
JALALABAD, Afghanistan: Outrage rippled
through Afghanistan yesterday as funerals were held
for three female media workers gunned down in the
eastern city of Jalalabad, with insurgent violence
increasing as peace talks stall. Journalists, activists
and judges have recently been ambushed by gunmen
or killed by explosives attached to their vehicles as
surging violence forces many into hiding-with some
leaving Afghanistan.

The killings have escalated since peace talks
began last year between the Afghan government and
the Taleban, sparking fears that the insurgents are
eliminating perceived opponents as negotiations stall.
The three women were shot and killed in two sepa-
rate attacks just ten minutes apart after they left the
Enikass TV station on Tuesday in what one colleague
described as an orchestrated hit.

An Islamic State affiliate later claimed responsibil-
ity for the murders, saying its gunmen carried out the
killings of what it called “journalists working for one
of the media stations loyal to the apostate Afghan
government”. Friends and family gathered at the
women’s funerals in Jalalabad where men took turns
digging fresh graves with a shovel as others pleaded
for an end to the deaths.

Rohan Sadat described his sister Sadia Sadat as
“shy but active” who was also passionate about
fighting for women’s rights and had planned to attend
university and study law.

“We have buried her with all her hopes here,”
Sadat said. Another colleague at Enikass TV who
spoke on the condition of anonymity said the station
was reeling from the murders, saying the three vic-

tims were like “family”.
“Three innocent girls were shot dead in the day-

light in the middle of the city. Nobody is safe any-
more,” said the colleague. In December, another
female employee working for Enikass TV was mur-
dered in Jalalabad in similar circumstances.

‘Fear and terrorism’ 
Anger also simmered online with social media

users lashing out over the latest killings. “It seems
this war is not for Islam, it is just for power through
spreading fear and terrorism,” wrote Ghani Khan. 

“These girls were working to help their families.
They were not [at] war with the Taleban. They were
poor, they just worked to feed their family,” said
Rauf Afghan. Afghanistan has long been ranked as
one of the most dangerous countries in the world
for journalists. 

At least nine media workers have been killed since
peace talks with the Taliban started in September,
according to the Afghan Journalists Safety
Committee. US officials have blamed the Taleban for
the wave of violence, while the Kabul government
said the insurgents routinely hide behind Islamic
State claims to cover their tracks. The Taleban has
denied the charges.

The assassinations have been acutely felt by
women, whose rights were crushed under the
Taleban’s five-year rule, including being banned from
working. Intelligence officials have previously linked
the renewed threat against female professionals to
demands at the peace talks for their rights to be pro-
tected. Many of the targeted hits are believed to take

months of careful planning-to catch officials off
guard-and are increasingly more sophisticated than
the formerly favored suicide bomb used by jihadists.
The killings come as the US special envoy to
Afghanistan Zalmay Khalilzad returned to Kabul this
week for meetings with Afghan leaders, in a bid to

revive a flagging peace process as violence soars
across the country and a deadline for US troop with-
drawal draws closer. Donald Trump’s administration,
eager to end America’s longest war, tasked Khalilzad
with negotiating with the Taliban, culminating in a
deal signed in Qatar on February 29 last year. — AFP 
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JALALABAD, Afghanistan: Relatives and mourners perform funeral prayers over the coffin of one of the three female
media workers shot to death in two separate attacks in Jalalabad yesterday. — AFP 

Journalists, activists and judges ambushed by insurgents as violence unabated

‘Nobody is safe anymore’: Afghans 
in shock after media workers killed

Bail hearing for 
HK dissidents 
enters 3rd day
HONG KONG: A marathon bail hearing
entered its third day as dozens of Hong Kong
democracy activists returned to court yester-
day in a mass subversion prosecution that has
reignited international concern over Beijing’s
crackdown on dissent. Police arrested 47 of
the city’s best-known dissidents on Sunday
for “conspiracy to commit subversion” in the
broadest use yet of a sweeping national
security law that Beijing imposed on the city
last year.

The defendants represent a broad cross-
section of Hong Kong’s opposition, from veter-
an former pro-democracy lawmakers to aca-
demics, lawyers, social workers and youth
activists. Beijing has moved to quash dissent in
the semi-autonomous city after huge and
sometimes violent pro-democracy demonstra-
tions in 2019. With so many arrested at once,
Hong Kong’s judiciary has struggled to deal
with the sheer caseload as well as the legal
vagaries of the broadly worded security law,
which removes the presumption of bail for
non-violent crimes.

Under the new security law-which Beijing
imposed directly on the city last June-defen-
dants may only be granted bail if they can per-
suade a court they no longer pose any kind of
national security risk. All those charged with a
national security crime so far have been held
on remand, despite agreeing to restrictive
measures such as house arrest and making no
public statements.

