
Hopes for survivors wane as 
floods bury Pakistan villages
Over 340 killed and scores missing as torrential monsoon rains trigger deadly landslides

• 344 people killed 
nationwide

• 208 deaths in 
Buner district

• 150+ villagers 
still missing

AFP | Karachi

Pakistani rescuers dug 
homes out from under 
massive boulders yester-

day as they searched for survi-
vors of flash floods that killed at 
least 344 people, with more than 
150 still missing.

Torrential rains across the 
country since Thursday have 
caused flooding, rising waters 
and landslides that have swept 
away entire villages and left 
many residents trapped in the 
rubble.

Most of the deaths, 317, were 
reported in Khyber Pakhtunkh-
wa province, where monsoon 
rains that are only expected to 
intensify in the days ahead drove 
flooding and landslides that col-
lapsed houses.

More than 150 people are miss-
ing in hardest-hit Buner district, 
where at least 208 people were 
killed and “10 to 12 entire villag-
es” were partially buried, offi-
cials said.

“They could be trapped un-
der the rubble of their homes or 
swept away by floodwaters,” said 
Asfandyar Khattak, head of Khy-
ber Pakhtunkhwa’s Provincial 
Disaster Management Authority.

“Separately, in Shangla district, 
dozens of people are also report-
ed missing,” Khattak added.

The spokesman for the prov-
ince’s rescue agency told AFP that 
around 2,000 rescue workers 
were involved across nine dis-
tricts, where rain was still ham-
pering efforts.

“The operation to rescue peo-
ple trapped under debris is on-
going,” said Bilal Ahmad Faizi.

“The chances of those buried 

under the debris surviving are 
very slim,” he added.

Journalists in Buner saw 
half-buried vehicles and belong-
ings lying strewn in the sludge, 
with mud covering houses and 
shops.

After days without power, the 
electricity supply was restored 
yesterday afternoon.

A grave digger, Qaiser Ali Shah, 
said he dug 29 burial places in 
the last two days.

“I have also dug six graves for 
children. With each grave, it felt 
as though I was digging it for my 
own child,” he said.

“For the first time, my body 
simply refused to carry me 
through. That’s why today I apol-
ogised and said I cannot do this 
work anymore.”

Flooded roads hampered the 
movement of rescue vehicles, 
as a few villagers worked to cut 
fallen trees to clear the way after 
the water receded.

“Our belongings are scattered, 
ruined and are in bad shape,” 
shopkeeper Noor Muhammad 

said as he used a shovel to re-
move mud.

“The shops have been de-
stroyed along with everything 
else. Even the little money peo-
ple had has been washed away,” 
he added.

The provincial government 
has declared the severely af-
fected mountainous districts of 
Buner, Bajaur, Swat, Shangla, 
Mansehra and Battagram as dis-
aster-hit areas.

“We were trapped in our 
homes and could not get out,” 
another Buner resident, Syed 
Wahab Bacha, said.

“Our entire poor community 
has been affected... This road was 
our only path, and it too has been 
washed away,” he added.

 Mass funerals 
On Saturday, hundreds gath-

ered for mass funerals, where 
bodies wrapped in blood-stained 
white shawls were laid out on the 
village ground.

Fallen trees and straw debris 
were scattered across nearby 
fields, while residents shovelled 
mud out of their homes.

Trump gives Putin ‘peace 
letter’ from wife Melania

AFP | London

US President Donald Trump 
handed Vladimir Putin a 

special item at their Alaska 
summit: a letter written by 
his wife, First Lady Melania 
Trump, pleading for the Rus-
sian leader to make peace in 
the name of children.

The first lady’s office on Sat-
urday reposted a Fox News ar-
ticle on X containing the short 
letter, a day after Trump and 
Putin failed to find a break-
through at their high-stakes 
meeting.

Putin read the “peace let-
ter” immediately after Trump 
handed it to him, while dele-
gations from both sides looked 
on, according to Fox News.

“In today’s world, some 
children are forced to carry a 
quiet laughter, untouched by 
the darkness around them,” 
read the letter, which was 
signed by the first lady and 
did not mention Ukraine by  
name.

“Mr Putin, you can single-
handedly restore their melodic 
laughter,” it added. “In pro-
tecting the innocence of these 

children, you will do more 
than serve Russia alone -- you 
serve humanity itself.”

“Such a bold idea transcends 
all human division, and you, 
Mr Putin, are fit to implement 
this vision with a stroke of the 
pen today,” the letter read. “It 
is time.”

