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Five years after his fake vaccination program helped
the CIA track and kill Osama bin Laden, Pakistani
doctor Shakeel Afridi languishes in jail, abandoned

by the US, say supporters, in its bid to smooth troubled
relations with Islamabad. Afridi, believed to be in his
mid-50s, has no access to a lawyer, and his appeal
against a 23-year prison sentence has stalled. “I have no
hope of meeting him, no expectation for justice,” his eld-
er brother Jamil told AFP. The former senior surgeon
lives in solitary confinement in a small room, according
to his lawyer, able to see his immediate family no more
than six times a year.

Afridi’s role in one of the most famous assassinations
of recent decades is murky. Details of how he was
sought out by the Central Intelligence Agency are
unclear - Pakistani reports suggest officials at Save the
Children acted as go-betweens, though the charity
denies involvement. What is known is that Afridi’s job
was to run a fake Hepatitis C vaccination program with
the aim of obtaining genetic samples from Abbottabad,
a garrison city and home to the Pakistan Military
Academy, the country’s answer to Westpoint. It was there
that Al-Qaeda chief bin Laden and his family had set up
home in the mid-2000s, under the noses - and some say
protection - of senior Pakistani military officers.

Deadly Raid
In the darkness of May 2, 2011, two helicopters full of

elite Navy Seals touched down inside the compound. In
a dramatic raid just one kilometre from the military
academy, they fought their way in and surprised the ter-
ror mastermind. They shot him in the head and fled with
his body, abandoning a damaged Black Hawk helicop-
ter. The killing was a huge success for US President
Barack Obama, whose country was profoundly scarred
by the attacks on New York and Washington of
September 2001.

It decapitated Al Qaeda, badly hampering the orga-
nization’s ability to carry out further atrocities. But it
drove a wedge between Islamabad and Washington,
with lingering suspicions that the Pakistanis had for
years been covering up the whereabouts of one the
world’s most wanted men. Weeks after the raid, Afridi
was arrested and thrown in jail, accused of having ties
to militants, a charge he has always denied.

Commentators believe Pakistan opted to punish
Afridi in this way, rather than try him for treason-aiding
a foreign power - because that would have entailed a
public trial that would throw a spotlight on Islamabad’s
role in harboring bin Laden. A furious US senate com-
mittee voted to cut aid to Islamabad by $33 million - $1
million for each year of his original sentence. The sen-
tence was later cut by 10 years. 

But since then, US pressure for Afridi’s release has
tapered off, and analysts say Washington has dropped
the issue, preferring to concentrate on what it sees as
more pressing matters - such as negotiating with
Islamist extremists in Afghanistan. “The Taleban talks
have taken priority over everything. The Americans
don’t want to muddy the water by raising other issues
that are contentious,” says Ahmed Rashid, a Pakistani
author and security expert.

On the Backburner
Qamar Nadeem, Afridi’s lawyer who has been denied

access to him for the past two years, believes his client’s
best hope for early release is US pressure, “But so far
they have not shown their support,” he says. He is
allowed to see his wife and children every two months
or so, according to Nadeem. But an appeal against his
sentence that began in 2014 is bogged down in
adjournments and an uncooperative government.

Though elder brother Jamil and his siblings won a
Peshawar High Court decision granting them visiting
rights, that verdict has not been implemented, and he
has been told by his lawyer that pursuing the matter
could result in harm to the doctor. “They are not admit-
ting the High Court decision. What can I say? I am pes-
simistic,” he said. Author Rashid says justice for Afridi has
gone by the wayside for the US, which would rather
Pakistan use its influence with the Afghan Taliban to
encourage them to restart peace talks with Kabul. “The
Americans have ceased to criticize Pakistan on many
fronts,” he said.—AFP 
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Candelario Jimon Alonzo came to the US dreaming of
becoming something more than what seemed possi-
ble along the rutted roads of  his  hometown in

Guatemala’s highlands. This was his chance: He could earn
a US high school education and eventually become a
teacher. Instead, the 16-year-old spends most days alone
in the tumbledown Memphis house where he lives with his
uncle, leaving only occasionally to play soccer and pick up
what English he can from his friends.

