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Modi disappoints
in mellow speech

NEW DELHI: After Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
reforms agenda got blocked in parliament, people in his
camp were hoping the famed orator will use a key
Independence Day speech to renew confidence in his
leadership. They were disappointed. Modi’s 90-minute-
long speech, made from the ramparts of New Delhi’s Red
Fort on Saturday, focused on measures his “Team India”
had rolled out to include millions of poor Indians in the
banking and insurance systems, policies for workers and
farmers and successes in the fights against inflation and
corruption. But it lacked the kind of energy and vision
that helped propel him to office. He even relied on notes,
something he had never needed to do before. “We
expected him to hit back at the opposition and blame
the opposition for the slower-than-expected reform
pace, but he failed to do so,” said a minister in Modi’s gov-
ernment. A bureaucrat who is a part of Modi’s inner circle
said Modi was upset about failing to further his reforms
agenda and decided to “keep his head down” and focus
on improving performance. Politicians and analysts
expected Modi to launch a more forceful defense. He has
kept silent for months, even as the opposition Congress
party has stepped up its attacks and scandals have
touched members of his cabinet. A rousing speech
would have also helped his party in a tough election in a
few weeks in the impoverished state of Bihar, where the
opposition is seeking to paint Modi as a pro-business
politician whose policies hurt the poor. “Modi’s speech
was not exciting by his own standards,” said Sanjay
Kumar, director for the Centre for the Study of
Developing Societies. “It lacked coherence and his trade-
mark confidence.”

11 killed in suicide 
Attack in Pakistan 

SHADI KHAN: A suicide bomber yesterday killed a
Pakistani provincial minister and at least ten other
people at a building where the minister was hold-
ing a meeting, officials said. “Punjab Home Minister
Shuja Khanzada has embraced martyrdom,” chief
rescue official Mohammad Ashfaq told AFP. Saeed
Illahi, adviser to the province’s chief minister, con-
firmed Khanzada’s death. He had been trapped with
several others under the rubble after the blast
brought down the roof of the building in the village
of Shadi Khan in Attock district. Nobody immediate-
ly claimed responsibility for the attack, but
Khanzada had been active in crackdowns on sectar-
ian militants and Taliban insurgents in Punjab.
Saeed said there were up to 40 people in the com-
pound when a suicide bomber blew himself up,
causing the entire roof slab to fall in one piece,
complicating rescue efforts. An interior ministry hel-
icopter had reached the site to take the wounded to
hospital while another helicopter with a civilian res-
cue team was on its way, Saeed added. A specially-
trained team of army rescuers with modern equip-
ment was working with civilian rescuers and trying
to lift and cut sections of the fallen roof to reach the
victims, AFP was told. A police spokeswoman said
two police officers were among the eight killed in
the attack 70 kilometers northwest of Islamabad. 
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ISLAMABAD: Hamid Gul, who led
Pakistan’s powerful Inter-Services
Intelligence spy agency as it funneled US
and Saudi cash and weapons to Afghan
jihadis fighting against the Soviets and
later publicly supported Islamic mili-
tants, died late Saturday of a brain hem-
orrhage. He was 78.

Gul’s tenure at the ISI and his outspo-
ken backing of Al-Qaeda leader Osama
bin Laden and other extremists showed
the murky loyalties at play years later
when the US and Pakistan formed an
unlikely alliance following the Sept. 11,
2001, terror attacks. But others viewed
Gul as an increasingly out-of-touch brag-
gart later in life, as he appeared on
countless Pakistani television programs
warning of dark conspiracies and
demanding his country militarily con-
front its nuclear-armed neighbor India.

“The unruly mujahedeen command-
ers obeyed and respected him like no
one else,” Gul’s online autobiography
reads. “Later on with the advent of the
Taleban’s rise he was equally admired

and respected.” Gul died late Saturday
night at the hill resort of Murree near the
capital, Islamabad, his daughter, Uzma
Gul, told The Associated Press on
Sunday. She said Gul suffered a brain
hemorrhage.

Born Nov 20, 1936, near Sargodha in
eastern Pakistan, Gul served in the army
and fought in two wars against India. He
always would view India with suspicion
for the rest of his life, constantly warning
it and others wanted to seize Pakistan’s
own nuclear arsenal. Many believe he
helped shape Pakistan’s policy of funding
Islamic militant groups to attack India’s
interests in the disputed Kashmir region.

Real power 
Gul came into real power when he

became the chief of the ISI in 1987. By
then, the US and Saudi Arabia was using
the ISI to funnel billions of dollars to
fund militants fighting the Soviets dur-
ing their occupation of neighboring
Afghanistan. Those militants later
became the backbone of the Taleban

and included a young Saudi named
Osama bin Laden. The government of
Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto forced him
out in 1989. 

