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RAWALPINDI: Afghan President Ashraf Ghani (left) receives bouquet from a Pakistani woman as Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif (center) looks on
upon his arrival at the military Nur Khan airbase. — AFP photos

ISLAMABAD: Afghan president
Ashraf Ghani arrived in Islamabad
yesterday hoping to revive peace
talks with the resurgent Taleban, as he
opened a regional conference that
has taken on added significance with
the attendance of India’s top diplo-
mat. Pakistan’s Prime Minister Nawaz
Sharif personally welcomed Ghani at
the airport in a red-carpet reception
with a guard of honor and 21 gun
salute, with the leaders scheduled to
hold bilateral talks later in the day.

Relations between Afghanistan
and Pakistan had plummeted since
July following confirmation that the
Taleban’s founder Mullah Omar was
dead, a revelation that scuppered
nascent peace talks between Kabul
and the Islamist movement. Ghani
subsequently blamed Pakistan for a
surge in Taleban attacks inside
Afghanistan, accusing Islamabad of
sending “messages of war”. 

Yesterday, both leaders vowed to
fight militancy and extremism in the
region after they jointly opened a
regional conference in Islamabad.
Their meeting is seen as a strong sig-
nal that both sides are attempting to
revive the Taleban talks, brokered by
Pakistan’s powerful army which has
long wielded influence over the insur-
gent group.

“I strongly reiterate our commit-

ment to a lasting and just peace with-
in which all movements that resort to
arms convert themselves to political
parties and participate in the political
process legitimately,” urged Ghani in
his speech. 

But Ghani added that Pakistan’s
military operations in its restive
northwest had the “unintended con-
sequences” of causing militant groups
to spill over into Afghanistan.

“Terrorism and extremism is the com-
mon enemy of all, we need a collec-
tive approach to combat this menace,”
said Sharif, before highlighting the
growing threat the Islamic State
group poses to both countries. “The
enemies of Afghanistan are the ene-
mies of Pakistan,” he added.

Mending ties    
India’s foreign minister Sushma

Swaraj, whose arrival in Pakistan
marked the highest-level visit from
New Delhi since 2012 and is seen by
observers as a sign of improving ties
between the two countries, said she
had come “with a message for better
relations”. 

“It is important and we want to
take the relations further-I will only be
able to tell you more when I am leav-
ing,” she told reporters after arriving
at the airport Tuesday. 

Tensions between nuclear-armed
India and Pakistan have spiked over
the past two years, with cross-border
shelling over their disputed border in
Kashmir claiming dozens of lives since
2014. But a brief meeting between
Sharif and his counterpart Narendra
Modi on the sidelines of the UN
Climate Change Conference in Paris
on November 30 appeared to have
broken the ice.

While talks between India and
Pakistan are likely to focus on Kashmir
and security issues, observers are also
watching keenly for an announce-
ment on whether or not the first crick-
et series between the two countries in
three years will go ahead.  The Heart
of Asia - Istanbul Process was estab-
lished in 2011 as an initiative by
Afghanistan and Turkey to foster
regional cooperation and long-term
peace in Afghanistan. — AFP 
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ISLAMABAD: Indian Foreign Minister Sushma Swaraj attends the first
day of the Heart of Asia conference.

KANDAHAR: Afghan forces battled yesterday
to flush out Taleban militants hours after they
stormed Kandahar airport, killing at least 46
people and taking families hostage as
President Ashraf Ghani sought to revive peace
talks at a regional conference.

Local residents said they had heard sol-
diers pleading with the insurgents to free
women and children, who were screaming
during the fighting which erupted shortly
after sundown in the southern city on
Tuesday. One security official told AFP that
insurgents were holding some civilians as
“human shields”, which was complicating their
clearance operation. 

The brazen raid on the sprawling com-
pound, which also houses a joint NATO-
Afghan base, is the second major Taleban
assault in as many days in the city recognized
as the birthplace of the Taleban. The militants
managed to breach the first gate of the high-
security complex and took up position in an
old school building, engaging security forces
in pitched firefights.

The government claimed yesterday morn-
ing that an unknown number of assailants
had been killed but residents were still report-
ing a volley of gunshots and explosions. “Since
last night my family is trapped inside the com-
plex, unable to leave because of the intense
fighting,” 40-year-old airport worker Haji
Abdul Qader told AFP, adding that he was in
contact with them by telephone. “They have
barricaded themselves inside a house.” 

Samim Khpalwak, a spokesman for the
Kandahar provincial governor, told AFP that
nine people, including civilians and soldiers,
had been killed. Dawood Shah Wafadar, a mili-
tary commander in Kandahar, gave a higher
death toll of 18. “The fighting started around
6:00 pm (Tuesday) and intensified over the
night,” 30-year-old university student Izatullah,

who lives inside the complex, told AFP.
“Soldiers were calling on Taleban attackers

to let women and children go but attackers
declined. We could hear children screaming
during the fighting.” The Taleban claimed
responsibility for the attack, with spokesman
Zabihullah Mujahid saying on Twitter that
“150 Afghan and foreign soldiers” had been
killed in the fierce fighting. 

