
KABUL: Almost two decades after the United States
launched air strikes against Afghanistan’s ruling Taleban
regime and started what would become America’s
longest-ever war, the hardline group are in a stronger
position than ever. The invasion that followed those
October 7, 2001 strikes quickly toppled the militants,
who had harbored Al-Qaeda, the group behind the
September 11 attacks that killed nearly 3,000 people in
America just weeks earlier.

Now, 19 years since the collapse of their brutal
Islamist regime, the Taleban are pushing for a return to
power, having signed a landmark troop withdrawal deal
with Washington in February and currently holding
peace talks with the Afghan government. Fearful that the
Taleban have changed little since the darkest days of
their regime-when they killed women accused of adul-
tery, attacked minority religious groups and barred girls
from going to school-many Afghans worry about a new
era of Taleban influence.

“I remember the Taleban regime like a nightmare. We
are scared for our future and my daughter’s future,” said
Kabul resident Katayoun Ahmadi, a 26-year-old mother.
She recalled seeing severed hands and fingers on
Kabul’s streets following amputations for petty crimes
under the Taleban’s strict interpretation of Sharia law.

The 2001 invasion heralded some enduring improve-
ments for young Afghans-particularly girls-and ushered
in a constitution guaranteeing certain freedoms includ-
ing the right to an education.

But so far in peace talks in Doha, which started last
month, the Taleban have said little about issues such as
women’s rights or freedom of expression.

‘Afghan-owned’ deal 
Ahmadi’s husband Farzad Farnood, 35, a researcher

for the Afghanistan Institute for Strategic Studies, said a
rise in Taleban violence since a deal was signed
between the hardline group and Washington shows the
militants have not changed.  “Is this creating hope for
Afghans? No, it is not,” he said. 

As a teenager, he witnessed the Taleban stoning a
woman to death and public executions and floggings in
Kabul’s football stadium. His family had to hide their
black-and-white television’s antenna in a tree when the
Taleban banned music and entertainment. “All the
achievements we have made in the last 18 years did not
exist in the Taleban era,” he said. 

In a statement released yesterday, the Taleban
claimed the US “arrogantly rejected” their appeals for
diplomacy in 2001, instead launching a “brutal invasion”.
“America, its allies and coalitions would have... been
spared from infamy and war crimes along with great
human and material losses,” they said, adding they wel-
comed an opportunity to usher in a “sovereign Islamic
government”.` Zia-ul-Rahman, a former insurgent who

battled foreign troops and Afghan government forces
for four years, told AFP the Taleban were pushing for
“the establishment of an Islamic system”, even though
the country’s constitution already gives primacy to the
religion.

“We have no problem with girls getting an education
or women working, but they have to wear a hijab,” he
added. US involvement in Afghanistan has proven
painfully difficult for the superpower, draining more
than $1 trillion from its coffers and resulting in about
2,400 troop deaths in a war the Pentagon has charac-
terized as a stalemate. 

In Doha, the Taleban and the Afghan government are
struggling to agree common language on a range of
issues before they can even establish an agenda, in talks
that could continue for years. Some US lawmakers have
said they would oppose any deal that fails to protect
women and minorities, but President Donald Trump’s
administration has stressed it wants little to do with the
outcome which he said will be “Afghan-owned”.

Jawed Rahmani, a 38-year-old security worker in
Kabul, said US disengagement would inevitably lead to

a Taleban takeover of Afghanistan. “These are not peace
talks but a deal to hand over the next government to the
Taleban,” he said. “People are happier with whatever we
have right now, compared to the darkest era of the
Taleban.” 

Ground rules
Taleban and Afghan peace negotiators have agreed

on a code of conduct to safeguard against the risk of
any breakdown in talks that began last month in Qatar
to bring an end to decades of war, three official sources
told Reuters yesterday. The breakthrough was achieved
with the help of US officials, as the two sides drew up 19
ground rules that their negotiators should observe dur-
ing talks, the sources said. While the talks have been
taking place in Qatar’s capital Doha, scores of Afghan
soldiers and Taleban fighters have been killed in clashes
and suicide attacks in which dozens of civilians have
also died in recent weeks.

“Firming up code of conduct was extremely crucial
as it proves that both sides are willing to continue talks
even as we see that violence has not reduced on the
ground,” said one senior Western diplomat on condi-
tions of anonymity.

The breakthrough came as Afghan President Ashraf
Ghani held bilateral discussions in Qatar’s capital of
Doha with Zalmay Khalilzad, the US Special Envoy, and
Gen Austin Miller, the top commander for US and
NATO forces in Afghanistan.The intra-Afghan talks are
part of a landmark deal signed between the United
States and the Taleban in February.

