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Afghan army copter crashes; 
‘bad weather’ cited; 25 killed 

Seven killed in suicide attack near Kabul prison
HEART: An Afghan army helicopter carrying 25 people
crashed in western Afghanistan yesterday, killing all those
on board, officials said. The aircraft crashed due to “bad
weather” in Anar Dara district, which borders Iran, Farah
provincial governor spokesman Nasir Mehri said. The
Taleban claimed its militants brought it down. Both pilots
and 23 passengers were killed. Among the dead were the
deputy army corps commander for western Afghanistan
and the head of the Farah provincial council, Mehri said.
Provincial council member Dadullah Qaneh said the heli-
copter hit a mountain peak in poor weather en route to
neighboring Herat province. 

Senior government and military officials often travel by
helicopter in regions where the Taleban has a large pres-
ence. Helicopter crashes are not uncommon in the moun-
tainous, war-torn country. In September, an Afghan mili-
tary helicopter carrying weapons and ammunition burst
into flames during an “emergency landing” in Farah, killing
at least four people. Earlier that month at least 12 people
were killed, including two Ukrainians, when a helicopter
owned by a Moldovan company crashed in the northern
province of Balkh.

The aircraft also was carrying munitions and exploded
on impact, Afghan officials said. Western forces have been
rebuilding Afghanistan’s air force, which was decimated by
the civil war of the 1990s and the turbulent period of
Taleban rule that ended in 2001. NATO’s Resolute Support
mission in Afghanistan has been training pilots and ground
controllers across the country as part of a modernization
effort. US Forces’ officials told AFP in February that
Afghanistan’s air force includes four C-130 transport air-
craft, 24 C-208 supply planes, 24 Russian Mi-17 helicop-
ters that will be replaced by 159 UH-60 Black Hawks, 12
A-29 Super Tacano attack planes, and 25 MD-530 attack
helicopters. 

Suicide attack 
In another development, a suicide bomber targeting a

bus carrying employees of Afghanistan’s biggest prison
killed at least seven people yesterday, officials said, in the
latest militant attack in the war-torn country. Another eight
were wounded in the blast at the entrance to the facility in
Kabul, which police spokesman Basir Mujahid said hit a
vehicle ferrying Pul-e-Charkhi prison staff. Among the
casualties were police officers guarding the main gate and
prison staff. The attacker was on foot, interior ministry
spokesman Najib Danish said. 

He struck as the bus was entering the jail in the east of
the Afghan capital.  The Islamic State group (IS) claimed
responsibility for the attack via its Amaq propaganda
agency, SITE Intelligence Group said. IS has claimed most
suicide attacks in Kabul in recent months. The attack
comes days after a suicide bomber blew himself up near
the entrance of Afghanistan’s Independent Election
Commission in Kabul, killing at least one person and
wounding six. 

A wave of election-related violence has killed or
wounded hundreds across the country in recent months as
the Taleban and IS step up attacks on Afghan security
forces and government workers. Afghanistan’s long-
delayed parliamentary election, which was held over three
days this month, was marred by chaos and deadly attacks.
Two days before voting began on October 20, a Taleban-
claimed shooting killed a powerful police chief in the
southern province of Kandahar.

General Abdul Raziq was among three people killed in
the brazen insider attack on a high-level security meeting
in the provincial capital that was attended by General
Scott Miller, the top US and NATO commander in
Afghanistan. Miller escaped unhurt, but US Brigadier
General Jeffrey Smiley was among 13 people wounded in
the shooting, which the Taleban said had targeted Miller
and Raziq. US officials and NATO’s Resolute Support mis-
sion in Afghanistan were adamant that Miller had not been
a target. Several days later another Taleban-claimed
assault killed a NATO soldier and and wounded two oth-

ers-all from the Czech Republic-in the western province of
Herat. The attacks came amid a flurry of US-led diplomatic
activity to convince the Taleban, Afghanistan’s largest mili-
tant group, to negotiate an end to the 17-year war. Earlier
this month, newly appointed US peace envoy Zalmay
Khalilzad met with Taleban representatives in Qatar. Less
than two weeks later a top Taleban commander held in

Pakistani detention for more than eight years was freed. A
senior Taleban leader told AFP the group had requested
the release of Abdul Ghani Baradar and several others at
the meeting with Khalilzad. The group confirmed
Wednesday it had appointed five former Guantanamo Bay
detainees to its political office in Doha who have authority
to “talk about peace”. — Agencies 

Asia Bibi:
Pakistani 
Christian
acquitted 
of blasphemy
ISLAMABAD: For the majority of Asia
Bibi’s life she lived in obscurity like many
of Pakistan’s downtrodden Christian
minority, until a blasphemy allegation saw
her sentenced to death in a case that
divided the nation. She was thrust into the
spotlight in deeply conservative Muslim
Pakistan, where even unsubstantiated
accusations of disrespecting Islam can
provoke death at the hands of mobs. The
allegations against Bibi date back to
2009, when Muslim field laborers who
were working alongside refused to share
water with her because she was Christian. 

