
I n t e r n a t i o n a l Tuesday, June 25, 2019

9

News in brief

Trump to visit Seoul 

SEOUL: US President Donald Trump will visit
South Korea at the weekend after the G20 summit
to discuss deadlocked nuclear talks with the North
with President Moon Jae-in, Seoul’s presidential
office said yesterday. Trump will fly to the South
Korean capital on Saturday after attending the G20
summit in Japan, officials said, prompting specula-
tion he could try to visit the Demilitarized Zone
that divides the peninsula. The visit comes after
Trump exchanged letters with North Korean leader
Kim Jong Un, who said the US president’s letter to
him had “excellent content”, according to the
North’s state-run media Sunday. Trump received a
missive from Kim earlier this month and called it a
“beautiful letter”. —AFP

Quake shakes Indonesia

JAKARTA: A 7.3-magnitude earthquake struck
remote eastern Indonesia yesterday, forcing people
to flee office buildings as far away as the northern
Australian city of Darwin, officials and reports said.
The deep and powerful earthquake sent shockwaves
around the region, with people on the tourist island
of Bali as well as in East Timor reporting feeling the
tremor. Indonesia’s disaster agency, which urged
people to “stay calm”, said the tremor was felt
weakly in faraway Bali. It hit at a depth of 208 kilo-
meters south of Ambon island in the Banda Sea at
11:53 local time, according to the US Geological
Survey (USGS). There were no reports of casualties
or any major damage. — AFP

Rescuers to airlift bodies 

NEW DELHI: Bad weather hampered efforts yes-
terday to bring down the bodies of seven climbers
from the upper reaches of the Himalayas, an Indian
military spokesman said. The search for the final
member of  the group of four Britons, two
Americans, one Australian and their Indian guide
was set to continue in harsh conditions, said Indo-
Tibetan Border Police spokesman Vivek Kumar
Pandey. The seven bodies were retrieved Sunday
on Nanda Devi  in India’s  northern state of
Uttarakhand and taken to a “safe place” some 800
feet down, after a search operation that lasted
nearly a month. — AFP

‘Brain fever’ death toll passes 
150 in India amid investigation 

PATNA, India: The death toll from a brain disease that has
stricken children in India’s Bihar state rose above 150 yes-
terday as a court ordered an investigation into the crisis.
The country’s Supreme Court also demanded the govern-
ment explain what measures it has taken to combat the
spread of Acute Encephalitis Syndrome (AES) — a deadly
disease that has been widely linked to the eating of
unripened lychee fruit.

Authorities said 152 children have died in districts
across the eastern state, with 131 in two hospitals in
Muzaffarpur, the epicenter of the outbreak. Health officials
said 111 children have died at the state-run Sri Krishna
Medical College and Hospital, and another 20 at the
Kejriwal hospital, which is run by a private trust.
Muzaffarpur’s chief magistrate ordered an investigation
into possible negligence by federal health minister Harsh
Vardhan, as well as Bihar’s health minister.

Social activist Tamanna Hashmi-who filed a complaint
at the court-confirmed that the investigation had been
ordered. In New Delhi, the Supreme Court also ordered
Bihar’s government to report on “medical facilities, nutri-
tion, sanitation and hygiene conditions” in the state, the
Press Trust of India news agency reported. Lawyers for
the Bihar government told the court that the crisis was
now under control.

More than 1,350 children have died from the syndrome
in the past decade, including 355 in 2014. AES is an inflam-
mation of the brain, affecting mostly undernourished chil-
dren under 10. The precise causes of the syndrome are not
known, but experts say a toxin in unripe lychee fruit-which
is grown abundantly in Muzaffarpur-causes blood sugar
levels to plummet in malnourished children, affecting the
brain. Symptoms include high fever, vomiting and seizures.
Experts say the deaths could be avoided if people had
awareness and access to better health care and nourish-
ment. Bihar is one of India’s poorest states. The National
Family Health Survey states almost half of the children under
five in the Muzaffarpur are stunted, almost 60 percent are
anemic, and more than 40 percent underweight. — AFP

Top Sri Lanka
defense official
faces charges 
over Easter attacks
COLOMBO: Sri Lanka’s most senior defense offi-
cial yesterday became the latest government figure
to face possible criminal charges over “major laps-
es” linked to the Easter Sunday bombings that
killed 258 people. Hemasiri Fernando, who was
defense secretary before the April 21 bombing of
three churches and three hotels, should be investi-
gated for his failure to prevent or minimize the
attacks, Attorney General Dappula de Livera said.

