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MALE: The president of the Maldives appointed
his trusted tourism minister as vice president yes-
terday, a day after parliament ousted his former
deputy on negligence charges.

President Yameen Abdul Gayoom swore in
Ahmed Adeeb as vice president at a closed cere-
mony. The 33-year-old Adeeb’s appointment was
widely expected since lawmakers started a process
to impeach Mohamed Jameel, who had been
Gayoom’s vice president since they were elected in
2013.

Lawmakers even voted to lower the minimum
age of eligibility for president and vice president
from 35 to 30 to enable Adeeb to take the position.

Adeeb is known as a staunch Gayoom loyalist,
mobilizing young people in support of the presi-
dent. He defended Gayoom amid widespread
local and international criticism for jailing opposi-
tion leader and former President Mohamed
Nasheed earlier this year.Nasheed was jailed for
13 years in March after a disputed terrorism trial
for detaining a senior judge when he was presi-

dent three years ago. The jailing threatened to
lead to a protracted political crisis, but relations
between the government and the Nasheed-led
Maldivian Democratic Party have improved, and
Nasheed has been transferred from prison to
house arrest. His colleagues are negotiating a full
release with the government.

Jameel was ousted Tuesday after 78 of 85 law-
makers voted in favor of the impeachment motion.
Two lawmakers voted against the motion and one
abstained, while the rest were absent.

Most pro-Nasheed lawmakers voted in favor of
the impeachment, in what is seen as being in
exchange for the concessions to Nasheed.Jameel,
who is in Britain and did not answer the charges
against him, said in a statement that he had been
sidelined and prevented from performing his
duties.  The Maldives, an Indian Ocean archipelago
nation known for its upscale resorts, became a
multiparty democracy in 2008 after 30 years of
autocratic rule by Gayoom’s half-brother Maumoon
Abdul Gayoom. — AP

MAZAR-I-SHARIF: A suicide bomber killed
15 people including women and children yes-
terday when he blew himself up in a northern
Afghan market, as militants intensify their
annual summer offensive despite nascent
peace talks.

The attack in Almar district of Faryab
province, bordering Turkmenistan, highlights
the heavy toll of such attacks on civilians after
13 years of war.  No group claimed responsi-
bility for the suicide bombing, which comes
just before another round of peace negotia-
tions between the government and Taleban
militants are due to start.

“This morning a suicide bomber detonated
his explosives-laden vest in a market in Almar,”
Faryab governor Abdul Sattar Barez told AFP.
“Our information shows at least 15 people
were killed in the attack, including women
and children and at least one Afghan army
soldier,” he said, adding that around 38 others
were wounded.

Almar district chief Saleh Mohammad
Saleh confirmed the death toll, adding that
some of the wounded were in a critical condi-
tion.  “We had received intelligence report
that a suicide attacker has entered the market
in Almar, so we set up a police check point to
search for him,” local police commmander Saif,
who goes by one name, told AFP.  “We were
looking for him when he blew himself up near
an armoured military vehicle,” Saif said,
adding that the attacker was aged between
20 and 25.

Growing casualties 
Taleban insurgents, who launched their

annual summer offensive in late April, have
stepped up attacks on government and for-
eign targets despite official efforts to jump-
start peace talks.

Civilians often fall victim to such attacks,
with almost 1,000 Afghan civilians killed dur-
ing the first four months of the year, accord-
ing to the UN mission in Afghanistan.

President Ashraf Ghani’s government has
drawn criticism for failing to end the spike in
violence, which critics partly blame on the
protracted delay in the appointment of a
defence minister.

The crucial post has not been filled since
Ghani came to power last September.

US-led NATO forces ended their combat
mission in Afghanistan in December, leaving
local forces to battle the Taleban alone, but a
13,000-strong residual force remains for train-
ing and counter-terrorism operations.  Afghan
officials sat down with Taleban cadres this
month in Murree, a tourist town in the hills
north of Islamabad, Pakistan, for their first
face-to-face talks aimed at ending the bloody
insurgency.  They agreed to meet again in the
coming weeks, drawing praise from
Islamabad, Beijing, Washington and the
United Nations.  Afghan officials have not said
when and where the next round of negotia-
tions will take place, but they are widely
expected to be conducted in the coming
days.

