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Typhoon kills 5 
in North Korea 
SEOUL: North Korean state media said
yesterday five people had been killed in
a powerful typhoon that destroyed farm-
land and damaged hundreds of buildings.
Typhoon Lingling, called Typhoon-13 in
North Korea, hit the reclusive nuclear-
armed state on Saturday afternoon,
reported the official KCNA news serv-
ice. The impoverished and isolated coun-
try is vulnerable to natural disasters,
especially floods, due in part to defor-
estation and poor infrastructure.

“According to data available from
the State Emergency Disaster
Committee, five persons were dead and
three persons injured. The injured per-
sons are now under treatment at hospi-
tals,” KCNA said. More than 460 hous-

es and at least a dozen public buildings
were “completely or partly destroyed
or inundated” by the typhoon, it said.
Crops were wiped out or damaged in
46,000 hectares (110,000 acres) of
farmland - roughly the area of the small
European country of Andorra - the
report said, adding that recovery
efforts were underway.

It came after South Korea’s disaster
agency reported three deaths caused
by the same typhoon, according to
Yonhap news agency. On Saturday,
KCNA reported that North Korean
leader Kim Jong Un had berated offi-
cials for their “easygoing” attitude to
the approaching storm. According to
that dispatch, Kim had convened an
emergency meeting on Friday and said
“dangerous circumstances” caused by
the typhoon were “imminent”, but that
many in positions of authority were ill-
prepared. —AFP

India tightens
Kashmir 
lockdown 
SRINAGAR: Authorities yesterday tight-
ened a month-long security lockdown in
Indian Kashmir’s main city of Srinagar
after breaking up religious processions
by Shiite Muslims who defied a ban. A
military clampdown was imposed in
Muslim-majority Kashmir from August 5
to prevent unrest as New Delhi revoked
the disputed region’s autonomy, with
mobile phone networks and the internet
still cut off in all but a few pockets.
Police drove around the city from yes-
terday, announcing through loudhailers
that “residents are informed not to ven-
ture out of their homes”. “Strict action
under law would be taken against viola-
tors,” they added.

Shiite Muslims worldwide stage pro-
cessions and hold rallies during
Muharram, the first month of the Islamic
calendar - which started on September 1
this year - to mark the anniversary of the
death of a grandson of the Prophet
Mohammed (PBUH). Most such proces-
sions have been banned in Indian-
administered Kashmir since the outbreak

of insurgency against New Delhi’s rule in
1989, on grounds that the rituals could
be used to stoke anti-India sentiment.

AFP saw at least two small protests
yesterday morning by between eight to
10 Shiite mourners, who were quickly
detained and taken away in police vehi-
cles. Police were also seen hitting the
mourners with bamboo sticks. Witnesses
told AFP they saw at least six more simi-
lar protests, with police also detaining
the participants. Locals said the proces-
sions have taken on a political aspect
this year after India’s controversial
autonomy decision.

Bamboo sticks 
Kashmir, split between India and

Pakistan since 1947, has been the spark
for two major wars and countless clashes
between the two nuclear-armed arch-
rivals. Indian-administered Kashmir has
seen a decades-old armed rebellion
against Indian rule with tens of thou-
sands, mostly civilians, killed. On
Saturday, four local journalists were
injured while covering a protest involv-
ing up to 5,000 demonstrators, one of
the biggest gatherings since the lock-
down was imposed.

One journalist said his camera lens
was broken and another had visible
marks on his body after he was allegedly
hit with bamboo sticks by security per-

sonnel. Security forces also fired tear
gas and live ammunition in the air.
Authorities had loosened the curfew in
parts of Srinagar gradually in recent
weeks but began to enforce it again from
Friday. An AFP reporter said yesterday’s
clampdown was one of the tightest since
August 5. While barricades had been
manned by up to three paramilitary

troopers, there were now up to 10. 
Tensions could further heighten on

Tuesday, which is Ashura, the climactic
10th day of Moharram. While the rituals
are traditionally marked by Shiite
Muslims in the Sunni-majority valley,
Sunnis told AFP they would take part in
processions on Tuesday to show solidar-
ity with their fellow Muslims. —AFP

France pushes 
risky bet on 
detente with 
Moscow
PARIS: French President Emmanuel Macron senses
an opportunity to bring Russia’s Vladimir Putin back
in from the cold and potentially help usher in peace in
Ukraine, an ambitious - and risky - undertaking that
Western allies might not welcome. In the latest sign
of Macron’s diplomatic drive, France’s foreign and
defense ministers, Jean-Yves Le Drian and Florence
Parly, will meet their Russian counterparts in Moscow
on Monday, in the first so-called “2+2” format since
Russia seized Crimea in 2014. 

The annexation conjured up the spectre of the
Cold War, and Europe’s mistrust of Moscow has only
hardened since as Putin has opposed the West on
crises including Syria and Venezuela. Macron howev-
er has tried to keep lines open with Putin, and invited
him for talks at his summer residence just ahead of
last month’s G7 summit.

