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KABUL: More than 50 senior Taleban commanders were
killed in an artillery strike on a meeting in Afghanistan’s
southern province of Helmand, a US military spokesman
said yesterday, as fighting continued across the country.
Details of last week’s operation emerged as fighting con-
tinued in other parts of Afghanistan, where the Taleban,
aiming to restore their version of hardline Islamic law,
launched their annual spring offensive last month. 

There were also serious incidents in Takhar province in
the north, in Loghar, east of
the capital, and Kandahar in
the south, keeping up a pat-
tern of attacks across the
country. The US military said
the May 24 meeting in
Helmand’s district of Musa
Qala involved commanders
from a number of Afghan
provinces, including neighbor-
ing Farah, where Taleban
fighters this month briefly
threatened to overrun the
provincial capital.

“We think the meeting was to plan next steps,” said Lt
Col Martin O’Donnell, spokesman for US forces in
Afghanistan.  While the strike by an artillery rocket sys-
tem would disrupt Taleban operations, it would not neces-
sarily mean any interruption to the fighting, he said.
However, the attack in one of the heartlands of the
Taleban insurgency was a significant blow to the insur-
gents, he said. “It’s certainly a notable strike,” he said,
adding that several other senior and lower level com-
manders had been killed during operations over a 10-day
period this month.

The Taleban dismissed the report as “propaganda” and
said the attack had hit two civilian houses in Musa Qala,
killing five civilians and wounding three. “This was a civil-
ian residential area, which had no connection with the
Taleban,” spokesman Qari Yousaf Ahmadi said in a state-
ment. In the northern province of Takhar, Taleban fighters
in the Dasht-e Qala district center captured the gover-

nor’s compound and police headquarters yesterday but
heavy fighting was continuing, police spokesman Khalil
Aseer said. In Loghar, the Taleban claimed an attack on a
police station in the provincial capital, Pul-e Alam, which
killed three police and wounded 12, among them four
police and eight civil ians. Shahpoor Ahmadzai, a
spokesman for the provincial governor, said three attack-
ers who sought to enter the police station in the early
morning hours triggered a three-hour gunbattle that end-

ed when all three were killed.
Elsewhere, three civil ians
were killed and 13 wounded
by an explosion in the south-
ern city of Kandahar that
appeared to have targeted a
mechanics’ workshop repair-
ing Afghan army vehicles, a
spokesman for the provincial
governor said. 

Kabul targeted 
Meanwhile, militants

launched a gun and bomb
attack on the interior ministry in Kabul yesterday, killing a
policeman in the latest chilling demonstration of their
ability to strike at the heart of the Afghan capital. Five
people were injured in the attack, which took place during
the holy month of Ramadan and was claimed by the
Islamic State (IS) group. Special forces rushed to the
scene after the attackers detonated what police said was
a car bomb at the first checkpoint leading to the ministry,
then tried to battle their way inside.

“The fighting is over, the attackers have all been killed
by security forces between the first and second security
perimeter,” said Kabul police chief Daud Amin. A security
source told AFP a clearing operation was continuing. “The
attackers used two vehicles to reach near interior ministry
compound. There were eight attackers involved, one det-
onated his explosives, seven others were killed,” interior
ministry spokesman Najib Danish told reporters.

Danish said one police officer had been killed and five

civilians wounded. Policeman Mujibullah Nabizada was
injured in the first blast. “I dragged myself to the road and
a car picked up and brought me to the hospital,” he told
AFP from his hospital bed, where he was being treated for
broken bones. Seweeta Saberi, 17, was also wounded in
the blast and taken to hospital. “Everyone is sitting in their
loved ones’ blood these days,” her brother Sameer told
AFP. “We request you [government leaders], for God’s
sake, if you can’t manage this country please resign.”

