
ISLAMABAD: A Pakistan court declined Thursday
to cancel an arrest warrant for former prime minister
Imran Khan, one of his lawyers said, as hundreds of
his supporters held a vigil at his home and vowed to
stop police from detaining him. Attempts by police
this week to arrest the 70-year-old led to pitched
battles with his supporters outside his home in the
eastern city of Lahore before a court ordered author-
ities to stand down Wednesday. Khan was ousted
from office by a no-confidence vote last year and has
been snarled in dozens of legal cases as he cam-
paigns for early elections and a return to office. “The
court has dismissed our petition to suspend the non-
bailable arrest warrant, which means that Khan can
be arrested,” lawyer Sher Afzal Marwat told AFP.

It was not immediately clear, however, if police
would move against Khan, whose lawyers gave an
undertaking to the Islamabad court that he would
appear on Saturday. However, Shibli Faraz, a senior
party leader, said he would need “foolproof security”

to appear. This particular case, brought by the
Election Commission of Pakistan, centres on accusa-
tions Khan did not declare gifts received during his
time as premier, or the profit made from selling them.
He denies the allegations.

Overnight Tuesday police and paramilitary rangers
fought pitched battles with Khan’s supporters in the
plush Zaman Park neighbourhood of Lahore, firing
fusillades of teargas and dodging rocks thrown by
angry crowds. “We never faced such a situation at
any place in the past,” Islamabad police Inspector
General Akbar Nasir told the court Thursday, oppos-
ing the cancellation of the arrest warrant. He said 65
officers were injured in the fracas.

Vigil outside Khan’s house 
On Thursday several hundred supporters of

Khan’s Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party kept a
vigil outside his home, wary of police returning to
arrest him. Some were armed with sticks, clubs and

slingshots, or wearing helmets and goggles to protect
against rubber bullets and teargas. A few hundred
metres away, groups of police relaxed near shipping
containers brought in to block roads. Khan says he
fears for his life if detained, and that authorities want
him jailed to prevent him from contesting an election
that must be held by October this year.

“It’s the law of the jungle,” he told AFP
Wednesday. As the political drama unfolds, Pakistan
is in the grip of a stark economic downturn, risking
default if help cannot be secured from the
International Monetary Fund. The security situation
is also deteriorating with a spate of deadly attacks on
police, linked to the Pakistan Taleban. Khan has been
pressuring the coalition government that replaced
him, led by Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif, with pop-
ular rallies and daily addresses broadcast on social
media. Last year the former international cricket star
was shot in the leg during a political rally, an assassi-
nation bid he blamed on Sharif. — AFP
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LAHORE: This screengrab from Pakistan Tehreek-e-
Insaf via AFPTV taken on March 15, 2023 shows former
Pakistan prime minister Imran Khan issuing a video
statement with a display of spent teargas canisters that
he claims were fired into his home in Lahore. — AFP

Banned from school, 
Afghan girls turn 
to madrassas
KABUL: In a madrassa in the Afghan capital,
rows of teenage girls rock back and forth reciting
verses of the Quran under the watchful eye of a
religious scholar. The number of Islamic schools
has grown across Afghanistan since the Taleban
returned to power in August 2021, with teenage
girls increasingly attending classes after they
were banned from secondary schools. “We were
depressed because we were denied an educa-
tion,” said 16-year-old Farah, a veil covering her
face and hair. “It’s then that my family decided I
should at least come here. The only open place for
us now is a madrassa.”

Instead of maths and literature, the girls focus on
rote-learning the Quran in Arabic-a language most of
them don’t understand. Those who want to learn the
meaning of the verses study separately, where a
teacher translates and explains the text in their local
language. AFP visited three madrassas in Kabul and
in the southern city of Kandahar, where scholars said
the numbers of girl students have doubled since last
year. For Farah, her ambition of becoming a lawyer
was dashed when Taleban authorities blocked girls
from secondary school-and months later banned
women from attending university.

