
KATHMANDU: Recordings show apparent confu-
sion between the pilot and air traffic control over the
runway approach at Kathmandu airport as Nepal
yesterday began investigating its deadliest plane
crash in decades. Aviation authorities said they had
recovered the flight data recorder from the charred
wreckage of the plane, which burst into flames after
crashing into a football field near Kathmandu airport
on Monday killing 49 people.  

Witnesses have described how the US-Bangla
Airways plane carrying 71 people abruptly changed
direction moments before it crashed. On Monday the
airline’s chief executive Imran Asif said there had
been a “fumble from the control tower” as the plane
approached the airport’s single runway. But airport
manager Raj Kumar Chhetri told AFP it was too early
to say what had caused the mountainous country’s
deadliest crash since 1992.  “It is yet to be identified
whether the pilot or air traffic control was wrong,”
he said, adding the investigation would be carried
out with Bangladesh.

Recordings of the conversation between air traffic
control and the pilot appear to indicate confusion
over which end of Kathmandu airport’s single run-
way the plane was to approach. Air traffic control
can initially be heard clearing the plane to land from
the southern approach. “You are going towards run-
way 20,” the controller is heard saying seconds later,
referring to the northern end of the tarmac. A series
of confused messages follow just before the crash in
which the pilot says they will land at “runway 20”
and then “runway 02”-the southern end. “There is
certainly considerable confusion from air traffic as to
which runway the aircraft actually wants to land on,”
said Britain-based aviation expert Andrew Blackie,
who has reviewed the recordings.

Notoriously challenging
Survivors told AFP the pilot gave no warnings as the

plane abruptly changed direction. “I had asked the air
hostess, what is happening, is everything fine? She
gave a thumbs up, but I could see she was panicking,”
said Ashish Ranjit, 35, who escaped through a window
on the plane’s right. “It was so low and it took such
sharp turns.” The plane hit the runway and skidded
through an airport fence, leaving a trail of fuel and
coming to a stop in a field where it burst into flames. 

Twenty-two passengers-mostly sitting on the
plane’s right side-managed to free themselves from
burning wreckage by climbing through the plane’s
windows or were pulled from the fuselage by passen-
gers and rescuers.  Kathmandu airport lies in a bowl-
shaped valley with the Himalayas to the north, making
it a notoriously challenging place to land. Nepal has a
poor road network and internal flights are key to
accessing remote parts of the Himalayan nation. It has
suffered more than 20 aviation accidents in the last
decade, mostly involving small planes on domestic
routes. 

“There are reasons why Nepal has such a relatively
high accident rate, many of those are because of the
challenges of operating in mountain airfields that sur-
round Nepal,” said Blackie, who was part of an team
that probed a 2016 crash of a small turboprop plane in
Nepal. But experts say the Canadian-made
Bombardier Dash 8 Q400 is a manoeuverable plane
that was developed to fly in Canada’s harsh arctic
north and should be at home in Nepal’s mountainous
terrain. Bangladeshi media said a plane carrying rela-
tives of the dead and injured had left Dhaka airport
early yesterday for Kathmandu.—AFP 
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MOSCOW: Soon after Vladimir Putin is re-
elected on Sunday, his thoughts will turn to
the question that is likely to dominate his next
term as Russia’s president: what will he do
when it ends? Putin’s victory in the presiden-
tial election is not in doubt as his ratings are
high and he has the state machinery behind
him, but how long the man who has dominated
Russia for nearly 18 years wants to stay power
is uncertain.

The constitution limits the president to two
successive terms, obliging him to step down at
the end of his mandate-as he did in 2008 after
serving two four-year terms. His mandate will
not expire until 2024 but the problem needs
immediate attention because the uncertainty
about his long-term future is a source of
instability in a fractious ruling elite that only
he can keep in check.

“The Russian political scene is entering a
new phase,” said Gleb Pavlovsky, a former
Kremlin adviser who is now critical of the
country’s leadership. “Most discussion within
the ruling elite focuses not on the next stage
of the Putin era but on what will constitute the
post-Putin era.” Vygaudas Usackas, the
European Union’s ambassador to Russia until
last October, says the stakes are high. “This is
a risky moment for the system,” said Usackas,
who is now director of the Institute of Europe
at Lithuania’s Kaunas University of
Technology.  

Putin has at least three main options. He
could take a leaf out of Chinese President Xi
Jinping’s book and seek an end to term limits,
hand over to a place-holder for a term and
then return, or anoint a successor and bow
out of public life. Each choice carries risks and
Putin may have other options up his sleeve. A

former spy, he is secretive and likes to pull
surprises. But the uncertainty about his plans
is potentially more destabilising than anything
for the ruling elite, the political, security and
business leaders around Putin.

