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News in brief

18 killed in Taleban strike 

HERAT: Taleban fighters have stormed several securi-
ty posts providing protection to Afghanistan’s historic
minaret of Jam, cutting access to the UNESCO World
Heritage Site and killing 18 security forces, officials
said yesterday. The attack comes less than a week
after the revered 12th-century minaret, located in a
remote part of the western province of Ghor, was
threatened by surging floodwaters. “The Taleban have
captured some checkpoints around the minaret. We
had to retreat because more fighting would cause
damage to the minaret,” Sayed Zia Hussaini, the
deputy police chief of Ghor, told AFP. Abdul Hai
Khatebi, the provincial governor spokesman, said 15
pro-government militias and three policemen had been
killed in the attacks, which started Monday. — AFP 

‘Eggboy’ donates to NZ victims 

SYDNEY: An Australian teen who egged a far-right
senator over his offensive comments about the
Christchurch mosque attacks says he has donated
almost Aus$100,000 (US$69,000) raised for his legal
defense to the victims of the shootings. William
Connolly, nicknamed “Eggboy”, made international
headlines when he cracked an egg over controversial
then-senator Fraser Anning’s head at a press confer-
ence after the massacre of 51 Muslim worshippers.
Anning, who has since lost his seat in Australia’s par-
liament, triggered outrage by claiming the attack in
neighboring New Zealand was the result of Muslim
immigration to the country. Connolly wrote on
Instagram late Tuesday that he had “decided to
donate all monies to help provide some relief to the
victims of the massacre... it wasn’t mine to keep”.
“Finally!!! After a huge amount of red tape,
$99,922.36 has today been transferred to the
Christchurch Foundation and Victims Support,” he
said, adding that he didn’t need the money as a law
firm acted pro bono for him. — AFP 

B’desh to charge 16 after girl killed

DHAKA: Bangladesh police were set to file charges
yesterday against 16 people, including the headmaster
of an Islamic seminary, over the shocking murder of a
19-year-old girl burned to death. The killing of Nusrat
Jahan Rafi last month sparked protests across the
South Asian nation, with the prime minister promising
to prosecute all those involved. Bangladesh’s Police
Bureau of Investigation said they would file the
charge sheet in a court in the country’s south against
the 16 people, who include two girls who were class-
mates of Rafi. “They are charged under the women
and children repression law and we’ll recommend
death penalty for all 16 accused,” PBI lead investiga-
tor Mohammad Iqbal told AFP. Iqbal said the principal
of the Sonagazi Islamia Senior Fazil Madrasa Siraj Ud
Doula where Rafi was a student ordered the murder
from jail. — AFP 

Japan police search attacker’s home 

TOKYO: Japanese police yesterday searched the
home of the man behind a stabbing rampage in the
town of Kawasaki a day earlier that killed two people,
including a child. The 51-year-old attacker, identified
by police as Ryuichi Iwasaki, died after stabbing him-
self after the rampage, and his motives for the horrify-
ing assault remain unclear. Yesterday, police searched
his home, not far from the scene of the morning attack,
seizing unspecified material, public broadcaster NHK
reported. Local media said Iwasaki was living with rel-
atives in their 80s, but gave no further details. His
occupation was unknown. The rampage in the town
south of Tokyo on Tuesday morning killed two people
- 11-year-old schoolgirl Hanako Kuribayashi and a 39-
year-old parent identified as government official
Satoshi Oyama, a Myanmar specialist. Seventeen more
people, mainly young children, were injured, according
to authorities. — AFP 

Modi healthcare scheme 
won hearts, and votes 

SITAPUR, India: While Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
nationalist tub-thumping has been widely credited with his
recent election win, another factor was one he kept rela-
tively quiet about: Modicare. Despite some teething prob-
lems and a dire need for further reforms and more spend-
ing, this huge initiative launched last year - one of the
world’s largest publicly funded healthcare programs - has
made a difference.

“This scheme has infused a sense of belief in the poor
that if they fall sick they will get treatment without spend-
ing a rupee,” said Anil Agarwal, chief medical superintend-
ent at a hospital in Sitapur, a city with some of India’s worst
health indicators. Indeed, voting data from the mammoth
election that ended last week with a landslide for Modi
showed particularly strong support for his right-wing party
in poorer areas where people would have benefited most.

