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NEW DELHI:  India issued an ultimatum to Pakistan
yesterday, giving Islamabad until midnight to agree to
restrict high-level bilateral talks to militancy alone,
leaving a planned meeting between the two coun-
tries’ national security advisers in doubt. 

The talks, which were due to have taken place in
New Delhi today, have been thrown into question
after a row between the two arch-rivals over Pakistan’s
plan to meet with Kashmiri separatists leaders and
desire to broaden the scope of the talks.

India’s Foreign Minister Sushma Swaraj told
reporters yesterday that Pakistan had until “tonight”
to agree to an agenda that was restricted to discus-
sions of “terror, and terror only”. Swaraj insisted India
was not setting “pre-conditions for talks but only
insisting on what was agreed to as agenda by both
countries’ leaders for the NSAs meet”, referring to a
meeting between Indian Prime Minister Narendra
Modi and Pakistan’s Nawaz Sharif in the Russian city
of Ufa last month.  Asked what would happen if
Pakistan did not agree to India’s demands regarding
the agenda of the talks, Swaraj replied: “Then talks
won’t happen.” Swaraj’s remarks came just hours after
Pakistan’s National Security Adviser Sartaj Aziz insist-
ed he was ready to meet his Indian counterpart Ajit
Doval, despite India’s foreign ministry saying it would
be inappropriate for the Pakistani diplomat to meet
with the Hurriyat separatist movement while in the
Indian capital.

India cancelled talks with Pakistan last year
between the two countries’ foreign secretaries, out-
raged over a similar meeting that took place, a move

that set back already tense relations between the
nuclear-armed neighbours.  “On my part, I am still pre-
pared to go to New Delhi for NSA talks without any
preconditions,” Aziz said, accusing the Indian media of
creating a controversy out of nothing.

Aziz claimed Delhi had “virtually cancelled”
Sunday’s talks, and added: “As always, India has been
conducting a part of its diplomacy through the Indian
media.” Pakistan and India have fought two of their
three wars over the Himalayan region since both
gained independence in 1947, and it remains a major
source of tension. But the hour-long talks between
Modi and Sharif in Ufa last month had been seen as a
new thaw in ties between the countries.

The leaders agreed then that their top security
officials would meet to “discuss all issues connected
to terrorism”, in a resumption of talks between their
officials.  Police yesterday detained a top Kashmiri
separatist leader after he landed at New Delhi’s air-
port ahead of talks between Indian and Pakistani
security advisers.

Shabir Ahmed Shah flew in from Indian Kashmir
for a meeting with Sartaj Aziz, national security advis-
er to Pakistan’s prime minister, who is scheduled to
arrive in the Indian capital on Sunday, Shah’s party
colleague Zameer Ahmed said. Shah and two col-
leagues were driven away from the airport by the
New Delhi police, said Ahmed, who was part of Shah’s
entourage. India opposes Pakistani leaders meeting
with Kashmiri separatist leaders in New Delhi.

Shah heads the Democratic Freedom Party in the
Indian portion of Kashmir. The group demands the

right of self-determination for Kashmiri people. Police
in Indian Kashmir confirmed Shah’s detention in New
Delhi. The detention came as the two sides hit road-
blocks over the contentious Kashmir region. India
told Aziz to avoid meeting Kashmiri separatist leaders
during his visit to New Delhi for talks that New Delhi
wants to focus on terrorism-related issues. However,
Pakistan has turned down India’s suggestion and said
it would also discuss the decades-old Kashmir dis-
pute with the Indian interlocutor as well. The two
countries have fought two wars over control of
Kashmir since they won independence from British
colonialists in 1947.

Pakistan’s ambassador in New Delhi has invited
the Kashmiri separatist leaders to meet with Aziz
before his meeting with his Indian counterpart on
Monday. Several other separatist leaders - Mirwaiz
Umar Farooq, Showkat Bakshi, Ghulam Rasool Eidi
and Syed Ali Geelani - also plan to fly to New Delhi to
meet with Aziz. Farooq said yesterday that the sepa-
ratist leaders always have supported talks between
India and Pakistan. “It’s very sad that New Delhi is
stubborn and hegemonic about our meeting with
Sartaj Aziz,” he said. “This clearly shows that India is
not serious at all about talks.”

On Thursday, several separatist leaders were held
in Srinagar, the main city in Indian-controlled Kashmir,
but released hours later. Kashmiri insurgents have
been fighting since 1989 for Kashmir’s independence
or merger with Pakistan. India accuses Pakistan of
arming and training the rebels, a charge Islamabad
denies. — Agencies
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NEW DELHI: Indian Foreign Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj gestures during a press conference in New Delhi yesteday. India issued
an ultimatum to Pakistan, giving Islamabad until midnight to agree to restrict high-level bilateral talks to militancy alone, leaving
a planned meeting between the two countries’ national security advisers in doubt. — AFP 

Floods kill 14 in India
GAUHATI: Officials say monsoon flooding has killed at least 14 peo-
ple and forced around 200,000 to leave their water-logged homes
and take shelter in state-run camps in India’s northeastern Assam
state. State officials say the army is using boats to rescue marooned
people in northern and western parts of the state. The flooding is the
worst in the past three years, affecting nearly 600,000 people in 19 of
the state’s 27 districts. Police officer Diganta Borah says a van carrying
wedding guests plunged into a river Friday night in Dhubri district.
Rescuers found four bodies on Saturday and rescued six occupants.
Other deaths from drowning were reported in Korajhar, Nalbari and
Barapeta districts.The area is prone to flooding during the June-to-
September monsoon season.

