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Malaysia’s Mahathir, 
Anwar shelve 
rivalry to protest PM
KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysian political heavy-
weights Mahathir Mohamad and Anwar Ibrahim
put aside long-running animosity and joined an
opposition protest yesterday against the shutdown
of parliament and demand the country’s embattled
premier resign. The final day of a parliament ses-
sion, due to take place yesterday, has been can-
celled after the discovery of several coronavirus
cases in the legislature.

But rivals accused Prime Minister Muhyiddin Yassin
of using COVID-19 as an excuse to dodge a no-confi-
dence vote that could cause the collapse of his crisis-
hit government. The parliament sitting, which began
last week, was the first this year after political activities
were suspended under a state of emergency, ostensi-
bly to fight a worsening outbreak.

Yesterday two-time former prime minister Mahathir
and Anwar stood side by side at the head of a group of
around 100 lawmakers before they tried to march on
parliament. The pair’s turbulent relationship has long
loomed over Malaysian politics, and it has been rare to
see them together since the collapse of their coalition
government last year amid infighting.

“Even when people condemn (Muhyiddin) he
remains shameless and refuses to step down,”
Mahathir, 96, told reporters in a historic Kuala Lumpur
square. Anwar said that Muhyiddin’s government had
“lost its legitimacy”, and he no longer commanded
majority support in parliament.

“We are protesting today because we want to pro-
tect the people,” he added.

The MPs, chanting “step down Muhyiddin”, were
stopped by police as they attempted to reach parlia-
ment and peacefully dispersed. In the late 1990s, dur-
ing his first stint as premier, Mahathir sacked Anwar
from government, and he was subsequently jailed for
sodomy and abuse of power in a case criticized as
politically motivated. They buried the hatchet to lead
an opposition alliance to a historic election victory in
2018 — only to fall out again.

Political tensions are escalating, with Muhyiddin
facing fresh calls to quit after the king rebuked his
administration for misleading parliament and hundreds
staged a rare anti-government protest on Saturday.
Muhyiddin took power last year at the head of a scan-
dal-hit coalition but his government is in crisis after
allies withdrew support. The state of emergency offi-
cially ended on Sunday, although a nationwide lock-
down remains in place. —AFP

BEIJING: The death toll from floods in central
China last month is at least 302 with dozens of peo-
ple still missing, officials said yesterday, after record
downpours dumped a year’s worth of rain on a city
in just three days. Zhengzhou, the capital of Henan
province and the epicenter of the record flooding,
was hardest hit with 292 people dead and 47 miss-
ing, the local government said at a press briefing.

Residents were trapped in subway carriages,
underground car parks, and tunnels. Images of
passengers inundated by shoulder-height water
went viral on Chinese social media on Line 5 of the
city subway where 14 people died, while dozens of
cars in a tunnel were tossed aside by the deluge,
many with passengers still inside. Scores were
killed in Zhengzhou due to floods and mudslides,
mayor Hou Hong told reporters while updating the
overall toll. She added that 39 bodies were recov-
ered from underground car parks and other
below-ground spaces.

The disaster marked China’s deadliest floods in
a decade. Heavy downpours that began July 17
have affected over 14 million people, damaged
thousands of homes, and caused economic losses
in Zhengzhou estimated at 53 billion yuan ($8.2
billion). The total losses across the province were
almost double that amount. Experts say freak
weather events-heavy floods and punishing
droughts-are increasingly common due to climate
change.

Questions are turning to how China’s bulging
cities can better prepare for extreme weather.

As the water retreated, slaking roads in mud, res-

idents counted the financial cost in lost businesses
and property-and attempted to mark the human
tragedy which took place there.

Angry response
City and provincial officials have faced calls for

accountability, with the wife of one of the subway
victims telling local media she would sue the metro
operator for negligence. News of the death tolls
enraged China’s social media users who demanded
better disaster management protocols and criticized
the government’s response. “Can we do a good
check of Zhengzhou’s drainage system?” a
Zhengzhou resident wrote on Weibo.

“We’re digging and building roads every day...
change the leadership and do it all over again, all
the money has been spent on superficial things!”
But criticism of the government’s handling of the
disaster was met with a stern response. A large flo-
ral tribute at the subway in Zhengzhou was sealed
off last week by authorities and foreign journalists
covering the floods have been harassed online and
on the ground. Reporters from AFP were forced to
delete footage by hostile residents and surrounded
by dozens of men while reporting on a submerged
traffic tunnel in Zhengzhou.

Chinese foreign ministry spokesman Zhao Lijian
last week singled out the BBC for criticism, labelling
it a “Fake News Broadcasting Company” that has
“attacked and smeared China, seriously deviating
from journalistic standards.” Officials and state
media have long accused Western news organiza-
tions of anti-China bias.

