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LOGAR: US Army Sergeant (retired) Brendan Marrocco, of New York who recently received a successful arm transplant is being helped from the
firing range during ‘Operation Proper Exit’ at Forward Operating Base Shank in Afghanistan’s Logar Province. — AFP 

FORWARD OPERATING BASE SHANK: Seven years
ago, Jose Navarro’s platoon was ambushed and nearly
overrun by Taleban fighters in Afghanistan. The troops
found themselves pinned down, desperately calling
for air strikes. Bullets ripped through Navarro’s stom-
ach, and medics at one point thought he was dead.
But this week, after dozens of surgeries, Navarro
returned to Afghanistan in an army uniform, flying in a
military helicopter with another soldier wounded in
the same attack. “I wanted to walk out of here on my
two feet. Last time I was here I got shot in my stomach
and got an RPG (rocket-propelled grenade) through
my leg,” he said.

Washington is winding down its 32,000 troop
deployment in Afghanistan after nearly 13 years of
war, with President Barack Obama announcing this
week that all US forces will leave by the end of 2016.
While an end is now in sight for America’s longest war,
many of the more than 19,000 Americans wounded in
Afghanistan will be coping with injuries for years to
come. And, at home, the wounded vets are now fac-
ing another fight, struggling to secure medical treat-
ment in the face of incessant bureaucratic delays
blamed on the Obama administration’s Veterans
Affairs department.

Veterans Affairs Secretary Eric Shinseki resigned on
Friday, paying the price for an expanding scandal over
failures in health care for America’s retired warriors.
The president said that an initial review by Shinseki,

71, had found that delays and other management fail-
ures in veterans’ health care were systemic and nation-
wide. Although elderly veterans often revisit battle-
fields decades after they fought, Navarro and some
other former soldiers are returning to a country still at
war, to try to conquer painful memories. The return
trip was organized by the Troops First charity under its
“Operation Proper Exit” program, which is designed to
give wounded US soldiers a chance to write a new epi-
logue to their tour of duty.

Mental scars
After the ambush, Navarro spent five years in hos-

pital and underwent more than 100 operations. On his
trip back to Afghanistan, the former staff sergeant was
accompanied by a “mentor”, Joshua Ben, who was in
the same 82nd Airborne Division platoon encircled
that day in Wardak province. Twelve men in the 16-
member unit were wounded in the ambush. Ben was
hit by an RPG at nearly point-blank range and his right
leg had to be amputated above the knee. It was his
second visit to Afghanistan since his deployment in
2007, and he hoped to be a reassuring presence for
Navarro. 

“Last year, I didn’t know what to expect. I’m more
relaxed this time. The first time, I was pretty nervous,”
Ben said. After he returned home from the war to
recover, Ben initially was too spooked to even look at
Navarro. Immediately after the ambush, Navarro was

presumed dead and Ben saw medics pull a sheet over
his friend’s face. Navarro pulled through but the image
haunted Ben. “That was the last memory I had of him.
It took a while before I could talk to him,” Ben said.
Now he is helping Navarro confront his own terrors
and ghosts.

‘Still got it’ 
Ben, Navarro and four other veterans wounded in

Iraq and Afghanistan began a tour this week that will
take them to US bases across Afghanistan. At Bagram
air field, they made their way to waiting US troops
slowly, sometimes hobbling on their prosthetic limbs.
They were greeted by applause and queues of sol-
diers eager to shake their hands. “Good to have you
back,” one soldier told them.

The founder of the Troops First charity, Rick Kell,
said that when the trips were launched, the idea was
to bring soldiers as close as possible to where they
had been wounded. However, he said, it became clear
that “geography is important but brotherhood is
more important”-the former soldiers want to put on a
uniform again and tap into the camaraderie of being
part of the military. “They are still part of the brother-
hood, and they want everybody to know they feel
that way,” Kell said. At the Bagram base hospital, the
veterans were clearly moved by the sight of the emer-
gency room where they were first treated for their
wounds. — AFP

Wounded US veterans return to 
Afghanistan to confront demons

US winding down its 32,000 troop deployment

KATRA SHAHADATGUNJ: Five men
have been arrested over the brutal
gang-rape and murder of two girls
found hanging from a mango tree in
northern India, police said yesterday.
The discovery Wednesday of the bodies
of the cousins, aged 14 and 12, in
impoverished Katrashadatganj village
in Budaun district of Uttar Pradesh,
marked the latest sexual violence case
to stir national outrage. “Rape of both
girls has been confirmed. Cause of
death was asphyxia,” Budaun district
police superintendent Atul Saxena said. 

