
25 dead in attack
on Sikh-Hindu
temple in Kabul
KABUL: At least 25 people were killed
Wednesday in an attack on a Sikh-Hindu
temple in Afghanistan’s capital where wor-
shippers were offering morning prayers,
the latest brutal assault claimed by the Is-
lamic State group. The incident, highlight-
ing the country’s ongoing violence, came
several hours before Afghanistan’s Na-
tional Security Council announced that the
Taleban and government officials would
hold a historic meeting face-to-face over
a prisoner exchange. 

Along with a raging insurgency, impov-
erished Afghanistan is reeling from a mas-
sive cut in US aid while it struggles with
political deadlock and rising coronavirus
cases. The Taleban denied any involvement
in the latest attack, for which the Islamic
State (IS) group claimed responsibility,
according to the SITE intelligence group. 

Witness Raju Singh Sonny told AFP a
man in a police uniform burst into the tem-
ple in central Kabul, shot a guard and
started attacking worshippers in the main
hall. “Several other attackers also entered
the building and they were going from
room to room shooting people,” Sonny
said. Only a few thousand Sikhs and Hin-
dus are estimated to reside in what is an
overwhelmingly Muslim nation.

There were conflicting accounts about
how many gunmen were involved, with se-
curity sources giving differing numbers,
between one and four. At least one at-
tacker was subsequently killed by security
forces in an hours-long clearing operation.
Anarkali Kaur Honaryar, a Sikh member of

the Afghan parliament, told AFP about 150
people had been inside the temple, where
several families also live and worshippers
gather for morning prayers.  “Some people
inside the temple are hiding and their
phones are off,” Honaryar said while the
attack was ongoing.

Interior ministry spokesman Tariq Arian
said 25 civilians had been killed and eight
others wounded, while 80 people had
been rescued. Graphic images posted on-
line showed several bodies as well as ter-
rified people who appeared to be Sikhs
running from the scene. “Such cowardly
attacks on the places of religious worship
of the minority community, especially at
this time of (the coronavirus) pandemic, is
reflective of the diabolical mindset of the
perpetrators and their backers,” the Indian
foreign ministry said in a statement.
Sikhism and Hinduism are rooted in India.

Afghan leaders’ ‘failure’ 
IS has a history of targeting Afghan

Sikhs and Hindus. In recent months, the ji-
hadist group has suffered mounting set-
backs after being hunted by US and

Afghan forces as well as Taleban offen-
sives targeting their fighters, but it still re-
tains the ability to launch major assaults on
urban centres.

To add to Afghanistan’s woes, Wash-
ington slashed the amount of aid to the
country this week after President Ashraf
Ghani and his rival Abdullah Abdullah,
who has also proclaimed himself presi-
dent, failed to resolve their standoff. Fol-
lowing a visit to Kabul, US Secretary of
State Mike Pompeo said the US would
immediately cut $1 billion and was pre-
pared to pull another $1 billion in 2021.
The US and the Taleban signed a deal last
month that was supposed to pave the
way for talks between the Afghan leader-
ship and the insurgents, but with Kabul
unable to agree who is in government, the
talks stalled.  The issue of the prisoners
has been a major sticking point in the
weeks since the signing. But on Wednes-
day Afghanistan’s National Security
Council said the Taleban and Ghani’s gov-
ernment would meet to discuss an initial
release of 100 insurgent prisoners by
March 31. — AFP 

SURABAYA: Closed borders and social dis-
tancing rules to stem the coronavirus outbreak
failed to stop one transnational couple in In-
donesia from tying the knot on Wednesday,
minus the customary kiss to seal the deal. Irra
Chorina Octora, 29, and her Turkish partner
Yavuz Ozdemir, 32, swapped vows at Al Akbar
mosque in Surabaya, as friends and family-each
sat two metres apart-looked on.

The couple both wore facemasks and kept
their distance through the ceremony to comply
with strict rules imposed by authorities, who
have banned mass gatherings including wed-
dings but allowed some exceptions for mar-
riages booked before the pandemic began.

Virus precautions were on full display, with
a maximum of 25 people at the event, temper-
ature checks at the door and hand sanitizer

throughout the venue. The wedding was also
wrapped up in just 30 minutes. The only hint of
physical intimacy came when Ozdemir, whom
Octora first met on social media, briefly took
off his mask for his bride to feed him a piece of
wedding cake.

Their reception party was cancelled and
only a compromise with the mosque allowed
the pair to proceed with the ceremony on
Wednesday, earlier than planned. “All people
must pass our disinfectant gate after being
checked with a thermal gun,” Al Akbar mosque
spokesman Helmy M Noor said. Octora said
she was still happy with the wedding despite
the restrictions. “We were worried that if we
stuck to March 29 for the vows things might
have happened and we would not have been
able to marry in the end,” she said. — AFP 
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SURABAYA: Indonesian bride Irra Chorina Octora and her Turkish partner Yavuz Ozdemir, wearing face
masks amid concerns of the COVID-19 coronavirus, speak during their wedding ceremony in Surabaya
on March 25, 2020. — AFP 

‘You may not kiss the bride’

Social distancing in force 
at wedding in Indonesia 

KABUL: An Afghan security personnel (left) stands along with Sikhs near the site of an attack to a
Sikh temple in Kabul. — AFP 

China reports 
67 new cases 
BEIJING: Mainland China reported a second consecutive
day of no new local coronavirus cases as the country’s epi-
center of the epidemic Hubei province opened its borders,
but imported cases rose as Beijing ramped controls to pre-
vent a resurgence of infections. A total of 67 new cases were
reported as of end-Wednesday, up from 47 a day earlier, all
of which were imported, China’s National Health Commis-
sion said in a statement yesterday. The total number of cases
now stands at 81,285. The commission reported a total of
3,287 deaths at the end of Wednesday, up six from the pre-
vious day.

All of the new patients on Wednesday were travelers who
came to China from overseas, with the mainland reporting
no locally transmitted infections. Shanghai reported the most
cases with 18 followed by Inner Mongolia region at 12 and
Guangdong province at 11. About 90% of all the imported
cases are Chinese passport holders, Vice Foreign Minister
Luo Zhaohui told a press conference yesterday, adding that
40% of them are overseas Chinese students returning amid
rising infections abroad.

“We understand some overseas students are eager to
come home...But under the current circumstances, by staying
put, they can avoid being cross-infected in the hurried jour-
ney home or getting stuck mid-journey when the countries
they transit in tighten border controls,” Luo said. Fearing a
new wave of infections from imported cases, authorities have
ramped up quarantine and screening measures in other
major cities including Beijing, where any travelers arriving
from overseas must submit to centralized quarantine.

The number of new daily cases in China remain down
sharply from the height of the outbreak in the country in
February, allowing Beijing to push for restarting economic
activity in the world’s second biggest economy. Hubei
province, home to some 60 million people, reported no new
cases on Wednesday and opened its borders. Public trans-
port restarted and residents in the city of Xianning strolled
the streets wearing masks. — Reuters


