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TRIPOLI: At least 42 people were killed and dozens
wounded in an air strike targeting a town hall meeting in
southern Libya, a local official and the UN-recognized
government said yesterday, accusing forces of military
strongman Khalifa Haftar. The Government of National
Accord (GNA) said Sunday’s raid struck the residential
district of Qalaa in the town of Murzuq.

The air raid left “42 dead and more than 60 injured,
30 of them critically,” municipal council official Ibrahim
Omar said. He said a government building at which more
than 200 local dignitaries were gathered “to settle social
differences” was targeted three times. “No armed or
wanted people were among them... Haftar bombed
unarmed civilians,” he said, calling for humanitarian aid
since the local hospital could not cope with the high
number of casualties.

The GNA condemned the attack on its Facebook
page, also blaming it on Haftar’s forces. Haftar, who

seized swathes of southern Libya earlier in the year,
has been battling since April to oust pro-GNA forces
from the capital Tripoli. The GNA urged the UN’s
Libya mission and international community “to carry
out an investigation into the crimes committed by
Haftar’s militias in Murzuq”. There was no immediate
comment on the raid from Haftar’s self-styled Libyan
National Army (LNA).

With its 50,000 inhabitants, mostly from the Toubou
ethnic group, and its ancient fortress, the oasis town is
located almost 900 kilometers by road south of Tripoli.
The Toubou have remained at odds with rival Arab tribes
which have rallied with Haftar’s forces who took control
of the region in January in an operation to “purge it of
terrorists and criminals”. With fighting for Tripoli stalled
on the ground after initial advances by Haftar’s forces,
the two sides have increasingly taken their fight to the
skies with warplanes and drones.

Narrow escape at airport 
Aviation officials said yesterday that a Libyan passen-

ger plane had narrowly escaped being hit by incoming
fire as it landed at Tripoli’s sole functioning airport. “The
crew on the flight from Benghazi, which was carrying 124
passengers, avoided being hit by bombing on Mitiga
International Airport” on Sunday, the airport’s manage-
ment wrote on Facebook. The incident forced the air-
port to close to air traffic and re-route flights to
Misrata, some 200 kilometers further east, until late
Sunday night. The origin of the bombs was not clear,
and no side has yet claimed responsibility. UN envoy
Ghassan Salame last week warned the Security Council
of “the increasing frequency of attacks” on Mitiga air-
port, controlled by pro-GNA forces. “Several of these
attacks have come perilously close to hitting civilian
aircraft with passengers on board,” he said.

On Sunday, his office condemned the “repeated indis-

criminate shelling” of Mitiga, “the only indispensable
functioning airport available for use by millions of civil-
ians” and aid deliveries. Mitiga has closed several times
since the start of the assault by Haftar, who has accused
pro-GNA forces of using it for military purposes includ-
ing as a launch site for Turkish attack drones.

Located east of Tripoli, Mitiga is a former military
airbase that has been used by civilian traffic since
Tripoli’s international airport suffered severe damage
during fighting in 2014. The World Health Organization
says the battle for Tripoli has left nearly 1,100 people
dead and wounded more than 5,750, and forced more
than 100,000 civilians to flee their homes. Libya has
been wracked by chaos since the 2011 uprising that
killed president Muammar Gaddafi. Rival administrations
and militias are vying for power, with the GNA that holds
Libya’s west at odds with a parallel administration based
in the east and backed by Haftar. — AFP  

Air strike kills 42 in south Libya 
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TAJURA, Libya: Libyan men bury the bodies of migrants who died in a shipwreck off the coasts of Khoms, at a communal cemetery in the capital Tripoli’s suburb of Tajoura. Libyan authorities buried the bodies of 46 migrants after they
were plucked from the sea following one of deadliest shipwrecks in the Mediterranean so far this year. — AFP 

Things to know 
about Kashmir’s 
changed status
NEW DELHI: The Indian government yesterday issued a
presidential order to scrap the constitutionally mandated
special status of Kashmir, the country’s only Muslim-
majority region. Here are five things to know about the
unprecedented move:

What is Article 370? 
Article 370 gave Jammu and Kashmir state a special

position in India’s union. The provision gave Kashmir’s
assembly the power to vet national laws passed by New
Delhi. It also gave the state a separate constitution and a
flag. Under the provision, Indians outside the state were
blocked from permanently settling, buying land, holding
local government jobs and securing education scholar-
ships. Under the changed status, the region will now be
governed by the laws applicable to other Indian citizens.