Gul years later acknowledged creat-
ing an alliance of Islamist political parties
to challenge Bhutto in the 1988 elections
that brought her to power. Yet Gul’s
influence persisted for years to come as
the ISI remains one of the most powerful
institutions in Pakistan. Though
unnamed in the Sept 11 commission
report, US officials at the time said they
suspected Gul tipped bin Laden off to a
failed 1998 cruise missile attack target-
ing him in Afghanistan following the Al-
Qaeda attacks on embassies in Kenya
and Tanzania that killed 224 people. They
said he contacted Taleban leaders and
assured them that he would provide
three or four hours of warning before
any US missile launch.

Gul also was a close ally of Afghan war-
lord Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, who received
US assistance during the Soviet occupa-
tion and was a bitter rival of Taleban fig-

urehead Mullah Mohammad Omar. The
US declared Hekmatyar a “global terrorist”
in 2003 because of alleged links to Al-
Qaeda and froze all assets he may have
had in the United States.

Cheering the Taleban 
After the Sept 11 attacks, Gul became

an outspoken opponent to the US while
cheering the Taleban in public and media
appearances. There were allegations,
however, Gul had a more hands-on
approach, like in US intelligence reports
later released by WikiLeaks that alleged
he dispatched three men in December
2006 to carry out attacks in Afghanistan’s
capital.

“Reportedly Gul’s final comment to the
three individuals was to make the snow
warm in Kabul, basically telling them to
set Kabul aflame,” the report said. Gul at
the time described the documents as “fic-
tion and nothing else.” Some of the
reports, generated by junior intelligence
officers, did include far-fetched claims,
including an allegation in 2007 that mili-

tants teamed up with the ISI to kill Afghan
and NATO forces with poisoned alcohol
bought in Pakistan.

But Gul’s anti-Americanism was by
then a well-known fact in Pakistani public
life. At one point in 2003, Gul boasted that
Pakistani officials would “turn a blind eye”
to any Taleban or Al-Qaeda fighters who
escaped Afghanistan. “The intelligence
and security agencies are a part of the
ethos of the country and the national
ethos today is a hatred of America,” he
said. But by the time US Special Forces
killed bin Laden in Abbottabad in 2011,
Gul helped spread a rumor that US forces
actually killed the Al-Qaeda leader in
Afghanistan and brought his body to
Pakistan to humiliate the country.

“My feeling is that it was all a hoax, a
drama which has been crafted, and badly
scripted I would say,” he said. And in con-
spiracy-minded Pakistan, many believed
him. As the last line of his online autobi-
ography reads: “People wait to listen to
his direction before forming their own
opinions.” —AP

Pakistan spy master tied to militants, dies at 78
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Sri Lanka readies security 
on eve of election

COLOMBO: Sri Lanka deployed thousands of police yes-
terday in stepped up security on the eve of a general
election after the campaign was hit by sporadic violence
that claimed four lives. Police Inspector General NK
Illangakoon said 63,000 officers were fanning out across
the country to guard polling booths and counting cen-
ters for Monday’s election, while para-military comman-
dos were on alert in case of trouble. “We have taken addi-
tional measures to ensure that the election is conducted
peacefully and there are no incidents in the post-election
period too,” Illangakoon said in a statement. Two party
workers were killed and a dozen others wounded when
unknown gunmen opened fire at a ruling United
National Party (UNP) rally in the capital Colombo two
weeks ago. Illangakoon said several arrests have been
made. Another two people were killed in two separate
shooting incidents elsewhere during the month-long
campaign. Despite the deaths, private election monitors
said there had been fewer incidents of violence com-
pared to previous elections over the past two decades.
Former strongman Mahinda Rajapakse is seeking an
unlikely comeback as prime minister at the election after
his loss at the presidential poll in January to his one-time
protege Maithripala Sirisena. Many observers were
stunned by Sirisena’s victory over Rajapakse, who had
been in power for nearly a decade and oversaw the
crushing of the Tamil Tiger separatist rebels in 2009.
Although Rajapakse is reviled by large sectors of the
minority Tamil community, he retains widespread sup-
port among ethnic Sinhalese voters and his rallies have
drawn big crowds.

KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia’s prime minister
has a problem: He can’t explain away a
$700 million bank account to a skeptical
public. His response? A crackdown on crit-
ics and the press that has kept him in pow-
er but doesn’t address a deep reservoir of
dissatisfaction with his leadership.

Less than a month after leaked docu-
ments suggested that $700 million from
entities linked to debt-ridden state invest-
ment fund 1MDB was funneled into Prime
Minister Najib Razak’s accounts, he has
expelled critics in his government, sacked
the attorney-general probing him, sus-
pended two newspapers, blocked a UK-
based website and stalled investigations
over the scandal.