Local school officials have kept Jimon out of the class-
room since he tried to enroll in January. Attorneys say
Jimon and at least a dozen other migrant youth fleeing
violence in Central America have been blocked from going
to Memphis high schools because officials contend the
teens lacked transcripts or were too old to graduate on
time. The AP has found that in at least 35 districts in 14
states,  hundreds of  unaccompanied minors  f rom El
Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras have been discouraged
from enrolling in schools or pressured into what advocates
and attorneys argue are separate but unequal alternative
programs - essentially an academic dead end, and one that
can violate federal law.

Instead of enrolling Jimon and the other minors in high
school, their cash-strapped district routed them to an
adult school in East Memphis that offered English classes
a few hours a week. But before Jimon could even register,
the state shut the GED and English-language programs
over concerns that few students were graduating, effec-
tively ending his chances for a formal education. “I really
wanted to study math and English when I got here,” said
Jimon, who grew up speaking Spanish and the indigenous
language Quiche. The teen is in the process of applying

for permission to stay in the country permanently.

Choice 
Shelby County Schools spokeswoman Natalia Powers

said her sprawling district had a policy that allowed stu-
dents 16 and older to choose to enroll in a GED program,
and that once the program closed, students could contin-
ue studying in a “similar” program at a local nonprofit. But
attorneys and advocates said their clients weren’t given
the choice to attend a mainstream high school, and that
the Memphis nonprofit did not teach English.

America’s schools remain one of the few government
institutions where migrant youth are guaranteed services,
but the federal government has extended little money or
oversight to monitor whether that happens,  in par t
because schools are locally governed. Since fall 2013, the
federal government has placed nearly 104,000 unaccom-
panied minors with adult sponsors in communities nation-
wide, where they are expected to attend school while they
seek legal status in immigration court. Months later, dur-
ing the dramatic surge of illegal crossings at the border,
the Education and Justice departments issued joint guid-
ance reminding districts that a 1982 Supreme Court ruling
established that states cannot deny children a free public
education, regardless of immigration status.

For students learning English, guidance says school
districts must provide appropriate language assistance
services so students can participate equally in the stan-
dard instructional program within a reasonable period of
time. Districts found to have broken the law can be
forced to change their enrollment policies, but making
that happen is not easy. To start, few migrant children
understand their rights.

Students and their advocates can sue districts or file

complaints with the Education or Justice departments, but
investigations are backlogged and typically result in civil
sanctions, said Lisa Carmona, senior attorney with the non-
profit Southern Poverty Law Center. Many local school dis-
tricts have stretched to find the resources and staff to
meet the educational needs of these students, who often
carry emotional trauma, have gaps in their education and
are older than other English-language learners.

Data 
To determine where that was not happening, the AP

analyzed federal data to identify areas where the number
of migrant children was relatively large when compared to
public school enrollment, along with the number of stu-
dents formally learning English. In Alabama, California,
Florida, Louisiana, Maryland, Massachusetts, Mississippi,
New Jersey, New York, North Carolina, Ohio, Tennessee,
Texas and South Carolina, social workers and attorneys
told AP that migrant students have been barred from
enrolling, kept out of class for months due or routed to
reform schools and adult programs. 

The full extent of how the Central American minors are
faring in schools is unknown because the government
does not release data on counties where fewer than 50
minors have been placed, which means information was
n o t  p rov i d e d  fo r  a b o u t  2 5 , 0 0 0  o f  t h e  m i gra n t s .
Spokeswomen for the Education and Justice departments
would not say how many of the nation’s roughly 14,000
school districts have been investigated for such failures.
“We remain committed to working with federal partners
and community-based organizations to address any
issues that unaccompanied children may face in dealing
with the education system,” Education spokeswoman
Dorie Nolt said.—AP