The United States has since said it was “deeply
concerned” over the harassment and intimidation of
foreign correspondents covering deadly floods in

China. For now, air, rail, and road transport in Henan
have resumed although the Zhengzhou subway has
not, according to a Henan official. —AFP

US ‘deeply concerned’ over harassment of foreign correspondents covering floods

Death toll in central China floods 
rises to 302, dozens still missing

Rescuers of the fire and rescue department from China’s eastern city of Yangzhou evacuating people from a
hospital following heavy rains in Zhengzhou in China’s Henan province.—AFP

US to take in 
thousands more 
Afghan refugees
WASHINGTON: The United States said yesterday
it will take in thousands more Afghan refugees,
fearing for the safety of people with US associa-
tions as America ends its longest war. The State
Department said it will expand the eligibility of
refugee admissions beyond the roughly 20,000
Afghans who have already applied-with some
being evacuated out-under a program for inter-

preters who assisted US forces.
“In light of increased levels of Taleban violence,

the US government is working to provide certain
Afghans, including those who worked with the
United States, the opportunity for refugee resettle-
ment to the United States,” the State Department
said in a statement. “This designation expands the
opportunity to permanently resettle in the United
States to many thousands of Afghans and their
immediate family members who may be at risk due
to their US affiliation,” it said. The State
Department said that the expanded eligibility will
include Afghans who worked with US-based media
organizations or non-governmental organizations
or on projects backed by US funding. The State
Department will also let in more Afghans who

served as interpreters or in other support roles to
forces of the US-led coalition but did not meet ear-
lier requirements on time served. The State
Department is designating Afghan refugees with
US affiliations under so-called Priority 2, the same
level given to persecuted minorities from a number
of countries. President Joe Biden has ordered a
withdrawal of remaining US troops by the end of
the month, ending the longest war in US history.

With the Taleban going on the offensive, the
Biden administration acknowledges fears for the
stability of the internationally backed government.
But it insists that the United States has done all that
it can and has accomplished its priority mission of
eliminating al-Qaeda extremists who carried out
the September 11, 2001 attacks. —AFP

Afghan forces battle 
Taleban in fight 
for besieged cities
KABUL: Afghan forces battled yesterday to stop a
first major city from falling to the Taleban following
weekend offensives by the insurgents on urban cen-
ters in a sharp escalation. Taleban fighters assaulted
at least three provincial capitals overnight-Lashkar
Gah, Kandahar and Herat-after a weekend of heavy
fighting that saw thousands of civilians flee the
advancing militants.

Fighting raged in Helmand’s provincial capital
Lashkar Gah, where the Taleban launched coordi-
nated attacks on the city center and its prison-just
hours after the government announced the deploy-
ment of hundreds of commandos to the area. Clashes
have intensified since early May, with the insurgents
capitalizing on the final stages of the withdrawal of
US-led foreign forces after almost 20 years.

As the country’s security forces struggled to keep
the Taleban at bay, President Ashraf Ghani blamed
Washington yesterday for Afghanistan’s deteriorat-
ing security. “The reason for our current situation is
that the decision was taken abruptly,” Ghani told
parliament, referring to the withdrawal of foreign
forces. Ghani said he had warned Washington that
the withdrawal would have “consequences”.

His rant came as the United States said it will take
in thousands more Afghan refugees as violence
surged across the country.

“In light of increased levels of Taleban violence,
the US government is working to provide certain
Afghans, including those who worked with the
United States, the opportunity for refugee resettle-
ment,” the State Department said in a statement.
Washington has already started evacuating thou-
sands of interpreters and their families who worked

with the military and embassy over the past two
decades.

‘Life is at a standstill’ 
In southern Afghanistan, fighting continued in

Lashkar Gah overnight as Afghan forces beat back a
fresh assault from the Taleban. “Afghan forces on the
ground and by air strikes repelled the attack,” the
military in Helmand said. Resident Hawa Malalai
warned of a growing crisis in the city: “There is
fighting, power cuts, sick people in hospital, the
telecommunication networks are down. There are no
medicines and pharmacies are closed.”

Medical charity Doctors Without Border said
casualties were mounting in Lashkar Gah. “There
has been relentless gunfire, air strikes and mortars in
densely populated areas. Houses are being bombed,
and many people are suffering severe injuries,” said
Sarah Leahy, the aid group’s coordinator for
Helmand, in a statement.

“It’s just far too dangerous and life is at a stand-
still,” she added, saying the organiztation’s facility
was performing a high number of surgeries on the
wounded. Helmand for years was the centrepiece of
the US and British military campaign in Afghanistan-
only for it to slip deeper into instability.

