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Further Myanmar
Rohingya talks over
repatriation 
from Bangladesh
KUTUPALONG: Talks between Myanmar and
Rohingya leaders will be extended after “positive” dis-
cussions about the refugees’ return to their homeland,
Bangladesh officials said yesterday. Some 740,000
Rohingya fled a 2017 crackdown by Myanmar’s military
and joined another 200,000 already living in squalid
conditions in nearly three dozen camps in Bangladesh’s
coastal Cox’s Bazar district.

The two nations signed a repatriation deal two years
ago but so far virtually no Rohingya have volunteered to
go back to Myanmar, where the group has faced
decades of repression. The delegation, led by the coun-
try’s permanent foreign secretary U Myint Thu, arrived
at Cox’s Bazar district on Saturday to “explain the
preparations” for the Rohingyas’ return to northern
Rakhine state. “We have in principle agreed to discuss
further on three areas,” Thu told reporters after the
group-which included other representatives from
Southeast Asian nations-visited the world’s largest
refugee settlement Kutupalong. The three areas are
extending the dialogue between the two parties, involv-
ing delegates from Southeast Asian nations in the dis-
cussions, and holding talks with Bangladeshi ministries
over the repatriation of Hindu and Christian Rohingyas.

Bangladesh refugee commissioner Mohammad Abul
Kalam said the talks were “positive”. “If the refugees
continue to press for talks, they (Myanmar) will listen. It
is exactly what is happening now,” he said. Rohingya
Muslim community leader Mohib Ullah said he told the
delegation people wanted citizenship, safety and securi-

ty as preconditions for their return to Rakhine. They also
wanted to return to their villages and not to camps con-
structed by the government, he added.

“They patiently listened to us. We requested them to
return with an answer after two months and to continue
the talks,” he told AFP. Rohingya Christian leader Abu
Taher said his community also demanded freedom to
practice their religion in Rakhine. Myanmar so far
denies the minority citizenship and refers to them as
“Bengalis”-inferring that the Rohingya are illegal immi-
grants from Bangladesh.  It is the second time in less

than a year officials have tried to convince the
Rohingya to return to violence-wracked Rakhine, with
the first repatriation offer rejected by camp leaders in
October. The massive camps have sparked tensions
between the neighbors, with Bangladesh blaming
Myanmar for delays in repatriating the refugees. Dhaka
has said it will not force any Rohingya to leave, while
Myanmar has faced international pressure to allow the
refugees to return and grant them citizenship rights.
The UN has complained that progress to address the
refugee crisis has been far too slow.—AFP

Sri Lanka says illegal 
UK waste offloaded 
to India, Dubai
COLOMBO: A Sri Lankan investigation into nearly 3,000
tons of illegally imported hazardous waste has shown that
some of it was sent on to India and Dubai, a top minister
said Friday. Finance Minister Mangala Samaraweera told
parliament the importer of the waste had reshipped about
180 tons of raw garbage to India and Dubai in 2017 and
2018. Sri Lanka’s customs department found that a local
company imported 241 containers from Britain, out of
which 15 had been sent to India and two to Dubai.

Sri Lankan customs insist the British authorities should
not have allowed the export without first clearing with Sri
Lankan authorities if they were willing to accept the
untreated waste. The customs service said the consign-
ment was believed to contain mortuary waste among oth-

er garbage which included large quantities of plastic. “We
have ordered the importer and shipping agent to take
immediate steps to return the containers to its origin
(Britain),” the minister said. “I have also ordered that all
those responsible be prosecuted immediately.”

He said 130 containers had been taken to a free-trade
zone near Colombo and some had been emptied causing
contamination of water sources and air pollution. “The
importer has been asked to immediately repack all the
garbage back in the containers,” he said adding that all
the waste must be sent back to Britain. The company at
the centre of the probe, Ceylon Metal Processing
Corporation Privater Limited, said the storage company
at a free trade zone was responsible for processing what
they imported as “used mattresses”.