Migrants kept from enrolling in US schools

By Maggie Michael and Sam Magdy

It was a brutal killing that became an international inci-
dent: An Italian graduate student disappeared from the
streets of the Egyptian capital in January, his body discov-

ered days later dumped by a roadside, tortured to death. The
death of Guilio Regeni quickly poisoned ties between Egypt
and Italy, where suspicions were high that Egyptian police -
who have long been accused of using torture and secret
detentions - snatched the 28-year-old and killed him.
Egyptian officials - as high up as the president, Abdel-Fattah
Al-Sisi, in a national address - have denied any police role,
but in the months since the slayings, the Italian government
has hiked the pressure for answers.

Then last month came a surprise twist. Egyptian police
announced they had killed a gang of five Egyptian men they
said specialized in kidnapping and robbing foreigners and,
while searching the gang leader’s sister’s home, came upon
Regeni’s passport. Government media proclaimed that
Regeni’s killers had been found. The claim was immediately
dismissed by Italian officials as not credible, with some Italian
media calling it an outright cover-up. Even the editor-in-chief
of Egypt’s top government newspaper, Al-Ahram, wrote that
Egyptian authorities had to get serious about uncovering the
truth and that such “naive stories” about Regeni’s death were
only hurting the country.

Now accounts from witnesses and family members inter-
viewed by AP raise further questions about the official version
of the March 24 shooting in a wealthy suburban enclave out-
side Cairo. The Interior Ministry said security forces hunting for
the gang stopped their minibus and the men opened fire on
them, prompting a gun battle in which all five were killed. But
witnesses say the men were unarmed and tried to flee as
police fired on them, and that afterward police confiscated
footage from security cameras near the scene. The men’s rela-
tives say they were house painters merely heading to a job in
the suburb, Tagammu al-Khamis, when they were killed.

Cover-Up?  
“I am accusing the Interior Ministry of trying to cover up

their wrong deeds by killing my family,” said Rasha Tareq Saad,
whose husband, brother and father were among those killed.
“I want my family’s rights.” The AP spoke to six witnesses in
Tagammu al-Khamis as well as six relatives and lawyers of the
slain men. No video footage from the shooting has emerged,
so their accounts could not be independently verified. A num-
ber of other family members have been arrested, and their
lawyers say they have not been allowed to see investigators’
reports on the shooting.

Asked about their accounts, Interior Ministry spokesman
Abu Bakr Abdel-Karim said he was not authorized to com-
ment and referred questions to the prosecutor-general inves-
tigating the case. Repeated calls to the prosecutor-general’s
office went unanswered. A series of visits to the forensic

agency, security headquarters in Cairo and the Tagammu al-
Khamis police station were also unfruitful: Officers and prose-
cutors refused to speak to the AP.

The shooting adds a new layer to the mystery surrounding
Regeni’s slaying. The Italian PhD student vanished after leav-
ing his apartment on Jan. 25, the anniversary of the 2011
uprising that ousted autocrat Hosni Mubarak. It was a tense
day: Police were out in force to prevent demonstrations com-
memorating the day, and in the preceding days dozens of
activists had been arrested.

Regeni had been researching the labor movement, a sensi-
tive subject in Egypt since labor activists are frequently
protest organizers, and security agents are known to monitor
activities by foreign researchers. The interior ministry has
denied that police detained Regeni, and authorities have
offered various possible scenarios for his death, including a
personal dispute or a robbery. The day Regeni’s body was
found a top police official said he died in a car accident, until
investigators reported the extensive signs of torture, including
cigarette burns, broken bones and bruises from beatings.

Explanation 
The announcement about the gang is the closest that

authorities have come to an explanation for Regeni’s slaying.
However, since the Italian reaction - including Rome with-
drawing its ambassador from Cairo - Egyptian officials have
avoided claiming the culprits have been found. In a speech
this month, el-Sissi angrily rejected accusations that police
were behind the Italian’s death but he made no mention of
any gang involvement. Abdel-Karim, the Interior Ministry
spokesman, has said the gang was “a new variable” but that
Regeni’s death was still under investigation.

