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PESHAWAR: The Pakistani Taleban confirmed yesterday
that their deputy leader was killed in a suspected US
drone strike last week and said they had appointed a new
deputy in his place. A pair of suspected US missile strikes
killed the militant leader, Khalid Mehsud, also known by
his alias Sajna, on Thursday last week in Afghanistan’s
Paktika province, near the border with Pakistan, Pakistani
security officials said.

But there were conflicting accounts of the drone attack
from Pakistani intelligence officials and militant sources. A
spokesman for the Tehrik-
e-Taleban Pakistan, also
known as Pakistani Taleban,
who are fighting to bring
down the Pakistani state,
told Reuters the drone
strike was in the North
Waziristan region, on the
Pakistani side of the border.
“We confirm that deputy
head of the TTP Khalid
Mehsud died in a drone
strike,” said the spokesman,
Mohammad Khurasani.

He said Pakistani
Taleban chief Mullah Fazlullah appointed a commander
called Mufti Noor Wali Wali to replace their dead deputy.
Wali, like his predecessor, would lead militants in South
Waziristan, a rugged mountainous region on the Afghan
border which has long been home to Pakistani, Afghan and
al Qaeda-linked foreign militants. Militant sources said
Wali, known by the nickname Ghar Starga, is a ruthless
leader with experience working in Pakistani urban areas
including the southern city of Karachi.

He studied in a seminary in Faisalabad city in the heart-
land province of Punjab and recently wrote a book eulo-
gizing the founder of the Pakistani Taleban, Baitullah
Mehsud, who was killed in a 2009 drone attack. While US
and Afghan forces accuse Pakistan of failing to stop
Afghan Taleban militants using safe havens on the
Pakistani side of the border, Pakistani Taleban militants
have been waging a campaign of bombings and other
attacks on Pakistan’s security forces. The Pakistani military
mounted a major offensive against the militants in 2014,
forcing many of them to withdrawn into Afghanistan.

The border region is off limits to journalists and verify-
ing information independently is difficult. US drone strikes
in the border region have picked up since US President
Donald Trump took office in January 2017, though they are
a long way off their peak in 2010. Relations between the
United States and Pakistan have been strained since Jan 1
when Trump’s denounced Pakistani “lies and deceit” over
its support for the Afghan Taleban and their allies. Last
month, the United States suspended about $2 billion assis-
tance to Pakistan. Pakistan denies sheltering militants.

Pakistan warns India
In another develop-

ment, Pakistan warned
India against cross-bor-
der strikes in the disput-
ed region of Kashmir
after Indian authorities
blamed a Pakistan-based
group for an attack on an
army camp in which sol-
diers and their families
were targeted.
Saturday’s attack on the
camp near Jammu, the

winter capital of the revolt-torn state of Jammu and
Kashmir, was the worst in months, with five soldiers and
the father of one of the soldiers killed and women and chil-
dren among the ten wounded.

India said the heavily armed attackers were members of
the Pakistan-based Jaish-e-Mohammad (JeM) militant
group, drawing criticism from Pakistan about rushing to
judgment without a full inquiry.  “It is a well established
pattern that Indian officials begin making irresponsible
statements and leveling unfounded allegations, even before
any proper investigation in any incident has been initiat-
ed,” Pakistan’s foreign ministry said in a statement.

India, it said, was making these allegations to divert
attention from its brutality in trying to control the armed
revolt in Kashmir, and warned against any retaliatory
measures across the Line of Control that divides Kashmir
between the nuclear-armed countries. “We hope that the
international community would urge India to stop the
untold atrocities and gross violations of human rights in
IoK (Indian Occupied Kashmir) (and) refrain from any

misadventure across the Line of Control...” it said. India
has long accused Pakistan of training and arming militants
and helping them infiltrate across the heavily militarized
Line of Control into Jammu and Kashmir, its only Muslim
majority state. 

The head of the Jammu and Kashmir state police, SP
Vaid, told reporters over the weekend that they had com-
munications intercepts pointing to the JeM, which has
emerged as a top group fighting hundreds of thousands of
Indian forces in Kashmir. The army said the attackers wore

fatigues and had assault rifles, a grenade launcher and
grenades. In 2016, India said its elite troops had crossed
the Line of Control into Pakistan and carried out a raid on
militants after 18 soldiers were killed in an attack on an
Indian army base in Kashmir. Pakistan denies giving mate-
rial aid to the fighters in Kashmir and says it only provides
diplomatic and moral support to the Kashmiri people in
their struggle for self-determination. Yesterday, Indian sol-
diers foiled an attack on another camp in Srinagar, the
summer capital of Indian Kashmir. —Agencies
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BERLIN: German Chancellor Angela Merkel and the
leader of the Social Democrats (SPD) faced further
criticism yesterday from within their own parties
over a new coalition deal that must still be approved
by disgruntled SPD rank-and-file members.
Germany has been without a proper government
since an inconclusive election last September, which
saw Merkel’s conservatives and the centre-left SPD
both lose seats and a far-right party enter the
Bundestag lower house for the first time.

