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KABUL: This file photo shows Agence France-Presse (AFP) photographer Shah Marai sitting in a helicopter with a member of the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) while on assignment in Afghanistan. Agence France-
Presse’s chief photographer in Kabul, Shah Marai, was killed yesterday, AFP has confirmed, in a secondary explosion targeting a group of journalists who had rushed to the scene of a suicide blast in the Afghan capital. —AFP

KABUL: Twin blasts in the Afghan capital Kabul
killed at least 26 people yesterday, including nine
journalists who had arrived to report on the first
explosion and were apparently targeted by a suicide
bomber, officials said. The attacks, a week after 60
people were killed as they waited at a voter regis-
tration centre in the city, underlined mounting inse-
curity despite repeated government pledges to
tighten defenses. Hours after the attack in Kabul, a
suicide bomber in a vehicle attacked a foreign mili-
tary convoy in the southern province of Kandahar,
killing 11 children studying in a nearby religious
school, police said.

“These attacks caused untold human suffering to
Afghan families,” said Tadamichi Yamamoto, the top
UN official in Afghanistan. “I am furthermore out-
raged by the attack which appears to have deliber-
ately targeted journalists,” he said in a statement. The
attacks in rapid succession were a grim reminder of
the strength of both the Taleban and Islamic State’s
emerging Afghanistan branch to wreak violence
despite stepped up US air attacks under Trump’s new
policy for the 16-year-old war.

Taleban militants, fighting to restore their version
of strict Islamic law to Afghanistan, announced their

usual spring offensive last week and there has been
heavy fighting in several areas of the country since.
Islamic State claimed responsibility for the two
blasts in the capital, which killed at least 26 people,
including four police, and wounded 49 seriously,
Hashmat Stanekzai, a
senior police official,
said. The Afghan
Journal ists  Safety
Committee (AFJSC)
said nine journal ists
were ki l led in Kabul ,
the worst toll for media
workers in a s ingle
attack in the country.

Najib Danish, a
spokesman for the inte-
rior ministry, said a sui-
cide bomber appeared
to have posed as a
media worker and blew himself up where reporters
and rescue workers had gathered. “We know that a
suicide bomber pretended to be a reporter.  He
showed his press card and stood among journalists
before blowing himself up,” Danish told Reuters.

‘Very dangerous’ 
Afghanistan was already considered one of the

most dangerous countries in the world for journalists,
with at least 20 killed last year. Last week, unidenti-
fied gunmen shot a journalist in the southern city of

Kandahar. Yesterday’s
attack was the most
serious on the Afghan
media since 2016, when
seven workers for Tolo
News were killed in an
attack claimed by the
Taleban.

Eight of the journal-
ists were from Afghan
outlets: two reporters
from the Mashal TV, a
cameraman and a
reporter working for
1TV, three reporters

from Radio Azadi and one from Tolo News, the AFJSC
said. The French news agency Agence France-Presse
said its chief photographer in Afghanistan, Shah Marai,
was killed. A Reuters photographer was slightly hurt
by shrapnel. “Journalists were doing their job when a

suicide bomber killed them, such attacks prove that the
working environment is very dangerous now,” said
Rahimullah Samandar, a senior member of the AFJSC. 

The reporters had arrived to cover the initial blast
in the Shashdarak area close to buildings of the
National Directorate of Security (NDS) intelligence
service and near to the US embassy. Held back by
police, they were waiting some distance away near the
Ministry of Urban Development and Housing, when
the second explosion went off just as people were
entering the government office. Hundreds of people
have been killed and wounded in a series of attacks in
Kabul since the beginning of the year, despite
President Ashraf Ghani’s offer in February for peace
talks “without preconditions”. 

In the southern city of Kandahar, where NATO-
led forces operate out of a big air base, 11 children
were killed and 16 wounded when a suicide bomber
drove his explosive-laden van into a foreign-force
convoy, police said. The 11 children who were killed
were studying in a nearby madrassa, or religious
school, said Matiullah Zhman, a spokesman for
Kandahar police. In addition eight members of the
NATO-led Resolute Support coalition were wound-
ed, the force said. —Reuters

Blasts in Afghan capital kill at least 26
Nine journalists die; 11 children killed

Jailbirds in love: 
63 inmates marry 
in Mexico prision
CIUDAD JUAREZ: With a lot of kissing and tears, Jorge
Armando Perez finally tied the knot with his fiancee Corina
Chavez at an emotional ceremony inside a prison in
Mexico where a total of 63 couples got hitched.  Perez,
who has lived his entire life in El Paso, Texas, was deported
to Mexico seven months ago to begin serving a 40-year
sentence for extortion in a prison just across the border in
the northern city of Ciudad Juarez. To have, to hold and to
visit every week - And it was there that the 37-year-old
met Chavez some three years ago. Together they have
been raising six children, four from previous relationships.
Holding his hand to seal their union in front of family mem-
bers and officials, his 35-year-old wife pledged to visit him
each Wednesday and Saturday and “every day possible”
at this facility, which houses some 3,100 prisoners. 