After the meeting, he told France’s diplomatic
corps the time had come to move beyond “misunder-
standings” and “rethink our ties with Russia”. In
Moscow, the French officials will explore “paths for
cooperation” on a series of high-stakes strategic
issues, in particular Ukraine but also the wobbling
Iran nuclear deal and the renewed arms race between
the US and Russia, an official in Parly’s cabinet said.

It will be Macron’s latest attempt to play mediator
for the world’s hottest conflicts. “The stars are align-
ing a bit for Emmanuel Macron. He has the presiden-
cy of the G7 and the Council of Europe; Germany is
no longer playing an active role in these matters; and
London is paralyzed by Brexit,” said Tatiana
Kastoueva-Jean of the French Institute of
International Relations (IFRI). “He’s the de facto
leader of Europe, and can legitimately speak for the
West,” she said.

‘Won’t be easy’ 
But despite his eagerness, Macron’s track record

is mixed at best. Repeated efforts to bring Libya’s
warring factions to the table have come to nothing,
and his attempts to find a political solution to the
Syrian civil war have hardly rattled President Bashar
al-Assad, who enjoys Moscow’s backing. And on
Iran, despite his G7 coup of inviting Tehran’s top
diplomat for talks and signs of softening from US
President Donald Trump, a resuscitation of the hard-
won 2015 accord limiting Iran’s nuclear ambitions
seems unlikely.

Yet on Ukraine, where the new President
Volodymyr Zelensky also appears determined to ease
tensions with Putin — not least with a breakthrough
prisoner exchange on Saturday — Macron might
have better odds. “Like any good politician,
Emmanuel Macron is telling himself that if there’s a
chance of doing something on Ukraine, it’s now,” said
Florent Parmentier, a researcher at Sciences Po uni-
versity in Paris.

“It won’t be easy but it’s not a rash move,” he
added, pointing to France’s “real diplomatic advance”
by promoting Russia’s return to the Council of
Europe, the continent’s foremost human rights body,
last June. Putin may be hoping to secure an easing of
EU sanctions in return, and possibly a return to the
G7 club of advanced democracies, but “he will never
give back Crimea”, Parmentier said. France’s
European allies may consider that an acceptable
price to end the Ukraine conflict, which has killed
some 13,000 people over the past five years. —AFP

GOALPARA: Across a river in a remote part of India’s
northeast, laborers have cleared dense forest in an area
equivalent to about seven soccer fields and are building the
first mass detention centre for illegal immigrants. The camp
in the lush, tea-growing state of Assam is intended for at
least 3,000 detainees. It will also have a school, a hospital,
a recreation area and quarters for security forces - as well
as a high boundary wall and watchtowers, according to
Reuters interviews with workers and contractors at the site
and a review of copies of its layout plans.

Some of the workers building the camp said they were
not on a citizenship list Assam released last week as part
of a drive to detect illegal immigrants. That means the
workers could themselves end up in detention. Shefali
Hajong, a gaunt tribal woman from a nearby village, said
she was not on the list and will
join nearly two million people
who need to prove they are
Indian citizens by producing
documents such as birth and
land ownership certificates dat-
ing back decades.

If they fail to do so, they risk
being taken to detention camps
like the one being built. The
government says there are hun-
dreds of thousands of illegal
immigrants in Assam from
neighboring Muslim-majority
Bangladesh, but Dhaka has refused to accept anyone
declared an illegal immigrant in India. Shefali, who belongs
to the indigenous Hajong tribe, said she was tense because
of the situation. “But I need to fill my stomach,” she said in
the local Assamese dialect as she used a hoe to feed
stones into a concrete mixer. She and other workers make
about $4 a day, which is considered a decent wage in the
impoverished area.

She said she didn’t know her exact age and believed it
was about 26, adding that she did not know why she
wasn’t on the citizenship list. “We don’t have birth certifi-
cates,” said her mother, Malati Hajong, also working at the
site. The camp, near the town of Goalpara, is the first of at

least ten detention centers Assam has planned, according
to local media reports. “People have been coming here
every other day from nearby villages asking for work,”
said Shafikul Haq, a contractor in charge of building a
large cooking area in the camp. The mammoth Supreme
Court-ordered exercise to document Assam’s citizens has
been strongly backed by Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
Hindu nationalist government that came to power in New
Delhi five years ago. Critics say the campaign is aimed at
Muslims, even those who have lived legally in India for
decades. Many Hindus, mostly poor and ill-educated, are
also not on the citizenship list released last week.