The attorney general said in a letter to Sri
Lanka’s acting police chief that a presidential com-
mission of inquiry had found “major lapses” by
Fernando, who has since resigned from his top job.
While Fernando is the most senior defense official
to face action, President Maithripala Sirisena also
suspended police chief Pujith Jayasundara after he
refused to step down over the handling of the
attacks.

Jayasundara and Fernando have testified before
a parliamentary inquiry and accused Sirisena of
failing to follow established protocols in assessing
threats to national security. Last week, the attorney
general ordered investigations against nine police
officers for failing to act on warnings ahead of the
bombings, carried out by Islamic State-backed
local jihadists. All nine were senior officers in the
districts where the attacks were carried out and
have now been transferred from their posts pend-
ing disciplinary action and criminal investigations.

Authorities have admitted that warnings sent by
India of an impending attack by a local group, the
National Thowheeth Jama’ath (NTJ), were ignored.
Some 45 foreign nationals were among the dead
and 500 people were injured in the attacks. The
tourist hotspot has been under a state of emer-
gency since. Sri Lanka’s State Intelligence Service
(SIS) has also been criticized for failing to act on
the Indian warnings, but no-one from the state spy
service has been put under investigation.

Sirisena, who is also defense minister and law
and order minister, has also faced allegations that
he could have prevented the attacks.  The presi-
dent has objected to a parliamentary investigation
into the attacks and ordered police not to co-
operate. The hearings have gone ahead, however,
and police have testified before legislators. Indian
intelligence shared information about the targets-
gleaned from a jihadist in Indian custody-as early
as April 4, more than two-and-a-half weeks before
the attacks. — AFP

Health minister under investigation: crisis under control 

DHAKA: A train plunged into a canal when the
bridge it was travelling across gave way, killing
four people and injuring 100 more in Bangladesh
yesterday. Officials said part of the bridge col-
lapsed as the express train went over, sending five
cars crashing to the ground, with one of them

landing in  the water. Scores of  people were
trapped in the accident at Kalaura, 300 kilometers
from Dhaka.

Local people joined fire and police teams in pulling
the dead and injured out of the wreckage, Rashidul
Hasan, a police superintendent, told AFP. Regional
government administrator Tofael Islam said part of the
bridge gave way as the train was crossing. Twenty-
one of the injured were taken to a hospital in Sylhet,
the nearest city, in serious condition. 

Train services from Dhaka to the northeast were
stopped because of the accident. Train accidents are
common in Bangladesh because of poor signaling and
rundown tracks. — AFP

KULAURA: Bangladeshi onlookers gather around a derailed train after a bridge collapse in Kulaura. — AFP

MUZAFFARPUR: In this file photo the father, center, of four-year-old Khushbu Kumari carries his son, who is suffer-
ing from Acute Encephalitis Syndrome (AES), at Kejriwal hospital along with relatives before going to another hos-
pital in Muzaffarpur in the Indian state of Bihar. — AFP

Indonesia to vet 
public servants to 
identify Islamists
JAKARTA: Indonesia plans to tighten vetting of senior
public servants amid fears that hardline Islamist ideology
has permeated high levels of government, according to
documents reviewed by Reuters and a senior official
involved in the plan.

Indonesia is officially secular, but there has been a rise
in politicians demanding a larger role for Islam in the
world’s biggest Muslim-majority country, with some
groups calling for an Islamic state.

The rise in conservatism was a major test for President
Joko Widodo in the April election, with some Islamist
groups accusing him of being anti-Islam and throwing
their support behind political rivals, including challenger
Prabowo Subianto. Widodo was re-elected for a second
term but voting patterns revealed deepening divisions
between areas known for a moderate following of Islam
and conservative Muslim regions that backed Prabowo.

The senior government official, who is part of a team
formulating the new vetting policy, said Widodo intends it
to be a part of his legacy of ensuring Indonesia remains a
model for moderate Islam. The official said the president
strongly believed that radical Islam threatened the state
apparatus as well as the future of democracy. The vetting

plan was a big priority for him, said the official, who
declined to be identified.

“He wants that before the next election in 2024, hard-
line and radical elements be weeded out to aim for a
healthier democracy,” said the official. Widodo’s office did
not respond to requests for comment.

According to the documents reviewed by Reuters, the
government wants to introduce stricter background
checks and a new psychological test to gauge candidates’
political leanings - especially for those seeking promotions
to the top two rungs of the bureaucracy.