Preliminary murder and gang-rape
charges were filed against three men
while two policemen are accused of
being criminal accessories, Saxena said.
“These men (accused of murder) first
raped the victims and then hung them
as now confirmed by post-mortem
reports,” Saxena said. “The girls were still
alive when they were hung,” Saxena said
by phone from the district, 300 kilome-
ters from Uttar Pradesh capital
Lucknow. He said all those named in a
police complaint by the families had
been arrested and police were probing
whether more were involved.

The farm laboring family of the two
cousins told AFP police could have
“saved” the girls but said they refused to
help when they found they were from a
low caste. “She was my everything, my
world-and now my world has come to
an end,” the grief-stricken father of one
victim said. The alleged attackers were
from a higher caste than the girls. There
is a long history of women and girls
from India’s lower castes-especially
those who are Dalits, previously known
as “untouchables”-being sexually
abused by people from higher castes.
“These policemen didn’t act for hours
when they could have saved two young
lives. Why is caste everything?” said the
father, who cannot be named for legal
reasons. The victims were sexually
assaulted multiple times, police said.

Sex attacks common
India toughened sex assault laws fol-

lowing the fatal December 2012 gang-
rape of a student on a bus in New Delhi
which triggered nationwide protests,
but the move has done little to stem
the tide of sex attacks. According to

Indian government statistics, a rape
happens every 22 minutes but activists
say the figure is conservative as many
rapes go unreported in the conserva-
tive nation of 1.2 billion people. The
father said his daughter and her cousin
were attacked when they went to the
fields to relieve themselves as there was
no toilet in their house. The father told
AFP his brother heard screams from the
field where the girls had gone and got
into a scuffle with five men, but fled
when they threatened to shoot him.The
family reported the crime to police who
told relatives the girls were with an
upper caste village man and would be
back “in a couple of hours”, the father
said.  

Then they got a call from a woman
saying their daughters’ bodies were
hanging from a tree.  “This was nothing
but plain murder and (caste) conspira-
cy,” he said. Indian law forbids the nam-
ing of the victims or their families.  “The
cops were totally hand-in-glove in get-
ting our daughters killed,” said the
father of the other victim. Rights
activists said the crimes highlighted
Uttar Pradesh authorities were “not seri-
ous” about tackling sexual crime. The
chief of Uttar Pradesh’s ruling party
sparked uproar last month when he
opposed recent legislation making
gang-rapists subject to capital punish-
ment. “Boys will be boys,” Mulayam
Singh Yadav said. 

Amnesty International has said a
lack of  toi lets  across India forces
women to answer the call of nature
outside, “making them more vulnera-
ble to violence”. Rahul Gandhi, who
led India’s Congress party to a crush-
ing defeat by the Hindu nationalist
Bharatiya Janata Party in national elec-
tions earlier in the month, visited the
girls’ families yesterday. Gandhi said
the victims’ families told him they
were only interested in “justice” for
their daughters, not financial compen-
sation. It came as reports of two other
rapes in Uttar Pradesh surfaced. In one
case, police arrested three men over
the gang-rape of a young woman that
was later circulated in a video. The
other case involved the alleged rape
of a deaf-mute teenager by a neigh-
bor. — AFP 

Five suspects 
arrested over 
rape-murders 

GHAZNI: A roadside bomb killed 14
civilians in eastern Afghanistan yester-
day, officials said, the latest violence in
the country as US-led troops prepare
to leave after 13 years of war. The vic-
tims were travelling in the Giro district
of Ghazni province after a wedding
ceremony when the bomb ripped
through their vehicle, district gover-
nor Abdullah Khairkhwah said.
“Fourteen civilians were killed, seven
of them were women, and the rest
were men, as their minivan vehicles
hit a roadside bomb,” Khairkhwah
said.  The district governor said the
death toll could rise.

