
Taiwan VP to 
attend Honduras 
inauguration
TAIPEI: Taiwan said yesterday its deputy leader
will go to the inauguration of Honduran presi-
dent-elect Xiomara Castro as the island faces
the potential loss of yet another diplomatic ally
in Latin America.

Castro said during campaigning that she
would “immediately open diplomatic and
commercial relations with mainland China” if
she won.

Last month, neighbouring Nicaragua
switched its allegiance to Beijing, leaving
Honduras as one of just 14 countries that still
diplomatically recognise Taiwan rather than
China.

China claims self-ruled Taiwan as its territo-
ry, to be retaken one day, by force if necessary,
and has stepped up efforts to isolate it on the
world stage.

Taiwanese Vice President William Lai will
lead a 26-member delegation to attend the
January 27 inauguration, President Tsai Ing-
wen’s office said.

Tsai had said she hoped official relations with
Honduras would “continue to deepen” when
congratulating Castro on her election victory in
the November poll.

Lai is scheduled to hold a meeting with
Castro “to exchange views on issues of mutual
concern” during the six-day visit, according to
deputy foreign minister Alexander Yui.

“We have quite good communication and
interactions with president-elect Castro herself
and her team,” Yui told reporters.

“They understand that ... the various coop-
eration projects Taiwan has been promoting in
Honduras have really benefitted the people,”
he said.

Yui said in an interview with Honduran media
last year that many promises from Beijing were
unfulfilled and left some countries in serious
“debt traps.”

‘Only a matter of time’ 
Latin America has been a key diplomatic bat-

tleground for China and Taiwan since the two
split in 1949 after a civil war. Beijing has spent
decades successfully encouraging Taiwan’s
diplomatic allies to switch sides, a campaign it
ramped up after Tsai’s 2016 election.

Since then, China has poached eight of the
island’s allies, including four in Latin America —
Panama, El Salvador, the Dominican Republic
and Nicaragua.

Chinese vice foreign minister Le Yucheng on
Tuesday said it was “only a matter of time”
before Taiwan’s diplomatic allies “fall to zero,”
adding that Nicaragua’s move away from the
island reflected “a general trend.”

Taipei recently accused Beijing of trying to
lure allies away by offering COVID-19 vaccines.

Before November’s election, Taiwan warned
Honduras against “flashy and false” promises by
China, after Castro, of the main opposition
Liberty and Refoundation Party, said she
planned to switch sides.

The leftist politician, wife of ousted former
president Manuel Zelaya, won by a comfortable
margin over her right-wing opponent, Nasry
Asfura.

Taiwanese media said Lai was planning to
transit in the United States en route to
Honduras, a move likely to irritate China, which
has previously protested US stopovers by
President Tsai.  —AFP

KABUL: The Taleban’s prime minister called yes-
terday on Muslim nations to be the first to official-
ly recognise the government that seized power in
Afghanistan in August. No country has yet recog-
nised the Taleban government, with nations watch-
ing to see how the hardline Islamists-notorious for
human rights abuses during their first stint in pow-
er between 1996 and 2001 — will rule this time
around.

Although the group has promised a softer brand
of governance, women
are largely excluded
from government
employment, and sec-
ondary schools for girls
have mostly remained
shuttered.

“I call on Muslim
countries to take the
lead and recognise us
officially. Then I hope we
will be able to develop
quickly,” Mohammad
Hassan Akhund told a conference in Kabul to
address the country’s massive economic crisis.

“We do not want anyone’s help. We don’t want it
for the officials,” Akhund said, referring to diplo-
matic recognition. “We want it for our public,” he
said, adding that the Taleban had fulfilled all neces-
sary conditions by restoring peace and security.

Women’s rights 
Aid-dependent Afghanistan is in the grip of a

humanitarian disaster, worsened by the Taleban
takeover in August-when Western countries
froze international aid and access to assets held
abroad. Jobs have dried up, and many govern-
ment workers have not been paid for months in
a country that was almost entirely dependent
on foreign aid under the previous US-backed
government.

The United Nations has warned that half the
population is threatened with food shortages.

Nations face the deli-
cate task of channelling
aid to the str icken
economy without
propping up the
regime, with many
members of what the
Taleban call their inter-
im government-includ-
ing Akhund-on an
international sanctions
list.

The Taleban veteran
was a close associate and political adviser to
Mullah Omar, the founder of the movement and
its first supreme leader. Last month, a special
meeting of the 57-member Organisat ion of
Islamic Cooperation (OIC) declined to formally
recognise the government, and the new regime’s
foreign minister was excluded from the official
photograph taken during the event.

