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      News in brief

Indonesian fishing crew rescued  
 
JAKARTA: The crew of an Indonesian fishing trawler 
that was “clinging to their vessel” in bad weather has 
been rescued off Australia’s west coast, a top Canberra 
official said yesterday. The boat had started sinking in 
the Indian Ocean on Thursday with 20 crew members 
on board, Australian Defence Minister Peter Dutton 
said in a statement. Australian air force planes dropped 
life rafts for the crew, stranded 670 nautical miles west 
of Perth, before a Japanese fishing vessel picked them 
up on Saturday. Dutton said the crew had been “cling-
ing to their vessel”, and the rescue efforts took place 
“in bad weather and high sea state”. — AFP 
 
 
Child killed in northern England 
 
LONDON: One child died and four adults were 
injured early yesterday after two houses collapsed 
in a suspected gas explosion in northwest England, 
police said. Police in the county of Lancashire said 
they were called to the row of terraced houses at 
2.40am (0140 GMT) where they evacuated other 
residents and set up a safety cordon. “We remain at 
scene of a suspected gas explosion on Mallowdale 
Ave Heysham which has caused 2 houses to col-
lapse & badly damaged another,” the Lancashire 
force said on Twitter. “Sadly, we can now confirm a 
young child has died & 4 other people have been 
injured, 2 seriously. Our thoughts are with all those 
affected.” —AFP 
 
 
Brazil struggles to vaccinate all 
 
RIO DE JANEIRO: Four months into a COVID-19 
vaccination campaign marred by shortages and 
delays, hard-hit Brazil is still struggling to find enough 
doses, as political and diplomatic blunders prolong its 
pandemic nightmare. Around 33 million people — 15 
percent of the population-have received at least one 
vaccine dose in Brazil, a proportion still too small to 
have a substantial impact on the virus’ spread. 
Targeted by a Senate inquiry over its handling of the 
pandemic, President Jair Bolsonaro’s government is 
facing criticism for failing to secure more vaccines, 
including its refusal of offers to purchase millions of 
doses and diplomatic tension with China that may be 
slowing the import of vaccine ingredients. —AFP 
 
 
Venezuela kidnapping lamented 
 
CARACAS: Venezuela on Saturday condemned what 
it said was the “kidnapping” of eight soldiers by 
armed groups operating on the Colombian border, 
where clashes have been ongoing for nearly two 
months. “During the fighting, eight professional sol-
diers were captured and on May 9 we received proof 
of l i fe,” Venezuelan Defense Minister Vladimir 
Padrino Lopez said in a televised statement. “We 
denounce before the international community... the 
appalling kidnapping of these soldiers,” he said. 
Venezuela’s armed forces have engaged in clashes 
with Colombian armed groups along the border since 
March 21, displacing thousands of civilians who fled 
to Colombia. —AFP 
 
 
Zimbabwe CJ tenure extension ‘illegal’ 
 
HARARE: Zimbabwe’s High Court on Saturday 
ruled that  President  Emmerson Mnangagwa’s 
controversial extension of tenure of the country’s 
top judge is illegal. Mnangagwa announced last 
week that he had extended Luke Malaba’s term 
of  off ice by f ive years , just  hours before the 
Chief Justice was to due to retire, a move seen as 
aimed at consolidating the president’s power. 
Three high court judges sat through Friday night 
as lawyers argued over the legality of the exten-
sion. —AFP

KANDAHAR: Fighting between the Taleban and 
Afghan government forces resumed yesterday in 
the restive southern province of Helmand, officials 
said, ending a three-day ceasefire agreed by the 
warring sides to mark the Eid Al-Fitr holiday. 

Violence has soared as the United States mili-
tary presses ahead with a plan to withdraw all of its 
troops by September, bringing an end to a 20-year 
military operation in Afghanistan. “The fighting 
started early today and is still ongoing,” Attaullah 
Afghan, head of the Helmand provincial council, 
told AFP as a three-day temporary truce ended 
late on Saturday. 

