
YANGON: A war of words is being fought
in Myanmar, largely over social media,
between nationalist Buddhist monks and
opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi’s party,
highlighting divisions in the run-up to a
general election on Nov 8. Tin Oo, a found-
ing member of Suu Kyi’s National League
for Democracy (NLD), met prominent
nationalist monk Wirathu in the city of
Mandalay on Wednesday in a bid to ease
the tension as the country prepares for the
historic vote.

Since nearly 50 years of strict military
rule ended in 2011, underlying tensions in
society have arisen and been taken up by
different elements, including nationalists in

the predominantly Buddhist country.
Wirathu is a leading member of the
Committee for the Protection of Race and
Religion, better known as Ma Ba Tha, which
has been stoking anti-Muslim sentiment.

Suu Kyi’s NLD, while mindful of
Wirathu’s arguments which have struck a
chord with many people in Myanmar, has
campaigned against intolerance and some
NLD supporters have been critical of hard-
line monks and their anti-Muslim stance. In
their meeting, Wirathu criticized the NLD
for not distancing itself from comments
critical of monks, according to a video of
their encounter, uploaded on Facebook.

“I know that there are Facebook

accounts using Aung San Suu Kyi’s photos
and NLD flags, saying disrespectful words
and insulting the monks,” Wirathu said.
“The NLD needs to announce that they do
not represent the NLD.” Tin Oo, the 88-
year-old patron of the NLD, was shown
kneeling in front of Wirathu in a traditional
show of respect for monks.

The Ma Ba Tha, which is led by monks,
has emerged as a powerful force and it suc-
cessfully promoted four so-called
Protection of Race and Religion Laws seen
as targeting the Muslim minority and
women. The group is not represented by
any particular political party but it has
questioned candidates and parties that it

believes did not fully support the laws, in
particular the NLD, saying it was failing to
protect the country and Buddhism.

Wirathu said if the NLD distanced itself
from the social media attacks he would act
against Ma Ba Tha supporters attacking
the NLD. He also reiterated his organisa-
tion’s position on reducing the role of the
military in politics, a view shared by the
NLD. But he said it did not support repeal-
ing a section of the military-drafted consti-
tution that blocks Suu Kyi from becoming
president because her late British husband
and two children are not Myanmar citi-
zens, saying that was intended to protect
the country. — Reuters 
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KUNDUZ: Afghan security personnel walk around a burnt out vehicle near Kunduz city. — AP
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KABUL:  Afghan forces retook control of the
strategic northern city of Kunduz yesterday
after a three-day Taleban occupation that
dealt a stinging blow to the country’s NATO-
trained military. The fall of the provincial cap-
ital, even temporarily, highlights the stub-
born insurgency’s potential to expand
beyond its rural strongholds in the south of
the country.

Afghan forces, hindered by the slow
arrival of reinforcements but backed by limit-
ed US air support, struggled to regain control
of the city after three days of heavy fighting.
But yesterday, troops managed to reach the
centre of Kunduz where the streets were lit-
tered with Taleban bodies, residents told
AFP, adding that fighting was still ongoing in
parts of the city.

“(Afghan) special forces now control
Kunduz City, it is retaken and being cleared
(of) terrorists,” interior ministry spokesman
Sediq Sediqqi said on Twitter, adding that
the insurgents had suffered heavy casualties.
Deputy Interior Minister Ayoub Salangi said
the city had been recaptured after a “special
operation” overnight.

Local residents reported deafening
overnight bombardments, adding that the
Taleban were still resisting Afghan forces in
some parts of the city. But some scenes of
jubilation erupted around the city square
where local residents, who suffered three
days of crippling food shortages, thanked

government troops. “Afghan soldiers took
down the white-and-black Taleban flag in
the city square and hoisted the government
flag,” Kunduz resident Abdul Rahman told
AFP. “The Taleban suffered heavy casualties
last night. Dead bodies are scattered on the
streets, and their supporters are carrying
them out of the city wrapped in white
cloths.”

Security officials said the militants had
slowly infiltrated Kunduz during the recent
Eid festival, launching a Trojan Horse attack
that enabled them to capture it within hours
on Monday. The development coincided
with the first anniversary of Ashraf Ghani’s
national unity government. Marauding insur-
gents seized government buildings and
freed hundreds of prisoners, raising their flag
throughout Kunduz.

