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News in brief

Bouterse sentenced to 20 years 
PARAMARIBO, Suriname: A military court in Suriname
sentenced President Desi Bouterse to 20 years in prison
Friday over the executions of political opponents when
he was the South American country’s dictator in the
1980s. Bouterse, 74, is on a state visit to China and will
appeal the judgement when he returns next week, his
lawyer Irvin Kanhai said. A two-time coup leader, two-
term president and convicted drugs-trafficker, Bouterse
has dominated Suriname’s politics since taking power in
a 1980 military coup. Friday’s judgement, delivered by a
three-member court martial led by Judge Cynthia
Valstein-Montor, relates to the executions of 15 regime
opponents in Dec 1982. — AFP

Mexico suspends judges 
MEXICO CITY: Mexico suspended two judges Friday
after a man they freed - a former chief executive of
Amazon’s Mexican unit accused of attacking his wife
with a baseball bat - emerged as the chief suspect in her
subsequent murder. Outrage has erupted in Mexico over
the killing of Abril Perez, who was shot dead by two gun-
men Monday in Mexico City, the same day activists took
to the streets of the capital for a massive protest over
rampant violence against women. Perez was walking
down a busy avenue with her two children when the
gunmen drove up on a motorcycle and killed her in
broad daylight. According to her family, her estranged
husband, the former head of Amazon Mexico, is suspect-
ed of hiring hitmen to carry out the killing. — AFP 

Fujimori leaves prison in Peru 
LIMA: Peru opposition leader Keiko Fujimori was
released from prison Friday after spending 13 months in
pre-trial detention in a corruption case linked to Brazilian
construction giant Odebrecht. Her release comes days
after the country’s Constitutional Court ordered her freed
in a ruling related only to her detention and which other-
wise has no bearing on the corruption case against her.
“For me, it was the most painful event of my life,” Fujimori
said as she left prison and hugged her husband in front of
a large group of supporters and journalists. The court,
she said “has corrected damage that has been inflicted on
us. I will continue to face the investigation, as I have
always done.” — AFP 

Months after abrupt halt, Trump 
gives blessing for Taleban deal 

Taleban say ‘way too early’ to speak of resuming talks with US

Lahore looks for 
answers amid  
‘air apocalypse’
LAHORE: When black smoke from
burning rice stubble in nearby India
swept into Lahore - one of Pakistan’s
largest and wealthiest cities - earlier this
month, outraged residents declared an
“air apocalypse” and the provincial gov-
ernment shut down schools. But even the
city’s own thick autumn smog - driven in
large part by emissions from polluting
vehicles - is becoming a significant
threat to health and basic rights, resi-
dents and human rights groups warn.

“Air pollution ... claims tens of thou-
sands of lives, devastates the health of
millions, and denies other rights, like the
right to education, when children cannot
go to school,” said Omar Waraich, South
Asia campaigns director for Amnesty
International. “This is a human rights cri-
sis,” he said. This autumn, Lahore’s
worsening air quality has led it to over-
taking New Delhi on some days as the
most polluted city in the world, accord-
ing to the community-led Pakistan Air
Quality Initiative.

“Both Lahore and Delhi now have a
similar number of days of very unhealthy
or hazardous air pollution” said Abid
Omar, a founder of the non-profit initia-
tive. Since October, the city of more than
10 million has been engulfed most days
by a smoky, chemical haze that is
relieved only briefly when it rains.
Warmer air layers above the cooler air at
ground level act like a lid that keeps the
pollutants close to the ground, accord-
ing to Pakistan’s Meteorological
Department.

Across the city, many residents now
wear disposable anti-pollution masks -
but they are a poor fit for the faces of
vulnerable young children, residents say.
Air quality is so bad that it exceeds even
the worst ratings of the World Health
Organization, said Attiya Noon, an air
quality activist in Lahore and the mother
of three young children. Pollution “is now
beyond the index” - which means seri-
ous consequences for the city’s health,
said Noon, a member of the Punjab gov-
ernment’s newly set up Smog
Committee.

The committee was hurriedly estab-
lished earlier this month when air quality
levels became so hazardous in Punjab’s
capital that schools had to be shut down
three times, and social media channels
erupted with outrage. The smog group
now aims to find both immediate and

longer-term ways to reduce pollution.
Mahbina Waheed, a Lahore entrepre-
neur and another member of the com-
mittee, said the creation of the group
was one sign the provincial government
was taking the problem seriously. “With
the last government we felt we were
helpless and were spiraling into this
abyss with all the focus on building new
roads. Now with this new government
we can raise our voices and they are
heard,” she said.

