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Kashmir row
sparks Malaysia
and India palm 
oil tensions
KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia’s mammoth
palm oil sector faces a new threat after
Indian traders were asked to halt pur-
chases amid a diplomatic row over
Kashmir, piling further pressure on the
industry as Europe also plans cutbacks.
The Southeast Asian nation is the sec-
ond-biggest producer after Indonesia of
the oil, used in everything from food to
cosmetics, in a sector long vilified by
environmentalists who blame it for
fuelling deforestation.

With Western companies reducing
use of the commodity as green groups
ratchet up pressure, the top two growers
have increasingly come to rely on
demand from India, the world’s biggest
buyer of edible oils, and China. But a
speech by Malaysian Prime Minister
Mahathir Mohamad at the United
Nations General Assembly last month, in
which he said New Delhi had “invaded
and occupied” Kashmir, has sparked a
backlash in India that could badly hit the
sector. There has been sympathy in

mostly Muslim Malaysia for Kashmiris
after the Hindu nationalist government in
New Delhi revoked the Muslim-majority
region’s autonomy in August, and
imposed a lockdown to quell unrest.

Kashmir has been split between India
and Pakistan since 1947, and has sparked
wars and numerous skirmishes between
the two countries. An armed rebellion
against Indian rule has raged in the val-
ley since 1989. Mahathir’s comments
prompted calls for Indians to shun
Malaysian products - with social media
users posting angry messages alongside
the hashtag #BoycottMalaysia - while
rumors swirled New Delhi may hike tar-
iffs on Malaysian palm oil.

Earlier this week, a major Indian
vegetable oil trade body called on its
875 members to avoid buying palm oil
from Malaysia, noting the government
was mulling retaliatory measures. “In
your own interest as well as a mark of
solidarity with our nation, we should
avoid purchases from Malaysia for the
time being,” said Atul Chaturvedi, presi-
dent of the Solvent Extractors’
Association of India.

Major market
It is a blow for Malaysia, as India was

the country’s third-biggest market for
palm oil and palm oil products in 2018,
with a value of 6.84 billion ringgit ($1.63
billion). Teresa Kok, the minister who
oversees the commodity, scrambled to

defuse tensions, describing the associa-
tion’s move as a “major setback” and
saying Malaysia was looking at increas-
ing imports of sugar and buffalo meat
from India. The row is a further hit to the
sector in Malaysia after the European
Union announced plans to phase out
palm oil in biofuels by 2030. 

Malaysia and Indonesia have vowed
to fight the move, saying it could dam-
age the livelihoods of millions of small-

scale farmers. Despite attempts by some
Malaysian officials to calm the spat, calls
are growing in India for Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s government to curb
palm oil imports. Such a move would
signal that “countries gaining economi-
cally from India while criticizing the
country politically will not have a free
run anymore”, Neelam Deo, director of
Mumbai-based think-tank Gateway
House said. —AFP

Bored and broke, 
Vietnam migrants 
risk lives for riches 
in Europe
HANOI: Young, aspirational and poor
Vietnamese are risking their lives to
travel to Europe, taking on large debts to
join well-worn trafficking routes in the
hope of a better future thousands of
miles from their rural homes. The dan-
gers of illegal crossings into Europe
were laid bare this week when 31 men
and eight women were found dead in a
refrigerated truck in Britain.

British police initially said the victims
were Chinese, but it is now feared most
were from Vietnam. Many Vietnamese
migrants come from just a handful of cen-
tral provinces, where smugglers prey on
disaffected youth lured by the prospect of
overseas work. Bored by village life and
fed up with a lack of opportunity, the
allure of overseas riches is enough to
tempt many to embark on the risky trips. 

Many belong to Vietnam’s booming,
social-media obsessed population of
under 30s, often following relatives or
friends to the UK, France and Germany -
Facebook posts from abroad and money
sent home are often proof enough that
the journey is worth it. Greased by
smuggling networks with links in remote
Vietnamese towns and throughout east-
ern Europe, migrants can pay up to
$40,000 for a ticket out of poverty, bor-
rowing from relatives or taking huge
loans. “Smugglers are really saying that
the UK is the ‘El Dorado’,” Paris-based
migration expert Nadia Sebtaoui said. 

They are often promised princely
salaries of up to £3,000 pounds
($3,800) a month, around three times the
annual income in Vietnam’s poorest
provinces. But the reality is often far dif-
ferent. Some end up owing thousands of
dollars to smugglers and money lenders
who front cash for the treacherous jour-
neys. Saddled by huge debts, many face
the risk of exploitation along the way.
“They really have a lack of awareness on
the reality of working in Europe,” said
Sebtaoui, adding that many take under-
the-table jobs as manicurists or cannabis
farmers, or even sex workers.    