Earlier this month 33 people were killed
in a suicide attack at a military base in the
eastern province of Khost and a few days
later 25 civilians were wounded in a bomb-
ing inside a mosque in northern Baghlan
province. — AFP

KABUL: Afghan men carry an injured man to a hospital after a suicide attack in Faryab province northern of Kabul, Afghanistan, yesterday. More than a
dozen people are dead and at least 38 people wounded after a suicide bomber detonated his explosives-laden vest among a crowd of shoppers at a
market in northern Afghanistan yesterday. — AP

Suicide bomber kills 

15 in Afghan market
Taleban insurgents step up attacks on govt and foreign targets

LAHORE: Pakistan’s Supreme Court yester-
day temporarily suspended the   death sen-
tence of a Christian woman accused of blas-
phemy, her lawyer said, in a case that hit
global headlines after the murder of two
politicians who tried to intervene on her
behalf.  Asia Bibi, a farm worker and mother
of four, became the first woman to be sen-
tenced to death under Pakistan’s controver-
sial blasphemy law in 2010.

The Supreme Court will soon begin hear-
ing an appeal against her conviction, said
lawyer Saif-ul-Malook.  “The execution of Asia
Bibi has been suspended and will remain sus-
pended until the decision of this appeal,”
Malook said. No date had been set for her
execution, he added.  The prosecution lawyer
was not available for comment.  The law in
predominantly Muslim Pakistan does not
define blasphemy but stipulates that the
penalty is death.  While convictions for blas-
phemy are fairly common, with most cases
involving members of religious minorities, a
death sentence has never been carried out.

But many people have been killed by
angry mobs after being accused of blasphe-
my. Human rights activists say accusations of
blasphemy are sky rocketing because the law
is often abused to settle grudges and seize
money or property.  Attacks on those who
have questioned the blasphemy law and

called for reform, including the murder of two
politicians who tried to intervene on behalf of
Bibi, have stifled debate.  The governor of
Punjab province, Salman Taseer, was shot
dead by a bodyguard in 2011 after he had
sought a presidential pardon for Bibi. The
judge who later sentenced Taseer’s killer had
to flee the country.

Islamist militants claimed responsibility for
the murder later in 2011 of the then sole
Christian government minister for challeng-
ing the blasphemy law.

The case against Bibi followed accusations
by two sisters who accused her of making
derogatory remarks about Islam.  Her lawyers
say her neighbours had a grudge against Bibi
because of an earlier dispute.

Malook said key witnesses had not
appeared during hearings by the High Court.
“The real eyewitnesses ... never appeared
before the court and backed out,” he said.
Evidence in blasphemy trials often cannot be
reproduced in court for fear of committing
another offence and judges and lawyers
often refuse to hear cases because they fear
being attacked.

Lawyers who hear  blasphemy cases are
frequently threatened.  A prominent human
rights advocate defending a professor
accused of making a blasphemous Facebook
post was murdered last year. — Reuters
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NEW DELHI: Sitting on a cold concrete slab,
Sunita Devi reapplies her red lipstick as she pre-
pares for customers at a dingy brothel along the
Indian capital’s infamous GB road.

“We don’t go to men, they come to us. We
want to earn a living with dignity just as in any
other profession,” Devi, dressed in a traditional
cream and green salwar-kameez, told AFP, in the
bustling red light district. Like millions of other
sex workers, Devi, 35, is anxiously waiting for the
country’s highest court to hand down a ruling
which they hope will finally clarify the age-old
profession’s legal status. Soliciting is illegal in
India along with running a brothel and pimping,
but the law, an archaic throw back to British
colonial times, is vague on prostitution itself.