Prosecutors have asked the court to remand
the group into custody for the next three
months to allow police time to continue to
build their case against them. Lawyers for each
defendant have spent the last two days pushing
for bail, arguing late into the night. “I don’t
believe our courts in recent times have had to
deal with so many contested bail cases at
once,” Simon Young, an expert on the city’s
legal system at the University of Hong Kong,
told AFP. “I think what has happened is most
unsatisfactory in terms of both the treatment of
the defendants and the efficiency of the
process,” he added. 

‘Most subversion charges since Tiananmen’ 
The alleged offence for the 47 facing sub-

version charges was organizing an unofficial
primary election last summer to choose candi-
dates for the city’s legislature, in the hopes that
the pro-democracy bloc might take a majority
and stymie government legislation. Chinese
and Hong Kong officials said this was an
attempt to “overthrow” the city’s government,
and therefore a threat to national security. The
first day’s hearing only ended in the small hours
of the morning when one of the defendants
collapsed from exhaustion. She and three other
defendants-including one with heart disease-
had to be taken to hospital.

During Tuesday’s hearing, lawyers and the
defendants themselves complained they had
barely had any sleep since the arrests on
Sunday and had been unable to wash or
change their clothes. The group were back in
the dock yesterday to hear arguments for the
legal teams of the last eight defendants that
have yet to present their case. Experts say the
case is China’s largest subversion prosecution
in decades, made possible by the recent
expansion of mainland-style national security
laws into Hong Kong. —AFP

Uighur author tells
of imprisonment 
and China attacks
PARIS: Gulbahar Haitiwaji knew that China would
not be happy about her book describing nearly
three years of imprisonment, brainwashing and
harassment at the hands of the authorities simply
because she is Uighur. But the ferocity with which
Beijing has lashed out at the 54-year-old author
exceeded her worst expectations. Branded “a ter-
rorist,” “a separatist” and “a liar” after publishing
her book “Survivor of the Chinese Gulag” in France,
Haitiwaji told AFP she was surprised that nothing
seemed off-limits-even her personal life, which
Chinese officials called “chaotic”.

The book, co-written with French journalist
Rozenn Morgat and currently being translated into
English, tells the story of her detention in her home
region of Xinjiang, in northwestern China.

Haitiwaji had been living in France for a decade
when her former employer, a Chinese oil company,
asked her in November 2016 to return home to deal
with some formalities it said were linked to her pen-
sion rights. Her husband had come to France first, as
a political refugee to escape ethnic discrimination.
Haitiwaji joined him four years later. She kept her

Chinese passport to at times return home for holi-
days, and did not feel like a political refugee
because she had “no interest in political work”.

‘Only the truth’ 
She was suspicious of the call from the oil com-

pany but still decided to go, planning to stay for
two weeks. She did not return for nearly three
years. Quickly deprived of her passport on arrival,
she went through a series of traumatizing experi-
ences, including prison, a re-education camp, inter-
rogations, indoctrinations lasting 11 hours per day,
and punishment from unforgiving guards for any
“mistake” made. Chained by the ankles, she suffered
from hunger and fear, and was forced to sit through
a mock trial at which she was sentenced to seven
years of “re-education”. She was also forced to sign
fake confessions which she says Beijing is now
using as proof that she is lying about the whole
experience.

“I’ve been telling only the truth,” she said. “I
expected China to deny everything, which is why I
gave the context of the confessions in the book-
how they made me repeat the same things day in
and day out. “I just wanted to get out of there and
anybody else would have done the same.”

After initially denying the existence of the
Xinjiang camps, China later defended them as
vocational training centers aimed at reducing the
appeal of Islamic extremism. Beijing insisted last
week that its treatment of ethnic minorities there

and in Tibet “stood out as shining examples of
China’s human rights progress”. But why, said
Haitiwaji, would China need to “train” a university
graduate living in France? —AFP

This photograph in Paris shows the book “Rescapee du
Goulag Chinois” (Survivor of the Chinese Gulag), written
by Gulbahar Haitiwaji. —AFP 

ABUJA, Nigeria: Millions of coron-
avirus shots from the global Covax
scheme have arrived in Nigeria, Angola
and Kenya, as African countries ramp
up their vaccine rollouts. Richer coun-
tries have surged ahead with vaccina-
tions but many poorer countries are
still awaiting deliveries, prompting the
World Health Organization (WHO) to
warn that the crisis cannot end unless
everyone can inoculate their popula-
tions. The Covax facility, run by the
WHO along with health NGOs, is aim-
ing to supply vaccines to dozens of
countries in the first 100 days of 2021,
and two billion doses by the end of the
year. While the continent’s most popu-
lous country Nigeria received almost
four million jabs on Tuesday, Angola
received more than 600,000 doses
and DR Congo was scheduled to get a
consignment later, following recent
deliveries to Ghana and Ivory Coast. 