Brink of crisis
“Assam is on the brink of a crisis which would not only

lead to a loss of nationality and
liberty of a large group of peo-
ple but also erosion of their
basic rights - severely affecting
the lives of generations to
come,” Amnesty said in a state-
ment. India’s foreign minister
has called the citizenship verifi-
cation exercise an “internal mat-
ter”. An Indian foreign ministry
spokesman said those not in
Assam’s citizenship roster “will
not be detained and will contin-
ue to enjoy all the rights as

before till they have exhausted all the remedies available
under the law.”The federal government and the local Assam
government did not respond to questions about the camps.
From Goalpara town, the camp being built is reached by a
leafy, narrow road dotted with coconut trees. A shaky
wooden bridge takes vehicles across a small river to the
site, overlooked by a cluster of rubber trees. Government
guidelines for detention camps released earlier this year
include building a boundary wall at least 10 feet high and
ringed with barbed wire, local media reports said.

A red-painted boundary wall encircles the new camp
at Goalpara, and green fields and mountains are visible
beyond two watchtowers and quarters for security

forces built behind it. The camp will have separate living
facilities for men and women, according to workers and
contractors. AK Rashid, another contractor, said he is
building six of what would be around 17 buildings with
detention rooms of around 350 square feet each. Each of
the buildings he is making will have 24 rooms, he said,
adding drains for sewage were being built along the
boundary walls of the centre.

G Kishan Reddy, a federal government official, told

parliament in July that the government had published
guidelines for detention centers which stipulate the con-
struction of basic amenities like electricity, drinking water,
hygiene, accommodation with beds, sufficient toilets with
running water, communication facilities and kitchens.
“Special attention is to be given to women/nursing moth-
ers, children,” he said. “Children lodged in detention cen-
ters are to be provided educational facilities in nearby
local schools.” —Reuters

Indian state Assam ‘on the brink of a crisis’

As India builds first camp for illegals, 
some workers fear detention there

ASSAM: People stand in a queue to check their names on the final list of the National Register of
Citizens (NRC) in an office in Pavakati village of Morigoan district, some 70 kms from Guwahati, the cap-
ital city of India’s northeastern state of Assam. —AFP

Workers could 
themselves end 
up in detention

SEOUL: Visitors wearing traditional Korean hanbok dress struggle with strong
winds at Gyeongbokgung Palace in Seoul as Typhoon Lingling hits the Korean
peninsula. —AFP

KASHMIR: An Indian policeman clashes with Indian Kashmiri Shiite during
a strict curfew in Lal Chowk area of Srinagar on the 8th day of Muharram
yesterday. —AFP

On again, off again: 
Erratic history of 
talks with Taleban
KABUL: A secret US summit with the Taleban
and Afghanistan’s leader, abruptly cancelled by
President Donald Trump on Saturday, was not
the first time Washington has sought a deal with
the Islamists. Since well before the US invasion
Washington has tried to obtain promises from
the Taleban, resulting in a tragic series of missed
opportunities and all but guaranteeing suspicion
around any new deal.

Before 9/11: empty promises 
According to declassified documents, the

Clinton administration secretly made contact
many times with the Taleban in the years before
the September 11, 2001 attacks by Al-Qaeda.
Washington feared the Taleban were allowing
Afghanistan to be used as a safe haven for
jihadists, particularly Al-Qaeda supremo Osama
bin Laden. They secured nothing but empty
promises from the Islamists right up until 9/11.

9/11: Missed opportunities 
After the US invasion the Taleban agreed to

lay down their arms in exchange for an amnesty.
The US declined the offer, vowing to destroy the
regime, and Taleban fighters streamed across the
porous border to neighboring Pakistan. They
launched a bloody insurgency, inflicting colossal
losses on Afghan security forces and bogging
the US down in a grinding fight.

Further attempts at dialogue were made in

2004 and again in 2011, but to no avail. In 2013,
the Taleban opened an office in Qatar. But an
attempt at dialogue with the US from Doha was
scuttled when they declared it an unofficial
embassy for a government in waiting-an unac-
ceptable position for the US-backed government
in Kabul.  Perhaps the best opportunity came
when the Afghan government held its first face-
to-face talks with the Taleban in 2015 in Pakistan.
It collapsed after news broke that Taleban
founder Mullah Omar had died two years earlier,
a fact the insurgents had kept secret.

Elusive ceasefires
In 2015, Afghan President Ashraf Ghani

offered to recognize the Taleban as a political
party in a bid to jump start peace talks. They
ignored him. In 2018, he renewed his offer and
proposed a ceasefire marking Eid-al-Fitr, the

festival celebrating the end of the holy month of
Ramadan. The Taleban did not reply, but
announced their own unilateral ceasefire for the
first three days of Eid. It was the first three days
of peace since 2001, and invoked moving scenes
such as Afghans sharing ice cream with Taleban
fighters. But afterwards, the violence resumed.
In May 2019, a loya jirga-a large assembly of
senior Afghan dignitaries-called for an “immedi-
ate and permanent” ceasefire that the Taleban
implicitly rejected. 

Path to a deal  
In September 2018, the US appointed

Zalmay Khalilzad as special peace envoy,
launching a new push to talk to the Taleban as
President Donald Trump sought a way out of
Afghanistan. Over several rounds of talks in
Doha, expectations rose. —AFP