Sex workers are hoping the Supreme Court’s
ruling will force the government to decriminalise
the industry. They say they are tired of being ran-
domly targeted by police and sent to correction
homes where they say conditions are worse
than jails. Some 2,800 women and 4,800 men
were arrested in 2013, the latest government fig-
ures show but with a conviction rate less than 35
percent, cases continue to languish in courts for
years. “Don’t look at us as if we are criminals and
please don’t arrest our clients,” said Devi, who
was sold by the boyfriend she eloped with for
50,000 rupees (around $800) to a man who in
turn struck a deal with a brothel pimp.

Devi opted to stay on at the brothel, where
clients buy a token and select a woman of their
choice, once she realised she could earn “a good
500 rupees ($8) a day or more” without having to
“work too hard”.  On average, she sees two men
a night, up to five in busier times, in windowless
cubicles with single beds.

Forced underground 
India has nearly three million sex workers,

according to Havocscope, which focuses on
black market industries worldwide.

Activists argue many are selling sex by
choice, neither having been trafficked nor held
against their will, and should have the same
rights as other workers. “The law is very ambigu-
ous. Who is exploiting whom? The woman who
gets paid or the one seeking pleasure?” asked
Tripti Tandon of the Lawyers Collective advocacy
group.  “The law assumes that all sex workers are
victims and fails to recognise their right to a
livelihood. The sex workers don’t consider them-
selves as victims so why impose it (the law) on
them?”

Public health workers want decriminalisa-
tion, saying women and clients are forced
underground for fear of arrest, making it difficult

to limit the spread of HIV and other diseases.
But anti-trafficking campaigners argue any

kind of legitimacy would fuel the industry, lead-
ing to a jump in smuggling of mainly poor and
uneducated women from rural areas as well as
children into brothels, a major problem in India. 

Just over 14 million adults and children are
trapped in modern slavery in India, the most in
any country in the world, according to the Walk
Free Foundation’s 2014 Global Slavery Index.

Acting on a public interest petition four years
ago, the Supreme Court formed a panel to inves-
tigate the industry and look at amendments to
the law. It also asked the state governments to
conduct an ongoing survey to determine how
many sex workers, given a choice, wanted to be
rehabilitated and retrained in other professions
and how many wanted to stay put.

‘Income is good’ 
Dressed in garish saris and skirts, some wait-

ing for customers along Delhi’s seedy GB Road
said they were reluctant to leave the job,
because the money was better than other low-
paid labour as domestic servants or seamstress-
es.  “We have a lot of freedom here and the
income is good,” said Kusum, who earns around
20,000 rupees ($317) a month for her husband
and three children living in a village in neigh-
bouring Uttar Pradesh state.

“I can afford a better life for my children back
home with the money that I make here. I think
my job is less strenuous than many others,” said
the 36-year-old, who entered the trade on the
advice of a friend, also a prostitute. While she
works, her husband cares for the children who
think she is a nurse in Delhi. Although most sex
workers want decriminalisation, they are wary of
suggestions to licence sex work as in other
countries. Under such a scheme, they would be
issued identity cards stating their stigmatised
profession and also forced to pay taxes. 

“Licensing might work in the West but here
in India where sex work is looked down upon
and prostitutes ostracised, it is a long shot,” said
Amit Kumar, national coordinator of the All India
Network of Sex Workers.

The National Commission of Women, a feder-
al body, briefly backed legalising the trade last
year, only to reverse its stance after a fierce back-
lash in socially conservative India. 

But Kumar said the courts and government
groups needed to understand that keeping sex
work in the shadows was a waste of time.

“Our politicians and courts have been fence
sitting for too long. Sex work is the oldest profes-
sion and it’s not going to end ever.” — AFP
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Maldives president names new VP after previous one is ousted

NEW DELHI: In this photograph taken on July 8, 2015, an employee of Indian NGO-Shakti
Vahini, carries a box of condoms for distribution at a brothel in New Delhi. Soliciting is
illegal in India along with running a brothel and pimping, but the law, an archaic throw
back to British colonial times, is vague on prostitution itself. — AFP

BAMIYAN: Trudging halfway up a jagged goat trail,
guide Mohammad Ibrahim extolled the panoramic
view-a vast, ancient landscape of russet-hued cliffs
that is on the frontline of Afghan efforts to jump-
start warzone tourism.

