
I n t e r n a t i o n a l Monday, September 3, 2018

9

BEIJING: Police in central China said yesterday they
arrested nearly 50 people after a violent protest
sparked by dissatisfaction with the local school sys-
tem. More than 600 protesters gathered outside a
police station in Leiyang city in Hunan province
around midnight Saturday after security personnel
stopped a protest earlier in the day, police said in a
statement on their website. 

They said they arrested 46 people who “attacked”
the station, throwing bottles and bricks at local officials
attempting to address the crowd. Many cars had been
destroyed, the statement added. Apparent videos of the
protests on Twitter showed an angry crowd violently
clashing with police in riot gear. AFP could not inde-
pendently confirm the video. Trouble began after par-
ents of some middle school students were told they
would have to move their children into dormitories at a
local private school, resulting in a dramatic increase in
tuition fees, according to posts on Chinese social media.

Additionally, commenters complained that unsafe
levels of formaldehyde had been detected in some
middle schools’ newly renovated dormitories. Posts
about the incident had been removed from Chinese
social media by yesterday afternoon but were pre-
served by the anti-censorship website Free Weibo. In
a statement on its website, the local education depart-
ment said it would test the dorms’ formaldehyde levels
immediately. Violent protests are not uncommon in
China, where citizens have limited channels for
addressing their frustrations with government.
Problems affecting children’s health and education are
particularly sensitive subjects in the country, where
government policy for decades limited parents to only
one child. —AFP 
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KABUL: General Scott Miller took command of US and
NATO forces in Afghanistan yesterday, as worsening
violence erodes hopes for peace in the war-torn coun-
try. Miller, who has commanded special operations units
in Afghanistan since 2013, succeeds General John
Nicholson, who is rotating out of the post after more
than two years. 

The handover comes at a sensitive time in the 17-
year war that has seen little progress by Afghan or US
forces against the Taleban, Afghanistan’s largest mili-
tant group. Afghan and
international players have
been ratcheting up efforts to
hold peace talks with the
Taleban, which was toppled
from power by US-led
forces in 2001.

An unprecedented cease-
fire in June followed by talks
between US officials and
Taleban representatives in
Qatar in July fuelled hopes
that negotiations could bring
an end to the fighting. But a recent spate of attacks by
Taleban and the smaller but potent Islamic State group
that left hundreds of security forces and civilians dead
has almost extinguished that optimism. 

“This is a tough fight,” Miller acknowledged during
an outdoor change of command ceremony in Kabul
attended by top Afghan officials and foreign diplomats.
“There’s no room for status quo, we cannot afford to be
complacent. We must be aware of bias and easy conclu-
sions-they don’t exist here.” In a WhatsApp message to
reporters, Taleban spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid
warned Miller would “fail like the other commanders”.

For the past two years Miller has headed up the

secretive Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC)
and has lengthy experience working with some of
America’s most elite fighters. Nicholson, who will return
to the Pentagon, is the longest-serving US commander
of NATO and American Forces in Afghanistan.

There had been concerns that militants would
shower Kabul with mortar or rocket fire to spoil yes-
terday’s handover, as they did during Afghan President
Ashraf Ghani’s speech on the first day of the Eid Al-
Adha holiday last month. But the ceremony passed off

uninterrupted. Miller takes
up his new role more than a
year after US President
Donald Trump unveiled his
Afghanistan strategy, which
increased the US troop
presence and now includes
a renewed push to bring
the Taleban to the negoti-
ating table.

But there are fears that
Trump is growing frustrated
with the pace of progress in

the country. The Taleban have long insisted on direct
talks with Washington and refused to negotiate with the
Afghan government, which they see as illegitimate.
There is speculation that another meeting between US
and Taleban representatives could be held this month.
“We know the military component is only one part of
this conditions-based strategy,” Miller said.

He added that it was necessary to “create space for
the political process” to end the war.  Separately, Miller
confirmed in a statement that a US airstrike in the east-
ern province of Nangarhar on August 25 killed the
leader of the Islamic State group in Afghanistan. Abu
Saad Orakzai, also known as Saad Arhabi, was among

several people killed in the strike. IS first emerged in
Afghanistan around 2014. Currently there are about
14,000 US troops in Afghanistan, providing the main
component of the NATO mission there to support and
train local forces. 

Longest War
Like Nicholson, Miller spent years in Afghanistan

before assuming command of US and coalition forces
there and his career has followed the different stages of
what is now America’s longest war. He was among the

first US troops to arrive in 2001 as part of the campaign
to topple the Taleban following the Sept. 11 attacks in
the United States.

Almost a decade later, he served during the “surge”
ordered by President Barack Obama, which saw more
than 100,000 NATO troops in Afghanistan in a bid to
crush the insurgency, as well as in 2013-14 as most
international troops were withdrawn. Washington has
accepted that a purely military victory is not possible
and has focused on forcing the Taleban to the negotiat-
ing table. — Agencies 
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The handover comes at a sensitive time in the 17-year war

KABUL: Incoming General Scott Miller (C), commander of US and NATO forces in Afghanistan gestures as he speaks
during a change of command ceremony at Resolute Support. — AFP 

NAURU: Pacific leaders meet in Nauru to discuss regional
challenges this week, with the host nation keen to deflect
attention from its Canberra-funded migration detention
camp dubbed “Australia’s Guantanamo” by critics. Official
talks at the 18-nation Pacific Islands Forum (PIF) will centre
on the threat climate change poses to island states and
China’s rising influence in the region.

