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SRINAGAR: Thousands of tourists and students scram-
bled to get places on planes and buses leaving Kashmir
yesterday after the Indian government warned of the
threat of “terror” attacks. Thousands of military reinforce-
ments were arriving in the Himalayan territory, also
claimed by Pakistan, where a three-decade old insurgency
has left tens of thousands dead. 

The Jammu and Kashmir state government said late
Friday that holiday-makers and religious tourists should
leave “immediately” because of new intelligence about
“terror threats” to a major Hindu pilgrimage in the region.
A separate government notice also advised hundreds of
students from other Indian states to leave the Himalayan
Valley. Britain and Germany have issued warnings against
travel to the region. 

Anxious visitors, including some foreigners, flooded the
airport at the main city Srinagar on Saturday, many with-
out tickets for flights that day. Visitor numbers have been
boosted by the Amarnath Yatra pilgrimage in recent years,

with more 300,000 Hindus devotees visiting the ice sta-
lagmite cave shrine in the Himalayas. The pilgrimage has
been cancelled because of the scare. A huge security force
had been guarding the route even before the alert. A sec-
ond smaller pilgrimage, the Machail Mata Yatra, in Jammu
region was also cancelled Saturday.

Airport chaos    
“Passengers who were scheduled to return in coming

days have turned up in panic at the airport today,” said the
manager of one airline operating the Delhi-Srinagar route.
“It’s chaotic and not many will manage seats unless there
are additional flights.” Hundreds of Indian students from
outside Kashmir were evacuated in buses. “All the non-
local students have left the campus for their respective
states,” an administrative official at the National Institute
of Technology in Srinagar told AFP.

Kashmiri residents formed long lines outside petrol sta-
tions, food stores and bank cash machines on Friday night

after the alert was announced. But the queues eased
Saturday. India’s military head in Kashmir, Lieutenant
General Kanwal Jeet Singh Dhillon, said Friday that a
sniper gun and a mine with Pakistani markings had been
found on the route of the Amarnath Yatra. “This proves
Pakistani attempts to attack the Yatra,” said Singh, who has
500,000 forces in Kashmir battling the insurgency.

India and Pakistan divided Kashmir when they became
independent in 1947 but both claim it in full and have
fought two of three wars since over the territory. The
Indian government has admitted that 10,000 extra troops
were sent to Kashmir a week ago. Media reports Friday
said a further 25,000 had been ordered there. The govern-
ment has declined to say how many are in the new rein-
forcements.

While military authorities and the state government
highlighted the security risk, Kashmir politicians have
raised fears that the troops are sign that the Hindu nation-
alist government could carry out a threat to scrap

Kashmir’s special status under the constitution. Political
leaders in the territory have warned that cancelling consti-
tutionally guaranteed rights, which mean only state domi-
ciles can buy land in the region, could spark unrest in the
disputed Muslim majority state.

The main opposition Congress party accused Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s government of preparing for a
“misadventure” which leader P. Chidambaram said would
be “fraught with very serious legal and political conse-
quences”. “It is clear to me that they (government) are
preparing for some misadventure and I would warn them
not to embark upon any misadventure,” the former federal
home minister told reporters in New Delhi.

Jammu and Kashmir governor Satya Pal Malik, who is
named by the New Delhi government, said “unnecessary
panic” was being created by “rumors”. Modi’s govern-
ment has refused to say whether it is about to scrap the
constitutional article, though he has often spoken
against it. — AFP
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SRINAGAR: Kashmiri people stand in a queue at a petrol station in Srinagar. — AFP

US, Taleban resume
peace talks in Doha
DOHA: Washington is hoping for a breakthrough after
talks between the US and the Taleban resumed in Doha
yesterday amid renewed efforts to plot an end to
Afghanistan’s 18-year-long conflict. The US, which invad-
ed Afghanistan and toppled the Taleban in 2001, wants to
withdraw thousands of troops and draw down its longest
ever war. But it would first seek assurances from the
insurgents that they would renounce Al-Qaeda and stop
other militants like the Islamic State group using the
country as a haven.

