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KABUL: In this photograph taken on June 24, 2015, Afghan soldier Essa Khan Laghmani (left) explains how he shot and killed six Taleban inside the
Afghan Parliament. — AFP

Peshawar bomber  

detained in Italy

KABUL: He is called a superhero and feted with
financial rewards from Afghan politicians, but
the lionization of the soldier who singlehanded-
ly killed six attackers in parliament belies bub-
bling discontent over deteriorating security. Essa
Khan Laghmani, 28, was plucked from obscurity
and catapulted to national fame this week after
he shot dead the Taleban insurgents who on
Monday launched a gun and grenade assault on
the legislature, sending terrified lawmakers scur-
rying for cover.

“Taq Chapako!”-”Bang! and down” in Dari-
meanwhile became an Internet meme after he
used the phrase in television interviews to
describe how he effortlessly knocked down his
targets as though they were skittles in a bowling
alley. Laghmani’s feat offered a rare glimmer of
good news during the Taleban’s annual summer
offensive, which has sent civilian and military
casualties soaring and threatened major cities
for the first time in a decade.

President Ashraf Ghani awarded him a three-
bedroom apartment, former warlord General
Dostum gifted him a pickup truck and some law-
makers pledged him a month of their salaries
and other cash rewards to offer their gratitude.
That’s not all. His posters are splashed around
Kabul, a provincial governor has named a major
thoroughfare after him and Afghanistan’s
starstruck youth have posted poems on social
media to extol his “heroism”.

Unnecessary glorification
“He killed six terrorists with six bullets. He

saved the lives of MPs,” defense ministry
spokesman Dawlat Waziri told AFP. “His bravery

deserves to be celebrated.” But the celebration
of Laghmani-or unnecessary glorification,
depending on who you ask-glosses over grow-
ing public angst over a 13-year war that is inflict-
ing a heavy toll on ordinary Afghans.

“By hyping Essa Khan, the Afghan govern-
ment (is trying) to hide its inability to prevent
attacks on such a high-profile target in the capi-
tal,” said one Afghan user on Facebook.  “Khan
has become a rich man. We saw MPs donating
cash and their salaries to him. This assistance is
not to honor his patriotism but to reward him for
saving their lives.” 

War-weary Afghans are in for the bloodiest
fighting season in a decade, experts say, with
the stubborn Taleban insurgency spreading
inexorably northwards beyond its traditional
southern and eastern strongholds. Afghan
security forces, stretched on multiple fronts
and facing record casualties, are struggling to
rein in the militants even as the government
makes repeated efforts to jump-start peace
negotiations. 

“The Afghan government is desperate for
something to cheer about-and perhaps some-
thing to distract people from how frightening
the situation is,” said Heather Barr of Human
Rights Watch.”They are also desperate to bolster
the morale-and the perceptions-of the security
forces,” she told AFP. 

‘Hungry for heroes’ 
Laghmani, a slender but well-built army ser-

geant wearing a slanted beret, recalled the
moment he turned into a national sensation. “I
pointed my gun at the terrorists and said

Bismillah (in the name of god), and then “Taq
Chapako!” he told AFP in the parliament com-
plex. “My friends say if the enemy ever catches
me they will skin me alive, but I feel no fear. I am
only concerned that these cowards might try to
harm my family,” said the father-of-three.

Since the attack, “Taq Chapako” has even
appeared on car bumper stickers and inspired
online poetry. One ode posted on Facebook
reads: “Suicide bombers came oblivious and
unaware; But Essa Khan was there to greet them;
Reaching for his M-16, he vanquished them
instantly; Taq Chapako! Taq Chapako!”

Observers say Laghmani’s rise reflects the
strong public desire for “superhero” figures in
strife-torn Afghan society. “Afghanistan is hun-
gry for heroes, and this soldier has been whole-
heartedly embraced for that very reason,” said
Michael Kugelman, Afghanistan expert at the
Washington-based Woodrow Wilson
International Center for Scholars.

Through Laghmani, Afghanistan is trying to
convey a message to skeptical international
donors, he said. “In essence, Afghanistan is say-
ing: ‘It’s still worth funding us because we have
the personnel to get things done’,” Kugelman
told AFP. But Laghmani’s popularity has stirred
resentment among his peers, leaving many qui-
etly seething over the lack of recognition for
hundreds of soldiers whose sacrifices go unno-
ticed. “I was in the same room as Laghmani,
shooting multiple rounds at the enemy and pro-
tecting the parliament,” one soldier told AFP.
“Afghan soldiers die every day, performing big-
ger heroic acts. Most of them don’t get gifts and
cash rewards.” — AFP 

ROME: A Pakistani accused of organizing a
2009 bomb attack on a Peshawar market
that killed more than 130 people, has been
detained in Italy, police said yesterday.
Siyar Khan, 36, who is also suspected of
involvement in a potential plot against
Pope Francis, was arrested on terrorism
charges as he stepped off a flight from
Islamabad to Rome on Thursday evening.