Why now? 
The Hindu nationalist government of Prime Minister

Narendra Modi enjoys a sizeable majority in parliament
after dominating the polls in the April-May elections.
Modi’s right-wing Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) can now
push through parliament its key policy goals. This includes
the BJP’s long-held promise to scrap Article 370, which it
argues is necessary to integrate Kashmir with the rest of
the country. Critics say the BJP’s latest move is a part of its
agenda to please core supporters and win more votes by
stoking Hindu nationalist fervor. The move is in line with its
muscular approach towards Kashmir and Pakistan, which
also claims the Himalayan kingdom.

Significance
The special status, which has been in place since May

14, 1954, has helped Kashmiri Muslims and other commu-
nities preserve their strong sense of culture. The ditching
of the status has highlighted long-running fears that the
local way of life and customs could be lost amid migration

from other parts of the country. Analysts say the Indian
government wants to change the region’s demographics by
allowing non-Kashmiris, mostly Hindus, to buy land and
settle there permanently. It is also likely to worsen the sim-
mering and bloody rebellion in Kashmir, where an insur-
gency over the past three decades has left more than
70,000 dead, mainly civilians.

International ramifications 
The decision has a direct impact on relations between

nuclear rivals India and Pakistan. Kashmir has been divid-
ed between the neighboring countries since 1947 and they
have fought two out of three wars over the region. In
February the countries were on the brink of war after India
launched air raids on Pakistan over a deadly bombing in
Kashmir that killed 40 paramilitary troops. Pakistan
launched counter air strikes with the retaliations on both
sides sending tensions to yet another high amid threats of
a nuclear war. India is meanwhile engaged in a protracted
dialogue with China over the territory, which Beijing con-
trols a part of.

The move could also affect the United States’ move to

exit Afghanistan after an 18-year war, launched following
the 2001 terror attacks. Pakistan has been a key facilitator
in direct talks between Washington and the Taliban in
Afghanistan over the exit plans. If the Americans do not
support Islamabad’s interests in Kashmir following India’s
move, it could jeopardize the talks.  US President Donald
Trump recently offered to mediate between India and
Pakistan over Kashmir, but New Delhi has long insisted the
issue can only be resolved bilaterally.

What’s next? 
Up next is a bill proposing splitting the state of Jammu

and Kashmir into two union territories - Jammu and
Kashmir division, and Ladakh. This means the entire region
would lose its autonomous status and come under the
direct rule of New Delhi. The Jammu and Kashmir division
will have its own assembly and elections but the national
government will have control of local laws, including the
maintenance of public order. The tinderbox region was
placed under a massive security lockdown and communi-
cations were cut ahead of the announcement, on fears it
would trigger fresh unrest. — AFP 

English? Non merci, 
French minister tells 
fellow citizens
PARIS: France’s culture minister has urged people to
cut down on their increasing use of English, in the lat-
est effort to protect the French language, even though
President Emmanuel Macron himself often slips
English idioms into his speech. France has long been
proud of its culture and language, and has constantly
sought to defend it against the encroachment of the
English language and the habits of the United States,
which are often dismissively referred to as “Les
Anglo-Saxons”.

Culture Minister Franck Riester made his plea to
stick to French in a Twitter post published late on
Sunday and marking the 25th anniversary of a law
governing the use of French on television and radio.
Critics rounded on his patriotic views on Monday,
pointing out that Macron regularly uses English
idioms, such as the phrase “Start-Up Nation” to pro-
mote French innovation and technology, as do many
of France’s top businesses.

“Macron himself uses Anglophone slogans!” said
Didier VanStaevel, replying on Twitter to Riester,
while others pointed to Macron having referred once
to democracy as being a “bottom-up” system. Cinema
executive Christophe Courtois pointed out that top
French companies regularly use English slogans
rather than French, such as Renault’s adverts titled
“Never Too Much” and Air France’s “France Is In The
Air” posters.

The 1994 Toubon law made the use of French
mandatory in all TV broadcasts, meaning all foreign-
language programs are dubbed, while radio stations
must play at least 40 percent of French music for most
of the day. “The Loi Toubon is 25 years old! It’s the
interpretation of article 2 of our Constitution - “The
Language of the Republic is French.” — Reuters

LAHORE: Pakistani students chant slogans during an anti-Indian protest rally in Lahore yesterday as they
denounce the ongoing unrest situation in Indian administered Kashmir. — AFP 