A security source told AFP there had been multiple
blasts but could not confirm how many. “I was in my office
when I heard a blast followed by gunfire. We were told to
stay inside our offices as the compound was attacked,” said
one ministry employee. IS, which is trying to make inroads
in Afghanistan, claimed responsibility for the attack via its
Amaq propaganda service. Police also said they had found a
car stuffed with explosives and guns at Kabul’s international
airport near the interior ministry yesterday. — Agencies 
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HANOI: A court has upheld a key judgement in
Vietnam’s biggest-ever fraud case, spotlighting the
country’s ability to tackle financial crime at a time
when foreign banks are heeding government calls
to invest. The Ho Chi Minh City People’s High
Court rejected an appeal yesterday against a judg-
ment that the central perpetrator of a 4.9 trillion
dong ($215 million) theft - dubbed “Super
Swindler” by local media - is responsible for
returning some of the stolen money, rather than the
individual’s employer at the time, state-controlled
VietinBank.

The ruling comes as financial firms flock to
Vietnam, hoping to capitalize on a period of priva-
tization and capital-raising deals in the fast-grow-
ing emerging Southeast Asian economy. The chief
executive of one victim, depositor Saigonbank
Berjaya Securities JSC (SBBS) - a unit of
Malaysia’s Berjaya Corp Bhd - said she had no
hope of recouping her bank’s $10 million from the
perpetrator, who was sentenced to life imprison-
ment. “I am heartbroken and lost for words,”
Josephine Yei told Reuters.

VietinBank, formally Vietnam Joint Stock
Commercial Bank for Industry and Trade, did not
respond to emailed requests for comment. A
VietinBank lawyer told Reuters the bank had
instructed its lawyers not to comment to media.
Majority owner State Bank of Vietnam - the coun-
try’s central bank - could not provide immediate
comment. In many economies, banks can be liable
for embezzlement of depositors’ funds if negli-
gence of the bank is established. In Vietnam, inter-
pretation of liability law becomes more open when
the perpetrator goes beyond their responsibility, a
lawyer said.

“Vietnam doesn’t have case laws for such cases
so it depends completely on the mind of the jury,”
said Nguyen Thanh Ha, chairman of Hanoi-based
SBLAW, ahead of the ruling. Court documents
showed indebted Huynh Thi Huyen Nhu and 22
accomplices were convicted in 2014 for “misappro-
priation of funds” from 15 victims in 2010 and 2011.
Nhu used her title as a senior VietinBank manager
to encourage customers to deposit funds which she
and accomplices appropriated using fake official
documents, according to the indictment.

The court yesterday said the victims signed
contracts which promised interest rates higher
than those permitted by the State Bank of Vietnam
and were therefore illegal. SBBS said it was
unaware of any illegality, and argued that contracts
with forged signatures should be considered void.
Both domestic and foreign investors have been
watching the case closely to “see how the legal
framework protecting depositors in Vietnam is
being implemented”, SBBS lawyer Nguyen Thi
Minh Huyen told Reuters after the ruling.

VietinBank is Vietnam’s second-largest listed
bank by market value. It is 64.46 percent state-
owned, with its next-biggest shareholder Japan’s
MUFG Bank Ltd, a unit of Mitsubishi UFJ Financial
Group Inc, with 19.7 percent. Earlier this month,
credit-ratings firm Fitch upgraded its view of
VietinBank to B+ from BB-. — Reuters 
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KABUL: Wounded Afghan girl Seweeta Saberi, 17, receives treatment as her relatives weep at Wazir Akbar Khan
hospital yesterday. —AFP 
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HONG KONG: For Hong Kong’s “part-time girlfriends”,
social media provides an easy way to connect with clients,
but campaigners warn that online convenience is tempting
girls as young as 13 to put themselves at risk. The label
“part-time girlfriend” is a euphemism often used by young
women in the city who may be studying or have jobs, but
who also offer sex on the side. By using variations of the
hashtag #ptgf as shorthand, they connect with men on net-
works such as Instagram then switch to direct messaging to
offer services and arrange to meet.

