
MUZAFFARABAD: Pakistani Prime Minister Imran
Khan branded his Indian counterpart Narendra Modi
“cowardly” on Friday and promised to raise New
Delhi’s decision to strip Indian Kashmir of its auton-
omy at next week’s UN General Assembly session.
Khan, speaking to a crowd of around three thousand
supporters at a ral ly in Pakistani-administered
Kashmir, warned that Modi’s move on August 5
would have repercussions beyond the disputed
Himalayan territory.

“When you give a message to 200 million Indian
Muslims that India is only for Hindus, you will push
them to violence,” he warned. “I particularly want to
give a message from here to you, Narendra Modi,
that only a cowardly man would suppress people” as
India has done in Kashmir, he told the flag-waving,
chanting crowd. “I wil l  attend the UN General
Assembly next week and God willing will not disap-
point the Kashmiri people. I will take a stand there
that no one has ever taken.”

He also insisted that Pakistan does not want to go to
war with India again-but said Islamabad will respond
to any hostility. The nuclear-armed neighbors have
fought three wars since independence in 1947, two of
them over Kashmir, which they both administer in part.
Tensions have spiralled since New Delhi’s move on its
side of the de facto border-the Line of Control-to

change the status of the territory, with Pakistan
repeatedly likening Modi to Hitler and calling for inter-
national intervention.

For weeks on the Indian side, security forces
severely restricted movement and cut mobile phone
services and the internet, severing communication with
millions under lockdown in Kashmir. Thousands of
people are believed to have been arrested in recent
weeks by Indian authorities, while extra troops have
been deployed to reinforce the 500,000 soldiers
already stationed in one of the most militarized places
on the planet.

The crackdown has also spread fear among Pakistani
Kashmiris with families on the Indian side. Earlier this
week, Pakistani Kashmiris who had been visiting family
members in the Indian-administered part when the
clampdown began told AFP how they had been strand-
ed, caught in Delhi’s security dragnet for weeks until
authorities allowed them to go home.

They were distraught at leaving their relatives
behind to face an uncertain future. “Nobody knows
what will happen to them next... There is desperation
among the people,” Muhammad Sadiq, who went to
Indian Kashmir to mourn the death of his brother said
recently. “Our relatives are angry... They believe that
India is becoming anti-Muslim. It wants to become a
Hindu state.”— AFP 
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MUZAFFARABAD: Pakistani Kashmiri listen to Pakistan’s Prime Minister Imran Khan (not pictured) dur-
ing a rally in Muzaffarabad. — AFP

Thailand’s NE
inundated after 
tropical storm
BANGKOK: Floods in northeastern
Thailand have submerged homes, roads and
bridges, leaving more than 23,000 people in
evacuation shelters as anger grows over the
government’s “slow” emergency response.
Torrential rain has lashed the country for the
last two weeks, causing flash floods and
mudslides in almost half its provinces, with
families evacuated from their homes in boats
or makeshift rafts. Since August 29, 32 peo-
ple have been killed in the deluge, said a
statement from the disaster department yes-
terday that also gave the number of people
staying in emergency shelters.

Two weather events are behind the wide-
spread floods, the department said-Storm
Podul and a tropical depression that formed
over the South China Sea called Kajiki.
Local media reports from the worst-hit
province of Ubon Ratchathani showed peo-
ple wading through chest-deep water and
rescuers in boats trying to steer buffalo to
higher ground. Flooding in the province,
which borders Laos and Cambodia, has been
exacerbated by rising water levels in the
Moon and Chi rivers.

“It will take three weeks to drain the flood-
water” from up to 90 percent of inundated
households, said provincial governor Sarit
Witoon. “The water has slightly receded
about four centimeters today and I think it
will keep going down,” he added. But the sit-

uation is already “unlivable” for families in
one-storey homes, said Pongsak Saiwan, local
director of opposition party Future Forward.
Access to an entire district is currently cut off
due to flood waters, which are about two
meters deep in the main town, while three
major bridges are “impassable”, he said.

“The government has been very slow in
responding to the situation since the floods
started in the beginning of September,”
Pongsak told AFP. Ubon Ratchathani ’s
plight started trending on Twitter this week
with the hashtag #SaveUbon. Aerial shots
of the flood-hit plains blanketed with mud-
dy river water were widely shared, as well

as photos of stray dogs being rescued by
passing boats.

