
JOLO, Philippines: Suspected Abu
Sayyaf gunmen abducted four workers
in a school in a southern Philippine
province where President Rodrigo
Duterte visited troops waging an offen-
sive against the militants, officials said
yesterday. About 20 militants barged
into a grade school compound in Sulu
province’s Patikul town shortly after mid-
night Saturday and seized six painters
and carpenters, one of whom managed
to escape and alerted the police. Army
troops later rescued another worker.

Duterte pinned medals on wounded
troops during a brief visit late Saturday to
Sulu, a predominantly Muslim province
about 950 kilometers south of Manila.
The tough-talking president has ordered
government forces to destroy the ran-
som-seeking militants, who still hold
about 25 foreign and Filipino hostages in
Sulu’s jungles. 

Meanwhile, 14 inmates, including sus-
pected Abu Sayyaf fighters and drug deal-
ers, escaped early yesterday from a jail in a
new building that also houses the police
headquarters in a government compound

in Sulu’s main town of Jolo, police said.
Three of those who escaped were

gunned down by police and another was
shot and captured. Army troops were
helping police track down the rest with
the use of military drones and sniffer
dogs, a police statement said. The new
kidnappings and jailbreak reflect the
diverse security challenges confronting
Duterte’s administration in the south,
where thousands of troops have been
separately battling militants aligned with
the Islamic State group who laid siege to
the city of Marawi on May 23.

After nearly two months of fighting,
more than 530 people, including 405
militants and 95 soldiers and police, have
died in the violence in the lakeside city, a
center of Islamic faith in the southern
third of the largely Roman Catholic
country. Backed by airstrikes, troops are
fighting about 60 to 70 remaining mili-
tants, who are holding an unspecified
number of civilian hostages in four
Marawi communities in an offensive that
Duterte said last week was winding
down. He said the offensive won’t stop

until the last militant is killed.
Duterte, however, has said he would

likely extend the martial law he imposed
in the south because the situation in
Marawi remains critical.  Defense
Secretary Delfin Lorenzana said he gave
the president his recommendation on
the question of extending or ending
martial rule last week. Nearly 400,000
people, including most of Marawi’s
200,000 residents, have been displaced
by the crisis and many have yearned to
return home amid the misery in over-
crowded evacuation centers.

Duterte’s spokesman, Ernesto Abella,
however, said Marawi remains fraught
with danger, especially for children and
women. “There is no assurance that areas
outside the main battle zone are already
safe to reside and live in as incidents of
cases of stray bullet victims have been
reported,” Abella said. “The clearing of
the entire city of Marawi of IEDs and
booby traps left by terrorists, unexplod-
ed ordnance and other explosives is still
ongoing. The danger and risks these
pose still remain high.”—AP
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Four killed, six missing in India’s 
Gujarat amid monsoon floods

AHMEDABAD: Heavy monsoon flooding has killed four
people in western India, officials said yesterday, with
grave fears held for at least six others still missing fol-
lowing torrential downpours. Major rail networks and
dozens of highways in Gujarat state have been inter-
rupted by floodwaters, and power to more than 120 vil-
lages cut in badly-hit areas. “Four people died after
being swept away in rain waters since Saturday morn-
ing. Six others are missing”, Pankaj Kumar, a senior state
government official, said, adding the National Disaster
Response Force was searching for survivors. The force,
plus India’s military, had rescued more than 2,000 peo-
ple from the worst-hit regions and relocated them to
higher ground. 

Thai police arrest gang 
behind family massacre

BANGKOK: Thai police yesterday said they have arrested all
those who took part in the brutal mass slaying of a family in
the country’s south earlier this week, a massacre that
caused widespread revulsion. Detectives say a gang of sev-
en men wearing camouflage outfits entered a village chief’s
house in the southern province of Krabi yesterday, casually
executing him and seven other members of his family,
including three children, with single shots to the head.
Three others were shot but survived, including a woman
who played dead after the bullet passed through her ear
and was able to give vital clues. 
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Islamist extremists surrender 
after shootout in Bangladesh

DHAKA: Four suspected Islamist extremists surrendered yes-
terday after a night-long standoff with Bangladeshi police in
which they detonated explosives and opened fire outside
the capital Dhaka, an official said. Police said the armed mili-
tants belonged to a new faction of Jamayetul Mujahideen
Bangladesh (JMB), an outlawed group blamed for a wave of
attacks including the murder of 18 foreigners at a cafe in
Dhaka last July. Acting on a tip-off Bangladesh’s Rapid Action
Battalion surrounded a building in the garment district of
Ashulia, around 25 kilometers west of Dhaka, just after mid-
night, RAB spokesman Mizanur Rahman Bhuiyan said. “They
rented the house posing as garment workers two months
ago. When we raided the place, they fired back with live
rounds and exploded IED (improvised explosive devices),” he
said. No casualties were reported.

