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Kabul blast death toll rises as 
US tries to finalize Taleban deal

KABUL: A massive blast in a residential part of Kabul
killed at least 16 people, officials said yesterday, following
yet another Taleban attack that came as the insurgents and
Washington try to finalize a withdrawal deal. US special
envoy Zalmay Khalilzad was in the Afghan capital to dis-
cuss the proposed deal — which would see the US with-
draw troops in return for Taleban security guarantees —
when the Monday bombing happened.

Local television footage showed a massive crater near
crumbled blast walls, twisted metal where buildings once
stood and the charred remains of a petrol station that had
caught fire and blown up as a result of the attack. Interior
ministry spokesman Nasrat Rahimi said the blast was
caused by a tractor packed with explosives that had been
parked alongside a wall by Green Village, a large fortified
compound that houses aid agencies and international
organizations. Five gunmen then tried to storm the area in a
“complex attack”, but Afghan security forces shot and killed
them before they got far into the compound, Rahimi said.

In addition to the 16 killed, 119 were wounded, he
added, noting that all the victims were civilians. The bomb-
ing was the third major Taleban attack in as many days —
and the violence is likely to continue, Taleban expert
Rahimullah Yusufzai said. The insurgents are convinced it
was their military strength which has forced Washington to
open talks with them on a withdrawal, he said. “This is the
weapon in their hands and they will keep on using it until
they gain their objectives,” he said.

Residents in the area around Green Village were furious
that their neighborhood, which has been targeted before,
had been hit once again and blamed the assault on the
nearby international presence. “All our rooms have been
destroyed, and I don’t know where to go now,” a woman

victim in a local hospital said. “My two daughters have
been injured and are in the hospital. This explosion ruined
our lives.” Locals set tyres on fire, sending plumes of thick,
acrid smoke into the morning sky, and closed off a main
road next to the scene of the attack. The sound of gunfire
could be heard Monday morning but by the afternoon the
situation appeared to have calmed.

“We want these foreigners to move out of our neigh-
borhood,” resident Abdul Jamil told AFP. “This is not the
first time we suffer because of them... We don’t want them
here anymore.” The most recent previous attack on Green
Village was in January, when a powerful truck bomb killed
at least four people and wounded more than 100 others.
Green Village is separate from the nearby Green Zone, a
walled-off and heavily fortified part of Kabul that is home
to several embassies including the US and British missions.

US to leave five bases 
The Taleban claimed Monday’s attack, which was con-

demned by President Ashraf Ghani and came as
Afghanistan’s main TV station, Tolo News, was broadcast-
ing an interview with Khalilzad. The Afghan-born envoy,
who has spent about a year negotiating with the Taleban,
told Tolo the US would pull troops from five bases across
Afghanistan under a final deal if the Taleban honor their
end of the bargain.

“We have agreed that if the conditions proceed
according to the agreement, we will leave within 135 days
five bases in which we are present now,” Khalilzad said.
The Pentagon gives the official number of US troops in
Afghanistan as 14,000 — though the real number is
thought to be a bit less — and President Donald Trump
last week said America would maintain a permanent pres-

ence of about 8,600 troops initially, even after a deal is
reached with the Taleban. That would appear to mean
about 5,400 US troops are set to leave Afghanistan under
the initial terms of the deal, reducing the US military pres-
ence to about what it was before Trump came into office.
In return for reducing troop numbers, the Taleban would

vow to cut ties with Al-Qaeda and open negotiations with
the Afghan government with the aim of creating an even-
tual ceasefire. But even as negotiations for an accord
between the US and the Taleban have entered what are
widely considered to be the final stages, violence has
surged across Afghanistan. — AFP

MANILA: A landmark case to legalize gay marriage
was rejected by the Philippines’ highest court yester-
day, but LGBT advocates in the deeply Catholic nation
vowed to push their battle in the legislature. Lead
plaintiff Jesus Falcis had said the current law was a
violation of his rights, but in a unanimous decision, the
Supreme Court threw out his case primarily on techni-
cal grounds.

Government lawyers argued Falcis had never tried
to get married, thus would not benefit if justices struck
down the portions of the 1987 law defining marriage as
between a man and woman. Though the Philippines has
a reputation for being accepting of same-sex relation-
ships, few legal protections and rights exist in a nation
where conservative Catholic values are deep-seated.
Abortion is illegal and the country of about 107 million
is the only place outside the Vatican where divorce is
outlawed. Roughly 80 percent of the population is
considered Christian.

