
UNITED NATIONS: The UN Security Council will
soon launch negotiations on the world body’s future
role in Taleban-ruled Afghanistan, after a report
from the organization’s chief called for dialogue and
advised against isolating the extremists. Led by
Norway, which recently hosted landmark talks
between Western diplomats and Taleban officials in
Oslo, the negotiations are expected to be “very
tricky and very difficult,” said one UN ambassador
under condition of anonymity.

The envoy, who represents a country currently
on the Security Council, added that the West wants
“to make sure (that) particularly women and girls
are not sidelined in that discussion.” But on the oth-
er side, China and Russia-both veto-wielding coun-
cil members-could attempt to minimize the impact
of human rights issues on the future of the United
Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNA-
MA), the envoy suggested.

Another diplomat who asked not to be named
said that “consensus” could be found on the issues
of humanitarian aid and combatting terror groups in
the war-wracked South Asian country. That same
diplomat said “differences” could crop up between
those who want to see “cooperation with the
Taleban (Beijing and Moscow) and those in the
West who support a “tough approach” to extract
concessions from the hardline Islamist group. The
mandate for UNAMA, which has been present in
Afghanistan since 2002, expires on March 17.

Recognition? 
Beyond the talks within the Council, the defini-

tion of the UN’s role in Afghanistan will depend in
part on the goodwill of the Taleban, who took
power in August and are seeking international
recognition. So far, no country has obliged, but
Foreign Minister Amir Khan Muttaqi, who attend-
ed the Oslo talks, told AFP in an interview this

week that the regime was inching closer to earning
foreign recognition.

The new government in Kabul has so far failed in
its efforts to assume the country’s seat at the world
body, with the nomination of its new ambassador,
former Taleban spokesman Suhail Shaheen, still in
limbo. The process of both recognizing the govern-
ment and subsequently accepting its new UN envoy
has been frozen at the world body in a deal reached
by the United States, Russia and China.

Meanwhile, an attack that killed at least 173 peo-
ple including 13 US service members during the
chaotic Kabul airport evacuation last year was
undertaken by a single suicide bomber, a Pentagon
investigation concluded Friday.

The investigation ruled out more than one per-
petrator or anyone using firearms in the August 26
attack, which was claimed by the Islamic State
group. At least 160 Afghan civilians and the 13 US
troops were killed by the bombing, which came
during the final days of the US military’s with-
drawal after  two decades of war, according to the
investigation.

The bomb exploded in a dense crowd just out-
side the airport’s Abbey Gate as thousands of peo-
ple pushed to try to get inside and leave the coun-
try in the US-managed airlift.

Although some gunfire erupted after the bomb-
ing, US officers said they were warning shots and
none of those who died in the event were killed by
them. “There were no gunshot wounds” among the
victims, said Brigadier General Lance Curtis, who
presented the investigation findings Friday.

He said that the deaths were from shrapnel
including ball bearings from the bomb, the wounds
of which can look like gunshot wounds. Curtis
admitted that on the day, the US military thought
the attack was “complex,” involving an Islamic State
gunman as well as the bomber.

“We now know that the explosive fired ball bear-
ings causing wounds that looked like gunshots.
When combined with a small number of warning
shots, that led many to assume that a complex
attack had occurred,” Curtis told reporters. Also
adding to the confusion was the fact that the shrap-
nel from the blast punctured tear gas canisters car-
ried by the US troops for crowd control.

That created “instant chaos and sensory over-

load,” said one of the officials who briefed reporters
on the investigation. The bomb also left 45 US serv-
ice members injured, some with brain injuries from
the concussive force of the blast. The black-garbed
perpetrator, shown in the investigator’s sole video
of the bombing, was later identified by Islamic State
as Abdul Rahman Al-Logari, who was released from
a government prison by the Taleban after they took
control of Kabul on August 15. —AFP

US probe finds single attacker in Kabul evacuation bombing

UN seeks to define its role 
in Taleban-run Afghanistan

HERAT, Afghanistan: Afghan passengers board a commercial aircraft bound to Kabul, at Herat Airport, some
10 km southeast of Herat yesterday. —AFP

Man charged over 
bathroom spy cams 
at Australian 
embassy in Thailand
BANGKOK: A former staffer at Australia’s embassy
in Bangkok has been charged after spy cameras
were found in women’s bathrooms at the mission, a
Canberra official said yesterday. Australia’s
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade confirmed
that Royal Thai Police had arrested a local former
employee last month.

“The welfare and privacy of all staff remains a
priority for the department and we continue to

provide appropriate support,” a department
spokesman said in a statement to AFP.