In a statement, police said they suspect-
ed he had an “executive role” in what was
one of the worst attacks in Pakistan’s histo-
ry - the October 28, 2009 bombing of the
crowded Meena Bazaar which left 134
dead, including scores of women and chil-
dren, and more than 200 others injured.
Authorities at the time blamed the Taleban,
which denied carrying out the attack.
Italian anti-terrorism detectives believe
Siyar Khan was part of a jihadist network
based in Italy which was plotting terror
attacks on Rome and possibly the Vatican
to be carried by suicide bombers imported
from Pakistan.

Islamist terror cell 
The suspect, who is legally resident in

Italy, is accused of sheltering one of the
would-be suicide bombers, who entered
the country in March 2010 and is believed
to be still at large. The detention of Khan
came two months after police on the island
of Sardinia issued 18 arrest warrants as part
of an operation against what they
described as an Islamist terror cell led by
two former bodyguards of Osama bin
Laden.

The cell allegedly operated out of Olbia,
a Sardinian town which has a small, long-
standing Pakistani community. Only nine of
the suspects were actually arrested in April
with the others mostly thought to have fled
to Pakistan before the raids. Mario Carta,
one of detectives in charge of the investi-
gation, told AFP the Italian authorities con-
sider Siyar Khan to have been the right-
hand man of Sultan Wali Khan, an Olbia
shopkeeper arrested in April whom they
suspect of having planned and financed
the Peshawar attack. Carta said that the
would-be suicide bomber arrived in Italy in

March 2010 with the intention of mounting
an attack, “perhaps on Rome, even the
Vatican cannot be ruled out.”

“We have not been able to establish the
identity of the kamikaze (bomber) ... but we
believe he is still at large in Italy, most
probably in the region of Olbia, which had
become a nerve centre of jihadist activity,”
Carta told AFP.

Six-year probe 
The operation against the alleged cell

followed a six-year investigation that
began with a probe into an illegal immigra-
tion racket allegedly run from Sardinia. The
prosecutor in charge of the case said in
April that the existence of a possible con-
spiracy to kill the pope was based on wire-
taps in which the suspects had spoken “in
ironic terms” about the leader of the
world’s Catholics.

At the time, the Vatican played down
the significance of the investigation, saying
it concerned a 2010 scenario that didn’t
materialize and insisting there was no need
for additional measures to protect Francis.
Among the others arrested in April was
Zulkifal Hafiz Mohammed, an imam who
worked in Brescia and Bergamo in northern
Italy and allegedly raised funds for radical
groups.

The arrest warrants accuse the suspects
of belonging to “an organization dedicated
to transnational criminal activities inspired
by Al-Qaeda and other radical organiza-
tions pursuing armed struggle against the
West and insurrection against the current
government of Pakistan.” Police said in April
that two members of the network were
part of bin Laden’s security detail before his
slaying by US special forces in Pakistan in
May 2011 while others were in contact with
the late Al-Qaeda leader’s relatives.

According to police, the Islamist group
based on Sardinia was involved in smug-
gling Pakistani and Afghan nationals into
Europe through Italy, via visa and asylum
scams. Funds raised from this activity were
allegedly sent back to radical groups in
Pakistan, including Al-Qaeda offshoots and
the local Taleban. — AFP 

Afghanistan’s ‘superhero’ 

inspires awe and disdain
Solider singlehandedly killed six attackers 

ROME: A handout photo released by the Italian Police shows Siyar Khan of Pakistan
who is detained. — AFP

KARACHI: Sea breezes brought cooler
temperatures on Friday to ease a heat
wave that killed more than 1,150 people
over a week around Pakistan’s teeming
port city of Karachi during the Muslim
fasting month of Ramadan. The extreme
heat of up to 44 degrees Celsius (111
Fahrenheit) - the hottest since 1981 -
coincided with power failures and trig-
gered sharp criticism of the govern-
ment’s response in the city of 20 million
people.

By yesterday, the daily high tempera-
ture was about 36 degree Celsius (97
Fahrenheit), according to Dr Mohammad
Hanif of the Director National Weather
Forecasting Centre. The power outages
left many without fans, water or light at
the beginning of Ramadan, when many
Muslims do not eat or drink during day-
light hours.

“By Friday, at least 1,150 people have
died in the government-run hospitals,”

said Anwar Kazmi of the Edhi
Foundation, a private charity that runs a
network of ambulances and morgues.
The crisis - following a heat wave in India
last month that killed about 2,500 people
- illustrates how ill-prepared many devel-
oping nations are for the extreme weath-
er conditions that scientists say will
accompany global climate change in
coming decades.