“It has certainly been welcomed as a welfare measure by
the poor and probably contributed to (Modi’s) electoral vic-
tory,” said K Srinath Reddy, president of the non-profit
Public Health Foundation of India. The flagship program,
dubbed Modicare, covers hospital costs up to $7,200 for
the poorest 40 percent of Indians, or some 500 million peo-
ple, in a country where the average annual income is about
$1,670. Even before Modicare, or the National Health
Protection Scheme (NHPS), was introduced in September,
treatment was largely free at government hospitals.

But patients still had to shell out for diagnostics and
medicines, which make up a big chunk of the costs of hos-
pital care, as well as for implants like stents. Private clinics
were out of reach for many, with a consultation alone cost-
ing some 1,000 rupees ($15) - a large amount for millions
living on less than $2 a day. But now poorer Indians can
visit these clinics, providing they sign up to the scheme.

New belief 
Sabir Ali, an impoverished weaver who got a Modicare

card for himself and his family to use at any of the 15,000-
odd participating hospitals, had a cyst removed from his
forehead. “It was unbelievable to hold the card in my
hands,” Ali told AFP, his head bandaged at the Sitapur dis-
trict hospital in northern India. “I used the card and I didn’t
have to spend a single rupee on my treatment.” Until
recently only a quarter of India’s population had any health
insurance, forcing hundreds of millions to pay out of their
own pockets, go to quack doctors or just skip treatment.

An estimated 60 million Indians are pushed below the
poverty threshold every year paying for medical care, while
a report last year by The Lancet medical journal found sub-
standard healthcare was responsible for some 1.6 million
deaths a year. Almost two million people have benefited
from the scheme so far, with the government allocating
some $1.2 billion since the launch. The costs are shared
between federal and state governments 60:40. “Schemes
such as Modicare played a larger role (in the election out-
come) than anyone had anticipated,” said political analyst
Parsa Venkateshwar Rao. “The overall message that has
gone out is that Modi is willing to help the poor.”

Teething troubles 
In his second term, however, Modi will have to iron out

some of the scheme’s teething problems, with some hos-
pitals complaining they cannot recoup what they spend.
“We can’t cope with (receiving) 9,000 rupees ($128) for
a caesarean section which would include stay of the
patient, fees of the anesthetist, pediatrician, medicines
and so on,” said Doctor V K Monga from the Indian
Medical Association. “But corrective steps are being tak-
en... The health sector is overall satisfied now with the
scheme,” he told AFP.

Reddy of the Public Health Foundation of India also
said the scheme needed more financial resources. “If the
state governments too can be stimulated to increase their

health budgets, the scheme will become sustainable.”
More broadly, Modi needs to build more facilities, train
more staff and implement more reforms in what remains a
dysfunctional healthcare system, experts say. The newly
re-elected prime minister has promised to hike health
spending to 2.5 percent of GDP by 2025, from 1.15 percent
now - one of the lowest in the world - but it is unclear if
this will suffice.

Critics also say that Modicare helps unscrupulous pri-
vate providers - already accused of over-diagnosing and

carrying out unnecessary surgeries - boost profits. Ali too
has his complaints. “I live nearby the hospital so I can
come, but if someone lives outside the city, they will strug-
gle with the number of times they are expected to visit the
hospital,” he said. “They make us run around a lot.” But the
family of Vindeshwari Devi, who has had her uterus
removed at the same Sitapur hospital, is satisfied. “I think
this scheme is good and it will only get better,” said Sunil
Kumar, a daily-wage laborer and Devi’s son-in-law. “For
those who have nothing, it means a lot.” — AFP 

Need to build more facilities, train more staff and implement more reforms 

SITAPUR, India: In this photograph taken on April 16, 2019, chief medical officer Dr Anil Agarwal gestures during
his inspection round in a hospital. — AFP 

50 injured as 
Kashmiris help 
rebels escape 
SRINAGAR: At least 50 people were injured in clashes in
Indian Kashmir yesterday as protestors helped rebels
escape a siege by government forces, police and hospital
authorities said. While protests in support of the sur-
rounded rebels have increased on the Indian side of the
divided territory in recent years, it is rare for insurgents to
escape. Militant groups fighting the 500,000 Indian sol-
diers deployed there demand independence or a merger
with Pakistan.

