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WASHINGTON: Fifteen years into the war that
few Americans talk about any more, conditions
in Afghanistan are getting worse, preventing the
clean ending that President Barack Obama
hoped to impose before leaving office. Violence
is on the rise, the Taleban are staging new offen-
sives, the Islamic State group is angling for a
foothold and peace prospects are dim.
Afghanistan remains a danger zone. 

It’s hobbled by a weak economy that’s sap-
ping public confidence in the new government.
Afghan police and soldiers are struggling to
hold together the country 13 months after the
US-led military coalition culled its numbers by
90 percent. The bottom line: For a second time,
Obama is rethinking his plan to drop US troop
levels from 9,800 to 5,500 before he leaves office
in January 2017. “I don’t see any drawdowns” in
the near future, said James Dobbins, Obama’s
former special envoy for Afghanistan and
Pakistan. He predicted Obama would leave the
decision to the next president.

“ They are just hoping that things hold
together and they won’t have to face a decision
on whether to actually implement the force
reduction they’re talking about until late sum-
mer, early fall, by which time the administration
will be on its last legs,” Dobbins said. Top military
officials, as well as Republicans and Democrats
in Congress, think that trimming the force any
more during Obama’s presidency is a bad idea.
Republican Sen John McCain of Arizona, chair-
man of the Senate Armed Services Committee,
said Thursday that Afghanistan was in a “crisis

situation.”
Initially, Obama announced plans to reduce

the force to 5,500 troops by the end of last year,
and to 1,000 by the end of 2016. Last fall, Obama
changed his mind, saying the situation
remained too fragile for the American military to
leave. He announced plans to keep the current
force of about 9,800 in place through most of
2016 to perform not in an offensive combat role
but to continue counterterrorism missions and
advise Afghans battling a resurgent Taleban. It’s
been a tough year on the Afghan battlefield.

Afghan soldiers and policemen - bankrolled
by $4.1 billion in US taxpayer money - fought
virtually on their own last year for the first time
since the US invasion in 2001. NATO officials
have told The Associated Press that Afghan
troops are displaying prowess yet suffering sus-
tained heavy casualties - 28 percent higher in
2015 than before the international combat mis-
sion ended in December 2014. Lt Gen John
“Mick” Nicholson, Obama’s pick to be the next
top US commander in Afghanistan, said at his
Senate confirmation hearing Thursday that the
Afghan security forces have “more than held
their own against the insurgency,” but are not
yet “self-sustainable.”

Asked whether the US effort in 2015 had
resulted in gains or losses, Nicholson replied:
“The Taleban came at the Afghan security forces
more intensely than perhaps we anticipated.
Because of that, we did not make the advances
we ... thought we would make.” When US and
other foreign troops left on an announced

schedule, the Taleban pounced. Last fall, they
briefly seized Kunduz, a city of 300,000 in north-
ern Afghanistan. It marked the militants’ first
capture of a major city since before the US-led
invasion and was marred by the mistaken US
strike on a charity hospital run by Doctors
Without Borders, killing 42 people.

Hamdullah Mohib, Afghanistan’s ambassador
to the United States, acknowledged that Kunduz
was a setback. But he said it also reminded
Afghans what life was like under the Taleban.
“They don’t want to return to that,” he said. In
the south, Afghan army units have been
engaged in fierce fights with the Taleban for
months in Helmand province, where militants
sow more than $3 billion a year in opium rev-
enue. The Afghan army in Helmand has been
plagued by incompetence and corruption. The
Afghan military recently fired and replaced top
Afghan army leaders there.

Also in the south, US and Afghan forces last
year killed 150 to 200 Al-Qaeda members in a
large training camp, complete with tunnels, that
was discovered in neighboring Kandahar
province, another militant stronghold. A current
Afghan official, who spoke on condition of
anonymity because he was not authorized to
speak to the media, acknowledged the army’s
many setbacks this year, but said the Taleban
had sought to achieve major victories after the
US-led coalition announced it would end its
combat mission on Dec 31, 2015. Instead, they
failed to retake huge swaths of land, the official
said. — AP 
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WARDAK: US troops gather in to Wardak province, eastern Afghanistan. Conditions in Afghanistan are getting worse, 15 years into a
war that few Americans talk about any more. — AP 

KARACHI: One of Pakistan’s most notori-
ous gangsters, the alleged mastermind of a
string of murders of local politicians and
policemen, was arrested yesterday in the
country’s crime-ridden commercial capital
of Karachi. “Lyari gang war leader Uzair
Baluch has been arrested at outskirts of
Karachi while entering the city,” the
Rangers paramilitary force said in a state-
ment, with a photo showing him sitting
handcuffed in a vehicle.

