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Over 130 dead as severe weather 
hits Pakistan, Afghanistan, India

Army helps locate people stuck in multiple avalanches 
ISLAMABAD: Avalanches, flooding and harsh winter weath-
er has killed more than 130 people across Pakistan and
Afghanistan in recent days, officials said yesterday, as author-
ities struggled to reach people stranded by heavy snowfall.  

At least 75 people died and 64 were injured across
Pakistan, with several still missing, while a further 39 peo-
ple were killed in Afghanistan, according to officials in
both countries. In neighboring India, at least 10 people
were killed after several avalanches hit the northern-part
of Indian-administered Kashmir.

Forecasts suggest more harsh weather is on the way.
Pakistani Kashmir was the worst-hit area, with 55 people
killed and 10 others missing, the National Disaster
Management Authority (NDMA) said in a statement. 

Two Pakistani officials said many villagers were still
stranded by the avalanches in the Neelum valley area fol-
lowing heavy rain that also triggered landslides. Many
people were reported missing and feared dead as rescue
efforts got under way, one of the officials said.

Meanwhile in western Pakistan, heavy snowfall in
southwestern Balochistan destroyed several houses in the
mountainous region, killing 17 people. The disaster man-
agement authority declared an emergency in seven dis-
tricts of the mineral-rich province and sought the army’s
help for relief and rescue operations.

Key highways connecting Pakistan and Afghanistan
were blocked due to heavy snow, forcing officials to sus-
pend transportation of essential goods into Afghanistan.

Severe cold and heavy snow led to the death of 39 peo-
ple in six provinces of Afghanistan in the past two weeks
said Tamim Azimi, a spokesman for Afghanistan’s Natural
Disaster Management Authority in Kabul. “We are distrib-
uting emergency assistance, including cash to families of

the victims,” said Azimi, adding that heavy rain and snow
have hampered for rescuers. The area is one of the world’s
most militarily tense frontiers, where the neighboring
armies have confronted each other over disputed territory
for decades. Kashmir has been divided between Indian
and Pakistan since their independence in 1947.

In 2012, an avalanche engulfed a Pakistani army battal-
ion headquarters near the Indian border, killing at least 124
soldiers and 11 civilians.  “An avalanche hit their village, 10
people are still missing,” the NDMA said. Frequent ava-
lanches and landslides occur in Kashmir during the winter,
often blocking roads and leaving communities isolated.

Authorities have shuttered schools, while several high-
ways and roads were closed across the country’s northern
mountainous areas, according to officials.

“Most of those who died were women and children,”
said Mohammad Younus, an official with the provincial
disaster management authority, adding that hundreds
remained stranded. Across the border in Afghanistan, more
than 300 houses were either destroyed or partially dam-
aged throughout the country, said Ahmad Tamim Azimi a
spokesman for the Natural Disaster Management
Authority.  “A cold snap, heavy snowfall and rains that
started two weeks ago have caused damage,” he said,
adding that most casualties were caused after roofs col-
lapsed under thick snow. Hardest hit were southern
Kandahar, Helmand, Zabul and western Herat provinces. 

In Herat, seven people —  all members of the same
family and including children-died when their roof caved
in, Azimi added.  Harsh winters often take a heavy toll in
mountainous Afghanistan, and the country remains poor
despite billions of dollars in aid from the international
community. — Agencies

Malaysia says
no sex assault
case against
Anwar 
KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia’s solicitor
general yesterday ruled out new charges
against prime-minister-in-waiting Anwar
Ibrahim over allegations that he sexually
assaulted a former male aide, saying
there was not enough evidence to pro-
ceed. The former aide accused the for-
mer deputy premier last month of trying
to force him to have sex in September
2018. Anwar denied the accusation,
describing it as “politics at its worst”.

Solicitor general Engku Nor Faizah
Engku Atek said that the investigation
would be closed.

“Upon careful evaluation of all the
evidence gathered in the investigation
papers submitted by the (police), we
found contradictions of material facts
which could not support the prosecution
of any person,” she said in a statement.

Engku Nor Faizah also said there was

insufficient evidence to prosecute. The
solicitor general’s statement did not
name Anwar or the accuser, but referred
to allegations against a “political per-
sonality” in early December. Anwar and
Muhammed Yusoff’s lawyer did not have
an immediate comment. Anwar spent
nearly a decade in jail on two separate
counts of sodomy and for corruption,
charges that he and his supporters main-
tain were aimed at ending his political
career. He was first jailed in 1999.

Same-sex acts are illegal in Muslim-
majority Malaysia and carry penalties of
up to 20 years in jail. Prime Minister
Mahathir Mohamad, 94, has promised to
hand over power to Anwar despite the
allegations. Anwar was first jailed during
Mahathir’s first 1981-2003 tenure as
premier. The pair joined forces to lead
the opposition to an unexpected election
victory last year.

