
MOGADISHU: Somalis carry a body after an explosion yesterday near the damaged Sahafi hotel. — AFP 
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MOGADISHU: At least 12 people were killed in the
Somali capital yesterday after Shebab gunmen used a
vehicle packed with explosives to blast their way
inside a hotel, police said. The Al-Qaeda linked
Shebab claimed responsibility for the dawn attack at
the Sahafi hotel, which is popular with members of
parliament, government employees and business-
men. After the car bomb ripped a hole in the hotel’s
fortified walls, gunmen then stormed the building fir-
ing semi-automatic rifles, with the sounds of grenade
blasts, witnesses said.

“This is the action of an increasingly desperate,
internally-divided group of extremists,” Somalia
President Hassan Sheikh Mohamud said in a state-
ment, after security forces defeated the Shebab in
intense gun battles. “Our security forces have full con-
trol of the situation,” he added.

Somalia’s National and Intelligence Agency
declared the attack over several hours after shooting
began, although special forces appeared to be carry-
ing out mopping up operations for some time after-
wards. The African Union mission in Somalia, AMI-
SOM, a 22,000-strong force fighting the Shebab, said
they fought alongside government troops and had
secured the hotel.

“Attackers exploded a car bomb to gain entry
before going inside... we have reports of 12 dead,”
policeman Abdulrahid Dahir said. Among the dead
are reported to be a Somali journalist, colleagues said,
as well as a former senior army commander. UN envoy
to Somalia, Nick Kay, condemned the “bloody attack”
which he said underlined the need to help support
Somalia’s security forces in stopping such attacks.

‘Huge explosion’ 
Witnesses said they had seen several bodies of

people killed in the initial blast, when a minibus
packed with explosives was reportedly used to ram
the gates of the hotel’s fortified compound, which
was followed by a second heavy explosion. Shebab
commandos then stormed inside, with witnesses
reporting intense gunfire and several loud blasts.

“There was a huge explosion and people around
the entrance were killed,” said Mohamed Ismael, a
witness, who was nearby when the attack began.
Shebab insurgents, who are fighting to overthrow
the internationally backed government in
Mogadishu, have carried out a string of attacks on
hotels in the capital.

The Islamists have frequently used car bombs

driven by suicide bombers to break into a complex or
a building, with more attackers then following on
foot. Like other international hotels in Mogadishu, the
Sahafi is heavily fortified. It was the site of the kidnap-
ping of two French security agents in 2009, one of
whom later escaped while the other was killed by the
Shebab during a failed rescue attempt in 2013.

Shebab spokesman Abdulaziz Abu Musab
claimed the gunmen had overrun the hotel, which is
situated near the major K4 roundabout.

“The mujahedeen fighters took control of the
Sahafi hotel, where apostates and invading Christians
were staying,” he said in a statement. Shebab attacks
seek to counter claims that they are close to defeat
after losing territory, as well as regular US drone
strikes against their leaders.

The militants have also carried out a string of
revenge strikes in neighbouring countries. This week,
President Mohamud called on Shebab fighters to sur-
render amid reports some factions may have shifted
allegiance from Al-Qaeda to the Islamic State group.
Mohamud said the reported divisions were “sympto-
matic of a group that has lost its way”, and warned
that Somalis “do not need a new brand of horror and
repression”. — AFP 

12 killed as Al-Shebab 
attack Somalia hotel
‘Security forces have full control of the situation’ 

MANILA: An elderly South Korean man who
was kidnapped by Abu Sayyaf militants in
the southern Philippines 10 months ago has
been found dead apparently due to an ill-
ness, police and military officials said yester-
day.

The body of Noi-seong Hong was found
in a sack late Saturday on a roadside in
Indanan town in Sulu province, where the
militants have been holding several foreign
and Filipino kidnapping victims in their jun-
gle bases in the mountains, according to
army Brig Gen Alan Arrojado and the police.

An initial investigation showed the mili-
tants brought down the remains of the 74-
year-old from their jungle encampment after
he died from an unspecified illness, Arrojado
said. The Korean was abducted by about five
gunmen from his house in Roseller Lim town
in southern Zamboanga Sibugay province in
January. The kidnappers also tried to kidnap
his son, who fought back and managed to
escape, police said.

A government anti-terrorism official told
The Associated Press by telephone that the
militants initially demanded a ransom of 500

million pesos ($10.6 million), but later agreed
to drastically reduce the amount as Hong fell
ill and was often transported on a horse
because he was too weak to walk.