More monitoring
One of the quick fixes the activists

are proposing is to require students to
ride buses to school, rather than arriving
in many more individual cars. Countries
such as China and Iran have used school
closures as a way of curbing smog
emergencies, Noon noted. Malik Amin
Aslam, an advisor to the country’s prime
minister on climate change, attended
early meetings of the Smog Committee
and said Lahore needed “more high-
quality air monitoring stations and
actionable data.”

New Delhi, he said, has 37 official air
monitoring stations, while Lahore has
just four. The World Bank plans to pro-
vide 30 new monitors in Pakistan,
including 10 in Lahore, with the aim of
having them in place within six months,
he said. The biggest driver of the city’s
pollution, Aslam said, is vehicles, which
contribute 43 percent of the smog.
Burning of crop stubble, steel manufac-
turing furnaces and brick kilns are other
major sources, he said.

Omar, of the Pakistan Air Quality
Initiative, said mandating the use of
cleaner fuels should be a top priority.
“While closing schools or low weekend
traffic have a marginal impact, our trans-
portation and industrial sectors never
sleep,” he said. Aslam said he would take
up fuel standards with the country’s oil
ministry and urge them to import higher
quality diesel. He said he also planned to
introduce vehicle inspection systems in
Punjab province in coming months to
keep a check on polluting vehicles.

As well, Pakistan’s cabinet recently
passed a new electric transport policy,
which aims to shift 30 percent of vehicles
on the country’s roads to electric power
by 2030. Aslam said the World Bank also
plans to provide $55 million to help
Punjab steel and brick plants shift to
cleaner technologies, and to help farmers
find alternatives to burning crop residues
by next year. Effectively cutting emis-
sions, however, will also require better
city planning, said Mome Saleem, execu-
tive director of the new Islamabad-based
Institute of Urbanism. — Reuters

WASHINGTON: Nearly three months after he abruptly
ended talks with the Taleban, President Donald Trump has
given his blessing to fresh diplomacy, but major obstacles
stand in the way of a deal to end the Afghanistan war.
Chief among the questions is how to address the soaring
violence in Afghanistan -which the Taleban sees as lever-
age but which Trump has hinted that the insurgents were
willing to halt.

Trump flew to Afghanistan on Thursday for a surprise
trip to see US troops on the Thanksgiving holiday and
dropped the news that talks with the Taleban were back
on - a process the president declared dead in September.
“The Taleban wants to make a deal and we’re meeting with
them,” Trump said. US officials offered little evidence that
full-fledged negotiations had resumed.

But observers said that Trump was at least signaling
support for further negotiations after the success last
week of a captive swap with the Taleban, who freed two
Western professors held hostage for three years. “US
diplomats have been quietly exploring how to get the talks
restarted,” said Laurel Miller, who served as the US spe-
cial representative on Afghanistan and Pakistan under both
Trump and his predecessor Barack Obama.

“Until now it was unclear if those quiet efforts were
enough to reverse his public claim that the talks were
dead. Now he’s publicly validated them,” said Miller, now
the Asia director at the International Crisis Group. She
nonetheless questioned if fresh talks would be seamless
after Trump in September said he had invited and then dis-
invited a Taleban delegation after the death of one US sol-
dier. “I think that would give any party that you’re negoti-
ating with some pause about how reliable you’re going to
be in meaning what you say and sticking to it,” she said.

Hope for ceasefire? 
Trump, who faces re-election in less than a year, has

been eager to end America’s longest war and wind down
what he sees as a waste of blood and treasure. A
November study by Brown University found that the
United States has spent $6.4 trillion on wars globally since

the September 11, 2001 attacks which prompted the
Afghanistan intervention. In one of Trump’s most startling
remarks, he said on Thursday that the Taleban had come
around and “want to do a ceasefire” and that “it will prob-
ably work out that way.”

The Taleban on Friday sounded a note of caution. “It is
way too early to talk about the resumption of talks for
now,” Taleban spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid told AFP in
a WhatsApp message, adding that the Islamist group
would give an official reaction later. 

