
KABUL: A baby lost during the chaotic evacuation of
tens of thousands of Afghans at Kabul airport has been
reunited with his relatives after five months, his elated
grandfather has said. The boy’s father handed two-
month-old Sohail Ahmadi to a foreign soldier among
jostling crowds desperate to flee the Taleban after the
Islamists seized the capital in mid-August.

The pair were separated, and what happened next is
unclear-but taxi driver Hamid Safi said he found the
baby crying and alone on the floor of the airport the
same day. “I took him to some women to breastfeed him
but they would not... I kept looking for his family,” said
Safi, who had gone to the airport to help his brother with
evacuation.

“I then called my wife and she said to bring the baby
home.” The couple said they kept searching for the boy’s
parents but on failing to find them, gave him the name
Mohammad Abed and began to care for him. “If we had
not found his family then we would have protected and
raised him as our own child,” Safi, 29, told AFP.

Meanwhile, Sohail’s father Mirza Ali Ahmadi searched
for three days at the airport for his missing son, finally
choosing to board a flight to the United States with his
wife and four other children. Kabul’s only airport was
trashed in August when tens of thousands of people
scrambled to evacuate on any available flight as the
United States wrapped up their withdrawal from
Afghanistan after 20 years of war. Many Afghans feared
a return to the Taleban’s hardline rule of the 1990s or
retribution for working with the US-backed government
or foreign forces.

‘Responsible like a mother’ 
It was only days ago that relatives of Sohail’s were

tracked down in Kabul with the help of social media and
police, and the boy was handed to his grandfather in a
heart-wrenching goodbye for the Safi couple and their
three daughters. “I felt responsible for him like a mother,”
said Safi’s wife Farimah.

“He used to wake up a lot at night... Now when I
wake up he is not there and that makes me cry. “I’m a
mother. I understand he will not be with us always and
he needs to be with his parents,” she told AFP.

Her husband said handing back the baby was “very
difficult” and he was sorely missed. On Sunday, Sohail’s
grandfather Mirza Mohammad Qasemi invited the Safi
family to his home in Kabul to spend time with the boy,
who was showered with affection.

“They looked after him for five months and were very
attached to him,” he told AFP, adding that the couple had
initially been hesitant to hand him over. Qasemi, who said
he too had been searching for his grandson, is excited

that Sohail will now be able to join his parents in the
United States. “It was hard for my daughter. She was
crying and not eating anything,” Qasemi said, wiping his
tears as he watched Sohail sleep in Farimah’s lap.

Until Sohail joins his parents he will be looked after

by his aunt, Qasemi said. “We were in a bad condition
these past five months ... But when we found our baby
we were happy that God had given our child back to
us,” father Ahmadi told AFP by telephone from
America. — AFP
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News in brief
Spain bouncy castle tragedy

MADRID: A four-year-old girl has died following a
bouncy castle accident last week in eastern Spain,
the second child to die after a gust of wind blew
away the structure, local officials said yesterday.
Another seven children were hurt after they fell from
the inflatable bouncy castle on January 4 in Mislata
on the outskirts of Valencia. An eight-year-old girl
died from her injuries the day after the fairground
accident. “We regret the death of the second girl
who was in hospital in serious condition following
the accident,” Mislata city hall said in a statement.
The city declared three days of official mourning
and cancelled all official events until noon tomorrow
in the wake of the girl’s death. “What great sadness!
Despite the extraordinary efforts made by health-
care workers, the second girl injured at the fair has
died,” Mislata mayor Carlos Bielsa tweeted. — AFP

Pope calls for ‘reality therapy’ 

VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis yesterday urged
the international community to step up COVID vac-
cination and said “reality therapy” was needed to
battle “baseless information” putting people off get-
ting jabbed. The Argentine pontiff, who has previ-
ously described getting vaccinated as “an act of
love”, urged governments to ensure everyone
around the world had access to vaccines.
“Frequently people let themselves be influenced by
the ideology of the moment, often bolstered by
baseless information or poorly documented facts,”
he told members of the Vatican’s diplomatic corps.
“The pandemic, on the other hand, urges us to adopt
a sort of ‘reality therapy’ that makes us confront the
problem head on and adopt suitable remedies to
resolve it,” the 85-year old said. — AFP