Baluch’s criminal network controls
much of Karachi’s teeming Lyari slum. Local
media have linked him to more than 20
cases of murder, extortion and terrorism
and members of his gang have reportedly
played football with the severed heads of
his rivals. The early morning arrest of
Baluch, believed to be about 40 years old,
surprised many who had thought he was
already in custody after Interpol detained
him in Dubai in 2014. Karachi is Pakistan’s

largest and richest city, home to the central
bank and stock exchange, a major port and
some of the most violent areas of the coun-
try.

Many of its sprawling slums are split
along ethnic lines, and political parties have
been accused of backing armed groups
that have carved the city into spheres of
influence, a charge they deny. Baluch’s gang
is believed to have been involved in killings
of politicians from the influential MQM par-
ty, which critics accuse of racketeering, mur-
der of opponents and holding the city to
ransom by calling frequent mass strikes. A
major military operation, launched in 2013,
is credited with slashing Karachi’s murder
and kidnapping rates. But the clampdown
has drawn protests from opposition politi-
cians who say their party members have
been targeted, and activists who accuse
security forces of widespread human rights
abuses. — Reuters
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WASHINGTON: A US warship sailed within 12 nauti-
cal miles of an island claimed by Beijing in the South
China Seas, in an operation intended to underscore
America’s right to access the disputed waters, the
Pentagon said. “We conducted a freedom of naviga-
tion operation in the South China Sea earlier tonight,”
Pentagon spokesman Jeff Davis said in statement
issued late Friday US time. He said the operation was
carried out near Triton Island in the Paracel Islands,
“to challenge excessive maritime claims of parties
that claim the Paracel Islands.”

Davis said that the USS Wilbur was the guided mis-
sile destroyer used in the operation, and that no
Chinese ships were in the vicinity at the time.  The
waters of the South China Sea have been the subject
of tense territorial disputes in the region, the
Pentagon spokesman noted. He added that
Washington did not notify any of the countries laying
claim to the islands that it intended to enter the terri-
torial waters before embarking on the mission. “This
operation challenged attempts by the three
claimants-China, Taiwan and Vietnam-to restrict navi-
gation rights and freedoms around the features they
claim by policies that require prior permission or noti-
fication of transit within territorial seas,” Davis said.

“The excessive claims regarding Triton Island are
inconsistent with international law as reflected in the
Law of the Sea Convention. This operation was about
challenging excessive maritime claims that restrict
the rights and freedoms of the United States and oth-
ers, not about territorial claims to land features,” he
said. Davis added: “The United States takes no posi-
tion on competing sovereignty claims between the
parties to naturally-formed land features in the South
China Sea. We do take a strong position on protecting
the rights, freedoms, and lawful uses of the sea and
airspace guaranteed to all countries.  All maritime
claims must comply with international law.”  — AFP 

KABUL: An Afghan iteration of the popular
“Be Like Bill” Internet meme has gone viral
online, with its Facebook posts extolling
good Samaritan deeds resonating widely
with the war-torn country’s youth. “Be Like
Qodos” has attracted more than 66,000 likes
on its Dari Facebook page in over two
weeks, a sizeable number in a country
where few have access to the Internet.
Qodos, a fictional name for a model Afghan
citizen, takes a self-righteous stand on a
variety of social ills-from corruption to street
harassment of women.

“Qodos sees a woman driving. Qodos
does his own work and does not stare at the
woman,” reads one post. “Qodos is a nice
person, be like Qodos,” it adds, highlighting
the endemic sexual harassment of women.
In another post, it takes a swipe at rampant
graft, arguably the single biggest challenge
confronting the troubled country rebuilding
itself after decades of war. “Qodos does not
pay or receive bribe. He respects the law.
Qodos is smart. Be like Qodos,” it says.

