
KABUL: Taleban fighters beat women protesters and
fired into the air on Saturday as they violently dispersed
a rare rally in the Afghan capital, days ahead of the first
anniversary of the hardline Islamists’ return to power.
Since seizing control on August 15 last year, the Taleban
have rolled back the marginal gains made by women
during two decades of US intervention in Afghanistan.

About 40 women-chanting “bread, work and free-
dom”-marched in front of the education ministry build-
ing in Kabul, before the fighters dispersed them by fir-
ing their guns into the air, an AFP correspondent
reported.

Some women protesters who took refuge in nearby
shops were chased and beaten by Taleban fighters with
their rifle butts. The demonstrators carried a banner
which read “August 15 is a black day” as they demanded
rights to work and political participation. “Justice, jus-
tice. We’re fed up with ignorance,” they chanted, many
not wearing face veils.

“Unfortunately, the Taleban from the intelligence
service came and fired in the air,” said Zholia Parsi, one

of the organizers of the march. “They dispersed the
girls, tore our banners and confiscated the mobile
phones of many girls.” But protester Munisa Mubariz
vowed to continue fighting for women’s rights.

“If the Taleban want to silence this voice, it’s not
possible. We will protest from our homes,” she said.

Some journalists covering the demonstration-the first
women’s rally in months-were also beaten by the
Taleban fighters, an AFP correspondent saw.

‘Making women invisible’ 
While the Taleban authorities have allowed and

even promoted some rallies against the United
States, they have declined permission for any
women’s rally since they returned to power. After
seizing control last year, the Taleban promised a
softer version of the harsh Islamist rule that charac-
terized their first stint in power from 1996 to 2001.
But many restrictions have already been imposed,

especially on women, to comply with the movement’s
austere vision of Islam.

Tens of thousands of girls have been shut out of sec-
ondary schools, while women have been barred from
returning to many government jobs. Women have also
been banned from travelling alone on long trips and can
only visit public gardens and parks in the capital on
days separate from men.

In May, the country’s supreme leader and chief of the
Taleban, Hibatullah Akhundzada, ordered women to ful-
ly cover themselves in public, including their faces-ide-
ally with an all-encompassing burqa. Since the second-
ary school ban was announced in March, many secret
schools for these girls have sprung up across several
provinces.

The United Nations and rights groups have repeat-
edly slammed the Taleban government for imposing the
restrictions on women. These policies show a “pattern
of absolute gender segregation and are aimed at mak-
ing women invisible in the society”, Richard Bennett,
UN special rapporteur on human rights in Afghanistan,
told reporters in Kabul during a visit in May.

Human Rights Watch on Thursday called on the
Taleban to “reverse their horrifying and misogynistic”
decision to bar women from education. “This would
send a message that the Taleban are willing to reconsid-
er their most egregious actions,” Fereshta Abbasi,
Afghanistan researcher at the rights group, said in a
statement. Some Afghan women initially pushed back
against the curbs, holding small protests.

But the Taleban soon rounded up the ringleaders,
holding them incommunicado while denying they had
been detained. — AFP
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News in brief
North Korea lifts mask mandate 

SEOUL: North Korea has lifted a mask mandate
and eased other virus restrictions, state media said
Saturday, days after leader Kim Jong Un declared
“victory” over COVID-19. The announcement
comes after Pyongyang earlier this week blamed
Seoul for causing the COVID-19 outbreak in the
North and threatened to “wipe out” the South
Korean authorities, if necessary. Virus restrictions
were eased as “the public health crisis created in
the country was completely defused and its whole
territory was turned into a clean one free from the
malignant virus in the shortest period,”
Pyongyang’s official Korea Central News Agency
(KCNA) reported. —AFP

Cuba puts out huge fuel plant fire 

HAVANA: Cuba’s government declared the “elimi-
nation” on Friday of a fire at a major fuel storage
plant that left two firefighters dead and 14 people
missing. The presidency said on Twitter that “at
7:00 am (1100 GMT) the elimination of the fire was
declared.” After the fire was extinguished, 60
experts entered the disaster zone to recover the
remains of those still missing. “Forensic Medicine
teams have been working since early in the morning
to search for the remains of the missing persons,”
the president’s office said. — AFP

Colombia to restart talks with ELN 

HAVANA: Colombia’s government gave the green
light on Friday to resume peace talks with the
country’s largest remaining rebel force, a key elec-
toral promise that brought leftist President Gustavo
Petro to power earlier this week. Colombian gov-
ernment officials on Friday met with members of the
National Liberation Army (ELN) in Havana, where
they have been based since 2018, with Bogota say-
ing it officially recognizes the “legitimacy of dia-
logue... in the search for peace.” “Both parties
agree on the need to restart a dialogue process
with facts that show Colombian society and the
world that this will is real,” High Commissioner for
Peace Danilo Rueda said. — AFP