The insurgents are regularly known to
exaggerate battlefield claims. The raid coin-
cides with Afghan President Ashraf Ghani’s
high-profile visit to Islamabad yesterday for
the Heart of Asia conference aimed at promot-
ing regional ties. Ghani’s willingness to visit
longtime nemesis Pakistan, which wields con-
siderable influence over the Taleban, has sig-
naled a renewed push to mend badly frayed
cross-border ties which in turn could help
jumpstart peace talks with the insurgents.

The raid also comes after days of fevered
speculation about the fate of Taleban leader
Mullah Akhtar Mansour following reports that
he was critically wounded in a firefight with
his own commanders in Pakistan.

‘Familiar pattern’    
“It has become a familiar pattern.

Whenever there is talk about peace talks, the
Taleban launch big attacks,” Kabul-based mili-
tary analyst Atiqullah Amarkhil told AFP. “It
shows that either they want to scuttle efforts
towards talks or want big concessions before
they reach the negotiating table.”

Pakistan, which has historically supported
the Afghan Taleban, hosted a milestone first
round of peace negotiations in July. But the
talks soon stalled when the Taleban belatedly
confirmed the death of longtime leader
Mullah Omar, sparking a power struggle with-
in the movement that lead to the creation of a
rival faction last month.

Taleban attack at afghan 

airport leaves 46 dead

KANDAHAR: Civilians wait as Afghan security forces guard at the main gate of Kandahar
civilian airport during a clash between Taleban fighters and Afghan forces. — AP 

MUMBAI: An Indian government auc-
tioneer will sell farmland, a restaurant and
even a car which officials say once
belonged to the country’s most wanted
man, fugitive Mumbai mafia boss
Dawood Ibrahim.

Indian police have been unable to
trace him for decades, but for as little as
4,000 rupees ($60), bidders can snap up a
car he purportedly owned - a 15-year-old
green Hyundai Accent sedan now parked
in a working-class Mumbai suburb. The
properties, confiscated more than a
decade ago, make up only a tiny fraction
of Ibrahim’s assets. Some have already
been put up for sale but remain mostly
unwanted, as buyers stay away. 

Yesterday, a crowd had gathered out-
side a down-at-heel south Mumbai hotel
where the auction was taking place, kept

outside by tight security. Ibrahim, report-
ed to be hiding in neighboring Pakistan,
runs D Company, a crime syndicate Indian
authorities accuse of engaging in murder,
extortion and weapon-smuggling. He is
also accused of financing Islamist militant
groups and of masterminding bomb and
grenade attacks in Mumbai in March 1993
that killed 257 people and wounded
more than 700. Ibrahim fled India in the
1980s and has since eluded the authori-
ties, although the arrest last month of a
former partner in Indonesia - Rajendra
Nikalje, known as Chhota Rajan - is
thought to be part of a strategy to hunt
him down. The Indian government has
battled for years to confiscate properties
held not only by Ibrahim but by his rela-
tives in Mumbai, and has been held up by
repeated appeals. — Reuters 

BRASÕLIA: Brazil’s beleaguered President Dilma
Rousseff won a respite in her battle to avoid
impeachment when the Supreme Court ordered
the commission considering her case suspended
for a week. At the end of a day of political drama
and chaos on Tuesday, the court in Brasilia sus-
pended the special commission that had just
been formed to recommend to Congress whether
Rousseff should be removed from office.

The suspension, made in response to an
appeal from the Communist Party of Brazil,
which is allied to the leftist Workers’ Party of
Rousseff, is in effect until next Wednesday when
the court will meet to make a ruling. The appeal
claimed irregularities in the way the commission
was formed, with Rousseff loyalists complaining
that opposition leaders had unfairly managed to
force out members who were more sympathetic
to the president. “The court understood that the
allegations are relevant. There is the risk that
everything which has been done would come to
nothing. So they suspended all work of the com-
mission until December 16,” Ademar Borges, a
Communist Party lawyer, told AFP. This gave
much needed breathing space to Rousseff, who
less than a year into her second term is fighting
for her political life. Brazil’s first female president,
a moderate leftist, is accused of illegal budgeting
maneuvers, but says the practices were long
accepted by previous governments. She calls the
attempt to bring her down a “coup.”

Unrest, turmoil  
The turmoil is stirring passions across the

South American country of 204 million people,
where Rousseff’s Workers’ Party has been in power
since 2003 with the help of its often uncomfort-
able coalition partner, the centrist PMDB.

Nationwide opposition rallies are planned
Sunday and on Tuesday Rousseff supporters
marched in central Rio de Janeiro, which will host
the 2016 Olympics. Political uncertainty is also
adding to the economic mess, with GDP down
4.5 percent in the third quarter year-on-year, and
the national currency down a third against the
dollar this year. A vast corruption scandal cen-
tered on state oil giant Petrobras has also put a
hole in investor confidence.

