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ISLAMABAD: Pakistani police
launched a nation-wide crack-
down overnight, arresting at least
1,500 supporters of cricketer-
turned-politician Imran Khan
ahead of an opposition rally
planned later this week in
Islamabad, officials said yesterday.
The arrests followed intermittent
clashes over the weekend
between Khan’s supporters and
riot police in the capital that saw
police using tear gas and batons
to fight stone-throwing activists.
The violence erupted again
Sunday near Khan’s suburban
home and at several places on
Islamabad’s outskirts.

Yesterday, a Pakistani court
barred Khan’s followers from
demonstrating on Islamabad
streets, restricting the rally to
within the limits of a city park,
said government prosecutor
Saddique Awan. As of last week,
the government has already
enforced a two-month ban on
street rallies in the capital. Khan’s
attorney Babar Awan said the par-
ty would appeal. The party has
called for massive street demon-
strations for Wednesday, threaten-
ing to lock down Islamabad in a
bid to force Prime Minister Nawaz
Sharif to resign. Sharif has been
under pressure after his family
members were named as holders
of offshore bank accounts in

leaked financial documents from
Panamanian law firm Mossack
Fonseca. Police have conducted
raids based on tips and informa-
tion about planned violence, said
government spokesman Zaeem
Qadri. Those who pledge not to
take part in violent actions are
released, while those considered a
threat remain in custody pending
charges, he said. Two security offi-
cials, speaking on condition of
anonymity because they were not
authorized to talk to the media,
said the number of those arrested
overnight ranges between 1,500
and 1,800.  

Police have placed shipping
containers on key highways lead-
ing to Islamabad to stop Khan’s
party ’s convoys from across
Pakistan from reaching the capi-
tal.  Interior Minister Chaudhry
Nisar Ali Khan said Khan’s follow-
ers had violent plans, which
included the storming of govern-
ment offices. Khan’s close aide
Shah Mahmood Qureshi alleged
that the police were manhandling
and roughing up the family mem-
bers of the workers. “The police
are also trespassing on the houses
of our leaders and activists,” he
said. He said two senior leaders of
the party were forcibly bundled in
a police van. Both were later
released on orders from the interi-
or minister.  — AP 

LASHKAR GAH: With jingling poppy
seeds hidden in his pouch, Helmand
farmer Nematullah sidled out of Taleban
territory to explain how he struck gold-
two additional opium harvests a year,
which could further roil Afghanistan’s
conflict. Afghanistan has all the trap-
pings of a narco-state, with opium pro-
duction the lifeblood of the Taleban
insurgency-from the traditional spring
harvest alone edging towards a record
high. Farmers such as Nematullah are
now reaping two more crops-in midsum-
mer and autumn-in parts of the volatile
south, with experts citing genetically
modified seeds and bold farming experi-
ments as irrigation techniques improve
and eradication efforts collapse.

“We used to have one annual poppy
harvest-we now have three,” said
Nematullah, a young farmer from the
insurgency-wracked district of Kajaki in
northern Helmand. “Helmand has a lot of
war, a lot of land, and very little employ-
ment except fighting for the Taleban.
Poppies are a blessing-it now gives us
work throughout the year.” Nematullah
snuck out of his village, a Taleban
hotbed, to meet AFP in the provincial
capital Lashkar Gah, bringing with him a
handful of ivory-colored poppy seeds
that he claimed grow well in the two
new seasons.  

Sourced from local traders, those

seeds shorten the growth cycle of the
plant to around 70 days compared to the
usual five to six months, with largely the
same quality of opium resin, multiple
farmers said. “Some parts of Helmand
plant twice a year, because of the favor-
able climate, but three poppy seasons
would be thanks to genetically modified
seeds,” said Jelena Bjelica, a researcher
with the Afghanistan Analysts Network.
“The seeds are believed to originate in
China where legal opium cultivation is
undertaken for pharmaceutical use,”
Bjelica said, adding it was unclear who
was behind their distribution in
Afghanistan.

