
Trekkers make their way to Dingboche, a popular Mount Everest base camp, in
Pangboche, Nepal. Nepal has extended the permits of climbers who were unable to
climb Mount Everest last year due to an earthquake-triggered avalanche that killed
19 people at a base camp in hopes of bringing back western climbers to the world’s
highest peak. — AP
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RAWALPINDI: Tens of thousands of sup-
porters yesterday cheered and threw
flowers at the casket of a bodyguard exe-
cuted for killing the governor of
Pakistan’s most populous province over
his call to reform a strict blasphemy law.

Security was tight at the funeral for
Mumtaz Qadri, whom supporters consid-
er a hero for killing popular Punjab gov-
ernor Salman Taseer in 2011 who criti-
cized the law that mandates the death
penalty for insulting Islam. Police
blocked off roads to Liaquat Bagh park in
the city of Rawalpindi but thousands
arrived on foot. “He lives! Qadri lives!”
supporters chanted, surrounding the
coffin and throwing flowers. “From your
blood, the revolution will come!”

Hardline religious groups in Pakistan
say Taseer deserved to die because he
himself committed blasphemy by criticiz-
ing the law and supporting a Christian
woman he said was unjustly charged
with the crime. But Qadri’s execution on

Monday showed the Pakistani govern-
ment’s willingness to risk the wrath of
hard-line religious groups, who wield
considerable power.

A Pakistani Taleban attack on a mili-
tary-run school in Peshawar in 2014 that
killed 134 children is seen as having
hardened Pakistan’s resolve to fight mili-
tants and check the influence of religious
groups. Pro-Qadri demonstrations first
broke out on Monday after word spread
that he had been executed.

“Mumtaz Qadri is a hero of Islam. He
sent to hell a person who showed disre-
spect for the holy Prophet,” Tahir Iqbal
Chistie of the hard-line Sunni Tehreek
movement said at one of Monday’s
protests. Stick-wielding Sunni Tehreek
activists were maintaining security at
yesterday’s funeral.

Most participants at the funeral were
religious and political workers of the
Barelvi branch of Sunni Islam - identifi-
able by their distinctive green turbans -

and members of Islamist parties.
The influential leader of the conserva-

tive Council of Islamic Ideology declined
to endorse Qadri’s action. “No one is
above the law,” Mohammad Sherani told
journalists, according to the Express
Tribune newspaper. “I respect Qadri’s reli-
gious sentiments but I respect Pakistan’s
constitution more.”

Controversy over the blasphemy law
has exposed the growing gap between
hard-line religious conservatives and lib-
erals in Pakistan. More than 100 people
are charged with blasphemy and jailed
each year in predominantly Muslim
Pakistan, many of them Christians and
other minorities. Critics say the law is
often invoked in cases of personal dis-
putes. No one has yet been executed,
but at least 65 people have been mur-
dered in connection with blasphemy
allegations since 1990, according to the
Centre for Research and Security Studies
and a Reuters tally. — Reuters
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KABUL: Afghan forces have pulled back from
strongpoints in the southern province of
Uruzgan, continuing a withdrawal which began
last month when they abandoned two districts
in the neighbouring province of Helmand to the
Taleban, officials said yesterday.

Provincial government spokesman Dost
Mohammad Nayab said around 100 troops and
police had been pulled from checkpoints in two
areas in Shahidi Hassas district and sent to the
neighbouring district of Deh Rawud. The
Afghan Taleban, seeking to topple the Western-
backed government in Kabul and reimpose
Islamic rule 15 years after they were ousted
from power, said the move, which came after
heavy fighting late on Monday, had left the
entire area around the village of Yakhdan under
their control.

The decision to leave the posts follows
months of heavy fighting with the Taleban, who
have put government forces under heavy pres-
sure across southern Afghanistan. “We want to
create a reserve battalion in Deh Rawud and we
may ask our soldiers and policemen from other
districts also to leave their checkpoints,” Nayab
said. Nayab said the withdrawal was prompted
by a shortage of troops and police, worn down

by combat losses and desertions. He said troop
numbers in the province were about 1,000
short of their assigned strength while police
were hundreds short.

“Some of them have left the army and police,
some have been killed or wounded and some
have surrendered to the Taleban,” he said. “We
have to control situation here until we receive
enough forces.” NATO officials have long
pressed Afghan commanders to pull troops off
isolated and hard-to-defend checkpoints and
use them more effectively against the Taliban,
who have pressed their insurgency since inter-
national troops ended most combat operations
in 2014.

Uruzgan, which shares a border with the
insurgent heartlands of Helmand and Kandahar,
is a poor and largely mountainous region which
Dutch and Australian troops struggled to stabi-
lize after the Taleban regime was toppled by US-
led forces in 2001.

