
JAKARTA: Indonesia’s Mount
Semeru erupted yesterday, spewing
out a tower of smoke and ash that
plunged local communities into dark-
ness and forced thousands of nearby
residents to flee. There were no imme-
diate reports of casualties, the coun-
try’s disaster mitigation agency said.

But rescuers moved to evacuate
local residents as lava reached nearby
villages and destroyed a bridge in
Lumajang regency in East Java. “A
number of areas went dark after being
covered by volcanic ash,” agency
spokesman Abdul Muhari said.

“We are building up some shelters
in several locations in Lumajang,” he
added. A video released by the
agency showed locals, including
scores of children, running for safety

as Mount Semeru erupted at 3:00 pm
local time (0700 GMT) yesterday.

Local authorities established a
restricted zone of five kilometres from
the crater after the eruption. Semeru’s
alert status has remained at its sec-
ond-highest level since its previous
major eruption in December 2020,
which also forced thousands to flee
and left villages covered.

Indonesia sits on the Pacific “Ring of
Fire”, where the meeting of continental
plates causes high volcanic and seismic
activity. The Southeast Asian archipel-
ago nation has nearly 130 active volca-
noes. In late 2018, a volcano in the
strait between Java and Sumatra
islands erupted, causing an underwater
landslide and tsunami which killed
more than 400 people. — AFP

SIALKOT: Up to 120 people have been arrested in
Pakistan after a Sri Lankan factory manager was
beaten to death and set ablaze by a mob who
accused him of blasphemy, officials said yesterday.
The vigilante attack has caused outrage, with Prime
Minister Imran Khan calling it a “day of shame for
Pakistan”. Few issues are as galvanising in Pakistan
as blasphemy, and even the slightest suggestion of
an insult to Islam can supercharge protests and
incite lynchings.

The incident took place
on Friday in Sialkot, a dis-
trict in central Punjab
province, about 200 kilo-
metres (125 miles) south-
east of the capital
Islamabad. Zulfiqar Ali, a
police official in the area,
told AFP: “Rumour spread
in the factory that the man-
ager had torn down a reli-
gious poster and thrown it
in the dustbin.” Police
spokesman Khurram Shehzad said up to 120 people
had been arrested, including one of the main accused.

Tahir Ashrafi, a religious scholar and special
representative of the prime minister on religious
harmony, confirmed the arrest and told AFP that
workers had complained of the manager being
“very strict”. “Police experts are investigating this
case from various angles, including that some fac-
tory workers played a religious card to take
revenge on the manager,” Ashrafi said. Shehzad
said raids are continuing. 

Crowd watched 
Several gruesome video clips shared on social

media showed a mob beating the prone victim while
chanting slogans against blasphemy. Other clips
showed his body set ablaze, as well as the over-
turned wreckage of what was said to be his car.
Many in the mob made no attempt to hide their
identity and some took selfies in front of the burn-
ing corpse.

Hasaan Khawar, a spokesman for Punjab govern-
ment, told reporters yes-
terday around 800 to 900
people-some of them
armed with sticks-were
dragging the body of the
manager. Khawar said a
post-mortem examination
of the body had been done
and the body would be
handed over to the Sri
Lankan Embassy in
Islamabad.

Malik Naseem Awan, a
resident and lawyer in Sialkot, told AFP he was
worried about the impact it would have on the
country’s image. “I can’t tell you how embarrassed I
am. It would have been different if someone had
done this individually but the crowd present there
was watching it silently, and no one tried to rescue
him,” he said.

Almost all the political and religious parties con-
demned the incident including Pakistan’s Army
Chief. President and Prime Minister of Sri Lanka
Saturday expressed shock over the killing, asking

Pakistan to punish all those involved in the “brutal
and fatal attack”.

A senior Pakistan official told AFP that Islamabad
had been in touch with Sri Lankan diplomats over
the incident “and have assured them that all those
involved in the heinous crime will be brought to jus-
tice”. Rights groups say accusations of blasphemy
can often be wielded to settle personal vendettas,
with minorities largely the target.

