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HERAT: Since their takeover a year ago, the 
Taleban have squeezed Afghan women out of 
public life, imposing suffocating restrictions on 
where they can work, how they can travel, and 
what they can wear. There is hardly a woman in 
the country who has not lost a male relative in 
successive wars, while many of their husbands, 
fathers, sons and brothers have also lost their 
jobs or seen their income shattered as a result of 
a deepening economic crisis. 

AFP took a series of portraits of women in 
major cities — Kabul, Herat and Kandahar — 
who are trying to keep households together by 
whatever means they can. “During these hard 
times, it is my job that has made me happy,” 40-
year-old baker Shapari told AFP. 

“My husband is jobless, and staying at home. I 
am able to find food for my children.” 

Women have been barred from most govern-
ment  employment  — or  had the i r  sa lar ies 
slashed and told to stay at home. They are often 
also first to be sacked from struggling private 
businesses — particularly those unable to seg-
regate the workplace in line with Taleban rules. 
Some jobs remain open, though women face far 

steeper obstacles than male colleagues. 
 

 ‘Queen of the honey bees’  
Tahmina Usmani, 23, is one of a few women 

journalists who have been able to continue 
working in the sector. In order to circumvent a 
Taleban order to cover their faces while on the 
air, she and others at Afghanistan’s news broad-
caster TOLOnews wear a COVID face mask. “I 
was able to join TOLOnews and be the voice for 
women in Afghanistan, which makes me feel 
great,” she said. 

Ghuncha Gul Karimi, another woman pho-
tographed by AFP, grew her beekeeping business 
to produce honey for sale after her husband left 
the country. “I’ve taken up two extra jobs and 
bought a motorcycle to drive myself from the 
honey farm and back,” she said. 

“I am determined to become the queen of hon-
ey bees.” Even before the Taleban’s return to 
power, Afghanistan was a deeply conservative, 
patriarchal country with progress in women’s 
rights limited largely to major cities. 

Women generally cover their hair with scarves, 
while the burqa — mandatory for all women 

under the Taleban’s first regime, from 1996 to 
2001 — continued to be widely worn, particularly 
outside the capital Kabul. Earlier this year, the 

religious police ordered women to cover them-
selves completely in public, preferably including 
their faces. —AFP

The women desperate to work  
in Taleban-ruled Afghanistan

Deepening economic crisis has shattered incomes of households

 

Myanmar junta curbs  
political parties  
meeting foreigners 

 
BANGKOK: Myanmar’s ruling junta has 
moved to restrict political parties from meet-
ing foreigners or international organizations 
ahead of an election expected next year. The 
Southeast Asian nation has been plunged into 
turmoil and its economy is in tatters since a 
February 2021 coup which ousted Aung San 
Suu Kyi’s government. The military alleged 
widespread voter fraud during November 
2020 polls which Suu Kyi’s National League 
for Democracy (NLD) party won in a land-
slide, although international observers said 
the election was largely free and fair. 

The junta-stacked Union Election 
Commission said Friday that the country’s 92 
registered political parties would have to ask 
for permission if they wished to meet foreign 
organizations or individuals. 

“Political parties need to respect the law. If 
they fail to do so their party’s registration will 
be dissolved,” the commission said in a state-
ment. The body also accused foreign 
embassies and international non-governmen-
tal organizations of interfering in the 2020 
polls resulting in fraud. 

Political parties in Myanmar were scathing 
of the new edict. 

Former NLD lawmaker Soe Thura Tun said 
it was undemocratic and did not respect the 
right to freedom of association. “It’s not 
appropriate to restrict them (political par-
ties),” he told AFP Saturday. 

Ko Ko Gyi, chair of the People’s Party, said 
the announcement was unprecedented and 
did not bode well  for the prospects of 
Myanmar’s next election being a genuine 
exercise in democracy. 

“We believe that their action will cause 
major damage to the Myanmar people and 
international community’s trust in the upcom-
ing election and democratic system,” he told 
AFP on Saturday. 

Last week, US Secretary of State Antony 
Blinken urged the international community to 
reject the junta’s “sham elections” planned for 
next year. “They can be neither free nor fair 
under present conditions,” he said at the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) foreign ministers’ meeting in Phnom 
Penh, from which the junta’s top diplomat was 
excluded over its failure to negotiate with its 
opponents. Earlier this month, the junta 
extended a state of emergency by six months 
saying elections could only take place when 
the conflict-wracked country was “stable and 
peaceful”. —AFP 

KABUL: This combination of photos shows women posing for portraits in different cities in Afghanistan.  —AFP

Chinese homebuyers  
run out of patience  
with developers 

 
BEIJING: Newly-married and with his first child on 
the way, auto worker Wang wanted to move into the 
apartment he bought in Wuhan three years ago but 
those hopes were dashed by China’s ballooning 
property crisis. Saddled with $300,000 in debt and 
with his unit nowhere near completion, the 34-year-
old decided he had had enough and stopped mak-
ing mortgage payments. 

