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US hails Afghan ceasefire as 
hopes for peace talks rise

Top US officials yesterday hailed a three-day 
ceasefire proposed by the Taliban and agreed by 

Kabul, raising hopes that the long-delayed peace 
talks between the two foes could begin next 

week. The Taliban declared that the truce would 
start Friday, the first day of the Muslim festival 
of Eid al-Adha, and continue for the duration of 
the religious holiday.  The Taliban proposed the 
ceasefire after President Ashraf Ghani said his 

government was ready for talks next week. “To 
demonstrate the government’s commitment to 
peace, the Islamic Republic will soon complete 

the release of 5,000 Taliban prisoners,” Ghani told 
officials, referring to the number of insurgent 
inmates the government originally pledged to 
free under the auspices of the US-Taliban deal. 

Record 212 environmental 
activists murdered in 2019

At least 212 environmental campaigners 
worldwide were murdered in 2019, making last 

year the deadliest on record for frontline activists 
battling the destruction of Nature, watchdog 

group Global Witness reported yesterday. 
Colombia and the Philippines combined 

accounted for just over half of the confirmed 
deaths -- 64 and 43, respectively -- followed by 
Brazil, Mexico, Honduras and Guatemala. About 
40 percent of victims were indigenous people, 
and over two-thirds died in Latin America. One 

in ten were women. Of the 141 murders last 
year that could be linked a specific economic 

sectors, more than a third involved campaigners 
protesting mining operations, some legal most 
not.  Thirty-four killings related to agribusiness 

were overwhelmingly in Asia, especially the 
Philippines. 

Turkey tightens grip on 
social media with new law

Turkey’s parliament yesterday passed a 
controversial bill which would give the 

government greater control of social media, 
the official Anadolu news agency reported. 

Under the new law, social media giants such 
as Facebook and Twitter would have to ensure 
they have local representatives in Turkey and 
to comply with Turkish court orders over the 

removal of certain content or face heavy fines. 
Critics are concerned over the legislation’s 

impact on freedom of speech. The law would 
affect social networks with more than a million 

unique visits every day, and proposes servers 
with Turkish users’ data must be stored in 

Turkey. 
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‘No one cares if you live or die’
UN says thousands of migrants dying on trek across 

Africa on their way to Europe for a better future
AFP, Geneva

Thousands of migrants have died after 
suffering “extreme” abuse while crossing 
Africa, according to a UN report that 
estimated 72 people perish each month on 
the continent’s routes.

There has been considerable focus on 
the thousands lost at sea while trying to 
cross from Africa to Europe, but the new 
report published yesterday found that routes 
from West and East Africa up towards the 
Mediterranean can be equally perilous.

Entitled “On this journey, no one 
cares if you live or die”, the report details 
horrific realities many face along the way by 
smugglers, traffickers, militias and sometimes 
state actors.

In 2018 and 2019 alone, at least 1,750 
people died, corresponding to an average of 
72 a month or more than two deaths each 
day, the report found.

“For too long, the harrowing abuses 
experienced by refugees and migrants along 

these overland routes have remained largely 
invisible,” UN refugee chief Filippo Grandi 
said in the statement.

The report, he said, documents “killings 
and widespread violence of the most brutal 
nature, perpetrated against desperate people 
fleeing war, violence and persecution.”

Nearly a third of those who die along 
these overland routes tried to cross the 
Sahara desert. Others perished in the south 
of war-ravaged Libya, while another deadly 
route crosses conflict-ridden Central African 
Republic and Mali. Those who survive are 
often left severely traumatised.

This is particularly true for the many who 
pass through Libya, where random killings, 
torture, rape, forced labour and beatings 
are widespread, the report found. Tens of 
thousands of refugees and asylum seekers, 
often sub-Saharan African and Asian migrants 
hoping to make it across the Mediterranean, 
have been stranded in chaos-wracked Libya, 
now a key route for illicit migration to Europe.

