
UN urges donors 
to avert ‘death 
spiral’ for Afghans
LONDON: Afghanistan’s economy risks falling into a
“death spiral” without urgent aid, with some Afghans
already forced to sell their children and body parts to
survive, UN chief Antonio Guterres said Thursday. The
United Nations is seeking a record $4.4 billion in fund-
ing for the conflict-wracked country this year but so
far has reached less than 13 percent of its goal. At a vir-
tual conference of donors co-hosted with Britain,
Germany and Qatar, Western nations in particular were
urged not to abandon the Afghan people, even as
attention has turned to Ukraine and elsewhere.

“Wealthy powerful countries cannot ignore the
consequences of their decisions on the most vulnera-
ble,” Guterres said, after US-led forces withdrew from
Afghanistan last year. The UN secretary-general and
others painted a desperate picture of starvation,
penury and oppression under the Taleban, who seized
power last August in the wake of the Western pull-out.
Some 95 percent of Afghans do not have enough to
eat and nine million are at risk from famine, Guterres
said. “Without immediate action, we face a starvation
and malnutrition crisis in Afghanistan. People are
already selling their children and their body parts, in
order to feed their families,” he added. “The first step
in any meaningful humanitarian response must be to
halt the death spiral of the Afghan economy.” Britain
pledged $380 million in the coming financial year from
April 1, with at least 50 percent of the aid targeted
towards Afghan women and girls.

Germany said it would provide an additional 200
million euros in humanitarian funding. The conference
comes a week after the Taleban provoked international
outrage by closing down girls’ secondary schools,
despite promising a softer version of their harsh 1996-
2001 regime. UK Foreign Secretary Liz Truss and her
German counterpart Annalena Baerbock both spoke at
the event, after co-signing a letter last week denounc-
ing the Taleban move.

‘Hanging by a thread’ 
“No nation can succeed if half of its population is

held back,” said Truss, urging women and girls to be
put “at the heart” of the international response.
Baerbock said 20 years of progress since US-led
troops ousted the Taleban after the September 11, 2001
attacks “must not be washed away like ice melting in
the sun”. The UN’s target is triple the amount request-
ed in 2021 and comes with Afghanistan on the brink of
economic collapse, with more than 24 million people
said to need humanitarian assistance to survive.

UN humanitarian coordinator Martin Griffiths,
speaking to the conference from Doha, told how he
had been left “speechless” by the level of suffering in
Afghanistan. Life was “hanging by a thread for more
than half of the people in Afghanistan”, he said. “We
are only just managing to stave off extreme food inse-
curity, preserving some essential services and barely
preventing a complete meltdown of the country. “The
situation is incredibly fragile.”

Griffiths, a British diplomat, met Taleban leaders in
Kabul this week and said it was his “firm belief” the
door was still open for talks with the international
community. That included on resolving the issue of
girls’ education, he added. But he said “sustained,
unconditional, flexible funding” was needed to reach
more people, and to put money back into the economy
and into ordinary Afghans’ pockets. The international
community has frozen nearly $9 billion in Afghan
assets overseas since the Taleban takeover. Ways of
getting the country back into the international banking
system would be vital towards delivering humanitarian
aid, Griffiths added.—AFP

SIRETI, Moldova: Retired teacher Vera Vranceanu
is one of thousands of Moldovans who have taken
those fleeing Russia’s invasion of Ukraine into their
own homes, but the strain is starting to show in one
of Europe’s poorest countries. “Thank God for the
moment we are not short of anything,” Vranceanu,
66, tells AFP in the central town of Sireti, admitting
only that she will gladly turn the heating down as
the weather warms up to save a little on the bill. A
small former Soviet republic of some 2.6 million
people sandwiched between Ukraine and Romania,
Moldova has seen some 350,000 people arrive
since the start of the invasion. Around 93,000 have
stayed and have found a warm welcome.

“We are like a family,” says Vranceanu, while
playing with 18-month-old Ilona, one member of
the Ukrainian family that she is hosting. “Moldova
has given a truly remarkable example of solidarity,”
Dima Al-Khatib, resident representative in
Moldova for the United Nations Development
Program (UNDP), told AFP. Around 80 percent of
those who have fled are being housed by private
individuals, she added.

Resources running out 
However, this situation, coming along with the

economic impacts of the war and the Covid-19
pandemic, as well as the energy crisis, will have a
“heavy impact” in a country where the average
salary is around 360 euros ($400) a month, Al-
Khatib said. Just over 12 percent of Moldovans live
below the poverty line, and that is projected to rise
to 30 or even 50 percent in a worst-case scenario.
“The challenge is enormous,” admits Leonid
Boaghi, Sireti’s young mayor. The town had around

7,000 inhabitants of whom 1,500 have left to find
work abroad. It has now taken in around 60
Ukrainians.