He said Taleban fighters attacked security 
checkpoints on the outskirts of Lashkar Gah, the 
capital of Helmand province, and some other dis-
tricts. An Afghan army spokesman in the south 
confirmed fighting had resumed, and the Helmand 
governor’s office said that 21 Taleban fighters had 
been killed so far. “They (Afghan forces) started 
the operation... do not put the blame on us,” 
Taleban spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid said. 
Washington has vowed to end America’s longest 
war but missed a May 1 deadline to pull out, as 
agreed with the Taleban last year in return for 
security guarantees and a promise to launch talks 
with the Afghan government. President Joe Biden 
pushed back the date to September 11 — exactly 
two decades on from the terrorist attacks in the 
United States which led Washington to invade 
Afghanistan and oust the Taleban. 

Tens of thousands of Afghans have been killed 
and millions have since been displaced by the con-
flict, which has seen a resurgent Taleban take hold 
of large swathes of the country. Nishank Motwani, 
an independent Afghanistan expert based in 

Australia, told AFP the Taleban viewed the 
American withdrawal as a win. 

“It gives the insurgents a proclamation of victo-
ry, bookends their removal and eventual return to 
power, and signals that the end is in sight for the 
Afghan republic in its current state,” he said. 

 
Fragile truce ends  

Government forces have continued to receive 
vital air support from US warplanes, and there are 
concerns over whether they would be able to hold 
back the insurgents without Washington’s help. 

“It is now going to be very difficult for us to 
conduct operations,” an Afghan army officer 
said earlier this week after US forces pulled out 
fully from Kandahar Airfield, once the second 
largest base of coalition forces. “Our aircraft 
can’t fly at night so the night operations are 
going to be difficult.” 

The three-day truce initiated by the Taleban and 
swiftly agreed to by the Afghan government had 
largely held during the Eid holidays that ended on 
Saturday. The calm was, however, broken on Friday 
by a blast at a mosque on the outskirts of the 
Afghan capital, which killed 12 people including the 
imam leading Friday prayers. The Taleban denied it 
was behind the attack, which has been claimed by 
the Islamic State group, according to the SITE 
Intelligence Group, which monitors jihadist groups. 

The truce was only the fourth agreed pause 
in fighting in the two-decades-long conflict. 
The warring sides launched unprecedented 
peace talks in September in Qatar, but they 
have stalled in recent months. Some negotia-
tors from the Afghan government and Taliban 
said they had met in Doha on Friday to discuss 

speeding up the faltering talks. 
“Both sides agreed to continue the talks after 

(Eid Al-Fitr),” the Taleban tweeted. As violence 
raged, including a wave of targeted killings on 
Afghanistan’s  educated class, international 
efforts had been made to jump start the negotia-

tions-including a one-day conference in Moscow 
in March. 

Turkey was also scheduled to hold an 
Afghanistan conference in late April but it was 
postponed indefinitely because the Taleban 
declined to attend. —AFP

21 militants dead as violence rages amid US pullout

Fighting resumes in southern  
Afghanistan as ceasefire ends

KABUL: Devotees gather inside a mosque after a bomb blast on the outskirts of Kabul that killed at least 
12 people, shattering the relative calm of a holiday ceasefire between the warring Taleban and govern-
ment forces. —AFP

Anti-coup fighters 
say six dead in  
Myanmar clashes 

 
YANGON: Six opposition rebels have been killed 
after days of clashes in Myanmar, an anti-junta 
defense force made up of civilians said yesterday, 
as Britain and the United States condemned the 
military’s violence against civilians. The country has 
been in uproar since the military ousted civilian 
leader Aung San Suu Kyi in a February 1 coup, trig-
gering a massive uprising which authorities have 
sought to quell with lethal force.  

Some in the anti-junta movement have set up 
local militias armed with home-made weapons to 
protect their towns from security forces-which 
have killed at least 790 civilians according to a 
local monitoring group. In the western state of 
Chin, the town of Mindat has emerged as a hotspot 
for unrest, where some residents have formed the 
Chinland Defense Force (CDF). 