In July, the US president had 
said that his wife, who was 
born in Slovenia, had helped 
change his thinking about Pu-
tin.

“I go home, I tell the first 
lady, ‘you know, I spoke to 
Vladimir today, we had a won-
derful conversation,’” Trump 
said.

“And she said, ‘Oh really? 
Another city was just hit.’”

Trump attempted a rap-
prochement with Putin short-
ly after starting his second 
term, having campaigned on a 
pledge to end the Ukraine war 
within 24 hours.

During the early months of 
his new term, he largely di-
rected anger at Ukraine for the 
lack of a deal, but gradually be-
gan expressing frustration that 
Putin continued his attacks on 
Ukraine.
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I join @TheElders in 
calling on leaders to 

work towards permanent 
ceasefire and immediate 
access for humanitarian 
and health partners to 
scale up aid delivery. The 
best medicine is peace.

@DrTedros

AI can transform our 
public services. But 

only with an active gov-
ernment willing to seize 
it. We’re harnessing AI 
to free up doctors’ time, 
speed up discharges, re-
duce waiting lists and 
get patients home quick-
er. This is our Plan for 
Change in action.

@Keir_Starmer

Too many leaders today 
view human rights as 

the problem. We know hu-
man rights are the solu-
tion. They are the founda-
tion of peace. They are the 
engine of progress. And 
they are the path out of 
conflict & chaos to secu-
rity & hope.

@antonioguterres

Great to have you here, 
dear @ZelenskyyUa 

. We continue our co-
operation to achieve a 
just peace that respects 
Ukraine & Europe’s vital 
security interests. With 
the Coalition of the Will-
ing in Brussels today, and 
in the White House with 
@POTUS tomorrow

@vonderleyen

 Disclaimer: (Views expressed 
by columnists are personal and 
need not necessarily reflect our 

editorial stances)
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News in brief 
 u A flash flood in Inner 
Mongolia killed nine people 
and left three missing, 

Chinese state media said yesterday. A 
group of 13 people were camping outdoors 
in Inner Mongolia’s Urat Rear Banner when 
a flash flood occurred around 10 pm (1400 
GMT) on Saturday, state news agency Xinhua 
said. As of yesterday afternoon, one person 
had been rescued and over 700 workers 
were “urgently” searching for the missing, 

Xinhua added. The Ministry of Emergency Management has ordered full-scale 
rescue efforts, verification of the status of the missing, and dispatched a working 
group to the scene, state broadcaster CCTV said.

 u Israel said yesterday 
it targeted an energy 
infrastructure site in Yemen’s 
capital Sanaa, linked to the Iran-backed 
Huthi rebels behind repeated attacks 
on Israel during the Gaza war. A military 
statement said Israeli forces “struck... 
deep inside Yemen, targeting an energy 
infrastructure site that served the Huthi 
terrorist regime” in the area of the rebel-held 
capital, without naming the site. The Huthis’ 
Al-Masirah TV, citing a civil defence source, 
reported “an aggression targeting the Haziz power station” south of the city. 

 u Syrian President 
Ahmed al-Sharaa has 
said the battle to unify 

his country after years of civil war “should not be 
with blood”, rejecting any partition and accusing 
Israel of meddling in the south. His remarks, 
released by state TV yesterday, came as hundreds 
demonstrated in south Syria’s Suweida province, 
denouncing sectarian violence last month and calling 
for the right to self-determination for the Druze-
majority province. 

9 dead, 3 missing in north 
China flash flood: state media

Syrian president says unifying 
country ‘should not be with blood’

Israel says targeted Huthi 
energy site in Yemen

US President Donald Trump greets Russian President Vladimir Putin

A traumatized grave 
digger buried 29 

victims in two days—
including six children—
before quitting, saying 
each grave felt like he 
was burying his own 

child

KNOW WHAT
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First public admission 
to the Salon de Paris 
art exhibition at the 
Louvre in Paris

United States Exploring 
Expedition headed by Charles 
Wilkes departs for the Pacific 
Ocean and Antarctica

Anti-Cigarette 
League of 
America forms in 
Chicago, Illinois

Battle of Britain: Air battle known as “The 
Hardest Day” occurs; the Luftwaffe loses 
approximately 69 aircraft and the RAF 68 
in one of the largest ever air battles

C U R I O S E R  &  C U R I O S E R

European leaders to join Zelensky 
in US for Ukraine talks with Trump
European leaders rally behind Zelensky after Trump-Putin summit yields no breakthrough

• Trump abandons 
ceasefire push 
post-summit

• Zelensky, Europe 
head to Washington

AFP | Washington

European leaders will join 
Ukrainian President Vo-
lodymyr Zelensky during 

his visit to Washington on Mon-
day seeking an end to Moscow’s 
invasion, after President Donald 
Trump dropped his push for a 
ceasefire following an Alaska 
summit with Russian leader 
Vladimir Putin.