With only 10 percent popularity ratings
Rousseff has little political muscle, even if sup-

porters say that the charges against her are far
from the level justifying impeachment. On
Tuesday, 16 of the country’s 27 state governors
declared that the impeachment case lacks consti-
tutional foundation.

Rousseff was left reeling by indications in a
leaked letter that her vice president Michel
Temer, leader of the PMDB, could withdraw his
support because he felt she had shown “absolute
lack of confidence” in him. If Rousseff is forced
from office, Temer would become interim presi-
dent. Hours later after the letter was released, the
architect of the impeachment campaign, PMDB
member Eduardo Cunha, oversaw the formation
of the impeachment commission, resulting in a
body dominated by opponents to Rousseff.

Presidential backers were furious and tried to
impede the formation, even reportedly smashing
electronic voting machines. Dozens of congres-
sional deputies shouted and shoved each other
in chaotic scenes broadcast live on television. The
commission’s job is to send a recommendation to
the full lower house, which will then vote. A two

thirds majority would be required for the house
to send the case on to the Senate, where a trial
would be convened, again requiring a two thirds
majority to convict Rousseff.

Beginning of end? 
Michael Mohallen at the Getulio Vargas

Foundation, said “it’s still early to say this is the
beginning of the end for Rousseff.” But Rubens
Figueiredo, a politics professor at the University
of Sao Paulo, said “it was a terrible start for the
government.” Both sides of the debate have
promised to take to the streets in an attempt to
pressure Congress during what could potentially
turn into months of intrigue if the impeachment
procedure goes the full course.

Parallel to the drama over Rousseff is a battle
by her chief antagonist, Cunha, to keep his own
post as speaker of the lower house. Cunha is one
of many politicians and leading executives sucked
into the Petrobras corruption probe and has been
charged with taking millions of dollars in bribes
and holding secret Swiss bank accounts. —AFP
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RIO DE JANEIRO: Supporters of Brazilian President Dilma Rousseff demonstrate against her
possible impeachment holding a poster of her and former Brazilian President (2003-2011) Luiz
Inacio Lula Da Silva.  — AFP 

Mumbai don possessions

put up at govt auction

DHAKA: Bangladesh anti-drugs officers seized
$6.2 million of cocaine at Dhaka airport and
arrested a Spanish national on suspicion of
smuggling, officials said yesterday, the coun-
try’s second-biggest haul of the substance.

PJ Julian, 47, was arrested at the
Bangladeshi capital’s airport on Tuesday
evening with three kilos of cocaine hidden
inside the lid of his suitcase, the Department
of Narcotics Control (DNC) said.  Cocaine is not
a popular drug in Bangladesh, but interna-
tional cartels use it as a “safe route” for smug-
gling it into Europe and Southeast Asia, seeing
the country as less likely to come under suspi-
cion.  Julian had travelled to Dhaka from
Brazil’s Sao Paulo via Dubai, before being
arrested by officials acting on a tip-off from

the United States about a suspected trafficker.
“The drugs in the suitcase could not be traced
in the scanner, but we knew the tag of the
suspected luggage,” DNC director Towfique
Uddin told AFP.  Julian is expected to appear
in court today and could face the death penal-
ty if found guilty of drug smuggling. “If his
involvement is proved with the (drug) traffick-
ing, he may get a death sentence irrespective
of his nationality,” Nadim Miah, public prose-
cutor for a special drug crimes court in Dhaka
told AFP.

Miah said it was the second-biggest
cocaine haul in the Muslim-majority nation
after $14 million of liquid cocaine was found
mixed in barrels containing sunflower oil in
the port city of Chittagong in June. — AFP 
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ULAN BATOR: The United Nations’ top
human rights official praised Mongolia yester-
day for abolishing the death penalty, after the
sparsely populated Asian country approved a
new criminal code eliminating executions.
The measure was passed by the State Great
Hural, Mongolia’s parliament, last week, after
extended debate. Justice Minister
Khishigdemberel Temuujin told the official
news agency Montsame that the law was
“long anticipated”, adding: “There is no signifi-
cant increase of crimes where countries have
no death penalty”.

Mongolia’s President Tsakhiagiin Elbegdorj
is an abolitionist and halted executions after
he came to power in 2010, using his presiden-
tial authority to commute condemned pris-
oners’ sentences. “This development is very

encouraging and a clear example of positive
progress in the fight for human rights for all-
including people convicted of terrible crimes,”
UN rights chief Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein said in a
statement welcoming the abolition.

“We must not allow even the most atro-
cious acts to strip us of our fundamental
humanity,” he added. The move made
Mongolia the 105th country to abolish the
death penalty in law, the statement said.
Another 60 states either have moratoriums in
place or have not executed anyone in the last
10 years.  Mongolia has not carried out an
execution since 2008, according to rights
group Amnesty International, whose East Asia
research director Roseann Rife said: “The
death penalty is becoming a thing of the past
across the world.” — AFP 
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