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Pakistan begins
behind-scenes aid 
to US-Taleban talks
WASHINGTON: Pakistan, long at odds with the United States
over the war in Afghanistan, has begun to play a behind-the-
scenes but central role in supporting US peace talks with the
Afghan Taleban, including by facilitating travel to negotiations,
US officials and Taleban sources said. The Pakistani assistance,
which has not been reported in such detail before, also
includes exerting pressure on Taleban leaders who fail to
cooperate, including by detaining members of the militants’
families, the insurgents say.

Pakistan’s role in the peace negotiations is a delicate one,
with Islamabad seeking to avoid demonstrating the kind of
broad influence over the Taleban that Washington has long
accused it of having. Sources caution its help could be tempo-
rary. The Taleban also do not want to appear beholden to
Islamabad, which has long denied US accusations that it pro-
vides safe haven and assistance to insurgents as a way to pre-
serve influence in neighboring Afghanistan throughout its
more than 17-year-old war. US President Donald Trump has
repeatedly signaled his intention to wind down America’s
longest conflict, declaring this week in his State of the Union
address that “great nations do not fight endless wars.” One
senior US official, who declined to be identified, said of
Pakistan’s role in the talks: “We know it just wouldn’t be possi-
ble without their support.” “They’ve facilitated some move-
ment and travel to the discussions in Doha,” the official said.

Trump’s administration has accelerated talks for a political

settlement in Afghanistan. US peace envoy Zalmay Khalilzad
held six days of talks - perhaps the most productive to date -
with the Taleban in Doha last month and is due to meet
Taleban representatives again on Feb 25. Speaking after
Reuters reported the shift, Khalilzad confirmed at a forum in
Washington that “there is a positive change in recent times” by
Islamabad.  “Pakistan has tried to facilitate talks between the
Taleban and the United States and also favors inter-Afghan
dialogue including between the Taleban and the (Afghan) gov-
ernment,” he said.

Taleban sources said Pakistan’s role in bringing the Taleban
to the negotiating table was instrumental. In one instance,
Islamabad sent a message to the militants through religious
leaders that they had to talk to the United States or risk a cut-
off in ties. They detained Taleban members’ families as a way
to pressure them, a Taleban leader said. “I haven’t seen
Pakistan so serious before,” the senior Taleban leader said. The
Taleban leader, who declined to be identified, said Pakistan
had kept “unprecedented pressure” on the militants and their
close relatives over the past few months.

“They made it clear to us that we (Taleban) have to talk to
the US and Afghan government,” the Taleban leader said. To
be sure, current and former US officials still are highly skepti-
cal of Islamabad and do not see any steps by Pakistan that
could not be easily reversed. Washington appears for now to
be sticking to a total freeze in US assistance to Islamabad
imposed over a year ago over its suspected support to the
Taleban. Trump at the time accused Islamabad of rewarding
past US aid with “nothing but lies & deceit.”

“There’s some self-interest obviously involved here ... I
would be wary of taking that and extrapolating off that and
saying they’re now on board with the peace process,” said
Jason Campbell, who was the Pentagon’s Afghanistan country
director until last year and is now at the RAND Corporation

think-tank. Afghanistan’s envoy to Washington, Roya Rahmani,
said that any Pakistani shift in behavior was still not apparent
from Kabul, which has yet to participate in the talks. “For us, it
still remains to be seen,” she told Reuters in an interview.

Pullout pressure
Pakistani sources suggest that the driver behind their coun-

try’s support for the talks is not US aid but growing concerns
over the regional economic shockwaves that could follow an
abrupt US pullout from Afghanistan. Those concerns have been
strengthened by Trump’s surprise decision in December to
withdraw completely from Syria, despite objections from the
Pentagon. There are only about 14,000 US troops in
Afghanistan, but their presence ensures a continuous flow of
US financial assistance to Afghanistan. Islamabad, running short
of foreign exchange reserves and in talks with the International
Monetary Fund over what would be its 13th bailout since the
1980s, says it cannot afford to see Afghanistan slide into chaos
just as Pakistan is trying to attract foreign investors to shore up
its own economy. “That is our main worry in all of this,” said a
senior official who is closely involved in cross-border relations.
“We have enough economic issues of our own to deal with
already.” One of the most notable public signs of Pakistan’s
willingness to aid the negotiations was the release of Taleban
leader Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar.