Instagram says it has made #ptgf and #hkptgf unsearch-
able, but a host of new alternatives that add Chinese char-
acters or initials to the original tag circumvent the block.
Loneliness, curiosity, family breakdown and financial pres-
sures are key motivators for young women to try it out,
according to support workers on the ground. High-school
student Kiki, a pseudonym she chose to protect her identity,
started part-time sex work aged 17, saying it was easy to
search for men on Instagram by using one of the #ptgf tags.

“I had an argument with my sister and was not very hap-
py, so I just wanted to find someone to listen to me,” she
told AFP. “For the first few times I felt quite good... so I kept
looking for clients for company.” She admits she was nerv-
ous about meeting strangers, but the financial incentive out-
weighed her doubts. “My family is not very wealthy. I was

making money for myself and saved it,” she says. Kiki says
she charged from HK$300 ($38) for dinner or “touching”,
up to HK$1,000 for other sexual services.

After less than a year she gave up because she had start-
ed a new relationship. Now 19, she says she is left with a
sense of regret and warns other girls to think carefully
before taking the leap. “A future boyfriend or husband might
find it hard to accept,” she says. “It’s like you have a needle
piercing your heart and it’s always there.”

Blurred boundaries 
Connecting with clients online often gives young women

a false sense of security, says Bowie Lam, executive director
of Teen’s Key, a charity that offers support to Hong Kong’s
sex workers under the age of 25. She says the age of “part-
time girlfriends” is getting lower and believes that social
media is a factor. “They think they have autonomy and con-
trol because they can screen a client online, talk with him,
but it makes the boundary more blurred,” Lam says.

These young women often do not see themselves as sex
workers because they are not based out of seedy rooms, or
the bars and clubs of Hong Kong’s traditional red light dis-
tricts, she adds. Sometimes they meet clients without offer-
ing sex at first and are taken to theme parks, dinner or even
on hikes, but as more money is offered, the path usually
leads to paid sex. Some young women have their first sexual
experience as a “part-time girlfriend”, says Lam. Believing
they have become friends with a client can lead them to
drop their guard. “Girls have been treated violently and
even raped because they trusted the man wouldn’t harm
them,” Lam told AFP.

Hong Kong police said they have taken action against
websites, chat rooms and discussion forums to combat
“illegal prostitution activities” in a statement to AFP. The

“act of prostitution” in itself is not illegal in Hong Kong,
police say, but soliciting is. Instagram told AFP it acts to
“swiftly remove” content, accounts and hashtags that vio-
late its community guidelines. A long-term strategy
addressing taboos around talking about sex within schools
and families in Hong Kong’s conservative society is what is
most needed to stop girls putting themselves at risk, says
Lam.  Teen’s Key offers young sex workers a range of sup-
port services, ranging from health tests to career advice
and help with financial planning. Lam says they want to
help the women reconnect with their dreams and aspira-
tions. However, even when they are given support by the
charity, some feel they cannot leave part-time sex work
behind. As the cost of living in Hong Kong soars, financial
pressure is often the main factor.—AFP 
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HONG KONG: In this picture taken on May 28,
2018, Bowie Lam of Teen’s Key, a charity that
offers support to sex workers under the age of
25, poses in her office. — AFP 

KUALA LUMPUR: The hunt for Flight MH370 may resume
if new evidence comes to light, Malaysia’s prime minister
said yesterday, as a private search for the plane draws to a
close. The Malaysia Airlines jet vanished in March 2014
with 239 people - mostly from China - on board, en route
from Kuala Lumpur to Beijing. US exploration firm Ocean
Infinity was contracted for a three-month search for the
Boeing 777 on a “no find, no fee basis”. This is set to end in
the coming days after finding no sign of the wreckage. 

The private search came after an Australian-led hunt,
which covered a vast area of the southern Indian Ocean
and was the most expensive in aviation history. It was sus-
pended last year. Mahathir Mohamad, who became
Malaysia’s premier for a second time after a shock election
victory, indicated the government had no plans at the
moment to resume the hunt. “We have come to a stage
where we cannot keep searching for something we cannot
find,” he told a press conference. “We understand the feel-
ings of the relatives but we cannot allow the search to go
on forever.” But he added: “If we find any new information,
we may resume the search.”