Pakistan launches military 
operation near Afghan border

ISLAMABAD: Pakistan says it has launched a new mili-
tary operation near the Afghan border to combat mili-
tants. Maj. Gen. Asif Ghafoor, an army spokesman, says
an infantry division backed by air force and artillery will
clear the Rajgal Valley in the Khyber tribal region. He
says Pakistan has informed Afghan authorities and
urged them to take similar measures on their side of
the border. Afghanistan and Pakistan have long
accused each other of turning a blind eye to militants
operating along their porous border. Pakistan’s con-
struction of a fence along part of the frontier has also
caused tensions, as Afghanistan does not recognize the
colonial-era line as an international border.—Agencies

SRINAGAR: At least 16 Hindu pilgrims were
killed and many more injured yesterday in a
bus crash in northern India, police said, just
days after gunmen shot dead eight worship-
pers making the same holy visit. The bus
plunged into a gorge in Jammu and Kashmir,
the state where hundreds of Hindus make
the annual pilgrimage to a Himalayan cave
revered as the abode of the god Shiva. “16
people are now confirmed dead, 19 with
serious injuries and eight others with minor
injuries,” the state’s police force said in a
statement yesterday.

Some of the worst injured are being air-
lifted to hospital, while others were taken to
local clinics for treatment, police said. For the
second time in a week, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi offered his condolences to
the pilgrims who died making the holy jour-
ney. “Extremely pained by the loss of lives of
Amarnath Yatris (pilgrims) due to a bus acci-
dent in J&K,” the prime minister said, refer-
ring to the state by its initials. “My thoughts
are with the families of the deceased.”

The tragedy came as another Hindu pil-
grim died Sunday from injuries sustained six
days ago when unidentified gunmen
opened fire on a bus full of worshippers.
“One lady who was injured in the July 10
attack succumbed to her injuries in hospital,”
S P Vaid, the state’s director general of
police, said. Her death takes the toll from
Monday’s attack to eight, with seven women
and one man killed in the late-night assault.
Most of the victims were from the western
state of Gujarat.

It was the worst such attack in the divided
Himalayan region since 2000 when gunmen

fired on a group of Hindu pilgrims, killing 32
people including two police officers. Indian
leaders and Kashmiri separatists united in
their condemnation of this latest attack. No
group has yet claimed responsibility.
Authorities said the two-month pilgrimage
season would continue after the attack on

the bus, which was not part of the official
convoy carrying pilgrims.

Tens of thousands of Hindus from all over
India travel to Kashmir every year to visit a
phallus-shaped ice formation in the
Amarnath caves that is worshipped as a sym-
bol of Shiva, the Hindu god of destruction.

The caves, which lie 3,900 meters high and
can only be reached on foot or on horseback,
are seen as a symbol of religious unity in the
volatile region. The ice formation is said to
have been discovered in 1850 by a Muslim
shepherd who became a custodian of the
shrine, along with two Hindu priests. —AFP

16 pilgrims killed in bus 

crash in northern India

RAMBAN: Indian police personnel and locals carry injured and dead from the site of a bus accident in Ramban district,
about 140km from Jammu yesterday. At least 16 pilgrims of Amarnath Yatra were killed and more than 30 injured when
the bus carrying them fell in a gorge in Ramban district on Jammu Srinagar National Highway, media reports said. —AFP

COLOMBO: A visiting United Nations
reporter said Friday that torture remains
“endemic and routine” in Sri Lanka’s counter
terrorism methods and a number of persons
being detained without trial under a harsh
anti-terror law is a stain on the country’s inter-
national reputation. Ben Emmerson UN spe-
cial reporter on the promotion and protec-
tion of human rights while countering terror-
ism said at the end of a five-day visit to Sri
Lanka that he is concerned that even those
arrested as recently as late last year have
been subjected to torture, despite a new gov-
ernment promising to end such practices.