An argument broke out and a Muslim
woman later went to a local cleric and
accused Bibi of committing blasphemy
against the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH)-
a charge punishable by death under leg-
islation that rights groups say is routinely
abused to target religious minorities and
settle personal scores. Bibi was convict-
ed and sentenced to hang in 2010,
despite her advocates maintaining her

innocence and insisting the argument
was a personal dispute. The illiterate,
Christian mother has been behind bars in
a prison in central Pakistan’s Multan ever
since, spending years in a cramped win-
dowless cell during periods of solitary
confinement. Her husband Ashiq Mesih
told AFP earlier this year that life in their
home country was a struggle for the
family under the blasphemy laws. “Living
in Pakistan for us is very difficult. We
don’t go out of our home and if we go,
we come out very carefully,” he said.
Their daughters Esham and Esha, who is
mentally and physically disabled, were
forced to to live away from their father
for some time over safety fears. 

Bibi’s plight drew the attention of
international rights groups and quickly
evolved into the most high-profile case
in the country, with Pope Benedict XVI
calling for her release in 2010. Her case
was also championed by liberal provin-
cial governor Salmaan Taseer, who
spoke out in support of Bibi and against
intimidation by religious hardliners in
repeated television appearances.

Taseer later gunned down in broad
daylight in Islamabad in 2011 by one of
his own bodyguards who cited the gover-
nor’s position on reforming the country’s
blasphemy laws as the motive. The state
hung his assassin Mumtaz Qadri in 2016 in
a Supreme Court decision that was hailed
by progressives, but brought hardliners
into the streets supporting Qadri and
demanding Bibi’s death. — AFP

Pakistan’s charity 
crackdown
spreads 
uncertainty 
ISLAMABAD: Foreign aid groups are being
forced out of Pakistan, where the need for their
services remains immense, in a move analysts
say is fuelled by suspicions of foreign spying.
Eighteen international NGOs will leave Pakistan
by December after being given notice earlier
this month to liquidate their operations within
60 days, spreading uncertainty among humani-
tarian organizations. The expulsion follows years
of mounting mistrust of aid groups by intelli-
gence agencies, in a country where conspiracy
theories are rife and spying accusations against
foreigners common.

“The intelligence agencies see western
NGOs as proxies of foreign spy agencies
because they are overly sensitive about the
country’s nuclear assets and defense installa-
tions,” said military analyst and retired general
Talat Masood. Open Society Foundations,
World Vision and several other of the world’s
most prominent non-profits are among those
given their marching orders, along with charities
that have spent decades in Pakistan and invested
millions of dollars.

Few groups have dared to comment, even
after receiving little or no detail on why they
have been asked to shutter their operations and

reapply for registration in six months time. Only
ActionAid has denounced the decision, saying
the move was “a worrying escalation of recent
attacks on civil society, academics and journal-
ists”. The eviction has ratcheted up pressure on
remaining aid groups who worry that speaking
out may jeopardize their own operations in
Pakistan. “There is a dimension of fear. Other
NGOs are hoping that if they don’t make too
much fuss, they might be saved,” said one NGO
worker, who spoke on condition of anonymity.

Back to Bin Laden
The ouster is the culmination of a crackdown

that began taking shape years ago. Relations
between NGOs and officials began to spiral in
the wake of the US commando raid on Pakistani
soil that killed Osama Bin Laden in 2011.
Following the operation Islamabad expelled all
expatriate staff from Save the Children, accusing
the group of fostering links with Shakeel Afridi
— a Pakistani doctor who helped the CIA hunt
down the al-Qaeda supremo.

Spying allegations have flourished ever since.
“The problem in Pakistan is that the intelligence
agencies here are not answerable to anyone,”
said Human Rights Commission of Pakistan
spokesman I A Rehman. “Since Shakeel Afridi
was associated with one NGO, our agencies
decided to condemn and curb all the other
NGOs.” Visits by intelligence agencies to aid
offices are now common, while staff movements
are restricted and questions about their motives
the norm. The interior ministry increased pres-
sure in 2015, asking foreign NGOs to re-register
to ensure the “transparency” of their finances
and operations.

Sixty-six groups had their applications

accepted, according to the ministry, while the
rest were left pending. 

“You can’t challenge anything. You are real-
ly at their disposal. One day, you are accept-
able, another one, you won’t be. INGOs are on
a really thin line,” said another aid worker. The
groups play a pivotal role in Pakistan, where
funding for social programs is minimal, more
than 20 million children are out of school and
the neo-natal mortality rate is the highest in
the world. At least 11 million people will be
affected by the expulsion, along with the “loss”
of $130 million in aid, according to the Pakistan
Humanitarian Forum.

Pakistan’s newly minted human rights minis-
ter Shireen Mazari defended the action, saying
authorities are sceptical about the impact of
international NGOs. “A lot of them have been
spending money on themselves and... we are not
clear about the agenda of a lot of these INGOs,”
the minister told AFP. “But if they were helping
millions of people, Pakistan would be a very dif-
ferent, developed place.”  “If they fulfill the law,
they are working. But if they don’t meet the
requirements, then they have to leave,” Mazari
added without offering details on how the listed
groups might be breaking laws. Envoys from the
US, European Union and several other western
embassies have jointly lobbied the government
to reconsider the eviction. 

A diplomat who spoke on the condition of
anonymity slammed the “schizophrenia” of offi-
cials demanding more money from donors while
simultaneously expelling NGOs. Since 2014,
Pakistani companies have benefited from duty
and quota exemptions on the European single
market, which boosted their exports from 8 to 13
billion euros in 2018. — AFP

KABUL: An Afghan woman walks with her children up a steep street in Kabul. — AFP 


