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Pakistan’s High Court annuls 
death sentence of Musharraf

Former military ruler currently in Dubai
LAHORE:  A Pakistan court yesterday annulled
the death sentence handed to former military
ruler Pervez Musharraf, ruling that the special
court which had found him guilty of treason
last year was unconstitutional, a government
prosecutor told AFP. The original ruling had
marked the first time a former leader of the
armed forces had faced such a sentence for
treason in Pakistan, where the military main-
tains strong influence and senior officers are
often considered immune from prosecution.

It caused a wave of controversy, with
Musharraf-exiled in Dubai-slamming it as a
“vendetta” and the military expressing its dis-
appointment. A High Court in the eastern city
of Lahore ruled it “illegal” yesterday.

“The filing of the complaint, the constitu-
tion of the court, the selection of the prosecu-
tion team are illegal, declared to be illegal...
And at the end of the day the full judgment
has been set aside,” the prosecutor represent-
ing the government, Ishtiaq A. Khan, told AFP.

“Yes, he is a free man. Right now there is
no judgment against him any longer,” Khan
added. Musharraf’s lawyer, Azhar Siddique,
also told media outside the court in Lahore
that it has “nullified everything”. The prosecu-
tion now has the option to file a new case
against Musharraf with the approval of the
federal Cabinet.  The treason trial-which
began in 2013 and is just one of several
involving Musharraf-centered on his decision
to suspend the constitution and impose emer-
gency rule in 2007.  Musharraf first took pow-
er after ousting prime minister Nawaz Sharif
in a bloodless coup in 1999.

A cigar-smoking, whisky-drinking moder-
ate, the general became a key US ally in the
“war on terror” after the September 11 attacks
and escaped at least three Al-Qaeda assassi-
nation attempts during his nine years in office.
His rule faced no serious challenges until he
tried to sack the Supreme Court chief justice
in March 2007, sparking nationwide protests

and months of turmoil that led to the imposi-
tion of emergency rule. After the December
2007 assassination of former prime minister
Benazir Bhutto, the national mood plunged
further and Musharraf was left increasingly
isolated by the crushing losses suffered by his
allies in February 2008 elections.

He finally resigned in August 2008 in the
face of impeachment proceedings by the new
governing coalition and went into exile.
Musharraf returned to Pakistan in 2013 in an
attempt to contest elections, but was barred
from taking part in the polls and from leaving
the country as a barrage of legal cases
mounted.

The travel ban against him was finally lifted
in 2016, and he travelled to Dubai for medical
treatment, where he has been ever since. The
treason case against him was first launched by
his old foe Sharif in 2013. It went on for years
with repeated delays until last year’s surprise
announcement. —AFP

Thai royal motorcades 
will no longer 
shut down Bangkok
BANGKOK: Royal motorcades will no longer com-
pletely shut down Bangkok’s roads, a rare concession
by the unassailable Thai king to public opinion. King
Maha Vajiralongkorn, 67, sits at the apex of Thai pow-
er and-alongside senior royals-is protected by a dra-
conian defamation law, which makes public scrutiny of
the family near impossible inside the kingdom.

Police routinely close down major roads when the
royal family passes, adding serious delay on the con-
gested streets of Bangkok and heaping frustration
onto commuters.

Thais in recent months have taken to Twitter and
Facebook to air their irritation over road closures
believed to be linked to the royal family’s travels. The
hashtag #Royalmotorcade trended last year on Thai
Twitter, drawing tens of thousands of mentions. 

Late Sunday government spokeswoman Narumon
Pinyosinwat said on Facebook that the king “has
acknowledged the traffic problem and is concerned
for the people”.

Roads will no longer be completely shut down,
according to a police video she posted detailing the
changes, with officers ordered to use orange cones
instead to designate a pathway for travelling royals.
The other side of the road can also be used by
motorists and pedestrians.

“Long live the King,” she added in her Facebook
post.  Police did not respond to requests for comment.
The new guidelines are “a good sign” of a monarch
responding to public concerns, said political analyst
Titipol Phakdeewanich.

“It could make people feel more connected to the
institution of the monarchy and show that the monar-
chy is not ignoring them,” he added.  Vajiralongkorn
inherited one of the world’s richest monarchies when
he ascended the throne in 2016 following the death of
his father.