“Everyone’s dreams are lost,” she said. Still, Farah-
whose real name has been changed to protect her
identity like other students AFP interviewed for this
story-counts herself lucky in that her parents allowed
her to attend classes at all.

Education deadlock 
The Taleban government adheres to an austere

interpretation of Islam. Rulings are passed down by
the reclusive supreme leader Hibatullah Akhundzada
and his inner circle of religious advisers, who are
against education for girls and women, some officials
say. Akhundzada has ordered hundreds of new
madrassas to be built as he establishes his Islamic
Emirate based on sharia.

Authorities in Kabul have given several excuses
for the closure of girls’ schools-including the need for
segregated classrooms and Islamic uniforms, which
were largely already in place. The government insists
schools will eventually reopen.

Education is the main sticking point behind a
deadlock with the international community, which has
condemned the stripping away of freedoms for
women and girls. No country has recognised the
Taleban government, which is battling to keep afloat
an economy where more than half the population face
starvation, according to aid agencies. Hosna, a former
university student studying medicine, now teaches at
a madrassa in Kandahar, reading verses of the Quran
to a class of more than 30 girls who repeat the words
back to her. “Studying in universities helps to build a
future, makes us aware of our rights,” she said. “But
there is no future in madrassas. They are studying
here because they are helpless.” The madrassa, locat-
ed in an old building, has small classrooms with no
electricity. Despite the financial constraints faced by
the management of the school, dozens of students
attend classes for free. 

Friendship and distraction 
The educational value of madrassas is subject to

fierce debate, with experts saying they do not pro-
vide the necessary skills for gainful employment as
adults. “Given the present conditions, the need for
modern education is a priority,” said Abdul Bari
Madani, a scholar who frequently appears on local
TV to discuss religious affairs.

“Efforts need to be taken so that the Islamic world
is not left behind... letting go of modern education is
like betraying the nation.” Around the world, some
madrassas have been associated with militancy. Many
of the Taleban’s leaders were educated at the Darul
Uloom Haqqania madrassa in Pakistan, which earned
the nickname “University of Jihad”.

Niamatullah Ulfat, head of Islamic Studies at
Kandahar province’s education department, said the
government is “thinking day and night on how to
increase madrassas”. “The idea is that we can bring
the new generation of this country into the world
with good training, good teachings and good
ethics,” he told AFP. Yalda, whose father is an engi-
neer and mother was a teacher under the ousted
US-backed regime, was top of her class at her old

school, but still shines at the madrassa and has
memorised the Quran within 15 months.

“A madrassa cannot help me in becoming a doc-
tor... But it’s still good. It’s good for expanding our
religious knowledge,” the 16-year-old said. The
madrassa, on the outskirts of Kabul, is divided into
two blocks-one for girls and the other for boys.

Still, classes are held at different times to ensure
there is no interaction at all between the two sexes.
Several girls told AFP that attending a madrassa
does provide some stimulation-and the chance to be
with friends. “I tell myself that some day the schools
might open and my education will resume,” said
Sara. If not, she is determined to learn one way or
the other. “Now that there are smartphones and the
internet... schools are not the only way to get an
education,” she added. — AFP

‘One China’: Beijing’s 
diplomatic push 
to isolate Taiwan
TAIPEI: Honduras has decided to switch diplomatic
recognition from Taiwan to China, describing it as an
economic necessity. If completed, that means Taiwan
would be recognised by just 13 nations, marking the
latest victory in Beijing’s long-running campaign to
isolate the island on the world stage.

Why does recognition matter to Beijing? 
At the end of the Chinese Civil War in 1949, Mao

Zedong’s communist forces successfully pushed out
Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalists, who relocated to
Taiwan. The island has been self-ruled since, but
Beijing considers it a part of its territory, to be taken
one day, by force if necessary.

China also bristles at any attempt to treat the island
as an independent nation-state. Under its “One China”
principle, no country may maintain official diplomatic
relations with both China and Taiwan. Taiwan main-
tains a similar policy, cutting ties with countries that
recognise Beijing over Taipei.