It was not immediately clear if any
amount was handed to the militants, said the
official, who spoke on condition of anonymi-
ty because he was not authorized to talk to
the media. The Al-Qaeda-linked Abu Sayyaf,
which is blacklisted by the United States and
the Philippines as a terrorist organization for
deadly bombings, kidnappings for ransom,
beheadings and extortion, has been weak-
ened by years of US-backed military offen-
sives.

Without any known major sources of for-
eign funding, the militants have turned to
kidnappings and extortion to survive. They
are still holding several hostages, including a
Dutch bird watcher who was kidnapped
more than three years ago in nearby Tawi
Tawi province, two Malaysians and a
Japanese. They have also been suspected of
kidnapping two Canadians, a Norwegian
man and a Filipino woman from a marina on
southern Samal Island in September. —AP 

Korean seized by extremists 
found killed in Philippines

MANDALAY: The city of Mandalay in northern
Myanmar is a Buddhist religious centre so
crowded with temples, monasteries and
monks that they can sometimes seem innu-
merable. Much easier to count is the number
of Mandalay Muslims standing in Myanmar’s
historic general election on Nov 8. That would
be one.

Khin Maung Thein hails from an obscure
little party and runs his campaign from a clut-
tered, two-story home that doubles as the
family printing business. As the sole Muslim
candidate in Mandalay, Myanmar’s second-
largest city and a stronghold for Buddhist
extremists, he is treading where giant rivals
won’t dare. Not even the front-running
National League for Democracy (NLD), led by
the hugely popular Aung San Suu Kyi, is field-
ing a Muslim candidate in Mandalay - or,
indeed, anywhere else.

NLD leaders told Reuters they fear antago-
nising a Buddhist ultranationalist group called
Ma Ba Tha, which is led by monks and wields

huge influence in Buddhist-majority Myanmar.
Ma Ba Tha says Islam is eclipsing Buddhism
and has called for a boycott of Muslim busi-
nesses and a ban on interfaith marriages.

Scores of Muslim candidates have been
disqualified and voting rights removed from
hundreds of thousands of Rohingya Muslims
in western Myanmar. Experts say marginaliz-
ing Muslims could reignite religious unrest,
embolden Buddhist radicals and undermine
the credibility of what many people hope will
be Myanmar’s first free and fair election in 25
years. Only a dozen or so Muslim candidates
are now running nationwide, mostly from
Khin Maung Thein’s party, the United National
Congress (UNC).

“Muslims have been suffering in Myanmar
in recent years and this pushed us to go into
parliament,” said Khin Maung Thein, a stout
but youthful-looking 71-year-old. He identifies
himself as Pathi, a Muslim group with Persian
blood and a centuries-old history in Myanmar,
and sees the election as a chance to “restore

our ethnic pride”. He also wants to promote
UNC policies such as reducing the budget of
Myanmar’s all-powerful military and spending
it on education instead.

‘Opaque and discriminatory’
Muslims make up about 5 percent of

Myanmar’s 51 million population. Religious
violence has killed hundreds of people, mostly
Muslims, since a military-backed civilian gov-
ernment took power in 2011 after nearly half a
century of dictatorship.  Clashes between
Buddhists and Muslims in Myanmar’s second-
largest city of Mandalay in July 2014 killed two
people and left the communities on edge.

Mandalay is home to a leading Ma Ba Tha
monk called Wirathu, the self-styled “Burmese
bin Laden”, who is famous for his anti-Muslim
rhetoric. The group, founded in 2013 and
known in English as the Committee for the
Protection of Nationality and Religion, is urg-
ing people not to vote for Suu Kyi and other
NLD candidates for opposing four “race and

religion protection” laws.
Ma Ba Tha monks have expressed support

for the ruling Union Solidarity and
Development Party (USDP), who did back the
race and religion laws. The USDP isn’t fielding
Muslim candidates either. Khin Maung Thein’s
UNC party was founded in 2012 and com-
petes in a system that seems stacked against
Muslims.

Earlier this year, in Rakhine State, the gov-
ernment invalidated the identity cards of
about 650,000 Rohingya, effectively disenfran-
chising them. In a September statement, the
US State Department noted that Myanmar’s
election commission had disqualified about
100 candidates, mostly Muslims, “through an
opaque and discriminatory process” that could
undermine confidence in the election. Among
those disqualified were six of the UNC’s 12
candidates, all Muslims. A week later, amid
international pressure, the election commis-
sion reinstated 11 Muslim candidates, includ-
ing four from the UNC.