Corruption permeates nearly every pub-
lic institution in Afghanistan, hobbling
development despite billions of dollars of
foreign aid, and fuelling insecurity as alien-
ated Afghans veer towards the Taleban. “Be
like Qodos” touches on other controversial
issues such as the growing wave of Afghan
migrants undertaking dangerous voyages
to Europe in the face of worsening security

and unemployment. Afghans were the sec-
ond largest group of migrants arriving in
Europe last year-and official pleas have so
far failed to stop the exodus.

“Qodos is not considering going to
Europe. Qodos is happy living in his country.
Qodos is smart. Be like Qodos,” said a post
that received thousands of likes. The mes-
sages, though simple, are drawing wide-
spread praise. “If we had 10 people like
Qodos in the government, Afghanistan
would be a prosperous country,” wrote one
Facebook user. Another urged President
Ashraf Ghani and other officials in his widely
unpopular government to emulate Qodos. 

The administrator of the Facebook page,
who identified himself as a “young male stu-
dent”, said he was overwhelmed by the
response. “I have seen this society suffer
immensely because of corruption and other
social ills,” he said. “This society needs role
models like Qodos.” But he said he feared
making his identity public in case his posts
draw any negative repercussions.
Afghanistan’s spy agency last year rounded
up journalists suspected of running “Kabul
Taxi”, a satirical Facebook page that lam-
pooned high-profile politicians, warlords
and bureaucrats. The crackdown raised con-
cerns over free speech in Afghanistan, which
ranks as low as 122 out of 180 in the World
Press Freedom Index compiled by Reporters
Without Borders. — AFP 
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KOLKATA: Three men were sentenced to
death yesterday by an Indian court for the
gang-rape and murder of a student, in a
case that sparked outrage over women’s
safety. A further three defendants were giv-
en life sentences for the gang-rape of the
victim. The court in Kolkata handed down
the sentences following their conviction on
Thursday. The 21-year-old woman was tar-
geted as she walked home after an exam in
2013 in eastern West Bengal state.

Senior public prosecutor Anindya Raut
said: “It was a gruesome crime, a rarest of
the rarest case.”  Judge Sanchita Sarkar
handed down the verdicts in a packed
court which included the victim’s family.    “I
award the death sentence to three convicts
on charges of gang-rape and murder of the
student and life imprisonment to three oth-
ers for gang rape, criminal conspiracy and
causing disappearance of evidence,” Sarkar
said.  

Scores of activists and people from the
victim’s home village were at court chanti-
ng slogans against the convicts and
demanding death for all of them.  Extra
police officers were deployed outside the
court following a scuffle Thursday between
police and protesters who tried to enter the
court complex.  “Justice has failed us as two
of the accused were acquitted and three
were awarded life sentences,” the victim’s
brother said. The woman, who cannot be
named for legal reasons, was grabbed after
getting off the bus before being dragged to
a nearby abandoned farm.

The gang attacked her as she returned
from the university to her home in a village,
50 kilometers northeast of Kolkata, on June
2013. She was found gagged and laying in a
pool of blood in a field the next morning.

Evidence showed she had been repeatedly
raped. Two of the eight accused were
acquitted for lack of evidence by the court.
The attack triggered anger in West Bengal

state and came just months after the fatal
gang-rape of a student in Delhi in
December 2012 that shone a global spot-
light on violence against women in India.

The 2012 incident led to an overhaul of
India’s rape laws including speeding up of
trials and tougher penalties for offenders,
but high numbers of assaults persist. — AFP 
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KABUL: An Afghan university student looks at a ‘Be Like Bill’ Internet meme on a
Facebook account at Kardan university in Kabul yesterday. The text reads “This is
Qodos and Qodos does not pay or receive bribe, he respects the law. Qodos is smart.
Be like Qodos.” —AFP 

KOLKATA: Women activists shout slogans as they participate in a demonstration demanding highest punishment
for convicted persons in the Kamduni rape case and the re-arrest of two acquitted persons near the city court in
Kolkata, India. — AP 