Why has pressure grown on Taiwan? 
During the eight years in which Beijing-friendly Ma

Ying-jeou was president of Taiwan, the island lost
diplomatic recognition from just one country. But rela-
tions plunged in 2016 with the election of his succes-
sor Tsai Ing-wen. She enraged China by espousing a
position that Taiwan is an “already independent” sov-
ereign nation that is not subordinate to Beijing. China
has since ramped up diplomatic and military pressure
on the island, with eight nations ditching Taipei to
recognise Beijing. Honduras would be the ninth.

How has China wooed Taiwan’s allies? 
China has used economic leverage to poach several

of Taiwan’s erstwhile allies in recent years, especially
in Latin America. The imminent switch by Honduras
came weeks after the Latin American nation’s govern-
ment announced it was negotiating with China to build
a major hydroelectric dam.

What China offers countries is, however, much
more than just infrastructure investment, analysts say.
“China represents one of the largest markets in the
world and it is growing and expanding,” said Henry
Rodriguez, head of the economics department at the
National Autonomous University of Honduras.

“Taiwan has been a partner to Honduras for many
years, they supported us, but people say the support
they give us is not very significant because it is capped
at $50 million a year and that China will be able to
give us more support.”

Does Taiwan have any powerful friends? 
Despite switching diplomatic recognition to

Beijing in 1979, Washington remains Taiwan’s main
ally. The United States has pursued a policy where
it “acknowledges” China’s claim to the island,
which is not the same as accepting Beijing’s claim
of sovereignty over Taiwan.

It opposes both Taiwanese independence and any
attempt by China to forcibly take the island. It also
maintains trade ties with Taiwan and is its biggest arms
supplier. Taiwan also has deep trade links with Europe
and other parts of the world, thanks in particular to its
dominance in the production of semiconductors,
whose supply is critical to the global economy.

And the United States may step in to help stop
Honduras from going through with its switch to
Beijing, analysts said. “Washington has long consid-
ered Central America within its sphere of influence and
is loath to welcome any additional Chinese influence in
the region,” said Gary Sands, a former US diplomat
and analyst at geostrategic consultancy Wikistrat. “So
to some extent, the US, as Honduras’s most important
economic partner, could provide economic incentives
to Tegucigalpa and/or apply diplomatic pressure.”

How does loss of recognition impact Taiwan? 
Despite the dwindling pool of nations that recog-

nise it, Taiwan would not be considered internationally
isolated even if that number fell to zero, said analysts.
“Strong, multifaceted ties with influential economies
and democracies are better at solidifying Taiwan’s
international presence than official ties with relatively
small states,” said J. Michael Cole, a Taipei-based
adviser at the International Republican Institute.

“The officials and NGOs in Taiwan have been very
active in managing relationships with international
partners through non-official channels,” said Lo Li-
chia, a political analyst at the University of Canberra.
“This part would not go away even if Taiwan has zero
international recognition.” — AFP

New attacks in
Burkina kill 18
OUAGADOUGOU: Eighteen people were
killed, two of them volunteer militiamen, in
fresh attacks by suspected j ihadists  in
Burkina Faso, local inhabitants and a security
official told AFP Thursday. Seven civilians
were ki l led and four were wounded on
Monday in the village of Toabin in central-
eastern Boulgou province, locals said.

Eleven people died the same day in two
attacks in the northern province of Loroum, said
other sources. An official in the VDP volunteer
militia said the organisation’s local headquarters
in Transaligo had come under heavy fire, killing
two militiamen and two civilians.

Several hours later, a “terrorist attack” on
the village of Hargo left seven dead, the offi-
cial said. The official news agency AIB said
that around 20 assailants had been “neu-
tralised” by air strikes the same day as their
group retreated in the area of Toulfe.

One of the world’s poorest nations, Burkina
Faso is battling a jihadist insurgency that spilled
over from neighbouring Mali in 2015. More than
10,000 civilians, troops and police have been
killed, according to an NGO estimate.

At least two million people have fled their
homes and around 40 percent of the country is
effectively under jihadist control. Frustration
within the armed forces at failures to roll back
the insurgency triggered two coups last year.

