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BHUBANESWAR, India: Every year
India’s northeastern state of Bihar is del-
uged by floods that submerge roads,
destroy homes and wash away crops,
leaving the disaster management
authority struggling to monitor and
assess the damage, and to distribute aid
effectively. But new satellite mapping of
flood-prone areas should transform dis-
aster response by equipping authorities
with near real-time information about
inundated villages, officials said.

Bihar, which borders the Himalayan
nation of Nepal, is India’s most flood-
prone state. More than 70 percent of its
total geographical area is at risk of annu-
al floods, which put lives at risk and lead
to heavy financial losses. A major chal-

lenge for the Bihar state disaster man-
agement authority (BSDMA) has been
mapping and monitoring flood-hit
areas, according to the International
Centre for Integrated Mountain
Development (ICIMOD), which works to
promote development across the Hindu
Kush Himalayas.

Since floods started in the state last
month, more than 200 people have died
and more than 300,000 have been
forced from their homes, disaster offi-
cials said. ICOMOD has helped generate
innovative flood mapping for 33 districts
in Bihar and an online flood information
system that is allowing faster response
to a crisis, quicker damage assessment,
and better risk management than with

conventional methods, said officials
from ICIMOD, based in Kathmandu.

“Traditionally, field teams are organ-
ized and dispatched to flooded areas to
map floods. This can be time consuming
and operationally difficult during a
flooding event,” Shahriar M  Wahid, a
senior ICIMOD hydrologist, told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation via email.
While “satellite-sourced flood maps
alone cannot provide early warning to
(the) at-risk population”, he said, satellite
data, in combination with flood simula-
tions, can do this. If flash floods trig-
gered by torrential rain occur in Nepal,
Bihar’s residents can expect to see inun-
dations about eight hours later, accord-
ing to data from the BSDMA.

Floods are circulated
Wahid said the new flood maps

will be most useful for the distribu-
tion of relief, assessment of dam-
ages and to determine crop insur-
ance payouts, among other bene-
fits. The project uses satellite tech-
nology that penetrates cloud cov-
erm unlike optics-based satel l ite
i m a g e r y .  T h i s  i s  u s e f u l  i n  t h e
Himalayan region where monsoons
bring thick clouds. Flood maps can
b e  g e n e r a t e d  w i t h i n  f i v e  t o  s i x
h o u r s  a f t e r  r a w  s a t e l l i t e  d a t a  i s
received. The floods are circulated
to government officials and relief
agencies through a satellite com-
munication network. —Reuters

India’s most flood-prone state aided by new satellite mapping

CURUP, Indonesia: The leader of an
Indonesian gang who murdered and
gang-raped a schoolgirl was sentenced
to death yesterday, in a high-profile
case that led to the introduction of
tougher punishments for child sex
offenders. Zainal was handed the death
penalty at a court on western Sumatra
island while four other men were sen-
tenced to 20 years each over the case.
The murder and gang-rape of the 14-
year-old, who was attacked by a group
of men and boys in April as she made
her way back from school, shocked the
country and sparked a national debate
about a failure to tackle endemic sexual
violence.

President Joko Widodo responded
to growing anger about the case in May
by introducing tough new punish-
ments for child sex offenders, including

a maximum penalty of death, chemical
castration and forcing convicted pae-
dophiles to wear electronic monitoring
devices. Following the discovery of the
teenager’s body tied up and naked in
the woods, police arrested 13 people
over the attack while one alleged per-
petrator is still at large. Zainal, a 23-
year-old who like many Indonesians
goes by one name, was sentenced to
death for premeditated murder, which
was a crime already punishable by
death before the new laws were intro-
duced.

“This sentence was handed down
because the defendant was the one
who persuaded other defendants (to
commit the crime),” presiding judge
Heny Farida told the court in the town
of Curup. The mother of the victim
shouted in protest after the verdicts

were handed down, demanding all the
defendants be sentenced to death.
Asrorun Niam Sholeh, chairman of gov-
ernment-backed rights group the
National Commission for Child
Protection, welcomed the decision to
hand down the death penalty and said
it highlighted that child sex attacks
were “an extraordinary crime”.

The others involved in the case, who
were all minors, have already been jailed
with most receiving 10-year sentences.
The attack captured national attention
when reports of the incident went viral on
social media, prompting tens of thou-
sands to sign online petitions and spark-
ing protests in the capital Jakarta. It has
drawn comparisons with the fatal gang-
rape of a student on a bus in Delhi in 2012,
which sparked mass protests and led to an
overhaul of India’s rape laws. —AFP

Signing peace deal, 
Afghan warlord 
calls for an ‘end 
to current crisis’

KABUL: Afghan president Ashraf Ghani formalized a
controversial accord with one of Afghanistan’s most
notorious warlords yesterday, a deal the government
h o p e s  w i l l  l e a d  t o  m o r e  p e a c e  a g r e e m e n t s .
Surrounded by hundreds of Afghan officials, many for-
mer warlords and rivals themselves, Ghani signed a
pact that opens the door to the militant faction of
Hezb-i-Islami, led by Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, playing an
active role in politics. Despite the rhetoric of unity,
Hekmatyar was not present and addressed a gathering
in Kabul in a recorded video message, appearing by
himself to sign the document in a small room.

“With this agreement, I hope to put an end to the
current crisis in the country,” Hekmatyar said in his
message. “I call on all sides to support this peace deal
and I call on the opposition parties of the government
to join the peace process and pursue their  goals
through peaceful means.” A controversial figure from
the insurgency against the Soviets in the 1980s and
the civil wars of the 1990s, Hekmatyar has been desig-
nated a “global terrorist” by the United States, which
has been leading an international military mission in
Afghanistan for the past 15 years.

“We hope that the day comes when foreign interfer-
ence has ended, foreign troops have departed fully
from Afghanistan, and peace has been achieved,”
Hekmatyar said. Hekmatyar, who served as prime min-
ister in the 1990s, before the rise to power of the
Taliban, has long been known as close to neighboring
Pakistan.

His faction of Hezb-i-Islami has played a relatively
small role in the current conflict, in which the Taliban
have a leading role in battling the Western-backed
government in Kabul. But government officials hope
the accord will be a first step toward eventually mak-
ing similar peace deals with the Taliban and other
groups.

“This is a chance for the Taliban and other militant
groups to show what their decision is: To be with peo-
ple and join the respected caravan of peace, like Hezb-i-
Islami, or confront the people and continue the blood-
shed,” Ghani said. Peace talks with the Taliban, the
largest insurgent group, have yet to get off the ground,
but both sides have said they are open to the idea.

Human r ights  groups as  wel l  as  many Afghans
expressed dismay that Hekmatyar is unlikely to face any
punishment for his alleged role in past abuses, includ-
ing firing rockets into civilian areas during a civil war in
an attack that killed and injured thousands of residents.
Hekmatyar’s return “will  compound the culture of
impunity”, said Human Rights Watch researcher Patricia
Gossman, who called it an “affront” to victims of abuses
when the initial deal was struck last week. —Reuters

Indonesian sentenced to 
death in fatal gang-rape case

CURUP, Indonesia: Indonesian police escort suspects including Zainal (second right orange jacket) charged with gang-
rape and murder after their trial at a court in Curup, Bengkulu province yesterday. —AFP
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