Along with northern Helmand, much of
which has been abandoned to the Taleban, it
constitutes one of Afghanistan’s main opium
smuggling routes, providing a significant source
of revenue for the insurgency. Last month,
troops pulled out of the Helmand districts of

Musa Qalah and Nawzad, regrouping around a
few towns near the provincial capital Lashkar
Gah in what authorities said was a tactical deci-
sion to deploy forces more effectively.

Meanwhile, an Afghan policeman shot dead
four of his colleagues at a checkpoint on a
remote stretch of a major southern highway, an
official said yesterday. Another 11 policemen
who were manning the checkpoint when the
shooting happened on Monday night were still
missing, said Gen Ghulam Sakhi Roghlewanai,
police chief of Uruzgan province.

The Taleban claimed responsibility for the
incident in an email to media. Roghlewanai said
it was still unclear what happened at the check-
point, which is located on the highway between
Kandahar and Uruzgan provinces. Afghanistan
has seen a series of insider attacks in recent
years, in which Afghan soldiers or police attack
their colleagues or allied NATO forces.

The Afghan police fight insurgents on the
front lines, but have fewer resources than the
army. On remote checkpoints they are vulnera-
ble to Taliban attacks. Authorities want to con-
solidate the checkpoints into larger bases but
have faced resistance from locals, who see them
as a barrier against insurgents. — Agencies
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NEW DELHI: The UN climate panel’s former
chairman, Rajendra Pachauri, was charged
yesterday with stalking and sexually harass-
ing a woman who worked at the New Delhi
environmental think tank he’s headed for
more than three decades.

Police filed the case in a Delhi court after
investigating a complaint by one of
Pachauri’s colleagues at The Energy
Research Institute, Press Trust of India said.

Pachauri has denied the allegations, but
resigned last year from both the UN’s
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change and from TERI after the researcher’s
allegations were published in Indian news-
papers. The allegations caused a public
uproar in a country where women face a
stigma against discussing issues such as sex-
ual harassment in the workplace. 

His appointment last month to another
top post at TERI renewed outrage, and a sec-
ond woman, who had worked there for a
year, came forward with additional allega-

tions. The court scheduled an initial hearing
on April 23. Separate from the police investi-
gation, TERI’s internal complaints committee
examined the evidence presented by the
researcher, and questioned nearly 50 other
employees, and concluded that the allega-
tions of sexual harassment leveled by the
researcher were valid.

Police have charged Pachauri, 75, with
sexual harassment, stalking and criminal
intimidation of the 29-year old woman.
Pachauri had headed the four-decade-old
think-tank for the last 34 years, when it
emerged as a global center for research in
efficient utilization of energy and sustain-
able use of natural resources. It has affiliate
institutes in London and Washington.

Pachauri chaired the climate panel - con-
sidered the world’s authority on climate sci-
ence - since 2002, and had accepted the
2007 Nobel Peace Prize on its behalf. The
panel shared the award with former US Vice
President Al Gore. — AP
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RAWALPINDI: People hold the photo of police officer Mumtaz Qadri, the convicted killer of
a former governor, during his funeral, in Rawalpindi yesterday. — AP

YANGON: Myanmar will announce
presidential nominations on March
10, the speaker of its upper house of
parliament said yesterday advancing
the original date by a week, as a
lengthy political transition in the
Southeast Asian nation enters its last
stages.

The news follows three meetings
on the transition between military
chief Min Aung Hlaing and democra-
cy leader Aung San Suu Kyi, whose
National League for Democracy will
dominate the incoming government
after having won the Nov 8 election.
The meetings sparked speculation
that a deal would be struck to allow
Suu Kyi to become president, despite
a constitutional bar, and even though
the military showed no wavering in
its view that there should be no rapid
amendment to remove the hurdle.

“The date for holding the meet-
ings of the three presidential elec-
toral colleges has been put forward
by one week, to March 10,” said Mahn
Win Khaing Than, the speaker of the
upper house of parliament.

The NLD swept some 80 percent
of elected seats in November,
enough to push through its presi-
dent, but Suu Kyi is blocked from
holding the country’s highest office
because her two sons are not
Myanmar citizens, nor was her late
husband.

The NLD has no number two after
Suu Kyi, who has said she will control
the government from “above the
president,” and rumours have swirled
over who might fill the top post.

Myanmar’s lengthy transition
process meant the NLD-dominated
parliament sat for the first time on
February 1. On March 10, each of the
two chambers will nominate its vice-
presidential candidate, while the mili-
tary MPs, who are guaranteed a quar-
ter of the seats, nominate the third.

Once the candidates are in place,
a joint-chamber session picks the
president for a five-year term. The
two losing candidates become vice-
presidents. Candidates do not need
to be elected members of the legisla-
ture. The president then picks the
cabinet, which will take over from
President Thein Sein’s outgoing gov-
ernment on April 1. It is unclear if the
presidential vote will take place on
the same day as the nominations are
announced.

