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COLOMBO: India and Sri Lanka agreed
to release fishermen in each others’ cus-
tody, a joint statement said on Monday, a
move that is likely to ease tensions
between the countries which have held
fishermen captive for crossing territorial

waters. After ministerial level talks in
Colombo, Sri Lanka reiterated its
demand to end the practice of bottom
trawling, a technique that involves
sweeping the sea bed for fish, and India
gave assurances that it would gradually

phase it out. Critics oppose the method
because the catch is indiscriminate and
could wipe out entire fishing species,
making areas unsustainable for fishing. 

It was not immediately clear from the
statement issued by the two govern-

ments and published on the website of
the Indian Ministry of External Affairs
how many fishermen were being held by
either side, or for how long they had
been detained. Pakistan released 220
Indian fishermen in December as a

goodwill gesture aimed at easing ten-
sions with its neighbor. The UN
Convention on the Law of the Sea states
that fishermen who cross territorial
waters can be warned and fined but not
arrested. —Reuters

India, Sri Lanka to release fishermen in each others’ custody 

ISLAMABAD: At least 12 militants of the so-called Islamic State
(IS) were killed in clearing operation and drone strikes in
Afghanistan’s eastern Nangarhar province, said Ministry of
Defense (MoD) yesterday. A statement by Afghan MoD said that
the operation launched on the outskirts of Haska Mena district of
Nangarhar k i l led at least 12 IS mil itants.  The governor ’s
spokesman, Attuallah Khogyani told media that the operation
was jointly conducted by the US drone strikes and Afghan ground
forces. “Two notorious commanders of the group Maulvi Abas and
Abu Hanifa were also arrested in Gargarai locality of the district,”
he said. A weapons’ depot belonging to the group was also
reportedly destroyed in the operation. The security operation
came at a time when Afghan security forces have paced up their
offensives against IS militants to maintain law and order in the
country. —KUNA

YANGON: Myanmar yesterday said it has
detained several police over a ‘selfie-style’ video
that appears to show officers beating Rohingya
civilians, a rare admission that security forces
may have carried out abuses against the Muslim
minority. Tens of thousands of people from the
persecuted ethnic group-loathed by many of
Myanmar’s Buddhist majority-have fled a mili-
tary operation in Rakhine state, launched after
attacks on police posts in October. Bangladesh
says some 50,000 Rohingya have crossed its bor-
der over the past two months.

Many have brought harrowing accounts of
rape, murder and arson at the hands of
Myanmar’s security forces. Their stories have
raised global alarm and galvanized protests
against Myanmar’s de facto leader, Aung San
Suu Kyi, who has been accused of not doing
enough to help the Rohingya. Her government
has said troops are hunting militants behind the
deadly raids on police border posts, denying
claims of atrocities with a flurry of public state-
ments. However, yesterday authorities pledged
to take action “against police who allegedly beat
villagers during area clearance operations on 5
November in Kotankauk village”.

Suu Kyi’s office named four officers who were
involved in the operation including constable Zaw
Myo Htike, who looks nonchalantly into the cam-
era smoking as he records the video. “Those who
(were) initially identified were detained,” it said in a
statement. “Further investigations are being car-
ried out to expose other police officers who beat
villagers in the operation.” Dozens of videos have
emerged apparently showing security forces
abusing Rohingya, but this is the first time the
government has said it will take action over them.

‘Human tragedy’    
The footage shows police hitting a young boy

around the head as he walks to where dozens of
villagers are lined up in rows seated on the
ground, hands behind their heads. Three officers
in uniform then start attacking one of the sitting
men, beating him with a stick and kicking him
repeatedly in the face.  A Rohingya activist con-
tacted by AFP said the footage had been verified
by a refugee from the nearby camp, Shilkhali.

Around 600 people have been detained since
the military operation, according to state media,
including six who died in police custody in
largely unexplained circumstances. 

“Unfortunately the scene this video depicts
isn’t unique or an isolated event,” said Matthew
Smith, chief executive of Fortify Rights. “It’s sig-
nificant the government acknowledged the
video, but it remains to be seen what will come
of it. Impunity still rules the day in Rakhine state.” 

