
India refuses to
share ‘proof of
airstrikes’ in 
Pakistan  
MUZAFFARABAD: A top Indian minister
said yesterday the government would not
share proof that “a very large number” of mili-
tants were killed in air strikes inside Pakistan
this week, after doubts were raised there were
any casualties in the attack that stoked ten-
sions between the nuclear-armed rivals. The
flare up appeared to be easing on Saturday
after Pakistan handed back a captured Indian
fighter pilot on Friday night, amid efforts by
global powers to prevent another war between
the arch enemies.

However shelling across the Line of Control
(LoC) that acts as a de facto border in the dis-
puted Kashmir region, a frequent feature in
recent weeks, continued, said military officials
on both sides. Hostilities escalated rapidly fol-
lowing a suicide car bombing on Feb. 14 that
killed at least 40 Indian paramilitary police in
Indian-controlled Kashmir. India accuses
Pakistan of harboring the Jaish-e Mohammad
Islamist group that claimed the bombing.
Indian warplanes carried out air strikes on
Tuesday inside northeast Pakistan’s Balakot on
what New Delhi called militant camps. 

Islamabad denied any such camps existed,
as did local villagers in the area when Reuters
visited. Nevertheless, Pakistan retaliated on
Wednesday with its own aerial mission.
Pakistan said the Indian bombs hit a largely
empty hillside without hurting anyone. Some
Indian opposition leaders have asked the gov-
ernment to share evidence of the strikes. But
India’s Finance Minister Arun Jaitley, one of

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s top lieu-
tenants, said “no security agencies ever share
operational details”.

“It’s a very irresponsible stand,” Jaitley said
at a conference organized by the India Today
media group. “The armed forces must have,
and our security and intelligence agencies
must have, a full leeway in dealing with situa-
tions, and if anybody wants operational details
to be made public ... he certainly does not
understand the system.”

Indian Air Force officials said earlier it
was up to the political leaders to decide
when and how to release evidence of the
Balakot strike. Jaitley dismissed suggestions
that the rapid escalation in tensions with
Pakistan had anything to do with India’s
domestic politics ahead of a general election
due by May. Pollsters expect the ruling party
to benefit from the nationalistic passion
sweeping the country.

Pilot walks across the border
Indian Air Force Wing Commander

Abhinandan Varthaman, who became the face
and symbol of the biggest clash between India
and Pakistan in many years, walked across the
border just before 9 pm on Friday in a high-
profile handover shown on live television.
Defense Minister Nirmala Sitharaman met him
at a New Delhi defense hospital on Saturday,
where he was seen in his air force jumpsuit. He
will undergo medical checks before re-joining
active duty, officials said. Pakistan’s military said
on Saturday its air force and navy “continue to
be alert and vigilant”, while two of its soldiers
were killed after exchanging fire with Indian
troops along the LoC. India’s military said that
Pakistan was firing mortar shells across the
LoC. Pakistan touted Abhinandan’s return as “as
a goodwill gesture aimed at de-escalating rising
tensions with India” after weeks of unease that
threatened to spiral into war. — Reuters

International
Anger over ‘forced’ 
video of India pilot 

US wants to know if Pakistan used F-16 jets to down India warplane
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BAGHUZ: Smoke billows after shelling on the Islamic State (IS) group’s last holdout of Baghouz, in the eastern Syrian Deir Ezzor province. — AFP 

LAHORE: A Pakistani girl holds a candle during a vigil for peace yesterday as tensions soar
between India and Pakistan. — AFP 

NEAR BAGHOUZ: Islamic State launched car bombs
and suicide attackers against the Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF) assaulting Baghouz, in a last-ditch effort
to stave off defeat in its final patch of territory, fighters
from the US-backed force said yesterday. Capturing
the village in eastern Syria will be a milestone in inter-
national efforts to roll back the jihadists, whose self-
styled “caliphate” covered roughly one third of Syria
and Iraq at its height in 2014.

But it is universally accepted that the group, which
has been in territorial retreat since then and suffered
its major defeats in 2017, will remain a security threat
as an insurgent force with sleeper cells and some des-
olate pockets of territory. The SDF had said it expect-
ed a “decisive battle” yesterday after advancing gradu-
ally for 18 hours to avoid land mines sown by Islamic
State (IS), whose fighters are also using underground
tunnels to stage ambushes and then disappear.

By midday, however, there was no sign of the battle
being over, and a spokesman for the US-led interna-
tional coalition supporting the SDF said the pace of
the advance had ebbed. “ISIS fighters have been using
suicide vests and car bombs to slow down the SDF

offensive and hide from Coalition strikes in the area of
Baghuz,” Col Sean Ryan said. “They still hold civilians
and are lacing the tunnels with IEDs as well,” he said,

referring to improvised explosive devices.
The SDF has previously estimated several hundred

IS insurgents to be inside Baghouz, mostly foreigners,
and the coalition has described them as the “most
hardened” militants. But Ryan said their hiding under-
ground made it difficult to determine current numbers.
From a position about 3 km from the front line yester-

day afternoon, warplanes and the pounding of artillery
could be heard overhead as plumes of smoke rose over
Baghouz. An SDF commander there told Reuters that
IS had sent explosive-ridden vehicles towards advanc-
ing fighters the night before. Air strikes destroyed two
of them, and the SDF fired on a third to blow it up, he
said.

