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BEIJING: Chinese police have arrested 230
members of a suspected pyramid scheme, a
week after a rare demonstration in Beijing
protesting a crackdown on the group. The
scheme, known as Shanxinhui or “philan-
thropic exchange”, is under investigation
and the group’s founder Zhang Tianming,
along with several employees, was arrested
earlier this month. But in an unusual display
of public disobedience, hundreds of protest-
ers affiliated with the scheme gathered in
the capital Beijing last Monday and 67 of
them were detained.

Photos and videos on social media
showed a large group chanting slogans and
holding red banners urging President Xi
Jinping to stop the investigation into the
group, which they described as a legitimate
platform being “persecuted”. Protests of such
size are rare in Beijing, where ruling
Communist party has little tolerance for
public demonstrations and is particularly
sensitive to activity in the country’s capital. 

On Sunday, the Guangdong public secu-
rity bureau said on its official social media
account that 230 members of the scheme

had been arrested, with 142 facing criminal
charges. It added that 55 companies sus-
pected of involvement in the scheme have
been put under investigation, and pledged
to “maintain the high pressure crackdown”.
Shanxinhui is “the Falun Gong of a new era,”
one social media user said Monday, referring
to the banned religious group that has been
brutally suppressed by the Chinese govern-
ment for nearly two decades after it staged a
major protest in Beijing’s centre.

Shanxinhui registered as a business par-
taking in “cultural activities” in the southern

metropolis of Shenzhen in 2013, Chinese
language publication The Paper cited gov-
ernment records as stating. Its official Weibo
microblog account has blank since last
week, with no posts shown, and its website
is not accessible. A cached version of the
website described the organization as an
equity investment group founded in 2013
that promotes causes such as forestry con-
servation and poverty alleviation.

As of June, as many as 2.3 million partici-
pants had not received a pay-out in the
scheme involving billions of yuan, according

to Chinese state broadcaster China National
Radio. Founder Zhang and the employees
were arrested on charges of defrauding “a
huge amount of property” from victims “under
the guise of ‘helping the poor and achieving
common wealth’”, according to a police state-
ment. Pyramid schemes have become increas-
ingly popular in China in recent years, with
promotional material spreading rapidly on
social media networks. Police investigated
2,826 pyramid scheme cases in 2016, nearly 20
percent more than in 2015, according to the
Ministry of Public Security. — AFP 
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KABUL: In this photo taken on Tuesday, July 25, 2017, Mohammed Naseer, with black turban, and three children wait for their food in the prayer
area of a Pizza Restaurant. — AP 

KABUL: It was a routine check. Two vans, both
without license plates, were stopped earlier this
month by police in Afghanistan’s eastern Ghazni
province, where Taleban hold sway in large swaths
of the countryside. Inside, police found 27 boys
between the ages of 4 and 15, all being taken ille-
gally to Pakistan’s southwestern Baluchistan
province to study in seminaries called madrassas,
according to a police report acquired by The
Associated Press. The authorities told the AP that
the children were being taken to Pakistani madras-
sas to educate a new generation in the ways of the
Taleban, with the intention of returning them to
Afghanistan to enforce the same rigid interpreta-
tion of Islam practiced by the radical religious
movement until its ouster by US-led coalition
forces in 2001.

The police called it child trafficking and threw
the drivers and the only other adults, two men who
organized the convoy, into jail. But the parents said
they wanted their children to study in Pakistan and
had willingly sent them to Quetta, the capital of
Pakistan’s sparsely populated Baluchistan province
on the border with Afghanistan. Quetta is signifi-
cant to Afghanistan’s Taleban, many of whom grad-
uated from madrassas there. It is also considered
the headquarters of the Taleban leadership council,
which is widely referred to as the “Quetta shura.”

Future generations of Taleban
An Afghan counterterrorism official, who spoke

on condition of anonymity because revealing his
identity could endanger him, said Afghan intelli-
gence has identified 26 madrassas in Pakistan
where it suspects future generations of Taleban are
being trained and in some cases instructed in car-
rying out suicide bombings. Several of the 26
madrassas he identified were in Quetta.

