
NEW DELHI: India will send a manned mis-
sion to space by 2022 and introduce health
insurance for half a billion of its citizens, Prime
Minister Narendra Modi pledged yesterday in
a keynote speech ahead of an expected elec-
tion campaign. Modi, speaking from the ram-
parts of the historic Red Fort in New Delhi,
told a crowd of supporters that “sleeping ele-
phant” India had awakened and was ready to
take its place in the global economy. 

In a marathon speech, the nationalist leader
promised India would soon become only the
fourth country-after the United States, Russia
and China-to get someone beyond Earth’s
atmosphere. “India will send into space-a man
or a woman-by 2022, before that if possible,”
Modi said adding that the chosen astronaut
would be “carrying the national flag.” The
prime minister also announced a huge health
insurance scheme-providing annual cover of
about $7,000 for 500 million Indians-would
be rolled out next month.  

“It is high time we ensured that the poor
of India get access to good quality and
affordable healthcare,” he said, adding that
the scheme would cover the equivalent of the
population of the European Union.  “It is
essential to ensure that we free the poor of
India from the clutches of poverty in which

they cannot afford healthcare.” The scheme-
dubbed ‘Modicare’-has been described as
the world’s biggest government health insur-
ance initiative. 

‘Sleeping elephant’ 
Modi was speaking in the final

Independence Day address of his five-year
term, touting his economic credentials ahead

of an election he is expected to call early next
year. “India is now the land of reform, perform
and transform. We are poised for record eco-
nomic growth,” the prime minister said.
“Today the world says that the sleeping ele-
phant has woken up, is walking and has
joined the race,” Modi added. India has seen
annual economic growth of around seven

percent since he took over-though the rupee
is now under attack in the fallout from the
Turkish lira crisis. India’s main opposition
Congress party dubbed Modi’s address “hol-
low” and said that it had not answered ques-
tions about the the economy, relations with
China and Pakistan, and corruption allega-
tions. “We wish that at least in his last speech,
he would have spoken the truth,” Congress
spokesman Randeep Singh Surjewala told the
Press Trust of India news agency.

Space race 
India has invested heavily in its space pro-

gram in the past decade, stepping up a rivalry
with China. It is aiming to send an unmanned
mission to the moon in January 2019, the
Indian Space Research Organization (ISRO)
announced last week. The Chandrayaan-2
orbiter will aim to put a craft with a rover
onto the moon’s surface to collect data.
Chandrayaan-1, launched in 2008, orbited the
moon and sent a probe to the surface, in a
controlled crash landing. India also launched
an orbiter to Mars in 2013 which is still oper-
ational and in 2017 launched a record 104
satellites in one blast-off. 

New Delhi is competing with other inter-
national players for a greater share of the

satellite market, and is known for its low-cost
space program. The technologies to realize
Modi’s space pledge had already been devel-
oped in India, said ISRO chairman K Sivan.
“We have already developed the technology

like human crew module, environment control
and life support system. Before undertaking
the launch, we will have two unmanned mis-
sions,” Sivan told Press Trust of India after
Modi’s speech. — AFP 
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Searching for
loved ones in the
ashes of Ghazni,
Afghanistan 
GHAZNI: Residents searched coffins for
loved ones and scuffed through the ashes
of burned buildings as the scale of the dev-
astation in Afghanistan’s Ghazni became
clear yesterday, six days after a Taleban
assault cut off most communication.
Fighting appeared to have ceased in the
provincial capital, just two hours drive from
Kabul, nearly a week after the Taleban first
launched their assault late Thursday, in the
process destroying telecommunications
towers and slowing the flow of information
from the city to a trickle. 

Many residents have already fled the
city, adding to the influx of people dis-
placed by violence that has long strained
resources in Kabul. Those left behind have
spent days hiding in basements, struggling
to keep children and each other calm as the
sound of intense ground fighting and US
airstrikes boomed overhead. With food and
water growing short, they were warily
coming out on to the streets to find loved
ones lost and livelihoods destroyed. 

Outside of Ghazni’s central hospital
women and soldiers cautiously inspected
the bodies filling wooden caskets scattered
near the entrance. There, the corpses of
what appeared to be Afghan security
forces, Taleban fighters and civilians were
left during the melee. Attendants wore gas
masks while others covered their faces with
scarves and shawls as they peeled back the

sheets covering the corpses and examined
the faces of the dead, searching for family
members. “We request the government to
move the dead bodies piled up in the
provincial hospital. People are suffering
from the smell of the bodies,” said one resi-
dent. With mobile service partially restored
to pockets of Ghazni yesterday for the first
time in days, others were frantically calling
loved ones, praying for answers. “Since the
morning, I have received about a hundred
calls from friends, relatives and colleagues
asking if I was alive,” said resident Abdul.
“Today for the first time someone from the
hospital called me to say that my cousin
was wounded,” said another, Zargham, as
he ran toward the medical facility after days
of agonising over her fate. 

‘Nothing left here’
Information coming from the city

remains patchy and difficult to verify. The
UN special representative for Afghanistan
has said reports indicate that the civilian
death toll from the fighting was “immense”,
with unverified tolls suggesting more than
100 civilians were killed in the clashes.
Officials said at least 100 Afghan security
forces had also died in the battle, while US
authorities added that hundreds of Taleban
fighters were killed. “We received around a
hundred dead bodies — most of which
were security forces and police but also
there were some civilians among them,”
said Abdul Basir Ramaki, the head of
Ghazni provincial hospital. 

