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Pak, Indian 
NSAs to attend 
SCO meeting
DAWN ONLINE

Pakistani and Indian 
National Security Advisers 
will be attending an 
upcoming Shanghai 
Cooperation Organisation 
(SCO) meeting in 
Dushanbe next week, but 
would not be meeting each 
other on the sidelines.  

Sixteenth meeting of the 
secretaries of the security 
council of the SCO’s 
member states is being held 
on June 22-23 in Dushanbe.

The participation of 
both Pakistani and Indian 
NSAs in the session set off 
speculations of a likely 
meeting between the two 
officials.

Pakistan’s National 
Security Adviser Dr Moeed 
Yusuf, while talking to 
Dawn, said: “There is 
absolutely no possibility of 
any bilateral meeting with 
Indian counterpart at SCO.”

Pakistan’s Foreign 
Minister Shah Mahmood 
Qureshi and his Indian 
counterpart have in recent 
months been at the same 
place twice, but no meeting 
took place

Pakistan, despite the 
backchannel engagement, 
has publicly insisted 
that there would be no 
dialogue with India till 
it revoked its Aug 5, 
2019, action of annexing 
Occupied Kashmir.

LANKA SHIP FIRE

UN reports 
‘significant 
damage to 
planet’
AGENCIES

The United Nations 
representative in Sri Lanka 
has said the sinking of a 
container ship that caught 
fire while transporting 
chemicals off the coast 
of the capital has caused 
“significant damage to 
the planet” by releasing 
hazardous substances into 
the ecosystem.  

The Singapore-flagged 
MV X-Press Pearl sank off 
Colombo on Thursday a 
month after catching fire, 
raising concerns about a 
possible environmental 
disaster. 

“An environmental 
emergency of this nature 
causes significant damage 
to the planet by the release 
of hazardous substances 
into the ecosystem,” UN 
Resident Coordinator in 
Sri Lanka Hanaa Singer-
Hamdy said in a statement 
late on Saturday. 

Sri Lanka has already 
submitted an interim claim 
of $40m to X-Press Feeders 
– the ship’s operating 
company – to cover part 
of the cost of fighting the 
fire, which broke out on 
May 20 when the vessel 
was anchored about 18 
kilometres northwest of 
Colombo and waiting to 
enter the port.

The Sri Lankan navy 
believes the blaze was 
caused by its chemical 
cargo, which included more 
than 22 tonnes of nitric acid 
and other chemicals.

Saudi seeks religious reset 
as clerical power wanes

AFP, Riyadh

Muezzins issuing high-decibel calls to prayer 
have long been part of Saudi identity, but 
a crackdown on mosque loudspeakers is 
among contentious reforms seeking to shake 
off the Muslim kingdom’s austere image.  

Saudi Arabia, home to the holiest Muslim 
sites, has long been associated with a rigid 
strain of Islam known as Wahhabism that 
inspired generations of global extremists 
and left the oil-rich kingdom steeped in 
conservatism.

But the role of religion faces the biggest 
reset in modern times as Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman, spurred by the need 
to diversify the oil-reliant economy, pursues a 
liberalisation drive in parallel with a vigorous 
crackdown on dissent.

Chipping away at a key pillar of its Islamic 
identity, the government last month ordered 
that mosque loudspeakers limit their volume 
to one-third of their maximum capacity and 
not broadcast full sermons, citing concerns 
over noise pollution.

In a country home to tens of thousands 
of mosques, the move triggered an online 
backlash with the hashtag “We demand the 
return of mosque speakers” gaining traction.

It also sparked calls to ban loud music in 
restaurants, once taboo in the kingdom but 
now common amid liberalisation efforts, and 
to fill mosques in such large numbers that 
authorities are forced to permit loudspeakers 
for those gathering outside.

But authorities are unlikely to budge, as 
economic reforms for a post-oil era take 
precedence over religion, observers say.

“The country is re-establishing its 
foundations,” Aziz Alghashian, a politics 
lecturer at the University of Essex, told AFP.

“It’s becoming an economically driven 
country that is investing substantial effort 

in trying to appear more appealing -- or less 
intimidating -- to investors and tourists.”

