
KABUL: As the Taleban appeared on every corner of
Kabul, Marwa and her friend - both gay Afghans -
took the drastic decision to become husband and
wife. The hurried marriage was conducted with no
ceremony or family around them. “I was telling myself
that the Taleban would come and kill me,” the 24-
year-old told AFP in an interview conducted over
WhatsApp. “I was afraid, I was crying all the time...
so I asked my friend to prepare a marriage docu-

ment,” said Marwa, using a pseudonym for security
reasons. Many LGBTQ Afghans are haunted by the
Taleban’s brutally repressive reign from 1996 to 2001,
when gay men were stoned to death or crushed by
toppled walls as punishment.

The militants have not officially commented on the
subject since they overran Kabul on August 15, but
former senior judge Gul Rahim told Germany’s Bild
newspaper that the death penalty for gay people
would return. More broadly, the Taleban have made it
resoundingly clear that they will apply their restrictive
interpretation of Islamic law - which is unequivocal on
the rights of LGBTQ people. Terrified for their lives,
many young gay men and women have gone under-
ground, erasing all traces of their former lives on social

networks, according to NGOs and testimonies collect-
ed by AFP.

One gay man was raped and beaten by a group of
men who lured him away on the pretence that he
would be evacuated, according to LGBTQ rights
activists cited by media reports. “When the Taleban
first came, we didn’t come out of our homes for about
two or three weeks and now we go outside wearing
different clothes, trying to look plain,” said Abdullah,
who spoke to AFP in the western city of Herat. “Before,
we wore trousers and jeans, or T-shirts, and some gay
men wore make-up,” added the 21-year-old, who also
used a pseudonym.

Stay with our families 
Under successive US-backed governments over

the past 20 years, only slight progress was made in
LGBTQ rights, with the issue little understood in
Afghanistan. Even after the Taleban’s 2001 ouster,
gay sex was still a criminal offence that came with
a prison sentence. People were routinely subjected
to discrimination, assault and rape, with l itt le
accountability.

Still, tiny pockets of acceptance began to bloom.
“They had a little freedom and some safe places in
Kabul,” said Artemis Akbary, a prominent Afghan
LGBTQ rights activist who fled to Turkey several years
ago. “There was a cafe in Kabul where every Friday
LGBT friends met each other and they danced.”
Abdullah also described how support had begun to
build in recent years, thanks to media coverage and
access to information. “This was motivation for all of
us to remain in Afghanistan and strengthen the LGBT
community here, and at least remain in our country
with our own families,” he said.

But as cities began to fall to the Taleban over the
summer, some found ways to escape the country,
including to Pakistan and Iran. Since their August
takeover, the Taleban have replaced the ministry of
women’s affairs with a department notorious for
enforcing strict religious doctrine during their first rule
two decades ago. “For those still present in Kabul, it is
clear that the reopening of the Ministry for the
Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice is by
far the most dangerous Sword of Damocles,” said
Arnaud Gauthier-Fawas, a spokesperson for Inter-
LGBT France.

The ministry’s enforcers were known in the 1990s
for carrying whips and were responsible for strictly
implementing hardline interpretations of Islam. The

Rainbow Railroad in Canada, a rights group that helps
LGBTQ people escape state-sponsored violence, said
it had been contacted by more than 700 Afghans since
the start of the crisis. “We have been getting direct
reports of LGBTQ people targeted in violent attacks,
some of which have been fatal,” the group’s executive
director Kimahli Powell said. “People are in hiding and
in fear for their lives. There is great uncertainty about
what comes next.”

‘Like a bird’ 
Yahya, who identifies as gay and a gender non-con-

forming person, says they were beaten by a Taleban
guard wielding a blue PVC pipe the first time they
dared to venture outside after Kabul fell. “It’s not writ-
ten on my face that I am this person. But he used a
curse word and said, ‘Don’t you know how to walk like
a man?’ “My eyes were full of tears but I could not say
anything to him because he had a gun hanging on his
other shoulder. So I said nothing, and I just got in a
taxi and went.” Yahya, who was beaten by their broth-
er after being outed by a relative eight years ago, told
AFP in Kabul that life would get worse “day by day”
under the Taleban.