On Sunday thousands of people torched a police
station in northwestern Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
province after demanding officers hand over a man
accused of burning the Quran. In April 2017 an
angry mob lynched university student Mashal Khan
when he was accused of posting blasphemous con-
tent online. A Christian couple was lynched then
burnt in a kiln in Punjab in 2014 after being falsely
accused of desecrating the Quran. — AFP
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News in brief

Putin-Modi talks to tackle energy 

MOSCOW: Talks next week between Russian
President Vladimir Putin and Indian Prime
Minister Narendra Modi will be dominated by
energy and defence issues, the Kremlin said
on Friday. Putin’s visit to India tomorrow will
be only his second trip beyond Russia since
the pandemic took hold, after a June summit in
Geneva with US leader Joe Biden. “We attach
great importance to developing relations with
India,” Kremlin foreign policy adviser Yuri
Ushakov told reporters, noting that Defence
Minister Sergei Shoigu and energy giant
Rosneft’s boss Igor Sechin would also travel to
India. The meeting-the first between Putin and
Modi since November 2019, according to
Ushakov-will focus on defence and energy
issues, he said, without elaborating.

Rebels kill police officer 

BANGUI: An attack by rebels killed a police
officer in southern Central African Republic, a
region plagued by fighting between armed
groups and the army, the government said
yesterday. The rebels struck the town of
Kouango, near the border with the
Democratic Republic of Congo, on Thursday
and “looted several households” as well as
killing the on-duty officer, the government
said on its Facebook page. The Central African
Republic, the second least developed country
in the world according to UN rankings, was
plunged into a bloody civil war after a coup in
2013. The conflict has calmed over the past
three years, although large swathes of territo-
ry remain outside central government control.

Jihadists kill 30 in central Mali

BAMAKO: Suspected jihadists killed at least
30 civilians in an attack on a passenger vehicle
in central Mali’s volatile Mopti, local officials
said yesterday. “The passengers were sprayed
with bullets and the vehicle was torched,” dur-
ing an attack by “terrorists” near the town of
Bandiagara on Friday, the officials told AFP.
“The state has sent security forces to the
scene,” they said, speaking on condition of
anonymity. An elected official in Bandiagara
confirmed the death toll, saying the victims
included women and children. The attack has
not been claimed by any of the numerous armed
groups active in the West African country.

I Coast women march against rape

ABIDJAN: Hundreds of women in Ivory
Coast took to the streets of Abidjan yesterday
to protest a surge of violence against women,
in a country where 800 women reported
rapes in 2020. The movement, dubbed
“Offensive Orange”, saw more than 2,000
women march against rape in the Ivorian eco-
nomic capital, calling it “a weapon of mass
destruction with side effects spanning many
lives and generations”. Dressed in orange T-
shirts, the demonstrators marched through the
bustling Treichville district brandishing plac-
ards emblazoned with slogans that included
“Rape is a crime, oppose it” and “Zero rape in
my country”. “Time up for rapists!” said the
Ivorian women’s minister Nasseneba Toure,
who was flanked at the front of the march by
the EU’s ambassador to Ivory Coast and a UN
women’s representative. 

SIALKOT, Punjab Province: The charred remains of a damaged vehicle is kept near the premises of a factory
in Sialkot after police confirmed that a Sri Lankan factory manager was beaten to death and set ablaze by
mob, in an incident local media reported was linked to alleged blasphemy. —AFP

SLEMAN, Yogyakarta, Indonesia: A villager looks at Mount Merapi, Indonesia’s
most active volcano, as seen from Sleman, on December 2, 2021. — AFP

ARZO, Afghanistan: In this photograph taken on November 16, 2021, a teacher sits at the entrance of a
classroom at a bullet riddled school in Arzo village on the outskirts of Ghazni. —AFP 

Suspected jihadists
fire rockets on 
Nigerian city 
KANO: Suspected jihadists fired two rockets on
the northeast Nigerian city of Maiduguri yester-
day, hitting two homes near the airport and an
air force base, without causing casualties, resi-
dents said. The Islamic State West Africa
Province (ISWAP) and rival Boko Haram group
have previously launched deadly rocket attacks
on the capital of Borno state, home to about
three million people.

