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HERAT: Afghan National Army (ANA) soldiers take part in a drill exercise at a military base in the Guzara district of Herat province. — AFP 

JALALABAD: During a lull in Afghanistan’s never-ending
war, before the fighting season resumes once again in the
spring, Taleban fighters recall laying down their
Kalashnikovs and, for a brief moment, enjoying a game of
cricket. The sport is the only one most of the fighters
enjoy, commanders say, with matches attracting hundreds
of spectators from Taleban-controlled villages when there
is no fighting. They are also fans of the increasingly suc-
cessful national team.

“I love cricket,” said Mullah Badruddin, a Taleban com-
mander in Khogyani district of Nangarhar, on the border
with Pakistan, where a tournament organized by the mili-
tants at the start of last winter drew large crowds. “When
Afghanistan play against another team, we listen to the
radio with great interest and we also check for scores in
social media and follow those in Facebook who give live
updates,” he told Reuters by telephone.

First played in Afghanistan by British troops in the 19th
Century, the game was adopted by Afghans in the refugee
camps of cricket-loving Pakistan, where more than 3 mil-
lion fled a Soviet invasion and civil war in the 1980s and
1990s, and has since made huge strides in the country,
particularly among ethnic Pashtuns in the eastern border
provinces.

Taj Malook Khan, who helped set up the Afghan
Cricket Club in Kacha Gari refugee camp outside the

Pakistani city of Peshawar in the 1980s, and a small group
of players used to cross into Afghanistan during the 1990s
Taleban era to play and promote cricket. The Taleban had
banned games such as cricket and football in the early
years of their austere rule because they believed they
kept men away from prayers, according to former national
cricketer Hasti Gul, but later became more tolerant of
cricket. From there, despite at least two attacks in the past
couple of years on cricket matches claimed by the ultra
radical Islamic State group, the game now rivals football
for popularity in a country that has long been cut off from
international sport.

Star names
Admitted as a full member of the International Cricket

Council in 2017, Afghanistan won its first five-day Test
match against Ireland last month after making steady
progress in the lower levels of the international game.
However it is in the dynamic, shorter form of the sport that
Afghans have had most impact.

Players such as spin bowler Rashid Khan or big hitting
batsman Mohammad Nabi Esakhil have become undis-
puted stars of the Indian Premier League (IPL), the raz-
zle-dazzle showcase of so-called T20 cricket, the 12th
season of which has just got under way. Despite the
Taleban’s former suspicion of organized sports and their

opposition to much of the transformation in Afghanistan
since their hardline Islamic regime was toppled in 2001,
many of the mainly Pashtun movement’s fighters are fans.

Unlike football, which offends the sensibilities of some
very conservative Muslims because it is normally played
in shorts, cricket is played in long sleeves and trousers, in
line with traditional dress codes. It also bears some
resemblance to traditional Afghan children’s games
involving throwing and using sticks to hit smaller sticks or
balls. Karim Sadiq, a former batsman in the national team
and an early pioneer of the sport who visited some
Taleban-controlled areas in eastern Afghanistan this year,
said he was mobbed by fighters asking about the game
and their favourite players.

A video clip he shot on his mobile phone shows dozens
of Taleban, many with Kalashnikov automatic rifles slung
across their shoulders, dissecting the quality of the team.
“I like all the players but my favorite is Rashid Khan
Arman,” says one fighter, referring to the young spin
bowler who stars for the Afghan national side and IPL’s
Sunrisers Hyderabad. “His bowling is amazing.”

With the approach of the cricket World Cup in
England and Wales from May to July, Afghanistan’s hopes
of making a dent in the tournament are higher than they
have ever been, even if few give them a chance against
giants of the game such as India, Australia or England.

“We have a very strong team and my dream is
Afghanistan bring the World Cup home,” said Hazrat Gul,
a young cricketer in the eastern city of Jalalabad, as he
prepared to play a friendly match against a team from
neighboring Kunar province. As peace talks between the
US government and Taleban officials continue and
Afghanistan looks for a way out of 40 years of conflict,
excitement is building and officials and government minis-
ters lavish praise on the players, whom President Ashraf
Ghani has called national heroes.

From the other side of the war, the feeling is similar.
Sadiq who has just returned to practice after a long
injury, aiming to take part in the upcoming World Cup,
said the Taleban usually send them congratulatory mes-
sages through social media and on his cellphone when
Afghanistan win. Such broad appeal has seen the sport
widely hailed as a unifying force in Afghanistan, a patch-
work of different languages and cultures, sometimes at
peace with each other but increasingly in recent years in
conflict. Not everyone is on board the cricket band-
wagon, however. Look deeper, and the state of the
game has much to say about a country where sport has
repeatedly attracted violence, including suicide attacks
on cricket and wrestling matches, and where politics is
increasingly divided along ethnic lines that shade into
all aspects of life.— Reuters

Swapping Kalashnikovs for bat and pads
Afghan cricket, the Taleban and peace
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NEW DELHI: India’s main opposition
Congress party vowed yesterday to end
abject poverty by 2030, hand cash to 50 mil-
lion families and tackle the “emergency” of
air pollution as it unveiled its election mani-
festo. Recent opinion polls, although notori-
ously unreliable, suggest Congress is trailing
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s right-wing
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) ahead of India’s
almost six-week mega-election beginning
April 11.