Taleban as ‘godfathers’ 
Pink-and-white poppy blooms, which

in some areas grow within eyeshot of
government buildings, help bankroll the
Taleban’s nationwide insurgency and
present an existential threat to the
Afghan state. The Taleban, widely likened
to a drug cartel, earn up to $1.2 billion
annually from taxing poppy farmers
alone, Western officials say. The new
crops could further swell insurgent cof-
fers, underscoring the stunning failure of
the multi-billion-dollar US war on drugs
in Afghanistan as it pursued a war on ter-
ror there. It could enhance not just their
financial muscle to recruit more fighters
but also sway corrupt Afghan forces.

“Imagine if our soldiers get 10,000
Pakistani rupees to defend government
checkpoints, our enemy has the capacity
to pay 50,000 rupees to abandon the
same checkpoints,” a senior Helmand
security official said, referring to the new
crops. “It’s a very worrying situation.”
Opium remains an economic linchpin for
many farmers, who apparently have a
strong preference for cultivation in areas
under Taleban control. The UN says the
insurgents act “more like ‘godfathers’
than a ‘government in waiting’”. The new
poppy crops are reported in northern
Helmand districts known for cooler sum-
mers such as Nawzad, Musa Qala, Sangin
and Kajaki-almost entirely under Taleban
control-as well as some restive areas of
neighboring Kandahar, Uruzgan and
Zabul provinces.

‘Gold mine’
“Diversification and experimentation

by farmers includes the move to three
opium poppy crops per year,” said David
Mansfield, author of “A State Built on
Sand: How opium undermined
Afghanistan”. “Cheaper technology is a
dominating factor that has allowed
these advancements.” The second and
third crops require almost daily irriga-
tion, and farmers were benefiting with
improved access to water pumps and
even solar-powered tube wells,

Mansfield said. But the yields are limited
as the crop matures quickly. Mansfield
estimates that cultivation of the second
crop is l ikely to be under 10,000
hectares, while not much is known about
the third.

Farmers interviewed by AFP voiced
confidence about greater yields over the
coming years, with many emboldened to
experiment further following a cessation
of the government’s costly eradication
drive. Euphoria erupted some months

ago in Kandahar’s mountainous Shah
Wali Kot district when a farmer practic-
ing crop rotation sought to plant onions
after the spring poppy harvest. With irri-
gation, over time the soil, still rich in
residual opium seeds, gave rise to poppy
stalks. “I t caused a sensation,” said
Mohammad Qasim, an opium farmer
from Helmand’s Marjah district.  “People
talked about it as if they had unearthed a
gold mine: ‘Poppy grows in the off sea-
son too’.” — AFP

Multiple harvests drive Afghan opium boom

BHOPAL: Indian police gunned down eight
Islamists yesterday after they escaped from a
high-security jail by slitting the throat of a prison
guard and scaling the walls with knotted bed-
sheets. The members of the banned Students
Islamic Movement of India (SIMI) had staged the
breakout from the prison in Bhopal by attacking
and murdering the warder with sharpened
prison-issue steel kitchen plates in the middle of
celebrations to mark the Hindu festival of Diwali.
Police said they were later cornered on the out-
skirts of the city in the central state of Madhya
Pradesh but resisted efforts to take them back
into custody and were subsequently shot dead.    

“We asked them to surrender but they tried
to break the police cordon,” Yogesh Choudhary,
Bhopal’s inspector general of police said. “They
were unarmed but attempted to attack the
police with stones. We had to shoot them.”
Choudhary, however, later told reporters that
“they had weapons and cross-firing took place”.
TV images showed crude pistols lying next to
the bodies, triggering scepticism in some quar-
ters about the police version of events. “Security
forces have the right to use proportionate force
to save lives, but it appears in this case that the
suspects may not have been armed,” Meenakshi
Ganguly, South Asia director for Human Rights
Watch said.