He is among numerous homebuyers across 
dozens of cities in China who have boycotted 
payments over fears that their properties will not 
be completed by cash-strapped, debt-laden 
developers. 

“They said construction would resume soon,” 
Wang told AFP, only giving his surname. “But no 
workers showed up.” Beijing-based Wang was plan-
ning to start a family after purchasing the home. 

“It wasn’t easy for us to buy this home. It all 
came from my savings,” said Wang. “Now there’s no 
home, and we still owe two million yuan ($300,000) 
in mortgage payments.” 

After years of explosive growth fuelled by 
easy access to loans, Chinese authorit ies 
launched a crackdown on excessive debt in 2020. 
That squeezed financing options for property 
sector giants such as Evergrande, as they strug-
gled to make repayments and restructure moun-
tains of debt. 

Now they are facing mortgage boycotts and 
government pressure to deliver pre-sold homes. 

In Wuhan, the capital of Hubei province, buyers 
such as Wang said they received multiple postpone-
ment notices on their apartments from developer 
Myhome Real Estate, months past the promised 
delivery date in late 2021. The builder said in a 
notice this week that it had managed to release 
some frozen funds, adding that it expects to com-
plete the Wuhan project in late 2022. 

Wang said he stopped repayments this month, 
and that complaints to authorities in the city did not 
make a difference. “There’s no hope in life, carrying 
on with payments like this.” 

 
‘Our hearts are cold’  

The “crisis of confidence” in China’s housing 
market points to structural flaws, said Andrew 
Batson of Gavekal Dragonomics in a recent report. 
Because of their heavy reliance on selling apart-
ments in advance, developers pursued business 
models that exposed buyers to the risk of not get-
ting their homes, he added. As financially stressed 
firms halt construction on projects, “those risks have 
dramatically materialized”. The crisis has left home-
buyers in limbo. “I thought it would never happen,” 
a Wuhan homebuyer surnamed Hu said of his unfin-
ished home. 

The 25-year-old said his family took out loans to 
help with the down payment for a three-room flat in 
2018. At that time, Wuhan was encouraging college 
graduates such as Hu to get household registrations 
in the city, he said. 

Known as “hukou”, these all-important govern-
ment registrations allow access to healthcare and 
schools. “Everyone was buying property back 
then... people were vying for it,” he said. 

Another young homebuyer Xue said almost all of 
his salary now goes to rent and mortgage payments. 

“I don’t want to pay any more,” the 24-year-old 
said. “Our hearts are cold.” “It’s not that we disre-
gard the law or contracts, but this situation puts us 
under too much pressure.” 

Xue’s family put down 800,000 yuan for the flat 
while he took on a 600,000 yuan loan that he has 
been repaying for two years. Buyers in Wuhan told 
AFP there have been protests over unfinished pre-
sold homes in the city. 

 
Vicious cycle  

Homebuyers in around 100 cities-involving more 
than 300 housing projects-have boycotted mort-
gage payments, according to a crowdsourced doc-
ument named “WeNeedHome”. 

Many are in central Henan’s provincial capital 

Zhengzhou, where authorities have set up a fund to 
help developers complete projects. Other affected 
cities include Chongqing and Changsha. 

There have also been allegations of financial mis-
management, and some cities have called on banks 
to tighten their oversight of escrow accounts, 
according to local media reports. 

Nomura analysts estimate that Chinese develop-
ers have only delivered around 60 percent of homes 
they pre-sold between 2013 and 2020. In those 
years, China’s outstanding mortgage loans rose by 
26.3 trillion yuan, Nomura added. 

The property sector’s woes were thrown into 
sharp rel ief  last year when it  emerged that 
Evergrande was having trouble repaying its credi-
tors, sparking panic that the industry, which 
accounts for around a quarter of China’s GDP, was 
on the brink of collapse. Homebuyers’ ability to 
make mortgage payments is not the main issue, 
said Oxford Economics lead economist Tommy 
Wu in a report. 

But a loss of confidence in developers will wors-
en the real estate downturn, he added. 

“The chance of a vicious cycle-declining housing 
sales and prices, mounting developers’ distress, and 
deteriorating local government finances-developing 
is concerning.” —AFP

S Korea pardons  
Samsung boss ‘to  
help the economy’ 

 
SEOUL: The heir and de facto leader of the 
Samsung group received a presidential pardon 
Friday, continuing South Korea’s long tradition of 
freeing business leaders convicted of corruption 
on economic grounds. Billionaire Lee Jae-yong, 
convicted of bribery and embezzlement in 
January last year, will be “reinstated” to give him 
a chance to “contribute to overcoming the eco-
nomic crisis” of the country, justice minister Han 
Dong-hoon said. 

Lee-who has a net worth of $7.9 billion, 
according to Forbes-was released on parole in 
August 2021, after serving 18 months in jail, just 
over half of his original sentence. Friday’s pardon 
will allow him to fully return to work by lifting a 
post-prison employment restriction that had 
been set for five years. 