After weeks of frantic contact with international
organizations, Yahya was evacuated. “I’m so very hap-
py, I can’t explain it,” Yahya told AFP after leaving
Afghanistan. “I feel like a bird who is freed from a
cage and ready to fly.” AFP changed their name to
protect their identity. For Marwa, who is relying on
her new marriage for protection, Afghans who stay
must live under the constant threat of death. “They
will be killed by isolation, starving, sadness, depres-
sion or stress, or they will be killed by the Taleban or
their family,” she said.— AFP 
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News in brief
10 dissident rebels killed 

BOGOTA: Colombia’s armed forces killed 10 rebels
suspected of belonging to one of the largest dissi-
dent FARC units, a senior military official said
Monday. The country is experiencing some of the
worst attacks by armed groups since a peace deal
was signed with the Revolutionary Armed Forces
(FARC) in 2016. “This is still happening now but we
have the death of 10 outlaws” of a dissident faction
commanded by “Mono Ferley,” armed forces com-
mander Luis Fernando Navarro said in a message
shared with the media. The group commander, who
uses the alias “Mono Ferley,” is one of “Ivan
Mordisco’s henchmen,” whom authorities identify
as one of the greatest leaders of the former FARC
guerrillas who did not demobilize. — AFP 

Mexico celebrates 200 years 

MEXICO CITY: Mexico celebrated the 200th
anniversary of the country’s independence from
Spain on Monday with a commemoration featuring
fireworks, theatre, and pyrotechnics in the capital’s
central plaza. The event in Mexico City’s Zocalo
square, once the heart of the Aztec empire, was
headed by President Andres Manuel Lopez
Obrador. “What we experienced that day, 200
years ago, marked forever our political separation
with Spain,” said AMLO, the acronym by which the
president is known.  Multiple countries sent con-
gratulatory messages, including US President Joe
Biden, who assured that his country “has no closer
friend than Mexico.” “I look forward to all that our
two nations will accomplish together in the years to
come,” Biden said in recorded video.  Pope Francis’
congratulations included an acknowledgment of the
Catholic Church’s “sins” in Mexico. — AFP 

More arrests in DR Congo

KINSHASA: Two more people have been arrested
for possessing a video of the 2017 killing of two UN
experts in central Democratic Republic of Congo,
the military prosecutor’s office said yesterday. The
video has become the focal point for a murder
investigation that had been stalled, and the new
arrests came as a journalist held in the case was
moved to Kananga, the capital of Kasai Central
province. “The military prosecutor’s office have
arrested two people-a lawyer who turned himself in
to magistrates and a resident of Bunkonde, the vil-
lage where the murder took place,” a senior prose-
cutor said, declining to be identified. He added that
investigators were “now detaining the four people,
whom we consider to be suspects.” — AFP 

Air strike kills 20 fishermen

KANO: At least 20 fishermen were killed accident-
ly in a Nigerian military strike on a jihadist camp in
northeast Nigeria, two security sources and locals
told AFP on Monday. A Nigerian fighter jet early on
Sunday bombarded Kwatar Daban Masara in Lake
Chad, which straddles Nigeria and neighboring
Niger, Chad and Cameroon, the sources said. The
area is a bastion for the IS-affiliated Islamic State
West Africa Province (ISWAP).  The reports of
casualties came less than two weeks after officials
say another air strike on a village killed nine civil-
ians in Nigeria’s northeast where the military is bat-
tling a 12-year Islamist insurgency. ISWAP recently
lifted a ban on fishermen in its territory, allowing
them to move in and fish in the freshwater lake for a
fee. That led to an influx of fisherman who had
abandoned the area.— AFP 

Yahya, an Afghan who identifies as gay and a non-
conforming person, speaks during an interview at an
undisclosed location. — AFP 

RAQA: Syrian students walk to school past damaged buildings in the northern city of Raqqa. — AFP 

Joblessness and
jihadists stalk Niger
nomad youth
INGALL: For Veli Rabo, a 28-year-old Nigerien, the
idea of finding a job has almost become a joke. His time
is spent being “completely unemployed-I am even too
unemployed!” he says with a laugh. A member of the
Fulani community, also called Peuls, he is among thou-
sands of young nomads who cannot find work, living on
the front line of a complex and entrenched conflict.