US Justice probes Baptist sex abuse

WASHINGTON: The Southern Baptist
Convention, America’s largest Protestant denomi-
nation, said Friday that it is being investigated by
the US Justice Department following a scandal
over its handling of sexual abuse. The church said
several of its entities are being investigated and
promised to “fully and completely” cooperate with
the probe. “While we continue to grieve and
lament past mistakes related to sexual abuse, cur-
rent leaders across the SBC have demonstrated a
firm conviction to address those issues of the past
and are implementing measures to ensure they are
never repeated in the future,” the church said in a
statement.—AFP

S Leone president blames oppn

FREETOWN, Sierra Leone: The president of
Sierra Leone blamed deadly protests this week on
opposition parties, claiming Friday night that his
political rivals had attempted to overthrow his gov-
ernment in a “premeditated” insurrection. On
Wednesday, a demonstration organized by women
to draw attention to inflation and the rising cost of
living descended into clashes between security
forces and young men demanding President Julius
Maada Bio resign. Violence erupted in several parts
of the country, with the authorities imposing an
internet blackout in response. —AFP

KABUL, Afghanistan: Taleban fighters walk as they fire in air to disperse Afghan women protesters in Kabul on August
13, 2022. —AFP
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Fish die on Oder 
river after feared 
chemical dump
SCHWEDT, Germany: Thousands of fish have
washed up dead on the Oder river running through
Germany and Poland, sparking warnings of an environ-
mental disaster as residents are urged to stay away
from the water. The fish floating by the German banks
near the eastern town of Schwedt are believed to have
washed upstream from Poland where first reports of
mass fish deaths were made by locals and anglers as
early as on July 28. German officials accused Polish
authorities of failing to inform them about the deaths,
and were taken by surprise when the wave of lifeless
fish came floating into view.

In Poland, the government has also come under
heavy criticism for failing to take swift action.

Almost two weeks after the first dead fish appeared
floating by Polish villages, Polish Prime Minister
Mateusz Morawiecki said on Friday that “everyone
had initially thought that it was a local problem”.

But he admitted that the “scale of the disaster is
very large, sufficiently large to say that the Oder will
need years to recover its natural state.” “Probably
enormous quantities of chemical waste was dumped
into the river in full knowledge of the risk and conse-
quences,” added the Polish leader, as German
Environment Minister Steffi Lemke urged a compre-
hensive probe into what she called a brewing “envi-
ronmental disaster”.

‘Atypical’ 
Standing by the riverbank, Michael Tautenhahn,

deputy chief of Germany’s Lower Oder Valley National
Park, looked in dismay at the river on the German-
Polish border. “We are standing on the German side-
we have dead fish everywhere,” he told AFP. “I am
deeply shocked... I have the feeling that I’m seeing
decades of work lying in ruins here. I see our liveli-
hood, the water-that’s our life,” he said, noting that it’s
not just fish that have died, but also mussels and likely
countless other water creatures.

“It’s just the tip of the iceberg.”
The Oder has over the last years been known as a

relatively clean river, and 40 domestic species of fish
make their home in the waterway. But now, lifeless
fish-some as small as a few centimetres, others reach-
ing 30-40 cm-can be seen across the river.
Occasionally, those still struggling to pull through can
be seen flipping up in the water, seemingly gasping for
air. Officials believe that the fish are likely to have been
poisoned.

“This fish death is atypical,” said Axel Vogel, envi-
ronment minister for Brandenburg state, estimating
that “undoubtedly tons” of fish have died. Fish death is
often caused by the distortion of oxygen levels when
water levels are too low, he explained.

“But we have completely different test results,
namely that we have had increased oxygen level in the
river for several days, and that indicates that a foreign
substance has been introduced that has led to this,” he
said. Tests are ongoing in Germany to establish the
substance that may have led to the deaths. Early
reports had suggested indications of extremely high
levels of mercury. But another batch of preliminary
results released on Friday evening showed unusually
high levels of salt.—AFP

Defense minister 
enters Indonesia 
presidential race
JAKARTA: Indonesian Defense Minister Prabowo
Subianto has declared his entry into the country’s
presidential race in 2024, his third bid for the top job
in one of the world’s largest democracies.

The powerful minister is a controversial figure at
home and internationally, having been accused of
human rights abuses including involvement in the kid-
napping and disappearance of pro-democracy
activists in 1998. Speaking late Friday in front of thou-
sands of members of the Great Indonesia Movement
Party, or Gerindra, the former special forces com-
mander accepted its nomination and said he was ready
for the presidential bid.