Despite its decision, in a text released to journalists,
the court noted the “constitution does not define, or
restrict, marriage on the basis of... sexual orientation,
or gender identity”. It went on to say that same-sex
unions “may, for now, be a matter that should be
addressed to Congress”. Danton Remoto, chair of
LGBT political party Ang Ladlad, meaning Out of the
Closet, told AFP that regardless of the rejection, the
community would continue its battle for equal rights.

“It simply means we have to continue advocacy for
legislating an anti-discrimination bill in Congress,
where we have many allies,” Remoto said. However, he
acknowledged it will be difficult to pass a bill on gender
equality in the Senate, whose leader has already ruled
out approving such a measure. “The great stumbling
block will be the Senate, peopled by Christian funda-
mentalists who have forgotten that there is separation
of church and state in the Philippines,” he said. — AFP

Top Philippine court 
refuses to legalize 
gay marriage

‘We want these foreigners to move out of our neighborhood’

Bangladesh bans 
phone access in 
Rohingya camps
COX’S BAZAR: Bangladesh on Monday ordered operators
to shut down mobile phone services to almost one million
Rohingya refugees living in camps in the country’s south-
east, an official said. The move follows an outbreak of vio-
lence in recent weeks at the camps, most of whose resi-
dents fled into Bangladesh from Myanmar’s Rakhine state
two years ago following a military crackdown on the
Muslim Rohingya minority.

It also comes after none of the refugees turned up in
late August to return across the border to conflict-scarred
Rakhine, when a fresh push to repatriate the refugees to
Myanmar fell flat. Telecommunications operators have sev-
en days to submit reports on the actions they have taken
to shut down networks in the camps, said the spokesman
for the Bangladesh Telecommunication Regulatory
Commission (BTRC), Zakir Hossain Khan.

“Many refugees are using mobile phones in the camps.
We’ve asked the operators to take action to stop it,” he
told AFP, saying the decision was made on “security
grounds”. The order stunned the Rohingya, one of their
leaders said on condition of anonymity. He said the ban
would hugely affect Rohingya life, disrupting communica-
tions between different camps scattered across the border
district of Cox’s Bazar. “We won’t be able to communicate
with our relatives living in Myanmar or other parts of the
world,” the leader said. Many Rohingya, he said, rely on
remittances sent by their diaspora and usually receive
phone calls informing them of the money transfers.

Bangladesh has in the past tried to restrict mobile
phone access in the settlements. But the move was not
enforced seriously, spawning booming markets of mobile
phone sets and SIM cards in the camps. Police spokesman
Ikbal Hossain welcomed the decision, saying the refugees
had been “abusing” mobile phone access to conduct crim-
inal activities such as trafficking of methamphetamine pills
worth hundreds of millions of dollars from Myanmar. “It
will definitely make a positive impact. I believe criminal
activities will surely come down,” he said.

On Sunday police said a fourth Rohingya refugee was
shot dead in the fallout over the murder of local ruling par-
ty official Omar Faruk by suspected Rohingya criminals.
Faruk’s murder led hundreds of furious locals to block a

highway leading to a refugee camp for hours on August 22,
burning tyres and vandalizing shops visited by refugees.
Rohingya refugees have said the recent bloodshed has
created an atmosphere of fear in the camp, where security
has been tightened. Rights groups have previously
accused Bangladesh police of extrajudicial killings.

‘Isolate and victimize’ 
Local police said nearly 600 cases of drug trafficking,

murders, robberies, gang fighting and family feuds were
filed against the refugees since they arrived. Bangladeshi
security forces have shot dead a total of at least 34
Rohingya over the past two years, mostly for alleged
methamphetamines trafficking. There was no immediate
reaction to the phone service shutdown from United
Nations agencies, but a UN official, speaking on condi-
tion of anonymity, said it “would further isolate and vic-

timise the already persecuted people”.  “Seeking to limit
their communication amongst themselves, with
Bangladeshis and people abroad, will serve to push them
towards negative coping habits be it crime, violence or
extremism,” he added. The two countries signed a repa-
triation agreement in November 2017 but a first offer to
return was rejected by refugee camp leaders in October.
UN investigators have said the 2017 violence in
Myanmar warrants the prosecution of top Myanmar
generals for “genocide”.

Bangladesh last week accused Buddhist-majority
Myanmar of lacking the “will” to repatriate the Rohingya,
after the latest failed attempt to return the stateless minor-
ity.  The Rohingya are not recognised as an official minori-
ty by the Myanmar government, which considers them
Bengali interlopers despite many families having lived in
the country for generations. — AFP 

KABUL: Afghan security forces investigate at the site near the crater from where a tractor packed with explosives
exploded the night before at the Green Village. — AFP 

China backs N Korea
amid deadlocked
nuclear talks
SEOUL: China reasserted its backing for North Korea
yesterday as its foreign minister visited Pyongyang, vow-
ing to maintain “close communication” with its longstand-
ing ally in the face of deadlocked nuclear talks with
Washington. Beijing has long been North Korea’s key
diplomatic backer and main provider of trade and aid, and
while ties deteriorated over Pyongyang’s nuclear provoca-
tions and China’s subsequent backing of UN sanctions, the
two have since worked to repair their relationship.