Sheikh Abdul Hakim madrassa was among the
Quetta schools the Afghan official identified as a
Taleban recruitment center. The AP went to the
madrassa and was told the director, after whom

the madrassa is named, was on a missionary sab-
batical to preach Islam, but a teacher, Azizullah
Mainkhail, said some students at the madrassa
were from Afghanistan. The majority, however, he
said are Pakistanis from villages throughout
Baluchistan. He denied affiliation with the Taleban
or Pakistan’s powerful intelligence agency known
by the acronym ISI and accused by Afghanistan of
supporting the Taleban. The madrassa is massive,
surrounded by high walls that shelter several build-
ings of mud and cement. Mainkhail said 350 stu-
dents live and study there.

A separate attempt in Ghazni province to move
children across the border, also for religious educa-
tion, was foiled by police about two weeks ago, the
Afghan official said. The 13 children, from neigh-
boring Paktika province, were also destined for reli-
gious studies, this time in seminaries in Pakistan’s
sprawling Arabian Sea port city of Karachi.
Traffickers “wanted to take our innocent children to
the terrorist centers on the other side of the border
under the pretense of Islamic studies,” Ghazni
Police Chief Mohammad Mustafa Mayar said.

War, poverty, insecurity and a lack of under-
standing by families of the dangers awaiting their
children all combine to drive the child trafficking
trade in Afghanistan, said Mohammed Musa
Mahmoodi of the Afghan Independent Human
Rights Commission. Each year there are at least
three or four cases of children being smuggled
from province to province or across the interna-
tional borders, sometimes to be used as cheap
labor, other times to be recruited by the Taleban
under the guise of religious education and other
times for sexual abuse, says Mahmoodi.

A lucrative and fairly safe trade
Still, he said the problem is much greater than

the few busloads of children intercepted would indi-
cate, but corruption and a lack of training in the
ways of child traffickers makes it a lucrative and fair-
ly safe trade in Afghanistan. Several years ago a child

trafficking ring that had taken children to Saudi
Arabia to be used as cheap labor was busted, he
recalled. “Parents often agree to send their children
but they don’t know what is awaiting the child.
Sometimes they are told they will be educated or
will get a good job and be looked after,” said
Mahmoodi. “But when they get there they are beat-
en, forced to work as cheap labor, taken by Taleban
as new recruits.” Mohammed Naseer spent several
weeks arranging for his son, a nephew and several
other children from his district of Ander in Ghazni
province to go to Quetta to study the Quran. His son
Mohammed Yaseen is just 9 years old but he said he
was excited to be going to Quetta. His dream: “I
want to be a mullah (cleric).” Naseer, who wore a
black turban and a long black unkempt beard, said
his son had studied three years in a village school
but he still could neither read nor write, not even at
a rudimentary level, in his native Pashto language.
He said the village school even offers English lessons
but the teacher doesn’t speak English.

But even more worrying for Naseer is the lack of
a quality Islamic seminary to school his son in
Islam’s holy book. Several children from nearby vil-
lages were home on vacation from a madrassa in
Pakistan and Naseer said he heard them recite the
Quran and “their words were so sweet.” He decided
then to send his son to Pakistan. Naseer said he
wanted a madrassa with a dormitory that would
house and feed his child. They don’t exist in his
area, he said.

He loaded his son along with 26 other children
into the two vans, gave his son a change of clothes
and gave some money to the men taking his child
to Pakistan “but only for transportation.” But senior
police official Fazlur Rahman Bustani in Kabul said
the movement of children is a business and a dan-
gerous one, regardless of whether parents willingly
send their children. “Those involved in the trans-
port of children are part of a dangerous network
and it is a criminal act,” said Bustani. “It doesn’t mat-
ter if the parents approve.” — AP 
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NEW DELHI: Authorities across India are taking
steps to help millions of people hit by floods and
to prepare for future disasters, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi said, adding that climate change
and new weather patterns were having a “big
negative impact”. At least 130 people have died
in western and northeastern parts of India and
millions of people have been affected by floods
that have submerged villages, washed away
crops, destroyed roads and disrupted power and
phone lines.