Two sources close to the Kremlin said
there was, as yet, no plan for when Putin’s
terms ends. The matter is so sensitive that they

agreed to talk only on condition of anonymity.
Russia’s ruling system, while projecting an
image of unity, is divided along many lines-
between security hawks and economic liber-
als, between people with personal vendettas,
and between competing business interests.
Putin holds the disparate interests together, so
any hint of a vacuum at the centre of the sys-
tem is risky.

Putin forever
Putin is so entrenched within Russia’s rul-

ing system that many of its members can
imagine no other leader. Many in state com-
panies and major banks say they anticipate no
real change at the top when Putin’s next term

ends. “There are no discussions in the corri-
dors about the succession. It’s as if people
know that he (Putin) will be around forever,”
said a source in a government ministry.

If Putin want the constitution changed to
allow a third successive term, he will need two-
thirds support in the lower house of parliament,
three-quarters in the upper chamber and

approval in two-thirds of
regional legislatures. All are
institutions where Kremlin
allies are the overwhelming
majority but Putin has said
will not change the constitu-
tion to stay in power. If he
did so, he would risk a back-
lash from voters who might
see it as Russia turning its
back on democracy. He also
avoided the temptation to
tinker with the constitution to
extend his rule in 2008, when
he last faced term limits. 

Instead, he stepped aside and let a loyal
lieutenant, Dmitry Medvedev, run for presi-
dent, certain he would win with the Kremlin’s
backing. Putin, who became prime minister for
four years, secure re-election when
Medvedev’s term ended in 2012, and
Medvedev has been prime minister since then.
Putin controlled the country from the wings
between 2008 and 2012, and might see a simi-
lar move as an option now. Medvedev’s ratings
are much lower than Putin’s but the ruling elite
could accept him as a tried-and-tested proxy
for Putin. “Only Medvedev,” a source in gov-
ernment circles told Reuters when asked who
could be president after Putin. “Everyone is
afraid of change.”

Fatigue
Age, though, might now get in the way for

Putin. He is in robust physical shape but will
be 71 when his fourth term ends. If he again
stepped aside for a full term, he would be 77
on his return-the presidential term was
extended to six years in 2008 during
Medvedev’s presidency. 

One of the sources close to the Kremlin
said Putin does sometimes feel extremely
tired, but largely through exasperation at
officials’ incompetence and bureaucratic
sloth. During a meeting with Belarussian
President Alexander Lukashenko in 2016,
Putin was caught on an open microphone

confiding to his ally: “I don’t get enough
sleep. The day before yesterday I slept for
four hours, last night I got five hours.”

Putin might also be loath to rule in his late
seventies as he has portrayed himself as a
healthy and energetic leader since replacing
the ailing Boris Yeltsin and providing the
vitality lacked by most leaders in the dying
days of the Soviet Union. 

He will soon have ruled longer than Soviet
Communist leader Leonid Brezhnev, whose
18-year rule from 1964 to 1982 is primarily
associated with stagnation, though dictator
Josef Stalin ruled the Soviet Union for three
decades.—Reuters
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News in brief

39 sentenced to death 
DHAKA: A Bangladesh court yesterday sentenced
dozens of men to death for the brazen daylight murder
of a ruling party official in 2014, officials said. Ekramul
Haque, the then Awami League leader in eastern Feni
district, was dragged from his vehicle by a mob and
hacked with machetes before being shot at point blank
range. The 47-year-old was then placed back inside
his vehicle, which was torched.  A number of those
travelling with the local party leader were injured in
the brutal assault. Court inspector Nojibul Islam told
AFP that a judge in Feni district yesterday sentenced
39 men to death by hanging for the crime. —AFP 

Bus crash kills 38 
ADDIS ABABA: Thirty-eight people have died after
the bus they were travelling in plunged off an embank-
ment in northern Ethiopia, state media said yesterday.
“A total of 38 people, (28 male, and 10 female) were
killed in the accident,” state-affiliated Fana Broadcast
Corporate said of the crash in the Legambo district of
the regional state of Amhara, citing local authorities.
Ten passengers survived but suffered “serious and
minor injuries” in the accident, which took place
between the towns of Dessie and Mekane Selam, Fana
reported. Amhara regional spokesman Nigussu Tilahun
confirmed the accident, saying it happened on
Monday. —AFP 

Violent protests in Guinea 
CONAKRY: Opposition supporters in Guinea
protested and erected barricades in the mining towns
of Boke and Kamsar yesterday, disrupting some ship-
ments of the aluminium ore bauxite, industry officials
said. The unrest sparked by a row over local elections
held in February spread from Conakry, paralysing
much of the capital since protests erupted on
Monday. In Boke, police responded to protests yes-
terday with teargas and clubs, a resident said.
Spokesmen for the police and government were not
immediately available to comment on the demonstra-
tions in Africa’s top producer of bauxite that has reg-
ularly faced political violence. —Reuters