Last week, Malaysia’s attorney gener-
al declined to prosecute anyone linked
to a series of leaked videos purportedly
showing a senior cabinet minister having
sex with a man. The minister, Azmin Ali,
had denied links to the videos, saying
they were a plot to end his political
career. Azmin has been regarded as a
possible challenger for the premiership
promised to Anwar. — Reuters

Billionaire Maezawa 
tops Japan’s 
most followed 
Twitter rankings
TOKYO: Fashion billionaire Yusaku Maezawa has become
Japan’s most followed Twitter account, the social network
said, boosted by a $9 million giveaway to his followers.
Maezawa’s 7.2 million followers puts his account narrowly
ahead of acid-tongued comedian Hiroiki Ariyoshi, who has
7.19 million followers.

The entrepreneur, who last year sold his online fashion
business Zozo Inc to SoftBank Group Corp, has driven up

his follower numbers by offering 1 million yen ($9,000)
each to 1,000 Twitter followers selected at random from

among those who retweeted a Jan 1st post. As of Monday,
that tweet has been shared 4.1 million times. The deadline
was Jan 7. Maezawa already holds the record for the most
retweeted post globally, Twitter said, with a tweet from
last year promoting a smaller, $900,000 giveaway shared
4.3 million times.

As CEO of Zozo, Maezawa stood out in Japan’s conser-
vative business culture in part through his off-the-cuff
remarks on the social network, with the entrepreneur also
active on Instagram and recently starting a YouTube chan-
nel. Japanese celebrities have been slow to embrace new
media, in part because the country’s network of powerful
talent agencies have remained focused on television and
its lucrative advertisement revenues.

However with ad spending shifting online, Japanese
talent is eyeing online media, drawn by the sense of con-
nection with fans it can engender, with recent examples
including model Nicole Fujita launching a YouTube
channel. — Reuters

Indonesia rights 
body slams 
LGBT raids after 
UK rapist case
JAKARTA: Indonesia’s human rights body yesterday
slammed a crackdown on the LGBT community in a city
that was once home to a man described as Britain’s
most prolific rapist.

Last week, a judge in Manchester sentenced
Indonesian doctoral student Reynhard Sinaga, 36, to life
in prison and called him an “evil sexual predator” who
preyed on drunken young men on nights out.

The court heard he may have attacked as many as
195 men, luring them into his flat with the offer of a
place to stay or alcohol. The lurid case sparked revul-
sion in Sinaga’s native Indonesia and the mayor of
Depok, where he lived before going to Britain, has
ordered raids against the city’s small LGBT community.

Indonesia’s rights commission yesterday hit out at
mayor Mohammad Idris’s plans as contravening domes-
tic and international rights laws. “Komnas HAM are also
concerned about the obligation of state institutions to
respect, protect and fulfil the human rights of all citi-
zens, including sexual and gender identity minority
groups,” it said in a statement yesterday.

The mayor’s office did not immediately comment.
Homosexuality is legal in Muslim majority Indonesia,
except in Aceh province where it is banned under local
Islamic law. 

But the country’s LGBT community has increasingly
been targeted in recent years on the back of a broader
shift towards religious conservatism. Idris has previous-
ly launched anti-LGBT measures since taking office
several years ago. But he cited the Sinaga case for the
latest policy, which was aimed at “strengthening the
family, especially the protection of children”, according
to a statement on the city’s website. Sinaga lived in
Depok, near Jakarta, before moving to Manchester on a
student visa more than a decade ago. He was found
guilty of 159 offences, including 136 rapes and eight
attempted rapes, at four separate trials, according to
the Crown Prosecution Service, making him “the most
prolific rapist in British legal history”. — AFP

5,000 camels 
culled in 
drought-hit 
Australia
SYDNEY: Helicopter-borne marksmen
killed more than 5,000 camels in a five-
day cull of feral herds that were threat-
ening indigenous communities in
drought-stricken areas of southern
Australia, officials said yesterday.
Aboriginal leaders in South Australia
state said extremely large herds of the
non-native camels had been driven
towards rural communities by drought
and extreme heat, threatening scarce
food and drinking water, damaging infra-
structure, and creating a dangerous haz-
ard for drivers.

The cull in the Anangu Pitjantjatjara
Yankunytjatjara (APY) Lands-home to
about 2,300 indigenous people in the
arid northwest of South Australia-ended
on Sunday, said APY general manager
Richard King. “We appreciate the con-
cerns of animal rights activists, but there
is significant misinformation about the
realities of life for non-native feral ani-
mals, in what is among the most arid and
remote places on Earth,” King said in a
statement yesterday.

“As custodians of the land, we need
to deal with an introduced pest in a
way that protects valuable water sup-

plies for communities and puts the
lives of everyone, including our young
children, the elderly, and native flora
and fauna first.”

King said weakened camels frequently
became stuck and died in water holes,
contaminating water sources needed by
locals and native animals and birds. “The
prolonged dry period, while not difficult
for native wildlife, leads to extreme dis-
tress for feral camels,” he said.