Heavy monsoon rains have caused mighty
rivers like the Brahmaputra river and their tribu-
taries to burst their banks forcing people into
relief camps in states such as Gujarat, Assam,
Rajasthan and West Bengal. “Mother Nature
gives us life and nurtures us, but at times natural
catastrophes such as floods and earthquakes
wreak havoc on a massive scale,” Modi said in his
monthly radio address to the nation on Sunday.
“Climate change, altered weather cycles, and
transformations in the environment, are also
having a big negative impact.”

India usually experiences monsoon rains
from June to September, which are vital for its
agriculture — making up 18 percent of its gross
domestic product and providing employment
for almost half of its 1.3 billion population. But in
many states across the country, the rains fre-
quently cause rivers to overflow and flooding
forces millions into temporary camps, devastates
standing crops, destroys homes and exposes
people to diseases such as diarrhoea.

The torrential rains this year have not only
triggered landslides in hilly regions like

Nagaland, Manipur and Arunachal Pradesh, they
have also flooded national parks, forcing wildlife,
including the rare one-horned rhinoceros, to
flee. The fast-flowing waters have also breached
embankments and eroded dikes in some areas,
leaving some roads inaccessible, compounding
efforts to rescue marooned villagers.

Rains have been 4 percent above average
since the four-month monsoon season began in
June, according to the state-run India
Meteorological Department. Modi said relief

efforts were being carried out on an “extensive
scale” with camps set up for the displaced and
search and rescue teams deployed.

“Life goes completely topsy-turvy as a result
of the floods. Crops, livestock, infrastructure,
roads, electricity, communication links - every-
thing gets affected,” said Modi. “In particular, our
farmer brethren have to bear a lot of losses
because of the damage to their crops and fields.”
Modi said pre-emptive measures were put in
place ahead of the monsoon season. — Reuters
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ALLAHABAD: In this Tuesday, July 25, 2017, file photo, Indian rickshaw pullers wade through a
water logged street following heavy rains. — AP 

NEW DELHI: Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s ruling alliance is stepping
up its assault on the opposition Congress
party as it looks to expand its national
dominance and moves closer to securing a
majority in the upper house of parliament.
Modi won the biggest mandate in 30 years
in the 2014 general election, giving him
control of the lower house. But his national-
ist coalition still lacks a majority in the
upper house that represents India’s 29
states and has proven to be a stumbling
block for its legislative agenda.

His Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has
been chipping away at that problem. It
recently won the backing of some opposi-
tion lawmakers to secure the election of its
candidate Ram Nath Kovind as president.
The party also joined a coalition in the big
northern state of Bihar, in the process
demolishing an opposition alliance that
had dealt it its only major election defeat
since 2014. With Bihar, Modi gained 10
more upper-house seats. That brings his
nationalist alliance’s tally to 89 seats - still
short of, but increasingly within reach of, a
simple majority of 123 seats.

Now, the BJP has turned its attention to
a fight that could increase its strength in
the upper house and deal Congress anoth-
er blow. BJP President Amit Shah and
another Modi loyalist are running for re-
election to the upper house from Gujarat,
the prime minister’s western home state.
They are also aiming for a third seat from

the state, held by Ahmed Patel, Congress
President Sonia Gandhi’s closest aide, for
the past 24 years.

Wresting away Patel’s seat could finally
consign to the history books an era in
which the Nehru-Gandhi dynasty of the
Congress party produced three Indian
prime ministers. “If her main man can’t get
the support of Congress, it means that
Sonia Gandhi’s grip over the party is gone,”
Rajdeep Sardesai, a leading television
anchor and Modi biographer, told Reuters.
Patel was not available for comment.

“The results of the Gujarat election will
prove that Congress is broken, dismantled
and they have nothing to offer to their
members and to the country,” said
Bhupender Yadav, the BJP’s national gener-
al secretary. “We are in the best possible
scenario.” Half a dozen Congress lawmakers
from the state have defected ahead of the
Aug. 8 vote in which they will elect three
upper house members.

In response, the Congress evacuated
more than 40 of its lawmakers from Gujarat
to a golf hotel outside the southern city of
Bengaluru. They are at the Eagleton coun-
try club, which bills itself “a luxury country
club and world-class resort”. 