The OIC did, however, pledge to work with the
United Nations to try to unlock hundreds of mil-

lions of dollars in frozen Afghan assets. It also
urged Afghanistan’s rulers to abide by interna-
tional obligations regarding the rights of women.

Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates were the only three countries to recog-
nise the previous Taleban government. —AFP

Afghanistan is in the grip of a humanitarian disaster

Taleban PM calls for Muslim nations 
to recognise Afghan government

KABUL: In this handout photograph released by the Afghan Taleban and taken yesterday, shows Taleban
Prime Minister Mohammad Hassan Akhund speaking next to second deputy prime minister Abdul Salam
Hanafi (R) at the former Presidential Place in Kabul. —AFP

‘We are homeless’: 
Victims of Afghan 
quakes await aid 
QADIS, Afghanistan: Survivors of twin earthquakes
in Afghanistan were waiting yesterday for aid to
arrive after spending their second night exposed to
sub-zero temperatures following tremors that killed
at least 22 people and wrecked homes. Rescuers
continued to comb through debris in search of sur-
vivors from Monday’s quakes, which jolted Qadis
district in the western province of Badghis, damag-
ing hundreds of buildings.

The United States Geological Survey (USGS)
said two earthquakes hours apart of magnitudes
4.9 and 5.3 rocked the district, a rural area not eas-
ily accessible by road. Many survivors spent a sec-
ond straight night out in the open while some took
shelter in tents on Tuesday night, an AFP corre-
spondent reported. Scattered aid has begun to
reach the area but the vast majority of victims are
still awaiting assistance.

“We lost everything that we had. We are home-
less. Everything is buried under the rubble,” Abdul
Rahman, a survivor whose house in Qadis was
damaged, told AFP late Tuesday. When the tremors

began “everybody started screaming”, he said.
“Everyone from every house just ran out from their
homes and fled.”

Footage of the earthquake’s aftermath showed
completely destroyed mud houses, with survivors
including children searching the ruins for their
belongings. One man, his face covered in mud,
could be seen walking through the debris carrying
an infant, as clothes, carpets and household items
lay scattered around.

“We were buried under the walls... only our
heads were out of the mud,” said Khair
Mohammad, another resident. “We are alone here.
We all live far from each other.” Many fear that rain
could make houses even more vulnerable to col-
lapse, exacerbating the crisis.

The Taleban government said up to 1,000 hous-
es had been damaged and that tents, food and
medicine were being sent to the victims. The epi-
centre of the quake was near the city of Qala-i-
Naw, the capital of Badghis, less than 100 kilome-
tres (60 miles) from the Turkmenistan border,
according to the USGS.

Afghanistan is already in the grip of a humani-
tarian disaster, worsened by the Taleban takeover
of the country in August when Western countries
froze international aid and access to assets held
abroad. The United Nations has said Afghanistan
needs $5 billion in 2022 to avert the ongoing catas-
trophe. A devastating drought has compounded the

crisis, with Qadis one of the worst affected areas.
Afghanistan is frequently hit by earthquakes,

especially in the Hindu Kush mountain range, which
lies near the junction of the Eurasian and Indian
tectonic plates. Even weak quakes can cause sig-
nificant damage to poorly built homes and build-
ings in the impoverished country.

In 2015, more than 380 people were killed in
Pakistan and Afghanistan when a 7.5-magnitude
earthquake ripped across the two countries, with
the bulk of the deaths in Pakistan. —AFP

QADIS: Local residents examine a damaged house at
Qadis district in Afghanistan’s western Badghis
Province, after an earthquake hit the region. At least
26 people were killed and several more wounded after
an earthquake hit western.  —AFP

Indonesian militant 
jailed over 2002 
Bali bombings
JAKARTA: An Indonesian court sentenced an Al-
Qaeda-linked Islamist militant to 15 years in prison
yesterday for his role in the 2002 bombings that
killed more than 200 people on the resort island of
Bali. The blasts, which came just over a year after
the 9/11 attacks on the United States, ripped
through two bars packed with foreign tourists, and
remain the deadliest militant assault in Indonesia’s
history. Zulkarnaen, a high-ranking member of the
Jemaah Islamiyah (JI) militant group, was on trial for
the Bali bombings as well as several other attacks
carried out by a special unit under his command. He
“is guilty of committing terrorism and is sentenced
to 15 years behind bars”, said the presiding judge at
East Jakarta District Court, punishing him for assist-
ing militants, hiding information about attacks and
his association with the JI cell.

