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GUWAHATI: A tranquilized wild Indian elephant is lifted up with a crane as it is transport-
ed to the Amchang Wildlife Sanctuary after it wandered into a residential area in
Sonapur, in Kamrup district in India’s northeastern state of Assam yesterday. —AFP

Politician charged 
after donkey ride 
to file papers
NEW DELHI: Indian police charged a would-be elec-
tion candidate with animal cruelty yesterday after he
rode a donkey to file his application for the national
ballot. Mani Bhushan Sharma, a perennial long-shot
candidate, filed his nomination papers on Monday fol-
lowed by a short donkey ride outside the local election
office in Jehanabad town, eastern Bihar state. “We have
filed a case under prevention of cruelty to animals
against the politician,” Shree Maneesh, Jehanabad
police chief, told AFP. Maneesh did not elaborate on
the exact charges against Sharma, and donkey and
mules rides are legal and common in India.

Convictions under the animal cruelty law - that
mostly deal with physical harm, violence or aban-
donment of animals - can result in fines or prison
terms up to seven years.  Sharma defended his
actions, saying it was symbolic to show the plight of
common people that are taken for a ride by politi-
cians. “Common people are dedicated towards
building a better society and nation like donkeys
(and) unlike politicians who only work for them-
selves. We are beautiful and hard working, like don-
keys,” he told AFP. 

Sharma has unsuccessfully contested four elec-
tions in the past, and his application on Monday was
rejected due to discrepancies in his documents. India
last month began mammoth national elections for the
lower house of the parliament that stretches for six
weeks, with results expected on May 23. Nearly 900
people are eligible to vote in the elections that sees
thousands of candidates, including many perennial
no-hopers, join the electoral fray. —AFP

New round of 
US-Taleban talks 
start in Doha
KABUL: A new round of peace talks between the
Taleban and the US got underway in Qatar yesterday,
as the foes continue to seek a way out of America’s
longest war. The latest negotiations between the two
sides come as pressure builds for some sort of break-
through in Afghanistan’s gruell ing confl ict, with
Washington jostling for a resolution. 

Taleban spokesman Zabiullah Mujahid said the “sixth
round of talks between (the Taleban) and the US will
start in Doha today”. The US embassy in Kabul con-
firmed the talks “are occurring”. US peace envoy
Zalmay Khali lzad, a former US ambassador to
Afghanistan, tweeted that he was in Doha and had met
with the Indonesian foreign minister, who offered sup-
port for the talks.

The Afghan-born US envoy has spent several months
shuttling between Asian capitals and Washington in a
bid to build consensus for a deal. On Sunday, he said
Washington was “a bit impatient” to end the war, given
its $45 billion annual cost to the US taxpayer and the
continued toll on US forces, some 2,400 of whom have
been killed since the US-led invasion in response to the
September 11, 2001 attacks. US President Donald
Trump provided additional momentum when in
December he told advisors he wanted to pull about half
of America’s 14,000 troops from Afghanistan. 

Mega meeting in Kabul 
Khalilzad has repeatedly stressed “there is no final

agreement until everything is agreed” but the basic
framework for a deal would see the US agree to pull its
forces from Afghanistan in return for the Taleban vow-
ing to stop terror groups ever again using the country
as a safe haven. None of the talks thus far have included
the Afghan government, which the Taleban views as a
puppet regime.

That means that even if the US and the Taleban can
agree a deal to end the war and a timetable for an
eventual troop withdrawal, the insurgents must still
forge some kind of accord with Afghan politicians and
tribal elders before an enduring ceasefire could kick
in. An initial attempt for an “intra-Afghan dialogue”-
due to take place last month in Doha-collapsed in dis-
array at the last minute amid bickering over the
lengthy list of delegates Afghan President Ashraf
Ghani wanted to send.