Around four out of every five young people in north-
ern Niger are out of work, the International Crisis Group
(ICG) think tank estimated in 2018. And joblessness,
poverty and drift are powerful recruiting sergeants for
jihadists. At an annual nomad festival in the oasis town of
Ingall in mid-September, young men spoke to AFP about
the bloody Islamist campaign that has ravaged their
country for half a dozen years. “Alhamdulillah (praise be
to Allah), with us everything is fine,” said Rabo.

But he added: “The truth is, if people sit around doing
nothing and they have to provide food for their family,
many might say ‘yes’ to a friend who comes along and
suggests doing something bad in exchange for some
help.” Rabo gets by with his motorbike taxi, which earns
him between 1,000 and 2,000 CFA francs (1.5 to three
euros/up to $3.60) a day to “feed the little family,” he
says, his head wrapped in a blue scarf. But the young
man from the village of Foudouk has no other source of
income. Further handicapping nomadic peoples such as
the Fulani is their scant access to education and health
care. And prospects seem increasingly dim with boom-
ing population growth alongside relentless desertifica-
tion. The young men went to school in Agadez, the
regional capital, leaving at age 14 or 15. Out of their class
of 40 pupils, only a handful are working today, they say.
So, “a lot of people don’t do anything,” says Rabo’s

friend Bidgi Gaya, also 28, describing idle hours of chat-
ting over tea. Others have returned to their villages,
wondering how their peers fare in other countries.

‘Future is scary’
The high rate of youth unemployment worries the

local authorities. President Mohamed Bazoum, during a
meeting with traditional chiefs at the nomad festival, said
jihadists linked to the Islamic State group have a strate-
gy of “targeting (these) young people, indoctrinating
them and using them as cannon fodder”.

Nigerian jihadist group Boko Haram has recruited
many youths in the Diffa region of southeastern Niger
bordering on Nigeria. The same is true in the Tillaberi
tri-border area where Mali, Burkina Faso and Niger con-
verge. The government is trying to raise awareness
among nomadic youths, urging them to shun jihadists
and consider joining the army instead. At the festival in
Ingall, Niger’s traditional gateway to the Sahara, the
authorities made a point of meeting with youths. One of
them was Doula Dokao, a 48-year-old Wodaabe Fulani,
who set up a local awareness-raising association 14
years ago.—AFP

INGALL: A young boy stands next to his horse during the
annual festival for nomad people called Cure Salee in
Ingall, in Niger. — AFP 

‘Non-lethal’ guns: 
A deadly scourge 
in Colombia cities
BOGOTA: One can buy them on street corners, legally,
for the price of a toy - so-called non-lethal guns that
nevertheless maim, and which proliferate in Colombia’s
crime-plagued cities. Imitation guns are sought after by
criminals and citizens alike, for attack and self-defense -
a symptom, observers say, of creeping lawlessness in a
country still traumatized by decades of civil war. The
guns’ “impact on public security is lethal,” Colombian
security expert Orlando Carillo said. According to the
FIP peace-building think tank, some 1.6 million imitation
guns have been sold in Colombia in the 12 years since
imports were legalized. They look like the real thing and
shoot projectiles from a 9 mm or 7.65 mm cartridge.
The only real difference is that the bullets are rubber.
Still, up to a distance of 15 meters, a rubber bullet “can
cause serious injuries to a bone or muscle. To the soft
parts (of the body), like an eye or an artery, an impact
can be deadly,” said Carillo. Originally designed as
sports guns, for target-shooting, the guns are imported
from China and Turkey, and sold everywhere from malls
to supermarkets, on the street or the internet.