Under the deal, foreign forces will leave Afghanistan
by May 2021 in exchange for counter terrorism guaran-
tees from the Taleban, which agreed to negotiate a per-
manent cease-fire and a power-sharing formula with the
Afghan government. Diplomats had told Reuters that
the talks had got off to a difficult start, with disagree-
ments over how the Hanafi Islamic code could be used
to guide negotiations and on whether the deal signed
between the United States and the Taleban in February
should be the basis for the talks, as demanded by the
Taleban.— Agencies
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KABUL: In this file photo taken on July 31, 2020, Taleban prisoners walk with their belongings as they are in the
process of being potentially released from Pul-e-Charkhi prison, on the outskirts of Kabul.  — AFP

Tsai defiant amid rising tension

TAIPEI: Taiwan will not “yield an inch” in defend-
ing itself, President Tsai Ing-wen warned yesterday
as new figures revealed the island is scrambling
fighter jets at more than double the rate of last
year in response to Chinese incursions.
Authoritarian China views democratic Taiwan as
its own territory and has vowed to one day seize it,
by force if necessary, even though the island has
been self-ruled for the last seven decades. Taipei’s
fighters have taken to the skies to ward off Chinese
warplanes more than 4,100 times so far this year,
making about 22 sorties a day on average, accord-
ing to the military — 129 percent up on all of 2019.
— AFP

Cayman off tax-haven blacklist

BRUSSELS: EU finance ministers yesterday
removed the Cayman Islands from the bloc’s
blacklist of tax havens, but added Anguilla and
Barbados, a statement said. Cayman Islands was
removed from the EU list after it adopted new
reforms, but the decision drew criticism from
activists who said it showed the list was ineffective.
“While we welcome the addition of Barbados,
removing the Cayman Islands, one of the world’s
most notorious tax havens, from the EU tax haven
blacklist is further proof that the process isn’t
working,” said Oxfam’s Chiara Putaturo. The new
entrants join American Samoa, Fiji, Guam, Palau,
Panama, Samoa, Seychelles, Trinidad and Tobago,
the US Virgin Islands and Vanuatu. — AFP 

Anglican leaders apologize 

LONDON: The archbishops of Canterbury and
York, the two most senior Anglican clerics, yester-
day apologized to victims of sexual abuse within
the church ahead of the publication of what is
expected to be a damning report. Archbishop of
Canterbury Justin Welby and Archbishop of York
Stephen Cottrell said the release of the findings of
the Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse
(IICSA) would be a “very harrowing time” for sur-
vivors of abuse. “We are truly sorry for the shame-
ful way the church has acted and we state our
commitment to listen, to learn and to act in
response to the report’s findings,” they wrote in an
open letter.

Italy softens harsh migrant laws

ROME: Italy’s cabinet yesterday softened tough
anti-migrant laws penned by far-right chief Matteo
Salvini, making it easier for people to apply for
humanitarian protection or obtain work permits.
The center-left coalition government had pledged
on coming to power last year that it would over-
haul Salvini’s draconian laws, which penalized
charity ships rescuing migrants in the
Mediterranean, and had been widely criticized by
rights campaigners. “A wall has be knocked down
in Italy. We took a while, a bit too long, but now
Salvini’s so-called ‘security decrees’ are no longer,”
Giuseppe Provenzano, a minister with the co-rul-
ing Democratic Party (PD) tweeted. —AFP

Educating Hima: 
Doyne on battling 
poverty in Nepal
SURKHET, Nepal: Maggie Doyne still remembers the
moment that changed her life forever.  A chance
encounter with six-year-old Hima, a little girl forced into
manual labor to help her impoverished family, helped
transform Doyne from gap-year teenager into a philan-
thropist on a mission. 

Seeing the child-one of around a dozen-working on a
dry river bed breaking rocks, she felt compelled to act.
Doyne used her savings to pay for Hima’s schooling. The
child was the first of hundreds of Nepali youngsters she
and her team have since helped raise and teach.

Kopila Valley Children’s Home in west Nepal’s
Surkhet, founded by Doyne in 2008, now shelters 54
children. Her school is attended by 450 students who
would otherwise have little chance at getting an educa-
tion. “Empowering children and educating children is the
only way to truly end cycles of poverty and violence
which we are seeing,” US-born Doyne, who decided to
stay in Nepal after visiting as a high school graduate, told
AFP. In a country where only two-thirds are literate,
according to the most recent census, and where the
female literacy rate is 57.4 percent-this is already a chal-
lenging task. 

But the spread of the novel coronavirus and the
resulting lockdown made it a Herculean one.  Doyne and
her team coordinated the relief effort for thousands of
Nepali migrant workers stranded without food or shelter
as they returned home from India.

“Overnight we found that there were thousands of
people crossing over. There was no transportation, no
food no water and no one had the ability to buy anything
because of COVID,” she explained. “It became an emer-
gency life-threatening situation very, very quickly,” she
said, adding that there was not enough preparation for
their arrival. 

‘COVID generation’ 
Doyne stayed in Nepal while her husband and two-

year-old daughter were evacuated to Canada. “Initially I
just wanted to make sure that in this new reality that we
were set up to keep the kids safe and protected and keep
their education going and make sure the families have
food security,” she said.

But, realizing the gravity of the situation for stranded

families she turned to social media for help.
Within a month, she had provided 35,000 returnees

with water, hot meals and emergency kits. Doyne’s chal-
lenge now is re-double her push for education in Nepal
at a time when the pandemic has led to school closures
and pushed more families into poverty.  Earlier this year,
275 former global leaders, education experts, and econo-
mists urged governments and organizations such as the
World Bank to ensure the fallout from the coronavirus
does not create a “COVID generation... robbed of their
education and a fair chance in life.”