“Moldovans are used to keeping spare food at
home, just in case,” he says, an allusion to frequent
shortages of goods under communism. “But how
long will we be able to last? Until our resources
run out?” he asks. For now, everyone is pitching in
without waiting for the intervention of the govern-
ment, which is hoping for help at an international
donors’ conference planned for April 5 in Berlin.

At Sireti’s Asteria restaurant, for example, the
kitchen has swapped cooking gourmet dishes for
weddings, engagement parties and baptisms to
preparing hearty traditional fare for refugees.
Owner Diana Dumitras, helped by a handful of vol-
unteers, has cooked more than 4,000 meals for
refugees to be distributed in the capital Chisinau.
“We’ve got enough food for another week and then
I don’t know if we will be able to carry on,” she
says, piling ragout into meal containers.

‘God spare us’ 
There were similar scenes in the town of

Sipoteni. There, the meeting room of the town hall
has become a makeshift collection point for boxes
full of apples, pots of jam, clothes, hygiene prod-
ucts and other donations. At the moment, mayor
Vasile Rata has a donation of $2,000 from the
UNDP to fall back on. “It’s not a huge amount, but
it means we can pay for the refugees’ transport and
also reimburse part of peoples’ gas bills,” he says.
His brother, who has emigrated to Western Europe,
has opened his house for refugees to use.

One of them is a 41-year-old Ukrainian called

Yulia, who did not want to give her last name. She
broke off from watching the news from home to
explain that she and her parents had refused to
travel to join relatives in Germany because they
wanted to stay as close as possible to their home-
land. Back in Sireti, Larisa Ciobanu, 56, wipes away

tears as she tries to put herself in the shoes of the
10 or so people she has taken in since the war
broke out. “Our mission is to help. God spare us
from finding ourselves in their situation,” she says,
a common sentiment in a country where many fear
they could be next in Moscow’s sights. —AFP

80% of those who have fled housed by private individuals

Strained Moldova keeps doors
open for Ukraine refugees

PALANCA, Moldova: Refugees from Ukraine enter the Republic of Moldova at Palanca-Maiaky-Udobne border
crossing point between Moldova and Ukraine. —AFP

Australian TV 
anchor has closed 
China trial on state
secrets charges
BEIJING:  The sentencing of Australian journalist
Cheng Lei by a Chinese court over accusations of
supplying state secrets overseas was deferred on
Thursday, with Canberra decrying the trial of a
woman detained for 18 months so far as “closed
and opaque”. Cheng-a mother-of-two and a former
anchor on Beijing’s state broadcaster CGTN-has
been detained since August 2020. In February last
year she was formally arrested for “illegally supply-
ing state secrets overseas”. But Chinese authorities
have given no further information on the allegations
against her and on Thursday denied the Australian
ambassador to China and other diplomats access to
the court.

“Regrettably, the Ambassador was not permitted
entry to the court,” Australian foreign minister
Marise Payne said in a statement after Thursday’s
hearing. “The continuing lack of transparency is
concerning and further undermines confidence,”

she said, describing it as a “closed and opaque
process”. The court had “deferred its verdict”, she
added. Cheng could face life imprisonment if
deemed to have committed serious violations of
China’s national security laws. A statement from her
family said “her two children and elderly parents
miss her immensely and sincerely hope to reunite
with her as soon as possible”.

Concerns have swirled over her welfare and
detention conditions. Payne said Canberra was also
advocating for Cheng to be allowed to speak to her
two young children in Australia, who she has not
had contact with since being detained in 2020.
Born in central China’s Hunan province, Cheng emi-
grated to Australia as a child and later acquired cit-
izenship of her adoptive country-likely ditching her
Chinese passport as Beijing does not permit its citi-
zens to hold dual nationality. After returning to
China and joining the state broadcaster in 2012, she
became a familiar face on CGTN and hosted inter-
views with noted CEOs from around the world.

Broader tensions 
Beijing said Thursday that Cheng’s case was

“going through the judicial process and the court
will choose a date to announce the verdict”. Her
“suspected crime is illegal provision of state
secrets abroad and her case involves state secrets”,
said foreign ministry spokesman Wang Wenbin,
justifying the closed-door trial. Canberra “should

not interfere with Chinese judicial organs’ handling
of cases in any form”, he added. Cheng’s detention
came as relations between Australia and China
plunged to their lowest level in years.

Beijing has lashed out at Australia’s use of foreign
interference laws to block Chinese investment in
sensitive sectors and examine Chinese influence on
the country’s public life. Canberra’s repeated calls
for an independent enquiry into the origins of
Covid-19 — which first emerged in China over two
years ago-have also raised Beijing’s hackles. —AFP

BEIJING: This undated frame grab shows Australian
journalist Cheng Lei in Beijing. —AFP

Argentina’s Falklands
obsession thrives 
40 years after war
BUENOS AIRES: Whether it is found in children’s
school books, on bank notes, murals and road
signs, tattooed on people’s bodies or even as an
article in the constitution, Argentina’s claim to the
Falkland Islands is a national obsession. Forty
years since Argentina launched its disastrous inva-
sion of the tiny South Atlantic archipelago, which
covers 12,000 square kilometers (4,600 square
miles), the political powers in the South American
country show no signs of giving up hope of some-
how claiming the islands, as well as the island of
South Georgia.