3 US contractors killed 
KABUL: NATO says a suicide car bombing targeting a convoy in
Afghanistan killed three American contractors. Authorities say the
blast yesterday in the Afghan capital, Kabul, killed at least 12 peo-
ple and wounded 66. NATO did not name the dead contractors in
its statement. The attack struck near the private Shinozada hospi-
tal in the capitalís Macrorayan neighborhood just as schools were
letting out. The Taleban denied carrying out the attack. However,
they have stepped up their assaults on Afghan security forces
since US and NATO troops ended their combat mission in the
country last year.
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Belarusian frees prisoners
MINSK: The authoritarian president of Belarus has pardoned all six
political prisoners in the former Soviet republic, including a former
opposition presidential candidate. Freeing political prisoners was a
condition set by the European Union and United States for improved
relations with Belarus, which has been ruled by Alexander
Lukashenko since 1994. The EU and US toughened sanctions on
Belarus after the violent suppression of peaceful protests during the
2010 presidential election. Nikolai Statkevich, a candidate in those
elections, was later sentenced to six years in prison for what the court
said was plotting riots. Lukashenko’s office said the president, “pro-
ceeding from the principle of humanism,” decided Saturday to par-
don and release Statkevich and the five others. Belarus holds its next
presidential election in October.
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COLOMBO: UN chief Ban Ki-moon has
urged Sri Lanka’s new government to
ensure “long term peace” as Prime
Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe was set to
form a coalition committed to ethnic rec-
onciliation.

“The secretary-general encouraged
the prime minister and the national unity
government to seize this opportunity to
advance long-term peace for all Sri
Lankans,” the UN said in a statement.

It added Ban had a telephone conver-
sation with Wickremesinghe after he was
sworn in at a ceremony in Colombo on
Friday. The UN statement received
Saturday said Ban congratulated

Wickremesinghe and commended his
message of “good governance and
national unity”.

“He (Ban) noted that the peaceful
nature of the polls as well as high voter
turn-out were in part a reflection of this
message,” the UN said.

The UN welcome came as France said
Sri Lanka’s election was “one more step
forward towards strengthening democ-
racy”. “We hope it will also help continue
the action taken since the election of
President Maithripala Sirisena (in
January) in support of human rights and
inter-community reconciliation,” the
French foreign ministry said.

The opposition Sri Lanka Freedom
Party (SLFP) of former president Mahinda
Rajapakse agreed Friday to a broad-
based coalition government with
Wickremesinghe’s United National Party
(UNP). 

The UNP, which more than doubled its
seats in Monday’s parliamentary election,
is due to form a new cabinet early next
week that will include SLFP members too
after securing a coalition agreement.

The deal is a remarkable turnaround
for a country that appeared firmly in
Rajapakse’s grip until his surprise defeat
in January’s presidential polls.

The former strongman, who oversaw

the crushing of a long-running Tamil sep-
aratist insurgency, will sit on the opposi-
tion benches along with a dissident
group of loyalists. But the SLFP, which
had opposed any concessions to the
Tamils, now says it will back constitution-
al reforms aimed at addressing minority
rights and ensuring reconciliation.

In a memorandum of understanding,
the two parties pledged to ensure “ethnic
and religious reconciliation” in a country
that still bears the scars of a separatist
war that killed at least 100,000 people
between 1972 and 2009. The agreement
pledges constitutional reforms to ensure
ethnic unity and uphold the rights of

minorities. But it does not go into
specifics and it remains unclear how the
two parties will reconcile past differ-
ences, with the UNP favouring extensive
devolution of power to the Tamils.

The SLFP also opposes investigations
into war crimes said to have been com-
mitted by troops under Rajapakse’s com-
mand, while the UNP wants a fresh
inquiry.

The minority Tamil National Alliance
(TNA), which took 16 seats and emerged
as the third largest party in a hung parlia-
ment, will not join the coalition but has
promised the new government “issue-
based” support. — AFP

TOKYO/ITURUP: Japan yesterday lodged
a protest over Russian Prime Minister
Dmitry Medvedev’s visit to one of four dis-
puted Pacific islands which have strained
ties between the two countries since the
end of World War II.

The decades-old argument over the
territory, claimed by both states, could set
back Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s
efforts to court resource-rich Russia and
keep the door open to dialogue, despite
the Ukraine crisis.

The islands are known in Russia as the
Southern Kuriles and referred to as the
Northern Territories in Japan. Russia seized
them in the last days of World War Two
and the dispute has kept the two coun-
tries from signing a formal peace treaty
since.