Despite vows by the latest junta to win back
lost territory, attacks have escalated since the
start of the year, with the death toll currently
averaging dozens per week. The junta’s strategy
places a heavy emphasis on the Volunteers for
the Defence of the Fatherland (VDP).

Its members are civilian volunteers given two
weeks’ military training and who then work
alongside the army, typically carrying out sur-
veillance, information-gathering or escort duties.
The VDP has suffered heavy casualties since its
creation in December 2019, targeted by road-
side bombs, ambushes and hit-and-run raids by
jihadists riding on motorbikes. — AFP

Search for trapped 
Colombian miners 
after blast kills 11
SUTATAUSA: Rescuers and miners raced against the
clock Wednesday to save 10 workers trapped in a cen-
tral Colombian coal mine after an explosion killed at
least 11 people. With oxygen fast running out for any
survivors, family members outside the mine waited
wrapped in woolen ponchos against the cold, desperate
for news of their loved ones.

Separated from the accident site by a barbed wire
barricade, they watched as a machine pumped water
out of a mine shaft. President Gustavo Petro called it “an
unfortunate tragedy,” in a Twitter message. “We are
making every effort with the Cundinamarca regional
government to rescue the trapped people alive,” he said,
offering “a hug of solidarity to the victims and their
families.” National mining agency ANM said two work-
ers had been rescued from the mine at Sutatausa.

“We regret what happened and we stand in soli-
darity with the families of those affected,” ANM post-
ed on Twitter. A build-up of methane gas apparently
triggered the Tuesday night explosion in the under-
ground complex, Sutatausa municipality’s mayor
Jaime Arevalo told AFP. He confirmed the death toll
and said relief agencies are working to locate the
missing miners, who are believed to be trapped some
900 meters (2,950 feet) underground. “When the
explosion occurred, all the pumping, drainage and
lighting systems collapsed,” the mayor added.

He described the rescue effort as “very complex,”
saying oxygen was running out and water was “begin-
ning to accumulate.” Governor Nicolas Garcia of
Cundinamarca department said the accumulated gases
in the mine were ignited by a spark from a worker’s tool.

He told Blu Radio more than 100 rescuers were
involved in the search, adding: “Every minute that pass-
es means less oxygen” for those missing.

Survivor Joselito Rodriguez, 33, told AFP by tele-
phone that he felt a “tremor” while working and then, “I
felt I was suffocating, and could not see anything.”
“Thank God we got out safely, but others are dead,” he
said shortly after leaving the hospital where he
received treatment. Workers from other mines also
rushed to the scene with their yellow hard hats and
flashlights to join rescue efforts led by firefighters and
rescue teams. The explosion happened at a legal coal
mine linked underground to five others.

Oil and coal are the main exports of Colombia,
where mining accidents are frequent, especially at ille-
gal digs in Cundinamarca and other departments in the
country’s center and northeast. Colombia registered
more than 1,260 mining accidents from 2011 to May
2022, for an average annual toll of 103 deaths, accord-
ing to official data. At least 130,000 people make a
legal living from mining in Colombia. But unions consis-
tently denounce poor working conditions, with a lack
of protective gear and long working hours. In August,
nine miners were rescued from a collapsed illegal coal
mine in the same department. And last June, 15 people
died at a mine near the border with Venezuela, also due
to an explosion of accumulated gasses. According to
the ministry of mines and energy, in 2020 Colombia
had 53 percent of proven coal reserves in Latin
America and 0.6 percent of worldwide reserves.—AFP

KABUL: In this picture taken on February 13, 2023,
Afghan girls learn the holy Quran at a madrassa or an
Islamic school on the outskirts of Kabul. Islamic
schools have grown across Afghanistan since the
Taleban returned to power in August 2021, with
teenage girls increasingly attending classes after they
were banned from secondary schools. — AFP

SUTATAUSA: Relatives wait for news of their family members after an explosion at a coal mine in Sutatausa
municipality in the department of Cundinamarca, Colombia. — AFP