One Twitter user compared the flood
response to how quickly the government had
mobilized and saved 12 young boys and their
football coach from a waterlogged cave last
year-an incident that catapulted Thailand to
international attention. “Only 13 lives stuck in
the cave and it was still very high-profile,
but this is hundreds of thousands of lives,”
tweeted Yosita8051. “It ’s not okay.”
Thailand’s junta leader-turned-premier
Prayut Chan O-Cha tweeted yesterday that
he has told agencies to “expedite assis-
tance” to those in the affected areas. — AFP

Militant attacks
kill 4 soldiers 
in Pakistan
ISLAMABAD: Four Pakistani soldiers
were killed in two different militant
attacks in northwestern tribal regions
near the Afghan border, the military said
yesterday. The incidents happened late
Friday night in North Waziristan and Dir,
where several military operations have
been launched in recent years against
homegrown and foreign militants.

“Miscreants opened fire on a routine

patrolling party of security forces near
the Abba Khel area of North Waziristan,
killing a soldier. In an exchange of fire,
two miscreants were also killed,” the
military said in a statement. Separately, it
said three soldiers guarding a fence on
the border with Afghanistan were killed
and another was injured “when terrorists
from across the border opened fire on
them in Dir town”.

Pakistan’s army launched a massive
operation in 2014 to wipe out militant
bases in North Waziristan and end a
near decade-long insurgency that has
cost thousands of lives. Violence in
Pakistan has declined following the mili-
tary offensives in the region, but militant
groups are still able to carry out deadly
attacks. — AFP

UBON RATCHATHANI, Thailand: This aerial picture shows a flooded area in Thailand’s north-
eastern province of Ubon Ratchathani. — AFP

Indonesia locked
in epic battle
against jungle
blazes
PEKANBARU: Working around the clock,
thousands of firefighters are struggling to
contain smog-belching blazes raging across
rainforests and farmland in Indonesia, one of
the frontlines against fires blamed for aggra-
vating global warming. Those leading the
response are short on equipment, with some
wearing just flimsy masks and rubber boots
as they blast streams of water at flames con-
suming the jungle-and enveloping wide
swathes of Southeast Asia in toxic haze.

“I’m supposed to wear proper protective
gear but we’ve only got limited equipment,”
said Darmadi , a  soldier deployed to
Kampar district on hard-hit Sumatra island.
“Still, I have to be ready when duty calls.”
AFP images from the worst-affected areas
show the dark silhouette of firefighters set
against the orange glow of jungle blazes,
endless stretches of scorched earth and
charred trees, deserted schools and suffer-
ing residents.

The culprit is usually illegal fires set to
clear land for farming on Sumatra and
Borneo islands. The most serious fires occur
in peatlands, which are highly combustible
when drained of water to be converted into
plantations. But Indonesia is only part of a
bigger problem. Huge fires tearing through
the Amazon are also compounding concerns
about the long-term impact of such blazes-
rainforests play a key role in protecting the
planet against global warming.

The situation this year has been worsened
by drier weather in Indonesia, with air pollu-
tion drifting over to neighboring Malaysia

and Singapore and stoking diplomatic ten-
sions. Thousands of personnel and water-
bombing helicopters are only keeping the
flames at bay and the rainy season-which
usually starts in October-could be the only
thing able to douse them. That respite cannot
come soon enough for people who live in and
around Pekanbaru, a provincial capital on
Sumatra blanketed with dense smoke that
leaves the sky dark even at midday.

One Pekanbaru clinic has been treating as
many as 75 smog patients daily, including a
pale and fatigued Hasan Abdullah. “I’m dizzy
and had a fever since yesterday so my dad
brought me here,” said the 10-year-old who
had oxygen tubes in his nose. In some com-

munities a mix of fear and anger has set in,
with many pointing the finger at those who
burn land to make way for crops.