In its 55-page manifesto, Congress chief
Rahul Gandhi said Modi has offered only
“grandiose promises, empty slogans, failed
programs, false statistics and an overall cli-
mate of fear, intimidation and hatred”. “The
manifesto is the voice of the people,” Gandhi,
scion of the Nehru-Gandhi dynasty, said at
the launch of the “Congress will Deliver”
program at party headquarters in New Delhi.

“I do not want a single thing in this mani-
festo that is a lie because we have been hear-
ing large number of lies spoken every day by
our PM,” the 48-year-old said. Describing
unemployment as “the gravest challenge to
our country”, the party promised to give the
“highest priority to protecting existing jobs
and creating new jobs”, helped by the cre-
ation of a new Ministry of Industry, Services
and Employment.

It also pledged an “ambitious program” of
cash transfers of 72,000 rupees ($1,045) to
India’s poorest 50 million families, while still

bringing the fiscal deficit to under three per-
cent of gross domestic product (GDP) by
2020-21. The manifesto promised a separate
budget to focus on the welfare of more than
260 million farmers in India that have been
under severe distress due to falling crop
prices, poor yields and crippling loans.

On the environment, the manifesto said it
recognized air pollution — 22 of the world’s
30 most polluted cities are in India, accord-
ing to Greenpeace-to be a “national public
health emergency”. “We will significantly
strengthen the National Clean Air Program in
order to urgently tackle the problem of pol-
lution. All major sources of emission will be

targeted, mitigated and reduced to accept-
able levels,” it said. The BJP, which decimated
Congress as it swept to power in 2014, is yet
to publish its own manifesto.

Modi, 68, has sought in the campaign so
far to project himself as India’s “chowkidar”
(“watchman”) protecting the country against
Pakistan-backed “terrorism”, while also
depicting Gandhi as weak. In their most seri-
ous standoff in years, New Delhi and
Islamabad launched tit-for-tat air strikes in
late February after a suicide bombing,
claimed by a militant group based in
Pakistan, kil led 40 Indian troops in
Kashmir.—AFP 

Gandhi promises 
Indians cash, jobs 
and cleaner air 

NEW DELHI: Indian National Congress party president Rahul Gandhi (right) and the party’s
former president Sonia Gandhi (left) look on at an event to unveil the party’s election mani-
festo in New Delhi yesterday. — AFP 

PARIS: More than 113 million people
across 53 countries experienced “acute
hunger” last year because of wars and
climate disasters, with Africa the worst-
hit region, the UN said yesterday.
Yemen, the Democratic Republic of
Congo, Afghanistan and Syria were
among the eight nations accounting for
two-thirds of the total number of peo-
ple worldwide exposed to the risk of
famine, the Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO) said in its 2019
global report on food crises.

Launched three years ago, the annu-
al study takes stock of the countries
facing the greatest difficulties. African
states were “disproportionally” affect-
ed as close to 72 million people on the
continent suffered acute hunger, the
FAO’s emergencies director Dominique
Bourgeon said yesterday. Conflict and
insecurity remained key factors, along
with economic turbulence and climate-
related shocks like drought and floods,
the report found.

In countries on the verge of famine,
“up to 80 percent of the population
depend on agriculture. They need both
emergency humanitarian aid for food
and measures to help boost agricul-
ture,” Bourgeon said. The report high-
lighted the strain put on countries host-
ing large numbers of refugees, includ-
ing neighboring nations of war-torn
Syria as well as Bangladesh, which has

received more than a million Rohingya
Muslims from Myanmar.

Venezuela food crisis 
The FAO said it also expected the

number of displaced people to increase
“if the political and economic crisis
persists in Venezuela” which is likely to
declare a food emergency this year.
Bourgeon said he was concerned by
the “important and significative rise” in
poverty in Venezuela, as it grapples
with dire economic and living condi-
tions worsened by an ongoing political
crisis. Globally, the study noted that the
overall situation slightly improved in
2018 compared to 2017 when 124 mil-
lion people suffered acute hunger. 

The drop can partially be attributed
to the fact that some countries in Latin
America and the Asia Pacific region
for instance were less affected by
weather disasters that had struck in
previous years.  However, the FAO
warned that the year-on-year trend of
more than 100 million people facing
famine was unlikely to change in the
face of continued crises. Afghanistan,
Iraq and Syria al l  suffered bad
droughts in 2018, which severely
impacted agricultural output. The FAO
also stressed that “high levels of acute
and chronic malnutrition in children
l iving in emergency condit ions
remained of grave concern”.—AFP 

Over 113 million people
suffer ‘acute hunger’