“The recovery of the said territories and the full
exercise of sovereignty... constitute a permanent
and irrevocable objective of the Argentine people,”
says the Constitution, written in 1994. Lying about
300 miles (480 kilometers) from the Argentine
coast, the rocky wind-beaten islands are home to
3,500 mostly British people, some of whom can
trace their ancestry on the islands back 10 genera-
tions. It is officially a British Overseas Territory, but
Argentina claims that the islands should be theirs.

And wherever you travel in Argentina, there are
constant reminders of the state policy: signs pro-
claiming “Las Malvinas son Argentinas,” using the
Spanish name for the Falklands and asserting own-
ership. Murals also show the shape of the islands,
often painted in the sky blue of the Argentine flag
and with the words “We will return” emblazoned
next to it-a reference to the Argentine belief that it
once had a settlement in the islands. In many towns
and cities, road signs specify the distance to the
Falklands. Every April 2, a day marking the
Argentine invasion, school children sing the official
1941 hymn claiming the islands.

Falklands bring Argentines together 
Throughout the country, football stadiums,

towns, hundreds of roads and even the 50 pesos bill
carry the name “Argentine Malvinas.” “Argentina is
a complex country with many cracks, there are few
issues that” bring people together, said Edgardo
Esteban, director of the Malvinas Museum in
Buenos Aires. “The Falklands is one, it’s like the
national football team.”

In a 2021 survey of 5,000 people, more than 81
percent said the country should continue to claim sov-
ereignty over the islands. Only 10 percent said it
should stop. Governments also have been keen to con-
tinue, although not always in the same way. Argentina
has clung to a non-binding 1965 United Nations reso-
lution that recognized a sovereignty dispute, dating

back to the 1830s, and invited the Argentine and UK
governments to negotiate a solution.

The South American country has been less
enthusiastic to acknowledge the right to self-
determination enshrined in the UN Charter-and
which the Falkland islanders exercised in 2013
when 99.8 percent of them voted to remain
British. Argentina long sought to achieve its claims
by diplomatic means, but that was dramatically
abandoned by the military dictatorship in its ill-
fated 1982 invasion. —AFP

ARGENTINA: This file photo shows a view during the
awards ceremony of the Davis Cup 2008 World Group
final series, at the Islas Malvinas stadium in Mar del
Plata, Buenos Aires Province.  —AFP

Pakistan PM to address 
nation as no-confidence
debate postponed
ISLAMABAD: Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan was
to address the nation Thursday night as debate on a
no-confidence motion against him in parliament was
postponed. No Pakistan premier has ever seen out a full
term, and Khan is facing the biggest challenge to his
rule since being elected in 2018, with opponents accus-
ing him of economic mismanagement and foreign-poli-
cy bungling. The government is also battling to contain
a rise in militancy by the Pakistan Taliban, which on
Wednesday announced an offensive against security
forces during Ramadan, which is due to begin with the
sighting of the next new moon.

Debate on the no-confidence motion was due to

start Thursday, but the deputy speaker suspended pro-
ceedings when legislators declined to first address other
items on the agenda. “I and the whole nation demand an
immediate voting on the motion of no confidence,” said
Marriyum Aurangzeb, a senior opposition leader, to
chants of “vote”. “It seems that no one is interested in
the question-answer session, therefore the session is
suspended,” said deputy speaker Qasim Khan Suri, from
Khan’s ruling Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party.

Shehbaz Sharif, tipped to become the next prime
minister if Khan is ousted, condemned the suspension.
“The deputy speaker has once again dishonored the
paramilitary norms by not allowing the agenda item for
a debate,” he told reporters outside the parliament. The
PTI effectively lost its majority in the 342-member
National Assembly Wednesday when a coalition part-
ner said its seven lawmakers would vote with an oppo-
sition alliance. More than a dozen PTI lawmakers have
also indicated they will cross the floor, although party
leaders are trying to get the courts to prevent them

from voting. In the past, parties have resorted to physi-
cally preventing lawmakers from voting against key
legislation by blocking access to the national assembly,
leading to cat-and-mouse chases and even accusations
of kidnapping. The opposition is headed by the
Pakistan Muslim League-N (PML-N) and the Pakistan
People’s Party (PPP) — two usually feuding dynastic
groups that dominated national politics for decades
until Khan forged a coalition against them. He was
elected after promising to sweep away decades of
entrenched corruption and cronyism, but has struggled
to maintain support with inflation skyrocketing, a feeble
rupee and crippling debt. 

Some analysts say Khan has also lost the crucial
support of the military-claims both sides deny-and
Pakistan’s army is key to political power. There have
been four military coups-and at least as many unsuc-
cessful ones-since independence in 1947, and the
country has spent more than three decades under
army rule. —AFP
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