Now the newly appointed chief negotiator, Baradar is
expected to fly from Pakistan to attend the next round of
negotiations in Doha on Feb 25. Dan Feldman, a former US
special representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan, said he
believed Washington was still hesitant to become too hopeful
about Pakistan’s change in posture. “There is cautious appreci-
ation for the fact that Pakistan has seemingly done more than
before to be helpful,” Feldman said, before adding that it did
not “suggest a sea change in Pakistan’s position.”  —Reuters

India’s Jet Airways 
grounds 4 planes 
MUMBAI: India’s Jet Airways has grounded four planes
after failing to pay lessors, the airline said, in the latest
evidence of financial distress at the debt-laden carrier.
The airline-India’s second-largest by market share-is
buckling under the weight of debts worth $1.1 billion and
is urgently seeking funds to continue flying.

The Mumbai-based carrier has been badly hit by fluc-
tuating global crude prices, a weak rupee and fierce com-
petition from budget rivals which has sparked price wars.
Millions of dollars have been wiped off its market capital-
ization over the past year. “Four aircraft have been
grounded due to non-payment of amounts outstanding to
lessors under lease agreements,” the carrier said in a
statement to the Bombay Stock Exchange late Thursday.

“The company is actively engaged with all its aircraft
lessors and regularly provides them with updates on
efforts undertaken by the company to improve its liquidi-
ty,” it added.  Jet Airways first hit turbulence in August
when it failed to report its quarterly earnings or pay its
staff, including pilots, on time. Chief executive Vinay
Dube later reported a loss of $178 million for July-
September and announced a cost-cutting programme
amounting to 20 billion rupees ($280 million) over the
next two years. In January the airline admitted it had
failed to meet debt payments to banks as it seeks invest-
ment to help turn around its fortunes.

Jet has been in talks with Etihad Airways over an injec-
tion of cash that would see the Abu-Dhabi-based airline
increase its stake. Jet is also in negotiations with India’s
biggest lender, the State Bank of India, about turning debt
into equity. India’s passenger numbers have grown six-
fold over the past decade and the country’s aviation sec-
tor is projected to become the world’s third-largest by
2025. But airlines-including India’s largest by market
share, IndiGo-and loss-making national carrier Air India
are struggling to turn demand into profit. —AFP

GUWAHATI: A second day of protests yesterday
tainted Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s visit to
northeast  India  where proposals  to  change a
nationality law have sparked outrage. Protesters
waved black flags and burned effigies of the Hindu
nationalist prime minister while some students
staged a nude protest outside the state government
complex in the Assam capital of Guwahati. Media
reports said the nude protesters were detained
while Assam student groups said police baton
charged another group of activists.

Black flag protests-considered a strong insult-
greeted Modi when he arrived in Guwahati on
Friday night to start the tour of Assam, Arunachal
Pradesh and Tripura as he prepares to call a nation-
al election. His nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) has faced a severe backlash in the region over
a proposed change to a 1955 citizenship act which
would give Indian nationality to Hindus and other
minorities who have fled the neighboring Muslim
countries of Afghanistan, Bangladesh and Pakistan. 

Assam, a state of 33 million, has been plagued by
decades of tensions between local tribal and indige-
nous groups and settlers from outside, including
many Muslims and Hindus from nearby Bangladesh.
Modi insisted that his government will ensure that
the amended law does not harm Assam and neigh-
boring states however. Addressing one public rally,

he said the bill, which still needs approval from
India’s upper chamber, was a “national commitment”
to the minorities.