Separately, thousands of Afghan politicians and
representatives from various groups are meeting in
Kabul this week at a “loya jirga” peace summit to dis-
cuss conditions under which they might envision some
sort of deal with the Taleban. Among top concerns are
that the militant Islamist extremists would try to undo
advances in women’s rights, media freedoms and legal
protections. Mohammad Omar Daudzai, Ghani’s spe-
cial envoy for peace, welcomed the fresh US-Taleban
talks and described how the jirga could feed into over-
all peace talks.

“The jirga sets a logical beginning for the peace
process,” Daudzai told reporters. “The people in the jir-
ga will decide and set boundaries and the framework of
talks.” Khalilzad went to Moscow last week, where
Russia and China voiced support for the US plan for a
peace deal and stressed the need for intra-Afghan dia-
logue that would see all sides in Afghanistan at a nego-
tiating table. Violence across Afghanistan meanwhile
continues apace, and the Taleban last month announced
the start of their annual spring offensive.  —AFP

RAMALLAH: Israel and the United States are putting the
financial squeeze on the Palestinian Authority, where opposi-
tion to a long-awaited US peace plan and anger over Israeli
sanctions remain strong. Analysts see steep cuts in US aid to
the Palestinians over the past year as an attempt to draw
them towards a blueprint that Washington promises will
have economic benefits but which the PA predicts will fall
short of endorsing Palestinian statehood.

And during Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s
successful re-election campaign, his right-wing government
imposed sanctions that have pushed the Authority towards
financial crisis. In February, Israel announced it would cut by
5 percent the approximately $190 million in tax revenues it
transfers to the Palestinian Authority each month from
imports that reach the occupied West Bank and Hamas-run
Gaza Strip via Israeli ports.

The deducted sum represents the amount of money paid
by the Authority, which exercis-
es limited self-rule in the West
Bank, to families of Palestinians
convicted and jailed by Israel for
security offences, including
lethal attacks on Israelis. Israel
calls the stipends a “pay for
slay” policy. Palestinians hail
their jailed brethren as heroes in
a struggle for an independent
state and their families as
deserving of support.

Palestinian President
Mahmoud Abbas has refused to accept the partial tax remit-
tances from Israel, saying the PA is entitled to all the money
under interim peace deals. Unless the issue is resolved, the
World Bank says, the Palestinians’ financing gap could
exceed $1 billion in 2019, putting further strain on an econo-
my grappling with a 52 percent unemployment rate. Already
facing international donor fatigue, the Palestinians were dealt
a heavy blow by the Trump administration’s cut last year of
hundreds of millions of dollars of aid. 

In February, the US Agency for International
Development announced it had ceased all assistance to the
West Bank and Gaza. While the United States and Israel are
applying financial pressure to the Palestinian Authority for
different reasons, it is happening just as the PA is being leant

on to accept the US peace plan. Palestinian suspicions over
the still-secret US proposals, due to be announced in June,
and defiance of Israeli sanctions continue to run deep
despite the arm-twisting.

Salary cuts
Khalid al-Asili, the Authority’s economy minister, told

Reuters in an interview last week that it has been struggling
to manage on just 36 percent of budgeted revenues. The
Authority slashed the salaries of government employees in
February, March and April to weather the budget crisis, with
some Palestinian public servants’ wages cut in half.

“Unless they find a solution ... it will be a disaster for the
Palestinian economy,” Asili said. With Trump’s “deal of the
century” about to be unveiled, Tareq Baconi, an analyst with
the International Crisis Group, questioned the wisdom of
Washington’s financial pressure on the Palestinians. Such a

strategy, he said, stemmed from
the “misguided belief that eco-
nomic benefits could be suffi-
ciently compelling for
Palestinians to relinquish their
political demands”.

One of the architects of the
Trump plan, the president’s
adviser and son-in-law Jared
Kushner, declined to say in pub-
lic remarks in Washington last
week whether it called for a two-
state solution, a goal of past

efforts to end the Israeli-Palestinian dispute. Abbas and his
officials have refused to deal at a political level with the
Trump administration since the US president’s recognition of
Jerusalem as Israel’s capital in 2017 and his move of the US
embassy to the holy city last May.