There has been no explanation of how the men allegedly
obtained Regeni’s passport if they were not his killers. Two
witnesses told the AP the five men were not armed.  They said
seven police vehicles surrounded the minibus they were rid-
ing in and opened fire on it around 6 a.m. As police sprayed
the vehicle with bullets, several men jumped out and ran, only
to be gunned down “in cold blood,” one of the witnesses said.

Afterward, police confiscated footage from security cam-
eras at nearby houses, said the two witnesses as well as four
others who saw the aftermath of the shooting. The bodies
were left in the street for around 10 hours, the witnesses said,
speaking on condition of anonymity for fear of reprisals. The
slain men included three members of a single family - 62-year-
old Tareq Saad, his son Saad and his son-in-law Salah Ali -
along with a family friend, Mustafa Bakr and the minibus driv-
er, 26-year-old Ibrahim Farouk.

Announcing their deaths, the Interior Ministry said the five
had criminal records and claimed their gang had been posing
as policemen to abduct and rob foreigners. It listed a string of
nine robberies in the past months they were allegedly
involved in - though none of the cases were listed as involving
kidnappings. Their relatives acknowledge all except the

younger Saad had past offenses but nothing involving theft.
Tareq Saad and Ali were jailed for two years in the mid-2000s
for impersonating police officers, after they were arrested at a
checkpoint for carrying a police ID card, said Tareq Saad’s son,
Sameh. Later, he said, the two were jailed for drug possession.

Bakr served 15 years in prison for drug offenses, according
to his ex-wife’s uncle, who spoke on condition of anonymity
for fear of reprisals. Rasha Saad, Ali’s wife and Tareq Saad’s
daughter, said police were well acquainted with the family
and often raided their homes in the lower-class Cairo district
of Shubra al-Kheima after the men’s release from prison. She
said her husband was a house painter and got a call from a
client to paint a villa in Tagammu al-Khamis, and she showed
the AP photos of past jobs he’d done. She said she suspected
her husband was secretly having an affair so she asked her
father and brother to go with him, along with Bakr, a friend of
her father.

Shock 
Sameh Saad, who went to the morgue with his sister to

identify the bodies, said he was shocked by the injuries. All
five were riddled with bullet wounds and “the heads were
blown up so much you could see the bones of the skull,” he
said. Later that day, police searched the house of one of Tareq
Saad’s sisters and said they found Regeni’s passport, his uni-
versity ID and other items in a bag decorated with the Italian
flag. They arrested Tareq Saad’s wife, one of his brothers and
the sisters, along with her husband and son, on suspicion of
hiding stolen goods. Days later, police arrested Bakr’s ex-wife
and her two sons, witnesses said.

Police photos of the bag’s contents showed a man’s black
wallet, a woman’s pocketbook with the word “love” on it, a
watch and several pairs of sunglasses. Rasha Saad said the
pocketbook belonged to her mother and the watch to her
brother, Sameh. The wallet was her husband’s and he carried it
at all times, she said, causing her to suspect it was planted
along with the other possessions. “They took the wallet from
his jeans and put it in the bag,” she said.

The siblings said their father, brother and Ali were in the
Nile Delta region of Sharqiya on Jan. 25, the day that Regeni
disappeared in Cairo. Choking back tears, Ali’s mother, Umm
al-Hassan, said, the police killed her son “and now they are the
ones investigating the case. Everything is in their hands. They
control everything.”

It appeared the driver, 26-year-old Farouk, had little con-
nection to the other men. While the authorities quickly
announced the identities of the four men, they initially list-
ed the fifth as “unknown,” until days later when they identi-
fied him as a gang member as well. A lawyer for Farouk’s
family, Abdel-Wahab Youssef, told AP that he had been
refused access to forensic reports or investigation docu-
ments in the case. “The secrecy of the investigation raises
suspicions. They tell me these are instructions from the top
prosecutor,” he said. — AP 

Egypt killings deepen Regeni mystery 


