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Australia bushfires leave three 
dead; at least 150 homes lost

ALMATY: The Islamic State group on Friday claimed
responsibility for a deadly attack against a Tajik border
post this week, but Central Asia watchers cast doubt
on the jihadists’ claim as well as official Tajik state-
ments on the incident. “By the grace of Allah the
Almighty, the soldiers of the Caliphate attacked a bor-
der guard post of the Tajik apostates in the Ishkobod
area, near the Tajik-Uzbek border,” the IS group said
in a statement released online. Tajik authorities on
Wednesday said that fifteen jihadists were killed dur-
ing an attack on a border post that officials blamed on
members of the Islamic State group who crossed over
from Afghanistan.

The overnight assault also left a soldier and police-
man dead, authorities in the ex-Soviet republic said.
The Islamic State group claimed that its fighters killed
10 soldiers in the clashes. In a separate statement,
Amaq, the IS propaganda agency, said that all the IS
attackers were killed but did not specify how many or
where they had come from However “the whole story
is a bit murky,”, Raffaello Pantucci, senior associate fel-
low at the London-based Royal United Services
Institute, told AFP.

“Everyone I have asked in Tajikistan is suspicious.”
‘There are dozens of questions’ - Tajikistan’s interior
ministry insisted Friday that the attack was perpetrated
by IS fighters-”mostly citizens of Tajikistan”-who had
crossed into the country from Afghanistan. Pantucci
said that the IS claim was a boost to the group after
leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi was killed in a US raid.
“For ISIS it looks good to claim,” he said.  “A new
leader comes in and we immediately see attacks.” 

IS also released Friday what it said was a video of
the attackers reciting a pledge of allegiance to the
group’s new leader Abu Ibrahim al-Hashimi al-
Quraishi. Before the Islamic State group claimed the
attack a spokesman for Afghanistan’s defence ministry
said that it did not believe the event which happened
near Tajikistan’s border with Uzbekistan had anything
to do with Afghanistan.  

Tajik authorities said five attackers had been captured.
Citing the confession of a detained attacker, the Tajik bor-
der guard service said the group crossed from
Afghanistan in darkness on Sunday into the Tajik district
of Qabodiyon.  “All of them are members of the Islamic
State,” the border guard service said. But some also
refused to take the Tajik authorities’ statements at face
value. Daniil Kislov, director of the Moscow-based
Fergana News agency which covers Central Asia and
Afghanistan, also poured cold water on Tajikistan’s claims.

“There are dozens of questions,” Kislov told AFP
before the IS group claimed the attack. “Where did the
attackers find cars, which had Tajik number plates?  “If
they stole them, who were the victims (of the theft)?
You can go on and on,” he said. Tajikistan, a poor
mountainous country of nine million people bordering
Afghanistan and China, has been hit by conflicts since
it gained independence after the collapse of the Soviet
Union in 1991. Tajikistan and other ex-Soviet Central
Asian countries have been major sources of recruits
for radical Islamist groups in Syria and Iraq. — AFP

IS claims deadly Tajik 
attack as doubts swirl

Firefighters struggle towards hard-to-reach communities

Cambodian 
opposition figure
lands in Malaysia
KUALA LUMPUR: Self-exiled Cambodian opposition
figure Sam Rainsy landed in the Malaysian capital of
Kuala Lumpur yesterday after promising to return
home to rally opponents of authoritarian ruler Hun
Sen. “Keep up the hope. We are on the right track,”
Rainsy said on arrival at Kuala Lumpur International
Airport in a message to supporters. “Democracy will
prevail. Democracy has prevailed in Malaysia.
Democracy will prevail in Cambodia.”

Asked whether he planned to return to Cambodia
he said: “I cannot say anything. I do not deny, I do not
confirm.” The veteran opposition figure had planned
to return to Cambodia yesterday, Independence Day,
in what Prime Minister Hun Sen characterized as an
attempted coup against his rule of more than three
decades.