The carnage unleashed also under-
scored the devastating economic impact of
the nearly 17-year-old conflict. During the
fighting an entire market was razed by the
onslaught. Shops and stalls in the sprawling
bazaar were reduced to ash by raging fires
that may ultimately destroy the livelihoods
of the owners. — AFP

37 die as suicide 
attacker targets 
school in Kabul
KABUL: At least 37 people, the majority of
them students, were killed when a suicide blast
ripped through a school in a Shiite area of
Kabul yesterday, officials said, the latest assault
on Afghanistan’s war-weary capital. Around a
dozen ambulances rushed to the Mawoud edu-
cation centre in the western part of the city,
where students and relatives described pulling
bloodied victims from the rubble of a classroom
that had been crowded with teenagers prepar-
ing to go to university. 

“At around 4 pm this afternoon, a suicide
attacker who had strapped explosives to his
body detonated himself inside the Mawoud

education centre,” police spokesman Hashmat
Stanikzai said. “In the explosion 37 people were
killed, more than 40 injured,” he said, adding
that the “absolute majority” of them had been
students. He warned the toll could rise. Other
officials have put it at as high as 48 people
killed, with scores more injured. It was not clear
how many students were at the centre at the
time of the attack. 

One witness, another student named Ali
Ahmad, said as many as 100 students may have
been inside when the bomber struck, but officials
have not yet confirmed the figure. “My brother
has been injured, possibly killed, because he
wasn’t breathing when I took his bloodied body
out of the bloody, burning classroom,” one man,
who gave his name as Assadullah, said. He had
been nearby when he heard the blast, and ran to
the centre, he told AFP. His brother, Nusratullah,
was around 17 years old, he said, sobbing over
the phone. “He was a smart and energetic boy,
top of his class,” Assadullah said. “Now... I am
not sure he will survive.” There was no immedi-

ate claim of responsibility for the attack, which
was swiftly condemned by President Ashraf
Ghani in a statement. Both the Taleban and the
Islamic State group (IS) have carried out devas-
tating, high-profile attacks in Kabul in recent
months, but the Taleban quickly denied they
were involved.

Grinding conflict
The assault underscores the price that ordi-

nary Afghans have paid in the grinding conflict
as the country reels from a recent upsurge in
militant violence, including a massive, days-long
Taleban onslaught on the eastern city of Ghazni.
Afghan forces appeared to have finally pushed
Taleban fighters from the strategic provincial
capital yesterday, as shopkeepers and residents
warily returned to the streets after days of
intense ground fighting and US airstrikes.
Security forces were on patrol and no militants
were in sight in the centre of the shattered city,
with fighting which began late Thursday seem-
ing to have finally ceased. — AFP

NEW DELHI: Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi gestures while deliver-
ing his speech as part of India’s 72nd Independence Day celebrations,
which marks the 71st anniversary of the end of British colonial rule, at
the Red Fort in New Delhi yesterday. — AFP 

Japan emperor 
expresses WWII 
‘remorse’ as PM 
avoids war shrine
TOKYO: Japan’s Emperor Akihito yesterday
expressed “deep remorse” about his nation’s
wartime acts, as Tokyo marked the 73rd anniver-
sary of the end of World War II. The carefully cho-
reographed annual ceremony is the last Akihito
and his wife Empress Michiko will attend before
the emperor abdicates in April. “Reflecting on our
past and bearing in mind the feelings of deep
remorse, I earnestly hope that the ravages of war
will never be repeated,” the 84-year-old monarch

said in a televised address.
“Together with all of our people, I now pay my

heartfelt tribute to all those who lost their lives in
the war, both on the battlefields and elsewhere,
and pray for world peace and for the continuing
development of our country.” It was Akihito’s
father, war-time emperor Hirohito, who announced
his decision to surrender in a radio address on
August 15, 1945. Japan signed documents officially
formalizing the surrender on September 2, 1945.
Though he has no political power, Emperor Akihito
has hinted throughout his reign at pacifist views,
sharply at odds with the aggressive expansionism
Japan pursued under his father’s rule. He has
annoyed Japanese right-wingers by acknowledging
that his country inflicted “great suffering” in China,
and expressing regret over Japan’s brutal rule of the
Korean peninsula. Japan’s Prime Minister Shinzo
Abe also spoke at the ceremony, pledging to
remember war dead while building a peaceful
future. “Never again will we repeat the devastation

of war. Humbly facing history, we shall stand firm on
this pledge,” he said, avoiding any specific expres-
sion of regret. Abe has been criticized for what
some see as a revisionist attitude to Japan’s wartime
record, though he has softened his rhetoric as he
works to improve ties with Beijing. In recent years,
he has avoided visiting the controversial Yasukuni
shrine that honors Japan’s war dead, including con-
victed war criminals, offering a ritual cash donation
instead. Previous visits by Abe and other senior
Japanese politicians have angered China and other
Asian neighbors.

Yasukuni honors some 2.5 million people,
mostly Japanese, who perished in the country’s
wars since the late 19th century. It also enshrines
senior military and political figures convicted of
war crimes by an international tribunal after
World War II. Abe last visited in December 2013
to mark his first year in power, sparking fury in
Beijing and Seoul and earning a diplomatic
rebuke from close ally the United States. — AFP