Shankar Sinh Vagela, one defector,
derided Congress as a “rudderless ship”
unable to win elections. “Discontent has
been simmering for a long time, but no one
from Congress headquarters was paying
attention,” he said. — Reuters 
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DARKAR: An election helper sits next to an urn filled with ballots at a polling station. — AFP 

DAKAR: The ruling coalition of Senegal’s
President Macky Sall won a widely expect-
ed landslide in a legislative election, his
prime minister said yesterday, bolstering
Sall’s prospects for re-election in 2019. The
Benno Bokk Yakaar (BBY) coalition swept all
except three of the country’s 45 electoral
departments, said Prime Minister
Mahammed Boun Abdallah Dionne, speak-
ing to the public Senegalese press agency
APS ahead of the official release of results.

The ruling coalition “emerged victorious”
following the vote on Sunday, Dionne said,
while the turnout was 54 percent among
Senegal’s 6.2 million registered voters, an
increase on voting in 2012. Dionne said
opposition coalition lists were likely to be
ahead in the departments of Kedougou,
Saraya and possibly Mbacke, but otherwise
the BBY list of candidates “had been voted
in by the Senegalese people”.

The official results are expected later
this week. Some complained of being left
off the electoral rolls on Sunday, and there
were delays to voting in several places,
partly due to bad weather. Sall’s main
threat to increasing his power in parlia-

ment was posed by ex-leader Abdoulaye
Wade, 91, who was aiming to drum up sup-
port for his own list of candidates and his
son, Karim, who is not on the ballot but has
ambitions for the presidency.

His other serious opponent, Dakar Mayor
Khalifa Sall (no relation), is in jail awaiting
trial for what supporters say are politically
motivated embezzlement charges, and
headed a list while campaigning from his
jail cell. The mayor had been seen as a key
contender for 2019 and a potential threat to
the president in parliament until he was
charged in March with allegedly misappro-
priating 1.83 billion CFA francs ($2.85 mil-
lion, 2.7 million euros) in city funds.

There were a record 47 lists of candidates
contesting the election, with 165 lawmakers
due to take seats in parliament. Police fired
tear gas and arrested dozens during at times
violent campaigning that left several injured
in a country normally known for its peaceful
democratic traditions. Controversy also
erupted over the failure to deliver enough
new biometric ID cards needed to vote,
which hundreds of thousands of Senegalese
did not received in time. — AFP 
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YANGON: Police in Myanmar have detained
a prominent journalist, accusing him of
attempting to flee the country shortly
before his trial on defamation charges
brought by a follower of a Buddhist monk
who has stirred up anti-Muslim hatred. The
detention of Swe Win, the editor of the non-
profit online news outlet Myanmar Now, is
the latest in a recent series of actions against
journalists in the country that rights advo-
cates say violate freedom of expression.

“Swe Win is a principled journalist with a
towering reputation for exposing injustice,”
Matthew Smith, head of the group Fortify
Rights, said in an emailed statement. “This is
yet another feeble attempt to criminalize
journalism. Journalism is not a crime.” Swe
Win was taken by police yesterday to the
central city of Mandalay. 

His lawyer said he was detained Sunday
as he prepared to board a flight to Thailand
to make arrangements for the news service’s
operations while he is involved with his trial.

Kyaw Thu, a Mandalay police officer, said
that Swe Win was released on bail and that
the court will begin hearing his case on Aug.
7, several days after it had been scheduled
earlier.  The complaint against him was
made by a follower of Wirathu, a Mandalay-
based Buddhist monk best known for his
provocative speeches about Myanmar’s
Muslim minority. An organization led by
Wirathu, Ma Ba Tha, has been accused of
stirring up sentiment against Muslims, lead-
ing to deadly violence.

Swe Win criticized Wirathu on social
media, accusing him of violating the
Buddhist code of monastic discipline for his
comments about the killing of a prominent
Muslim lawyer who was a legal adviser to the
ruling National League for Democracy. Last
week, a court began proceedings against
three journalists who have been charged
with violating a law that provides up to three
years’ imprisonment for people who assist
groups that are deemed illegal. — AP
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