
KABUL: The Taleban and Afghan government yester-
day declared a three-day ceasefire for this week’s Eid
Al-Fitr holiday, following a sharp spike in violence as
Washington goes about withdrawing its remaining
troops from Afghanistan. Violence has soared since May
1 — the deadline missed by the United States to with-
draw the last of its troops-and while the Taleban have
avoided engaging American forces, attacks against gov-
ernment and civilian targets have not stopped.

In the latest, the interior ministry said yesterday that
at least 11 people were killed by a bomb that struck a
bus overnight in southeastern Zabul province. That fol-
lowed Saturday’s carnage outside a school in the capi-
tal Kabul when a series of bombs killed at least 50
people and wounded more than 100 — most of them
young girls.

Early yesterday, the Taleban instructed their fighters
“to halt all offensive operations against the enemy
countrywide from the first till the third day of Eid”. That
was matched later in the day by Afghan President
Ashraf Ghani, who went further by urging the Taliban to
announce a permanent truce to end the bloody war. Eid
Al-Fitr marks the end of the fasting month of Ramadan,
and the holiday begins according to the sighting of the
new moon.

Permanent ceasefire needed 
The Taleban and government have declared similar

ceasefires in the past to mark Islamic holidays. On
Saturday, a series of bombs detonated outside a girls’
school in Dasht-E-Barchi, a suburb of Kabul largely
populated by the Shiite Hazara community which is
often targeted by extremist Sunni Islamist militants.

It was the deadliest attack in more than a year and
came as residents were shopping ahead of the Eid holi-
day. On Sunday, on a desolate hilltop cemetery, bodies
in small wooden coffins were lowered into graves, one
by one, by mourners still in shock. “I rushed to the scene
and found myself in the middle of bodies, their hands
and heads cut off and bones smashed,” said Mohammad
Taqi, whose two daughters were students at the school
but escaped the attack. “All of them were girls. Their
bodies piled on top of each other.”

‘Why are they fighting Afghans?’ 
Kabul resident Rashed Hashimi said the Taleban

should stop fighting as US forces were leaving. “The
Taleban were saying they were fighting the foreigners,
but now the foreigners are leaving,” he said. “So, why
are they fighting Afghans?” Political analyst Fawad
Kochi said the ceasefire was a way for the Taleban lead-
ership to give its forces a brief respite from fighting that
has intensified since the US troop withdrawal formally
commenced on May 1.

“The government will try all possible channels to
extend the ceasefire but the Taleban will go back to
the battlefield right after Eid,” he said. “The Taleban
know that a prolonged ceasefire will split them and kill
their momentum. They will never want that.” The

Taleban insist they have not carried out attacks in
Kabul since February last year when they signed the
deal with Washington that paved the way for peace
talks and withdrawal of the remaining US troops. But
they have clashed daily with Afghan forces in the
rugged countryside. The United States was supposed
to have pulled all forces out by May 1, but Washington
pushed back the date to September 11 — a move that
angered the insurgents.

Taleban leader Haibatullah Akhundzada reiterated in
a message released ahead of Eid that any delay in with-
drawing the troops was a “violation” of that deal. “If
America again fails to live up to its commitments, then
the world must bear witness and hold America account-
able for all the consequences,” he warned. —AFP 
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News in brief
12 dead in Burundi ambush

NAIROBI: At least 12 people, including a senior
army officer, were killed and several others wound-
ed in a roadside ambush in central Burundi, adminis-
trative and medical sources said yesterday. Police
said late Sunday that eight people were killed when
bandits set upon four vehicles near Muramvya, a
provincial capital about 50 kilometers (31 miles)
northeast of the main city of Bujumbura. But resi-
dents and official government and hospital sources
told AFP the real toll was higher, and that a child
was among the dead.  “Ten people were killed on
the spot and two others, including a little girl, suc-
cumbed to their injuries,” an administrative source
told AFP on condition of anonymity. — AFP

Ireland eases virus restrictions

DUBLIN: Ireland yesterday lifted domestic travel
restrictions and began a phased reopening of non-
essential retailers in the most significant loosening
of pandemic curbs so far this year. After more than
five months of severe restrictions, a ban on travel
between counties was finally lifted to allow citizens
to move freely throughout the Irish Republic.
Meanwhile hairdressers and other personal servic-
es, as well as non-essential shops, were permitted to
trade once again on an “appointment only” basis.
Galleries, museums, libraries and other cultural
attractions were also allowed to unlock their doors
to the public. — AFP

4 stabbed in ‘random’ NZ attack

WELLINGTON: A knife-wielding attacker
stabbed four people in a New Zealand supermarket
yesterday critically injuring three, in a rampage
authorities said was “random” and not terror relat-
ed. Police said the attack-highly unusual in the nor-
mally peaceful South Pacific nation-occurred at a
Countdown supermarket in central Dunedin at
2.30pm (0230 GMT) and a man had been taken into
custody. Witnesses told local media a man carrying
two knives stabbed staff in the supermarket and
bystanders who tried to stop him were also injured.
The most recent mass-casualty attack in New
Zealand was the Christchurch mosques shootings in
March 2019, when a white supremacist gunman
murdered 51 Muslim worshippers and severely
injured another 40. —AFP