Myanmar has long discriminated against the
stateless Rohingya, who rights groups say are
among the most persecuted peoples in the

world.  More than 120,000 have been trapped in
squalid displacement camps since violence
erupted in 2012 in Rakhine, where they are
denied citizenship, access to healthcare and
education. Over a dozen Nobel laureates wrote
to the UN Security Council last week urging
action to stop the “human tragedy amounting
to ethnic cleansing and crimes against humani-
ty” in northern Rakhine. Under Myanmar’s jun-
ta-era constitution Suu Kyi’s civilian administra-
tion has limited power over the army, which
maintains control of the defence, home and
border ministries. —AFP

PARIS: The playboy son of Equatorial
Guinea’s leader, notorious for his extrava-
gant taste in cars, homes and Michael
Jackson memorabilia, goes on trial yester-
day in Paris charged with plundering his
countr y ’s  coffers  to fund his  jet  set
lifestyle in France. Teodorin Obiang, his
country’s vice-president, is accused of
using state money to buy a mansion on
one of the swankiest avenues in Paris as
well as a collection of Italian supercars
and other luxury items. His lawyers have
said they will call Monday for the trial to
be adjourned, saying they need more
time to prepare his defense.

The trial is the first arising out of an
investigation into the French assets of a
trio of African leaders accused of leading a
life of luxury abroad while their citizens
live in poverty. The 47-year-old shopaholic
is not expected to attend the trial where
he has been charged with corruption,
embezzlement, misuse of public funds
and breach of trust.  US officials have
already forced him to forfeit property
bought with the proceeds of corruption,
accusing him of “shamelessly” looting his
country. His house on Avenue Foch in
Paris, which boasts a cinema, spa, hair
salon and taps covered in gold leaf, is esti-
mated to be worth around 107 million
Euros ($112 million). 

When French judicial officials first
launched raids in Paris in 2011, they hired
trucks to haul away his Bugattis, Ferraris,
Rolls Royce and other cars. The case sets a
precedent for France which has long
turned a blind eye to African dictators who
routinely park their ill-gotten gains in
Parisian real estate and luxury products. It
came about after nearly a decade of lobby-
ing by anti-corruption groups Sherpa and
Transparency International. “In the begin-
ning, there was simply no political will in
France to listen to us,” William Bourdon, a
lawyer for Sherpa, wrote in September.

Timber wealth 
French prosecutors allege that party-

loving Obiang lined his pockets to the tune
of nearly 110 million Euros between 2004-
2011, when he was agriculture minister for
his father, President Teodoro Obiang
Nguema. As agriculture minister, the per-
manent bachelor held a powerful position
that gave him control over the lucrative
timber industry which is Equatorial

Guinea’s main export after oil.  A so-called
“revolutionary” tax imposed on wood sales
was transferred to his personal accounts,
prosecutors allege. He has “always said that
he earned the money legally in his country,”
one of his lawyers, Emmanuel Marsigny,
said. Obiang fought unsuccessfully to pre-
vent the trial.  In December, the
International Court of Justice in the Hague
rejected a request by Equatorial Guinea to
suspend the case.

Shopaholic 
Born in 1969, Obiang was 10 when his

father overthrew his bloodthirsty uncle, the
dictator Francisco Macias Nguema. Now
Africa’s longest-serving ruler, Teodoro
Obiang Nguema made his son vice-presi-
dent in June just after being re-elected
with his usual score of more than 90 per-
cent of votes cast. During one of his
appeals against the French trial, a lawyer
acting for the French government said
Obiang had a “compulsive need to buy”. In
a US cable published by the WikiLeaks web-
site in 2010, Teodorin was said to live “the
life of an international playboy and is wide-
ly accused of corruption.” In a settlement
with US prosecutors in 2014, Obiang
agreed to turn over more than $30 million
in property-including a Malibu villa, a
Ferrari and Michael Jackson memorabilia.

The music fan is known to have bought
a crystal-covered glove worn by Michael
Jackson during his “Bad” tour, which is
worth hundreds of thousands of Euros. The
US Justice Department said he “embarked
on a corruption-fuelled spending spree in
the United States” after racking up $300
million through embezzlement, extortion,
and money laundering. In November,
Swiss prosecutors said they had opened a
money laundering probe targeting Obiang
and seized 11 luxury cars in Geneva,
including a Bugatti Veyron worth around
two million Euros.