“The entire incident should be properly inves-
tigated. A take-no-prisoners approach to policing
is dangerous and harms efforts to create a rights-
respecting police force.” After using their sheets to
climb and descend several walls inside the prison,
the inmates made their way on foot to a village 15
kilometers south of the city centre, despite a mas-
sive search. Police said local residents had alerted
them about suspicious movements in the village,
leading to the raid in the late morning. The home
ministry had earlier issued a nationwide red alert
over the jailbreak, while police had released
mugshots of the prisoners.

Prison boss suspended
Police insist there was no breakdown in secu-

rity at the prison, a supposedly maximum securi-
ty facility which has a round-the-clock electronic

surveillance system. However four officials,
including the prison’s superintendent, have
been suspended and an inquiry launched into
the escape. Madhya Pradesh’s Chief Minister
Shivraj Singh Chouhan told reporters the break-
out posed a threat to national security and
authorities swiftly mobilized all law enforcement
arms to track the fugitives. He said the National
Investigation Agency had been asked to open
an inquiry into the breakout and anyone found
to have acted incompetently would be prosecut-
ed. Most of the inmates had been awaiting trial
for “terror-related activities, sedition and rob-
bery” for more than three years, although two of
them had only been detained since February.
The breakout happened on the night of Diwali, a
major Hindu festival when revelers traditionally
set off fireworks which can shroud the night

skies. Seven SIMI members escaped from a jail in
the town of Khandwa in 2013 and were arrested
last year after being on the run for over two
years, later prompting the government to house
all the arrested SIMI members in the high-securi-
ty facility in Bhopal. 

Indian authorities have accused SIMI of carry-
ing out several deadly bombings and of having
links with Pakistan-based militant groups. Police
blamed the group for the serial bombing of
Mumbai commuter trains in 2006 which killed
187 people, as well as bomb blasts in New Delhi.
The government banned the group in 2001 in
the aftermath of the September 11 attacks in
New York and Washington. Hundreds of its
members have been arrested in the past decade,
but the group says it merely propagates an
“Islamic way of life” for Indian Muslims. — AFP 

LASHKAR GAH: Poppy farmer Nehmatullah, 34, holds poppy seeds on the palm
of his hand during an interview with AFP in his home in Lashkar Gah, Helmand
province. —AFP 

Escaped Islamist prisoners
shot dead in India’s Bhopal 

Inmates flee after slashing guard’s throat

MANILA: The Philippines and China have reached a
“friendly” understanding allowing Filipinos to fish
around a disputed shoal seized by Beijing in 2012, a
senior aide to President Rodrigo Duterte said yester-
day. Duterte negotiated the understanding during
his recent meeting in Beijing with Chinese President
Xi Jinping, said Manila’s national security adviser
Hermogenes Esperon. As a result, he said, in recent
days Filipino fishermen have been able to fish unmo-
lested at Scarborough Shoal in the South China Sea
while Chinese government vessels have patrolled
nearby.

“ There is no agreement.. .  but our president
believes that our fishermen will  no longer be
harassed because he already brought up this matter”
during his visit, Esperon told the media. “The coast-
guard of China is there, but their navy is gone. And
now, our fishermen are no longer being accosted, no
longer being forced out, so we can say things are
now friendly,” he added. Chinese foreign ministry
spokeswoman Hua Chunying acknowledged some
changes.

“The Chinese side has continuously exercised nor-
mal jurisdiction over Huangyan Island, and the situa-
tion has not changed,” she said in Beijing, referring to
the shoal by its Chinese name. “Relations between
China and the Philippines have comprehensively
improved, and under such a situation, China has
already made some proper arrangements with
regards to issues of concern to President Duterte.”
China took control of Scarborough Shoal, 230 kilome-
ters west of the main Philippine island of Luzon, in
2012. It had been driving away Filipino fishermen
from the rich fishing ground, sometimes using water
cannon.  