Merkel annoyed members of her Christian
Democrats (CDU) by agreeing in the coalition talks
to cede the finance ministry to the SPD. And mem-
bers of the SPD could yet reject the coalition deal in
a ballot whose results will be announced on March 4.
On Sunday Merkel defended “painful” concessions
she made to the SPD to win herself a fourth term as
chancellor, and she said criticism among her conser-
vatives was not a sign her authority was waning.
Guenther Oettinger, a senior CDU member and the
European Union’s budget commissioner, rushed to
her defense yesterday: “I find her still strong... and
am sure she will meet the expectations of our party
and the public in the coming days.”

But Oettinger also conceded that this would be
her final term as chancellor, if the new ‘grand coali-
tion’ goes ahead, addressing a succession debate
that is starting to take hold as the CDU slowly starts
to look ahead to a post-Merkel era. “It is clear to
everyone that the chancellor is going into a last
term,” he told Deutschlandfunk radio, adding that
she would “skilfully set in motion the succession in
these four years”. Paul Ziemiak, leader of the conser-
vatives’ youth wing, welcomed Merkel’s readiness to
set out her picks for ministerial posts before a CDU
party conference on Feb 26, but lamented the deci-
sion to give up the powerful finance ministry to the
SPD. “That did not go down well with our (party)
base,” he said.

‘Orderly procedure’
Many in the SPD rank and file are also unhappy

with the coalition deal, which will renew an awk-
ward ruling alliance with Merkel’s bloc that has gov-
erned Germany since 2013. The leader of the SPD’s
youth wing is travelling around Germany urging the
party’s 464,000 members to vote against the deal in
the postal ballot. Top SPD officials will meet on
Tuesday to decide on a change of leadership.
Martin Schulz said last week he would quit as leader
so the party could reinvent itself, and urged mem-
bers to back parliamentary floor leader Andrea
Nahles as his successor.

Schulz on Friday then gave up plans to become
German foreign minister, hoping to shore up sup-
port among SPD members for the new coalition -
but the manner in which he anointed Nahles as his
successor rankled with many in the party. “We
can’t have a situation where two, three or four
people have a discussion and say who does what.
Rather, there should be an orderly procedure,”
said SPD lawmaker Hilde Mattheis. Ralf Stegner,
one of the SPD’s deputy leaders, called for an end
to “indiscipline” in the party. Merkel said on
Sunday that if SPD members rejected the coalition
agreement, Germany would probably hold a new
election.—Reuters

Pakistan warns India against any cross-border raid 

Merkel and SPD 
under renewed 
fire over German 
coalition deal

Russia hunts for 
body fragments, 
clues after crash
MOSCOW: Emergency workers in
Russia searched snow-covered fields
outside Moscow yesterday, looking for
body fragments and clues after a fatal
plane crash a day earlier killed all 71
people on board. President Vladimir
Putin has ordered a special commis-
sion to investigate what caused the
AN-148 plane operated by Saratov
Airlines to crash outside Moscow
shortly after taking off for the city of
Orsk about 900 miles (1,500 km)
southeast of the capital.

Among the possible causes investi-
gators are looking into are weather,
human error and the plane’s technical
condition. The crew did not send any
distress signals. Experts plan to study
the plane’s two flight recorders, which
were recovered, as well as plane frag-
ments. Footage from a CCTV camera
that captured some of what happened
was posted online yesterday. It showed
what looked like a large ball of fire
streaking through the sky.

Investigators, who have opened a
criminal case into the tragedy, said in a
statement however that the plane had
been in one piece when it plummeted
towards the ground and not on fire.  An
explosion had occurred only after it
crashed, they said. Debris and human
remains were spread over a radius of

one km (less than a mile) around the
crash site and recovery teams had
found over 200 body fragments so far,
the RIA news agency reported, saying
the search could carry on for a week.

Mourning
Officials from Russia’s Emergency

Situations Ministry told a meeting
broadcast on state TV yesterday that
DNA tests were being organized with
the relatives of those killed to try to
identify body fragments. The plane,
manufactured in 2010, had been carry-
ing 65 passengers and six crew. The
passenger list showed many young
people were on board, including a
five-year-old girl. Mourners left flow-
ers, soft toys and photographs at Orsk

airport yesterday. “We believed until
the very end yesterday that at least
someone would survive,” said a dis-
traught Ekaterina Zakladnaya, 20,
whose mother Natalia was killed in the
crash. “We phoned the airports and
barely managed to get through and
then they published the lists and mum-
my was second from the bottom.”