As part of that investigation, his luxury
76-metre (250-foot) yacht “Ebony Shine” was
seized in the Netherlands in December,
according to the Swiss magazine L’Hebdo.
Equatorial Guinea, Africa’s only Spanish-
speaking nation, is the continent’s third-
biggest oil producer. Analysts say the energy
boom has benefitted only a select few. The
country is also regularly criticized by human
rights groups for repressive laws, unlawful
killings, torture and corruption.—AFP 
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PARIS: Teodorin Obiang, the son of Equatorial Guinea’s president in Paris. —AFP
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NEW DELHI: India’s top court yes-
terday prohibited politicians from
using religion and caste to garner
votes, a verdict that could force
political parties to change their
strategy in upcoming elections.
“No politician can seek vote in the
name of caste, creed or religion,”
said Chief Justice T.S. Thakur in an
order, adding that election process
must be a “secular exercise.” India
is officially secular but political
parties have traditionally used reli-
gion and caste as the main criteria
to select candidates and to appeal
to voters.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
has for years fought elections on a
Hindu nationalist agenda, with
party members in the past being
accused of making anti-Muslim
statements to polarize Hindu vot-

ers. The court ruling comes just
weeks ahead of a state election in
Uttar Pradesh, India’s most popu-
lous state where the two issues of
religion and caste generally domi-
nate campaigns. Results of the
election wil l  be impor tant for
Modi’s expected bid for a second
term in 2019.

State elections are also due this
year in the states of Punjab,
Uttarakhand, Goa and Manipur.
The Supreme Court, ruling on a
petition filed by a politician in
1996, wrote in its opinion that the
secular ethos of the constitution
had to be protected. 

The majority view of the seven-
judge Supreme Court bench held
that elections would be void if a
polit ician made an appeal for
votes on the basis of religious sen-
timent.—Reuters

KABUL: Afghan President Ashraf Ghani
suspended his minister for telecommuni-
cations and information technology yes-
terday while he is investigated over a levy
on mobile telephone charges, officials
said. The removal of Communications
Minister Abdul Razaq Wahidi adds to a lin-
gering political crisis in Afghanistan,
heightened in November when parlia-
ment passed no confidence votes against
a number of ministers over poor perform-
ance and budgetary issues. Yasin Sameem,
a spokesman for the communications
ministry, said the decision to suspend
Wahidi was taken after an audit into the
collection of a 10 percent tax on mobile
phone topups imposed in 2015.

He said the president’s office, which
has declared the fight against graft as a
top priority, felt the ministry had not
cooperated sufficiently with an investi-
gation into alleged corruption surround-

ing the lev y.  “ We are  committed to
accountability and the minister will wait
for the findings of the investigation,”
Sameem said. 

The mobile phone levy,  which has
raised millions of dollars for government
coffers, was imposed as part of efforts to
raise domestic tax revenue to make up for
a gradual reduction in international donor
aid in coming years.

While Wahidi’s suspension will  not
immediately affect the day-to-day func-
tioning of the government, it highlights
the difficulties Ghani has had in pushing
through major reforms of the economy
while fighting the Taliban insurgency.
Ghani ordered ministers removed by par-
liament to remain in their posts until a
Supreme Court ruling on the affair but the
standoff underlined the weakness of the
national unity government formed after a
disputed election in 2014. —Reuters

MYANMAR: Myanmar State Counselor Aung San Suu Kyi speaks during the Peace Talks at the
Myanmar International Convention Centre in Naypyitaw, Myanmar. —AP

NEW DELHI: India yesterday successfully
conducted test-firing of nuclear-capable bal-
listic missile Agni-IV from a mobile launch
pad off the Eastern Indian state of Odisha.
Quoting sources from the Defense Research
and Development Organization (DRDO),
Press Trust of India said the test firing of the
surface-to-surface missile with a strike range
of 4,000-km was made from launch complex-
4 of the Integrated Test Range (ITR) at Dr
Abdul Kalam Island.

The two-stage missile is 20 meter-long,
weighing 17 tons. According to the sources,

the DRDO positioned radars and electro-
optical systems along the coast of Odisha for
tracking and monitoring the movements of
the missile. Two naval ships were also posted
near the target area to witness the event.
India had successfully test-fired its nuclear
capable Ballistic Missile (Agni-5) with a strike
range of 5,000-km in December 2016, from a
launch pad at the Dr Abdul Kalam Island in
Odisha. India owns Agni-1 with 700-km
range, Agni-II with 2,000-km range, Agni-3
with 2,500 km and Agni-4 to more than
3,500-km range. —KUNA 

HYDERABAD: People watch Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi addressing the nation, on television in Hyderabad, India. —AP
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