Death threats
The exclusion of Muslims as both candi-

dates and voters feeds into growing concerns
that they are being edged out of public life. In
July, police in Mandalay arrested three peo-
ple, two of them Muslim, from a respected
interfaith group after what family members
said was a Ma Ba Tha smear campaign. They
remain in custody.

Four others from the same group fled
abroad and public interfaith meetings in the
city were halted. A Muslim activist told
Reuters he had received death threats.
Muslims in and around Mandalay told Reuters
they were afraid to go out at night and had
stopped travelling in large groups for fear of
arbitrary arrest. Khin Maung Thein, the lone
Muslim candidate, is only campaigning in
Mandalay’s mosques, rather than on its
streets, concerned that Ma Ba Tha monks
might harass the people he canvasses. “I can’t
show up openly and hold campaign rallies,”
he said. — Reuters 

Lone Muslim campaigns in Myanmar Buddhist stronghold 

LONDON: Sniffing white powder with
prostitutes, expenses scandals-members
of Britain’s House of Lords usually only hit
the headlines for their colorful extra-cur-
ricular activities, but one recent debate
proved an exception. 

The unelected upper chamber of par-
liament on Monday held a series of votes
which forced Prime Minister David
Cameron’s government to rethink a con-
troversial part of its austerity drive. The
result has reminded the public that the
Lords are more than a group of ageing
grandees nodding off on red leather
benches after lunch.

“I haven’t been stopped so many
times getting on the train as I have been
in the last few days with people saying:
‘It’s just really good you did that,’” Lord
Steve Bassam, Labor’s chief whip in the
Lords, said. “To have something where it
is seen to be relevant and on the side of
the public I think is quite good news.”

The issue has also sparked an angry
row at Westminster, where Cameron
announced a review of the Lords’ powers
the day after it voted to delay the £4.4
billion (six billion euros, $6.8 billion) of
cuts to tax credits, a welfare payment
aimed at low-income families. The gov-
ernment claims the Lords caused a “con-
stitutional crisis” by exceeding its powers
under Britain’s unwritten constitution.

Although the Lords usually acts as a
revising chamber, ministers say it over-
stepped the mark by impeding a finance

measure which the elected House of
Commons had previously voted for three
times. The review will be chaired by
Conservative Lord Tom Strathclyde-
Thomas Galloway Dunlop du Roy de
Blicquy Galbraith, 2nd Baron Strathclyde,
to give him his full title. Labor dismisses it
as a “smokescreen” designed to hide the
government’s embarrassment at the
opposition to its policy, including from
within Cameron’s own Conservative
Party. 

‘Morally indefensible’   
Even before the tax credits debate,

there was broad agreement that the
Lords needed reform-but no-one knew
how to do it. Britain’s upper house, with
819 members, is the second-largest par-
liamentary chamber in the world, beaten
only by China’s National People’s
Congress. It includes 88 lords who inher-
ited their titles, the oldest of which is
held by Margaret, 31st Countess of Mar,
and dates back to 1014. Most hereditary
peers were removed by reforms in 1999.
There are also 25 Church of England
bishops, making Britain the only country
in the world besides Iran to have unelect-
ed clerics in its legislature, according to

Conservative MP Liam Fox.  They took a
vocal part in the tax credits debate, with
the Bishop of Portsmouth calling the
cuts “morally indefensible”. Most of the
rest are politicians put forward by their
own parties.  Among recent arrivals is
Conservative Viscount Hailsham, who as
Douglas Hogg MP famously claimed tax-
payers’ money to clean his moat, earning
the media nickname “Lord Moat” in a
2009 expenses scandal. A recent depar-
ture was Labor’s Lord John Sewel, nick-
named “Lord Sewer”, who quit in July
after being pictured allegedly snorting
cocaine with prostitutes.

