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‘Dozens of workers shot dead’ in 
Papua; Indonesia probes reports 

Killings would mark the deadliest bout of violence in years
WAMENA: An Indonesian soldier was killed while investi-
gating reports that more than two dozen construction
workers were shot dead by separatist rebels in restive
Papua province, officials said yesterday. If confirmed, the
killings would mark the deadliest bout of violence in years
to hit a region wracked for decades by a low-level inde-
pendence insurgency. Citing local police, Indonesian
media reported late Monday that the workers were shot
dead on Sunday in Nduga, a district in the centre of the
far-flung region on the western half of New Guinea island,
just north of Australia.

Police and military teams were sent to the area on
Monday when they came under rebel gunfire with one sol-
dier killed and another wounded in the firefight, authorities
said. The employees of state-owned contractor Istaka
Karya were building bridges and roads as part of efforts
to boost infrastructure in the impoverished region. All con-
struction work in the area would be temporarily suspend-

ed, the public works ministry said. More than a dozen
coffins were being readied in Wamena, the nearest major
town to where the alleged killings happened.

“Some media are saying 31 workers are dead, some 24,
so we really need to check ourselves,” said Papua military
spokesman Muhammad Aidi. A team of about 150 person-
nel would delay its operation until today morning, fearing a
confrontation with rebels at night, the military said later.
“We think they’ll be expecting us,” local military chief
Jonathan Binsar Sianipar said. A group of workers report-
edly managed to escape the shootings, which were
allegedly sparked by separatists angry at some workers
taking pictures of pro-Papua independence activities.

‘Chase these criminals’
The violence was reportedly carried out by rebels who

have long fought against Jakarta’s rule. Indonesia routinely
blames separatists for violence in Papua. Foreign media

need permission to report from Papua and obtaining reli-
able information is difficult. Authorities would “chase these
criminals wherever they are”, said national police
spokesman Muhammad Iqbal. “But we need to check
whether it was really (the rebels) or not,” he added. The
suspected killings could be the worst outbreak of violence
in a “very, very long time”, said Sidney Jones, director of
the Jakarta-based Institute for Policy Analysis of Conflict
(IPAC). “Every time we have had a significant incident that
has involved military deaths, even though the main victims
here were civilians, it is followed by massive retaliatory
response,” she added.

The suspected killings came as more than 500
activists-including an Australian-were arrested in a nation-
wide police crackdown that coincided with rallies on
December 1, a date many Papuans consider their anniver-
sary of independence from the Dutch. Papua declared
itself an independent nation on that date in 1961, but

neighbouring Indonesia took control of the region by
force in 1963. It officially annexed Papua in 1969 with a
UN-backed vote, widely seen as a sham. Jakarta keeps a
tight grip on the resource-rich region, which experienced
several spasms of violence this summer including the
killing of three local people, allegedly by rebels.

The deaths followed a gunfight that saw a small plane
carrying police officers-sent to oversee the local elec-
tions-shot at as it landed at Nduga. Some of the violence
has been centered on protests against a huge gold and
copper mine operated by US-based firm Freeport
McMoRan-a frequent flashpoint in the local struggle for
independence and a bigger share of the region’s resources.
In April, an Indonesian soldier and at least one rebel were
killed near the mine. In August, authorities arrested Pole
Jakub Skrzypski in Papua for alleged links to separatists
and he could face life in prison if convicted. His trial date
has not yet been set. — AFP 

BELGRADE: Belgrade yesterday
accused Kosovo of trying to “drive out”
its Serb minority by taking steps to cre-
ate an army and refusing to lift a 100
percent tariff on Serbian goods. The
moves by Kosovo, a former Serbian
province that declared independence a
decade ago, have spiked tensions
between the former war foes. Belgrade
has cast them as threats to Kosovo’s
120,000-strong Serb minority. “It is
quite clear that the announcement of the
formation of an army and the insistence
on a 100 percent tax on Serbian goods
are intended to drive the Serb people
out of Kosovo,” Serbian President
Aleksander Vucic said in a statement
after meeting the Chinese ambassador.
He warned that the move could “lead to
disaster, because Serbia cannot and will
not calmly observe the destruction of
the Serbian people”. 

