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CAMP SHORAB: The US Marine Corps has returned
to Helmand, the restive province in southern
Afghanistan where it fought years of bloody battles
with the Taleban, to help train Afghan forces strug-
gling to contain the insurgency. Many of the 300
Marines coming to Helmand as part of the NATO-led
Resolute Support training mission are veterans of
previous tours in the province, where almost 1,000
coalition troops, mostly US and British, were killed
fighting the Taleban.

When they left in 2014, handing over the sprawl-
ing desert base they knew as Camp Leatherneck to
the Afghan army, the Marines never expected to
return. The fact that they are back underlines the
problems Afghan forces have faced since being left
to fight alone. Despite a warning from US Defense
Secretary James Mattis last week that 2017 would
be a tough year, though, the tone as the deploy-
ment began was positive.“I was excited to come
back,” said Staff Sergeant George Caldwell, who had
previously spent eight months in the far south of
Helmand that mixed combat operations with train-
ing the Afghan border police. “I have a lot of time
invested in Helmand province. We have many, many
years of combat operations and we’d hate to see the
region become unstable,” he said at the margins of a

ceremony marking the Transfer of Authority for the
training assignment.

Difficult moment 
Thousands of Marines served in Helmand over

the years between 2009 and 2014 during some of
the most intense fighting seen by foreign troops in
Afghanistan. American officers at the ceremony
attended by the top US commander in Afghanistan,
Gen John Nicholson promised continuing commit-
ment to helping Afghan forces but the Marines are
coming back at a difficult moment.

Their mission this time is not to fight but to train
and help Afghan forces, although the strong defen-
sive measures around the base underscore the risk
they face in Helmand, one of the heartlands of the
Taleban insurgency. The Afghan army is still reeling
from a devastating attack in the northern city of
Mazar-i-Sharif this month in which Taleban suicide
commandos killed 135 soldiers, according to official
figures and double that number by other accounts.

Large stretches of Helmand, source of much of
the world’s illegal opium supply, are in the hands of
the Taleban insurgents, who have steadily pushed
back Afghan forces that now control less than 60
percent of the country. Corruption and poor leader-

ship are still an issue, despite efforts to stamp out
problems such as bribery, troops selling weapons
and ammunition or non-existent “ghost soldiers”
kept on the rolls to allow their pay to be stolen.

In March, a previous commander of the Afghan
army 215 Corps in Helmand was arrested, a year
after he had been sent to the province root out
fraud and corruption in the unit.

Major improvements 
“There’s some of that,” said Captain Zachary

Peterson, part of the army-led Taskforce Forge
handing over to the Marines of Taskforce
Southwest. “But you can’t let one bad apple make
you be down on the group as a whole, when the
majority of these guys are good people and they
want to see good things for their country.” He said
Afghan forces had made major improvements in
conducting offensive operations against the
Taliban, who on Friday announced the start of their
annual spring campaign, when warmer weather
usually leads to heavier fighting.

“Their attitude and their op tempo right now, all
the operations they’re doing, are really encourag-
ing,” he said. Some 8,400 American troops are based
in Afghanistan as part of Resolute Support as well as

a separate counterterrorism mission against Islamic
State and Al Qaeda, but Gen Nicholson said earlier
this year a few thousand more would been required
to end the “stalemate” with the Taliban.

The Trump administration is currently conduct-
ing a review of US policy for Afghanistan, where
American troops have now been stationed for more
than 15 years. While most are no longer usually
involved in combat operations, the dangers they
still face were underlined last week when two army
Rangers were killed in the eastern province of
Nangarhar fighting Islamic State militants.