Store windows in Bogota display veritable caches of
Glock, Storm Beretta, CZ or Heckler & Koch replicas
that even police and other expert gun-handlers can mis-
take for the real thing. The most popular product on the
market is the Blow Tr92 Beretta, a convincing copy of its
real, Italian-made counterpart. “It is very easy. You just
need the money and an ID document,” says one sales
advert. The guns sell for the equivalent of about $130 to
$400 - a fraction of the cost of the real deal, about
$2,000 for a Glock.

‘Out of control’ 
“We find ourselves in a situation that is out of con-

trol,” said the owner of a shooting club in Bogota, a for-
mer policeman who did not want to give his name. “We
have made it possible for criminals to arm themselves
with guns that are almost the same as the real thing,
with no regulation... and at a price that defies competi-
tion!” he said.  According to the FIP, imitation gun sales
have shot up from about 8,500 in 2009 to more than
190,000 last year - not counting those sold on the black
market. They were mostly handguns, but also some
automatic rifle replicas, adding to an estimated 4.2 mil-
lion illegal guns - real ones - already in circulation.
Some imitation gun owners replace the rubber bullets
with lead or steel projectiles. Faced with a growing
problem, the government is working on a law to regu-
late a sector that has flourished as violent personal and
property crime has sky-rocketed.

Official data for the capital Bogota shows the num-
ber of robberies increasing by 22.8 percent this year
from 2020 and murders by 15.3 percent. A robbery
takes place every five minutes in Bogota, with similarly
high rates in Cali, Barranquilla, and Medellin. Nearly
1,500 soldiers were recently deployed to Colombia’s
main cities to assist the police in crime prevention.
According to the Bogota city council, imitation guns are
“increasingly used to commit crimes” though there are
no statistics.—AFP

BOGOTA: View of a non lethal gun during test at a shoot-
ing range in Bogota. — AFP 

Syria water crisis
spurs spike in 
disease: MSF
BEIRUT: Limited access to clean water in northern
Syria is causing a rise in illnesses and undermining the
battle against COVID-19, Doctors Without Borders
(MSF) said yesterday. The medical aid group blamed the
“acute water crisis” in recent months on a decrease in
funding for water, sanitation and hygiene operations as
well as the destruction of water and sanitation infra-
structure during a decade of civil war. 

“We are regularly confronted with the health impact
of poor water quality, which often brings waterborne
diseases and other health issues into the camps, such as
diarrhoea, hepatitis, impetigo, scabies and many others,”
MSF’s Ibrahim Mughlaj said. The crisis is most acute in
northwestern Syria, the country’s last major rebel
stronghold, where more than three million people live in
squalid conditions.  Water and sanitation aid operations
are funded at only a third of last year’s levels, MSF said,

adding that much less water was being trucked in. “In
July 2021, our teams noticed rising diarrhoea cases in
more than 30 camps in Idlib governorate and also
detected frequent scabies cases,” it added. “Since the
beginning of the year, 28 percent of the total consulta-
tions in an MSF-supported hospital in Idlib governorate
were reported as acute watery diarrhoea cases.” 

The water crisis has also made it more difficult to
contain the COVID-19 pandemic, with infections surging
in the northwest, Mughlaj said. The situation is also dire
in northeastern Syria, largely controlled by an
autonomous Kurdish administration. The region strug-
gles to access safe water because of repeated sustained
disruptions from the Alouk water station, which is under
the control of Turkish authorities, MSF said.

The problem is compounded by a severe reduction in
the volume of water flowing in the Euphrates river, which
is the region’s most significant source. An MSF-support-
ed primary healthcare centre in the city of Raqa report-
ed that the number of diarrhoea cases in May 2021 was
50 per cent higher than the previous year, the group
said. The medical charity said it was trying to ease the
crisis but said its means were limited. “People’s health is
at risk, and they cannot survive if they don’t even have
access to the basics,” MSF field coordinator Benjamin
Mutiso was quoted as saying.—AFP 