President Ashraf Ghani - who, taking a page from other
world leaders, profusely praised Trump during their joint
appearance - has long demanded a ceasefire as a precon-
dition for Taleban talks with his internationally recognized
government that would come after a US deal with the
insurgents. But the Taleban have consistently refused and
kept up a campaign of bloody attacks, meaning a ceasefire
would mark a major concession. A senior US official said
that in renewed Taleban talks, “the focus will be on reduc-
ing violence” and that negotiations could be expanded to
seek a larger agreement.

Risks of expanding agenda 
Veteran US negotiator Zalmay Khalilzad reached a

draft agreement with the Taleban in September after a
year of talks. Under the agreement, the United States
would withdraw troops in return for Taleban pledges not
to let Afghanistan be used to stage attacks by Al-Qaeda
or other extremists. The deal is not believed to have
required a ceasefire - much to the disappointment of
Ghani’s government.

Scott Worden, director of the Afghanistan and Central
Asia programs at the US Institute of Peace, said that a
Taleban deal could take much longer if new elements were
added. “After the talks were called off by President Trump
in September, the Taleban expressed, I think, a surprising
willingness to sign a deal whenever the US was ready,
which shows that they were happy with it,” Worden said.

Trump said in Afghanistan that he was ready to reduce

US troop numbers “much further” than the draft deal’s
decrease to 8,600 - the level before Trump took office and
ordered reinforcements. Trump has been eager for a sig-
nature foreign policy victory ahead of the November 2020
US elections, with few signs of breakthroughs in his diplo-
macy with North Korea or from his pressure campaign

against Iran. Worden, however, said the political calendar
could also play out the opposite way, with advisers warn-
ing Trump of a repeat of Iraq where the Islamic State
group surged after Obama pulled troops. “Those are both
powerful political arguments and I think that they will have
to play out over the next many months,” he said. — AFP 

BAGRAM, Afghanistan: Afghan President Ashraf Ghani addresses US troops during a surprise Thanksgiving Day
visit of US President Donald Trump at Bagram Air Field on Thursday.  — AFP 

Final remains of 
UK truck victims 
arrive in Vietnam 
HANOI: The final remains of the 39 people found dead in a
truck in Britain last month arrived in Vietnam yesterday,
the foreign ministry said, returning them to bereft families
after weeks of waiting. The victims were among the 31 men
and eight women discovered in a refrigerated lorry in
Essex, east of London, on October 23 — all Vietnamese
nationals who were illegal migrant workers. The first 16
bodies were returned on Wednesday, with tearful relatives
mobbing ambulances when they arrived in their home-

towns. Yesterday, “the bodies and ashes of 23 remaining
victims... arrived in Noi Bai Airport in Hanoi,” announced
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Sixteen bodies and the
ashes of seven victims were flown from London, state-run
Vietnam News Agency reported, and they were immedi-
ately “delivered to their homeland by car”. The victims
hailed mostly from the central provinces, some of the
country’s poorest, while some were from the north.

Families were given two options for repatriation: $1,800
to bring back ashes, or $2,900 for the cost of a coffin car-
rying the body. Many chose to receive the bodies because
they wanted to carry out traditional burial rites, and had to
take out loans from the government to facilitate the return.
The father of Le Van Ha - who left behind a wife and two
children for Europe in the hopes of a higher income to
support them - told AFP yesterday that everything was
prepared for his son’s return. “I decided to receive his

body back instead of ashes so that we could see him for
the last time,” Le Minh Tuan said. “Everyone is sad but
finally my son will be back home.”

Several of the victims’ relatives told AFP they borrowed
tens of thousands of dollars to pay for their relatives’ trips
to Europe. The central provinces have well-entrenched
networks of brokers who facilitate the risky trips with the
promise of well-paid jobs, though migrants typically end
up working in nail bars or cannabis farms. The brokers
promised the 39 victims the truck route was safe and
billed it as the “VIP route”, their families told AFP.

The Northern Irish driver of the truck, 25-year-old
Maurice Robinson, pleaded guilty on Monday to conspir-
ing to assist illegal immigration. Several other people have
been arrested in the UK over the incident, while Vietnam
has held at least 10 people - though none have been for-
mally charged. — AFP 

SEOUL: North Korea yesterday warned
Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe that
he could soon see a “real ballistic missile”
while excoriating him as the “most stupid
man ever known in history”. The colorful
condemnation comes two days after the
isolated state tested what it called a
“super-large multiple launch rocket sys-
tem”, with South Korea reporting that two
projectiles came down in the Sea of Japan,
also known as the East Sea. 

