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DAHALA KHAGRABARI: Bangladesh and
India will this week finally swap tiny islands of
land, ending one of the world’s most difficult
border disputes that has kept thousands of
people in stateless limbo for almost 70 years.

At one minute past midnight today, some
50,000 residents along the border will light
candles and celebrate their “new found free-
dom” following a historic deal sealed
between the two countries’ prime ministers.

“The 68 candles mark our 68 years of end-
less pain since 1947 and the agonies and
poverty we faced living in no-man’s land,”
said Golam Mostafa, who lives in an Indian
enclave in the Bangladesh district of
Kurigram.

Mostafa and other residents of the 162
enclaves-small pockets of one country’s terri-
tory surrounded by the other-lack basic serv-
ices such as schools, clinics, power and water
because they are cut off from their national

governments. Under the agreement finalised
in June and coming into effect today, the
“islands” will effectively cease to exist, as
each country will assume sovereignty over all
enclaves in its territory.

Residents can choose to live in India or
Bangladesh and will be granted citizenship.
They can stay put or choose to move across
the 4,000-kilometre (2,500 mile) long border. 

With the land swapping less than 48
hours away, excitement has gripped the
enclaves, with villagers holding feasts,
rehearsing their new national anthem and
preparing for celebrations including tradi-
tional games.

“It’s like Eid day here. It’s like a new found
freedom,” Rabbul Alam, who lives in the
Indian enclave of Dahala Khagrabari, some
400 kilometres north of Dhaka, told AFP. 

One of the weirdest enclaves, Dahala
Khagrabari is situated in Bangladesh’s north-

ernmost district of Panchagarh, is surround-
ed by a larger Bangladeshi enclave, which is
circled by an even bigger Indian one.  

“For an outsider, it is difficult to know
who is a Bangladeshi or who is an Indian
here. Even we get confused. Only some con-
crete pillars mark which part is Bangladesh
and which is India,” Alam said.

The enclaves date back to ownership
arrangements made centuries ago between
local princes. Local legends say the enclaves
were the result of 18th-century chess games
by two competing princes.  The parcels of
land survived partition of the subcontinent in
1947 after British rule and Bangladesh’s 1971
war of independence with Pakistan.

A peaceful end 
Bangladesh endorsed a deal with India in

1974 in a bid to dissolve the pockets, but a
souring of ties in the next few decades

meant India only signed a final agreement in
June during a visit to Dhaka by premier
Narendra Modi, keen to strengthen regional
ties.

Modi has compared the agreement to
the dismantling of the Berlin Wall, while his
counterpart Sheikh Hasina says a humanitari-
an issue has come to a peaceful end.

“For decades we lived in these enclaves
without any government. There was no
school, no clinic, no stipends or food aid for
widows or the old,” said Naresh Chandra
Barman, who has chosen to become a
Bangladesh citizen. Officials of both nations
this month conducted surveys, asking resi-
dents to choose a country.

“The overwhelming majority of people
living in Indian enclaves in Bangladesh opted
for Bangladeshi citizenship,” Habibur
Rahman, a Bangladesh government coordi-
nator of the survey. — AFP

Bangladesh, India in historic land swap after 70 years

KABUL: The Taleban yesterday distanced
itself from peace talks that had been
expected this week with the Afghan gov-
ernment, while making no comment on
Kabul’s reported death of their leader
Mullah Omar.

Afghanistan on Wednesday said Omar
died two years ago in Pakistan, in the first
such official confirmation from Kabul after
unnamed government and militant
sources reported the demise of the reclu-
sive warrior-cleric. The insurgents have
not officially confirmed his death, and the
claim-just two days before a fresh round
of talks were expected-cast doubt over
the tenuous peace process.

“Media outlets are circulating reports
that peace talks will take place very soon...
either in the country of China or Pakistan,”
the Taleban said in an English-language
statement posted on their website yester-
day. “(Our) political office... are not aware
of any such process.” Hours later the
Pakistani foreign ministry said the second

round of talks,  which had been due to
take place today, had been postponed.
The ministry said the Taleban leadership
had asked for the postponement “in view
of the reports regarding the death of
Mullah Omar and the resulting uncertain-
ty”.

The Taleban’s earlier statement was
the first comment from the group, which
has waged an almost 14-year insurgency
against Afghan and foreign forces, since
Kabul’s dramatic announcement,  of
Omar’s death, citing “credible informa-
tion”. Omar has not been seen publicly
since the 2001 US-led invasion of
Afghanistan that toppled the Taleban
government in Kabul.

