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BAMIYAN, Afghanistan: Gholam Mahaiuddin sighs
softly as he thinks of his 14-year-old son, who was
killed in the spring by a bomb dropped last century in
the hills of Bamiyan province in central Afghanistan.
“We knew the mountain was dangerous,” said
Mahaiuddin, who found his son’s remains after he didn’t
come home one day. “We were aware of mines but we
could not find them. They were buried in the soft sand
after the rain.”

Forty years after the Soviet Union invaded
Afghanistan - and three decades since the conflict end-
ed - the war’s legacy continues to claim lives across the
country. Mahaiuddin’s son, Moujtaba, was killed along
with two friends, aged 12 and 14, on May 17 when they
went looking for berries in this idyllic landscape where
chocolate-colored mountains are topped with snow.

When none of them had returned the next day,
Mahaiuddin and other residents from his tiny village,
called Ahangaran, started searching. “I found my son
with just his chest and head left,” Mahaiuddin recalled.
Moujtaba and his friends had been killed by what is
known as an AO-2.5 RTM submunition. The cluster
bombs were used extensively by Soviet forces, who
dropped them like deadly rain across Afghanistan in the
years following their Dec 1979 invasion.

Mahaiuddin, 44, remembers the war well. He said he
used to bring tea to mujahedeen fighters who would
hide in the mountains and launch ambushes against
Soviet patrols. More recently, the cluster weapons
have been used in Syria, according to a 2016 Human
Rights Watch report. “It is the most dangerous, it is
very sensitive to vibrations,” said Bachir Ahmad, who
heads a team of deminers from the Danish Demining
Group (DDG).

1980s battlefield 
The humanitarian organization has been working in

several Afghan provinces since 1999 to clear explosives

left from a war most of the country’s current, young
population never lived through. The hills of Bamiyan,
which is famous as the home of two giant 6th-century
Buddha carvings that the Taleban blew up, have been
extensively scoured for mines and other explosives.
Near the site of the blast that killed Moujtaba and his
friends, DDG workers have painted white pathways
showing which areas are clear of danger.

“This is the last battlefield we are cleaning in
Bamiyan, it dates back to 1986,” said Habib Noor, the
DDG’s head for the province. Bamiyan, a region domi-
nated by Shiite Hazaras and relatively unaffected by
today’s violence ravaging the rest of Afghanistan, will
soon be the first of the 34 provinces in Afghanistan
where all known contaminated areas have been cleared.
The DDG found 26 explosive devices just in the area
around Ahangaran. “We explored the area with infor-
mation from the people, finding locals who had fought
up there,” Noor said.

Tedious work 
At the site near Ahangaran visited by AFP, deminers

worked under a bright blue sky, with a doctor and team
leader always on hand. The team of eight, wearing
bright blue body armor, picked quietly at the ground,
their silence broken only by the sound of crows crying
and metal detectors buzzing. Zarkha, 26, said she had
found her first cluster bomb a few days earlier. “I was
very scared,” she said, describing how her team had
carefully dug around the sensitive device and then
destroyed it in a controlled explosion. 

Last year, mines and other “explosive remnants of
war” (ERW) killed or wounded 1,391 Afghans, accord-
ing to government statistics. More than half of the vic-
tims were children. “The explosive is still operable after
one hundred years. The metal and plastic will degrade
but not the explosives,” said Abdul Hakim Noorzai,
DDG’s chief of demining operations based in Kabul.