Man killed at Vancouver Airport

VANCOUVER, Canada: A man was killed in a
shooting at Vancouver International Airport on
Sunday, police said, with the suspects still at large
after firing at police from their getaway vehicle. The
shooting happened outside the departures terminal
at about 3 pm (0800 GMT), Richmond police said
on Twitter, adding that there was “one male victim”.
Police intercepted the getaway vehicle but were
shot at by the escaping suspects, though no officers
were injured, the tweet continued. Local police were
still investigating the “disturbing” incident, said
Minister of Public Safety Bill Blair, though he also
suggested the shooting was linked to armed gangs.
“My thoughts are with the communities in the lower
mainland who have been impacted by gun and gang
violence far too often,” he said. —AFP

Suicide attack in Mogadishu

MOGADISHU: A suicide bomber killed at least six
people and wounded six more in a massive blast at a
police station in the Somali capital, Mogadishu,
Sunday evening, police said. The attack targeted the
station at Waberi, in the south of the city, on the busy
Maka Al-Mukaram road. “The blast was so huge that
it destroyed parts of the building,” Somali police
commander Ibrahim Mohamed, said. Somali police
spokesman Sadik Dudishe told AFP: “Six people, four
of them civilians and two police officials, died in a
suicide attack targeting a police station.” —AFP

Taleban, Afghan forces declare Eid 
holiday ceasefire as violence soars

KANDAHAR: A man pushes an injured boy on a stretcher along a hospital corridor in Kandahar yesterday as he
receives medical treatment after being hurt by a roadside bomb that struck a bus overnight killing at least 11
people. — AFP

11 killed as bomb hits bus in Zabul province

This handout photo taken and released by Dawei Watch yesterday shows protesters participating in a demon-
stration against the military coup in Dawei. — AFP

Afghanistan’s
Hazara, a 
persecuted minority
KABUL: Afghanistan’s Hazara community was target-
ed again over the weekend when a series of explosions
outside a school in western Kabul killed more than 50
people-mostly schoolgirls-and wounded over 100. The
attack was the latest in a series of brutal assaults
aimed at the Hazaras, who are mostly Shiites. 

Here’s a brief history of Afghanistan’s Hazara and
their brutal treatment over the years.

Who are the Hazara? 
Hailing from the country’s rugged central highlands,

the Hazara are believed to trace their lineage from
Gengis Khan’s Mongol invaders who ransacked
Afghanistan in the 13th century. Comprising between
10 to 20 percent of the country’s 38-million people,
Hazaras have been marginalized for their largely Shiite
faith by hardliners in a country riven by deep ethnic
divisions. 

By some estimates, nearly half of the Hazara popu-
lation was wiped out in the late 19th century, with
many later enslaved during the conquest of their tradi-
tional homeland by Pashtuns. Throughout the cen-
turies, the group has been subjected to slavery, reli-
gious and economic persecution, as well as displace-
ment and ethnic cleansing.

They have also been targeted by an array of differ-
ent groups during the past four decades of conflict,
including the vicious shelling of their areas by fighters.

Hazara militia fighters were accused of carrying out
atrocities of their own during the internecine civil war
that followed the withdrawal of the Soviet army in the
late 1980s. Thousands were believed to have been
slaughtered by the Taleban during the militants’
scorched-earth takeover of the country in the late
1990s.

Why are they targeted? 
The Hazaras make up the bulk of the country’s

Shiite minority, which has historically been despised
by hardliners who consider the sect heretics.  The
group has also been accused of being too allied to
neighboring Iran, and tens of thousands have moved
over the years as economic migrants to work mostly
menial jobs. 

Thousands of Hazaras have been trained by Iranian
security forces and deployed with Shiite militias in
Syria over the past decade.  Last year, the Iranian for-
eign minister called the Hazara militia fighters the “best
forces with a military background” that could be used
against the Islamic State group in Afghanistan. 

What happens to them when US troops leave? 
Few groups have taken as much advantage of the

new order established after the US invasion and over-
throw of the Taleban regime. The Hazara rushed to put
their children in schools-including their daughters-and
entered the political scene and workforce in unprece-
dented numbers.

But those gains remain tenuous. The group has
increasingly taken the brunt of escalating violence as
jihadist Islamic State suicide bombers targeted their
mosques, schools, rallies and hospitals in western
Kabul’s Hazara enclave of Dasht-E-Barchi, killing
hundreds.