Villager killed in tiger attack 

KUALA LUMPUR: An indigenous Malaysian vil-
lager has been killed in a tiger attack, with govern-
ment rangers shooting dead the critically endangered
creature after it also charged them, authorities said.
The 59-year-old victim, Anek Along, was attacked
Friday near the town of Gua Musang in the northern
Malaysian state of Kelantan. The 120-kilogram (264-
pound) creature then rushed other villagers who
threw spears to fend the creature off, wounding its
face, according to wildlife officials. Rangers arrived a
few hours later and shot dead the tiger after it
charged them. Kelantan wildlife department director
Mohamad Hafid Rohani told AFP authorities were
“sad” they were forced to kill the creature “as tigers
(in Malaysia) are dying out”. — AFP

KABUL: Sohail Ahmadi (C), who was separated from his parents at the airport in the chaos of the US evacu-
ation of Afghanistan in August 2021, plays at his grandfather’s house in Kabul. — AFP

BEIJING: This picture shows the Afghanistan embassy in Beijing yesterday where Afghanistan’s envoy to China
announced his resignation on social media via colorful handover note, detailing how diplomats had not been
paid for six months following the Taleban takeover. — AFP

India begins 
booster campaign 
as cases soar 
NEW DELHI: India began a COVID-19 booster shot
campaign for frontline workers and vulnerable people
aged 60 and above yesterday as authorities grapple with
a rapidly escalating outbreak driven by the Omicron
variant. Daily case numbers are approaching the enor-
mous figures seen last year, when thousands died each
day and workers maintained round-the-clock funeral
pyres for the mass cremation of virus victims.

Nearly 180,000 new infections were recorded
overnight, up nearly six times from a week earlier, with
several urban centres imposing night-time curfews and
restrictions on public gatherings.

“We’ve seen the number of cases increasing,” said
Sheetal Vaishnav, a doctor helping oversee yesterday’s
vaccinations at a clinic in the capital New Delhi.

“It’s necessary that we start protecting our popula-

tion more.” People aged 60 and above with pre-existing
medical conditions, health professionals, and other
essential workers are all eligible for a booster nine
months after their second jab. “I want to keep myself
safe in this pandemic, that’s why I got it,” said Sunil, a
municipal worker who received his latest shot yesterday.

“Nothing happened in the first one, and nothing in the
second one, what can go wrong with the third one?”

Positive signs 
India appears better placed to weather the Omicron

strain than it was ahead of the calamitous Delta wave it
suffered last year. During that period, more than 200,000
people died within a few weeks, according to official fig-
ures. Experts believe the real number is several times
higher. That outbreak saw hospitals overwhelmed, oxy-
gen run out and patients scramble to source medicine
from depleted pharmacies. In the time since, Indian health
workers have injected more than 1.5 billion vaccine doses,
with teens aged 15-18 eligible since last week.

As in other countries, deaths are a fraction of those
during the Delta wave — with 146 fatalities recorded on
Sunday, compared with more than 4,000 per day during
last year’s spike.—AFP

Afghan envoy to
China quits after six 
months of no pay 
BEIJING: Afghanistan’s ambassador to China left a
colourful resignation note for his post-Taliban takeover
successor yesterday-revealing that staff had not been
paid for months and that a lone receptionist had been
left to answer phones. Javid Ahmad Qaem took to
Twitter to detail how he had to scrape cash from the
embassy’s bank account to pay staff after the Taleban
seized Afghanistan last August.

“Since we did not receive salaries from Kabul for the
last six months, we assigned a committee from within the
diplomats to solve the financial issues,” Qaem wrote in a
letter to Afghanistan’s foreign ministry dated January 1
but posted to social media on Monday.

Still, he left some funds for his successor. “As of today,
1st January 2022, there is around $100,000 left in the
account.” He did not say where he was going next. In a
portrait of a barely functioning embassy, Qaem’s letter
revealed he had left the keys for the embassy’s five cars
in his office and that a lone local hire had been assigned
to answer queries after all the other diplomats left.

Many of Afghanistan’s embassies are in diplomatic
limbo, run by staff still loyal to the Western-backed gov-
ernment toppled by the Taleban. Several Afghan diplo-
mats have abandoned their Beijing postings since the fall
of Kabul, Qaem wrote, calling his resignation “the end to
an honourable responsibility” in an accompanying
Tweet. “I believe when the new person assigned, Mr

Sadaat, arrives to Beijing, there will be no other diplomat
left,” the letter said, adding that China had been “well-
informed”.