The lightning capture of the city sent
thousands of panicked residents fleeing as
insurgents erected checkpoints across the
city and were seen racing vehicles stolen
from the police, UN and Red Cross. Militants
exposed civilians to grave danger by hiding
in people’s houses and conducting door-to-
door searches for Afghan soldiers and gov-
ernment staff, rights groups said.

Expanding insurgency 
The Taleban’s recent gains in Kunduz and

neighboring provinces highlight that a large
and strategic patch of northern Afghanistan

is imperiled by a rapidly expanding insur-
gency. It is also seen as a game-changer for
the fractious militant movement that has
been dogged by a leadership crisis since the
announcement in July of founder Mullah
Omar’s death.

“The Taleban know that they don’t have
the power to retain control of a big city like
Kunduz,” Kabul-based military analyst
Atiqullah Amarkhil told AFP. “But their
takeover, however temporary, shows they
are a force to reckon with before any future
peace negotiations.” Their incursion into
Kunduz, barely nine months after the NATO
combat mission concluded, raised troubling
questions about the capabilities of Afghan
forces as they battle the militants largely on
their own.

It has renewed questions about
Washington’s plan to withdraw most US
troops from Afghanistan next year. Even
after years of training and equipment pur-
chases-on which Washington spent $65 bil-
lion-Afghan forces have been unable to rein
in the ascendant insurgency. The Taleban
stepped up attacks during a summer offen-
sive launched in late April against the
Western-backed government in Kabul.

After years of costly involvement, most
NATO troops pulled back from the front lines
by the end of 2014, although a residual force
of around 13,000 remains for training and
counter-terrorism operations. — AFP
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of Kunduz away from Taleban

Sharif urges formalized 

Kashmir and India truce 

UNITED NATIONS: Pakistani Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif
called on Wednesday for cooperation, not confrontation,
with on-and-off foe India and said the two nuclear-armed
countries should formalize a cease-fire in disputed
Kashmir. In an address to the UN General Assembly, Sharif
said cease-fire violations in Kashmir were intensifying,
causing civilian deaths, including of women and children.

“Wisdom dictates that our immediate neighbor refrains
from fomenting instability in Pakistan,” he told the 193-
nation assembly. “The two countries should address and
resolve the causes of tension and take all possible meas-
ures to avert further escalation.” India issued a swift rebut-
tal, accusing Pakistan of claiming to be the primary victim
of terrorism while “in truth, it is actually a victim of its own
policy of breeding and sponsoring terrorists”.

Sharif said he was proposing a new four-point peace
initiative with India, starting with measures that are the
simplest to implement. “One, we propose that Pakistan
and India formalize and respect the 2003 understanding
for a complete cease-fire on the Line of Control in
Kashmir,” Sharif said, referring to the cease-fire line
between India and Pakistan. He called for an expansion of
the UN Military Observer Group in India and Pakistan to
monitor the cease-fire.

The Pakistani president proposed that his country and
India reaffirm that they will not resort to force under any
circumstances and that steps be taken to demilitarize
Kashmir. He also called for an agreement on an uncondi-
tional mutual withdrawal of forces from Kashmir’s Siachen
Glacier region, the world’s highest battleground, where
10,000 to 20,000 Indian and Pakistani troops have faced off
against each other since 1984.

‘Broad range of measures’ 
“An easing of threat perceptions through such peace

efforts will make it possible for Pakistan and India to agree
on a broad range of measures to address the peril posed
by offensive and advanced weapons systems,” Sharif said.
Planned talks between national security advisers from the
neighbors were cancelled last month hours before they
were due to start, dashing hopes the two might tackle the
violence that many fear could one day spark a nuclear
showdown.

India and Pakistan have fought three wars since becom-
ing independent countries in 1947, two of them over the
Himalayan region of Kashmir, which both claim in full but
rule in part. Sharif, elected in 2013, promised to improve
relations with India. But since then domestic troubles have
forced him to cede more control over foreign and security
policy to Pakistan’s more hawkish military.

Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi has taken a hard
line with Pakistan, insisting he is unwilling to discuss other
issues unless Pakistan admits its role in terror attacks in
India. In last month’s cancelled talks, India wanted to only
discuss terrorism-related issues. Pakistan sought a wider
agenda, including the status of Kashmir. India’s Ministry of
External Affairs made it clear that Sharif’s proposal was a
non-starter. “To de-militarize Kashmir is not the answer,”
ministry spokesman Vikas Swarup said in a tweet. “To de-
terrorize Pakistan is.” — Reuters 
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