The rockets, fired from an unknown location
at 0500 GMT, fell on houses in a residential area
near the Gomari Airport neighbourhood, which
is close to a Nigerian Air Force base, two resi-
dents told AFP when reached by telephone. “I
was inside when I heard the first explosion and I
instinctively looked out the door to see what was
happening,” said resident Idris Muhammad.
“Shortly after a second rocket flew over my
house before hitt ing the second house at
Gomari,” he said.

“No one was hurt in both houses as the rockets
fell on vacant parts of the houses.” Kyari Ali, who
lives in a street where the house was hit by the
second rocket in the Gomari Airport neighbour-
hood, said it destroyed a section of the house.
“Luckily, there was no one in the affected part
when the rocket landed,” said Ali who visited the
house. Security officials were yet to comment on
the incident. Residents said they suspected the
attack was carried out by ISWAP which has con-
solidated its influence since the death in May of
Boko Haram’s leader Abubakar Shekau.

The early morning attack happened a day after
seven soldiers were killed by ISWAP jihadists near a
base in Rann, close to the Cameroonian border. In
February, at least 17 people were killed and 43 oth-
ers injured when ISWAP fighters fired multiple
rockets on the city.

Jihadists have also blown up electricity towers on
several occasions, plunging the city into darkness for
months. On February 23, 2019, a soldier was killed
and 20 others wounded when Boko Haram launched
13 rocket attacks on Maiduguri hours before voting
began in Nigeria’s presidential election. Over 40,000
people have been killed since the insurgency began
12 years ago and more than two million are displaced
from their homes. — AFP

Afghans struggle 
to rebuild homes 
ARZO: In the ruins of an Afghan village
destroyed by years of war, a deepening economic
crisis has left Javid with little hope of rebuilding
his home. For years, the strategically located Arzo,
which lies along a main road entering the central
city of Ghazni, was a battlefield. Taleban insur-
gents fought government forces at five military
outposts in and around the tiny village, often
using civilian houses as staging posts.

“There was firing day and night and our house
was in the middle,” the 31-year-old Javid tells AFP.
He points to the tunnel the Taleban dug inside his
ruined home this year to attack one of the army
posts. Javid and his family are still sheltering with
relatives in another village until they can find
enough money to rebuild their home.

He has nothing left, having already borrowed
160,000 Afghanis ($1,680) to revive his small
shop. “We need help from NGOs and the govern-
ment, or my family can’t come back,” Javid says.
After more than a year of relentless fighting, the
last inhabitants fled Arzo in June.

Two months later, Afghanistan fell to the
Taleban and an economic crisis ensued with the
international community largely freezing funding
to the aid-dependent nation. On top of that

hardship, a devastating drought has sparked
warnings of serious food shortages and a
humanitarian disaster.

Unexploded bombs 
Rural areas such as Arzo bore the brunt of the

two-decade conflict that saw Taleban insurgents
face US, NATO and Afghan forces, with civilian
casualties inflicted by both sides. Families are
slowly returning to the rubble of Arzo to try and
rebuild. Arzo villager Lailuma, 55, lost her
daughter in the crossfire between Afghan forces
and the insurgents.

Her husband survived a bullet to the head,
but can no longer work. The first time her house
collapsed in the fighting, she rebuilt it. This
time, she has no money. Rafiullah, 65, a teacher
at the local girls’ school, lost his daughter, killed
by a stray bullet.

She died two weeks before her wedding. The
school has resumed classes, and Rafiullah tries to
rejoice at being reunited with his students, but
still he mourns the loss of his child. The blue gate
of the school is riddled with dozens of bullet
holes, the windows are broken, and the walls are
scarred by artillery fire.

Between the spring of 2020 and the capture
of the village, 40 civilians were killed. To avoid
more deaths, villagers collect unexploded ord-
nance and hide it in a vacant lot. “We do it to
protect the children,” says village elder Abdul
Bari Arzoi. — AFP

Thousands flee as Indonesia’s
Mount Semeru erupts 