“Due to the global economic crisis, the 
dynamism and vitality of the national economy 
have deteriorated, and the economic slump is 
feared to be prolonged,” the Justice Ministry said 
in a statement. The pardon was given so that 
Lee-as well as other high-level executives 
receiving pardons Friday-could “lead the coun-
try’s continuous growth engine through active 
investment in technology and job creation”, it 
added. 

Three other high-profile businessmen were 
also pardoned, including Lotte Group chairman 
Shin Dong-bin, who was sentenced to a sus-
pended two-and-half-year prison term in a 
bribery case in 2018. 

A total of 1,693 people-including prisoners 
with terminal illnesses and those near the end of 
their terms-were on the pardon list, the ministry 
said, ahead of the annual Liberation Day anniver-
sary Monday. The anniversary marks Japan’s 
1945 World War II surrender, which liberated 

Korea from decades of colonial rule and is typi-
cally celebrated each year with the pardon of 
hundreds of prisoners. 

Lee, 54, issued a statement after the pardon 
was announced saying he aimed to “contribute to 
the economy through continuous investment and 
job creation for young people”. 

 
Above the law?  

Lee is the vice-chairman of Samsung 
Electronics, the world’s biggest smartphone mak-
er. The conglomerate’s overall turnover is equiva-
lent to about one-fifth of South Korea’s gross 
domestic product. He was jailed for offences 
connected to a massive corruption scandal that 
brought down former president Park Geun-hye. 

There is a long history of South Korean 
tycoons being charged with bribery, embezzle-
ment, tax evasion or other offences. But many of 
those convicted have subsequently had their sen-
tences cut or suspended on appeal, with some-
including late Samsung chairman Lee Kun-hee, 
who was convicted twice-receiving presidential 
pardons in recognition of their “contribution to 
the national economy”. 

The giant Samsung group is by far the largest 
of the family-controlled empires known as chae-
bol that dominate business in South Korea. 
President Yoon Suk-yeol said Friday that the 
pardons were aimed at improving the lot of 
“ordinary people who have been affected by the 
prolonged Covid-19 pandemic”. 

But analysts said they simply allowed major 
businessmen to feel they were not “constrained 
by any legal norms”, Vladimir Tikhonov, profes-
sor of Korean studies at the University of Oslo, 
told AFP. 

Former conservative president Lee Myung-
bak, who is currently serving a prison sentence 
over corruption and had initially been expected 
to benefit from the pardons, was not included on 
the list. 

Justice minister Han said all politicians were 
excluded this time as the economy is the most 
“urgent and important” issue. Local reports have 
speculated that pardoning Lee Myung-bak 

would have been too risky for President Yoon, 
who is already struggling with record-low 
approval ratings. 

 
More legal woes  

Lee Jae-yong still faces a separate trial over 
accusations of accounting fraud regarding a 
merger of two Samsung firms in 2015. In May, he 
was excused from a hearing in that trial to host 
US President Joe Biden when he kicked off a tour 
of South Korea by visiting Samsung’s chip plant, 
alongside President Yoon. His pardon follows 
Samsung unveiling a massive 450 trillion won 
($346 billion) investment blueprint for the next 
five years, aimed at making it a leader in sectors 
from semiconductors to biologics and creating 
80,000 new jobs. 

But Lee’s imprisonment has been no barrier to 
the firm’s performance-it announced a surge of 
more than 70 percent in second-quarter profits 
in July last year, with a coronavirus-driven shift 
to remote work boosting demand for devices 
using its memory chips. 

“Samsung operated perfectly well without any 
pardon,” Tikhonov told AFP. “The pardon weak-
ens rule of law, which potentially is, in fact, more 
detrimental than advantageous.”  —AFP

SEOUL: In this file photo taken on February 22, 2017 Lee 
Jae-Yong (center), vice chairman of Samsung Electronics, 
arrives for questioning at the office of a special prosecutor 
investigating a corruption scandal in Seoul.  —AFP

SHANGHAI, China: This file photo taken on July 27, 2022 
shows removed company signage (top) in a view of the 
unoccupied Evergrande Centre building in Shanghai. —AFP

UK hit by latest  
rail strikes amid 
soaring inflation 

 
LONDON: Football fans and holidaymakers faced 
travel woe Saturday as train drivers walked out 
across the UK, the latest in a series of industrial 
strikes amid spiraling inflation. 

Members of the Aslef union at nine train compa-
nies are staging a 24-hour strike over pay and 
working conditions, bringing large parts of the net-
work to a standstill, with no service in some areas of 
the country. “The companies have said that they 
cannot, or will not, give our members an increase,” 
said Mick Whelan, Aslef’s general secretary. 

“They blame the government... while the govern-
ment says it’s down to the train operators. So we are 
caught in a Catch-22 situation where each side 
blames the other.” 

The train network has already been crippled by 
previous strikes, including a three-day walkout in 
June that was the country’s biggest for 30 years. 
They, and other industries, are demanding higher 
pay to mitigate inflation that is forecast to hit 13 
percent by the end of the year. —AFP 