But the presence of the detention centre looms large as
the four-day meeting opens today, amid calls from rights
groups such as Amnesty International to close a facility it
calls “a stain on the region”. “Pacific island leaders cannot
ignore this issue any longer and need to ensure that it is at
the very top of the forum’s agenda,” Amnesty said after
releasing an open letter co-signed with 80 other non-gov-
ernmental organizations.

The camp houses around 220 asylum-seekers, including
more than a dozen children, who have tried to reach
Australia by boat. Under Canberra’s hardline immigration
policies, such people are processed in remote facilities on
Nauru and Papua New Guinea to prevent them setting foot
on the Australian mainland. The UN Human Rights
Commission says they face indefinite detention, labeling their
treatment “harsh and cruel”. However, Australia says offshore
processing is needed to stop the deaths that occur when
people-smugglers cram asylum-seekers into rickety boats
for the treacherous sea voyage. The camp is an economic
lifeline for Nauru, which has a population of 11,000 and
scant natural resources.

Climate change ‘greatest threat’ 
In unprecedented restrictions, the government has

warned visiting journalists covering the PIF it will revoke
their visas if they report on the asylum-seeker issue. “You
are only authorized to report on, or take photos or videos of
the PIF. Any other subjects must be approved by the RON
(Republic of Nauru),” it said.

Such heavy handed tactics have only taken the spotlight
off other concerns raised by PIF members in the lead-up to
the summit-chief among them climate change. “Climate
change represents the single greatest threat to the liveli-
hoods, security and wellbeing of our people,” PIF Secretary
General Meg Taylor said.

Some of the PIF’s small island nations fear they will sink
beneath rising seas, while others are regularly battered by
devastating storms fuelled by the changing climate. A major
aim of this year’s summit is establishing a $1.5 billion fund to
help the region respond to climate change, as well as disas-
ters such as earthquakes. Known as Biketawa Plus, it would
be used to strengthen essential infrastructure such as hospi-
tals, power stations and ports that are vulnerable in disasters.

It will also cement existing security arrangements involv-
ing the PIF’s largest members, Australia and New Zealand.
Reports in Australia said the move was seen as a way to
counter China’s influence in the region, which has grown dra-
matically in recent years as its foreign aid programme has
expanded. Canberra and Wellington have boosted their
Pacific aid contributions in response and will be working
frantically on the sidelines of the summit to ensure they main-
tain support in a region they regard as their backyard. Other
issues on the table include fighting obesity in the world’s fat-
test region and managing economically important tuna
stocks. Yet in a country with an area of just 21 square kilome-
ters — the world’s smallest island nation-it will be difficult for
delegates to ignore the asylum-seeker camp. One visitor who
has taken a keen interest in the refugees is New Zealand
Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern, whose offer to accept 150 of
them has been rejected by Australia and Nauru.

Ardern has not ruled out visiting the camp while she is in
Nauru. “I have a hope, an expectation at least, that I will at
least be given an opportunity to be exposed to some of the
issues around refugees on the island,” she told reporters.
“What form that takes is not yet clear.” Ardern’s newly
installed Australian counterpart, Scott Morrison, has decided
against attending the summit after taking power in the wake
of a bitter internal revolt that ended Malcolm Turnbull’s
tenure as leader. Lowy Institute foreign policy specialist
Euan Graham said Morrison’s absence risked undermining
Australia’s bid to revive its diplomatic ties in the Pacific.
“Downgraded representation at the PIF would be especially
damaging, given that the point of Canberra’s ‘step up’ in the
Pacific is all about demonstrating momentum behind
Australia’s renewed commitment to the region,” he told the
Australian Broadcasting Corporation. — AFP 

‘Australia’s
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NAURU: Locals attend a game of Australian Rules
football in Aiwo on the Pacific island of Nauru on
September 1, 2018. — AFP 

BANGKOK: As Bangkok prepares to host climate-change
talks, the sprawling city of more than 10 million is itself
under siege from the environment, with dire forecasts
warning it could be partially submerged in just over a
decade. A preparatory meeting begins Tuesday in
Thailand’s capital for the next UN climate conference, a
crunch summit in Poland at the end of 2018 to set rules on
reducing greenhouse emissions and providing aid to vul-
nerable countries.

As temperatures rise, abnormal weather patterns-like
more powerful cyclones, erratic rainfall, and intense
droughts and floods-are predicted to worsen over time,
adding pressure on governments tasked with bringing the
2015 Paris climate treaty to life. Bangkok, built on once-
marshy land about 1.5 meters above sea level, is projected
to be one of the world’s hardest hit urban areas, alongside
fellow Southeast Asian behemoths Jakarta and Manila.

