
WASHINGTON: In a potential major shift in policy, US military
commanders want to keep at least a few thousand American
troops in Afghanistan beyond 2016, citing a fragile security
situation highlighted by the Taleban’s capture of the northern
city of Kunduz this week as well as recent militant inroads in
the south.

Keeping any substantial number of troops in Afghanistan
beyond next year would mark a sharp departure from
President Barack Obama’s existing plan, which would leave
only an embassy-based security cooperation presence of
about 1,000 military personnel by the end of next year.
Obama has made it a centerpiece of his second-term foreign
policy message that he would end the US war in Afghanistan
and get American troops out by the time he left office in
January 2017.

About 9,800 US troops are in Afghanistan. But the top US
commander in Afghanistan, Army Gen John F Campbell, has
given the administration several options for gradually reduc-
ing that number over the next 15-months, said US officials,
speaking on condition of anonymity because they weren’t
authorized to speak about plans still under consideration. The
options all call for keeping a higher-than-planned troop pres-
ence based on his judgment of what it would take to sustain
the Afghan army and minimize the chances of losing more
ground gained over more than a decade of costly US combat,
they said.

The timing of a new decision on US troop levels is unclear.
Campbell is scheduled to testify to Congress next week on the
security situation, including the effectiveness of Afghan securi-
ty forces after a tough summer of fighting. Meanwhile, the US
military said it conducted two more airstrikes overnight on
Taleban positions around Kunduz. A US Army spokesman, Col
Brian Tribus, said coalition advisers were at the scene yester-
day, “in the Kunduz area advising Afghan security forces.”

The Taleban’s takeover of Kunduz, a city of 300,000, marked
the militants’ first capture of a major city since the US invasion
ousted their government 14 years ago in the aftermath of the
9/11 terrorist attacks. Republican critics of Obama’s approach
to transitioning from wartime occupation of Afghanistan to full
Afghan security control called the fall of Kunduz a predictable
consequence of Obama’s calendar-based troop reductions. The
loss of Kunduz may prove temporary, but it has underscored
the fragility of Afghan security and hardened the view of those
who favor keeping U.S. troops there beyond 2016.

According to US officials, Campbell’s options would post-
pone any major cuts in troop levels this year and give him
more leeway on the pace of any reductions next year. The
options, officials said, include keeping as many as 8,000 troops
there well into next year and maintaining several thousand
troops as a counterterrorism force into 2017. The options
would allow for a gradual decline in troop numbers over the
coming year, depending on the security conditions in
Afghanistan and the capabilities of the Afghan forces, who sus-
tained heavy combat losses this year and last.

As far back as March, during top-level meetings at the
Camp David presidential retreat, senior administration officials
were leaving the door open to a small counterterrorism force
in Afghanistan in 2017. Afghan President Ashraf Ghani and the
Republican-controlled Congress favor extending the U.S. mili-
tary presence. Ghani has expressed worry about militants affili-
ated with the Islamic State group trying to gain a wider
foothold in his country.

Counterterrorism missions
Both Defense Secretary Ash Carter and Secretary of State

John Kerry have suggested the importance of the US continu-
ing its counterterrorism missions in Afghanistan, even into
2017. During the Camp David meetings, Kerry said the admin-
istration was concerned about reports that Islamic State mili-
tants are recruiting in Afghanistan and that some Taleban were
rebranding themselves as Islamic State members. Since then,
other US officials have cited the Islamic State as a potentially
growing threat, and the Taleban have made inroads in the
southern province of Helmand. — AP
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SINGAPORE: Singapore’s government
said yesterday that it has been holding
two of its citizens since August for
attempting to make their way to Syria to
join the Islamic State group. Muhammad
Shamin Mohamed Sidek, 29, and
Muhammad Harith Jailani, 18, were
detained without trial under the country’s
Internal Security Act in separate cases, the
Ministry of Home Affairs said in a state-
ment.

The announcement of the arrests

comes amid concern that more youths in
the region are being radicalized by the
Islamic State group and volunteering as
foreign fighters, with countries in the area
tightening security checks. 

Both individuals were “self-radicalized,”
the ministry said, using a term that indi-
cates they were influenced by terrorism
without being affiliated with a radical
group. Instead, Shamin and Harith had
exposed themselves to the Islamic State
through the group’s online propaganda.

“The detentions of Shamin and Harith
underline the persistent ISIS threat and
the threat posed by self-radicalized
Singaporeans,” the ministry’s statement
said. “A few of the Singaporeans who have
been detained had even been prepared to
carry out terrorist attacks in Singapore.”
The ministry said that Shamin had been
sentenced in May to three months in jail
for inciting religious violence through pro-
Islamic State group postings on social
media. But it said that he continued to

express support for the group throughout
his imprisonment, and was planning to
travel to Syria and join the Islamic State
after his release.