The plane’s operator, Saratov
Airlines, said in a statement yesterday
it was temporarily grounding its fleet
of AN-148 planes until investigators
had established what happened. It said
the plane involved in the crash had
undergone thorough checks last month
and that it had successfully flown sev-
eral other routes on the same day as
the crash.—Reuters
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Kenya women 
club together 
to leave slum 
life behind
KISUMU: The thought of getting old, retir-
ing and still living in a slum used to scare
Emma Ochieng. Now the 55-year-old pri-
mary teacher has a new house on an estate
about a 45-minute drive from the city of
Kisumu in western Kenya. For over 20
years, the single mother of one lived in
Kisumu’s overcrowded Nyalenda slum,
polluted by poor drainage, waste, noise
and high crime rates. “Staying in a decent
neighborhood was beyond my means,”
Ochieng said. “Owning a house in the city
was but a wild dream!”

But in 2015, she began contributing 500
Kenyan shillings ($4.95) per month to the
Nyalenda Housing Cooperative, part of the
Kisumu Local Urban Forum which helps
members in five of the city’s slums access
decent housing. Ochieng also joined
Kenya’s National Cooperative Housing
Union (NACHU), an umbrella body that
builds affordable homes for low-income
earners on estates known as “greenfields”.
With people migrating from rural areas in
search of jobs as local farm business suffer

from extreme weather and rising food
imports, the rapid pace of urbanization has
pushed 56 percent of Kenya’s city dwellers
into slums. “Informal structures are coming
up faster than government planning,” said
George Wasonga, CEO of the Civil Society
Urban Development Platform. “People are
moving into areas before the government
can offer infrastructure for basic services
like roads, water, sewer connections, elec-
tricity and security.” Today, across the
globe, nearly one billion people live in
slums and informal settlements in about
100,000 cities - about a quarter of the
urban population. 

Many are located on riverbanks or near
dump sites and industrial areas, often on
degraded soils and in swampy, steep or
flood-prone areas susceptible to disasters.
Poorly constructed homes expose commu-
nities to extreme temperatures, a lack of
ventilation and toxic waste - all detrimental
to their health. Of the 10 million more peo-
ple added each year to sub-Saharan
Africa’s urban population, 7 million end up
in slums. Only 2 million of them can expect
to move out to a better environment,
according to figures quoted in a 2016 UN
report on slums. 

Savings groups
Ochieng is one of the lucky ones. She

got the key to her two-roomed house in
April 2016, enabling her to leave the
Nyalenda slum. Jessica Wekesa, NACHU’s
Nyanza regional coordinator, explained
how the cooperative assists people to save

on a small scale so they can acquire their
own land and homes. In groups of 20, they
identify a suitable parcel of land.  NACHU
then conducts a background check and
helps them register the land, also making a
loan for its purchase. The organization
constructs starter homes of two rooms
with a bathroom and kitchen, and hands
them over to the owners, who can expand
their property into a three-bedroom house.

Over a few years, the client pays for the

land, the starter home and related services at
a 14 percent rate on the reducing balance of
their loan, after which they get the title deed.
In the past seven years, NACHU and its part-
ners have built about 2,000 housing units in
seven regions of Kenya for low-income earn-
ers, ranging from small traders to motorcycle
taxi operators and teachers. “We use cheap,
locally available technology,” said George
Kopallah, coordinator of the Kisumu Local
Urban Forum. —Reuters

MOSCOW: An aerial picture taken in the Ramensky district shows emergency rescuers
working at the site of the plane crash which occurred. — AFP 

KISUMU: Esther Akinyi cleans outside her home on the Kibos Kisumu housing estate, Kisumu,
Kenya. —Reuters

KASHMIR: Indian supporters of the Hindu nationalist Dogra Front and Shiv Sena Jammu and Kashmir supporters burn the
Pakistan national flag during a protest rally in Jammu. —AFP 

Tell-all writer on 
trial over France’s 
‘heist of the century’
MARSEILLE: The suspected mastermind of France’s
“heist of the century” went on trial yesterday nearly
half a century after robbers tunneled through sewers
to snatch the equivalent of 29 million euros from a
bank vault. The 1976 robbery at a Societe Generale
branch in the southern city of Nice confounded the
police for decades. Only one person was ever charged
with the crime, with most of the gang disappearing,
and the loot — 46 million francs, about 29 million
euros ($36 million) in today’s money-was never found.

But in 2010, the case took an unexpected twist
when a career criminal wrote a book in which he por-
trayed himself as the heist’s mastermind. He used a pen
name but investigators quickly concluded the writer
was Jacques Cassandri, a key mafia figure in Marseille,
where he is now standing trial. He had assumed he was
safe because the crime was too old to be prosecuted,
but Cassandri is being charged with laundering the
millions from the heist-a crime for which France has no
statute of limitations. 

Police found the manuscript on Cassandri’s com-
puter, and his children later confessed that their father
had often bragged about the robbery. He eventually
admitted to orchestrating the intricately planned job
that involved at least six people and 30 tanks of
acetylene to fuel the welding torches used to cut into
safes and safety deposit boxes. He said he got only the
equivalent of about two million euros, which he quick-
ly spent. But an investigating magistrate was not con-
vinced, saying Cassandri was broke in 1976 but now
sits atop an empire that includes several businesses
and real estate. —AFP


