most vulnerable as their organs
are still not mature,” said Bolormaa Bumbaa, a doctor
at Bayangol District’s Children’s hospital in
Ulaanbaatar.

Families have already set up a pressure group
known as Moms and Dads Against Smog, but after the
protests they organized in Ulaanbaatar were ignored,
the group decided to focus on encouraging residents
to take action to protect themselves, said
Mandakhjargal Tumur, a group coordinator. “I don’t
believe the government will do enough to reduce pol-
lution in coming years,” she said. “That’s why we are
now focusing on raising awareness.”

At the Bayangol hospital, Ulzii-Orshikh Otgon, 34,
was forced to bring her 10-month-old daughter
Achmaa in with pneumonia for the second time in a
month. — Reuters 
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Indian state chief stages sit-in 
against Modi over graft probe

‘The BJP leadership are doing the worst kind of political vendetta’
KOLKATA: The chief minister of a big Indian state led
a sit-in yesterday in a standoff with Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s government over a corruption investi-
gation she condemned as a vendetta, as political ten-
sion rises ahead of a general election. Mamata
Banerjee, the firebrand chief minister of West Bengal,
began the protest overnight in the state capital,
Kolkata, after federal police swooped on the home of a
police commissioner as part of an investigation into
Ponzi schemes that defrauded thousands of small
investors.

Banerjee, who leads a regional party trying to forge
a front against Modi’s ruling Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP), accused the federal government of trying to
undermine state powers. West Bengal, which sends the
third largest number of legislators to the lower house of
parliament, has become a battleground state as the
Hindu nationalist BJP looks to make in-roads in the east
to make up for any losses in its northern heartland.

Over the past several months, disputed have erupt-
ed between the BJP and Banerjee’s Trinamool
Congress and there have been allegations that hard-
line Hindu groups are trying to stir up tension with
minority Muslims to win votes. “The highest levels of
the BJP leadership are doing the worst kind of politi-
cal vendetta,” Banerjee said in a tweet. “They are mis-
using power to take control of the police and destroy
all institutions.”

Hundreds of her supporters gathered at Banerjee’s
protest venue yesterday, shouting encouragement. The
chief minister sat on a wooden platform, surrounded by
ministers and party leaders, and held a meeting of her
cabinet. But the Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI),
which is controlled by the federal government, said
state police prevented its agents from carrying out

their work on Sunday and even briefly detained them.
“A clash like this, between law enforcement agencies,

is not only unfortunate but is also dangerous for the
country’s federal and political system,” Home Minister
Rajnath Singh told parliament. Modi has to call the
election by May. Polls suggest his alliance may emerge
as the largest group in parliament but short of a majori-
ty. Regional parties like Banerjee’s could play a crucial
role in any coalition building.

Opposition parties led by the Congress party said
they backed Banerjee in her fight with Modi’s adminis-
tration. Congress chief Rahul Gandhi said Modi and his
party were waging an “unrelenting” attack on political
institutions. “The entire opposition will stand together
and defeat these fascist forces,” he said. - Reuters 

‘Minimum income’ for poor
India’s opposition leader Rahul Gandhi said yester-

day that his party will introduce a “minimum income
guarantee” for the poor if it returns to power in elec-
tions this year. The election, due by May, will see the
scion of the Gandhi-Nehru dynasty seek to unseat
Narendra Modi as prime minister in the country of 1.25
billion people still ravaged by poverty.

“We cannot build a new India while millions of our
brothers & sisters suffer the scourge of poverty,”
Gandhi, head of the opposition Congress party, said on
Twitter. “If voted to power in 2019, the Congress is
committed to a Minimum Income Guarantee for every
poor person, to help eradicate poverty & hunger. This
is our vision & our promise,” he said.

Gandhi did not elaborate on his promise but Indian
media reported it would be along the lines of universal
basic income (UBI), a concept attracting growing inter-
est around the world. UBI — supported by Facebook

founder Mark Zuckerberg among others as a way to
reduce inequality — involves people being given a flat
lump sum by the state instead of subsidies and social
security payments. 

It has been tried out in several countries including
Finland and Kenya, and has been promised by the
ruling party of the small northern Indian state of
Sikkim as well as Italy’s new populist government.

Gandhi’s announcement was also seen as an attempt
to steal a march on Modi ahead of the announcement
on Friday of his government’s final budget before the
election. This is widely expected to include sweeten-
ers to voters, including to farmers who have been hit
hard by falling prices for their produce and unpre-
dictable weather, with thousands killing themselves
in recent years. — Agencies 

JAMMU: Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi gestures during a public rally in Jammu in the Indian state of
Jammu and Kashmir. — AFP 

SEOUL: The US special envoy for North Korea met
Seoul’s top security advisor yesterday, a day before
discussions with Pyongyang officials on the much-
anticipated second summit between Donald Trump and
Kim Jong Un. Stephen Biegun briefed Chung Eui-yong
on Washington’s stance ahead of a working-level meet-
ing with the North’s delegation — expected to take
place in the border truce village of Panmunjom — to
discuss the agenda of the summit.

Chung, the South Korean national security advisor,
“conveyed our government’s assessment of the current
situation and what needs to be done in the future”, the
South’s presidential office said in a statement. Security
allies Seoul and Washington have at times pursued
divergent approaches toward Pyongyang, with South

Korea’s dovish President Moon Jae-in pursuing
engagement while the United States insists pressure
must be maintained until it denuclearizes.