Thousands of villagers poured onto roads yesterday as
two suspected rebels fought a gun battle with soldiers
from inside a house in the Kulgam area in southern

Kashmir. Protesters pelted government forces with stones
to give the fighters cover to escape, they said. Fifty people
were taken to a local hospital after government forces
fired shotgun pellets and live bullets to push the protestors
back, witnesses and hospital officials told AFP.

“The house was blown up but the militants escaped in
the confusion. No dead bodies were found in the debris,” a
top police officer told AFP on condition of anonymity. The
officer said however that only three people were injured,
one with a bullet and two with pellets in their eyes.
“Scratches cannot be considered injuries,” he said, to
explain the discrepancy in numbers. Clashes between
rebels fighting Indian rule in Kashmir and government
forces occur almost daily. More than 90 militants have
been killed so far this year.

Residents from nearby villages often throng the streets to
help rebels by hurling stones at Indian soldiers. Kashmir was
divided between India and Pakistan after their independence
in 1947. Tens of thousands have died in an uprising launched
three decades ago, most of them civilians. — AFP 

PNG PM resigns, 
throwing gas 
deal into doubt 
PORT MORESBY: Papua New Guinea’s embattled prime
minister stepped down yesterday, capping a months-long
political crisis and calling a multi-billion-dollar French and
US-backed gas deal into question. Facing a string of cabi-
net resignations and a vote of no confidence he looked
sure to lose, veteran leader Peter O’Neill told parliament
he had handed his letter of resignation to the country’s
governor general. “I hereby tender my resignation as
Prime Minister of the independent state of Papua New
Guinea, effective immediately” read the letter that was
obtained by AFP.

O’Neill said he had decided to step down “in the inter-
ests of ongoing political stability in our country” citing the
need for “economic confidence and social unity”. For eight
years O’Neill had led the rugged and ethnically diverse
nation, which is home to over 800 languages. But he had
been heavily criticized for endemic corruption and chronic
underdevelopment, in a country that has increasingly
become a venue for US-China rivalry.

The government’s purchase last year of 40 Maseratis to
ferry foreign dignitaries around Port Moresby’s few fully
paved roads during an APEC summit became emblematic
of his tenure. But the breaking point appeared to have
been a recent $13 billion deal with Total and ExxonMobil
to extract, pipe and ship liquefied natural gas (LNG) over-
seas. The deal angered powerful regional and tribal lead-
ers, who suggested they were not getting a fair share.

Finance minister James Marape - from the Hela
province in the highlands - was the first to resign in
protest, saying the money would not go to ordinary Papua
New Guineans, local firms or the regions. A similar deal in
the last decade has failed to bring wealth to a country
where only 13 percent of citizens have regular access to
electricity. O’Neill had earlier promised to resign, but sub-
sequently took court action in a bid to cling to power,
prompting physical confrontations in parliament. 

But on Wednesday O’Neill finally resigned. In a valedic-
tory speech, he touted his achievements in office, including
hosting the 2018 APEC summit, a vast undertaking for a
developing country with limited central government
capacity. “We have always been known for the wrong rea-
sons,” O’Neill said. — AFP

Wanted Myanmar 
monk summoned by 
Buddhist council 
YANGON: An ultra-nationalist monk dubbed the
“Buddhist Bin Laden” for his anti-Muslim vitriol has been
summoned for reprimand by Myanmar’s top religious
council, as police pursue him on charges of stirring up
unrest. Wirathu has long been the face of the country’s
hardline Buddhist movement, notorious for espousing hate
against Islam and particularly the long-persecuted
Rohingya minority. A court issued an arrest warrant for the
abbot late Tuesday under article 124(a) which targets any-
one who “excites or attempts to excite disaffection
towards the Government”.

After the warrant was issued, Wirathu posted on his
social media page a summons dated May 22 from the
country’s highest Buddhist authority, the State Sangha
Maha Nayaka. This is a state-appointed body of high-
ranking monks overseeing the clergy across Buddhist-
majority Myanmar. The letter ordered him to report to its
Yangon headquarters today for a reprimand over his
“involvement with social affairs during a rally”. Wirathu
told local media by phone Wednesday he was in Yangon
ahead of the meeting, but said the police had not yet come
for him. “If they want to arrest me, they can do it,” the
Irrawaddy newspaper quoted him as saying.