Palestinian Prime Minister Mohammed Shtayyeh has
rejected out of hand “any political initiative that does not call
for ending Israeli occupation and establishing an independ-
ent and sovereign Palestinian state with Jerusalem as its cap-
ital”. The Palestinians have long sought to set up a state in
the West Bank and Gaza Strip, territory Israel captured in
the 1967 Middle East War. Netanyahu further clouded the
statehood issue when he said during the election race that
he would annex Israeli settlements in the West Bank if he

wins, a move that Palestinian leaders said would kill any
prospects of peace.

Risks for both sides
While both sides await the US proposals, the financial

sanctions on the Palestinian Authority could be a double-
edged sword, posing risks to its stability and for Israel as
well. “Given that the PA’s main source of legitimacy is its
capacity to employ a considerable proportion of the
Palestinian workforce, internal discontent could challenge its
ability to govern effectively,” Baconi said. For Israel, weaken-
ing the Palestinian Authority could have an impact on

Palestinian security forces that cooperate with the Israeli
military in the West Bank.

“Israel takes it for granted that is has not experienced any
major terrorist attack for years now,” said Avraham Sela,
professor emeritus of international relations at the Hebrew
University of Jerusalem. “Coordination with the PA is invalu-
able for Israel’s security,” he said. Economy Minister Eli
Cohen, a member of Netanyahu’s security cabinet, said on
Monday that Israel has “no interest” in the Authority’s col-
lapse. But, he said on Israel’s Reshet TV, withholding tax rev-
enues equivalent to the sums of “stipends and pensions
being paid to terrorists” is justifiable. —Reuters

Palestinian leadership suffers series of financial blows

As Trump prepares Mideast plan, 
Palestinians face financial crisis

BRUSSELS: High Representative Federica Mogherini (right) arrives with Palestinian Prime Minister
Mohammad Shtayeh before their annual spring meeting of the International donor group for
Palestine at the EU headquarters in Brussels. —AFP
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JAHANABAD: Independent candidate Mani Bhushan
Sharma arrives on a donkey to file his nomination docu-
ments at a local election office in Jehanabad, in the Indian
state of Bihar.  —AFP

Jumbo commotion; 
Elephant lumbers 
into an Indian city
GUWAHATI: A wild bull elephant
caused a major stir in an Indian city,
wandering along the busy streets and
crowds of photo-snapping onlookers
before being tranquilized, officials said.
Potentially dangerous incidents of wild
animals including elephants and leopards
entering towns and cities are on the rise
in India as urban expansion encroaches
into the countryside. In the latest inci-
dent, the male elephant from a nearby
wildlife reserve lolloped down the main
road into the city of Guwahati in the
northeastern state of Assam on Tuesday.

It reached the downtown Ganeshguri
and Bhangagarh areas, pushing some
vehicles but causing no major damage as
forest and police officials followed at a

safe distance. Major traffic congestion
ensued as onlookers stopped their cars
to take photos of the tusker, weighing
several tons and thought to be around 11
years old, on their phones. “I thought it
was someone’s pet elephant,” local resi-
dent Avantika Bora said. “However, later
someone told me that it is a wild ele-
phant. What is shocking is the fact that
the elephant did not harm anyone,” Bora
told AFP.

“It was difficult to tranquilize as the
city streets were filled with traffic and
there was lots of commotion with the
onlookers,” Assam’s chief forest official A
M Singh said. “However, we took utmost
care not to make the elephant panic and
that is the reason there is no damage,” he
said. “We finally tranquilized the elephant
around 10:30 pm last night and we moved
it to the Assam State Zoo in Guwahati.
This morning, we have taken the elephant
to the Amsang Wildlife sanctuary near
Guwahati and released it,” said zoo offi-
cial Tejas Mariswamy. —AFP