It is the first time a Malaysian leader has
faced criminal allegations, and news of pos-
sible graft at the top level has gripped the
country. It is also the biggest political crisis
for Najib since he took power in 2009.
Concerns over 1MDB also contributed to
the Malaysian currency plunging to a 17-
year low beyond 4 ringgit to the dollar on
Wednesday.

“Malaysia’s leader is still facing a legiti-
macy crisis with declining domestic sup-
port,” said Bridget Welsh, senior research
associate at the Center for East Asia
Democratic Studies at the National Taiwan
University. The message being sent is that
Najib’s leadership is moving further toward
a hardline trajectory, she said. “History
shows that crackdowns, arrests and threats
backfire, and are at best temporary meas-
ures that fail to address the underlying
demands for a better Malaysia.”

Increasing authoritarianism
A nation of 30 million, Malaysia is pre-

dominantly Malay Muslim with significant
Chinese and Indian minorities. It is a US ally
in Southeast Asia and one of the region’s
lynchpin economies, with ambitions to rise
from middle income status to developed
nation level this decade. Najib’s increasing
authoritarianism is a setback for the hopes
of many Malaysians that their country was
slowly embracing elements of l iberal
democracy.

In a new twist last week, the anti-graft
agency said the money was donations from
the Middle East, and unrelated to 1MDB.
Najib, who insists he has never used gov-
ernment funds for personal gain, then said
he received the money on behalf of his rul-
ing Malay party, with much of it going
toward “social responsibility” programs.

While the explanation has seemingly
cleared Najib of corruption claims, it didn’t
mollify critics nor improve his public
image. On the contrary, it raised new ques-
tions over who in the Middle East would
donate such a huge sum and whether it
came with conditions. It also didn’t answer
the mystery over why it landed in Najib’s
accounts.

Electoral reform group, Bersih, is plan-
ning mass rallies at the end of August, on
the weekend of Malaysia’s Independence
Day, to demand Najib’s resignation but
police have warned of a crackdown. Najib

has also indicated he may crack the whip
further, saying recently that laws regulating
Internet content need to be tightened to
prevent “trial by the social media” against
the government.

The scandal started with investigations
into 1MDB, which was set up in 2009 by
Najib to develop new industries. But in just
six years, it amassed 42 billion ($10.6 bil-
lion) in debt after its energy ventures
abroad faltered. Critics have long voiced
concern over its massive debt and lack of
transparency. Najib still chairs its advisory
board.

Police, meanwhile, have gone on a

witch-hunt to determine who leaked the
documents showing transfers to Najib’s
accounts. Police have questioned nine
members of the anti-graft agency, seven
central bank officials and have said they
may also question central bank governor
Zeti Akhtar Aziz. Despite the crisis, Najib
has strengthened his footing in his United
Malays National Organization, or UMNO,
and taken full control of the government
by placing loyalists in key positions.  UMNO
is the linchpin of the National Front coali-
tion that has ruled Malaysia since inde-
pendence from Britain in 1957.

Eroding support 
Support for the National Front has erod-

ed in the last two general elections. In 2013,
it won the polls but lost the popular vote for
the first time to the opposition alliance led
by Anwar Ibrahim, who is now in prison after
being convicted of sodomizing an aide in a
case widely regarded as politically motivat-
ed. UMNO is entrenched as the defender of
majority ethnic Malays, protecting their
rights through decades-old affirmative
action policies favoring Malays in jobs, edu-
cation and government contracts - and this
is hard to dislodge, analysts said.

“This party has captured the state institu-

tions and machinery and that’s why they can
control everything,” said James Chin, who
heads the Asia Institute in Australia’s
University of Tasmania. “In Malay political cul-
ture, a strong leader is feared and admired,
and that’s how Najib is selling himself, as a
strongman,” Chin said. The 62-year-old Najib,
whose father and uncle were the country’s
second and third prime ministers respective-
ly, was educated in Britain. He returned to
work for the central bank and the national oil
company but was unexpectedly thrust into
politics when his father, then-Prime Minister
Abdul Razak Hussein, died in 1976.

At age 22, he was Malaysia’s youngest
lawmaker ever at the time and patiently
worked his way to the top. He speaks impec-
cable English and seen as modern: he has
his own blog and is an avid social media
user. Since becoming premier, Najib has bat-
tled criticism over his management of the
economy, his family’s lavish lifestyle and
association with the killers of a Mongolian
model nine years ago. Najib has said he had
nothing to do with the model. Two security
officers linked to Najib at the time were
found guilty of her murder.