Bamiyan-famous for empty hillside niches that
once sheltered giant Buddha statues that were
blown up by the Taleban-is a rare oasis of tranquility
that has largely been spared the wrenching conflict
that afflicts the rest of Afghanistan.  Once a caravan
stop along the fabled Silk Road, the central Afghan
city was recently named this year’s cultural capital of
South Asia, igniting hopes of restoring its place on
the global tourism map. One obstacle, however,
remains: Bamiyan is hemmed in by war.

Figuring out how to get to the ancient city-
endowed with stunning  landscapes but wedged
between volatile provinces-itself is a challenge. But
that doesn’t stop Ibrahim, head of the local tourism
association with a penchant for Indiana Jones-style
straw hats, from making his sales pitch. 

“Bamiyan has caves with the world’s oldest oil
paintings, the country’s first national park and dur-
ing winter it’s home to Afghanistan’s only ski slopes,”
he said, sounding like a walking tourism brochure.

Hiking up to the ruined ramparts of Shahr-e-
Gholghola-the City of Screams, which was
destroyed by Genghis Khan in the 13th century-
Ibrahim stopped to catch his breath and picked up a
spent bullet shell from the ground, one of many
Soviet-era casings that litter the windswept trail
overlooking the sandstone cliffs and snow-clad pyr-
amids of the Hindu Kush range.

“Bamiyan is the envy of Afghanistan-it has
peace,” he said.

‘Hippie trail’ 
Pre-civil war days are a subject of whispered nos-

talgia in Bamiyan, when it wielded control over
strategic mountain passes connecting trade routes

from India, China and Persia and the local markets
swarmed with stoned backpackers hopping over-
land on the so-called “hippie trail”. 

It has failed to revive the heyday of tourism after
decades of war, including the Taliban’s 1996-2001
reign when they destroyed two massive Buddha
statues carved into sandstone cliffs, labelling them
an affront to Islam-an act globally condemned as
“cultural terrorism”. 

Reliable statistics are hard to come by but offi-
cials admit that the number of foreign tourists has
fallen off a cliff in recent post-Taliban years as pes-
simism abounds about the state of Afghanistan,
trapped in a quagmire of escalating violence. 

But in an effort to lure tourists, especially from
the sub-continent, Bamiyan was last month inaugu-
rated as the South Asia Association for Regional
Cooperation (SAARC) cultural capital for 2015 — a
move welcomed by local hoteliers and shopkeep-
ers, though few are optimistic.

Bamiyan’s single-runway airport can only accom-
modate small aircraft, with just one commercial air-
line operating thrice weekly flights from Kabul. 

And both land routes connecting it to the capi-
tal-through the mountainous Ghorband valley in
neighbouring Parwan province and Wardak
province in the south-can be deadly.

Travellers who cannot afford the $200 round-trip
air fare say Taliban militants harass them with
impunity. “If you are an Afghan travelling by road,
wear a ragged tunic, abandon all government ID
and say your prayer,” quipped Umaidullah Azad, a
tourist in Band-e Amir, widely known as
“Afghanistan’s Grand Canyon” for its azure lakes and
rolling limestone cliffs. “If the Taliban flag you down,
you have a good chance of surviving if you look like
a country bumpkin. But no chance if you have gov-
ernment or foreign connections,” said Azad, 24, a
telecom official who recently made the perilous
journey from Kabul.—AFP

Afghanistan’s Bamiyan on 

frontline of warzone tourism

NEW DELHI: Activists of the Indian Youth Congress (IYC) stand on the police barricades as they
shout anti-goverment slogans during a protest near the Indian Parliament in New Delhi yesterday.
Protesters demanded official inquiries and resignations of a number of scandal-hit ministers of the
ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). — AFP