“Six members of our CDF who tried to protect 

the security of the people in Mindat attacked (junta 
forces) and sacrificed their lives for the national 
revolution,” said a CDF statement yesterday. A 
spokesman also told AFP that over 10 have been 
wounded this week, while five Mindat residents 
were arrested by the military. With mobile data 
blocked across the country, details about the fight-
ing have been slow to come out, and on-the-
ground verification is made harder as locals are 
fearful of retaliation. 

The spokesman, who declined to be named, said 
CDF fighters set fire to several army trucks, 
destroying them, and ambushed reinforcement 
troops, while the military has attacked the town 
with artillery. By Sunday, the CDF had retreated 
into the jungle, he said. “We will not stay any more 
in the town... but we will come back to attack 
soon,” he said. “We only have home-made guns. 
This was not enough.”  

He added that residents remaining in Mindat-
which has been under martial law since Thursday-
were afraid to leave their homes for fear of being 
targeted by the military.  

 
Violence ‘cannot be justified’  

The US and UK embassies in Myanmar sound-

ed the alarm Saturday on Mindat’s unrest, calling 
for security forces to cease violence. “The mili-
tary’s use of weapons of war against civilians, 
including this week in Mindat, is a further demon-
stration of the depths the regime will sink to to 
hold onto power,” the US embassy said in a tweet 
Saturday. 

“Attacks on civilians are illegal and cannot be 
justified,” said the British embassy, referring to 
reports of violence from Mindat. “Evidence of 
atrocities should be sent to the (United Nations 
Independent Investigative Mechanism for 
Myanmar) so perpetrators can be held to account,” 
the embassy tweeted, referring to a committee that 
collects evidence of international crimes. 

State-run newspaper New Light of Myanmar 
reported Sunday that a military tribunal would be 
convened to try “perpetrators of terrorist attacks” 
in Mindat. Security forces saw multiple attacks 
which left one man dead, said the newspaper, and 
an ambush on Friday by “1,000 rioters” killed 
some soldiers-though it did not say how many. 
Across the country, anti-coup protesters continue 
to march for democracy-with demonstrators in 
northern Hpakant holding signs that said “Stay 
strong, Mindat”. —AFP

At least 4 dead as  
powerful cyclone  
heads for India 

 
AHMEDABAD: At least four people have died in 
torrential rain and winds as virus-hit India braces 
for a powerful cyclone, officials said yesterday, with 
tens of thousands set to be evacuated from their 
homes. Cyclone Tauktae-India’s first major tropical 
storm this season-is moving northwards in parallel 
with the country’s western coast, bringing heavy 
rains, thunderstorms and strong winds to several 
states, the meteorological department said. It is 
expected to make land in coastal Gujarat as early as 
tonight, bringing wind speeds of around 150-160 
kilometers per hour (93-99 miles per hour), the 
weather bureau added. 

Four people lost their lives on Saturday as tor-
rential rain and winds battered Karnataka state, the 
disaster management authority said yesterday. 

Several towns and villages were flooded and prop-
erties damaged, officials added.  

Two others were reported dead and 23 fishermen 
were feared missing in the neighboring state of 
Kerala, local media said. Up to 75,000 people are 
set to be evacuated from coastal districts in Gujarat, 
where the ongoing COVID-19 vaccination rollout 
will be suspended today and tomorrow, officials told 
AFP. Hospitals with coronavirus patients in the 
affected districts were also backing up their power 
supply, local district development officer 
Varunkumar Baranwal told AFP.  

Oxygen and power supply to hospitals in the 
state would be uninterrupted, Maharashtra said, 
while hundreds of virus patients will be moved from 
field hospitals. India is already battling a deadly 
wave of infections that has pushed its healthcare 
system to breaking point, leading to severe short-
ages of hospital beds, oxygen and medicines. 