Securing a ceasefire in Ukraine, 
more than three years after the 
Kremlin ordered the invasion, 
had been one of Trump’s core 
demands before the summit, to 
which Ukraine and its European 
allies were not invited.

But after the meeting yielded 
no breakthrough, Trump ruled 
out an immediate ceasefire in 
Ukraine -- a move that would 
appear to favour Putin, who has 
long argued for negotiations on a 
final peace deal.

Ukraine and its European al-
lies have criticised Putin’s stance 
as a way to buy time and press 
Russia’s battlefield advances.

The leaders heading to Wash-
ington on Monday to try and 
bend Trump’s ear on the matter 
include British Prime Minister 
Keir Starmer, French President 
Emmanuel Macron,, German 
Chancellor Friedrich Merz and 
NATO Secretary-General Mark 
Rutte

European Commission Presi-
dent Ursula von der Leyen, who 

is also going to the White House, 
said on X she would welcome 
Zelensky to Brussels yesterday 
for a meeting in Brussels the oth-
er European leaders would join 
by video.

Also heading to Washington 
will be Italian Prime Minister 
Giorgia Meloni and Finnish Pres-
ident Alexander Stubbs, who get 
on well with Trump.

The German government, 
which confirmed Merz was go-
ing, said it would try to empha-
sise “interest in a swift peace 
agreement in Ukraine”.

Trump had briefed Zelensky 
and European leaders on his 
flight back from Alaska to Wash-
ington, saying afterwards that “it 
was determined by all that the 
best way to end the horrific war 

between Russia and Ukraine is 
to go directly to a peace agree-
ment which would end the  
war”.

Ceasefire agreements “often 
times do not hold up,” Trump 
argued on his Truth Social plat-
form.

But Zelensky has appeared 
unconvinced by the change of 
tack, saying on Saturday that it 
“complicates the situation”.

If Moscow lacks “the will to 
carry out a simple order to stop 
the strikes, it may take a lot of ef-
fort to get Russia to have the will 
to implement (something) far 
greater -- peaceful coexistence 
with its neighbours for decades,” 
he said on social media.

European leaders for their 
part have expressed unease over 

Trump’s outreach to Putin from 
the outset.

 ‘Harsh reality’ 
Trump expressed support dur-

ing his call with Zelensky and 
European leaders for a proposal 
by Putin to take full control of 
two eastern Ukrainian regions 
that Russia largely controls in ex-
change for freezing the frontline 
in two others, an official briefed 
on the talks said.

Putin “de facto demands that 
Ukraine leave Donbas,” an area 
consisting of the Donetsk and 
Lugansk regions in eastern 
Ukraine, the source said.

In exchange, Russian forces 
would halt their offensive in the 
Black Sea port region of Kher-
son and Zaporizhzhia in south-

ern Ukraine, where the main 
cities are still under Ukrainian  
control.

Several months into its full-
scale invasion of Ukraine, Russia 
in September 2022 claimed to 
have annexed all four Ukrainian 
regions even though its troops 
still do not fully control any of 
them.

“The Ukrainian president 
refused to leave Donbas,” the 
source said.

Trump notably also said the 
United States was prepared to 
provide Ukraine security guaran-
tees, an assurance Merz hailed as 
“significant progress”.

But there was a scathing as-
sessment of the summit out-
come from the European Un-
ion’s top diplomat Kaja Kallas, 
who accused Putin of seeking 
to “drag out negotiations” with 
no commitment to end the  
bloodshed.

“The harsh reality is that Rus-
sia has no intention of ending this 
war any time soon,” Kallas said.