One analyst saw the advanced
process as a sign that talks between
the military and the NLD for its
leader, Suu Kyi, to become president
had made no headway.

“Setting the vote on the presi-
dency so close to the deadline for
the handover of power was part of

the NLD’s pressure strategy,” said
Romain Caillaud, of FTI Consulting
in Singapore. “That the vote has

been moved forward is an acknowl-
edgment this strategy has failed.”
— Reuters

YANGON: This photograph taken on February 27, 2016 and released yesterday by the Myanmar Armed
Forces shows elite Myanmar navy commandos rappelling from a helicopter onto the deck of a warship
during the Sea Shield 2016 combined fleet exercise off Coco island in the Andaman Sea. — AFP 

KATHMANDU, Nepal: Climbers turned
back from Mount Everest by a deadly earth-
quake and avalanche last year will be able
to attempt to scale the world’s tallest peak
again this year or next without paying new
permit fees, Nepal said yesterday.

The April 25 earthquake killed thou-
sands of people across the Himalayan coun-
try, including 19 people hit by an avalanche
at Everest base camp. Entire teams of
climbers were forced to abandon their
attempts at the summit. Nepal hopes that
extending their $11,000 climbing permits
by another two years will reassure Western
climbers and bring many back,
Mountaineering Department official
Gyanendra Shrestha said.  Permits normally
last for only one climbing season, which
runs from March to May.

Expedition companies cheered the deci-
sion, noting that mountaineers had been
spooked by the 2015 disaster as well as a
2014 avalanche that killed 16 guides.

“It is a welcome move from the govern-
ment that we hope will help bring back the

climbers to the mountains,” said Ang
Tshering of the Nepal Mountaineering
Association. The back-to-back disasters
have been worrying for Nepal, which earns
millions of dollars from permit fees in an
industry that employs tens of thousands of
people as guides, porters and equipment
suppliers. It’s hard to say how many will
show up for the 2016 climbing season,
which began yesterday. But expedition
companies have said their bookings are
down from previous years by about half.

“We are encouraged by the permit
extension. This will help the local climbing
businesses to once again get back on their
feet after two bad years,” said Temba Tsheri
of the Sherpa Khagri Outdoors agency in
Kathmandu, who lost three foreign clients
and two local workers last year.

Since Everest was conquered by New
Zealander Edmund Hillary and his Sherpa
guide Tenzing Norgay in 1953, the peak has
been climbed by thousands of people. But
hundreds have also died on its unpre-
dictable slopes. — AP

Nepal says Everest climbers
stopped by quake can try again

NEW DELHI: Indian Energy and Resource Institute (TERI) Director-General Rajendra
Pachauri addresses an audience at a conference in New Delhi. — AFP

KABUL: Afghan women and girls
accused of so-called moral crimes are
often forced to endure invasive and
scientifically questionable “virginity
tests” by government doctors,
according to human rights advo-
cates.

Improving the lives and rights of
women remains a major challenge in
Afghanistan nearly 15 years after a
US-backed military campaign ousted
the Taleban’s hardline Islamist regime.

Of 53 woman and girls inter-
viewed in a dozen provinces across
Afghanistan, 48 said they had been
subject to compulsory gynecological
exams by government officials after
being accused of adultery or escap-
ing from home, investigators for
Afghanistan’s Independent Human
Rights Commission found in a study
conducted last year. The study’s find-
ings were publicized by Human
Rights Watch on Monday.

“Since gynecological tests are
conducted without consent of the

victim, it can be considered sexual
harassment and human rights viola-
tion,” the commission concluded, not-
ing that the tests violate the spirit of
the Afghan constitution as well as
international principles. In most cases
the tests, which can include invasive
genital as well as anal exams, are car-
ried out in the presence of male
guards and others, and often amount
to “torture” with “horrible effects and
consequences,” the report found.

The tests claim to verify whether a
woman has been sexually active out-
side of marriage, but the veracity of
the exams has been widely
debunked by scientists.

The report said the tests lacked a
scientific basis. Girls as young as 13
were among those who reported
being forced to endure the tests, and
a number of the women were
accused merely of leaving their
homes without permission, which is
not a crime under Afghan law. More
than a third of the women reported

being examined more than once.
In a conservative culture where

great value is attached to a woman’s
virginity, the “aggressive” exams can
damage a woman’s personal dignity,
emotional health, and social status,
the report warned.

In some cases, women unable to
prove they were virgins on their wed-
ding day have faced violence, and
some have been killed, the commis-
sion said.

“The continued use of degrading
and unscientific ‘virginity exams’ by
the Afghan government is part of a
broader pattern of abuses in which
women and girls in Afghanistan are
jailed on spurious ‘moral crimes’ accu-
sations,” Human Rights Watch senior
researcher Heather Barr said in a
statement. She joined the Human
Rights Commission in calling for the
government to explicitly ban such
tests and to end arrests of women
accused of trying to leave their
homes. — Reuters
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