‘She is very beautiful’  
Others had less time to wait before being reunited

with their new spouses, with one bride saying she had
two years before her new husband finished a sentence for
drug possession. “We love each other very much, he loves
me and I love him and we want to make a life for our-
selves outside of here,” she told AFP, declining to give her
name. “She is very beautiful,” beamed the newly-wedded
inmate, who had showered his beloved with chocolates,
cakes and pictures he himself had made in jail.

‘Strengthening bond’
Through the weddings, local authorities are seek-

ing to give legal security to the partner and children
of those inside. “But above all, it strengthens the fam-
ily bond and the acquisition of values within the fam-
ily,” said prison director Rene Lopez Ortiz. —AFP
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Divided Kurds 
face losses in 
Iraqi election
ARBIL: As if the loss of oil-rich terri-
tory last year wasn’t painful enough,
Iraq’s divided Kurds are bracing for a
blow on the political front in the coun-
try’s May 12 elections.  Analysts esti-
mate the Kurds’ loss of seats in Iraq’s
parliament could reach double figures
as their shrunken geographic footprint
is  compounded by a bitter feud
between the two main political parties
in semi-autonomous Kurdistan. An
independence referendum for the
region held in September saw over 92
percent back secession-but Baghdad
was incensed, after long warning that
any plebiscite would be “illegal”. In
response, federal troops in October
pushed Kurdish forces out of Kirkuk
and its oilfields, along with other dis-
puted areas in Nineveh and Salaheddin
provinces in northern Iraq. Baghdad
also imposed economic penalties. With
Iraqi Kurdistan licking its wounds, the
region’s historically dominant parties
are attempting to rally their demoral-
ized supporters, while trading blame
over a split between the two camps.

‘Treachery’ and ‘indecency’ 
Posters in Arbil, Kurdistan’s capital

and heart land of  the Kurdistan
Democratic Party (KDP), urge voters
to turn out in force “to defend our ref-
erendum” from within the Iraqi parlia-

ment.The r ival  Patr iot ic Union of
Kurdistan (PUK) in the town of
Sulaimaniyah has been calling on peo-
ple to “vote for a strong future in
favour of the right to self-determina-
t ion”. But for the KDP, the PUK’s
“treachery” has made it impossible to
cooperate.  “We think Kirkuk has been
occupied (by Iraqi federal  forces)
because of the treason by certain
members of the PUK,” Khosro Kuran, a
KDP leader, told AFP.  “We had no
response when we proposed a unified
Kurdish list for the whole country”
ahead of the election, he added. 

Quite the opposite, in the view of
Saadi Bireh from the PUK’s political
office; the KDP was the first to field its
own candidates, after refusing several
offers to agree on joint lists.”What
certain KDP leaders are saying reflects
their  pol i t ical  indecency, because
instead of just considering us adver-
saries, they view us as enemies,” he
said. Alternative parties threaten to
further split the Kurdish vote, such as
Goran (Kurdish for change) and the
newly created New Generation move-
ment.  The result: 503 hopefuls on 77
candidate lists, competing for just 46
seats reserved in Iraq’s parliament for
the provinces of Arbil, Sulaymaniyah
and Dohuk, officially constituting the
autonomous region.

Balance of power shifted 
In Iraq’s  last  e lect ion in  2014,

Kurdish parties won 62 out of parlia-
ment ’s  329 seats , which included
Kirkuk, Nineveh, Diyala and Baghdad.
“The loss of Kirkuk is a big moment in
the history of  Iraq post-Saddam

Hussein,” said Adel Bakawan, director
general of the Kurdistan centre of
sociology at Soran University near
Arbil.Since then, “the balance of pow-
er has shifted against the Kurds. It’s
difficult to give an exact figure. It will
depend, but the loss of some seats is
certain,” said Bakawan. “For the Kurds,
the city of Kirkuk is not only a source
of oil, but also a major population cen-
tre in the electoral sense,” Bakawan
added.  The loss of Kirkuk is a blow,
acknowledged the KDP’s Kuran. “In
contrast to the 2014 elections, there
will be no participation in the Kurdish
territories outside the autonomous
region, in  the absence of  Kurdish

security forces to protect our voters,”
he said. 

In yet another setback for Kurdish
parties, this will be the first time Kurds
appear on candidate lists fielded by
other ethnic blocs in their home region.
The most striking example is Mustafa
Sheikh Kawa, grandson of  Sheikh
Mahmud Hafid Barzinji, who fought
Brit ish occupation and set  up a
Kurdish state between 1920 and 1922.
Kawa is running as a candidate for a
bloc led by Shiite chief Amar al-Hakim.
“It ’s  an Iraqi  l ist”  said Saed Hisa
Barzinji, an associate of Kawa. “Our
aim is  to serve the people of
Kurdistan.” —AFP

ARBIL: An Iraqi Kurd attends an electoral rally for the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) in Arbil,
the capital of the northern Iraqi Kurdish autonomous region.  —AFP