He was officially crowned last May in an elaborate
three-day coronation ceremony. —AFP

Siemens to 
remain in 
Australia 
mining project
BERLIN: Siemens boss announced Sunday
that the German conglomerate has decided
to remain involved in a controversial coal
mining project in Australia, despite massive
environmental criticism as the country
faces unprecedented bushfires. The con-
tract for some 18 million euros ($20 million)
calls for Siemens to supply rail infrastruc-
ture for the Carmichael mine in
Queensland, near the Great Barrier Reef.
“We have just finished our special meet-
ing.... We have evaluated all the options
and have concluded that we must fulfil our
contractual obligations,” said Siemens CEO
Joe Kaeser in a message on his Twitter
account.

He also promised that Siemens, which

supports the Paris climate agreement to
curb carbon emissions, would create a
body to better “manage in the future the

questions of protecting the environment.”
The proposed Carmichael mine, owned

by India’s Adani group, has long been con-

troversial but anger over the multi-billion-
euro project has been fanned by Australia’s
catastrophic bushfire season.

Activists from Fridays for Future and
Extinction Rebellion staged demonstra-
tions in a dozen German cities against the
mine on Friday, including outside Siemens’
Munich headquarters.

The open-cut Carmichael mine is set to
become operational next year and produce
up to 27 million tons of coal annually. The
troubled project, which has been scaled
down since it was first announced, has run
into repeated delays caused by legal and
regulatory hurdles, as well as funding
problems.

Supporters say the mine will bring hun-
dreds of much-needed jobs to rural
Queensland in eastern Australia. But con-
servationists say the project threatens local
vulnerable species and means coal will
have to be shipped from a port near the
already-damaged Barrier Reef.

The world’s largest coral reef system
faces multiple threats to its survival, most
notably rising sea temperatures caused by
climate change, water pollution and coral-
eating starfish. — AFP

No web, no jobs: 
Kashmiris board 
‘Internet Express’
SRINAGAR: Braving the snow and cold, Abrar Ahmad,
18, is one of thousands of Kashmiris who regularly spend
hours journeying on a packed train just so that they can
go online as the region grapples with the longest inter-
net blackout imposed by a democracy. Stepping off the
crammed train - dubbed the “Internet Express” by
Indian Kashmiris - in the nearby town of Banihal, the
passengers make a beeline for cafes where they pay up
to 300 rupees ($4.20) for an hour’s broadband.

“I couldn’t have afforded to miss this opportunity,”
Ahmad told the Thomson Reuters Foundation after fill-
ing out an online job application at a teeming internet
cafe, where dozens of others hit by the 162-day internet
shutdown queued behind him. “There is no one else in
my family to take care of my three younger siblings and
me,” he said, adding that his father, a mason, lost his leg
in a road accident last year.

Indian-administered Kashmir has been without
broadband and mobile data services since Aug. 5 when
India’s government revoked the special status of its only
Muslim-majority state, splitting Jammu and Kashmir in
two. Despite a United Nations declaration in 2016 that
the internet is a human right, shutdowns have risen in
recent years as governments from the Philippines to
Yemen said they were necessary for public safety and
national security. India said it cut communications to
prevent unrest in Kashmir, where a separatist insur-
gency has killed more than 40,000 people since 1989.

The lockdown has cost Kashmir more than $2.4 bil-
lion since August, with sectors directly dependent on the
internet such as e-commerce and information technolo-
gy worst hit, the region’s main trade organization said.

“Doing trade without the internet is unimaginable in
the present day world,” said Abdul Majeed Mir, vice
president of the Kashmir Chamber of Commerce and
Industry, which estimates nearly 500,000 jobs have
been lost. “Irreversible damage has been caused to the
economy.”

Limited resources
Kashmir’s internet ban has impacted everything from

relationships to access to healthcare, said Raman Jit
Singh Chima, Asia policy director at global digital rights
group Access Now. In addition to introducing the dem-
ocratic world’s longest internet clampdown in Kashmir,
Access Now said India also accounted for two-thirds of
global shutdowns in 2018.