Ahmad, the demining team leader, said he was angry
his country remained devastated by the Soviet war.
“They destroyed our lives. Because of them we have to
do demining instead of being a doctor or engineer or
teacher,” he said, adding that he had been demining
since 2003 and was bored with the tedious work. While
heading down the mountain, the team finds a gang of

children playing outside the village’s modest school.
Nahida, 11, smiles shyly under the little white scarf

covering her hair. She remembers Moujtaba well. “He
was my cousin. I cried when I learned that he was
dead,” she said. Asked if she knew anything about the
war with the Soviets, she replied: “I don’t know where
the bombs came from.”  —AFP

Explosives dropped like deadly rain across the country

Decades on, Soviet bombs still 
killing people in Afghanistan 

BAMIYAN, Afghanistan: In this photograph taken on Nov 14, 2019, Afghan deminers working for the Danish Demining Group
(DDG) scan a combat zone dating back to the Soviet invasion in Ahangaran. —AFP 

Child killed as 
quake strikes 
S Philippines
MANILA: A powerful earthquake hit the
southern Philippine island of Mindanao
yesterday, killing a child, injuring dozens
and damaging buildings in an area still
recovering from a string of deadly
quakes in October. Police said a rescue
operation had been launched at a heavily
damaged market building in Padada near
the 6.8 magnitude quake’s epicentre,
which is about 90 km south of the major
city of Davao. Patients were evacuated
from hospitals as a precaution and nerv-
ous crowds massed outside shopping
malls after the jolt and dozens of smaller,
but strong aftershocks.

“We can no longer use our office
because the walls cracked and the stairs
collapsed,” local police spokeswoman
Lea Orbuda told AFP. “The power is off
and the water taps are dry.” A provin-
cial police commander said the number
of injured across the hardest hit areas
had reached 62, with one confirmed
fatality after a child was crushed under

a collapsed structure. The commander,
Alberto Lupaz, said there appeared to
be some people trapped under the
damaged market building but rescue
efforts had been delayed. “They (res-
cuers) were attempting to check the
rubble. . . the aftershocks were too
strong,” Lupaz said.

President Rodrigo Duterte, who is
from Davao, was caught up in the earth-
quake but was unharmed, officials said.
“The First Lady... said the car she was
riding (in) was swaying,” spokesman
Salvador Panelo said. “They are unhurt.”
There was no threat of a tsunami, said
the US Geological Survey, which initially
reported the magnitude at 6.9. 

The Philippines is situated on the
Pacific “Ring of Fire”, an arc of intense
seismic activity that stretches from
Japan through Southeast Asia and
across the Pacific basin. Three quakes
above 6.0 magnitude hit roughly the
same area of Mindanao in a matter of
weeks in October, killing some two
dozen people and heavily damaging
office buildings, schools and apartments.
Tens of thousands of people were
forced into shelters by the string of
tremors, the government said, either
because their homes were damaged or
they were too afraid to return. —AFP

PADADA, Philippines: Residents look at a destroyed house with a vehicle squashed underneath after
a 6.8 magnitude earthquake in this town in Davao del Sur province on the island of southern
Mindanao. —AFP 

14 killed in Nepal 
pilgrimage crash 
KATHMANDU: At least 14 people died
after a bus carrying pilgrims veered off
a highway and rolled down a steep
slope in central Nepal yesterday, offi-
cials said, the latest deadly traffic acci-
dent in the Himalayan nation. Police said
the bus carrying 32 passengers plunged
70 m onto a lower stretch of the wind-
ing road in Sindhupalchowk district,
around 80 km north-east of the capital
Kathmandu. “We have recovered the
bodies of 12 passengers from the acci-
dent,” police officer Prajwal Maharjan
told AFP, adding that two others had
died in hospital. Four of the dead were
children, traffic police added.

Some 18 passengers who were
injured were taken to hospital, with
officials unclear if the bus driver was
among them or had fled the scene of
the crash. The passengers were
returning from a pilgrimage to
Kalinchowk Bhagawati, a popular
Hindu temple located at a height of
almost 4,000 m in the hills of Nepal’s
Dolakha district, around 140 km east
of Kathmandu. 

The cause of the accident was not
yet known, but police said reckless
driving down the steep and winding
road could have been a key factor.
Deadly traffic accidents are relatively
common in the impoverished Himalayan
nation because of poor roads, badly
maintained vehicles and reckless driv-
ing. At least 18 passengers were killed
when a bus plunged into a gorge in
central Nepal last month.  —AFP