Ceylon Metal director Sasikumaran Muthuramar
denied that the containers, 111 of which are held up at
Colombo port, contained bio waste. Sri Lanka customs
authorities said Tuesday that the waste had been misla-
belled and imported as used mattresses, but contained
bio and clinical waste in contravention of international
laws on the transport of waste material. —AFP

Singapore PM’s 
brother backs 
new opposition party
SINGAPORE: The estranged brother of the Singaporean
prime minister has backed a new opposition party, the lat-
est incident in a bitter feud in the city-state’s first family.
The Progress Singapore Party (PSP) was formed by Tan
Cheng Bock, a former stalwart of the ruling party, to con-
test elections due by 2021.  Tan has been seen in recent
months with the premier’s sibling, Lee Hsien Yang, local
media reported, sparking talk of an alliance. Yesterday Lee
posted on Facebook: “I wholeheartedly support the prin-
ciples and values of the Progress Singapore Party”.
“Today’s PAP is no longer the PAP of my father. It has lost
its way”, he said. He did not elaborate further or say
whether he would join the new party. Business executive
Lee and his sister have been embroiled in a feud with their
elder brother, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong, over the
fate of a century-old family bungalow.

The rare public falling out within the city-state’s
elite erupted following the 2015 death of their father,
Singapore’s founding leader Lee Kuan Yew. The PAP
has governed Singapore for decades and the weak
opposition is not viewed as a threat, but backing from
a senior member of the Lee family could provide a
boost to Tan. A former PAP lawmaker, Tan resigned
from the party in 2010 and unsuccessfully ran for
president the following year. He will formally launch
his party next week. The prime minister, 67, has said
he will lead the PAP at the next polls before handing
power over to leader-in-waiting, Finance Minister
Heng Swee Keat.—AFP

KABUL: Afghanistan’s president marked the
official start of the country’s election season
yesterday by insisting “peace is coming” and
that pivotal talks with the Taleban would take
place. Ashraf Ghani is hoping to fend off chal-
lenges from 17 other candidates to score a
second term at twice-postponed presidential
elections now slated for September 28.

“Peace is coming, and the negotiations will
take place,” Ghani said at a rally marking the
start of two months of campaigning. His com-
ments came a day after his peace minister,
Abdul Salam Rahimi, said direct talks would
take place with the Taleban within two weeks
as part of a larger, US-led push for peace.

Such a development could be crucial, as
the Taleban — who now control or influence
about half of Afghanistan — have so far
refused to speak to Ghani’s government, as
they consider the Kabul administration illegit-
imate. War aside, the country faces a host of
major issues ahead of the election, including
rocketing crime, a lackluster economy, soaring
unemployment, and crumbling infrastructure.
Voters are despondent about the prospects of
a fair election, and many worry about a repeat
of the sort of violent attacks on previous polls
by the Taleban and other insurgent groups
trying to undermine Afghanistan’s fragile
democracy.

Ghani insisted this year’s election would be
“clean”, but distrust is rife. Sayed Jan, a 27-
year-old student, said he won’t be voting as
he has lost faith since the 2014 election that
was mired in allegations of massive fraud and
ballot stuffing. “We have been betrayed by the
candidates in the past, we can not trust them
this time,” he said. “We need peace in
Afghanistan instead of elections. Even if I
vote, the election will be fraudulent.”

In Kabul, security forces fanned out across

the city as leading candidates held rallies.
Campaign posters of Ghani, his main rival
Abdullah Abdullah, and other candidates were
unveiled across the country. Abdullah is cur-
rently serving as the president’s chief execu-
tive under an awkward power-sharing
arrangement brokered by the US after the
2014 election.

“It is our national and religious duty to
take advantage of any opportunities for
peace,” Abdullah told a campaign rally. One
crucial issue is that the elections happen at all:
they were postponed twice this year and fur-
ther delays could lead to more distrust.

Despite Ghani’s claim that a summit
between his government and the Taleban
would take place shortly, the insurgents said
they would only talk to Kabul after the US
had announced a timeline for a withdrawal of
foreign forces — a key part of any deal. “The
Kabul administration will be considered a
political side, just like others, and not a gov-
ernment,” Taleban political spokesman Suhail
Shaheen wrote in Pashto on Twitter. 

Diplomatic sources have told AFP the
Afghan-Taleban talks are scheduled to begin
in Oslo on August 7. US peace envoy Zalmay
Khalilzad, who is leading a push to forge a
peace deal with the Taleban, said Saturday
that new “intra-Afghan” negotiations would
only take place after the US and Taleban had
concluded their own agreements.