The vast poppy fields in the province provide the
lion’s share of the opium for the international heroin
trade-making it a lucrative source of tax and cash
for the Taleban. The loss of Lashkar Gah would be a
massive strategic and psychological blow for the
government, which has pledged to defend provincial
capitals at all costs after losing much of the rural
countryside to the Taleban over the summer.

‘Strategic blunders’ 
Fighting also surged in some districts of

Kandahar province, the former bastion of the insur-
gents, and on the outskirts of its capital. Kandahar
airport came under attack overnight Sunday, with
the Taleban firing rockets that damaged the runway,
leading to the suspension of flights for several hours.

The facility is vital to maintaining the logistics and
air support needed to keep the militants from over-
running the city, while also providing air support over
large tracts of southern Afghanistan-including near-
by Lashkar Gah. In the west, hundreds of comman-
dos were also defending Herat after days of fierce
fighting. Kabul has repeatedly dismissed the insur-
gents’ steady gains over the summer as lacking
strategic value, but has largely failed to reverse their
momentum. President Ghani said authorities had
worked out a six-month plan to thwart the Taleban,
but acknowledged the militants were no longer a
“scattered and inexperience movement”.

The capture of any major city by the Taleban
would take their current offensive to another level
and fuel concerns about the ability of the Afghan
military. “If Afghan cities fall... the US decision to
withdraw from Afghanistan will be remembered as
one of the most notable strategic blunders in
American foreign policy,” Australia-based
Afghanistan expert Nishank Motwani said.

The Taleban have seized Afghan cities in the past
but have retained them only briefly. —AFP

HERAT: A child lies on a bed awaiting treatment at a
ward of the Central hospital in Herat Sunday after he
was injured during the skirmishes between Afghan
forces and Taleban. —AFP

Indian states to 
resolve border 
row ‘amicably’ 
GUWAHATI: Two states in India’s north-east have agreed
to resolve their differences peacefully after their long-run-
ning border dispute erupted into deadly violence last
week. Last Monday clashes on the demarcation between
Assam and Mizoram left six police officers dead in a major
embarrassment for Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s gov-
ernment.

The two regions’ chief ministers tweeted late Sunday
that they would now seek an “amicable” approach to the
dispute. Mizoram chief minister Zoramthanga urged locals
to stop posting “sensitive messages” on social media while
his Assam counterpart Himanta Biswa Sarma highlighted
the “spirit of the north-east.”

“What happened along the Assam-Mizoram border
is unacceptable to the people of both states... Border
disputes can only be resolved through discussion,”

Sarma tweeted. The six Assam policemen were shot
dead in the clashes that also left 60 people injured. Both
states have blamed each other for the violence which
erupted after Mizoram alleged Assam had encroached
on its territory. —AFP

German academic’s 
wife charged with 
spying for China
FRANKFURT: The wife of a German academic
charged with spying for China has been indicted
herself, with federal prosecutors yesterday saying
she assisted her husband in sharing information with
Chinese secret services.

According to prosecutors in Karlsruhe, German-
Italian national Klara K. and her husband Klaus L.
were approached by Chinese agents during a lec-
ture tour to Shanghai in 2010. From then until
November 2019, the couple “regularly passed on
information to the Chinese intelligence service in the
run-up to or after state visits or multinational con-
ferences”, prosecutors allege. Klaus L. had been
running a political think tank since 2001, gaining
international importance due to his scientific repu-
tation and the networks he had built up over many

years, the prosecutors said.
The pair obtained information primarily from his

numerous high-ranking political contacts, they said.
Chinese intelligence allegedly paid for the tips and
for the pair to travel to meetings with their handlers.

Neither Klaus L. nor his wife are in pre-trial deten-
tion. The case has drawn close interest in Germany,
with public broadcaster ARD saying Klaus L., 75, led
a double life and had also been working as a spy for
the German foreign intelligence services (BND).

According to the report, Klaus L. worked for the
BND for around 50 years, being paid to supply
information from the top professional contacts he
made in the course of his career. Investigators
searched his home in November 2019, the ARD
report said, just as he and his wife were on their way
to Munich airport.

The fact that Klaus L. was only formally charged
this year is a sign of how complex the case is, the
ARD report said — he apparently did not deny that
he was spying for the Chinese, but claimed the
German secret services knew about it. It is unclear
whether the Chinese secret service knew about
Klaus L.’s connections to the BND. —AFP

Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF) personnel stand-
ing guard at the national highway in Lailapur area
near Assam-Mizoram border after the two states in
India’s north-east agreed to resolve their differences
peacefully after their long-running border dispute
erupted into deadly violence last week. —AFP