APY officials said the operation had
removed more than 5,000 camels.  The
cull came as Australia experienced its
hottest and driest year on record in 2019,
with the severe drought causing some
towns to run out of water and fuelling
deadly bushfires that have devastated
the country’s southeast.

Camels were first introduced to
Australia in the 1840s to aid in the
exploration of the continent’s vast inte-
rior, with up to 20,000 imported from
India in the six decades that followed.
Australia is now thought to have the
largest wild camel population in the
world, with official estimates suggesting
more than one million are roaming the
country’s inland deserts.

The animals are considered a pest,
as they foul water sources and trample
native flora while foraging for food over
vast distances each day. Traditional
owners in the APY Lands have for
years mustered and sold off  feral
camels. But more recently they have
“been unable to manage the scale and
number of camels that congregate in
dry conditions”, according to the envi-
ronment department. — AFP

Yusaku Maezawa

NEELUM VALLEY: Local residents remove debris of a collapsed house following heavy snowfall that triggered an
avalanche in Neelum Valley, in Pakistan-administered Kashmir yesterday. — AFP

Four detained 
over Kyrgyz 
journalist beating
BISHKEK, Kyrgyzstan: Police in Kyrgyzstan said they were
holding four suspects yesterday over the beating of a jour-
nalist known for investigating corruption, an incident that
triggered international condemnation. Bolot Temirov, 40,
was attacked outside his media outlet’s office in the capital
Bishkek last Thursday and had his telephone stolen.

The interior ministry said it was holding four residents
of the southern Jalal-Abad region over the attack, which
was condemned by the United States and the Organization
for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). Temirov-
editor-in-chief of investigative website Factcheck.kg-was
photographed with injuries to his face and said he dam-
aged a tooth in the attack. 

He called the incident “an attempt to frighten” him. The
US embassy in Bishkek called for a “prompt investigation”,
adding: “Press can only be free when journalists are able to
work without intimidation and threats.” The OSCE’s media
freedom chief Harlem Desir also condemned the attack and
said that “no intimidation of journalists should be tolerated”.

Factcheck.kg was briefly disabled by a cyberattack last
month after it published an article about the expensive
tastes of the wife of Rayimbek Matraimov, a powerful for-
mer official.  Matraimov has been the target of two anti-
corruption rallies and is widely believed to be one of the
ex-Soviet republic’s most influential men, despite no
longer holding an official position.  He is at the centre of
media claims that hundreds of millions of dollars were
spirited out of the country by an “underground cargo
empire” and funneled into foreign companies. — AFP

Rain offers 
Australian 
bushfire hope
SYDNEY: Hopes of containing Australia’s
months-long bushfire crisis rose yesterday
with heavy rain forecast, but toxic smoke in
Melbourne disrupted warm-up events for
the year’s first tennis Grand Slam. Cool
weather over recent days had already giv-
en some respite for exhausted firefighters
spread out across vast swathes of the
country, allowing some of the biggest
blazes to be brought under control.

Optimism was further boosted yester-
day with heavy rain forecast for some of
the hotspots in the most populated eastern
states of New South Wales and Victoria.

“It’s some pretty good news,” New
South Wales Rural Fire Service commis-
sioner Shane Fitzsimmons said. “We’ve
been talking about it for months now, that
January might see the first fall of decent
rain, and that looks like what’s coming
along over the next few days.”

The rain was set to begin across eastern
Australia on Wednesday and last through
the weekend, according to government
meteorologist Sarah Scully. “Hopefully
some of this heavy rainfall will fall over
some of the fire sites and help control or
even extinguish some of those fires,” Scully

said. However dozens of fires remained out
of control and, with many weeks of hot
weather still expected throughout the rest
of Australia’s summer, there was no sugges-
tion the crisis would completely end soon.

Toxic smoke 
Toxic smoke from the blazes also blew

overnight into the Victorian capital of
Melbourne, which is due to stage the
Australian Open tennis tournament begin-
ning next week. Pollution in Melbourne,
which is normally ranked as among the
world’s most liveable cities, was rated “haz-
ardous”, and health authorities warned
people to stay indoors.

World number one Rafael Nadal and oth-
er stars abandoned outdoor practice ses-
sions and hit indoors. But Australian Open
qualifying rounds went ahead after a two-
hour delay in the morning, causing anger and
confusion for some players who said matches
should have been cancelled for the day.

Slovenian Dalila Jakupovic, ranked 201 in
the world, had to retire from her match after
suffering a coughing fit, and she later blamed
the smoke. “I was really scared that I would
collapse... it’s not healthy for us,” she told
reporters. “I was surprised, I thought we
would not be playing today but we don’t
have much choice.” Mandy Minella, the world
number 140 from Luxembourg, also voiced
her opposition on Twitter. “Shocked to see
that qualifying matches have started
@Australian Open, What about the health of
all the people that have to work out there,
especially the ballkids?” she tweeted. — AFP