They could be trapped 
under the rubble of their 
homes or swept away by 
floodwaters. Separately, 

in Shangla district, 
dozens of people are also 

reported missing
ASFANDYAR KHATTAK, HEAD OF KHYBER 
PAKHTUNKHWA’S PROVINCIAL DISASTER 

MANAGEMENT AUTHORITY

Putin’s proposed deal 
would have required 
Ukraine to cede full 
control of Donetsk/

Luhansk in exchange 
for Russia halting 

offensives in Kherson/
Zaporizhzhia - regions 

it already partially 
occupies
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People gather near a damaged vehicle and scattered debris after the road washed out following a flash flood in Mingora, the 
main city of Swat Valley, in monsoon-hit northern Pakistan’s mountainous Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province France’s President Emmanuel Macron, NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte, Italy’s Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni, Britain’s 

Prime Minister Keir Starmer, Ukraine’s President Volodymyr Zelensky, Poland’s Prime Minister Donald Tusk and Germany’s 
Chancellor Friedrich Merz take part in a meeting during a NATO summit in The Hague (file photo)

Iraq starts work on IS mass grave thought to contain thousands
AFP | Baghdad

Iraqi authorities have begun 
excavating the site of a mass 

grave believed to contain thou-
sands of victims of the Islamic 
State (IS) group near Mosul city, 
the project’s director said yes-
terday.

The first phase, which was 
launched on August 10, includes 
surface-level excavation at the 
Khasfa site, director Ahmed 
al-Assadi said.

The team has reportedly un-
earthed human skulls buried in 
the sand.

Khasfa is located near Mosul, 
where IS had established the cap-
ital of their self-declared “cali-
phate” before being defeated in 
Iraq in late 2017.

Assadi said that there were no 
precise figures for the numbers 

of victims buried there -- one 
of dozens of mass graves IS left 
behind in Iraq -- but a UN report 

from 2018 said Khasfa was likely 
the country’s largest.

Official estimates put the num-

ber of bodies buried at the site at 
at least 4,000, with the possibility 
of thousands more.

The project director said the 
victims buried there include 
“soldiers executed by IS”, mem-
bers of the Yazidi minority and 
residents of Mosul.

Exhuming the bodies from 
Khasfa is particularly difficult, 
Assadi said, as underground sul-
phur water makes the earth very 
porous.

The water may have also erod-
ed the human remains, compli-
cating DNA identification of vic-
tims, he added.

Assadi said further studies will 
be required before his team can 
dig deeper and exhume bodies 
at the site -- a sinkhole about 
150-metre (nearly 500-foot) deep 
and 110-metre wide.

An aerial view shows the Khasfa site near the northern Iraqi city of Mosul, where 
authorities have begun excavating a mass grave

Israelis rally nationwide calling for end to Gaza war, hostage deal
AFP | Tel Aviv

Demonstrators across Israel 
called yesterday for an end 

to the Gaza war and a deal to 
release hostages still held by mil-
itants, a push lambasted by Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu 
and his allies.

The protests come more than a 
week after Israel’s security cab-
inet approved plans to capture 
Gaza City, following 22 months 
of war that have created dire 
humanitarian conditions in the 
Palestinian territory.

The war was triggered by Pal-
estinian militant group Hamas’s 
October 7, 2023 attack on Israel, 
during which 251 people were 
taken hostage.

Forty-nine captives remain in 
Gaza, including 27 the Israeli 
military says are dead.

A huge Israeli flag covered 
with portraits of the remaining 
captives was unfurled in Tel 
Aviv’s so-called Hostage Square 
-- which has long been a focal 
point for protests throughout 
the war.

Demonstrators also blocked 
roads, including the highway 
connecting Tel Aviv and Jerusa-
lem where they set tires on fire, 
according to local media footage.

Israeli police said more than 
30 protesters were arrested for 
disturbing public order.

Organisers also called for a 
general strike yesterday -- the 

first day of the week in Israel.
“I think it’s time to end the 

war. It’s time to release all of the 
hostages. And it’s time to help 
Israel recover and move towards 

a more stable Middle East,” said 
Doron Wilfand, a 54-year-old 
tour guide, at a rally in Jerusa-
lem.

Nentanyahu slammed the pro-
testers, saying their actions “not 
only harden Hamas’s position 
and draw out the release of our 
hostages, but also ensure that 
the horrors of October 7 will re-
occur”.

 ‘Shut down the country’ 
The Hostages and Missing 

Families Forum campaign group 
said in a statement that protest-
ers would “shut down the coun-
try today (Sunday) with one clear 
call: Bring back the 50 hostages, 
end the war”.

Their toll includes a soldier 
killed in a 2014 war whose re-
mains are held by Hamas.

Recent videos released by Ha-
mas and its ally Islamic Jihad 
showing two weak and emaciat-
ed captives have heightened con-
cern for the fate of the hostages.

“If we don’t bring them back 
now -– we will lose them forev-
er,” the forum said.

A member of the Israeli security forces arrests a demonstrator, during an anti-government protest