Kenya received its first shipment of
just over one million Covax-funded
AstraZeneca/Oxford shots yesterday.
However, there are still critical hurdles
for the scheme’s rollout in vast African

countries with sketchy infrastructure
and an array of security challenges-a
point addressed by Faisal Shuaib,
director of Nigeria’s primary health-
care agency. “States without a func-
tional airport will have their vaccines
transported by road using vans with
fitted cold cabins, from the nearest air-
port,” he said. He called the delivery-
which arrived around noon in the capi-
tal Abuja-a “good day for Nigeria” and
promised the rollout would begin in
earnest on Friday with frontline health
workers the first to be inoculated.

Nigerian official Boss Mustapha
urged traditional rulers, religious lead-
ers, civil society groups and the media
to spread the message that vaccina-
tions were needed, adding: “This is a
fight for everyone.” In Angola, where
some healthcare workers were vacci-
nated shortly after the doses were
offloaded, the WHO’s Djamila Cabral
said the arrival of vaccines brought a
“stronger hope to save lives”, but
warned that everyone needed to con-
tinue respecting COVID restrictions to
beat the pandemic.

70 percent goal 
The almost four million

AstraZeneca/Oxford doses received
by Nigeria, made by the Serum
Institute of India, are the first of 16 mil-
lion shots that Covax plans to deliver
over the coming months to the country
of 200 million. The government said it
hoped to vaccinate at least 70 percent
of its adult population over the next
two years and health officials said
more than two million people had
already registered for the jab online.
“As the vaccines arrive in batches due

to limited supply we will inform
Nigerians about who and where to
receive the vaccine,” Shuaib told
reporters.

Nigeria has recorded 1,915 deaths
from 156,017 cases since the start of
the pandemic and Angola 508 deaths
from 20,854 cases-though official fig-
ures in most countries are considered
to be underestimates. A new virus vari-
ant has also been discovered in
Nigeria, but researchers have not yet
determined if it is more contagious or
deadly than the original strain. —AFP

ABUJA: The first batch of Oxford/AstraZenica COVID-19 vaccine doses are offloaded from
a plane during its arrival at the Nnamdi Azikwe International Airport, in Abuja. —AFP 

Africa virus fight boosted as
jabs reach Nigeria, Angola

Bangladesh 
cartoonist 
granted bail 
DHAKA, Bangladesh: A prominent Bangladeshi
cartoonist was granted bail yesterday as several
hundred people staged more protests over the
death of a fellow government critic also arrested
under the country’s harsh internet laws. Ahmed
Kabir Kishore, 42, was detained in May after he
drew cartoons mocking a powerful businessman
close to the government and has since developed
major health problems, activists said. Last week
writer Mushtaq Ahmed, who was arrested together
with Kishore, died in prison, sparking days of some-

times violent protests against Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina’s government.

They were both detained under Bangladesh’s
Digital Security Act (DSA), which rights groups say
is being used to silence and intimidate critics of the
government in the country of 168 million people.
Yesterday the High Court-after multiple refusals from
lower courts-granted Kishore bail for six months
“considering his long detention”, deputy attorney
general Md. Sarwar Hossain Bappi told AFP.

Kishore’s brother Ahsan Kabir alleged that the
cartoonist had been tortured in police custody, and
had an eardrum infection and an injured leg. “His
diabetes has worsened in custody... We fear for his
life. We fear his injured left leg could get gangrene
and may have to be cut off,” Kabir said. Nearly 500
people protested yesterday, calling for justice for
Ahmed and the scrapping of the digital laws, which
have triggered concern from the United States, the

European Union and the United Nations.
They held a rally in front of the National Press

Club and then marched towards Hasina’s office,
before police halted them in central Dhaka. On
Monday, opposition activists clashed with police,
leaving dozens injured as officers fired tear gas and
rubber bullets at the protesters, who threw rocks.
More than a dozen protesters, including a labor
leader, were detained. Citing data from
Bangladesh’s Cyber Crime Tribunal, Amnesty
International says nearly 2,000 cases have been
filed under the DSA, with journalists particular tar-
gets. UN rights chief Michelle Bachelet on Monday
urged Bangladesh to ensure a transparent probe
into Ahmed’s death. She also called on Dhaka to
“conduct a review of the Digital Security Act...; sus-
pend its application; and release all those detained
under it for exercising their rights to freedom of
expression and opinion”. —AFP


