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KABUL: The Taleban named Mullah Akhtar
Mansour as their new chief yesterday, a his-
toric power transition that raises hopes a
more moderate leadership will pave the
way for an end to Afghanistan’s bloody
war. The Taleban also announced his
deputies-Sirajuddin Haqqani, who leads the
Taleban-allied Haqqani network and has a
$10 million US bounty on his head, and
Haibatullah Akhundzada, former head of
the Taleban courts.

The appointment of Mansour, seen as a
pragmatist and a proponent of peace talks,
comes a day after the Taleban confirmed the
death of their near-mythical leader Mullah
Omar, who led the fractious group for some
20 years. The Taleban’s first handover of
power comes at a time when the US-led
Afghan government has been trying to
jumpstart peace negotiations as it struggles
to contain the resurgent insurgency.
Mansour, a longtime trusted deputy of
Omar, takes charge as the movement faces
growing internal divisions and is threatened
by the rise of the Islamic State group, the
Middle East jihadist outfit that is making
inroads in Afghanistan. 

“After (Omar’s) death the leadership

council and Islamic scholars of the country,
after long consultations, appointed his close
and trusted friend and his former deputy
Mullah Akhtar Mansour as the leader,” the
Taleban said in a Pashto-language state-
ment posted on their website. “When Mullah
Omar was alive, Mullah Mansour was consid-
ered a trustworthy and appropriate person
to take this heavy responsibility.”

A Taleban official said that after the
group’s ruling council had chosen a succes-
sor for Omar, the decision was supposed to
be ratified by a college of religious clerics.
Omar’s son Mullah Yakoub was favored to
take over by some commanders, sources
said, but at 26 was considered too young
and inexperienced for such a key role.
Mansour, who was named the new Amir-ul-
Momineen-”commander of the faithful”-
faces staunch internal resistance from some
members of the Taleban’s ruling council, the
Quetta Shura, who accuse Pakistan of hijack-
ing the movement. 

“Mansour is seen as a man of Pakistan-
that is why severe differences are going on
among the Taleban leadership,” a mid-level
Taleban official told AFP. Some Taleban are
also unhappy at the thought Mansour may

have deceived them for over a year about
Omar’s death and others accuse him of rid-
ing roughshod over the process to appoint a
successor. “Many Taleban commanders and
members of the Quetta Shura will not accept
his leadership,” Kabul-based military analyst
Jawed Kohistani told AFP. “His selection will
only widen the rift within the Taleban.”

‘Moderate, pro-peace, pro-talks’ 
But the internal opposition is unlikely to

prevent Mansour from proceeding with
peace talks launched in the Pakistani hill sta-
tion of Murree earlier this month. “Mullah
Mansour is one of the founders of the
Taleban movement and he is a moderate,
pro-peace, pro-talks person,” Abdul Hakim
Mujahid, a former Taleban official and a
member of the Afghan High Peace Council,
told AFP. “I believe that under him the
peace process will be strengthened and the
Taleban will become part of political
process in Afghanistan.” The confirmation of
Omar’s death ends years of speculation
about the fate of the leader, who was not
seen in public since the 2001 US-led inva-
sion of Afghanistan that toppled the
Taleban from power.— AFP 

KANDAHAR CITY: An Afghan woman walks with a child along a street in front of the Hazrat-e-Farooq mosque. — AFP 

Bangladesh-India land 

swap divides families 

DAHALA-KHAGRABARI: Chapala Barman is heartbroken as she
contemplates leaving the home she has known all her life ahead
of a historic land swap between Bangladesh and India that will
divide her family. The exchange at midnight yesterday will end
one of the world’s most intractable disputes that has kept thou-
sands of people in limbo for nearly 70 years. 

But it will also rip apart families like Barman’s, leaving some
stranded on one side of the border while relatives relocate to the
other. The 60-year-old Hindu is preparing to leave her home in
Dahala-Khagrabari, a small island of Indian land inside Muslim-
majority Bangladesh, with three of her sons. She will have to leave
four other grown-up children and their families behind in Dahala-
Khagrabari, which is about to become part of Bangladesh. Her
three daughters have married Bangladeshis, making them ineligi-
ble to move, like her eldest son who was not counted in a joint
census of the enclaves conducted in 2011.

