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WASHINGTON: Senior Taleban officials
have been secretly negotiating with Afghan
officials on a possible ceasefire, the Penta-
gon said Wednesday, even as US forces
killed over 50 Taleban leaders in a series of
strikes. “A lot of the diplomatic activity and
dialogue is occurring off the stage, and it’s
occurring at multiple levels,” General John
Nicholson said in a teleconference with re-
porters at the Pentagon.

He would not identify the figures involved
in the negotiations, ex-
cept to say that they
included mid- and
senior-level Taleban
officials. “I should
point out they met in
secret. This is how
they were able to ad-
vance the talks,” he
said, adding that the
success of the effort
depends in part on the “confidentiality of the
process.” Afghan President Ashraf Ghani in
late February proposed peace talks with the
Taleban, saying they could be recognized as
a political party if they accepted a ceasefire
and recognized the country’s 2004 consti-
tution.

The Taleban have not officially re-
sponded, but deadly attacks have prolifer-

ated since then, particularly in Kabul, which
has become the most dangerous place in the
country for civilians. On Wednesday, mili-
tants launched a gun and bomb attack on the
Interior Ministry in Kabul, killing a police-
man in another demonstration of their ability
to strike at the heart of the Afghan capital.

The negotiating table
The Taleban also claimed responsibility for

a predawn attack on a police station in the
capital of Logar
province, about 70 kilo-
meters southeast of
Kabul. Six police offi-
cers were killed and
eight civilians were
wounded, provincial
police spokesman
Shapoor Ahmadzai said.
But Nicholson, who has
sought to drive the

Taleban to the negotiating table by bringing to
bear increased US military pressure, main-
tained that violence and progress can coexist.

He likened the situation in Afghanistan to
that of Colombia where the fighting contin-
ued up until the FARC guerrilla group and
the government signed a peace accord in
2016. In a statement Wednesday, the US
command in Afghanistan said the strikes

against those behind a recent attack in the
Helmand provincial capital of Farah resulted
in “more than 50 casualties.” After pushing
out fighters in Farah, Afghan and US forces
continued to pursue them, Nicholson told
reporters at the Pentagon via video link.

Under surveillance by the Marines, the
Taleban fighters returned to their Helmand

stronghold, a center for poppy cultivation.
On May 24, they were spotted in a known
Taliban command center in Musa Qala.
Among the dead was the number two Tale-
ban leader in Helmand, Abdul Manan, and
several district governors and local leaders
in Kandahar, Kunduz, Herat, Farah, Uruzgan
and Helmand provinces. —AFP
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JALALABAD: Taleban fighters stand handcuffed near seized weapons as they are presented to media. —AFP

Australian minister
apologizes for tirade
SYDNEY: A senior Australian politician apol-
ogized yesterday after a torrent of foul lan-
guage he unleashed at a female mayor sparked
accusations of misogyny. Health Minister Greg
Hunt, who has been spoken of as a possible fu-
ture prime minister, let rip at Fay Miller, the
mayor of the northern town of Katherine, dur-
ing a meeting in December. As well as swear-
ing, he was accused of intimidating her by
wagging his finger in her face.

Hunt only apologized after Miller wrote a
letter to Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull
highlighting his “unwarranted, disrespectful
and unacceptable behavior”. “During the
course of the conversation, I used strong lan-
guage,” Hunt admitted. “I have apologized to
the mayor of Katherine and today I want to re-
peat that apology publicly and sincerely, and
absolutely.”

Asked in parliament if he had been involved
in any other similar incidents, Hunt said one
other case had been raised with him regarding
a “strong discussion” he had with a former
health department secretary.

Hunt’s outburst against Miller came when
she suggested more funding to deal with con-
tamination arising from the use of fire-fighting
foam in her region.

He replied that she would need to take it
up with Northern Territory senator Nigel
Scullion. Miller said in her letter to Turnbull
that at that point, she told Hunt “Senator Scul-
lion comes to Katherine but I don’t see him”.
“He (Hunt) relocated his chair, pointing to-
wards me and said ‘you need to fucking get
over it, you need to fucking make Senator
Scullion your best friend’,” Miller wrote. “I
didn’t move. I was absolutely totally gobs-
macked,” she added.

Miller told ABC radio Hunt’s next two sen-
tences also contained the F-word. “And then
he sat back a little in his chair and said, ‘I’ve
heard you’re feisty’,” she said. “And I thought,
‘Really?’ I hadn’t said a word, not a word at
this stage, because I was in such a state of
shock at what he was saying.” Asked by the
ABC how she found Hunt’s attitude, Miller
replied: “That was misogynist.” Former prime
minister Julia Gillard famously accused her
opposition counterpart Tony Abbott of misog-
yny in a fiery parliamentary speech in 2012
that went viral. She later spoke of her “mur-
derous rage” at her sexist treatment while in
politics. —AFP

Nine jailed in 
HK for ‘Fishball
Revolution’ riots
HONG KONG: Nine protesters were jailed in
Hong Kong yesterday after being found
guilty of rioting during the “Fishball Revolu-
tion” clashes with police two years ago, the
latest in a series of legal actions against
demonstrators. Aged from their late teens to
over 70 years old, they were handed sen-
tences ranging from 28 months to over four
years for their involvement in the city’s worst
violence for decades.

The 2016 demonstrations were triggered
by official attempts to remove illegal hawkers
from the bustling Mong Kok commercial dis-
trict during Lunar New Year celebrations.
The “Fishball Revolution” moniker refers to a
favorite Hong Kong street snack sold by the
hawkers. At least seven people have already
been jailed over the clashes, which reflected
underlying tensions over the erosion of the
city’s traditions.

They were led by activists seeking more
autonomy from Beijing, as fears grow that
Hong Kong’s freedoms and identity are under
threat from Chinese authorities and the city’s
pro-China local government.  As the unrest

escalated, police fired warning shots in the air
as protesters hurled bricks torn up from
pavements and set rubbish alight.

Eight of the defendants jailed yesterday
had pleaded not guilty to rioting charges,
while one had pleaded guilty. Another young
defendant, who also pleaded not guilty, was
sent to a training centre and an 11th had ab-
sconded. None were known activists. When
handing down his verdict earlier this month,
the judge said the defense used by some
that they had participated in the protests
out of fun could not be justified, according
to local media.

Hong Kong’s most prominent localist ac-
tivist and pro-independence campaigner Ed-
ward Leung, who is accused of being one of
the ringleaders of the Mong Kok protests,
will be sentenced next month after being
found guilty of rioting at the city’s High Court.
Leung could face up to 10 years in prison.
The violent protests contrasted with the
largely peaceful pro-democracy Umbrella
Movement rallies of late 2014, which brought
some busy streets to a standstill for more
than two months.

Three Umbrella Movement leaders were
jailed for up to eight months for their role in
the rallies, although those sentences were later
quashed.  The failure of the 2014 rallies to win
reform triggered new calls from some young
campaigners for complete independence for
Hong Kong, infuriating Beijing.  —AFP 


