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KABUL: In the days since taking power
in Afghanistan, a wide range of Taleban
figures have entered Kabul-hardened
commandos, armed madrassa students
and greying leaders back from years of
exile. There has been one major excep-
tion-the group’s supreme leader.

Hibatullah Akhundzada-the so-called
commander of the faithful-has shepherd-
ed the Taleban as their chief since 2016
when snatched from relative obscurity to
oversee a movement in crisis. After tak-
ing the insurgency’s reins, the cleric was
tasked with the mammoth challenge of
unifying a jihadist movement that briefly
fractured during a bitter power struggle.

The infighting came as the group was
hit with successive blows-the assassina-
tion of Akhundzada’s predecessor and
the revelation that its leaders had hidden
the death of Taleban founder Mullah
Omar. Little is stil l  known about
Akhundzada’s day-to-day role, with his
public profile largely limited to the
release of annual messages during
Islamic holidays.

Apart from a single photograph
released by the Taleban, the leader has
never made a public appearance and his

whereabouts remain largely unknown.
Since taking control of Kabul in mid-
August, the group has remained tight-
lipped about Akhundzada’s movements.

“You will see him soon, God willing,”
Taleban spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid
told reporters this week when asked
about Akhundzada’s whereabouts. The
ongoing silence comes as the heads
of various Taleban factions have
openly preached in Kabul’s mosques,
met with opposition figures, and
even chatted with Afghan cricket
officials in recent days.

The secret history 
The Taleban have a long history

of keeping their top leader in the
shadows. The group’s enigmatic
founder Mullah Mohammad Omar
was notorious for his hermit ways
and rarely travelled to Kabul when the
group was in power in the 1990s.

Instead, Omar stayed largely out of
sight in his compound in Kandahar,
reluctant even to meet visiting delega-
tions. Still, his word was rule and no sin-
gular figure has emerged to command
the movement with the same respect.

Laurel Miller-the head of the Asia pro-
gram at the International Crisis Group-
said Akhundzada “appears to have
adopted a reclusive style similar” to that
of Omar.

The secrecy might also be fuelled by
security reasons, Miller added, citing the
assassination of his predecessor Mullah

Akhtar Mansour by a US drone strike. “A
Taleban spokesman has indicated their
leader will emerge soon, and he might
have reasons to do that to quash suspi-
cions of his demise,” Miller told AFP.
“But it’s also possible that after showing
himself he would withdraw and exercise
his authority in a remote fashion, as

Mullah Omar did.”
Akhundzada’s absence follows years

of rumors about his health, with chatter
in Pakistan and Afghanistan suggesting
he had contracted COVID or had been
killed in a bombing.

There has never been much in the way
to prove these rumors, but Akhundzada’s

secrecy comes at a sensitive time for
the erstwhile insurgency. There are
myriad Taleban factions comprising
groups from across Afghanistan, rep-
resenting a vast array of constituents.
The revelation in 2015 that the Taleban
leadership had for years hidden the
death of Mullah Omar sparked a brief
but bloody power struggle, with at
least one major faction splitting from
the group. As the Taleban transition
from fighting to governance, balancing
the interests of their numerous factions

will be crucial to consolidating power.
Any power vacuum would risk destabi-
lizing a movement that has managed to
stay cohesive following decades of con-
flict, tens of thousands of foot soldiers
killed, and top leaders assassinated or
shipped off to the US prison in
Guantanamo Bay.

Others suggest the group may just be
biding its time until US-led forces make
their final exit from Afghanistan in the
coming days. “The Taleban consider
themselves in a state of jihad” as long as
foreign troops are on Afghan soil and
will likely keep their leader hidden until
they leave, said Pakistan-based security
analyst Imtiaz Gul. “That’s why the
supreme leader is not surfacing.” — AFP
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KABUL: A Taleban Badri fighter, a “special forces” unit, stands guard on Humvee vehicle at the main entrance gate of Kabul airport in Kabul yesterday. —AFP

Uproar in
Washington: Did US
share evacuee names
with Taleban?
WASHINGTON: Did the US military give the
Taleban the names of Americans and Afghans
waiting to be evacuated in order to facilitate the
process? The idea, not entirely denied by
President Joe Biden, had his opponents scream-
ing in Washington on Friday. The controversy
arose from a Thursday report by the respected
Politico news website. Pressed by journalists,
Biden did not rule out the possibility of names
being provided to the Taleban.

“I can’t tell you with any certitude that there’s
actually been a list of names,” Biden said. “I
don’t-there may have been-but I know of no cir-
cumstance.” He added, “It doesn’t mean... it
didn’t exist, that, ‘Here’s the names of 12 people;
they’re coming. Let them through.’ It could very
well have happened.” That caused an uproar in
Republican circles in the US capital.