One of his most vocal critics is former
Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad, who
stepped down in 2003 after 22 years in pow-
er. Mahathir has called for Najib to resign
over the 1MDB affair, warning there was
“something rotten” in the government.
Najib’s own brother, Nazir Razak, who heads
Malaysia’s second largest banking group
CIMB, has also echoed concerns over the
country’s future. In an Instagram post last
month, Nazir said “in this darkest hour of
political times, we must remember to place
the country and the (people) first. Not per-
sonal interests, not personal loyalties, not
even party politics.”

Ibrahim Suffian, who heads the Merdeka
Center for Opinion Research, said UMNO
and other National Front parties have ral-
lied behind Najib because they fear the
1MDB crisis could sink the government. The
controversy over 1MDB came at a time of
economic slowdown as falling commodity
prices hurt Malaysia’s export-driven econo-
my and government revenue. The public is
also grappling with higher cost of living
due to a new goods and services tax
imposed in April. Chin from the University
of Tasmania said Najib is more focused on
consolidating power, than fixing the econ-
omy. “Najib has the upper hand now but if
the economy sours further, it could spell
trouble for him.” —AP

Malaysian leader silences  
media to survive scandal

Crackdown on critics keeps Razak in power

KUALA KUMPUR: In this Oct 15, 2010, file photo, Malaysian Prime Minister
and Finance Minister Najib Razak, (center) accompanied by his then deputy
Muhyiddin Yassin (left) and others arrive to unveil the Malaysia’s 2011 budg-
et at the Parliament house. —AFP

KATHMANDU: They started appearing
across Nepal’s poorest districts several
years ago-partially built schools meant for
local children and funded with public
money. The schools never opened. But
many continued to receive funding from
the government-and possibly overseas
donors-in a long-running scandal uncov-
ered by Nepal’s anti-corruption watchdog. 

“In some cases, we found a building,
but no people. In other places there was
nothing to see, the school only existed on
paper nowhere else,” said Keshav Ghimire,
a spokesman for the Commission for the
Investigation of the Abuse of Authority.
“Headmasters, government officials, every-
one was involved. We found so many peo-
ple who took money intended for a sup-
posed school and pocketed it instead,”
Ghimire said.

Authorities in the Himalayan nation
have discovered more than 300 so-called
ghost schools, all funded by the education
ministry, which launched an overhaul of
the country’s crumbling schools in 2009.
Since then UNICEF, the World Bank, the
European Union and Britain’s Department
for International Development have donat-
ed more than $500 million to the educa-
tion department.

“We monitor our own training pro-
grams carefully... but yes, it is possible that
some of the money we give to the govern-

ment could have gone to these ghost
schools,” Marilyn Hoar, chief of education at
UNICEF Nepal, told AFP. Some schools
were allocated teacher salaries and
allowances for “administrative expenses,
student scholarships and physical con-
struction works”, according to the corrup-
tion watchdog.

The government has so far filed 50
court cases against officials and teachers
who pocketed funds meant for the

schools, according to Bishwa Prakash
Pandit, education secretary. “It’s hard to
put an exact number on the losses, but I
estimate it must have cost the exchequer
around 120 million rupees ($1.2 million),
since many of these so-called schools were
(supposedly) running for a couple of years,”
Pandit told AFP. “We were trying to pro-
mote education, we had a liberal policy on
spending, and I suppose we approved
requests for funds too easily.” —AFP

Nepal’s ‘ghost schools’ hide 
long-running corruption

MANTHALI: In this file photograph taken on April 21, 2015, a young
Nepalese schoolgirl heads to school. —AFP

8 dead as border fire
continues in Kashmir                   

SRINAGAR: Indian and Pakistani troops traded
heavy gunfire and mortar rounds for a seventh
straight day yesterday along the highly militarized
line of control dividing the disputed Himalayan
region of Kashmir between the two archrivals, offi-
cials said. Indian army spokesman Lt Col Manish
Mehta said Pakistani troops fired on Indian posi-
tions in Balakote and Poonch sectors. Indian police
officer Danish Rana said six civilians had died in the
Pakistani shelling over the last two days. At least 17
others were wounded. Pakistan’s army said in a
statement that two civilians had been killed and
two others wounded in the fighting.

The fighting follows a familiar pattern, with each
side blaming the other. Both sides used terms like
“unprovoked firing” and “befitting reply” to
describe the actions of the other and detail their
own response.  Despite a 2003 cease-fire, the two
neighbors regularly trade fire, the latest coming as
India celebrated Independence Day on Saturday.
Pakistan observed it a day earlier.

Mehta said the clashes were still going yesterday
evening. Kashmir is divided between India and
Pakistan but claimed in its entirety by both. The
countries have fought two of their three wars over
their competing claims to Kashmir. The recent
fighting comes even as the top security advisers of
both countries are scheduled to meet in the Indian
capital on Aug 23. The two men are expected to
talk about combating terrorism in the region. —AP