Last month, three US soldiers were wounded in
Camp Shorab itself, the network of bases of which
the Marines’ Leatherneck facility was once a part,
when an Afghan soldier opened fire on them in a
so-called “green on blue” incident. The base is a
dusty expanse of barbed wire fences, checkpoints,
huts and blast walls with a faint smell of latrines in
the air. Movement is restricted and security remains
high, placing an additional strain on the troops.
“ This is a small, cramped position,” said army
Chaplain (Capt) Sidney Aaron, who helps look after
morale and welfare.  “My soldiers and these Marines,
they go out every day, they have to be on guard,
24/7, so it is a long time.”— Reuters 

US Marines back in Helmand as Afghan ‘stalemate’ continues

LUANDA: The United Nations’ refugee
agency yesterday airlifted its first batch
of relief supplies to the more than 11,000
people on Angola’s northern border flee-
ing the latest violence in the Democratic
Republic of Congo (DRC). The UN said
that more than a million civilians have
been displaced inside the DRC since a
brutal conflict broke out in the Kasai
region in mid-2016, with about 25,000
asylum seekers crossing into Angola.

“Arrivals are in urgent need of life-sav-
ing assistance, including food, water,
shelter and medical services,” the UN
Refugee Agency’s (UNHCR) southern
Africa representative, Sharon Cooper,
said in a statement.  A cargo aircraft car-
rying mosquito nets, blankets and sani-

tary items flew in from Dubai and landed
near Dundo, about 100km from the
Angola-DRC border, where the UNHCR
has set up makeshift centers sheltering
refugees, the agency said.

The UN said it would send more relief
items to Angola in the coming days. The
Kamuina Nsapu insurrection that erupted
in the DRC’s Kasai-Central province last
August has become the most serious threat
to President Joseph Kabila’s 16-year rule,
with lawlessness across Africa’s second-
largest country inflamed by Kabila’s deci-
sion to remain in power after his mandate
ran out in December. A UN team of investi-
gators said this month that it had uncov-
ered 40 mass grave sites and killings of
more than 400 people in Kasai.— Reuters 

UN airlifts aid in Angola 
for DRC asylum seekers  

HELSINKI: Sporting a black leather jacket, dyed
red hair and a tattooed arm, Alisa Aarniomaki
looks like she’s on her way to a rock band
rehearsal session. But instead of carrying a gui-
tar, the 20-year-old Finn gently holds on to
something else: a puffy stuffed horse head on a
wooden stick complete with glued-on eyes,
mane and reins. She’s been riding real horses
from the age of 10 but became instantly smitten
by hobby-horsing - a sport with gymnastic ele-
ments that has spawned a social media subcul-
ture among Finnish teen girls - when she first
heard about it on a web discussion forum sever-
al years ago.

“Hobby-horsing has a strong therapeutic side to
it,” says Aarniomaki, adding that it has helped her
to deal with difficult personal issues such as her
parents’ divorce and bullying at school. “I’ve gone
through lots of trouble and I’m still struggling with
some issues. It has helped me a great deal that I
can occasionally just go galloping into the woods
with my friends. It somehow balances my mind.”

Like a real horse and its rider, the hobbyhorse
and its master form a team and become
attached to each other. Similarly, the sports sim-
ulates traditional equestrian events including
competing in dressage and show jumping, and
is physically demanding. Hobby-horsing has
gained momentum outside Finland because of
this year ’s release of the documentary
“Hobbyhorse Revolution” by the Finnish Oscar-
nominated director Selma Vilhunen. Over a year,
she followed young hobbyhorse enthusiasts and
their preparations for a competition. Some actu-
al horse riders may look down on hobby-horsing
as childlike past-time not suitable for anyone
aged over 10, but Fred Sundwall, the secretary
general of the Equestrian Federation of Finland,
disagrees. “We think it’s simply wonderful that
hobby-horsing has become a phenomenon and
so popular,” Sundwall said. “It gives a chance to
those children and teens who don’t own horses
to interact with them also outside stables and
riding schools.”