“In Sri Lanka, however, such practices are
very deeply ingrained in the security sector
and all of the evidence points to the conclu-
sion that the use of torture has been, and
remains today, endemic and routine, for
those arrested and detained on national
security grounds,” he said. Emmerson said
that he heard “distressing stories” during his
interviews with former and current detainees
under the Prevention of Terrorism Act of
extremely brutal methods of torture, includ-
ing asphyxiation using plastic bags drenched
in kerosene, the pulling out of fingernails, the
insertion of needles beneath the fingernails,
the use of various forms of water torture, the
suspension of individuals for several hours by
their thumbs, and the mutilation of genitals.

Human rights violations 
He said he obtained official figures which

said 70 persons detained under the terrorism
act have been in detention for more than five
years without trial, with 12 having been
detained for more than 10 years. ‘These stag-
gering figures are a stain on Sri Lanka’s inter-
national reputation. Steps should be taken to
release these individuals on bail immediately,
or bring them to trial within weeks or
months, not years or decades,” he said. Sri
Lanka’s bloody civil war ended in 2009 when
government troops crushed ethnic Tamil
rebels’ 26-year campaign for an independent
state. 

Both sides were accused of serious human
rights violations in the conflict. The number
of deaths in the conflict is not clear, however,
a conservative UN estimate suggests 100,000

deaths. A subsequent UN report said at least
40,000 Tamil civilians were killed in the final
months of the fighting. Sri Lanka was facing
international sanctions for refusing to investi-
gate allegations of human rights violations
and war crimes. 

But the country’s outlook changed after
the election of a new president whose gov-
ernment co-sponsored a UN resolution in
2015 promising to address the past and
ensure accountability and reconciliation.
According to a March report by the
International Truth and Justice Project - an
evidence-gathering organization adminis-
tered by a South Africa-based nonprofit foun-
dation - the abuse has continued through
2016, well after the change of government.

The report is based on testimony from 46
Sri Lankan Tamils who fled to Britain or
Switzerland and were once held at a Sri Lanka
security forces’ headquarters. Some victims
said they were held for months or even years
without due process, kept in cells so small
they could not lie down or were beaten,
raped or tortured.  The military’s chief aim,
they said, was to learn of any ongoing rebel
activity as well as the location of hidden
weapons caches, according to the report.
Emmerson said that the fulfillment of the Sri
Lankan government’s commitments to the
UN human rights council has virtually ground
to a halt. —AP

UN reporter flays continued 

rights violations in Sri Lanka

NEW YORK: In this file photo, Ben
Emmerson, UN special investigator on
counter-terrorism and human rights,
holds a news conference on migration
policies, at UN headquarters. —AP

MANILA: In this file photo, Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte ges-
tures while addressing Filipino Muslim leaders during a reception at
the Presidential Palace in Manila, Philippines.—AP

New kidnappings, jailbreak hit restive Philippine island

NOUAKCHOTT: Several thousand
Mauritanians took to the streets Saturday
to protest a controversial constitutional
referendum due on August 5, according
to AFP journalists at the demonstration
organized by an opposition coalition. The
“No” coalition is drawn from a broad polit-
ical spectrum including Islamists and anti-
slavery activists in the conservative west
African nation, all of whom oppose meas-
ures including abolishing the senate and
changing the national flag.

Saturday’s march was followed by a rally
where speakers denounced President
Mohamed Ould Abdel Aziz for what was
termed a “coup d’etat against the constitu-
tion.” Jemil Ould Mansour, head of the
Islamic Tewassoul party spearheading the

movement against the vote, described the
protest’s turnout as “giving the result in
advance,” calling it “a clear message to the
regime to put an end to this useless venture.”

Senators rejected the abolition of
their own chamber in March, appar-
ently to the government’s surprise as a
major ity  are f rom the rul ing par ty,
prompting Aziz to call the referendum.
But the opposition fears that despite
Aziz’s claims to the contrary he is lay-
ing the groundwork for a third term in
power, with his own prime minister
saying recently he supported the idea.
The march was the first action by the
new “active boycott” movement, which
has vowed to oppose the vote at every
step. —AFP

INDIA: Indian commuters drive along a waterlogged
street after heavy rains in Allahabad. —AFP

Thousands take to streets to

protest Mauritania referendum

Forces ordered to destroy ransom-seeking militants

PM Modi offers his condolences to pilgrims

BANGLADESH: Bangladesh Rapid Action Battalion (RAB)
personnel detain a suspected Islamist extremist after he
surrendered in Ashulia, some 25 kms from Dhaka. —AFP

MUMBAI: Indian pedestrians carry umbrellas as they walk through heavy
rain showers in Mumbai.—AFP