Fearing they will again be slaughtered when inter-
national troops exit Afghanistan this summer, some in
the community have started to rearm-with a small mili-
tia based in Wardak province recruiting and training
Hazaras to fight back. — AFP

Myanmar counts 
cost of coup, 
100 days on
YANGON: One hundred days after the military seized
power in Myanmar, the nun who pleaded for protesters
on her knees in the street says the coup has cast a pall
of fear and depression over the country. The image of
Sister Ann Rose Nu Tawng kneeling in the dust, arms
spread, begging police not to shoot “the children” went
viral in March as an uprising swelled in Myanmar.

Today, the 45-year-old nun works in a clinic in
Myanmar’s northernmost Kachin state, tending to
patients injured by security forces, sickened from stress,
and even those who try to kill themselves. “With the
consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic and brutal
actions of the military, there are more people who feel
depressed and want to commit suicide,” she said.

“People are living in fear and they feel hopeless.”
Today, 100 days will have passed since the generals
made their lightning power grab in the early morning of
February 1, ousting and detaining civilian leader Aung
San Suu Kyi. The period has seen Myanmar plunge into
chaos as the army struggles to control widespread
opposition to its rule.

Around 780 civilians have been killed, according to a
local monitoring group, as security forces have sought
to suppress near-daily protests with brutal crackdowns
and live rounds. While praised for her bravery months
ago, Sister Ann Rose Nu Tawng said she thinks instead

of the youths who are still fighting.
“They are sacrificing their lives for their future.”

Night after night, soldiers and police raid homes to
arrest suspected activists-both protesters and those
taking part in the civil disobedience movement that has
crippled the state’s ability to function. Despite the dan-
gers, the movement persists, fuelled by a young genera-
tion who came of age since democracy dawned and the
country began opening up a decade ago. “We want to
stand on the right side of history,” said a protester in
Myanmar’s former capital Yangon.

‘It’s not going to quiet down’  
The bloody intensity of the crackdowns has ebbed in

recent weeks-partly as demonstrators have switched to
flashmob tactics to avoid the risk of being shot. But if
the violence in Myanmar’s urban centers has slowed,
clashes between the military and ethnic rebel armies in
its border regions have intensified. “It’s not going to
quiet down,” said Yangon-based political analyst Khin
Zaw Win.

“The regime thinks that everything will be okay by
June, but it is a delusion.” In eastern Karen state, the
Karen National Union-who are sheltering dissidents
fleeing to their territory-has captured military posts and
been hit with multiple air strikes in return. Clashes in
northern Kachin state have also ticked up, and in a dra-
matic display of the rebel forces’ capabilities, last week
the Kachin Independence Army shot down a military
helicopter. Several groups have come out in support of
the anti-junta movement, even providing basic training
to the young protesters.  But so far, calls for the dis-
parate rebel factions to unite into a “federal army” have
not borne fruit.—AFP

India’s COVID battle 
stokes vaccine 
worries in Africa
NAIROBI: Africa is watching aghast as India struggles
with coronavirus, fearing a long-running shortfall in the
Indian-made vaccines that it needs to help shield its
people. Often dubbed the “world’s pharmacy”, India is
one of the biggest suppliers of the AstraZeneca vaccine
under the Covax program to help immunization in poor-
er countries.

But India has been hammered by an explosive
growth in infections-accelerated, say scientists, by a
new variant. The country has recorded 22 million cases
out of a population of 1.3 billion, inflicting a death toll of
nearly a quarter of a million.

After sending more than 60 million doses abroad,
India announced at the end of March that it was delay-
ing overseas supplies as it works to meet its own needs.
African Union (AU) health ministers held emergency

talks online on Saturday to discuss the vaccine gap.
“The vaccines situation is extremely complex now
because of the situation in India,” said Cameroonian
virologist John Nkengasong, director of the Africa
Centres for Disease Control and Prevention, the AU’s
health watchdog.

“We are hoping that there will be a continuous sup-
ply of vaccines through Covax from India, but we are
watching in total horror and disbelief what is going on
in India and we don’t expect that vaccines will be
shipped out of India anytime soon.” Of all the conti-
nents, Africa has been relatively spared the worst of the
pandemic so far with just over 124,000 deaths officially
recorded for 4.6 million cases. 

On the other hand, Africa has overcrowded
cities, with slums that are a breeding ground for the
virus, and a fragile health infrastructure-risk factors
that also feature prominently in India’s tragic expe-
rience. The continent has administered 19.6 million
doses, or just two percent of the global total-
according to the World Health Organization (WHO),
80 percent of doses have been administered in
wealthier countries.

Lacking the means to manufacture their own vaccine
in bulk, African countries have so far had to turn to the
open market or the Covax scheme. The AU’s African
Vaccine Acquisition Task Team (AVATT) hopes to
acquire vaccines through its own program by the end of
July or early August, and Nkengasong said that while he
hoped that date could be brought forward he could
make no guarantees.—AFP

NEW DELHI: A COVID-19 coronavirus patient reacts
while sitting on a bed inside a banquet hall temporar-
ily converted into a COVID care center in New Delhi
yesterday. — AFP