Belgrade refuses to accept Kosovo’s
statehood-which is recognized by more
than 100 countries but not Russia or
China-and tries to shut it out of global
organizations. Last month Pristina retali-
ated by slapping Serbian and Bosnian

goods with the 100 percent tariff.
Despite EU pressure to lift the measure,
Kosovo has remained defiant. On
Monday, Prime Minister Ramus
Haradinaj reiterated that the tariff would
“remain in force until Serbia recognizes
Kosovo’s independence”. “Taxes are a
well-known instrument that we have not
invented and that President Donald
Trump also uses,” he added.

Pristina has also provoked ire in
Belgrade by announcing plans to create
its own army. Since the 1998-99 war
that paved the way for its independence,
Kosovo’s security has been ensured by
NATO-led international forces. In
October, Kosovo’s parliament approved
a first reading of laws that would trans-
form the emergency Kosovo Security
Force (KSF) into a regular army. A final
vote is expected December 14. KSF
minister Rrustem Berisha said the new
laws will see the force’s “gradual trans-
formation into an organization whose
mission is to protect the sovereignty and
territorial integrity of Kosovo”. The
process could take up to 10 years,
according to officials. — AFP 

New Delhi fined
over toxic smog
NEW DELHI: India’s environmental watch-
dog has slapped New Delhi’s government
with a $3.5 million fine for failing to
enforce rules to reduce smog in the world’s
most polluted major city, officials said yes-
terday. The National Green Tribunal penal-
ized the capital administration for its lack
of oversight after it emerged some pollut-
ing industries were still burning harmful
waste in the open. The tribunal, a national
body tasked with ruling on environmental
matters, had been hearing a plea from
Delhi residents complaining about facto-
ries flouting laws on trash fires.

It said the Delhi government needed to
instruct the court on how it would proceed

with tackling the annual crisis that plagues
the capital city of 20 million. Each winter,
Delhi chokes through haze so extreme that
levels of airborne pollutants routinely
eclipse safe limits by more than 30 times.
An estimated 1.1 million Indians die prema-
turely from air pollution every year. The US
embassy website in Delhi showed the level
of harmful airborne particles hit 290 on
Tuesday-nearly 12 times World Health
Organization’s safe limits.

Delhi, which has shut down power plants
and banned heavy trucks from the city in a
bid to curb smog, has accused other states
of not playing their part. In particular, the
capital has blamed governments in neigh-
boring Punjab and Haryana for crop fires
that burn every year, sending smoke east-
ward. Acrid smoke from these fires mingles
with pollutants from cars, factories and
construction sites in Delhi to create a lethal
and persistent smog cocktail. — AFP 

Walking, talking
and separated:
Conjoined 
twins go home
DHAKA: Bangladeshi twins conjoined at birth
have gone home nearly a year and a half after
being separated in the country’s first such suc-
cessful operation, a doctor said yesterday. Two-
year-old sisters Tofa and Tahura, joined at the
spine and at the rectum, underwent a gruelling
nine-hour operation in August 2017 conducted
by a team of two dozen doctors. 

“They were released from hospital late
Monday after their conditions improved,”
Shahnoor Islam, a paediatric surgeon who led
the groundbreaking surgery said. “They can
walk and also play like any other normal babies.
They are on their way back home. But we’ll
observe them from time to time,” she said. Born
to poor farmers, Tofa and Tahura-who do not
use a surname-were brought to Dhaka from
northern Gaibandha district, 260 kilometers
from the capital.

Their mother, Shahida Begum, told AFP how
happy she was. “I have never thought they
would be separated and live a healthy life. But
thanks to Allah, we are now returning home with
Tofa and Tahura no longer conjoined,” Begum
said. The parents almost gave up hope of sepa-
rating the twins after local doctors told them
there were no experts in Bangladesh who could
perform the operation and surgery in other
countries would cost too much. However, the
surgical team which separated the twins was in
fact Bangladeshi. 

Begum had earlier vowed to send her daugh-
ters to Islamic seminaries if they grew up
healthy. “I didn’t go to school as I got married
early. But I want them to learn Islam and be very
good human beings,” she said. Conjoined twins
are rare and about half are stillborn. Almost all
Bangladeshi conjoined twins fail to survive their
infant years, surgeons have said. In 2016, twin
boys, who were joined at the torso and had been
abandoned by their parents at the same hospital,
died due to severe infections and complications.
In November 2015, conjoined twin girls born
with two heads and two hearts and a single
body attracted crowds of thousands. They died
when they were just a week old. — AFP 

DHAKA: Combo photo shows conjoined Bangladeshi twins Tofa and Tahura before (top) and after
surgery (bottom) to separate them at Dhaka Medical College Hospital.  — AFP 
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