But Sam Rainsy was blocked from boarding a Thai
Airways flight to Bangkok in Paris on Thursday. He
and other leaders of his banned opposition party have
said they want to return to Cambodia by crossing the
land border with Thailand. Malaysia has no border
with Cambodia. An official of Rainsy’s banned
Cambodia National Rescue Party (CNRP) in Thailand
said that nobody would be returning yesterday.

“We will be returning as soon as possible,” Saory
Pon, General Secretary of the Cambodia National
Rescue Party Overseas told Reuters, complaining that
some party officials in Thailand had been harassed
and followed by security services. Cambodian gov-
ernment spokesman Phay Siphan said that if Sam
Rainsy did return he would face outstanding charges
against him in court. “If he comes to cause instability
and chaos, we will destroy him,” he said.

Some 50 opposition activists have been arrested in
recent weeks. In Cambodia’s capital, Phnom Penh,
security forces patrolled in pickup trucks yesterday,
which marks Cambodia’s 66th anniversary of inde-
pendence from France. On Sunday and Monday,
Cambodia celebrates an annual water festival.

Police armed with assault rifles lined up at
Cambodia’s Poipet border crossing with Thailand,
where Sam Rainsy had said he planned to cross, pic-
tures posted on Twitter by the independent
Cambodian Center for Human Rights showed. Rainsy,
a founder of the CNRP, fled four years ago following a
conviction for criminal defamation. He also faces a
five-year sentence in a separate case. He says the
charges were politically motivated.

The 70-year-old former finance minister, who usu-
ally sports large, rimmed spectacles, has been an
opponent of Hun Sen since the 1990s. He also vowed
to return home in 2015 in spite of threats to arrest
him, but did not. — Reuters

BOBIN: Catastrophic bushfires in eastern Australia have
killed at least three people and forced thousands from
their homes, with the death toll expected to rise as fire-
fighters struggle towards hard-to-reach communities. In
the normally picturesque coastal town of Forster - one
among dozens hit along the eastern seaboard - vast
plumes of smoke shot out from multiple blazes as water
bombers swooped in overhead.

And in Bobin, around 60 kilometers north of Forster,
the whole town was scorched with some fires soaring 10
meters along the tree canopy.  Some homes were com-
pletely burned to the ground in the small rural town, and in
one just a fireplace could be seen among the smouldering
rubble. Prime Minister Scott Morrison said that, if needed,
the military could be called on to help some 1,300 fire-
fighters who are tackling around 100 separate blazes.

Several people are still unaccounted for and 30 more
have been injured - mostly firefighters working for hours
on end in smoky, smouldering scrubland and blazing forests
of towering eucalyptus. “My only thoughts today are with
those who have lost their lives and their families,” Morrison
said, as hundreds of civilians also volunteered to help their
hard-hit neighbors. A body was found in a burnt-out build-
ing near the east-coast town of Taree, police said, while
another victim was found in a car and a woman died
despite medics trying for several hours to save her.

As hot and windy weather eased slightly on Saturday,
the number of most serious fires fell to just a handful from
an unprecedented 17 on Friday. But within an area span-
ning almost 1,000 kilometers, schools were burned and at
least 150 homes were destroyed, while authorities were
forced to evacuate detention centers and old people’s
homes. It was a narrow escape for Don Russell, with the
fire coming within meters of his home in Taree.

“They’ve done a top job, them fellas,” Russell told AFP
after a crew of six firefighters brought the blaze under

control. His next-door neighbors were not so lucky, how-
ever — their home went up in flames Saturday afternoon.
No one was home. “It used to be God’s country, but it ain’t
any more,” said another neighbor, 72-year-old Dave Scott.
New South Wales’s rural fire service said an emergency
warning was in place for four fires among the dozens rag-
ing across the state.