“Never in the history of this nation would we
have ever thought that our own government
would give the names of Americans to the
Taleban,” said top House Republican Kevin
McCarthy. “Why wouldn’t we have created a
situation of safe passage?” Thirteen US troops
and dozens of Afghans were killed in a suicide
bombing at Kabul airport on Thursday, high-
lighting the troubled evacuation effort and
shaking the Biden administration. The Pentagon
has acknowledged being in touch with the
Taleban to coordinate the mass evacuation, but
the State Department hit back on Friday at the
notion that anybody had been put at risk. “The
idea that we are providing names or personally
identifiable information to the Taleban in a way
that exposes anyone to additional risk-that is
simply wrong,” State Department spokesman
Ned Price said. — AFP

Khamenei: Biden has 
same demands as 
Trump on nuke issue
TEHRAN: Iran’s supreme leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei yesterday accused US President Joe
Biden’s administration of making the same demands
as his predecessor Donald Trump in talks to revive
a nuclear accord. The multilateral deal that offers
Iran relief from sanctions in return for curbs on its
nuclear program was torpedoed by Trump’s deci-
sion to withdraw the United States from it in 2018.

A last round of negotiations between Iran and
the deal’s remaining parties to revive the 2015
accord concluded in June with no resumption in
sight. “America’s current administration is no differ-
ent from the previous one, because what it demands
from Iran on the nuclear issue is different in words,
but the same thing that Trump demanded,”
Khamenei said, quoted by his official website.

“The Americans truly have no shame on the
nuclear issue, and even though they withdrew from

the JCPOA... they now talk in a way and make
demands as it was (Iran) that withdrew,” he added,
referring to the deal by its official name, the Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action. Khamenei made the
remarks in a meeting with President Ebrahim Raisi’s
newly formed cabinet, during which he acknowl-
edged public trust in government had been “dam-
aged”. The ultraconservative Raisi won a June 18
election marred by record low turnout and an
absence of significant competitors.

He succeeded the moderate Hassan Rouhani, the
architect of the political opening that culminated in
the nuclear agreement between Tehran and six
major powers. A year after Trump’s decision to
withdraw from the deal and impose sanctions on
Iran, the Islamic republic retaliated by gradually
waiving most of the key nuclear commitments that it
had accepted under the agreement.

Six rounds of nuclear talks between Iran and
world powers-with the US indirectly taking part-
were held in Vienna between April and June. The
last round concluded on June 20, with no date set
for another. “Behind the scenes of America’s foreign
policy, there is a predator wolf that sometimes
changes to a cunning fox,” Khamenei said.

Khamenei’s remarks came after a senior securi-
ty official in Tehran said Iran reserves the right to
a “reciprocal response” to Washington, after what
it deemed as threats by Biden. Biden received
Israel’s Prime Minister Naftali Bennett at the
White House on Friday and said the United States
was committed to ensuring “Iran never develops a
nuclear weapon”. — AFP

TEHRAN:  A handout picture provided by the office
of Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei
yesterday shows him (center) meeting with Iran’s
President Ebrahim Raisi and his cabinet in the cap-
ital Tehran. —AFP
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US aims to complete 
Kabul airlift despite 
fraught security risk
WASHINGTON: US military officials say it is near-
ly impossible to eliminate the threat of another
attack on the Kabul airport airlift, and that close
cooperation with longtime enemy the Taleban is cru-
cial to keeping it safe. One day after an Islamic State
suicide bombing killed at least 85 people, including
13 American troops, the Pentagon said it was deter-
mined to keep processing refugees through the
gates of the airport and onto aircraft through the
August 31 deadline.

“We have seen firsthand how dangerous that mis-
sion is. But ISIS (Islamic State) will not deter us from
accomplishing this mission,” Major General Hank
Taylor told reporters Friday. Thursday’s attack
showed the high risks being taken with the evacua-
tion, which has flown at least 105,000 people out of

the country since the operation began on August 14
as the Taleban claimed control of the country.

It appeared that an IS suicide bomber exploded
his bomb just outside the airport’s Abbey Gate,
where thousands of people had gathered, hoping to
leave the country. After the explosion, IS gunmen
opened fire, adding to the carnage. Pentagon
spokesman John Kirby said Friday that the threat has
not dissipated. “We still believe there are credible
threats... specific, credible threats,” Kirby said.

‘You have to get close’ 
The more than 5,000 US troops who control the

airport have assumed the role of gatekeepers, clear-
ing evacuees through entrances while standing guard
on the airport compound’s razor-wired walls. “We
have to check people before they get onto the air-
field. We have to ensure they’re not carrying a bomb
or any other kind of weapon that could ultimately
make its way onto an aircraft,” said General Kenneth
McKenzie, the head of the US military’s Central
Command.

“We can’t do that with standoff. You ultimately
have to get very close to that person,” he said of the

Marine guards. “There’s really no other way to do it.”
The operation has been aware since the beginning

of a threat from IS-Khorasan, a violent jihadist group
at odds with the Taleban. US troops brought with
them defenses against possible mortar and rocket
attacks, but so far none have emerged as, on some
days, nearly 100 evacuation flights have lifted off
from the airport. In one of the greater ironies after
two decades of war, racing to meet the August 31
deadline for the US withdrawal has meant constant
cooperation on evacuee movements and the IS threat
with longtime foe the Taleban.

The head of US forces at the airport, Rear Admiral
Peter Vasely, is in constant contact with the Taleban
official overseeing security in the area of the airport.
In most cases, US officials say, the Taleban has expe-
dited the passage into the airport of foreign nation-
als, Afghans with visas to the United States and even
Afghans who face threats from the Taleban due to
their political or social activism or work for the
media. While President Joe Biden has been criticized
for cooperating with the hardline Islamist group,
McKenzie defended it, including sharing intelligence
with them related to the evacuation. —AFP