The jihadists also shelled the approaching force.
Sinjar Shammar, from the Kurdish YPG which spear-
heads the SDF coalition, was wounded when shrapnel
from a shell struck the armored vehicle he was driving.
“My comrade was sent to the hospital. His leg is gone,”
said Shammar, 22, as his arm was being bandaged at a
first-aid point. “(But) morale is great (at the front line).
I will return to the comrades in a bit... God willing, we
will triumph.”

Shriveled ‘Caliphate’
After declaring a modern-day caliphate across large

swathes of territory it had seized in flash offensives in
Syria and neighboring Iraq, IS attracted thousands of
foreigners to live under its rule and defend its realm.
But its rapid expansion also attracted an array of ene-

mies, both local and international, who began rolling
back those gains. As IS territory shriveled, thousands
of fighters, followers and civil ians retreated to
Baghouz, a small cluster of hamlets and farmland along
the Euphrates River.

Over the last few weeks, they poured out in greater
numbers than expected, holding up the final assault. An
SDF commander told Reuters on Thursday that many
of the people leaving the enclave had been sheltering
underground in caves and tunnels. After extricating the
remaining civilians, the SDF resumed its assault on
Friday evening. It has not ruled out the possibility that
some militants have crept out, hidden among non-
combatants.

The SDF commander-in-chief said on Thursday that
his force would declare victory within a week. He was
later contradicted by US President Donald Trump, who
said the SDF had retaken 100 percent of the territory
once held by IS. Washington has about 2,000 troops in
Syria, mainly to back the SDF against IS. Trump
announced in December he would withdraw all of
them, but the White House partially reversed itself last
month, saying some 400 troops would stay. — Reuters

On brink of defeat, IS unleashes car bombs
IS using car bombs, mines, tunnels to defend last bastion
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For Russians,
growing worries
over ‘eternal 
poverty’
SAINT PETERSBURG: At a Saint
Petersburg cafe, a singer performs Soviet-
era tunes for 50 pensioners enjoying a
mid-day meal. In the basement of a central
apartment block, the cafe offers free food
for the elderly-a group particularly hard
hit by the economic strains causing grow-
ing anger in Russia. Despite icy pave-
ments making crossing the northern city
difficult, the Dobrodomik-or “good little
house”-is full. Inside, pensioners are
served hearty stews and given the chance
to have a chat, or even a dance. They are
overwhelmingly women. “Prices are rising
every day. So this cafe is a very, very
good idea,” 72-year-old Rimma
Antsiferova said. 

She receives a monthly pension of
10,000 rubles ($150/135 euros). After
paying her local taxes and buying medi-
cine, Antsiferova is left with only $45 to
live on. “And recently, the price of trans-
port went up,” she said. Businesswoman
Alexandra Syniak and her husband
Yevgeny Gershevich opened Dobrodomik
this winter to “thank the elderly”. In the
evening, it turns into a regular restaurant
but between noon and mid-afternoon,
pensioners from all corners of Saint
Petersburg come to eat a warm meal. 

‘Never been as hard’  
Following an oil boom in the 2000s,

Russians have seen their purchasing pow-

er steadily decline over the last five years.
The trend is showing no sign of slowing,
despite Russia recovering from a 2015
recession brought on by a fall in oil prices
and Western sanctions over Moscow’s
actions in Ukraine. When he was re-elect-
ed for a fourth presidential term last year,
President Vladimir Putin promised to
halve Russia’s poverty rate. But soon
afterwards, his government raised value-
added tax and hiked the retirement age
for the first time since the 1930s-a hugely
unpopular move.

“It’s never been as hard for people as it
is now,” said Igor Nikolayev, director of
the FBK Strategic Analysis Institute in
Moscow.  And this anxiety is starting to
show in opinion polls. According to a
January survey by the independent
Levada centre, 61 percent of Russians
“feel shame for the eternal poverty and
insecurity” of their country, compared to
56 percent in 2015. Putin’s personal
approval rating has taken a hit, too. In
January, Levada found his approval rating
at 64 percent-the lowest since 2014. 

Inflation, VAT up
Levada’s director Lev Gudkov said that

different surveys show support for Putin,
who has been in power since 1999, falling
by a third. “Discontent has spread from
urban centres to smaller, industrial towns
where the working population is most
affected by falling incomes,” Gudkov said.
“This is linked to the refusal of the state to
provide social guarantees, and funds
being used for geopolitical projects rather
than going on the people,” he said.
Gudkov said real incomes in Russia have
fallen by “around 13 percent” since 2014.
“It is painful for people who live on the
average salary,” he said. The average
monthly wage is 42,600 rubles
($650/570 euros). — AFP 