Tinderbox 
Bushfires are common in Australia and a vast corps of

firefighters had already been tackling sporadic blazes for
months in the lead-up to the southern hemisphere summer.
But this was a dramatic start to what scientists predict will
be a tough fire season - with climate change and weather
cycles contributing to the dangerous combination of
strong winds, high temperatures and dry conditions.
“We’re experiencing tinderbox-like conditions across
much of the state and all it takes is one spark to start a fire
that may burn for days,” said Queensland’s acting fire
commissioner Mike Wassing.

Meanwhile, New South Wales premier Gladys
Berejiklian warned that next week’s weather forecast
“could mean we’re not through the worst of it”. Morrison,
whose government has played down the threat of climate
change, sought to deflect questions about what impact it
may have had. “Australia has been battling ferocious fires
for as long as Australia has been a nation, and well before.
And we will continue to do so,” he said.

‘Too late to leave’ 
Firefighters had described the conditions Friday as “dif-

ficult” and “dangerous”. In some areas, residents were stuck
and told to simply “seek shelter as it is too late to leave”.
Local radio stopped normal programming and provided
instructions about how to try to survive fires if trapped at
home or in a vehicle. Across the central coast, smoke bil-

lowed high into the sky and residents posted images online
of tangerine skies and storeys-high trees ablaze. Authorities
said some of the fires were creating their own weather con-
ditions - pyrocumulus clouds that enveloped entire towns.

Despite easing conditions, a prolonged drought and high
aridity levels will continue to make circumstances com-
bustible. Earlier this month, some of the same fires cloaked
Sydney in hazardous smoke for days. — AFP

BOBIN: A fire rages in Bobin, 350km north of Sydney yesterday as firefighters try to contain dozens of out-of-control
blazes that are raging in the state of New South Wales. — AFP 

Bangladesh, India 
move thousands 
away from Bulbul
MOUSOUNI ISLAND: Bangladeshi and Indian authorities
yesterday ordered more than 450,000 people to flee
coastal villages and islands as Cyclone Bulbul headed for
the Bay of Bengal coast. The eye of the storm, packing
winds of up to 120 kilometers per hour, was expected to
hit land around the Bangladesh-India frontier later. A
storm surge up to two meters high was predicted along
the coast, Bangladesh’s Meteorological Department said.
Bangladesh troops were sent to villages to help with the
evacuation. About 55,000 volunteers were also going
door-to-door to warn residents.

Minister for disaster management Enamur Rahman told
AFP the evacuation of 400,000 people would be complet-
ed by evening. “We’ve already evacuated some 391,000
people,” he said. About 1,500 tourists were stranded on
the southern island of Saint Martin after boat services

were suspended due to bad weather. Bangladesh’s two
biggest ports, Mongla and Chittagong, were closed
because of the storm and flights into Chittagong airport
have also been halted.

India also ordered an alert on its side of the border and
the West Bengal government evacuated nearly 60,000

people in the state, officials said. On the island of
Mousouni, which lies in the path of the storm, scared resi-
dents took shelter in schools and government buildings
because they had not been able to escape. All flights at in
and out of Kolkata airport were suspended for 12 hours
and military planes and ships have been put on standby,
Indian authorities said.

Winds of up to 110kph and heavy rainfall from the
fringe of Bulbul have already lashed Odisha state, uproot-
ing trees that blocked many roads.  Bulbul was expected to
hit the coast at the Sundarbans, the world’s largest man-
grove forest, which straddles Bangladesh and part of east-
ern India and is home to endangered species including the
Bengal tiger. Bangladesh’s low-lying coast, home to 30
million people, is regularly battered by cyclones that leave
a trail of destruction.