Her school began as a small bamboo shack, and is now
a large complex spanning nearly three acres (1.2
hectares), complete with a sports space and even a farm.
The students, selected from vulnerable, impoverished
backgrounds, get free education and are also served
warm meals every day.

“You would do anything to give your child the best
education and so just because these kids don’t have an
advocate and they are victims of poverty doesn’t mean
that they deserve anything less,” Doyne said. “That’s what
you see here, a place that you’d want your child to go.”

‘Change makers, leaders’ 
In 2014 Doyne was awarded the Unsung Hero of

Compassion by the Dalai Lama. The next year, she hit
headlines after winning the 2015 CNN Hero of the Year
Award. Originally from New Jersey, she volunteered at an
orphanage in India before arriving in Nepal in 2007. 

Hiking through the country’s rugged terrain as Nepal’s
civil war came to a close, Doyne met Hima and other chil-
dren doing manual labor-and knew in that moment she
wanted to stay in Nepal to try to help.  “I felt like doing
something and trying to make it better would be easier
than going back,” she said. Instead of applying to col-
leges, Doyne began to fund more children to go to
school.

“But for some kids who aren’t fed and don’t have the
basic safety and family, going to school is just a distant
wish,” she said. Doyne put her life-savings of $5,000 and,
along with her Nepali co-founder Top Bahadur Malla,
opened the doors of Kopila Valley Children’s Home, and
then the school.

Her non-profit BlinkNow Foundation helps fund social
initiatives including a health clinic and a women’s center.
Doyne has faced some criticism-advocacy group No
White Saviors has questioned whether a teenager from
another culture with no higher education was best placed
to serve the interest of Nepali children.  But she is now
seeing the first generation of students carve new lives
and some are even returning to help her mission: the
school’s office manager, teaching assistant and account-
ant were all once its pupils.—AFP

KATHMANDU: In this photograph taken on September 10, 2019, American philanthropist Maggie Doyne (center) pos-
es for pictures along with children from the Kopila Valley Children’s Home, at Surkhet District, some 600 km west of
Kathmandu. — AFP

Delhi graveyard 
clears space to 
bury virus dead
NEW DELHI: Workers were clearing undergrowth
from wasteland yesterday to add 400 graves to the
Indian capital’s oldest functioning cemetery beside the
ruins of historic city walls, as the death toll from the
coronavirus grows. With more than 100,000 deaths
nationwide, India’s tally of infections has crossed 6.6
million, but there is little sign of any sustained fall in
new daily numbers. Since its first virus burial in April,
the Islamic graveyard of Jadid Qabristan has seen more
than 700 funerals on a patch of adjoining wasteground
designated for pandemic victims. “We weren’t expect-
ing that we will have to clear more land for the graves,”
said head gravedigger Mohammad Shameem, a 38-
year-old in a pale green traditional tunic, who is the
third generation of his family to work in cemeteries.

“But bodies just keep arriving.” A respite in infec-
tions has cut virus burials to about four a day, from 10
in the summer, but Shameem said the graveyard, found-
ed in 1924, would soon be at capacity.

“The way things are moving, I think we will clear the
last remaining patch of land for graves in the coming
months.” Hindus, who make up the majority of India’s
population of about 1.4 billion, are typically cremated
after death, but its estimated 200 million Muslims typi-
cally bury their dead. Like the workers at a nearby cre-
matorium for Hindus, Shameem said he often faced dif-
ficult conditions.

“We are doing so much work for the last eight
months, but there has been hardly any help from the
government, in terms of personal protective equip-
ment,” he said. — Reuters

Pakistan’s ex-PM 
Sharif and daughter 
face sedition charges 
LAHORE: Pakistani police filed sedition charges on
Monday against former prime minister Nawaz Sharif,
his daughter Maryam Nawaz and dozens of his party
leaders over comments he made criticizing the inter-
ference of the military in national politics.

Last month, Sharif’s Pakistan Muslim League and
eight other opposition parties came together to accuse
the military of meddling in politics and of rigging elec-
tions in 2018 that brought Prime Minister Imran Khan
to power. Sharif left Pakistan last November to get
medical treatment after being granted bail from a sev-
en-year jail sentence for corruption, though his daugh-
ter remains in the country. Sharif, a long-standing crit-
ic of the military, denies the corruption charges.

“We will ensure a court trial against the accused,”
government official Musarrat Cheema told Reuters
regarding the sedition charges. In his recent speeches
via video links from his London home, Sharif has said
the interference of the military in politics was the root
cause of all Pakistan’s problems.

The sedition case filed against Sharif, his daughter
and 44 top party leaders says he has sought in his
speeches to isolate Pakistan internationally and have it
declared a rogue state. “Convict Nawaz Sharif has
been openly inciting the public to commit treason,”
said the case, a copy of which was seen by Reuters,
adding that it was aimed at maligning the armed forces
and the judiciary.—Reuters