Haseeb Sediqi, the spokesman for
Afghanistan’s National Directorate of
Security, told AFP that Omar died in hos-
pital in the Pakistani city of Karachi “under
mysterious circumstances”.

Rumours of Omar’s ill-health and even
death have regularly surfaced in the past,

but the White House added weight to
Kabul’s latest assertion, calling reports of
his demise “credible”.

‘Existential crisis’ 
Omar’s death would mark a significant

blow to the Taleban, which is riven by
internal divisions and threatened by the
rise of the Islamic State group, the Middle
East jihadist outfit that is making steady
inroads in Afghanistan. Afghan officials
sat down with Taleban cadres earlier this
month in Murree, a holiday town in the
hil ls  north of the Pakistani capital
Islamabad, for their first face-to-face talks
aimed at ending the bloody insurgency.

They had agreed to meet again in the
coming weeks, drawing international
praise, and Afghan officials pledged to
press for a ceasefire in the second round.

Michael Kugelman, Afghanistan expert
at the Washington-based Woodrow
Wilson International Center for Scholars,
said the “talks have... certainly lost their
momentum”. 

“Announcement of Omar’s death will
spark an existential crisis for the Taleban,
and the last thing that will be on its mind
are peace talks. It will need to focus on its
survival, not talks,” Kugelman told AFP.

A statement from the Afghan presi-
dential palace on Wednesday, however,
said grounds for the discussions are more
solid now than before, and implored all
insurgents to join the peace process. But
many of the insurgents’ ground com-
manders have openly questioned the
legitimacy of the Taleban negotiators,
exposing dangerous faultlines within the
movement.

The split within the Taleban over the
peace process has been worsened by the
emergence of a local branch of the Islamic
State group, which last year declared a
“caliphate” across large areas of Iraq and
Syria under its control.

The Taleban warned IS  recently
against expanding in the region, but this
has not stopped some fighters, inspired
by the group’s success, defecting to
swear allegiance to IS chief Abu Bakr al-
Baghdadi instead of the invisible Mullah
Omar. — AFP

Former President Kalam 

buried in south India

NEW DELHI: Tens of thousands of people gathered in the southern
Indian town of Rameswaram yesterday for the burial of former
President A.P.J. Abdul Kalam, known as the father of the country’s
military missile program.

His body, carried in a glass topped hearse, was driven from his
home in the tiny fishing town to the cemetery where he had want-
ed to be buried. The 83-year-old Kalam died on Monday. People,
some carrying flowers, lined the streets as the hearse drove through
the town. Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi and scores of other
senior government officials were present at the funeral.

As president Kalam had been the supreme commander of
India’s armed forces and he was given all military honors before he
was buried. Kalam was president from 2002 until 2007. He was a sci-
entist and science administrator for four decades and was widely
known for his involvement in pioneering India’s nuclear and missile
programs.

For many it was his education role that inspired them the most.
Shakira Bano, a teacher in Rameswaram, told NDTV news channel
that the former president had been a huge inspiration to her and
many others in his hometown.  Kalam collapsed while delivering a
lecture to a group of management students in northeast India’s
Shillong city. He was rushed to the hospital but could not be
revived. The government has announced a week-long mourning
period. Both the government and opposition have mourned
Kalam’s death and described him as a great scientific mind and an
inspiration for millions of young Indians.

Through his time in office and after his term ended Kalam wrote
several books, mostly aimed at inspiring students. After his presi-
dential term ended, he traveled extensively to schools and colleges
across India. Kalam received several prestigious awards, including
Bharat Ratna, India’s top civil honor conferred by the government.

Kalam rose to the highest office in India from humble
beginnings. His father owned boats, which he rented out to
local fishermen. — AP

RAMESWARAM: Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, left,
lays a wreath near the mortal remains of former President
A.P.J. Abdul Kalam during his funeral ceremony at the Pei
Karumbu ground, in Rameswaram, India, yesterday. — AP

ISLAMABAD: Pakistani women cry during an operation to tear down a poverty-
stricken neighbourhood where Afghan refugees and Pakistani tribal people
live in Islamabad yesterday. Teams of Capital Development Authority (CDA)
backed by a heavy contingent of police and security personnel began tearing
down the Afghan Basti area of the national capital, with angry residents
responding with protests and stone throwing. — AFP 
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