The talks were paused yesterday evening and set to
resume today at 0700 GMT, a Taleban source told AFP.
The source also said efforts were underway to organize a
direct meeting between US envoy for Afghanistan Zalmay
Khalilzad and Taleban co-founder Mullah Baradar, who
heads the movement’s political wing. Washington is hop-
ing to strike a peace deal with the Taleban by September
1 — ahead of Afghan polls due the same month, and US
presidential polls due in 2020.

US President Donald Trump told reporters at the
White House on Friday that “we’ve made a lot of
progress . We’re  ta lk ing” . A coa l i t ion  led  by
Washington ousted the Taleban accusing it of har-
bour ing  Al-Qaeda j ihadis ts  who c la imed the
September 11, 2001 attacks against the US that killed
almost 3,000 people. “We are pursuing a peace
agreement not a withdrawal  agreement, a  peace
agreement that enables withdrawal,” Khalilzad tweet-
ed on Friday as he arrived in Doha after talks with
Pakistani Prime Minister Imran Khan in Islamabad.
“Our presence in Afghanistan is conditions-based, and
any withdrawal will be conditions-based.”

No Afghan is inferior
In another sign of progress, the Afghan government has

formed a negotiating team for separate peace talks with
the Taleban that diplomats hope could be held as early as
later this month. The Washington Post reported Thursday
that an initial deal to end the war would see the US force
in Afghanistan reduced to as low as 8,000 from the cur-
rent level of around 14,000. In exchange, the Taleban
would abide by a ceasefire, renounce Al-Qaeda, and talk
to the Kabul administration.

An Afghan official hinted last week that the govern-
ment of President Ashraf Ghani was preparing for direct
talks with the Taleban, the details of which have yet to
be announced. “We have no preconditions to begin talks,
but the peace agreement is not without conditions,”
Ghani wrote in Pashto on his Facebook page on Friday
ahead of the talks. “We want a republic government not
an emirate,” he said, a challenge to the Taleban which
has insisted on reverting to the “Islamic Emirate” name
Afghanistan bore under its rule. “The negotiations will
be tough, and the Taleban should know that no Afghan is
inferior in religion or courage to them.”

Joined at the hip   
Council on Foreign Relations counter-terrorism expert

Bruce Hoffman said that he doubted the Taleban would
ever renounce Al-Qaeda-potentially hindering any deal. “I
believe that the Taleban and Al-Qaeda will remain joined
at the hip,” he told AFP, questioning the sense of “believing
the word of terrorist organizations”. “The Taleban can
negotiate with the United States,” he added but suggested
that the Taleban would be unlikely to break their personal
pledges to Al-Qaeda.

“It means that Al-Qaeda was going to continue fighting,
counting on that once the US left Afghanistan it (the US)
wasn’t going to come back.  “Al-Qaeda and the Taleban
would have free rein. It’s not a far-fetched assumption.”
The thorny issues of power-sharing with the Taleban, the
role of regional powers including Pakistan and India, and

the fate of Ghani’s administration also remain unresolved.
The latest US-Taleban encounter follows last month’s

talks between influential Afghans and the Taleban which
agreed a “roadmap for peace”-but stopped short of call-
ing for a ceasefire. Kabul resident Ali Yarmal, 23, said he
hoped the US and the Taleban would sign a peace deal.
“We want a prosperous Afghanistan, we want a peaceful
Afghanistan. I hope this peace process turns Afghanistan
into prosperous country again,” he said.

Apparently believing they have the upper hand in the
war, the Taleban have kept up attacks even while talking to
the United States and agreeing to the Afghan dialogue.
The United Nations has said that civilian casualty rates
across Afghanistan jumped back to record levels last
month, following a dip earlier in the year. More than 1,500
civilians were killed or wounded in the conflict in July, the
highest monthly toll so far in 2019 and the deadliest single
month since May 2017. —AFP 

KABUL: A general view of the capital city of Kabul is pictured, as new talks between the US and the
Taleban go on. — AFP 