In the most significant change that began 
even before the rise of Prince Mohammed, 
Saudi Arabia neutered its once-feared 
religious police, who once chased people out 
of malls to go and pray and berated anyone 
seen mingling with the opposite sex.

In what was once unthinkable, some 
shops and restaurants now remain open 
during the five daily Muslim prayers.

As clerical power wanes, preachers are 
endorsing government decisions they once 
vehemently opposed -- including allowing 
women to drive, the reopening of cinemas 
and an outreach to Jews.

Saudi Arabia is revising school textbooks 
to scrub well-known references denigrating 
non-Muslims as “swines” and “apes”.

The practice of non-government advisor 
Ali Shihabi recently told US media outlet 
Insider that allowing a church was on “the to-
do list of the leadership”.

“It’s not an exaggeration to say that Saudi 
Arabia has entered a post-Wahhabi era, 
though the exact religious contours of the 
state are still in flux,” Kristin Diwan, of the 
Arab Gulf States Institute in Washington, told 
AFP.

“Religion no longer has veto power over 
the economy, social life and foreign policy.” 

TALIBAN ON AFGHAN FUTURE, PEACE, WOMEN’S RIGHTS

‘Islamic system’ only way
AFP, Kabul

The Taliban yesterday said they remain 
committed to peace talks but insisted 
that a “genuine Islamic system” in 
Afghanistan was the only way to end 
the war and ensure rights -- including 
for women.  

Talks between the militants and 
the Afghan government have been 
deadlocked for months and violence 
has surged across the country since May 
when the US military began its final 
withdrawal.

Fears are also growing that if the 
Taliban return to power, they will 
reimpose their harsh version of Islamic 
law, under which girls were banned 
from school and women accused of 
crimes such as adultery were stoned to 
death in stadiums.

Despite the rise in violence, Taliban 
co-founder and deputy leader Mullah 
Abdul Ghani Baradar said that the 
group was committed to the peace talks.

“Our very participation in the 
negotiations... indicates openly that 
we believe in resolving issues through 
(mutual) understanding,” Baradar said 
in a statement.

He said the only way to end the 
conflict in Afghanistan was to establish 
an Islamic system after the departure of 

all foreign forces.
“A genuine Islamic system is the best 

mean for solution of all issues of the 
Afghans,” Baradar said.

His statement acknowledged the 
fears in Afghanistan and abroad about 
the kind of system that would emerge 
-- and its impact on women -- saying 
that fell “within the ambit of the intra-
Afghan negotiations”.

Baradar also assured that the rights 
of all Afghans including women will be 
accommodated in that system according 
to “the glorious religion of Islam” and 
Afghan traditions.

But many fear that the Taliban’s 
interpretation of rights will clash with 
the changes that have happened in 
Afghan society since 2001.

In May, a US intelligence report 
said the gains made over the past two 

decades on women’s rights would be 
rolled back if the militants returned to 
power.

As the US military presses ahead 
to meet the September 11 deadline to 
complete the troop withdrawal, the 
Taliban have fought daily battles with 
government forces and claim to have 
captured 40 districts.

The growing fear and uncertainty 
about the future has forced many 
Afghans to try and leave, including 
thousands of men and women who 
fear reprisals because they worked with 
foreign forces.

Barardar called on Afghan youths 
to not leave the country, and also 
stressed that the Taliban will ensure that 
minorities, humanitarian organisations 
and diplomats had nothing to fear.  

It was not clear whether the Taliban 
would allow women to carry out 
public roles and whether workplaces 
and schools would be segregated by 
gender. The group’s spokesman did not 
immediately to respond to request for 
comment.

In May, US intelligence analysts 
released an assessment that the 
Taliban “would roll back much” of 
the progress made in Afghan women’s 
rights if the Islamist extremists 
regained national power.

A general view shows houses partially submerged in mud after the area was hit by flash floods, along the bank 

of Melamchi River in Sindhupalchok, Nepal, yesterday. Landslides and flash floods triggered by heavy rain across 

Nepal this week killed 11 people including one Indian and two Chinese workers at a development project, while 

25 people were missing elsewhere, officials said. PHOTO: REUTERS  