“I am ready to keep fighting for the nation and the
people, all my life and soul will be dedicated to our
motherland,” Prabowo told the party meeting on the
outskirts of the capital Jakarta.

Subianto has lost two previous bids for the presi-
dential office, having been defeated by incumbent
president and his former bitter election rival Joko
Widodo in 2014 and 2019. After his second defeat,
Subianto and his team claimed the poll results were
fraudulent, triggering protests in the capital that
turned violent, with multiple deaths.

Widodo, who is constitutionally barred from seek-
ing a third term, approved of Prabowo’s candidacy.

“That’s how democracy works. If a minister comes
to me and tells me (he is running) there’s no way I’d say
no, I can’t do that,” Widodo told journalists late Friday.
“If that’s translated as me giving a blessing, be my
guest.”

Subianto, a former son-in-law of Indonesia’s late
dictator Suharto, has denied all allegations of his
role in human rights abuses in Jakarta, restive
province Papua and breakaway nation East Timor,
and he has never been charged. Amnesty
International Indonesia called the 70-year-old’s
appointment as defense minister in 2019 “a dark
day for human rights”. It  also condemned the
administration of then US president Donald Trump
for granting Subianto a visa for a 2020 visit, after
Washington had previously blocked his entry over
the allegations. — AFP

Kenya’s ‘mama 
mboga’ pinning hopes
on future president
ELDORET, Kenya: Behind her makeshift stall in the
Kenyan town of Eldoret, just a blue plastic sheet on the
ground strewn with bunches of spinach and kale
leaves, Agneta Muhonja Ambane’s face is etched with
fatigue. The 68-year-old grandmother did not go home
last night, fearing she would run into her landlord
demanding rent that she can no longer afford to pay.

She says she preferred to spend the night out in the
cold in a corner of the market in the Rift Valley town.
Ambane is a “mama mboga” (“mama vegetable” in
Swahili), a term used for the women vendors found
everywhere in markets or on roadsides across Kenya.

They sell small quantities of fruit, vegetables, beans
or fried fish to eke out a living for their families.
Ambane has been selling vegetables since she was just
eight years old. “Now, life is hard, the cost of living is
too high,” she sighs. Its economy already hammered
by the COVID pandemic, Kenya now is suffering from
skyrocketing prices for essential goods caused by the
fallout from war in Ukraine. Inflation hit 8.3 percent in
July, the highest in five years, and the struggle of ordi-
nary Kenyans to make ends meet was a hot-button
issue in Tuesday’s election.

‘It’s not possible’ 
After casting their ballots, Eldoret’s “mama mboga”

now hope Kenya’s new leader-whoever it may be-will
stick to the bold promises made on the hustings.
Deputy President William Ruto, who was born in a vil-
lage not far from Eldoret and is one of the two presi-
dential frontrunners, has styled himself as the champi-
on of “hustlers” struggling to make ends meet.

His rival Raila Odinga, the veteran opposition leader
now backed by his longtime foe, the outgoing
President Uhuru Kenyatta, has also pledged to
improve the lot of the ordinary Kenyan.

For the “mama mboga” of Eldoret, the situation is
desperate, their customers now increasingly scarce.
Ambane, who has 27 grandchildren, says her already
meager income is dwindling further.

“Sometimes, you make a profit of only 100 shillings
(about 84 cents) in a day, what are you going to buy
with 100 shillings?” she says, her arms crossed over
her orange-checkered apron.

“Do you think it’s possible to support my whole
family with these vegetables? It’s not possible.” She
breaks off as a customer asks for the price of spinach.
A few words are exchanged and the woman leaves
without buying. “I told her 20 shillings (17 cents). She
asked for 10, but I bought it for 15!” Ambane protests.
“When we get sick, we can’t afford to go to hospital.
You either prioritise having food in your stomach or
go to hospital.” At the end of a nearby street, Julia
Chepchirchir says she has no choice but to sell her
goods at a loss. “Since COVID came, our business
went down. We hope that after the elections every-
thing will be good,” says the 40-year-old single moth-
er, her hair wrapped up in a pink scarf.—AFP

SCHWEDT, Germany: Michael Tautenhahn, deputy leader of the Unteres Odertal national park, takes pictures of dead fish on
the banks of the river Oder in Schwedt, eastern Germany, on August 12, 2022.— AFP

NAIROBI, Kenya: Martha Karua (center), running mate of the
Azimio la Umoja political coalition presidential flag bearer,
Raila Odinga, dances with some of the elected, allied
women candidates. — AFP 