After Medvedev visited Iturup island on
Saturday, senior Japanese foreign ministry
official Hajime Hayashi lodged the protest
with the Russian ambassador to Japan,
Evgeny Afanasiev, by telephone, the min-
istry said.

Japanese Foreign Minister Fumio
Kishida will delay a visit to Russia planned
for the end of August, the Nikkei business
daily said, but did not elaborate.

Japan had been hoping for a visit this
year by Russian President Vladimir Putin
for summit talks with Abe, Kyodo news
agency said.  While on the island,
Medvedev said Japan’s attitude would not

stop more such visits.
“Our position is simple: We want to be

friends with Japan, Japan is our neigh-
bour. We have a good attitude towards

Japan, but this shouldn’t be linked in any
way with the Kurile islands, which are part
of the Russian Federation,” he said.

“Therefore we have made visits, we are

visiting and we will make visits to the
Kuriles.” Medvedev emphasised economic
development plans for a region potential-
ly rich in oil and gas and invited foreign
investors.

“I f  it  wil l  be our neighbours the
Japanese that ’s not bad.  I f  it  wil l  be
Korean or Chinese friends, that’s also not
bad,” he said. “Whoever comes first will get
benefits.”

Russia ordered a quicker buildup of
military facilities in the disputed islands in
June, following comments by Putin in
April that he was ready to discuss the
issue, while blaming Japan for a lack of
dialogue.

On Saturday, Russia also published a
government resolution affirming the
country’s claim to the seabed and natural
resources in the central  par t of the
Okhotsk Sea between the Kuriles and the
Russian mainland, adding more than
50,000 square km (19,000 square miles) to
Russia’s territory.

The resolution said the claim had been
approved by a United Nations commis-
sion last year and followed consultations
with Japan. Russia plans to at least double
oil and gas flows to Asia in the next 20
years and Japan has been forced to resort
to huge fuel  impor ts to replace lost
nuclear energy, after its reactors were
shut down because of  the 2011
Fukushima disaster. — Reuters
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KURILSK: Russian Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev (L) attends the all-Russian youth
educational forum “Iturup” in Kurilsk during his visit to Iturup island, one of four
islands in the chain that lies off Russia’s far eastern coast and just north of Japan,
yesterday. Russian Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev landed in the Kuril islands,
prompting a swift rebuke from Tokyo, which claims sovereignty over the northwest
Pacific archipelago in a long-running dispute. — AFP 

UN pushes ‘long term peace’ under new S Lanka government

SHANGHAI:  An explosion hit a chemical
plant yesterday night in eastern China,
the official Xinhua state news agency
said, citing local authorities. No fatalities
were reported, Xinhua said, citing local
police, although nine people were
injured and taken to hospital.

The blast, which triggered a fire, hap-
pened around 8.50pm local time in
Huantai county in Shandong province.
The explosion occurred at a factory of
Shandong’s Runxing Chemical company
which is a subsidiary of Runxing Group
and has 200 million yuan ($31 million) in
registered capital, Xinhua reported.

The factory produced adiponitrile, a
colourless liquid that releases poisonous
gases when it reacts with fire, the
People’s Daily said, citing the state-run
Beijing Times.

Seven fire brigades consisting of a
total of 150 fire fighters and 20 fire
engines were sent to the scene and fire
brigades that are trained to work with
fires involving chemicals are being dis-
patched, Xinhua said. Windows shattered
in the village where the blast occurred,
state media said, and tremors reverberat-
ed within 2 kilometres (1 mile) of the site
of the explosion.

The death toll has risen to 121 in the

chemical warehouse explosion in the
northern Chinese port of Tianjin, while
another 54 people remain unaccounted
for, the city government said yesterday.

Among the dead from the Aug. 12 dis-
aster are 67 firefighters, while another 37
firefighters missing, the government said
on its official microblog. It said that 11
policemen are also among the dead and
missing, making it the worst disaster for
first responders in recent Chinese history.

The cause of the disaster is still under
investigation, although state media
reports say the warehouse storing sodi-
um cyanide and other dangerous chemi-
cals was located too close to residential
areas and may have obtained falsified
safety approvals.

Technicians have detected levels of
cyanide as much as 356 times the safe
level within a 3-kilometer-radius (1.8-
mile-radius) of the evacuated area,
although no abnormal contamination
was found outside the area.

Small animals such as rabbits, pigeons
and chickens have been placed in the
disaster zone to test whether it is safe for
humans, while workers in hazmat suits
clear charred car bodies, crumpled ship-
ping containers and other wreckage
from the area. — Agencies
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KOLKATA: Arsenic-affected villagers show their hands next to a bottling
plant set up by the Sulabh Safe Drinking Water Project in Madhusudankati
village, some 60 km east of Kolkata, yesterday. Charity workers have
teamed up with an impoverished village in eastern India to develop what
they say is the world’s cheapest bottle of drinking water, costing less than
one US cent, in an area where residents have suffered illness from ground
water polluted with arsenic. — AFP 