Ghazni provincial governor
spokesman Shafiq Nang confirmed
the incident.  Roadside bombs are
commonly used by Taleban insurgents
to target Afghan and foreign forces
but often cause civilian casualties.
Attacks that kill civilians usually go

unclaimed and there was no immedi-
ate admission of responsibility for the
deaths. Yesterday, Afghan MPs have
summoned top security officials about
security during an upcoming election
run-off. Defense minister Bismillah
Mohammadi said army forces were
ready to handle security for the run-
off, which will happen on June 14th.

“The enemies of Afghanistan have
increased their attacks recently,
because we are going to the elections
run-off, and they want to cause this
process to fail,” Mohammadi added.
“But they will fail”. Afghanistan is in the
middle of presidential elections, with
former foreign minister Abdullah
Abdullah and ex-World Bank econo-
mist Ashraf Ghani due to compete in a
head-to-head run-off vote next
month.  Both candidates have prom-
ised to bring peace after decades of
conflict. But they will have to tackle a

challenging security situation without
NATO combat troops, all 51,000 of
whom will pull out by the end of this
year.  

President Barack Obama on
Tuesday outlined the US strategy to
end America’s longest war, saying that
the 32,000-strong US deployment in
Afghanistan would be scaled back to
around 9,800 by the start of 2015.
Those forces would be halved by the
end of 2015 before eventually being
reduced to a normal embassy pres-
ence with a security assistance com-
ponent by the end of 2016. The US
troops will stay only if a key security
pact, the Bilateral Security Agreement,
is signed between Kabul and
Washington. The outgoing Afghan
President Hamid Karzai refuses to sign
the pact, but both Afghan presidential
candidates have vowed to sign it if
elected. — AFP 

Roadside bomb kills 14 
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FEZ: Fez may be better known as Morocco’s historic centre of
Islamic learning, but the modern-day university is a rare bas-
tion of radical leftist students, where tensions are simmering
after bloody clashes with Islamists. Under the campus arcades,
as students queue for lunch outside the nearby restaurant, a
group of young activists is locked in political discussion in the
sweltering midday heat. “Our university is one of the Marxist-
Leninist bastions, which has always defended the interests of
people suppressed by the regime,” says one. Dhar El Mehrez, as
the university in Fez is known, is the country’s oldest after
Rabat.  But it has become associated with confrontations
between knife-wielding students, the latest of which erupted
last month, pitting the leftists against their Islamist peers, one
of whom died in hospital after being stabbed.

Fez has not been spared the wave of religious fervor that
has swept across Moroccan campuses since the early 1990s
but, unlike elsewhere, the influence of leftists remains largely
intact. “The leftist movement at this university is not recent...
And it has been one of the few to resist the Islamist tide,” said
Moroccan historian Maati Monjib, stressing the “social solidari-
ty” among students.  “If one of them does have the money to
buy a restaurant coupon, he just has to make it known and his
comrades will help him out.”

That solidarity was sorely lacking on April 24, when
Abderrahim Hasnaoui, an Islamist from nearby Meknes
University, was stabbed during clashes that broke out after the
leftists tried to prevent a political debate organized by the
Islamists. In response, eight leftists were arrested. Several days
later, and mostly Islamist protesters marched in Rabat, chanti-
ng: “The university is for studies, not for terrorism.” But the left-
ist students in Fez are adamant that the violence was provoked
by the Islamists, describing an armed “raid” on the campus.
Hasnaoui “did not belong to our university (but came) with
others from Meknes to provoke us,” said Mohamed Wafi. “It was

an armed raid, to attack... not just the leftists,” he insisted.
One of those controversially attending the debate was

Abdelali Hamieddine, now a senior member of Morocco’s
ruling Islamist Party of Justice and Development (PJD). He
was jailed for two years over the death of a leftist student
killed during similar violence in 1993. Hamieddine was
released after the judge ruled that the evidence against
him was insufficient, but he remains linked to the bloody
clashes at the university 20 years ago, and his appearance
last month irked the leftists. Rachid El-Adlouni, the presi-
dent of the PJD’s student youth movement which called
the debate, categorically denies any provocation and
accuses the leftists of a “terrorist attack”. —  AFP 

Student tensions simmer 
in Fez after bloody clash

FEZ: A Moroccan girl walks in front of the Dhar El-
Mehraz campus at the University of Fez, which some stu-
dents claim is one of the last bastions of the Marxist-
Leninist leftist ideology. —  AFP 