The official said the plan will be rolled out by the end of
the year at 10 of the country’s biggest ministries by budget
and several state-owned enterprises. Ministries to be tar-
geted as priorities include Finance, Defence, Health,
Education, Religious Affairs, and Public Works. Priority
enterprises include state energy company Pertamina, flag
carrier Garuda Indonesia, the biggest state bank BRI, state
miners Antam and Timah, and two state media companies.

Seeds planted years ago
Civil servants would not be sacked but the new policy

could be used to keep those with hardline leanings from
rising through the ranks, the official said. One of the fac-
tors driving the new policy is a 2017 survey done by inde-
pendent Jakarta-based pollster Alvara Research Center
that found one in five civil servants and 10 percent of state
enterprise workers did not agree with the secular state
ideology Pancasila, and instead favored an Islamic theo-
cratic state.

“What we’re seeing is not sudden but the result of
seeds that were planted years ago through small move-

ments that at the time were not considered a threat to the
state. For over 10 years, these ideas have been tolerated,
accepted, and perhaps even used by elements of the
state,” one government document said. The government
official who spoke to Reuters is part of a team of 12 offi-
cials and experts that will work with the National Agency
to Promote Pancasila and with civil society organizations
to formulate new metrics to strengthen existing recruit-
ment tests.

Pancasila includes upholding national unity, social jus-
tice and democracy alongside belief in God, and enshrines
religious diversity in an officially secular system of govern-
ment. The official said the government is expecting a back-
lash both from within the state bureaucracy and from
rights activists who could liken the moves to the authori-
tarian era of former President Suharto, when loyalty to the
state ideology was mandatory and equated with loyalty to
the regime. “We are aware the Pancasila was used in the
past as a tool to consolidate power, but we believe it is an
umbrella that protects all Indonesians and is a tool to unify
against the virus of radicalism,” Benny Susetyo, an official
at the national Pancasila agency, said in an interview. A
representative for the Islamic Defenders Front (FPI), an
Islamist group that calls for sharia law to be imposed in
Indonesia, said the planned vetting procedures would
“amount to discrimination against Islam”.

“This government is affected by the disease of secular-
ism and is trying to separate politics and religion, which is
very dangerous,” said Novel Bamukmin of the FPI’s
Jakarta chapter. “They should be focusing on targeting the
communists and Shia (minority Muslims) in the bureaucra-
cy instead,” he added. — Reuters

Bridge collapse sends 
Bangladesh train
plunging

Kashmir separatists 
ready for talks 
SRINAGAR: The leader of disputed Kashmir’s largest
separatist group said it was ready for talks with
India’s government yesterday, after the state gover-
nor said he was optimistic about dialogue. The
Muslim-majority Kashmir valley is at the heart of
more than seven decades of hostility between nuclear
arch-rivals India and Pakistan. Both claim it in full but
rule it in part. Rhetoric from both sides, as well as
Kashmiri separatists, some of whom want to join
Pakistan, has been highly charged since a February
suicide car bomb attack by a Pakistan-based militant
group killed more than 40 Indian police in the part of
the region it controls.

Any talks to resolve the conflict would be hugely dif-
ficult. But on Saturday, Satya Pal Malik, the governor of
Jammu and Kashmir state where Indian-controlled
Kashmir lies, told a news conference he had seen a soft-
ening in approach from separatist leaders, including the
influential Hurriyat Conference. “I feel happy that the
temperature in the valley has gone down as compared
to what it was during my arrival in Kashmir,” he told a
news conference.

Malik has governed the state since August 2018,
shortly after India’s ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
withdrew from a coalition with a local party, imposing
direct rule from New Delhi. “Today Hurriyat, who once
closed their doors... are ready for the talks with the
Government of India,” Malik added. In response,
Mirwaiz Umar Farooq, the chairman of Hurriyat, a polit-
ical movement that wants independence from India, told
Reuters on Monday he would welcome talks.

“Hurriyat Conference has always been in favor of
talks as the means of resolution,” he said. “Kashmiris,
being the most affected party for the past 72 years, nat-
urally want its resolution.” Kashmir, whose fate was left
unresolved during partition in 1947, is a key focus for
the BJP government led by Prime Minister Narendra
Modi, that won a second term in power with an
increased majority in May.

It launched a huge crackdown on separatists and
militants operating in the region after the February
attack, with gun battles between security forces and
armed militants becoming an almost daily occurrence.
The BJP also wants to abolish special privileges for
Jammu and Kashmir, India’s only Muslim majority state,
to the fury of many Kashmiris. — Reuters 