Harith had collected information on
how to travel to Syria, even attempting to
recruit others to join the group, the min-
istry said. In May, Singapore detained two
teenagers for similar reasons. One has
since been released, but is not allowed to
leave the country without permission.

“The idea that ISIS can turn Southeast

Asia into a province of a worldwide Islamic
caliphate is a grandiose, pie-in-the-sky
dream,” Singapore Prime Minister Lee
Hsien Loong said in May. “But it is not so
far-fetched that ISIS could establish a base
somewhere in the region, a geographical
area under its physical control like in Syria
and Iraq, somewhere far from the centers
of power of state governments, where the
governments’ writ does not run. That
would pose a serious threat to the whole
of Southeast Asia,” he said. — AP 

Singapore holds two for trying to join IS

KUNDUZ: An Afghan National Army (ANA) soldier carries a colleague who was wounded during an offensive with Taleban insurgents.— AFP 
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NEW DELHI: The head of a west Indian farming community
vowed yesterday to lead India’s poor in challenging the coun-
try’s decades-old quota system meant to make up for cen-
turies of caste discrimination.

Hardik Patel, a 22-year-old firebrand from Gujarat state,
said he wanted to represent the 270 million Indians being left
out of quota benefits, including guaranteed government jobs
or university spots. He has already captivated millions in
Gujarat with his demand that quotas be eliminated or
extended to include his own Patidar caste, also known as the
Patel community for the last name they share.

“I am fighting for the Patels. But we want to include all oth-
er backward castes in our battle for justice,” Patel said at a
news conference, where he was mobbed by hundreds of sup-
porters and a wall of television cameras and photographers.
Patel’s ongoing campaign, drawing millions of youths and
farmers to rallies over the past three months, has challenged
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s assertions of being a champi-
on of the poor. Before becoming prime minister, Modi had
served 12 years as Gujarat’s chief minister, and held the state’s
development as a model for the nation to emulate.

Patel said yesterday that he was holding talks with the
leaders of other discontented castes within India’s ancient
system of social hierarchy. Because quotas offer access to
government jobs, schools and universities, they’ve become a
huge political bargaining chip in this country of nearly 1.3 bil-
lion people. In the last decade, several groups have led violent
protests to demand that they, too, be counted at the bottom.

He noted that, initially, his demands had been met with
skepticism, as critics believed many Patels were affluent busi-
nessmen who owned shops and other ventures across the
country. But Patel said that was wrong, and many in Gujarat
are living in abject poverty. Patidars make up about 20 per-
cent of Gujarat’s 63 million people and rely on seasonal farm-
ing for their livelihoods. — AP
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NEW DELHI: Hardik Patel addresses the media after
holding a meeting of his newly formed Patel
Navnirman Sena (PNS). — AP 

MUMBAI: An Indian court sentenced five men to death yester-
day for a series of bomb blasts that ripped through packed trains
in Mumbai in 2006, killing nearly 200 people and injuring many
more. Another seven people found guilty of involvement in the
attacks in India’s financial capital were sentenced to life impris-
onment by the special court, their defense lawyer told reporters.

The 12 men were convicted of murder, conspiracy and wag-
ing war against the country over the coordinated attacks that
killed 189 people and wounded more than 800. Defense lawyer
Wahab Khan said all 12 would appeal the verdict. “We still
believe they have been framed and the court has relied on con-
fessions and not on mitigating evidence,” he told reporters out-
side the court.

The bombs were packed into pressure cookers and then
placed in bags and hidden under newspapers and umbrellas in
the trains. The seven blasts ripped through the suburban trains
during the evening rush hour on 11 July 2006. “Many families
lost their breadwinners that day and this judgement brings
some amount of relief,” Mahendra Pitale, who lost his left hand
during one of the explosions, told AFP. In all, police charged 30
people over the bombings including 13 Pakistani nationals, who
along with four Indian suspects have yet to be arrested.

‘Some justice’
Krishna Raghuvanshi, who led the investigation while head

of Maharashtra state’s anti-terrorism squad, said he wished all of
the alleged conspirators had been caught. “There is, however,
satisfaction that we could get some justice and closure for the
victims and for the city of Mumbai,” he added.

Prosecutors said the devices were assembled in Mumbai and
deliberately placed in first-class coaches to target the city’s
wealthy Gujarati community. They said the bombings were
intended as revenge for riots in the western state of Gujarat in
2002 that left some 2,000 people dead, most of them Muslims.

Prosecutors accused Pakistan-based militant group Lashkar-
e-Taiba of being behind the 2006 attacks, although a little-
known outfit called Lashkar-e-Qahhar claimed responsibility.
Over the course of the nine-year trial, the court examined nearly
250 witnesses. The accused were initially represented by Shahid
Azmi, a Muslim rights activist and lawyer, who was mysteriously
killed by unidentified gunmen in 2010. — AFP
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MUMBAI: An Indian prisoner, convicted of involvement
in the 2006 Mumbai train blasts, walks to a police van
on his way to a special court. —  AP  