The spokesman declined to comment further on
the ongoing legal matter. Khemmarin Hassiri, com-
mander of the foreign affairs division of the Royal
Thai Police, said the Australian embassy filed a
complaint against a man on January 6. Thai police
said the investigation was ongoing. It is unclear
how long the cameras had been in the bathrooms,
with the matter only coming to light after a camera
SD card was found on a bathroom floor last year,
according to a report by ABC Australia.

The suspect has been released on bail. The inci-
dent represented a serious security breach, an
Australian defense and foreign policy expert said.
“If security was lax enough to allow devices like
cameras to be installed anywhere within a secure
area, it suggests it’s not tight enough to keep the
embassy secure,” said Hugh White, emeritus pro-

fessor of strategic studies at the Australian
National University. —AFP

BANGKOK: This general view shows the Australian
Embassy in Bangkok yesterday. —AFP

Australian policeman 
faces trial over death
of Aboriginal teen 
MELBOURNE: An Australian constable goes on
tr ia l  tomorrow with prosecutors trying to
secure the country’s first murder conviction
against a police officer over the death of an
Aboriginal person. Zachary Rolfe is accused of
shooting dead 19-year-old Kumanjayi Walker in
a remote outback town in 2019 in a high-profile
case that prompted nationwide protests. Rolfe,
30, has pleaded not guilty. The trial kicks off
amid growing outcry over the number of
Indigenous deaths in police custody and follows
large-scale racial justice rallies in Australia and
around the world.

More than 500 Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people have died in custody since 1991,
when detailed records began, including at least
11 in the last seven months. Despite several pub-
lic inquiries and trials over similar cases, no
Australian police officer has ever been convict-
ed of murder over the death of an Indigenous
person in custody. “Given the heightened atten-
tion to deaths in custody in Australia, and the
Black Lives Matter movement, I think people
are using this as a litmus test for whether the
courts can provide justice for First Nations
families,” said Thalia Anthony, professor of law
at the University of Technology Sydney.

In a  surprise decis ion last  November,

Australia’s High Court blocked an attempt by
Rolfe to argue he acted in “good faith” when he
shot Walker. Experts say the ruling took away a
key legal defense available to police when car-
rying out their duties. In October, another
pol ice off icer  went  on tr ia l  for  murder in
Western Australia over the death of a 29-year-
old Aboriginal woman in the first such case in
that state in a century. He was found not guilty.

Several other Australian officers have faced
murder charges before being acquitted or hav-
ing the charges dropped.

Three shots fired 
Rolfe will be tried in Darwin, about 1,500

kilometers (930 miles) north of the community
of Yuendumu, where Walker died on November
9, 2019. According to court documents, Rolfe
and another officer entered a house to arrest
Walker for an alleged bail breach and told him
to place his hands behind his back. Instead,
Walker is said to have stabbed Rolfe in the
shoulder with a pair of scissors, and a struggle
ensued during which Rolfe fired three shots
into Walker.

The teenager died that night at Yuendumu
police station and four days later Rolfe was
charged with murder. Walker’s death sparked
passionate protests in Yuendumu and around
Australia, with large crowds marching and call-
ing for justice.

Police immunity 
Rolfe’s trial has long been delayed by pre-tri-

al proceedings and the COVID-19 pandemic.
When it begins tomorrow, the prosecution will

argue the officer acted unlawfully in shooting
Walker three times. Even with the “good faith”
defense struck out, Rolfe still has two other
major legal points to rely on: that he acted rea-
sonably or in self-defense. The case will likely
draw scrutiny of clauses in Australian law that
offer police officers immunity, according to law
professor Anthony. “I think we’ll really see an
uptick in the campaigning against these special
immunities,” she said.

The trial will also inevitably stir debate about
the high incarceration rate among Indigenous
Australians-believed to be the most imprisoned
people in the world-as well  as over police
accountabi l i ty. “The convict ion of  Derek
Chauvin in the US, who was found guilty of the
murder of  George Floyd, was a smal l  step
towards accountability,” said Sophie Trevitt,
executive officer of the Aboriginal-led justice
coalition Change the Record. “Here in Australia,
we have never seen that accountability.”  —AFP

SYDNEY: Zachary Rolfe (right) is accused of shooting
dead 19-year-old Kumanjayi Walker

Myanmar villagers 
accuse junta troops 
of burning homes
YANGON: Myanmar villagers and anti-coup fight-
ers have accused troops of burning hundreds of
homes in the country’s restive northwest, as the jun-
ta seeks to crush resistance to its rule.

Mass protests against last year’s coup have been
met with a brutal military crackdown, and violence
has flared across Myanmar as civilians form “peo-
ple’s defense forces” (PDF) to oppose the junta. A
woman from Bin village in the Sagaing region, which
has seen recent clashes, said troops had arrived in
the early hours of Monday.