The 58-year-old Zulkarnaen, whose real name
was listed with the court as Arif Sunarso, had been
on Indonesia’s most-wanted list since the bombings,
having evaded authorities for nearly two decades
until his arrest in December 2020.

Indonesian prosecutors had said Zulkarnaen set
up the special JI cell and described him as a “key
asset” for the group because of his experience as a

trainer at militant camps in Afghanistan and the
Philippines. During the trial, Zulkarnaen denied
involvement in the Bali bombings, but admitted they
were carried out by his team. He told the court that
JI operatives did not tell him about the attack in
advance and that he was not involved in specific
planning. But the judges were not convinced. “The
fact that he was the head of the team and agreed on
a plan in Bali... it could be considered agreeing to
the plan,” the presiding judge said.

The court also flagged other attacks by
Zulkarnaen’s cell during the sentencing, including a
2000 attack on the Philippines embassy, and a series
of church bombings. His unit was also tasked with
inciting ethnic and religious violence in Sulawesi and
Molucca islands, where thousands were killed
between 1998 and 2002, according to the police.
The prosecution had sought a life sentence, and said
it would appeal. Zulkarnaen appeared in court via
video link because of coronavirus rules. “It was
down from a life sentence to 15 years so my client
accepted it,” said his lawyer Kamsi, who like many
Indonesians goes by one name.

Al-Qaeda links 
Zulkarnaen was among the top leaders of JI,

which was founded by Indonesian militants exiled in
Malaysia in the 1980s. The group grew to include
cells across Southeast Asia, and also developed
links with international Islamist groups. It has been
designated a foreign terrorist group by several
nations, including the United States and Australia-
which lost 88 nationals in the Bali bombings.

JI and Al-Qaeda have a “common ideology”,
according to a UN Security Council sanctions entry
on the Southeast Asian group, and “many members
of the two organizations have a shared experience
of training or fighting in Pakistan and Afghanistan
during the late 1980s and early 1990s”.

Zulkarnaen was one of Al-Qaeda’s “point men in
Southeast Asia” and “one of the few people in
Indonesia who have direct contact” with the group,
according to the US State Department’s Rewards
for Justice programme, which offered a bounty of
up to $5 million for him. —AFP

TANGERANG, Indonesia: File photo shows police escort-
ing Zulkarnaen, a senior leader of the Al-Qaeda-linked
Jemaah Islamiyah (JI), who had been on the run for his
alleged role in the 2002 Bali bombings, upon arrival at
Jakarta’s Soekarno-Hatta International Airport in
Tangerang. —AFP

Cambodia oppn leader 
calls for charges to 
be dropped at trial   
PHNOM PENH: Cambodian opposition leader Kem
Sokha called yesterday for treason charges against him
to be dropped as his trial resumed after two years of
delays due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The case
against the 68-year-old has been widely condemned
as politically motivated and has dragged on for years.

He stands accused of conspiring with foreign enti-
ties to overthrow the government of strongman ruler
Hun Sen, according to court documents-charges he
vehemently denies. As he left home yesterday, he
urged the court to throw out the case. “I have been

waiting for so long for the court to proceed again so
that these affairs can be finished,” he told reporters.

“Today, I hope the court will decide to drop the
charges against me so that we can move forward to
national reconciliation,” he said. He added that he
hoped he would be able to contest the national elec-
tion in 2023. After hearing some evidence, judges
adjourned the case to Tuesday, lawyers said.

Sokha’s trial began in January 2020, more than
two years after his arrest, but hearings were post-
poned in March that year following coronavirus
restrictions. If convicted, he faces up to 30 years in
jail. Sokha co-founded the now-dissolved Cambodia
National Rescue Party, once considered the main
challenger to the ruling Cambodian People’s Party
(CPP) led by Hun Sen-who has ruled the country with
an iron fist for 37 years.

Critics say Hun Sen has wound back democratic
freedoms and used the courts to stifle opponents. Phil

Robertson, deputy Asia director of Human Rights
Watch (HRW), said the “bogus, politically motivated
charges” against Sokha should never have been
brought to court. “This whole charade has been about
preventing anyone from using the ballot box to mean-
ingfully contest Hun Sen’s leadership,” Robertson said
in a statement.

Sokha was arrested in 2017 and his party dissolved
ahead of widely criticised elections the following year-
leaving the CPP to canter to victory virtually unop-
posed. The opposition leader was first detained in a
remote prison and then placed under house arrest
before his bail conditions were relaxed in November
2019. More than two dozen activists jailed on charges
of incitement against the government were released
late last year after a court reduced their sentences or
granted bail. HRW said at least 60 political prisoners
remained in custody as their mass trial resumed in
December.  —AFP
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