The exact reasons behind the warrant have not been
given but the rabble-rousing monk has given several
provocative speeches at nationalist rallies recently. In
April, he took aim at the country’s civilian leader Aung San
Suu Kyi. “She just dresses up like a fashionista, wears
makeup and walks around in stylish, high-heeled shoes,
shaking her ass at foreigners,” he told a cheering crowd. At

another rally in Yangon he caused widespread offence by
saying “soldiers protecting the country should be wor-
shipped like Buddha”.

‘Face of Buddhist Terror’ 
Wirathu is no stranger to jail. He was sentenced in 2003

to 25 years behind bars under the former military junta on
charges including preaching extremism and distributing
banned books. As the country opened up, he was released in

2012 alongside several thou-
sand political prisoners. He
immediately returned to his
hardline preachings, calling
for boycotts of Muslim-
owned businesses and
restrictions on interfaith mar-
riages. The abbot appeared
on the cover of “Time” maga-
zine as “The Face of Buddhist
Terror” in 2013. In 2015 he
called UN special envoy
Yanghee Lee a “whore”.

The Buddhist authority
had previously prohibited

him from speaking in public for a year after he delivered
“hate speech against religions” - but the ban expired in
March last year. Facebook blacklisted him in January 2018
after a string of incendiary posts targeting the Rohingya.
Rights groups say these helped whip up animosity towards
the community, laying foundations for a military crackdown
in 2017 that forced some 740,000 to flee to Bangladesh.
Like many in Myanmar, Wirathu pejoratively refers to the
minority as “Bengali”, implying they are illegal immigrants.
Refugees’ testimonies of mass killings, rapes and arson
spurred UN investigators to call for the prosecution of top
generals for “genocide” and the International Criminal
Court (ICC) is conducting a preliminary probe. “The day the
ICC comes here... is the day Wirathu holds a gun,” he told a
rally last October. — AFP 

Pak MP accuses 
officials of lying 
about clash 
PESHAWAR: A Pakistani parliamentarian and civil rights
leader yesterday accused authorities of lying about a vio-
lent clash between Pashtun activists and security forces
over the weekend as tensions soar between the military
and rights group. Moshin Dawar - an MP and leading
member of the Pashtun Protection Movement (PTM) - dis-
puted claims by the military that activists assaulted the
military during a protest near a checkpoint along the
Afghan border Sunday, saying security forces fired into
the unarmed crowd.    

“We did not attack any army checkpoint rather we
were attacked,” Dawar told AFP by phone from an undis-
closed location where he is believed to be hiding.  “The
state and the state institutions are using force against us
and I will raise voice against these excesses from whatever
forum possible,” he added. Dawar went on to claim that at
least 13 people were killed by the firing, dismissing earlier
reports from the military that just three activists were
killed during the melee. Amnesty International called for an

independent investigation into the incident earlier this
week, saying “if the reports are correct that the army killed
protestors by unlawfully using live ammunition, this would
be a very serious violation of international law”. The inci-
dent follows months of rising tensions between the two
sides, with the military publicly and repeatedly warning
PTM leaders to end their criticism of the country’s armed
forces - largely seen as a red line in Pakistan.

Since bursting onto the scene last year, the PTM has
rattled Pakistan’s military with its calls to end alleged
abuses by security forces against ethnic Pashtuns. Darwar’s
claims also come as the Committee to Protect Journalists
called for the release of Pakistani journalist Gohar Wazir
who was arrested in nearby Bannu earlier this week after
interviewing the PTM leader. “Gohar Wazir should not have
to face arrest merely for doing the job of reporting the
news, even reporting on controversial events such as
protests by the Pashtun Tahafuz Movement,” said Steven
Butler, the CPJ Asia program coordinator. A local official
confirmed the arrest of the journalist along with 22 others,
saying Wazir had violated a public order ordinance for tak-
ing part in PTM protests. The PTM has unleashed festering
anger over abuses allegedly committed against Pashtuns,
including enforced disappearances and targeted killings,
during the military’s fight against insurgents. Pashtuns
account for roughly 15 percent of Pakistan’s population,
with a majority based in the northwest and a significant
presence in the southern port city of Karachi. — AFP 

SRINAGAR: Kashmiri volunteers and medical workers trans-
port an injured youth on a stretcher after he was wounded by
pellet shots during clashes with government forces at a hos-
pital yesterday. — AFP 
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