Significant reform 
With members of the Lords able to

claim a £300 daily attendance allowance,
60 percent of Britons believe there are
too many of them, a YouGov opinion poll
found in September. Cameron’s govern-
ment is not pursuing root-and-branch
Lords reform. An attempt to do so under
his previous coalition government was
abandoned in 2012 amid Conservative
opposition. Strathclyde’s review is
instead expected to focus on limiting the
ability of the Lords to vote down finance-
related legislation. Cameron has suggest-
ed, though, that he would like the com-
position of the Lords-where Conservative
peers are currently outnumbered by
Labor and the Liberal Democrats-to bet-
ter reflect the Commons, where he has a
slim majority. — AFP

UK’s scandal-hit lords enjoy 
day in sun but clouds loom

LOHATLA: As the sun rose over South Africa’s
dry and sparsely populated Karoo west of
Johannesburg, more than 5,000 multinational
troops launched a mock attack heralding a long-
awaited African Union strike force for the trou-
bled continent.

Men in fatigues peered through binoculars
and crouched over maps, coordinating the
movements of soldiers from more than a dozen
African countries taking part this week in the
first field exercise of the African Standby Force
(ASF). The script called for rapid deployment in
response to reports of genocide in a fake coun-
try called Carana-a war game with a bitter touch
of reality on a continent that has suffered the
bloodshed of Rwanda and Darfur.

First proposed in 1997, the ASF aims to have
forces from one of the continent’s five regional
economic blocs on standby at any time, ready to
respond swiftly to crises across Africa, with an
overall force size of 25,000.

“Given our experiences, specifically in
response to conflict in the past, the AU felt the
international community very slow to respond,”
the African Union’s head of peace support oper-
ations, Sivuyile Bam, told AFP. “It takes time
between the mandate being passed and the
forces arriving on the ground-the rule of thumb
is usually nine months. “The types of conflicts
we are dealing with simply do not allow for the
luxury of time.” The ASF aims to be able to move
in and take action within 14 days of being man-
dated by African Union headquarters in
Ethiopia, and it was that capacity that was being
tested on a Karoo farm six hours west of
Johannesburg.

Dependent on aid 
But even as it strains for institutional inde-

pendence, the AU remains heavily dependent
on foreign donors-including for part of the esti-
mated $15 million cost (13.6 million Euros) of
the war games from October 19 to November 7.
“The current reality is that AU (peacekeeping)
operations are funded above 90 percent by
partners including the United Nations, the
European Union, the US and the UK,” said Bam.

The AU has estimated it will cost $1 billion
for the standby force to be fully operational, and
has proposed a model that would see it raise 25
percent of the funds of an operation and then
rely on the UN to fill the gap. But for the standby
force to be truly “on standby”, the funding
behind it needs to be more predictable, said
Bam.

The troops’ ability to respond rapidly is also
constrained by the continent’s insufficient airlift
capabilities, said defense analyst John Stupart.
“There are significant challenges blocking get-
ting troops moved very quickly. The AU states
simply don’t have the planes to transport peo-
ple and equipment anywhere very quickly,” he
said.

“I think the general assumption has been
that the ASF is a good idea, but I don’t think
there’s been concerted questioning about
whether it really is the right or realistic mecha-
nism. “It’s been modeled as a military module
that you plug into a crisis, but Africa is a large
place. Its issues are complicated and different.
“The crisis in Somalia is different to Nigeria’s
fight against Boko Haram, which is different to
the ongoing problems with rebel groups in
North Africa, which is different to Lesotho’s
political crisis.”

Problems remain 
The establishment of the force has been

delayed for nearly a decade, its deadline pushed
first from 2008 to 2010, then 2013, and eventu-
ally to December 2015. The war games in South
Africa are designed to see whether the ASF is
finally operational, with a report set to be pre-
sented to the continent’s defense and security
ministers at the next AU summit in Addis Ababa
in January. But it’s not just the AU watching.

“The EU also needs to decide whether this
project is still worth funding,” said Stupart. On
the ground, the ASF’s proponents admit it’s
unlikely to tick all the boxes by December.
Commanders at the training exercise told AFP
that militarily the troops were ready, but said
the legal loopholes permitting their deploy-
ment still needed to be closed. — AFP 

Africa’s awaited intervention 
force finally stutters to life

LOHATLA: Ugandan soldiers along with others from different African countries take
part in the AMANI AFRICA II, the first military exercise of the African Union’s much
delayed African Standby Force, set up to quickly intervene in conflicts and crises, on
October 28, 2015 at the South African Defense Force training camp. — AFP 

LONDON: In a file picture taken on May 8, 2015 dawn breaks over
Britain’s Houses of Parliament in central London. — AFP 