But last weekend Filipino fishermen were once
more able to fish at the shoal with the Chinese ships
not interfering.Esperon stressed that neither country
dropped its claim to the shoal, with China insisting on
its “historical rights”. China claims most of the South

China Sea despite partial counter-claims by the
Philippines, Brunei, Malaysia, Taiwan and Vietnam.
Esperon said Duterte’s position was that the
Philippines also had “historical rights,” and that it was
also bolstered by an international tribunal ruling in
July that there was no basis for China’s claims to most
of the South China Sea.

He said the two leaders decided to sidestep the
issue to repair frayed ties. “There is no talk on territori-
al rights, there is no talk on assertion of rights, but
they respect our traditional rights,” Esperon added.
Duterte’s predecessor Benigno Aquino had brought

the case before the international tribunal which
resulted in the resounding victory over China.  

Aquino’s strong opposition to China’s territorial
claims strained ties with Beijing. However Duterte,
who was elected in May, has said he will not press the
territorial issue and instead seek more aid and invest-
ment from China.  “There is no resolution, so why
allow yourselves to be in that confrontational posi-
tion when you can talk about economic relations,
trade relations?” said Esperon. “It is win-win for both
but this is not to say that we have dropped our
claim.”— AFP 

ISLAMABAD: Naeema Kishwar shrouds her-
self in a burqa, showing only her eyes. She
belongs to a Pakistani political party that
has been linked to the Taleban. And she
comes from deeply conservative tribal lands
where girls have been killed for going to
school. Sughra Imam sometimes wears a
scarf draped lightly on her hair, but often
her head is bare. She belongs to a liberal
party whose leader, Benazir Bhutto, the first
female prime minister of this predominantly
Muslim nation, was assassinated by extrem-
ists. She comes from a prominent Pakistani
family and was educated at Harvard. So
much divides the two politicians, but at least
one thing unites them: they have spent their
careers fighting for women. They became
unlikely allies in the battle to pass a historic
law to protect women from murder by mem-
bers of their own families. In Pakistan, legisla-
tion passed decades ago has allowed many
of those who kill in the name of family “hon-
or” to go free. 

‘Honor killing’
A family’s honor can be “tarnished” by

something as innocent as sitting next to an
unknown man, or helping a friend elope
with the man of her choice.  The law decrees
that relatives of a murder victim can forgive

the killer. Human rights groups argued that
in the case of “honor” killing, this granted
immunity to killers, because both victim and
perpetrator are usually family members.
Hard-line Islamic groups, however, defended
forgiveness as a religious edict from the
Quran.

But the mood in the country began to
shift in the last year with the rise of social
media and a proliferation of television
channels that started covering “honor”
killings. Pakistanis grew outraged over a
series of grotesque murders: a daughter
burned alive by her mother, a social media
star drugged and strangled by her brother,
a teenage girl ordered by a tribal council to
be bound and burned like Joan of Arc for
helping a friend elope.

After Imam became a member of parlia-
ment’s upper house seven years ago, the
poor who tilled the land in her constituency
in Punjab province started coming to her
with stories of a man who had killed his wife
after seeing her talking to another man, or
of a brother who killed his sister for having
“illicit” relations. She saw that the men who
killed showed no worry of even going to jail.
“No one was ever afraid. They never felt they
would be punished. They knew they would
be forgiven,” Imam says. —AP

BHOPAL: Indian police gather alongside the bodies of SIMI activists, who escaped from Central
Jail in Bhopal and were killed by Special Task Force police at the hillocks of Acharpura village,
near the capital Bhopal yesterday. — AFP 

Japan Coast Guard security team members display tracking and capture drills by rigid-hulled inflatable
boats against an unidentified ship at sea in Yokohama near Tokyo during an inspection tour by
Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte. —AP

China and Philippines in ‘friendly’ 
understanding on disputed shoal
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Pakistani women unite to
take ‘honor’ out of killing

Pakistani police detain 
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on opposition