“These days I can’t stop my tears thinking how can I live with-
out them,” Barman told AFP ahead of the handover. “My grand-
sons call me by mobile phone, saying ‘grandma, please don’t go’.
My heart pounds with fear when I hear a mobile phone calling.”
The two nations will hoist their respective flags in 162 enclaves —
111 in Bangladesh and 51 in India-at one minute past midnight to
assume sovereignty over the territories following a border agree-
ment in June. For many of the 50,000 people living in the enclaves
the exchange means an end to 68 years of struggle, cut off from
their national governments and unable to access vital services like
hospitals and schools. But it has also meant choosing between
staying put and adopting a new nationality or leaving the homes
where their families have lived for generations. The vast majority
will stay. But around 1,000 people on the Bangladesh side have
opted to keep their Indian nationalities, meaning they will have to
relocate by November.

Fear and uncertainty 
In Dahala-Khagrabari, around 400 kilometres north of Dhaka,

Muslims who had chosen to become Bangladeshi citizens were
rehearsing their new national anthem and preparing to celebrate.
But in Hindu-dominated parts of the enclave, the atmosphere was
tinged with fear and uncertainty.  Jiro Bala, a 75-year-old Hindu, is
ready to leave, and has even put by 100 kilos of rice and lentils for
the journey.

She recalls how her family was forced to leave their home for
the Indian mainland during Bangladesh’s 1971 war of independ-
ence with Pakistan. They returned to find their homes looted, and
more recently she says, the residences of some Hindus were
torched. “We suffered in India because we left empty-handed. But
this time I am prepared,” said Bala. Those leaving are doing so for
a mix of reasons, some economic and some religious. Santaram
Barman, 65 and a devout Hindu, wants to see out his days in a
Hindu temple in Siliguri, in India’s West Bengal state which neigh-
bours Bangladesh. 

For others, the decision over whether to leave has not been so
straightforward. Srichandi Barman and his brothers were all set to go
to India until one day their parents bluntly refused to leave. “They
told us they would rather die here... We tried to persuade them, but
they would not budge,” said Srichandi. So on Thursday, just a day
before their enclave was due to be handed over to Bangladesh,
Srichandi and his brothers rushed to the district town of Debiganj to
try to cancel their applications to move to India.— AFP 

Taleban power transition 

raises hopes for peace
Moderation may led to end of bloody war

COLOMBO: Unidentified gunmen
opened fire at an election campaign rally
in the Sri Lankan capital Colombo yester-
day, killing a woman and wounding at
least 12 people, police said. The attackers
sprayed bullets into the crowd just after
Finance Minister Ravi Karunanayake left
the venue, marking the first major vio-
lence ahead of the August 17 parliamen-
tary elections.

“The gunmen travelled in two vehicles
and escaped in the same vehicles after
the shooting spree,” police spokesman
Ruwan Gunasekera told AFP. “A woman
was killed and 12 wounded persons have
been admitted to the Colombo National

hospital.” Hospital sources said two of the
victims were in a “very critical” condition.

Investigators cordoned off the
Bloemendhal area where the shooting
took place and launched a search for the
two getaway vehicles, Gunasekera said.
Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe’s
deputy Harsha de Silva expressed shock
and vowed not to allow a return to vio-
lence. “I’m in shock and in disbelief at the
shooting incident at (finance minister)
Ravi’s event,” de Silva said on Twitter. “No
one will be allowed to reverse what we
achieved on 8th January,” he said, refer-
ring to new President Maithripala
Sirisena’s election.

Relatively peaceful 
The 52-year-old finance minister is from

the ruling United National Party (UNP),
which backed Maithripala Sirisena in
January’s presidential election. Soon after
assuming office, Sirisena invited the UNP to
form a minority government after sacking
the administration of former president
Mahinde Rajapakse. Election monitors also
expressed surprise at the shooting in
Colombo, where security is tight and cam-
paigning had been mostly peaceful.

Some 70 international election
observers are monitoring the poll cam-
paign ahead of the August vote. “We are
puzzled by this latest turn of events in

Colombo because so far it has been rela-
tively calm and even the level of violence in
other areas has been very low,” said Keerthi
Tennakoon, head of the Campaign for Free
and Fair Elections (CaFFE). The CaFFE said
there had been about 55 clashes since
Sirisena sacked parliament on June 26 and
called general elections nearly a year ahead
of schedule. Election Commissioner
Mahinda Deshapriya has said he will strictly
enforce poll laws and has pledged to
ensure a free and fair vote in August. Next
month’s election will be the first since a
recent constitutional amendment gave the
commissioner greater powers to run the
process independently.— AFP 

Deadly shooting at election rally in Sri Lanka 


