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UFA: In this handout photograph released by The Indian Press Information Bureau (PIB) yesterday, India’s Prime
Minister Narendra Modi shakes hands with Pakistan Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif ahead of a meeting in Ufa on the side-
lines of the BRICS emerging economies summit. —  AFP  

UFA, Russia: India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi accept-
ed an invitation yesterday from his counterpart Nawaz
Sharif to pay his first visit to Pakistan, signaling a new thaw
in ties between the nuclear-armed rivals. After months of
stalemate and recriminations, Modi and Sharif spoke for
around an hour while visiting Russia, the talks ending with
an agreement by the Indian premier to attend a regional
summit in Islamabad next year.

While analysts warned major obstacles still lay in the
way of significant progress, a joint statement said both
leaders recognized their “collective responsibility to ensure
peace and promote development”. The statement includ-
ed joint, albeit vague, commitments on some of the most
contentious issues between them, including speeding up
efforts to bring those behind the 2008 Mumbai attacks to
justice.

Flare-ups
While Sharif did attend Modi’s inauguration in May last

year, relations soon cooled amid flare-ups in violence along
the border in Kashmir, the Himalayan region which is
claimed by both countries. Indian officials had previously
refused to confirm Modi’s participation at the next summit
of the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation
(SAARC), which is being held in Pakistan’s capital. But the
statement said Sharif had used their talks in Russia as an
opportunity to reiterate an earlier request for Modi to
attend the summit, adding that “Prime Minister Modi
accepted that invitation”.

It will be the first time that Modi-who has a reputation
as a hardline nationalist-has travelled to Pakistan since
coming to power. The two countries have fought three
wars since the partition of the subcontinent in the wake of
independence from Britain in 1947, two of them over
Kashmir. Since 1989 several rebel groups have waged cam-
paigns against the hundreds of thousands of Indian forces
deployed in Kashmir, hoping to achieve independence or
the territory’s merger with Pakistan. While the situation has
been calmer since a 2003 truce, India accused Pakistan of
killing one of its border guards on Thursday night in firing

across the de-facto Kashmir border.
In the statement, it was agreed that officials responsible

for security on both sides of the border would meet soon,
as would their respective national security advisors to “dis-
cuss all issues connected to terrorism”. India has long
argued Pakistan shelters or sponsors militant groups such
as Lashkar-e-Taiba, which is accused of being behind an
attack on the financial capital Mumbai that left 166 people
dead in November 2008.

‘The ice has been broken’ 
Modi’s government was furious in April when Pakistani

authorities freed the alleged mastermind of the attacks,
Zaki-ur-Rehman Lakhvi, on bail. India has seethed at
Pakistan’s failure either to hand over or prosecute those
accused of planning and organizing the attacks. Pakistan
says India has failed to give it crucial evidence, such as
recordings between the attackers and their handlers.

While it did not go into details, the statement said that
“both sides agreed to discuss ways and means to expedite
the Mumbai case trial, including additional information like
providing voice samples”. A senior Pakistani security offi-
cial acknowledged Delhi had “concerns” over Lakhvi but
added that Islamabad was unhappy at what it regards as
interference by India in restive Baluchistan province.

“The two sides will have to sincerely address each oth-
er’s concerns,” the official, speaking on condition of
anonymity, told AFP. “There are serious misunderstandings
and sincere efforts will be required to melt the ice and the
visit alone will not be enough.” KG Suresh, a senior fellow
at the Vivekananda International Foundation think-tank in
New Delhi, also sounded a note of caution.

“The ice has been broken. It’s a welcome step. India has
always shown, particularly this government, from the day
that it was sworn-in that it wants good neighborly rela-
tions,” he said. “But let us be realistic, let us not expect mir-
acles. Any progress in India-Pakistan relations would be
slow and steady.” Modi and Sharif met while attending a
meeting of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, held
in the Russian city of Ufa. — AFP 
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DHAKA: A stampede during a Ramadan charity handout
killed at least 24 people in Bangladesh yesterday as hun-
dreds of desperately poor people tried to get their hands on
free clothing, police said. The stampede in the northern city
of Mymensingh erupted when crowds of people tried to
force their way into a factory compound through a small
gate after massing outside before dawn, according to local
police chiefs.

Television footage from the site showed scenes of utter
devastation, with hundreds of torn and blood-spattered
sandals abandoned at the gate of the chewing tobacco fac-
tory, which is located around 120 kilometers north of the
Bangladeshi capital Dhaka. “We have so far recovered 24
bodies. Most of the dead are poor and emaciated women
and two children,” Mymensingh police chief Moinul Haque
told AFP, putting the number of injured at more than 50.

Ferried by rickshaws 
Kamrul Islam, the senior officer at a police station near

the factory, said the death toll was likely to rise further while
local media said scores of people had also been injured.
“We have handed over 24 bodies to the relatives,” Islam
said. Many of the victims were ferried by cycle rickshaws to
a nearby hospital with television footage showing relatives
rushing through the entrance and corridors, cradling the
lifeless bodies of their loved ones in their arms.

“My wife had gone there to collect some clothes for her-
self and for our children,” Mohammad Robiul, a rickshaw-
puller, told the Somoy Television news channel. “I don’t
know what will happen to my kids,” Robiul, who lost his
wife in the tragedy, added before bursting into tears. A wit-
ness told the bdnews24 website that the stampede began
when a number of people fell to the ground as a melee
erupted.

“As the gate was opening, everybody ran towards it,
pushing and shoving each other and then they started
falling,” said rickshaw-puller Dulal Mia. “Once one person
fell to the ground, another 15 to 20 people fell, too. The
people got killed when they closed the gate.” Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina expressed deep shock over the
tragedy, according to the state-run BSS news agency. In a
condolence message, the Prime Minister offered prayers
and “conveyed profound sympathy to the bereaved fami-
lies”, the agency said. Meanwhile, the religious affairs min-
istry said it would pay each family 10,000 taka (around
$125) to cover the cost of the funerals of their relatives.

Factory owner arrested 
Police and local officials said that the owner of the facto-

ry and six other people have been arrested for failing to
ensure public safety.  “Legal action will be taken against
them,” District Governor Mustakim Billah told reporters. A
special police committee has been set up to investigate the
tragedy and is due to report its findings within the next
three days.

Police said up to 1,500 people had massed outside the
factory at around 4:45 am (2245 GMT on Thursday) after the
owners had announced they would distribute free clothes
to poor people in accordance with Islamic ritual. Rich
Bangladeshis often distribute free clothes to poor people
during the Muslim holy month of Ramadan, which began
on June 19. But the handouts have sparked several deadly
stampedes over the years. — AFP
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MYMENSINGH Bangladeshi relatives react as they sit
near the bodies of some of those killed in a stampede
at a charity distribution event. — AFP 