Diplomatic limbo 
It was not immediately clear of the whereabouts of

his successor, or who had appointed him, and no imme-
diate comment from Taleban officials in Kabul. The
Afghan embassy in Beijing appeared open as usual
yesterday afternoon, with the internationally recog-
nised Afghan tricolour raised and two security guards
outside.

Qaem, who has served as ambassador since
November 2019, had expressed concerns about the
Taleban in media interviews shortly after China hosted a
visiting delegation in July. Weeks later, the Taleban cap-
tured Kabul and formed a new Islamist government.
Since then, Afghanistan has been plunged into financial
chaos, with inflation and unemployment surging.

China has provided millions to Afghanistan in aid
since the takeover and the new regime sees Beijing as a
crucial source of investment. The Taleban have not
appointed new representatives to most missions, howev-
er, and their government is not recognised by any nation.

Beijing is not the only Afghan embassy that has
seemingly fallen into chaos. Police were called to the
country’s embassy in Rome last week when a sacked
Afghan diplomat attacked the ambassador after claiming
to have been appointed to replace him, the mission said.
The Taleban’s foreign ministry in Kabul said the diplomat
still had a valid contract and his termination was illegal.

There has also been a diplomatic standoff at the UN,
with representatives of the former and current regime
both claiming Afghanistan’s seat. Late last year the UN
Security Council indefinitely postponed making a deci-
sion on the matter. — AFP

UN to launch talks 
to resolve Sudan’s 
political crisis 
KHARTOUM: The United Nations’ envoy to Sudan
is due to launch talks yesterday aiming to resolve an
escalating political crisis triggered by a military
coup last year. The coup, led by army chief General
Abdel Fattah al-Burhan on October 25, derailed a
power-sharing transition between the military and
civilians that had been painstakingly put together in
the wake of longtime autocrat Omar-al-Bashir’s
ouster in 2019.

Citizens have repeatedly taken to the streets in
the last two months or so to demand civilian rule-
sometimes in their tens of thousands-and at least 63
people have been killed amid a violent crackdown,
according to medics.

On Saturday, the UN announced that it would
launch “intra-Sudanese talks on Democracy and
Transition” and the special representative to Sudan
Volker Perthes is set to hold a news conference to
that end at 2:00 pm local time yesterday. But the
response from key civilian factions in Sudan has
been lukewarm.

“We have yet to receive any details about the UN
initiative,” said Jaafar Hassan, a spokesman for the
mainstream faction of the Forces for Freedom and
Change, the leading civilian grouping. “We are will-
ing to take part in the talks on condition that the
purpose is to resume the democratic transition and
remove the coup regime, but we are against it if
these talks seek to legitimise the coup regime,” he
told AFP yesterday.

On Sunday, the Sudanese Professionals
Association, another key faction, said it completely
“rejected” the UN-facilitated talks. Perthes said
Saturday that the “UN-facilitated intra-Sudanese
political process aims at supporting Sudanese stake-
holders to agree on a way out of the current political
crisis as well as a sustainable path forward towards
democracy and peace.”

The UN’s move has been welcomed by the United
States, United Kingdom, the United Arab Emirates,
Saudi Arabia and Egypt. Burhan has insisted that the
military takeover “was not a coup” but only meant to
“rectify the course of the Sudanese transition”.

Authorities have repeatedly denied using live
ammunition in confronting protesters and insist
scores of security forces have been wounded during
demonstrations that have often “deviated from
peacefulness”.

A November 21 deal saw Prime Minister Abdalla
Hamdok reinstated, after he spent weeks under house
arrest in the wake of the coup. But Hamdok resigned
last week, saying he had tried to prevent Sudan “from
sliding toward disaster”, but that the country was now
at a “dangerous crossroads threatening its very sur-
vival”. The UN Security Council is to meet tomorrow
to discuss the situation in Sudan. — AFP

BANGALORE, India: A health worker inoculates a college student with a dose of Covaxin vaccine against the
COVID-19 during a vaccination drive for youths in the 15-18 age group at a junior college in Bangalore yester-
day. — AFP