Splendid, colorful creatures
The vast majority of the hobbyhorses are

homemade -splendid, colorful creatures com-
plete with names like Chattanooga Choo Choo
and Panda - exchanged and sold by owners at
events and through social media. Some of them
have been known to fetch up to 200 euros
($218 dollars) at auctions. Aficionados take high

pride in the sport’s do-it-yourself attitude, and
very few industrially made hobbyhorses are
seen at events because they are “lower-caste
horses,” said Venla-Maria Uutela, a spokes-
woman for a registered informal hobbyhorse
society in Helsinki.

About 10,000 people, nearly all of them
between the ages of 10 and 18, are estimated to
be involved in hobby-horsing in Finland. Its pop-
ularity is also growing steadily in the other
Nordic countries and elsewhere in Europe,
though the numbers are much smaller. No offi-
cial statistics exist as hobby-horsing doesn’t
have an affiliation with Finnish sports associa-
tions and enthusiasts meet and exchange views
mainly at web discussion forums and share pho-
to material and videos through Instagram and
YouTube. Regional competition events are
arranged and organized by volunteers through-
out Finland, culminating in national champi-
onships every year. This year’s main event took
place late April at a packed sports hall in the vicin-
ity of Helsinki, attracting an estimated 1,000 spec-
tators to watch about 200 participants competing
with their hobbyhorses in several subcategories.

“It’s very bizarre for other people to see, for the
first time especially, this kind of stuff,” said Taija
Turkki, an 18-year-old hobbyhorse coach from
the southeastern town of Lappeenranta.
“Because they think we think the horse is alive,
which we do not. We understand that it’s dead,
made of fabric and all that.” Lack of strict rules
and pompous ceremonies, strong social media
presence and female bonding are a big part of
the attraction for the young women.

“Freedom to create and imagination are key
aspects into why people start hobby-horsing,”
says Aarniomaki, a hobbyhorse veteran who
doesn’t compete actively anymore but is keen
on organizing related events such as a recent
hobbyhorse parade through the streets of
Helsinki. Female empowerment and girl power
are something Alisa Aarniomaki thinks are
clearly attached to the sports. “I think hobby-
horsing has a feministic agenda,” Aarniomaki
said, after having judged competitions at the
national championships. “No boys are coming
and saying what we need to do, or bossing
around. So I think there is some sort of a (femi-
nistic) point.” — AP 

Finland’s hobby-horsing craze 
a manifestation of girl power

VANTAA: Sporting dyed red hair 20-year old Alisa Aarniomaki holds her hobby-horse, during
the hobby-horsing Finnish championships. — AP 

LOUGHBOROUGH: Kate and Gerry McCann, whose daughter Madeleine disappeared
from a holiday flat in Portugal ten-years ago, talk during a BBC TV interview. — AP  

LONDON: The parents of Madeleine
McCann, the 3-year-old British girl who
vanished during a family vacation to
Portugal in 2007, say they are still hopeful
they will one day be reunited with their
daughter as they mark the 10th anniversary
of her disappearance. In an interview with
the British media released Sunday, the
McCanns said they felt encouraged by the
“real progress” that British police have
made in the case in the past five years.

Scotland Yard said last week that, a
decade later, detectives are still pursuing
“critical” leads to trace Madeleine, who dis-
appeared from a vacation home in
Portugal’s Algarve region on the night of
May 3, 2007. Her parents had gone out to a
tapas bar nearby after putting her and her
twin siblings to bed. Despite an investiga-
tion costing more than 11 million pound so
far, police said there was no “definitive evi-
dence” on whether Madeleine - who would
be almost 14 now - is alive or dead. The girl
was abducted from the apartment, they
said, but how and why it happened is still
largely a mystery.

One theory that police say hasn’t been
ruled out is a “burglary gone wrong.” Gerry
McCann, 48, acknowledged it was “devas-
tating” not to have found her, but added:
“No parent is going to give up on their
child, unless they know for certain their

child is dead. And we just don’t have any
evidence.” His wife, Kate, agreed. “My hope
for Madeleine being out there is no less
than it was almost 10 years ago,” she said.  “I
never thought we’d still be in this situation,
so far along the line. It’s a huge amount of
time ... it’s a hard marker of time.”