A town transformed
Just a few provinces in central

Vietnam - Nghe An, Ha Tinh and Quang
Binh - supply most illegal migrants,
according to a report by Anti-Slavery
International, ECPAT UK and Pacific

Links Foundation.  The region has been
largely overlooked by Vietnam’s break-
neck economic growth of the past
decade, and for most young people the
only jobs on offer are in factories, con-
struction or on the fields. —AFP  

US envoy in Kabul 
amid uncertainty 
and stalled talks
KABUL: Zalmay Khalilzad, the US envoy who led talks
with the Taleban until negotiations collapsed last month,
was in Kabul yesterday meeting with top Afghan offi-
cials including President Ashraf Ghani. His visit comes
amid speculation the US is attempting to restart the
effort to end America’s longest war, after President
Donald Trump last month declared talks “dead”.
Khalilzad’s arrival in the Afghan capital coincided with
the announcement that preliminary results from recent
presidential elections will be delayed for nearly a
month, a lengthy postponement likely to stoke political
uncertainty and fraud allegations.

“Khalilzad met with the president and briefed him
about his recent activities,” Ghani’s spokesman Sediq
Seddiqi said. “His viewpoints and the stance of the
Afghan government for peace were discussed.” The US
embassy in Kabul declined requests for comment, but
officials told AFP Khalilzad may next stop in Pakistan,
which he also visited earlier this month and met infor-
mally with Taleban representatives. Ahead of that visit, a
senior Taleban source in Pakistan told AFP that the
group had not “backtracked” from talks, suggesting the
ball was in America’s court for how things might proceed.
Experts say the US may want to resume its quest to pull
troops out of Afghanistan, but first wants to see some
sort of Taleban concession - such as a reduction in vio-
lence. Ghani, whose government was cut out of negotia-
tions, had sharply criticized the draft deal that was
thought to be on the verge of completion following a
year of negotiations.

Results delayed
Afghans went to the polls for a first-round vote on

September 28, and initial results were supposed to
have been released October 19. But more than a week
after saying the Independent Election Commission
would miss that deadline, commission chairwoman
Hawa Alam Nuristani said the results now would not be
released until November 14. “We have already apolo-
gized for missing the date, but this doesn’t mean fail-
ure,” Nuristani told reporters. “This (election) is a fate-
determining issue in the country and we cannot accept
sacrificing transparency for speed.” Election officials
cited several technical issues slowing the counting of
ballots, including an attempt from unknown quarters to
hack the central system of Dermalog, the German
company that provided biometric machines designed
to prevent duplicate votes. In one bizarre incident, two
police officers who were purportedly escaping chilly
temperatures slept inside the main election data centre,
which is supposed to be sealed, prompting howls of
outrage from the team of key candidate Chief
Executive Abdullah Abdullah.

This year’s election is considered a two-horse race
between him and Ghani. The two squared off in 2014,
with Ghani eventually named winner after a bitter cam-
paign that was marred by violence and allegations of
systemic fraud. It was only after US involvement that
Ghani and Abdullah agreed to a power-sharing setup
that has only deepened their mutual contempt. Days
ahead of the election, the Trump administration cut
$160 million in direct funding to Afghan authorities, cit-
ing corruption. Violence in Afghanistan has continued
unabated, with the last quarter the deadliest on record
for civilians. Yesterday, at least five Afghan children
were killed when a landmine exploded in the northern
Afghan province of Faryab, officials said. Provincial
police spokesman Karim Yourish blamed the Taleban
for planting the device near the provincial capital
Maimana, after Afghan security forces beat back the
insurgents during an overnight attack. —AFP

CAN LOC: Police in Vietnam took hair and blood sam-
ples yesterday to get DNA from relatives of people
feared to be among the 39 who died in the back of a
truck near London last week, their family members said.
The bodies were found on Wednesday in a truck con-
tainer in Grays, about 32 km east of central London and
British police are still trying to establish the identity of
victims who in many cases lacked identity documents.

In a poor rice-growing area of northern Vietnam,
communities have been plunged into mourning with
their hope all but lost for relatives who had set out to
seek better lives in Europe and were thought to have
been aboard the truck. The hashtag #RIP39 was trend-
ing in Vietnam on widely-used Facebook. Distraught,
Nguyen Dinh Gia said he feared there was very little
chance he would ever again see his 20-year-old son,
Nguyen Dinh Luong, who had been trying to get to
Britain after first making it to France.

“Police from the Ministry of Public Security came to
get DNA samples, our hair and blood,” Nguyen Dinh
Gia told Reuters at Can Loc in Ha Tinh province, where
sympathizers gathered at the simple house amid lush
rice fields to console the family. “I advised him not to
go because I told him that even though our family had
always had nothing and our children were always in
hardship, but we brought them up just fine,” Nguyen
said. The father of Pham Thi Tra My, who sent a last
text message to her family in the early hours of
Wednesday Vietnam time, said police had also been to
collect samples of blood and hair.