Transport Minister Anthony Loke said he hoped a final
report into the plane’s disappearance by an independent
international investigation team would be published by July.
Ocean Infinity had stood to make up to $70 million if it
found the jet or its black boxes. The private US firm scoured
over 112,000 sq km of seabed. The ship conducting the
hunt, Seabed Constructor, was a Norwegian research vessel
carrying 65 crew, including two members of the Malaysian
navy as the government’s representatives. It used eight
autonomous drones equipped with sonars and cameras,
able to operate at depths up to 6,000 m. Only three con-
firmed fragments of MH370 have been found, all of them on
western Indian Ocean shores, including a two-metre wing
part known as a flaperon. — AFP 
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WASHINGTON/SEOUL: When Kim Yong Chol lands in
New York, he will become the most senior North Korean
envoy to hold talks with American officials on US soil in 18
years. The former spy chief is a trusted adviser to North
Korean leader Kim Jong Un, playing a pivotal role in prepa-
rations for an historic summit between Kim and US President
Donald Trump. In a sign of his importance, Trump announced
Kim Yong Chol’s New York trip on Twitter on Tuesday. The
White House said he would meet US Secretary of State
Mike Pompeo later this week, the most high-level contact
between the two countries in the United States since Jo
Myong Rok, a marshal, met President Bill Clinton in 2000.

Diplomatic heavyweight
Kim Yong Chol is a four-star general, vice chairman of the

ruling Workers’ Party’s Central Committee, and director of
the United Front Department, which is responsible for inter-
Korean relations. Such positions, and his omnipresence
before and during inter-Korean summits in April and on
Saturday, make him one of the most powerful people in
North Korea, South Korean officials say. He has played a
central role in the recent thaw in relations between the North
and South Korea, as well as the United States. Sent as Kim
Jong Un’s envoy to the Winter Olympics in South Korea in
February, Kim Yong Chol told South Korean President Moon
Jae-in Pyongyang was open to talks with Washington, the
first indication North Korea was changing course after
months of trading threats and insults with the United States.
He and Kim Jong Un’s sister, Kim Yo Jong, were the only two
officials to join the North Korean leader at the two inter-
Korean summits. He also coordinated Kim Jong Un’s two
meetings with Pompeo in Pyongyang.

Spy under sanctions
Kim Yong Chol was previously chief of the

Reconnaissance General Bureau, a top North Korean mili-

tary intelligence agency, and has spent nearly 30 years as a
senior member of the intelligence community. The United
States and South Korea blacklisted him for supporting the
North’s nuclear and missile programs in 2010 and 2016,
respectively. A visit to the United States would indicate a
waiver was granted. He was accused by South Korea of mas-
terminding deadly attacks on a South Korean navy ship and
an island in 2010. He was also linked by US intelligence to a
devastating cyber attack on Sony Pictures in 2014. North
Korea denied any involvement in either incident. Kim Yong
Chol “stormed out of the room” during military talks in 2014
when the South demanded an apology for the 2010 attacks,
according to South Korean officials. “He is a tough negotia-
tor and an expert on inter-Korean talks, but it is true that he
had been a symbol of hawks rather than harmony and recon-
ciliation until this year,” said Moon Sang-gyun, a former
South Korean defence official. 

Bodyguard to Kim’s father
Kim Yong Chol served in the military police in the demili-

tarized zone on the border of the two Koreas. He was also a
bodyguard to Kim Jong Il, the former leader and late father
of Kim Jong Un, according to North Korea Leadership
Watch, an affiliate of the 38 North think tank. He has been
closely linked to Kim Jong Un’s succession and has been
seen flanking the leader on several public visits. — Reuters 
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BEIJING: North Korean General Kim Yong Chol
(front right) arrives at Beijing airport for a flight
departing for New York yesterday. — AFP 