The case has sparked global interest
partly because of the McCanns’ campaign
to publicize their case in an attempt to find
Madeleine. The couple also said they
planned to challenge a court ruling that
cleared a former Portuguese detective of
breaching libel laws after he published a
book alleging they were involved in
Madeleine’s disappearance.

Asked how the family was coping, the
McCanns said that, like other families who
have suffered tragedies, they are trying to
move on and focus on their 12-year-old
twins.”You adapt and you have a new nor-
mality,” Gerry McCann said. “At some point
you’ve got to realize that time is not frozen.”
His wife said that she still buys Madeleine
birthday and Christmas presents every
year. “I obviously have to think about what
age she is and something that, whenever
we find her, will still be appropriate. So
there’s a lot of thought that goes into it,”
she said. “But I couldn’t not, you know. She’s
still our daughter, she’ll always be our
daughter.” — AP 

Parents of missing UK girl 
hopeful she’s ‘out there’

COLOMBO: Sri Lanka’s coastguard yesterday
detained an Indian boat which had illegally
entered the island’s territorial waters and res-
cued 30 Rohingya refugees including 16 chil-
dren who were on board, an official said. The
dhow operated by two Indians had entered Sri
Lanka’s northern waters after crossing the sea
border, said navy spokesman Chaminda
Walakuluge. “The coastguard noticed that there
were very small children on board and escorted
the dhow to a port and provided them with
emergency assistance,” Walakuluge told AFP.

He said seven men, seven women and 16
children were on board, in addition to the
two-man Indian crew who had been
detained pending investigations. “There was
a 15-day-old baby and a four-month-old
child on board,” Walakuluge said. “We have
taken them to port and provided food and
medical attention.” He said it appeared that
the passengers had left India, where they
had lived for about four years as refugees.
They were handed over to local authorities
to decide further action. Investigators sus-

pect that the crew was trying to bring the
Rohingya to Sri Lanka. The Muslim Rohingya
in Myanmar’s western state of Rakhine is
denied citizenship and face brutal discrimi-
nation in the Buddhist-majority country.
Thousands have sought refuge in other
countries in the region.Four years ago Sri
Lanka’s navy rescued 138 refugees from
Bangladesh and 

Myanmar whose boat had been drifting
off Sri Lanka for over 10 days. The United
Nations Human Rights Council last month
agreed to send a fact-finding mission to
Myanmar to investigate claims that police
and soldiers  carried out a bloody crack-
down on the Rohingya in Rakhine. More
than 120,000 Rohingya have languished in
grim displacement camps ever since bouts
of religious violence between Muslims and
Buddhists ripped through the state in 2012.
Most are not allowed to leave the squalid
encampments, where they live in dilapidat-
ed shelters with little access to food, educa-
tion and health care. — AFP 

BAMAKO: Mali’s National Assembly has voted to
extend a state of emergency by six months in a
bid to quell an upsurge in attacks by Islamist mil-
itants based in the desert north of the West
African country. 

On Saturday, Zoumana N’dji Doumbia, presi-
dent of the National Assembly’s legal commis-

sion, announced Friday’s vote that gives security
forces extra powers of arrest and detention.  It is
the latest extension of an emergency first
imposed in November 2015. 

Deteriorating security threatens to return
Mali to the chaos that nearly tore it to pieces in
2012 when Islamists hijacked an ethnic Tuareg

rebellion in the north, before French forces
pushed them back the following year. 

Some 11,000 UN peacekeepers and French
troops are deployed in Mali but militants still
launch attacks, including a suicide assault on
an army base in January that killed at least 77
people. — Reuters 

Mali extends state of emergency 
in bid to quell Islamist attacks

HERAT: Afghan couples arrive for a mass-wedding ceremony in Herat yesterday. Twenty-two couples tied the knot during the service. — AFP 

Sri Lanka coastguard rescues 
Rohingyas aboard Indian boat