India uses arrival of new 
fighter jets to warn China
AFP, New Delhi

The first five Rafale fighter jets bought from France in a multi-billion-dollar 
deal landed in India yesterday and the defence minister used their arrival 
to launch a veiled warning to neighbouring China over territorial tensions.

A water-cannon guard of honour greeted the five jets when they landed 
at the Ambala air base in Haryana state. An intense nationwide spotlight on 
the combat jets has been sharpened by a deadly border standoff with China.

India has bought 36 Rafale fighters from France in a deal estimated to 
be worth $9.4 billion. All are scheduled to be delivered by the end of 2021.

Defence Minister Rajnath Singh said the combat jets’ arrival marked 
“the beginning of a new era in our military history”.

“If it is anyone who should be worried about or critical about this new 
capability of the Indian Air Force, it should be those who want to threaten 
our territorial integrity,” Singh declared.

Indian and Chinese forces have been in a six-week-long standoff on 
their Himalayan border since a hand-to-hand battle in which 20 Indian 
troops were killed. China also suffered casualties in the showdown but 
has not given figures. The two sides blame each other for the clash in the 
Ladakh region and have since moved thousands of troops there while 
pursuing talks that they say aim to ease the tensions.

The purchase of the French jets marked a significant shift in India’s 
traditional preference for Russian defence equipment.

STUDY ON MIGRATORY RIVER FISH

Populations down 
76pc since 1970
AFP, Paris

Populations of migratory river fish collapsed by 76 percent 
on average in the last 50 years, according to a report by 
conservation groups Tuesday, warning the “catastrophic” 
declines could impact people and ecosystems everywhere.

Overfishing and loss of habitat have had a devastating 
impact on migratory fish, according to the research 
by groups including the International Union for the 
Conservation of Nature, WWF, World Fish Migration 
Foundation and the Zoological Society of London.

Almost one in three of all freshwater species are 
threatened with extinction, the report said, with migratory 
fish “disproportionately threatened”.   

The study looked at 247 species of fish from around the 
world and found that their populations had declined on 
average 3 percent per year between 1970 and 2016. 

Europe saw the sharpest falls of the regions studied, with 
a drop of 93 percent, while populations had shrunk an 
average of 84 percent in Latin America and the Caribbean.

“Catastrophic losses in migratory fish populations show 
we cannot continue destroying our rivers,” said Arjan 
Berkhuysen, managing director of the World Fish Migration 
Foundation. 

Migratory fish such as salmon, trout and Amazonian 
catfish support the livelihoods of millions of people 
around the world, researchers said.

The study found a lower decline of 28 percent in North 
America, where there has been a movement to remove 
dams and protect habitats, and argued that this indicated 
the potential effectiveness of fishery management.

The report stressed that it could not provide a full global 
picture because of a lack of data for Africa, Asia, Oceania 
and South America.

Man shot dead 
for ‘blasphemy’ 
in Pak court
AL JAZEERA ONLINE

A man accused of 
blasphemy for claiming 
that he was a prophet 
has been shot dead 
in a courtroom in the 
northwestern Pakistani 
city of Peshawar, police 
officials say, the latest 
violence associated with 
Pakistan’s strict blasphemy 
laws.

Tahir Ahmad Naseem 
was shot six times during 
a hearing in his case at a 
district court yesterday, 
police official Ijaz Ahmed 
told Al Jazeera.

“The culprit accepts 
responsibility for killing 
him, and says that he 
killed him for having 
committed blasphemy,” 
said police official Ahmed. 
“[The suspect] has been 
arrested from the scene.”

Naseem had been in 
police custody since 2018 
when he was accused 
of having committed 
blasphemy by claiming to 
be a prophet - a violation 
of Pakistan’s strict 
blasphemy laws that can 
carry the death penalty for 
certain offences.