“Punishing an entire population on the basis of say-
ing potential violence or terrorism might occur is
extraordinary,” said Chima. The home and information
ministries did not respond to requests for comment.

At a noisy cyber cafe in Banihal, Danish stepped out to
catch his breath as people elbowed past to get on the web.
Diesel generator fumes filled the cramped space to keep
computers and laptops running during frequent power
cuts. “I felt suffocated inside,” said Danish, a Kashmir
University scholar who declined to give his full name.

“This internet gag is driving me crazy.” But he
prefers the lengthy trek to Banihal to trying to get
online at one of the hundreds of internet kiosks the
government has set up in Kashmir, where demand
hugely outstrips supply.

New Delhi said the scrapping of Jammu and
Kashmir state’s special status was necessary to inte-
grate it into the rest of India and spur development. It
has done anything but that, say locals. Outside a couri-
er company in Kashmir’s main city, Srinagar, two deliv-
ery executives chatted idly by a bonfire, saying no
internet meant no packages. “We are the only two who
still come to the office. Some 50 boys have lost their
jobs,” said Touseef Ahmad. “If the internet is not
restored soon, I can lose my job.”

‘Dark future’
Tourism - for decades the backbone of the scenic

region’s economy - has been badly hit. Every year, peo-
ple from across India flock to Kashmir to enjoy its
snow-capped mountains and scenic Dal Lake, home to
hundreds of ornately-carved houseboats whose owners
rely on tourism.

Bashir Ahmad Sultani, president of Kashmir’s Shikara
(Boat) Association, said there was no work for more
than 4,000 boatmen. “We are going through very bad
times. Some of us are not even able to arrange two
square meals for our families,” said boatman
Mohammad Shafi. “We are looking at a dark future.”
The restriction has served a major blow to tour opera-
tors, hoteliers and artisans as well. “I mostly buy things
on credit from local shopkeepers,” said Ghulam Jeelani,
a hotel manager in Srinagar, who feared being laid off
with no online bookings or transactions. — Reuters

Australian PM’s approval
rating goes up in flames
MELBOURNE: Public support for Prime Minister Scott
Morrison has slumped to its lowest levels amid wide-
spread anger over his government’s handling of
Australia’s bushfire crisis, according to a survey released
by Newspoll yesterday.

At least 28 people have been killed in the fires that
have destroyed 2,000 homes, and razed 11.2 million
hectares (27.7 million acres), nearly half the area of the
United Kingdom Morrison has come under attack for
being slow to respond to the crisis, even taking a family
holiday to Hawaii while fires were burning. He acknowl-
edged during a television interview on Sunday that he
had made some mistakes. “We have heard the message
loud and clear from the Australian people,” Treasurer
Josh Frydenberg said yesterday, when asked about the
poll result as he announced a A$50 million ($34.56 mil-
lion) wildlife protection fund.

“They want to see a Federal Government adopt a very
direct response to these natural and national disasters,”
Frydenberg said. The Newspoll survey showed
Morrison’s approval rating dropped 8 percent since the
last poll on Dec 8 to stand at 37 percent, scoring lower
than opposition Labor leader Anthony Albanese. It is
Morrison’s worst showing in the poll since he took over
leadership of the ruling Liberal Party in August 2018
when a backbench uprising ousted former prime minister
Malcolm Turnbull.

No margin of error was provided for the poll, which
surveyed 1,505 people from Wednesday to Saturday,
although it was about 2.5 percent points in previous
Newspolls. The poll was taken after Morrison announced
a A$2 billion bushfire recovery fund and called out 3,000
army reservists to back up state emergency workers -
responses that were viewed as belated.

Morrison said on Sunday he would take a proposal to
Cabinet to hold a Royal Commission national inquiry into
the bushfires, including examining the response to the
crisis, the role and powers of the federal government and
the impact of climate change. After weeks of raging fires
whipped up by erratic winds and temperatures over 40
degrees Celsius (104 degrees Fahrenheit), conditions
eased over the weekend with showers forecast for New
South Wales (NSW), the worst hit state, over the next
few days. “If this BOM (Bureau of Meteorology) rainfall
forecast comes to fruition then this will be all of our
Christmas, birthday, engagement, anniversary, wedding
and graduation presents rolled into one. Fingers
crossed,” the NSW Rural Fire Service said on Twitter.