Since March 2018, Chinese President Xi Jinping and
North Korean leader Kim Jong Un have met five times,
with Xi seeking to weigh in on Pyongyang’s diplomacy
with Washington. Chinese foreign minister Wang Yi arrived
in Pyongyang on a three-day trip on Monday, just two
months after Xi became the first Chinese leader to visit the
North in 14 years. Wang told his North Korean counter-
part Ri Yong Ho that Beijing was ready “to promote... close
communication and cooperation on the international
stage”, China’s foreign ministry said yesterday.

Reflecting on their 70 years of alliance, Wang noted
that Beijing and Pyongyang have “always been in the same
boat and moving forward side by side”, it said in a state-
ment. Ri said that North Korea is willing to work with
China to “promote greater development” of their relations
in the “new era”, according to the document.

Pyongyang and Washington are engaged in a long-
running diplomatic process over the North’s nuclear pro-
grams although little progress has been made.

Those talks have been deadlocked after a second sum-
mit between Kim and US President Donald Trump col-
lapsed in Hanoi in February with the two unable to reach a
deal on sanctions relief and what the North might give up

in return. They agree to restart talks at an impromptu
meeting in the Demilitarized Zone in June, but that work-
ing-level dialogue has yet to begin. China always prefers
stability in its neighborhood and officially supports talks
between the North and the US.

But Leif-Eric Easley, a professor at Ewha University in
Seoul, said Wang’s visit “will raise concerns about their
coordinating economic cooperation despite UN sanc-
tions”. “Beijing and Pyongyang may also strategize how to
exploit widening divisions between Seoul and Tokyo and

how to play the US election cycle,” he added, but stressed
that North Korea wanted to avoid over-reliance on China.
“Despite signs of camaraderie, Kim isn’t choosing sides,
he’s playing everyone off each other,” he said. Beijing sent
millions of troops known as “Chinese People’s Volunteers”
to save the North from defeat during the Korean War, and
Mao Zedong described their relations as “close as lips and
teeth”. Nowadays Beijing sees the North as a strategic
buffer, preventing the possibility of US troops on its bor-
ders — 28,500 are stationed in South Korea. — AFP 

UKHIA: Rohingya refugees attend a ceremony organized to remember the second anniversary of a military crackdown
that prompted a massive exodus of people from Myanmar to Bangladesh, at the Kutupalong refugee camp. — AFP 

Charred bones of rights 
activist found in Thai 
lake after five years
BANGKOK:  The burnt bones of a community activist who
disappeared in Thailand more than five years ago were
found under water in a national park, investigators said yes-
terday, confirming his death for the first time. Rights groups
say 30 human rights activists have disappeared or been mur-
dered in Thailand since 2001, and the country is considered
one of the deadliest in Asia for environmental defenders.

Known as Billy, ethnic Karen leader Por Cha Lee
Rakcharoen was stopped by local authorities at a checkpoint
in April 2014 while travelling to meet Karen villagers who
had accused officials of destroying their homes in Kaeng
Krachan national park. Officials later said he was questioned
for illegally gathering honey but released. Divers found his
remains in a lake in the same park in April this year, and
identified the bones using DNA from his mother.

“We can assume Billy is dead, as these bones were
removed from his body,” Korawat Panprapakorn, deputy
director general of the Department of Special
Investigation (DSI), told reporters. One bone was found in
an oil drum while others were scattered around the lake.
The Karen are an ethnic minority in Myanmar but many
have been driven into Thailand fleeing military abuses. The
special investigations unit said there were suspects in the
case but did not release further details. 

It also said the discovery was made after questioning
locals and carrying out surveys of the area in southern
Thailand. Impunity in cases of activist disappearances is
common in Thailand. There have been at least 82 cases of
enforced disappearances in the country since 1980
according to the United Nations. “The discovery of Billy’s
remains should now prompt Thai authorities to step up
their efforts to uncover the truth for the sake of his family,”
said Sunai Phasuk, senior Thailand researcher with Human
Rights Watch. “No more cover-up and delay.” — AFP 

This undated picture released by North Korea’s official Korean Central News Agency (KCNA) on August 31, 2019 shows
North Korean leader Kim Jong Un (C) inspecting a construction site at the Yangdok County hot spring resort. — AFP 