“Nearly 40 percent” of Bangkok will be inundated by
as early as 2030 due to extreme rainfall and changes in
weather patterns, according to a World Bank report.
Currently, the capital “is sinking one to two centimeters a
year and there is a risk of massive flooding in the near
future,” said Tara Buakamsri of Greenpeace. Seas in the
nearby Gulf of Thailand are rising by four millimeters a
year, above the global average. The city “is already largely
under sea level”, said Buakamsri. 

In 2011, when the monsoon season brought the worst
floods in decades, a fifth of the city was under water. The
business district was spared thanks to hastily constructed
dikes. But the rest of Thailand was not so fortunate and the
death toll passed 500 by the end of the season. Experts
say unchecked urbanization and eroding shorelines will
leave Bangkok and its residents in a critical situation.

‘Venice of the East’ 
With the weight of skyscrapers contributing to the

city’s gradual descent into water, Bangkok has become a

victim of its own frenetic development. Making things
worse, the canals which used to traverse the city have now
been replaced by intricate road networks, said Suppakorn
Chinvanno, a climate expert at Chulalongkorn University in
Bangkok. “They had contributed to a natural drainage sys-
tem,” he said, adding that the water pathways earned the
city the nickname ‘Venice of the East’. Shrimp farms and
other aquacultural development-sometimes replacing
mangrove forests that protected against storm surges-
have also caused significant erosion to the coastline near-
est the capital. This means that Bangkok could be penned
in by flooding from the sea in the south and monsoon
floods from the north, said Chinvanno.

“Specialists anticipate more intense storms in this
region in the years to come.” Narong Raungsri, director of
Bangkok’s Department of Drainage and Sewage, admitted
that the city’s “weaknesses” stem from its small tunnels
and the hyper-development of neighborhoods. “What used
to act as water basins are now no more,” Raungsri said.
“Our system can only handle so much-we need to enlarge
it.” Today, the government is scrambling to mitigate the
effects of climate change, constructing a municipal canal
network of up to 2,600 kilometers with pumping stations
and eight underground tunnels to evacuate water if disas-
ter strikes. —AFP 
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KATHMANDU: Nepal’s only international air-
port had to be closed for some 11 hours after a
domestic aircraft skidded off the recently
repaired runway, officials said yesterday. The
Jetstream 41 was flying in to Kathmandu from
Nepalgunj in southern Nepal late Saturday with
21 passengers onboard when it suffered a run-
way excursion before coming to a halt onto the
adjoining grassland. 

Nobody was hurt in the incident but incom-
ing and outgoing flights to Nepal’s sole interna-
tional air gateway were diverted while authori-
ties tried to remove the aircraft, which had
become stuck in mud. The airport reopened at 8
am yesterday after the aircraft was moved. The
incident comes amid mounting safety concerns
over cracks on the runway’s surface, which was
repaired only recently. 

“An investigation committee will look into the
cause of the incident. Other flights have safely
landed, we don’t believe the runway was an
issue,” the airport’s general manager Raj Kumar
Chettri told AFP.  Nepal has a poor air safety
record and Nepal-based airlines are banned
from flying in European Union airspace. In April
a Malaysian jet with 139 people on board abort-
ed its takeoff and skidded off the runway. In
March, a US-Bangla Airways plane crashed near
the airport, killing 51 people. The Himalayan
nation has some of the world’s most remote and
tricky runways, flanked by snow-capped peaks
with approaches that pose a challenge for even
accomplished pilots. —AFP  
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Malaysia seeks
pair to testify in 
Kim murder trial
KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysian police are seeking two
Indonesian women to appear as witnesses in the trial of
the murder of Kim Jong-nam, the estranged half-brother
of the North Korean supreme leader.  A Saturday police
statement said Raisa Rinda Salma, 24, and Dessy
Meyrisinta 33, had their last address recorded at a hotel in
the city of Ampang just outside Kuala Lumpur and that
they could not be reached. 

It called for anyone who knew the two women or had
information about them to contact the authorities. Police
did not give any indication of what the two women might
have witnessed or how they could help shed light on the
case. Siti Aisyah from Indonesia and Doan Thi Huong from
Vietnam are the two women accused of smearing the toxic
nerve agent VX on Kim at a busy Malaysian airport, killing
him in February last year in a Cold War-style hit that
shocked the world. 

They were arrested shortly after Kim was assassinated
as he waited to board a flight to Macau. Kim, who had
lived in exile for years, was once seen as an heir to the
North Korean leadership and rival to current leader Kim
Jong-un. A Malaysian court ruled in mid-August that there
was sufficient evidence to support a murder charge
against the pair. The trial is set to resume in November
with Siti, 26, set to take the stand when proceedings start,
followed by Doan, 30, in January. —AFP 

There’s no room
for status quo

BANGKOK: This file photo taken on November 10,
2011 shows aircraft on a flooded tarmac at the Don
Muang airport in Bangkok, when the year’s monsoon
season brought the worst floods in decades with a
fifth of the city under water. — AFP 