The vast nation of 1.3 billion people reported just 
over 311,170 new infections on Sunday, taking the 
total tally to nearly 24.7 million.  The death toll rose 
to more than 270,000 after 4,077 deaths were offi-
cially recorded over the past 24 hours. Experts say 

the actual toll could be significantly higher. 
Last May, more than 110 people died after “super 

cyclone” Amphan ravaged eastern India and 
Bangladesh, flattening villages, destroying farms 
and leaving millions without electricity. —AFP

This handout photo released yesterday by the National 
Disaster Response Force (NDRF) shows National 
Disaster Response Force (NDRF) personnel clearing 
fallen trees from a road following severe cyclonic 
storm ‘Tauktae’ at Margao in Goa. — AFP 

Pope urges peace,  
unity in special  
mass for Myanmar 

 
ROME: Pope Francis celebrated mass in honor of 
conflict-ridden Myanmar yesterday, repeating his 
calls for an end to violence in the country roiled by 
months of bloodshed. The mass inside the Vatican’s 
Saint Peter’s Basilica came after several appeals for 
peace in recent months by Francis, who visited 
Myanmar in November 2017, the first papal visit to a 
Buddhist-majority nation. 

A Myanmar nun recited the first reading in 
Burmese before a congregation of about 200 nuns, 
priests and seminarians during the mass intended for 
the country’s Catholics in Rome and beyond. 
Myanmar has been in chaos since the military ousted 
civilian leader Aung San Suu Kyi in a February 1 
coup, triggering a massive civilian uprising that 
authorities have sought to quell with lethal force. 

Street protests calling for a return to democracy 
continue to occur nearly daily, despite the junta’s 
bloody crackdown having killed an estimated 790 
people to date, according to a local monitoring 

group. In his homily, Francis, 84, skirted an overt 
denunciation of the military regime, instead appeal-
ing to the faithful to be “steadfast in the truth” and 
urging them not to lose hope. 

“Dear brothers and sisters, in these days when 
your beloved country of Myanmar is experiencing 
violence, conflict and repression, let us ask our-
selves: what we are being called to keep? In the first 
place, to keep the faith,” he said.  The pope appealed 
for unity, calling division among communities and 
peoples “a deadly disease.” 

“Sins against unity abound: envy, jealousy, the 
pursuit of personal interests rather than the common 
good, the tendency to judge others. Those little con-
flicts of ours find a reflection in great conflicts, like 
the one your country is experiencing in these days.” 

 
Commit to peace 

There are an estimated 700,000 Catholics in 
Myanmar, about 1 percent of the population, and in 
Rome their ranks include students, priests, nuns, lay 
workers and missionaries. Catholics have been in 
Myanmar for over 500 years after Portuguese 
traders introduced the religion from their Indian set-
tlement in Goa. Missionaries arrived in the 18th cen-
tury. The February coup by military generals, which 
ousted the civilian government, has eroded the 
improved standing that Catholics enjoyed over the 
past decade in the wake of the 2010 general election. 

Suu Kyi has remained under house arrest, accused 
of a raft of charges that could see her barred from 
politics for life. In his homily, the Argentine pontiff 
acknowledged “some political and social situations 
are bigger than we are.”  

Still, he added, “commitment to peace and frater-
nity always comes from below: each person, in little 
things, can play his or her part.”  “Amid war, violence 
and hatred, fidelity to the Gospel and being peace-
makers calls for commitment, also through social and 
political choices, even at the risk of our lives.” 

 
‘Great miracle’  

Ending mass, a Myanmar priest thanked the pope 
for his solidarity. “Our people want peace. For many 
in Myanmar, this mass is a great miracle,” said the 
priest, speaking in Italian.  “The pope, the head of 
the Catholic church, who is praying together with the 
people of a small country, for them it’s a marvelous 
thing.” Francis has urged peace in Myanmar multiple 
times since the coup.  

In the immediate aftermath, Francis urged the 
junta to respect a “democratic coexistence” with 
the people while and a release of political leaders. 
A month later, he made reference to the Catholic 
nun who implored soldiers on her knees in 
February not to fire on protesters, saying, “I too 
kneel on the streets of Myanmar and say: stop the 
violence!”  —AFP