In the wake of the launch, which was
supervised by North Korean leader Kim
Jong Un, Abe termed the fired weapons
“ballistic missiles” that violated UN resolu-
tions. “It can be said that Abe is the only
one idiot in the world and the most stupid
man ever known in history as he fails to
distinguish a missile from multiple launch
rocket system while seeing the photo-
accompanied report,” a foreign ministry
official said in a statement carried by state
news agency KCNA. “Abe may see what a
real ballistic missile is in the not distant
future and under his nose...  Abe is none
other than a perfect imbecile,” it added.

It was best for the North to avoid deal-
ing with Abe, the official went on, adding

that doing so with a “political dwarf”
would bring “disgrace”. The criticism yes-
terday of the Japanese leader is the second
of its kind by Pyongyang this month. The
North had slammed him as an “idiot and
villain” and warned he will never set foot in
Pyongyang after he condemned the
North’s weapons test days earlier. 

Pyongyang is under multiple sets of
international sanctions over its nuclear
weapon and ballistic missile programs,
which it says it needs to defend against a
possible US invasion. Nuclear negotiations
between the US and the North have been
at a standstill since the Hanoi summit
between President Donald Trump and
leader Kim Jong Un broke up in February,
and Pyongyang has since demanded
Washington change its approach by the
end of the year.  

North Korea has issued a series of
increasingly assertive comments in recent
weeks as time runs down on its end-of-
year deadline. Trump hinted at the prospect
of a fourth meeting with Kim in a tweet ear-
lier this month, only to be rebuffed by the
North, which said it had no interest in sum-
mits “that bring nothing to us”. — AFP 

Mexico City traffic 
chaos a matter 
of life or death 
MEXICO CITY: It’s a peculiar scene: in the middle of a busy Mexico City
intersection, police officers earnestly blow their whistles, instructing
oncoming traffic to stop - as indifferent drivers speed past them by the
dozens. Undeterred, the cars waiting on the cross street enter the inter-
section, too. They zigzag to avoid the others, sending pedestrians running
for their lives as they try to cross Chapultepec Avenue, one of Mexico
City’s vital but horribly clogged arteries. “You have to be on the look-out.
Here, cars run red lights, they ignore pedestrian crossings,” says one,
Regina Serratos. “Nobody stops for anybody,” adds her friend Ruben
Esposito. “It’s horrible.”

The police standing guard wave their arms and blow their whistles con-
stantly, but issue exactly zero traffic violations. To the outside observer, this
chaotic scene, set to a soundtrack of blaring horns and screeching tires,
looks like something out of Dante. For residents of the Mexican capital, it is
just another morning commute. “The police blow their whistles, but no one
cares. Public authorities are perceived as corrupt bribe-grubbers here. No
one trusts them or respects them,” a high-ranking official at city hall told
AFP, speaking on condition of anonymity. “Not to mention the fact that driv-
ers usually have no idea why they’re being whistled at,” he said.

There is a reason for that. Like several states across the country,
Mexico City - whose greater urban area is home to more than 20 million
people - does not require an exam to obtain a driver’s license. An ID, proof
of residence and a fee of 754 pesos (about $40) are all it takes. There is
also the fact that the city government has defined the traffic police’s priori-
ty as keeping traffic moving. Pedestrians and cyclists - whose protection is,

notably, not the priority - have good reason to be afraid. “Bikes and electric
scooters are like motorcycles: A plague. Sometimes I try to watch out for
them, and sometimes I don’t,” said taxi driver Jose-Carlos Mendoza, 59,
from behind the wheel of his Chevy as he weaved through the traffic in a
brutal staccato of stops and starts. The city’s road accident statistics make
for sobering reading. There were 365,167 of them last year, according to
the national statistics institute. They killed 4,227 people - an average of
nearly 12 per day - and injured 89,191. When cars are not running red
lights at deadly speed, they are often idling in the sprawling city’s snarled
traffic. Mexico City has some of the nastiest traffic jams on Earth - the
worst in the world, according to a study by TV network Imagen, or
fourth-worst, according to traffic data firm Inrix. — AFP

N Korea blasts Abe, warns 
of ‘real ballistic missile’

MEXICO CITY: Aerial view of peak hour in Mexico City on Nov 20, 2019. — AFP 