He is expected to fly to Doha next week
for what would be the eighth round of direct
US-Taleban talks. Other presidential candi-
dates include Ghani’s former national security
advisor Hanif Atmar and former warlord
Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, nicknamed the
“Butcher of Kabul” for his alleged role in the
killing of thousands of people in the capital in
the 1990s. — AFP 

President promises that pivotal Taleban talks will take place 

Afghanistan ‘peace is coming’, 
Ghani claims as campaign starts 

At least 13 killed 
in Myanmar jade 
mine landslide
YANGON: At least 13 jade mine workers and
security guards in northern Myanmar were killed
in a landslide yesterday, authorities said, as res-
cuers frantically searched for more victims. Dozens
die each year in landslides caused by jade mining,
a dangerous and poorly regulated industry in
Kachin state between the country’s borders with
China and India. Myanmar’s fire services depart-
ment said in a Facebook post the accident hap-
pened in the early morning in Hpakant township.

“We have sent two injured men and the dead
bodies of 13 men” to a local hospital, the depart-
ment said. A police officer on the scene said that the
upper part of a mine collapsed and fell around 200
meters onto those sleeping below. Though new reg-

ulations suspend mining during the wet season peak
from July through September, some workers stay on
site. Heavy rains pounded the area over the last
week, according to the officer, who said the search
for those missing is ongoing. The deadly landslide is
the latest to hit Hpakant, the epicenter of a multibil-
lion jade trade fueled by insatiable demand in China.
In April more than 54 people were killed when a
massive landslide buried workers along with dozens
of vehicles. Many miners are from impoverished
ethnic minority communities who risk their lives
hunting the translucent green gemstone.

Drug addiction among workers is also a major
problem in Hpakant, which has been turned into a
vast moonscape-like terrain by years of mining.
Watchdog Global Witness estimated that the
industry was worth some $31 billion in 2014. But
corruption means very little reaches state coffers.
Jade and other abundant natural resources in
northern Myanmar including timber, gold and
amber have helped f inance both s ides of  a
decades-long civil war between ethnic Kachin
insurgents and the military.—AFP

22 students injured 
in Pakistan accident
PESHAWAR: Twenty-two students of a religious
seminary in Pakistan’s northwestern tribal region
were injured when the tractor trailer they were
travelling aboard overturned, officials said yester-
day. The incident happened in Kot village on the

outskirts of Dargai tribal district. “The students
aged 9 to 16 years were going to a picnic when
their tractor trolley turned turtle injuring 22 stu-
dents,” said Inayat-ur-Rehman, a doctor at the hos-
pital where the students were treated. He blamed
driver negligence for the accident. Local police
confirmed the accident. Pakistan has one of the
world’s worst records for fatal traffic accidents,
blamed on reckless driving, poor roads and badly
maintained vehicles.—AFP 

KUTUPALONG: Rohingya community leaders, left, talk with members of a team from the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN) in the Kutupalong refugee camp in Bangladesh. —AFP

Pope offers prayers 
for migrants killed in 
Mediterranean shipwreck
MILAN: Pope Francis yesterday offered prayers for migrants
who died in the Mediterranean Sea this week, in what the UN
refugee agency called the worst shipwreck in the area this
year. Speaking to thousands of people gathered in St. Peter’s
Square for his yesterday’s address, the pontiff expressed his
sorrow and asked the worshippers to join him in a prayer for

the dozens of migrants who died trying to reach Europe. “I
learned with pain the news of the dramatic shipwreck that
happened in recent days in the waters of the Mediterranean
Sea, where dozens of migrants, including women and children,
lost their lives,” Francis said. The pope appealed to the interna-
tional community to act promptly to guarantee safety and dig-
nity for all. Fifty-five bodies have been recovered so far off the
Libyan coast, an aid worker said on Saturday, after a wooden
boat carrying hundreds of migrants capsized on Thursday. It
was unclear how many were on board and how many were still
missing and feared drowned after what the UN refugee
agency UNHCR described as “the worst Mediterranean
tragedy of this year”. —Reuters

KABUL: A local resident pushes a wheelbarrow past a billboard with a poster of Afghan presidential candidate and incumbent President of Afghanistan
Ashraf Ghani during the first day of the presidential election campaign yesterday. — AFP 