“To the people who started these fires, I
say please don’t be so selfish,” said Sri
Wahyuni, a 31-year-old mother of three, as
thick smoke floated into the backyard of her
home outside Pekanbaru. “Stop putting other
people at risk just for your benefit.” Some
worried parents have fled haze-choked areas
with their children, although that is not an
option for many with community ties and few
resources. “I’m constantly scared, but we’ve
got nowhere to go,” said father-of-two
Muhammad Ilham Fajriansyah. “It’s not easy
just to get up and leave.” —AFP

RIAU, Indonesia: A general view shows burnt land in Kampar, Riau province. — AFP

KUALA LUMPUR: Two leading
Malaysian opposition parties formed
an alliance Saturday aiming to win
major support from the country’s
Muslim majority and threaten the
young reformist government. Prime
Minister Mahathir Mohamad led an
alliance to a historic victory at the
polls last year, ousting a corruption-
plagued coalition which had been in
power over six decades. The main par-
ty in the former ruling coalition, the
United Malays National Organization
(UMNO), has since sought to bolster
its position by forging closer ties with
one-time rival , the Pan-Malaysian
Islamic Party (PAS). 

On Saturday the parties signed a
pact to cooperate in what analysts said
is a bid to win backing from the ethnic
Malay Muslim majority ahead of the
next election, due by 2023.  UMNO
president Ahmad Zahid Hamidi insisted

the move would not deepen racial and
religious divides. “UMNO and PAS will
ensure that this cooperation will not
separate, distance or make enemies of
any race or religion in this beloved
nation,” he was quoted as saying by
news portal Malaysiakini.

About 60 percent of Malaysia’s pop-
ulation of 32 million are Malay, but the
country is also home to substantial eth-
nic Indian and ethnic Chinese commu-
nities who do not usually follow Islam.
But James Chin, a Malaysia expert from
the University of Tasmania, said it was a
“sad day for those who wish to see a
progressive, modern, multi-racial
Malaysia. “UMNO and PAS are telling
all Malaysians this country belongs to
Malays and Muslims.” He said the pact
was a significant threat to Mahathir’s
coalition, which has a more multi-racial
make-up, as UMNO and PAS command
strong support in rural areas.—AFP 

Malaysia opposition groups join
forces to win Muslim votes

LONDON: After days attempting to
apply online to remain in the UK after
Brexit, EU citizen Bina Gayadien was
faced with the same message: her infor-
mation was “insufficient”. The Dutch
lawyer, a UK resident for 20 years, is one
of thousands discovering that the British
government’s system to process their
cases is not as fast or easy as promised.
After the married mother-of-two had
uploaded 60 pages of bank statements
and five years worth of local authority
tax bills, she faced the same issue.

The system repeatedly said she had
provided “insufficent” evidence of having
lived in Britain long enough. “It seems
unbelievable that the computer and all
the checks that the government could
make, would come back to say that peo-
ple like me don’t exist,” Gayadien told
AFP. It’s a situation all too familiar for
European Union citizens applying to
remain in the country after its divorce
from Brussels. 

After making multiple submissions and
calling a support centre in northern
England to argue through her case,
Gayadien was eventually able to get the
necessary approval.  But the experience
has not left her feeling wanted in Brexit
Britain. “I feel kind of picked on,” she said.

Minister ‘delighted’ with scheme
The British government-which has

vowed that EU nationals living in the UK

can stay-is adamant its so-called EU set-
tlement policy is working as intended.
Brandon Lewis, an interior minister, said
he was “delighted” with the scheme and
pointed out his department was now pro-
cessing over 20,000 applications a day.
He added that complete applications
were typically being processed within a
few days, while those with more compli-
cated cases in just weeks, as Britain gears
up for Brexit which is scheduled to hap-
pen at the end of next month. “I’m not
going to concede there are issues,” Lewis
told AFP, noting problem cases publi-
cised in the media had often “not been as
straightforward as people have said”.
“Sometimes people have made a mis-
take... in other situations people haven’t
been able to evidence they’ve been here
for a long time, so our resolution team
will work with them to get that evidence.”

Settled status   
The three-step process involves

applicants uploading documents to prove
their identity, how long they have been in
Britain and any criminal convictions. EU
citizens able to show they have lived in
the country for more than five years will
be granted “settled status”, letting them
remain indefinitely.  Those in the UK for
less time will be given “pre-settled sta-
tus”, allowing them to apply for the per-
manent status once they have clocked up
the requisite five years. — AFP 

EU citizens uneasy at Britain’s
Brexit ‘settlement scheme’