“The passage of the bill will ensure that those
people who... love India more than their lives will be
accommodated in India. It is a responsibility of
India to accept those people,” he said.  Modi said
citizenship will only be granted after thorough
checks on each applicant. While groups in Assam
want to block all outsiders, human rights activists
have condemned the government law for not cover-
ing Muslims. They say it will be the first time reli-
gion has been a criteria for nationality in India,
which is officially secular.

Last year the Assam government released the first
draft of a state citizens’ register that rejected four
million mainly Muslim residents who were unable to
prove they were living in the state before 1971, when
millions fled Bangladesh’s war of independence.
Modi said that his government was speeding up
efforts to seal the India-Bangladesh border. An elec-
tion is expected to be called for April-May and the
BJP’s hopes in the northeastern states have been
badly damaged by the new law, analysts said.

China protests 
In  another  development , China yesterday

protested the v is i t  by Indian Pr ime Minister

Narendra Modi to the Indian state of Arunachal
Pradesh, a contested region located on the border
between the two countries. “The Chinese govern-
ment has never recognized the so-called ‘Arunachal
Pradesh’  and is  f i rmly opposed to  the Indian
leader’s visit,” Chinese foreign ministry spokesper-
son Hua Chunying said in a statement.

“China urges the Indian side to... refrain from any
action that may lead to the escalation of disputes or
complicate the boundary question,” added Hua,
some hours after Modi’s visit to the contested area,
during which he inaugurated building work for two
airports. Relations between New Delhi and Beijing
have been marked by distrust since a brief but
bloody 1962 border war, during which the two
fought over Arunachal Pradesh, with Chinese troops
temporarily capturing part of the Himalayan territo-
ry. The dispute remains unresolved, with India con-
sidering Arunachal Pradesh one of its northeastern
states while China claims about 90,000 square
kilometers of the territory.

“Indian leaders visit Arunachal Pradesh from
time to time, as they visit other parts of India. This
consistent  posit ion has been conveyed to the
Chinese side on several occasions,” India’s foreign
ministry said in a statement yesterday. In 2017, the
two Asian giants were involved in a high-altitude
standoff in Bhutan’s Doklam region after the Indian

army sent troops to stop the construction of a mili-
tary road by China. After two tense months, the
troops from both countries withdrew and last April,
Modi met with Xi Jinping in an effort to reset bilat-
eral relations. —Agencies

China protests Modi’s visit to disputed area

Nude protest and black flags 
greet India’s Modi in Assam

NEW DELHI: Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi makes
remarks at an inauguration event for development proj-
ects in Itanagar in northeastern Arunachal Pradesh state.
India lost territory in Arunachal Pradesh to China in a 1962
war and tensions remain high between the neighbors as
both sides claim parts of the rugged border region. —AFP

New Zealand village 
‘in hands of God’ 
as fire threatens
WELLINGTON: An entire village of
more than 3,000 people was evacuated
in New Zealand yesterday as a huge

bushfire threatened houses, and fire-
fighters said they were “in the hands of
God”. A state of emergency has been
declared around the town of Wakefield
as the fire, which has had been raging
across parched countryside in the
Nelson region, at the top of the South
Island, moved within 10 kilometres (six
miles) of the residential area.  It had
swept across about 2,100 hectares of

mainly bush and pine forest since erupt-
ing in the tinder-dry rural district on
Tuesday.

The regional police commander, Zane
Hooper, confirmed they had successfully
completed “the orderly evacuation of
Wakefield”, while fire chief John Sutton
said the critical danger point could come
today. “I’m worried about tomorrow, to
be honest,” Sutton said. “We are in quite

a good place strategically today, but we
are in the hands of God when it comes to
the wind. If we have winds that are any-
where near 50 kilometres (30 mph)
today, we’re in trouble.”  Helicopters
being used to fight the fire have at times
been diverted to douse other flare-ups in
the region, including one on tree-cov-
ered hills bordering Nelson city which is
home to about 50,000 people. —AFP 


