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COLOMBO: Heavy rains hampered search operations
yesterday at the site of a landslide in Sri Lanka where
more than 100 people were buried under tons of mud
and rubble two days ago.

Fears of further landslips in the rain-sodden hills
around the tea-plantation village of Haldummulla also
slowed efforts to recover the dead, after a disaster that
has brought offers of assistance from neighbor India and
the United States. Officials had originally put the death
toll from Wednesday’s landslide at more than 300 but
reduced it after it emerged that many schoolchildren
and plantation workers had been at a safe distance when
the avalanche engulfed their homes.

Latest data fron Sri Lanka’s Disaster Management

Centre showed that 183 people had survived out of a
total of 330 who lived in the area in south-central Sri
Lanka. As soldiers and police worked to clear mounds of
earth, survivors were housed in two temporary camps
set up nearby.

Disaster Management Minister Mahinda Amaraweera
told parliament the cabinet had decided to help them
build new homes in a safe location. A local resident told
Reuters around 150 clay and cement houses had been
buried in the landslide, which was 3 km (2 miles) long
and was triggered by days of heavy monsoon rains.

Ravichandran Gajini, 14, said her parents had left their
house before the landslide but hurried back in to retrieve
documents. “Both mother and father asked me to run

with my brother and went to get their important docu-
ments. But when I turned back, I saw the earth covering
both of them,” Gajini, who was with her 12-year-old
brother, said weeping.

K  Krishnamoorthy, a 58-year-old plantation worker,
said there had been warnings of landslides since 2002
and residents had been advised to leave but not offered
anywhere else to settle. “We are still in the same house
because we don’t have any alternative,” he told Reuters.
Many people in the hilly area some 190 km (120 miles)
from the capital Colombo are Indian-origin Tamils,
descendants of workers brought to Sri Lanka under
British rule as cheap labor to work on tea, rubber and cof-
fee plantations.  —  Reuters 

Rains slow Sri Lankan search; nearly 150 feared dead

BEIJING: Afghanistan’s new president invited the Taleban to join in
a peace process backed by the international community yesterday,
in an unusual direct reference to the insurgents who have stepped
up attacks aimed at bringing down his month-old government.

Speaking at a conference on Afghan peace and reconstruction
in Beijing, Ashraf Ghani Ahmadzai made no specific proposals and
indicated government forces wouldn’t back away from the fight.
However, his mention of the Taleban by name marked a departure
from his usual public references to them as “political opponents.”

“Peace is our highest priority. We invite the political opposition,
particularly the Taleban, to join and enter Afghan dialogue, and ask
all of our international partners to support an Afghan-led and
Afghan-owned peace process,” Ghani Ahmadzai said. “We must not
and will not permit groups pursuing grand illusions to use our
country as the battleground or launching-pad against the interna-
tional system,” he added. It wasn’t immediately clear if there was
any particular significance in Ghani Ahmadzai’s reference to the
Taleban by name, beyond the fact he was speaking to an interna-
tional audience on his first state visit abroad.

Ghani Ahmadzai’s attitude toward the Taleban has been a
departure from that of his predecessor, Hamid Karzai, who habitu-
ally referred to the insurgents as his “brothers” and castigated the
United States for its military presence in Afghanistan. In response,
the Taleban have intensified suicide bombings, roadside bombings
and rocket attacks in Kabul to give the impression that Ghani
Ahmadzai’s government can’t protect the capital.

In his address to the gathering, Chinese Premier Li Keqiang said
China has faith in Afghanistan’s ability to solve its own problems,
but that its neighbors should help create a peaceful environment
without interfering in its internal affairs. “The International commu-
nity should respect Afghanistan’s sovereignty, independence and
territorial integrity, not interfere with its internal affairs and support
Afghanistan’s efforts to realize security and stability,” Li said.

Following the meeting, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi said
the grouping had agreed to launch 64 programs in areas including
trade, investment, infrastructure, disaster management and educa-
tion. Pakistan has agreed to host next year’s forum.

China’s hosting of the annual conference highlighted its grow-
ing role in Afghanistan as most US and international troops prepare
to leave by the end of the year. China said Wednesday it would pro-
vide $330 million in grants to Afghanistan along with professional
training and scholarships for 3,500 Afghans over the next five years.

Beijing is eager to help develop Afghanistan’s estimated $3 tril-
lion in mineral wealth and wants a strong, stable government in
Kabul. It is concerned that unrest could spill over into its restive
northwestern region of Xinjiang, where radicals among the native
Uighur population have launched a series of attacks in recent
months. China said earlier it had received a pledge from Ghani
Ahmadzai to help combat a radical anti-China group known as the
East Turkistan Islamic Movement, which it blames for mastermind-
ing attacks in Xinjiang and elsewhere. It’s unclear, however,
whether the organization has a presence in Afghanistan.—AP

BEIJING: Chinese Premier Li Keqiang (right) prepares to speak at the opening ceremony of the 4th Ministerial Conference of
Istanbul Process of Afghanistan as Afghan President Ashraf Ghani Ahmadzai applauds at the Diaoyutai State Guesthouse in
Beijing yesterday. — AP
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India pays low-key 

tribute to Gandhi

NEW DELHI: India’s president Pranab Mukherjee, members of
Nehru-Gandhi family and Congress leaders paid a low-key tribute
yesterday to Indira Gandhi on the 30th anniversary of the ex- pre-
mier’s assassination.

No ministers of India’s new government attended the event
honoring Gandhi, gunned down by Sikh bodyguards on October
31, 1984, in retaliation for ordering an attack on a revered Sikh
shrine to clear out militants holed up in the complex.

“I join my fellow countrymen and women in remembering for-
mer PM Indira Gandhi” on the anniversary of her death, right-
wing Premier Narendra Modi tweeted to his 7.4-million followers.

But for the first time, no government representative attended
the annual ceremony at the rose-strewn Gandhi memorial, local
media reported. Indira Gandhi’s daughter-in-law Sonia, 67, who
cradled the leader’s head in her lap as she bled to death, led
those paying tribute. Sonia, dressed in a sombre black-and-grey
sari, was accompanied by her son, Rahul, 44, heir to the Congress
dynasty, which dominated India’s post-independence politics.

Sonia and Rahul, who led the party to its worst-ever defeat in
May elections, pressed their palms together in a traditional Indian
gesture of “namaste” in front of Indira’s memorial.While staying
away from the event marking Indira’s death, Modi and cabinet
ministers flagged off a “run-for-unity” near the India Gate war
memorial in the capital’s heart.  —AFP

NEW DELHI: Congress President Sonia Gandhi (right) talks to
her son and Congress Party’s Vice President Rahul Gandhi (left)
as they arrive to pay tribute at Shakti Stahl, the memorial for
former Indian prime minister Indira Gandhi in New Delhi yester-
day on the 30th anniversary of her death.— AFP