India virus cases hit 1.5m
Study reveals 57pc Mumbai slum residents have had Covid-19

AFP, New Delhi

Coronavirus infections in India 
passed 1.5 million and deaths neared 
35,000 yesterday, but test results in 
Mumbai slums cast further doubt on 
official data in the world’s second-
most populous nation.

The health ministry website 
yesterday reported almost 50,000 new 
infections and 768 more deaths.

India now has the third-highest 
number of cases in the world behind 
the United States and Brazil, although 
the official number of deaths in the 
South Asian nation is far lower.

The South Asian giant, home to some 
of the world’s most crowded cities and 
where health-care spending per capita 
is among the world’s lowest, passed one 
million cases only 12 days earlier.

But many experts have said India is 
not testing enough people, and that 

many coronavirus-linked deaths are 
not being recorded as such.

A study released Tuesday that tested 
for coronavirus antibodies reported 
some 57 percent of people in Mumbai’s 
teeming slums have had the infection 
-- far more than official data suggests.

Blood tests on 6,936 randomly 
selected people conducted by 
Mumbai’s city authorities found that 
57 percent of slum-dwellers and 16 
percent of non-slum residents had 

virus antibodies.
Mumbai, where about 40 percent 

of its 20 million people lives in 
slums, has reported just over 110,000 
infections and more than 6,000 
deaths so far.

But deaths in the sprawling slum 
have not exploded, with local officials 
saying their aggressive efforts to stem 
the spread of the virus has been 
effective.

The survey results suggested 
asymptomatic infections were 
“likely to be a high proportion of all 
infections” and also indicated the 
virus death rate was likely to be “very 
low”, the study said.

The Mumbai survey came a week 
after an antibody study commissioned 
by the government suggested that 
almost a quarter of people in the 
capital New Delhi, home to 20 million 
people, have had the virus.

WORLD TIGER DAY

Numbers on the rise but 
threats persist: WWF

AFP, New Delhi

Tiger populations in five countries are 
making a comeback but the endangered 
species still faces major threats such as 
poaching, conservation group WWF and 
the Indian government said.

India, home to 70 percent of the big cat’s 
global population, is among 13 countries 
that pledged a decade ago to boost feline 
numbers.

“From an historic population low in 
2010, tigers are finally making a remarkable 
comeback in much of South Asia, Russia 
and China,” WWF Tigers Alive Initiative 
head Stuart Chapman said in a statement 
to mark World Tiger Day yesterday.

Chapman said population increases in 
Bhutan, China, India, Nepal and Russia 
were “great news” for other threatened 
species in their habitat, as well as for 
millions of people dependent on such 
ecosystems.

But tigers were still under threat from 
poaching and habitat destruction, while the 
wild animal populations had fragmented, 
which increases the risk of inbreeding, the 
WWF said.

“This has reached critical levels in much 
of Southeast Asia, where a snaring crisis is 
decimating wildlife, including tigers and 
their prey,” the group said.

In a report released earlier this month, 
the WWF found that there were more than 

12 million snares threatening wildlife in 
the protected areas in Cambodia, Laos and 
Vietnam.

India released its status report on tigers 
Tuesday, which detailed the steps taken to 
conserve the big cats.

The census, carried out between 2018-
19, was also included in the Guinness 
World Records earlier this month for being 
the largest-ever camera-trap wildlife survey.

Camera traps were deployed at more 
than 28,000 locations across 381,400 
square kilometres -- about the size of Japan 
-- of forested habitats in 20 Indian states.

The government’s survey results, released 
last year, found that India had 2,967 tigers 
in the wild, compared to 1,411 when the 
first nationwide survey was conducted in 
2006. It showed the population had grown 
six percent a year between 2006 and 2018.

An image grab from footage obtained from Iranian State TV IRIB shows Iranian speedboats 

encircle a replica of a US aircraft carrier during a military exercise near the Strait of Hormuz, on 

Tuesday. Iran’s Revolutionary Guards later blasted the dummy US aircraft carrier with missiles. 
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