“They shelled artillery and fired guns before

coming in,” she said on Friday, adding that the
sound had sent villagers fleeing. Troops then set fire
to around 200 houses, including her own, she said,
requesting anonymity. “We could not bring anything
with us. We took some warm clothes only, and then
we just ran away.”

Troops also torched houses in nearby Inn Ma Hte
village after a local pro-junta militia was attacked
by anti-coup fighters who then fled, according to
one of the rebels.

“When the PDF left the village, the army burnt it
down,” the fighter said, adding that 600 houses had
been torched. Local media also reported that hun-
dreds of homes had been razed in the two villages,
and images obtained by AFP purporting to be of
Bin village showed the remains of dozens of burnt-
out buildings. AFP could not independently verify
the reports from the remote region.

The fires consumed properties, motorbikes and
carts, said another local who was helping to coordi-

nate aid for those displaced from Inn Ma Hte. “For
them, it will be difficult to regain their livelihoods,”
he said, requesting anonymity. State-run TV ran a
report on Thursday accusing PDF fighters of start-
ing the fires, and published images it claimed
showed burnt-out buildings destroyed by “terror-
ists”. The Southeast Asian country has been in
chaos since a coup last February, with more than
1,500 people killed in a crackdown on dissent,
according to a local monitoring group.

In August the junta said it was considering rais-
ing village militias to combat opposition to its rule,
as it struggles to assert control over swathes of the
country.

Sagaing has seen regular clashes and bloody
reprisals. In mid-December the United States and
United Nations condemned the junta over what
Washington described as “credible and sickening”
reports of the killing of 11 villagers, including chil-
dren, in the Sagaing region.  —AFP
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‘Citgo 6’ sentence confirmed

CARACAS: Venezuela’s supreme court confirmed sen-
tences of up to 13 years and seven months in prison for six
former executives of Citgo, the US-based subsidiary of the
Latin American country’s state oil company. The “Citgo 6”-
five Venezuela-born American citizens and one with US
permanent residency-have been held in Venezuela since
2017, accused of corruption. Their detention has further
strained relations between Venezuela and the United States,
which has repeatedly demanded their release. —AFP

Argentina cocaine toll 24

BUENOS AIRES: The death toll among dozens of people
who consumed cocaine likely laced with opioids in Buenos
Aires rose to 24 on Friday, with 23 still in hospital, health
officials said. Eight of the hospitalized are in serious condi-
tion and on mechanical ventilation. Officials said 24 people,
aged between 21 and 58, have died since Tuesday night
from adulterated cocaine bought from dealers in the poor
neighborhood of Loma Hermosa, some 40 kilometers (25
miles) from the Buenos Aires city center.  —AFP

Peru president sacks PM 

LIMA: Peruvian President Pedro Castillo dumped his prime
minister Friday just three days after appointing him, amid
outrage over revelations he was accused of domestic vio-
lence in 2016. “I have decided to recompose the cabinet,”
the president said, meaning Prime Minister Hector Valer
Pinto is out. The leftist Castillo announced the change in a
brief television address in which he did not mention Valer
Pinto by name. —AFP

Pence rejects Trump claim 

WASHINGTON: Former US vice president Mike Pence
said Friday that he had no right to overturn the 2020 elec-
tion and former president Donald Trump was wrong to
claim he could have done so. Pence dismissed Trump’s
assertion he could have blocked Democrat Joe Biden’s vic-
tory when he presided over the January 6, 2021 certification
by Congress of the presidential election results. “President
Trump said I had the right to overturn the election but
President Trump is wrong,” Pence said in a speech to the
conservative Federalist Society in Florida. —AFP

DR Congo attack toll rises to 62

BULE, DR Congo: The toll of a machete attack at a camp
for displaced people in eastern DR Congo this week has
increased to 62 people killed, including 17 children, an offi-
cial said Friday at a mass funeral. Grief-stricken relatives
cried as men shovelled orange earth onto 53 coffins of dif-
ferent colours aligned in the ground at a mass burial fol-
lowing the killings on Tuesday. The bodies of a further nine
people had been handed back to their families so they
could be laid to rest in their villages following the attack
overnight Tuesday. —AFP

Montenegro government toppled 

PODGORICA, Montenegro: Montenegro’s government was
set to be dissolved following a no-confidence vote late
Friday that sent the country’s prime minister packing. The
vote follows months of building tensions in the Balkan
nation where a dysfunctional coalition government elected
in 2020 has failed to make any tangible progress in passing
reforms since taking power. “Things are not working. It is
our responsibility to offer a solution and move to a new
stage of development for the sake of the country’s
European future,” said parliamentarian Milos Konatar, a
member of the ruling coalition, ahead of the vote.  —AFP