But a senior South Korean presidential official told
the Yonhap news agency that “South Korea and the US
have been working well together, and we have high
expectations for the meeting between Pyongyang and
Washington”. In an interview with CBS on Sunday,
Trump said the date and venue of his upcoming second
summit with the North Korean leader had been agreed
— and would likely be announced before or during his
State of the Union address on Tuesday.

Vietnam is seen as the most likely venue for the
meeting, which is expected to take place late this month,
and follows their landmark first summit in Singapore last
June. That meeting — the first-ever between the leaders
of the US and North Korea — produced a vaguely-
worded document in which Kim pledged to work
towards “the denuclearization of the Korean peninsula”.
But progress has since stalled with the two sides dis-
agreeing over what that means. Last week, US Director
of National Intelligence Dan Coats told Congress that
“North Korea is unlikely to give up all of its nuclear
weapons and production capabilities”. — AFP 
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SEOUL: US envoy for North Korea Stephen Biegun (R)
arrives at Incheon international airport. — AFP 

GENEVA: Rights groups urged the United Nations yes-
terday to send investigators to China’s northwestern
Xinjiang province to probe the mass detainment of ethnic
Uighur and other Muslim minorities. “The abuse in
Xinjiang today is so severe that it cries out for interna-
tional action,” Human Rights Watch chief Kenneth Roth
told reporters in Geneva.

HRW and more than a dozen other human rights and
civil society organizations including Amnesty
International and the World Uighur Congress, published
an appeal for the UN’s human rights body to send an
international fact-finding mission to the region. Up to a
million Uighurs and members of other mostly Muslim
minority groups are being held in extrajudicial detention
in camps in Xinjiang, according to a group of experts cit-
ed by the UN.

Dolkun Isa of the World Uighur Congress told
reporters via video link from Oslo that his group believes
the numbers detained in Xinjiang had reached “maybe
three million”. Beijing says the “vocational education cen-
ters” help people steer clear of terrorism and allow them
to be reintegrated into society. But critics say China is
seeking to assimilate Xinjiang’s minority population and
suppress religious and cultural practices that conflict with

Communist ideology and the dominant Han culture. In
their statement, the organizations insisted that the sites
were in fact “political education” camps, where people
are sent “for their perceived disloyalty to the government
and the Chinese Communist Party.”

Reports of torture, suicides 
“In these camps, they are subjected to forced political

indoctrination, renunciation of their faith, mistreatment,
and in some cases torture,” the statement said. “There
have been reports of deaths inside the facilities including
suicides of those unable to bear the mistreatment,”
Amnesty International head Kumi Naidoo said in a video
statement. HRW’s Roth lamented “the still muted global
outcry.”

“China gets away with this extraordinarily brazen abuse
because first, few people know who the Uighurs are,” he
said, adding that the lack of outcry was also linked to the
fact that “China has shown itself willing to use its econom-
ic clout to suppress criticism.” Roth pressed UN
Secretary-General Antonio Guterres “to say something”.
“He has been notably silent on one of the most important, ..
the most brazen human rights abuses, .. because he is wor-
ried about upsetting the Chinese,” Roth said.

UN rights chief Michelle Bachelet has addressed the
situation, voicing concern last September before the
Human Rights Council at “deeply disturbing allegations of
large-scale arbitrary detentions of Uighurs and other
Muslim communities in so-called reeducation camps
across Xinjiang.” She has said her office is seeking access
to Xinjiang to check reports about the camps, with Beijing
insisting UN officials can come only if they agree to stay
out of the country’s internal affairs.— AFP 
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BEIJING: Paramilitary police officers stand guard near a Starbucks cafe in Beijing Railway Station. — AFP 

MANILA: A senior Abu Sayyaf operative and four
members of the militant group believed to be
behind the deadly bombing of a church in the
southern Philippines surrendered to authorities
over the weekend, the national police chief said
yesterday. Kammah Pae, whom authorities believe
to have aided an Indonesian couple in the Jan 27
suicide attack, gave himself up to government
troops, Oscar Albayalde said.

“He was forced to surrender,” Albayalde told a
media briefing. “He probably didn’t want to die
during the military offensive.” Philippine troops
killed three suspected Abu Sayyaf militants and
suffered five fatalities in a firefight on Saturday in
Patikul, a town in the province of Sulu as troops
pursued those behind the church attack. Albayalde
said Kammah denied involvement in the twin
bombings at the Jolo cathedral that killed 23 peo-
ple, including civilians and soldiers, but eyewit-
nesses’ accounts showed he escorted the
Indonesian couple.

Security forces also retrieved an improvised
explosive device (IED) and components from his
home, Albayalde added. The five suspects will face
multiple murder charges, among others, Albayalde
said. However, the investigation into the church
bombing in Sulu, a known stronghold of the Abu
Sayyaf group, is “far from over,” he added. Abu
Sayyaf is a militant organization notorious for kid-
nappings and extremist factions and has pledged
allegiance to Islamic State.

“There are more pieces of evidence that need to
carefully examined,” Albayalde said. Before
Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte suggested on
Tuesday that the twin explosions may have been a
suicide attack, military and police said the bombs
within and outside the church appeared to have
been detonated remotely. A few days later, Duterte’s
interior minister, Eduardo Ano, said that suicide
attack was carried out by an Indonesian couple with
the help of Abu Sayyaf. That would be in line with a
claim of responsibility by Islamic State via its Amaq
news agency early yesterday. —Reuters 
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