“These type of events are taking place
across the world ...  we need to prepare
ourselves and develop our strategy,” said
Qamar uz Zaman Chaudhry, the
Islamabad-based special adviser for Asia to
the UN-World Meteorological
Organization. “It’s time to learn lessons,
instead of getting into the blame game.”
Pakistan’s national and local political par-
ties have blamed one another for the crisis,
while much of the relief was provided by
the powerful military and private charities
such as the Edhi Foundation. — Reuters 

NEW DELHI: Heavy early monsoon rains
have killed at least 81 people in India’s
western Gujarat state, bringing misery to
thousands of people uprooted from their
flooded homes, an official said yesterday.
Nearly 9,000 people have been evacuated
to higher ground in the worst-hit rural
areas of Amreli, Rajkot and Bhavnagar dis-
tricts of Gujarat, which had been suffering
from a drought before the rains hit, said
Ridhi Butt, a National Disaster Response
Force official.

Butt said most of the deaths occurred
when people were swept away by flood
waters and mudslides, or buried in col-
lapsed houses. More than 1,000 Hindu pil-
grims have been stranded on the mountain
paths leading to Hindu shrines of
Kedarnath and Badrinath in northern
Uttrakhand state because of the rains. The

state disaster response force and police are
clearing the roads to restore the pilgrim-
age, the Press Trust of India news agency
reported.

India’s financial capital of Mumbai was
badly hit last week when torrential showers
closed trains and led to a breakdown in
public services. The monsoon rains arrived
days ahead of schedule in the western and
northern parts of India, raising hopes the
annual rains may not be as little as predict-
ed by the India Meteorological Department.
The monsoon has covered nearly the entire
country delivering 24 percent excess rainfall
so far, flooding parts of Gujarat in western
India and Assam state in the northeast,
while a swollen river breached its banks in
northern Jammu-Kashmir state. However,
the weather department said it expected a
drier July. — AP 

Nepal faces

scrutiny in

distributing

aid billions
CHAUTARA: Compensation is starting to reach families in
the region’s worst hit by Nepal’s devastating earthquakes,
amid close scrutiny of how billions of dollars pledged this
week by global powers will be distributed to rebuild the shat-
tered Himalayan nation.

Nepal received on Thursday pledges of aid worth $4.4 bil-
lion for reconstruction after two quakes on April 25 and May
12, killed 8,832 people, injured more than 22,000 and
destroyed or damaged half a million homes. But handing out
funds remains a challenge for Nepali Prime Minister Sushil
Koirala, who vowed at Thursday’s donor conference to show
no tolerance for corruption or misuse of foreign aid, in a
country with a history of weak oversight.

The government will channel aid through a new state
body and coordination centers to oversee fund transfers in
villages. “We are encouraging deposits into bank accounts to
reduce irregularities,” Govind Raj Pokharel, chairman of the
National Planning Commission, told Reuters. Some donors
have been reluctant to pledge money, fearing that corrup-
tion will divert it from efficient uses.

Claim compensation 
In Chautara, the main town in the worst-hit region of

Sindhupalchowk, quake victims jostled outside government
offices this week to get identity cards and death certificates
for deceased family members, which they need to claim
compensation. Farmer Sher Man Tamang, 52, trekked for six
hours from his village of Haibung to register his father’s death
in Chautara, and claim 40,000 Nepali rupees ($400) promised
by the government for the funeral rites of those killed in the
quake.

“It took me a long time to arrange the documents,” said
Tamang. “These papers prove my father lost his life in the
earthquake.” Shops providing photocopies and scans did
brisk business, as did people who could read and write on
behalf of illiterate neighbors wanting to open bank accounts
to receive aid. The government has delegated officials to dis-
tribute aid, but there are no regional lawmakers to hold
bureaucrats accountable as there have been no local elec-
tions since 1997. As reconstruction gathers pace, govern-
ment efforts to help the needy will face additional scrutiny. “I
believe the government is committed to fighting corruption,”
Asian Development Bank President Takehiko Nakao said in
Kathmandu on Thursday. —Reuters

Pakistan heat wave eases

after more than 1,150 die

KARACHI: Pakistani volunteers carry a heatstroke victim to a government
Hospital. —AFP

Monsoon rains 

kill 81 in India

AMRITSAR: Indian Punjab Police personnel escorting Sikh convict Gurdeep Singh Khera
arrives at the railways station on June 25, 2015 during his transfer from Karnataka’s
Gulbarg jail.  Khera, 55, was arrested in 1990 and convicted under Terrorist and
Disruptive Activities Act (TADA), and sentenced to life imprisonment in two separate ter-
ror cases, 1996 in New Delhi and 2001 in Karnataka. — AFP 