Hundreds of thousands of people have been killed in
cyclones in recent decades. While the frequency and
intensity have increased, partly due to climate change, the
death tolls have come down because of faster evacuations
and the building of 4,000 cyclone shelters along the
coast. In November 2007, Cyclone Sidr killed more than
3,000 people. In May this year, Fani became the most
powerful storm to hit the country in five years, but the
death toll was about 12. — AFP 

Key dates in 
centuries-old Indian
holy site dispute
AYODHYA: The 1992 demolition of Babri Masjid - a
mosque named after the Mughal emperor Babur - by
Hindu hardliners in the Indian holy city of Ayodhya led to
riots that left more than 2,000 dead. Hindus say the small
patch of land where it stood is the birthplace of their
revered god Ram, and the site has become a symbol of
India’s Hindu-Muslim divide. Here are the key dates in the
centuries of bitterness leading up to the Indian Supreme
Court’s much-awaited ruling on Saturday on who should
own the site:

5114 BC
According to devout Hindus, this was when the impor-

tant warrior deity Lord Ram or Rama, the seventh avatar
of Vishnu, is born in Ayodhya in northern India.

1528 AD 
After more than a year’s work, a mosque to honor

Babur, who came from what is now Uzbekistan to conquer
northern India, is completed. Nearly five centuries later,
the derelict site now covered in weeds and the rubble is
considered the epicenter of modern Hindu nationalism.

1853 
The first recorded sectarian clashes over the mosque

erupt after Hindu devotees launch protests saying the
mosque was built on the birthplace of Rama. Muslims
stage their own march on Ayodhya and about 70 die in
clashes. Two years later, another Muslim march on the city
is fought back by British and Hindu troops in clashes that
leave up to 700 dead.

1934-1949 
The mosque is damaged in a communal riot in 1934

after the killing of a cow, an animal many Hindus consider
sacred. But it is soon after the subcontinent’s 1947 parti-
tion into Hindu-majority India and Muslim-dominated
Pakistan that Ayodhya becomes a battleground between
the two faiths. On December 22, 1949, dozens of people
break into the mosque and set up idols of the gods Ram
and Sita. The next day, thousands of Hindus gather outside
believing it was a miracle. Federal courts order the idols to
be removed, but local courts refuse to enforce the action.

1986
Hindu agitation over Ayodhya grows in the 1980s. In

1986, one radical group launches a campaign to gather
bricks for a new temple that draws contributions from
across India as well as from supporters in the United
States, Canada and Europe.

1990 
LK Advani, then leader of the conservative Bharatiya

Janata Party of current Prime Minister Narendra Modi,

leads a procession of Hindus demanding the building of a
temple on the mosque site. The Indian army blocks the
procession and Advani is arrested. Some 30 Hindus are
killed in clashes.

1992
On December 6, some 200,000 Hindu activists gather

in Ayodhya. Some climb fences surrounding the mosque.
“With pick axes, shovels and their bare hands, they
destroyed the mosque in a matter of hours,” wrote US
professor Heather Selma Gregg in her book, “The Path to
Salvation: Religious Violence from the Crusades to the
Jihad”. The demolition sparks nationwide riots in which
2,000 people die. There are also disturbances in Pakistan
and Bangladesh.

2002 
In February, a train carrying Hindu activists from

Ayodhya prior to the 10th anniversary of the demolition
catches fire in Gujarat state - where Modi is the chief min-
ister - and almost 60 are killed. Anti-Muslim riots in the
state leave more than 2,000 dead. Gregg says the mod-
ern-day violence took on “mythic proportions, symboliz-
ing the fall of India and its people to foreign occupiers and
the need for liberation of not only Ayodhya but the entire
subcontinent and Hindu people everywhere”.

2010 
A court in Allahabad orders the mosque site to be

divided between three Hindu and Muslim groups. All the
parties appeal and the Supreme Court stays the ruling.
Yesterday’s judgment decided the cases. — AFP 

KAKDWIP: Hindu pilgrims walk back from the dock after a
ferry service to Sagar Island was suspended due to the
approaching Cyclone Bulbul in Kakdwip in West Bengal
state yesterday. — AFP 

DUSHANBE: Police investigators work at the site of an
attack at the Ishkobod border post located some 50 kilo-
meters west of the Tajikistan capital Dushanbe. — AFP 

AYODHYA: Security personnel cross a road in Ayodhya yes-
terday, as a Supreme Court issues verdict on a disputed
religious site. — AFP 