Here are key events in the crisis:
● Australia’s pristine ‘AAA’ sovereign rating is not at

“immediate risk” from the fiscal and economic impact of
bushfires raging across the country’s east coast, S&P
said yesterday.

● The Reserve Bank of Australia (RBA) said on
Monday bushfire victims can submit damaged banknote
claims to redeem their lost money.

● The Australian government committed A$50 million
to an emergency wildlife recovery program yesterday,
calling the bushfires crisis engulfing the country “an eco-
logical disaster” that threatens several species, including
koalas and rock wallabies.

● German engineering giant Siemens said it would
fulfil its contract to provide signalling for a rail line to a
controversial new coal mine being built by India’s Adani
Group in Australia’s outback, drawing criticism from
green groups yesterday.

● Frydenberg announced A$50 million in funding yes-

terday for protecting wildlife and restoring damaged
habitat, with a focus on threatened species, like koalas,
with heartbreaking images of rescues of burned animals
having gone viral around the world.

● Since October, thousands of Australians have been
subjected to repeat evacuations as huge and unpre-
dictable fires scorched more than 11.2 million hectares
(27.7 million acres), an area nearly half the size of the
United Kingdom.

● Across New South Wales, 111 fires were still burning
late on Sunday, 40 of them not yet contained, but none at
emergency level. A number of fires burning in the Snowy
Mountains region in New South Wales and into Victoria
have merged across more than 600,000 hectares (1.5
million acres) of land. They do not pose a threat, authori-
ties say, despite being in an area hard to reach.

● The government said on Sunday it would provide
A$76 million ($52 million) for mental health counselling
and healthcare consultations to firefighters, emergency
workers, individuals and communities. 

● Western Australia Department of Fire and
Emergency Services said on Sunday an out-of-control
and unpredictable fire that is moving slowly in the
state’s south, poses a possible threat to lives and homes
in the area.

● South Australia said on Sunday that more than
32,000 livestock animals, mostly sheep, had died in
recent fires on Kangaroo Island, while fire services are
working to strengthen containment lines ahead of
expected worsening weather conditions on Monday.

● Thousands of Australians took to the streets on
Friday to protest against government inaction on climate
change, and were supported by protesters in London.

● Australia’s wildfires have dwarfed other recent cata-
strophic blazes, with its burnt terrain more than twice the
extent of that ravaged by 2019 fires in Brazil, California
and Indonesia combined.

● Westpac estimated total bushfire losses to date at
about A$5 billion, higher than the 2009 bushfires in
Victoria but smaller than the Queensland floods in
2010/11. It forecast a hit of 0.2 percent to 0.5 percent on
gross domestic product.

● The Insurance Council of Australia increased to
more than A$900 million its estimate of damage claims
from the fires, and they are expected to jump further.

● About 100 firefighters from the United States and
Canada are helping, with 140 more expected in coming
weeks.

● The fires have emitted 400 megatons of carbon
dioxide and produced harmful pollutants, the European
Union’s Copernicus monitoring program said.

● Smoke has drifted across the Pacific, affecting
cities in South America, and may have reached the
Antarctic, the United Nations’ World Meteorological
Organization said. — Reuters

MUNICH: The headquarters of German industrial giant Siemens is pictured yesterday in
Munich, southern Germany. — AFP

This file photo taken on April 22, 2001, shows then Pakistani military ruler General Pervez
Musharraf (left) receiving late Oman’s ruler Sultan Qaboos bin Said at the President’s house
in the Pakistani capital Islamabad for a formal welcoming ceremony. — AFP

BANGKOK: A policeman riding on an empty street,
blocked due to movements of the royal motorcade
transporting Thai King Maha Vajiralongkorn in Bangkok.
Royal motorcades will no longer completely shut down
Bangkok’s roads, a rare concession by the unassailable
Thai king to public opinion. — AFP

SARSFIELD: Australia’s Prime Minister Scott Morrison visits a
wildflower farm in an area devastated by bushfires in
Sarsfield, Victoria state. — AFP


