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ISLAMABAD: The first official peace talks between
the Afghan Taleban and the government in Kabul
concluded with an agreement to meet again after
the Muslim fasting month of Ramadan, officials said
yesterday. Pakistan hosted the meeting in a tenta-
tive step towards ending more than 13 years of war
in neighbouring Afghanistan, where the Taleban
have been trying to re-establish their hard-line
Islamist regime after it was toppled by US-led mili-
tary intervention in 2001. The next round of talks is
tentatively planned for Aug 15 and 16 in Doha, cap-
ital of Qatar, according to sources close to the par-
ticipants. Tuesday’s meeting was hailed as a “break-
through” by Pakistani Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif.
But it was far from clear whether the budding peace
process could end an escalating conflict that kills
hundreds of Afghans every month. Divisions within
the Taleban over the peace process run deep. Top
battlefield commander Abdul Qayum Zakir, a for-
mer Guantanamo Bay detainee, objected to send-
ing the delegation for talks with Kabul, according to
a lower-level Taleban commander in Kunar province
in eastern Afghanistan. Just ahead of the talks in
Pakistan, the Taleban launched two suicide attacks
in Kabul on Tuesday, killing one person and wound-
ing three. A US drone strike also killed a former
Taleban commander who pledged loyalty to Islamic
State and had seized territory in the eastern
province of Nangarhar.

US, China Involved
Officials from the United States and China were

observers at the talks held on Tuesday in Murree, a
hill  resort near Islamabad, a statement from
Pakistan’s foreign ministry said. “The participants
agreed to continue talks to create an environment
conducive for peace and the reconciliation
process,” the statement said. In recent months
there have been informal preliminary contacts
between Taleban representatives and Afghan fig-
ures, but Tuesday’s event was the first official meet-
ing. White House spokesman Josh Earnest said the
United States welcomed the talks in Pakistan, call-
ing them “an important step toward advancing
prospects for a credible peace”.

Chinese Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Hua
Chunying said China backed the process and was in
touch with all sides. China hopes peace in
Afghanistan will help it keep stability in Xinjiang,
where Beijing says it has been battling Islamist mili-
tants. Afghanistan’s foreign ministry called the
meeting “a first step toward reaching peace” and
confirmed another round would be held after
Ramadan ends next week. Afghan President
Ashraf Ghani,  who has promoted the peace
process and encouraged closer ties with neigh-
bouring Pakistan in a bid to achieve his goal, first
announced the talks on Tuesday. Sharif cautioned
in remarks released by his office that the effort
would be difficult and said Afghanistan’s neigh-
bours and the international community should
ensure “nobody tries to derail this process”.

The Taleban’s official spokesman has in the
past disavowed tentative moves towards a peace

process, saying those meeting Afghan officials
were not authorised to do so. The participants in
Tuesday’s meeting “were duly mandated by their
respective leadership” according to the Pakistani
statement.  Taleban pol it ical  leader  Ak htar
Mohammad Mansour authorised the delegation
to Islamabad for talks over the objections of bat-
tlefield commander Zakir,  according to the
Taleban commander in Kunar. “The problem is it
(the meeting) further deepened differences
between Mansour and Zakir,” he said. “Zakir ...
threatened Mansour that he and his men would
either set up another group or would join Islamic
State if he did not stop the negotiations.”

Pakistan has in recent months pledged to
pressure Taleban leaders, many of whom are
believed to be hiding in Pakistan, to come to the
negotiating table. In February, Pakistan stated
bluntly that Mansour and Zakir must agree on
talks. Because Zakir holds sway over several
thousand fighters in eastern Afghanistan, it is
uncertain whether any ceasefire, likely be the
f irst  demand by K abul,  could hold.  S i lent
throughout the process  has been Mullah
Mohammad Omar,  the Taleban’s  reclusive
supreme leader who has not been seen in public
since the Taleban was toppled. Some disgruntled
Taleban commanders question whether Omar is
al ive,  and several  have switched loyalty to
Islamic State, the Middle East-based group that
has seized swathes of  terr i tor y in I raq and
Syria.—Reuters 

Afghans, Taleban to meet
again following Pak talks
Sharif hails first official meeting as ‘breakthrough’

HERAT: Afghan devotees perform special evening ‘Taraweeh’ prayers during the holy month of Ramadan at a mosque late Tuesday. —AFP 

KATHMANDU: His luxury flat had views of
the Himalayas to make the heart soar but
Dan Bahadur Budhathoki is going to take
some persuading to move back into
Kathmandu’s 17-storey Park View Horizon
apartment block. Budhathoki was at home
on April 25 when Nepal was hit by its dead-
liest earthquake in eight decades and felt
the ground sway under his feet. “I was really
frightened,” said Budhathoki, the boss of a
local temping agency who has been living
in his office since disaster struck.

The 7.8-magnitude quake killed more
than 8,800 people and destroyed nearly
600,000 houses in Nepal, a country where
high-rise buildings are still something of a
rarity and are limited to Kathmandu. The
quake also damaged another 280,000
houses, leaving hundreds of thousands of
people homeless and emptying villages
deemed too dangerous for human habita-
tion. Nepalis watched in horror as clouds of
dust rose over the Kathmandu Valley and
thousands of poorly constructed houses
crumbled to pieces, many of which were
home to some of the capital’s poorest resi-
dents.  

More than two months later, blue tents
and makeshift shelters made from iron and
tarpaulin still dot Kathmandu’s landscape,
offering shelter to working-class families
who saw their life savings turned to rubble.
Wealthier residents who live in better-
designed buildings by and large emerged
unscathed.

Storeys Added 
When Budhathoki purchased his home

in one of the capital ’s most desirable
addresses, he was given assurances about
its capacity to withstand an earthquake.

“The developer said that the building was
safe for quakes. Initially it was an 11-storey
building but then he got the permit to add
six storeys. “Maybe that’s the reason for this
big damage,” added Budhathoki who heads
a group of some 100 apartment owners
and tenants demanding compensation.

Before April’s quake, 58 high-rise build-
ings had been built in Kathmandu while
around another dozen projects have
received planning permission. While thou-
sands of one or two-storey buildings were
reduced to rubble, none of the tower
blocks were toppled. Park View Horizon is
one of two high-rise buildings that have
been slapped with a red notice, meaning it
needs either major work to make it safe or
else must be demolished. While six build-
ings sustained no damage at all, the other
50 require lighter remedial work, according
to Buddhisagar Thapa, an urban develop-
ment ministry official who has responsibili-
ty for Kathmandu.

Fear Factor 
Varun Developers, the local offshoot of

the Indian construction giant RJCorp which
built Park View, says the building does not
necessarily have to be razed to the ground
and can be made habitable again. “It will
take at least six months but it can be done.
The foundations are okay but we are work-
ing on strengthening them,” said Amit
Gupta, the company’s representative in
Nepal.  Gupta insisted construction had
conformed to all safety regulations but
acknowledged residents were fearful about
returning. “Of course, things will never be
the same and it will take time but by six
months, phobia of high storeys will
decrease.”—AFP

Nepal flat owners baulk
at return to high-life

KATHMANDU: This photograph taken on June 14, 2015 shows damage to The Park
View Horizon Apartment building. — AFP 