Vietnam’s government did not respond immediately
for a request for comment. Vietnam’s prime minister has
called for an investigation into the case. Police in Britain
said on Saturday they had charged one man, 25-year-
old Maurice Robinson of Craigavon in Northern
Ireland, with 39 counts of manslaughter and other

offences including conspiracy to traffic people.
Yesterday, police said three people arrested in con-

nection with the investigation had been released on
bail. All three had been questioned on suspicion of
manslaughter and conspiracy to traffic people. Initially,
British police believed the victims were Chinese, but
later sought help from the Vietnamese community.
Chinese and Vietnamese officials were both working
closely with British police, the countries’ embassies
said. A Catholic priest in the remote town of Yen Thanh
in Nghe An province said on Saturday that he believed
most of the dead were likely from Vietnam.

No documents
British police have said very few of the victims were

carrying official identification and that they hope to
identify the dead through fingerprints, dental records
and DNA, as well as photos from friends and relatives.
In the predominantly Catholic area of northern Vietnam
from which the suspected victims came, churches held
candle-lit prayers at the weekend. How the victims
came to be in the truck is not yet known. Some 70% of
Vietnamese trafficking cases in the United Kingdom
between 2009-2016 were for labor exploitation,
including cannabis production and work in nail salons,
according to a British government report last year.

The families of the suspected victims were in Nghe
An and Ha Tinh, two of the poorest provinces in com-
munist Vietnam. Nghe An was identified as home to
many victims of human trafficking who end up in
Europe, according to a March report by the Pacific
Links Foundation, a US-based anti-trafficking organi-
zation. Ha Tinh was ravaged by one of Vietnam’s worst
environmental disasters in 2016 when a steel mill owned
by Taiwan’s Formosa Plastics contaminated coastal
waters, devastating local fishing and tourism industries.

It was from Ha Tinh that Tra My set out, first to China,
in the hope of making it to Britain via France. According
to Human Rights Space, a civic network based in
Vietnam, she sent one final apologetic message home.

“I’m sorry, mum and dad. My path abroad was not a suc-
cess. I love you both so much. I can’t breathe. I’m from
Nghen Town, Can Loc District, Ha Tinh, Vietnam ... I am
sorry, mum,” the message said. —Reuters

Churches in northern Vietnam hold candle-lit prayers 

Vietnam police take DNA from 
relatives of UK’s truck victims

NGHE AN: Le Minh Tuan, father of 30-year old Le Van Ha, who is feared to be among the 39 people found
dead in a truck in Britain, cries while holding Ha’s son outside their house in Vietnam’s Nghe An
province yesterday. —AFP

SEPANG: A worker prepares to unload palm oil fruits from a lorry at a factory in
Sepang, outside Kuala Lumpur. Malaysia’s mammoth palm oil sector faces a new
threat after Indian traders were asked to halt purchases amid a row over Kashmir,
piling further pressure on the industry as Europe also plans to cut back.  —AFP

NGHE AN: A portrait of Bui Thi Nhung, who is feared to be among the 39
people found dead in a truck in Britain, is kept on a prayer altar at her
house in Vietnam’s Nghe An province yesterday. —AFP

Pakistan denies 
use of airspace 
to Indian PM
ISLAMABAD: Pakistan yesterday said it denied India’s Prime
Minister Narendra Modi permission to fly through its airspace
due to “ongoing grave human rights violations” in Indian-adminis-
tered Kashmir. The decision came with tensions simmering
between the two nuclear-armed arch rivals over the disputed
Himalayan region. It is the third time in recent weeks that
Islamabad has refused to allow Indian leaders to use its airspace.

Requests by Indian President Ram Nath Kovind and Modi
were turned down last month. “Indian Prime Minister wanted to
use our airspace but we denied permission in the perspective of
black day being observed by Kashmiris today to condemn Indian
occupation and ongoing grave human rights violations in Indian-
occupied Kashmir,” foreign minister Shah Mehmood Qureshi said
in a statement. He said the Indian high commissioner (ambassador)
was being informed about the decision. Qureshi did not disclose
Modi’s destination but a senior Pakistani official told AFP the
Indian prime minister had sought permission to use Pakistan’s air-
space to travel to Saudi Arabia, where he is due to attend an
investment summit. Pakistan had closed its airspace to Indian traf-
fic in February after a suicide bomb attack that killed dozens of
Indian troops in Kashmir, ratcheted up tensions between the two
neighbours and prompted aerial dogfights. It reopened its skies
for all civilian traffic in July, ending months of restrictions that had

affected major international routes. An armed rebellion against
New Delhi’s rule has raged in the Indian-administered portion of
the territory since 1989, claiming more than 70,000 lives - mostly
civilians. Meanwhile, in a video message aired yesterday by state-
run and private Pakistani TV channels Prime Minister Imran Khan
vowed to fight for Kashmiris’ right to self determination.

“The entire Pakistani nation stands by Kashmiris and will
keep on extending them full moral, political and diplomatic
support at all international fora ... and this is my solemn pledge
to Kashmiris being their ambassador and spokesman”, Khan
said. His brief video message coincided with a “black day”
observed in Pakistan and Kashmir against rights violations in
Indian-administered Kashmir. Demonstrations were held in
major cities with protestors waving flags of Pakistan-adminis-
tered Kashmir and asking India to lift curbs on its part of the
Himalayan region. —AFP