Thirteen die in inferno 
ISTANBUL: Thirteen people including children were
killed and 20 others injured yesterday when a Turkish
passenger bus burst into flames after colliding with a
truck in northern Anatolia, state media reported. The
bus, which was travelling from Istanbul to the northern
city of Tokat, hit the truck on a motorway in Corum
province early in the morning, according to the gov-
ernment-run Andalou news agency. Medical teams and
fire engines rushed to the scene. Pictures showed that
the bus had been reduced to a burnt-out shell by the
fire that erupted after the crash. The local governor’s
office said the truck was parked on the motorway hard
shoulder when the bus hit. —AFP 

Egypt sets up hotline 
CAIRO: Egypt’s judiciary announced yesterday it has
set up a hotline to gather complaints of “fake” news
in the traditional or electronic media that could pose
a threat to national security. Two weeks ahead of
elections in Egypt, the media have been under close
scrutiny, with an increase in cases of journalists being
arrested and websites blocked. “The Egyptian judici-
ary has set aside mobile telephone numbers to
receive complaints on the instant messaging app
WhatsApp and by SMS, so long as the name of the
complainant and their personal details are given,” it
said in a statement. —AFP
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MOSCOW: An employee presents a bust of Russian President Vladimir Putin at a gift shop
in Moscow yesterday. Seven candidates are lined up against Vladimir Putin in March 18
presidential election that he is all but guaranteed to win, extending his Kremlin term to
2024 with a fourth term in office. —AFP 

KATHMANDU: An airplane takes off at the international airport in Kathmandu yesterday near the wreckage of a
US-Bangla Airlines plane that crashed on March 12.— AFP 

KATHMANDU: The crash-landing of a passenger
plane at Kathmandu airport that killed 49 people has
put Nepal’s aviation safety record in the spotlight
once again. Air travel is popular in the poor
Himalayan country, but its mountainous terrain, poor
regulation and a lack of investment in planes and
infrastructure have led to large numbers of accidents
over the years. Here are five things to know about fly-
ing in Nepal:

Poor national record
There have been 27 fatal plane crashes in Nepal in

the past three decades an average of almost one per
year, according to the independent Aviation Safety
Network database. More than 20 of these occurred
in the last decade alone and seven killed 18 people or
more. All its airlines are barred from flying in
European Union airspace. The majority of crashes
happened at small domestic airports where pilots
negotiated small planes onto tiny strips of tarmac-in
some cases hewn into steep mountainsides. But the
worst have occurred at Kathmandu’s single-runway
airport, which services both international and domes-
tic routes. In 1992, two planes crashed near
Kathmandu within just two months of one another,
killing a total of 280 people.

Capital overstretched 
Aviation experts say challenging terrain is a key

reason for the high accident rate in Kathmandu.
Nepal’s only international airport sits in a narrow val-
ley 1,338 metres above sea level, meaning planes have
a relatively tight space to turn in. The airport also
lacks the sophisticated radar technology found else-
where in the world, forcing pilots to navigate by sight,
known as a non-precision landing. The airport has
only one runway, so planes have to remain in long
holding patterns in the air-a problem that has only

worsened in recent years. Nepal Airlines pilot Vijay
Lama said Kathmandu provided the “basic minimum”
and congestion at the airport was “creating havoc”.

Lack of investment 
Investment in Nepal’s aviation sector has failed to

keep pace with the boom in commercial flights-both
international and domestic. Tiny Nepal, with a popu-
lation of just 30 million, has 11 domestic airlines,
almost as many as giant neighbour India. Plans to
upgrade airports in major tourist destinations
Pokhara and Lumbini for international flights have
been in limbo for years.

Mountain landings
Although most of the biggest accidents have

occurred in Kathmandu, most pilots acknowledge
that the precipitous landing strips high in the
Himalayas are the toughest to negotiate. Lukla-the
gateway to Mount Everest-has been dubbed the
world’s most dangerous airport, requiring the pilot to
navigate through narrow mountain gorges before
landing on a steep runway just 500 metres (yards)
long with precipitous drops on either side. In 2008 a
passenger plane crashed on landing at Lukla, killing
everyone on board except the pilot. “The country’s
beautiful but rugged terrain makes the safety of air
operations more challenging than in other areas of
the world,” says the International Civil Aviation
Organization, a UN special agency.

Lessons not learned 
Some experts accuse Nepal’s civil aviation authori-

ty of failing to act on recommendations from past
crash investigations. Lama, the pilot, said investigations
teams usually did not widely circulate their conclu-
sions, making it difficult for the industry to learn les-
sons. But UK-based aviation expert Andrew Blackie,
part of a team that investigated a crash in Nepal’s
south in 2016, said resources were an issue. “In Nepal
there are some very tough choices about where the
government is spending its money... they are very
aware that an expensive investigation means less mon-
ey spent on other things,” he said.—AFP 
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