
Regulating the 
urban anarchy
of war-torn
Kabul 

In the alley winding between the earth-
en walls of Old Kabul, Wakil
Mohammad Saddeq insists on honor-

ing his visitors with a cup of tea. “You are
the first to offer us help without asking
for money!” he says. Wakil’s home is one
of thousands of unregulated houses
stuffed into the Afghan capital, whose
boundaries have long overflowed as
refugees fleeing war are added to a surg-
ing young population.

Now Kabul authorities are trying to
bring order to the snarl of informal hous-
ing, as President Ashraf Ghani seeks to
equip the city with a cadaster, or land
registry, for the first time in its history.
“Here, urbanization has been guided by
conflicts and humanitarian crises,” says
Koussay Boulaich, head of communica-
tion at UN-Habitat, which is running the
project in partnership with the Kabul
government. “The only attempt at urban
planning dates from the Soviets” in the
late 1970s, he notes.

Today, Kabul has more than four mil-
lion inhabitants. Nearly 40 years of con-
flict have driven hundreds of thousands
of people from rural areas into the shel-
ter of the capital, creating entire new
neighborhoods without plans or records.
The majority of their inhabitants live
with no safety net, at the mercy of an
overnight eviction.

And the influx shows no sign of slow-

ing down. Since early 2015, cities across
Afghanistan including Kabul have
received a total of more than 2.5 million
people displaced by war. “Of the 255,000
properties already assessed in Kabul by
UN-Habitat, only 15 percent have a valid
title deed, 41 percent have documents
without legal value and 44 percent have
no documents at all,” says Boulaich. 

Neighborhood watch 
Most of the fragile houses that tumble

up the dusty foothills surrounding Kabul
are unregulated. Many are built of mud
and lack electricity and running water.
But informal housing also encompasses
ancient houses such as Wakil’s, and the
opulent, expensive villas on clean, paved
streets in Kabul’s wealthy areas. In the
absence of any owner, residents who can
prove they have been in a property for at
least 15 years are granted a certificate of
occupation.

To find owners, the UN-Habitat team
first checks with the municipality and its
archives, then with neighbors, explains
Sayed Sadullah Wahab, coordinator for
the “City for All” program. If no owner is
found, they post a certificate of occupan-
cy that is valid for five years at the local
mosque. “After five years, if nobody
claims it the tenant will get the full prop-
erty,” he said. Once the neighbors are
questioned, any existing owner usually
pops up within days, even if he is as far
away as the United States or Germany, he
adds. “The neighbors call him,” he
explains with a smile. 

Where the streets have no name 
AFP accompanied Wahab’s team of

investigators to another house. Salim
Ahmad, the owner, was killed last year by
the Taleban, so it is his father-in-law who
comes to justify the family’s right to the

land. But their acquisition has never been
validated, and titles laminated with care
have no legal value. The UN-Habitat team
records the documents, the electricity
bills, the identity of the occupants, and
takes measurements of the land and the
house. This data will be used to establish
the occupancy certificate and the amount
of house tax, or safayi.

President Ghani has already distrib-
uted the first certificates in Kabul, as well
as in the western city of Herat and the
eastern city of Jalalabad. For the first time
in Afghanistan’s history they are being
awarded to women as well as men.
Currently, the UN says, women account
for just five percent of the recognized
landowners in the country. UN-Habitat
has 1,200 employees on the project and a
budget of $63 million until 2020, funded
by the European Union and the US devel-

opment agency, USAID.
After so many years of conflict and

lawlessness, the project is encountering
challenges from residents who do not
trust that paying safayi will benefit them,
says Hellay Ishaqzai, 25, one of the team’s
investigators. However, an awareness
campaign to illustrate how the funds are
being used in each neighborhood is pay-
ing off. Through it, women, the elderly,
even children can vote for the money to
be used in different ways, such as main-
taining roads or schools. 

The program will also see the confus-
ing mass of thoroughfares clearly
named, an innovation set to revolution-
ize navigation in a city where most
directions are given by way of land-
marks: behind the supermarket, second
right after the mosque, left of the blue
door, and so on.  — AFP  

As much as he was a genius with the
ball at his feet, Diego Maradona’s
coaching career has been far from

distinguished and took a curious turn
when he joined Mexican second-division
outfit Dorados. The man who led
Argentina to just their second World Cup
crown - according to many almost single-
handedly - and whose brilliance inspired
Napoli to the only two Serie A titles in
their history, has ploughed a less success-
ful coaching furrow.

With a cultured left foot and mesmer-
izing dribbles he was twice signed for a
world record fee, first by Barcelona and
then Napoli. He played for some of
Argentina’s biggest and most prestigious
clubs: Boca Juniors, Newell’s Old Boys
and Argentinos Juniors, while also repre-
senting his country 91 times and scoring
34 goals. “If I die, I want to be born again
and play football to give the people joy,”
he once said.

Father time has long caught up with
the 57-year-old, though, as he wryly
notes: “I have shorter legs than a picture
frame, if I want to train I get torn all the
way up to the shoulders.” After the glit-
tering playing highs, his coaching career,
barring a two-year stint in charge of the
Argentine national team, has been largely
spent far away from the glitz and glamour.

Unmitigated failures 
This is not the first time he’s taken

charge of a second-division side - he left
Al Fujairah of the United Arab Emirates in
May after failing to guide them to promo-

tion despite seven wins in 11 matches.
Other spells at Deportivo Mandiyu and
Racing Club in Argentina and UAE’s Al
Wasl were unmitigated failures. During
the first two, from 1994-95, he won a
combined three out of 23 matches and
subsequently resumed his playing career,
albeit briefly.

In this latest quest he can only improve
the team’s performances given they have
yet to win a game this season. The club’s
fans seem unperturbed by his poor
coaching record, with one holding up a
placard proclaiming: “Welcome Golden
God!” as Maradona arrived at the
Culiacan airport on Saturday. One
teenage fan, Bryan Felix, has faith that
even at 57, Maradona can still improve.
“His other coaching experiences weren’t
good but that’s the same for other coach-
es when they started,” he said.

Maradona’s first coaching experience
was five years before Felix was even born.
Dorados president Jose Antonio Nunez is
another beating the same drum, attempt-
ing to find a positive twist on his high-
profile signing’s record. “He knows what
it’s like to start from the bottom, he knows
the value of a lower league,” he said.

‘Happy memories’ 
Maradona has a special affinity for

Mexico as it was there that he enjoyed
his finest hour, leading Argentina to a 3-2
victory over West Germany in the 1986
World Cup final. At the weekend he
wrote on Instagram that he was “happy
to return to the land where I was world

champion and where I retain very happy
memories”. He will do so while retaining
his other official position, as honorary
president of Belarusian outfit Dinamo
Brest, a post he only took up in July, but
to great fanfare as he was paraded
around town to cheering crowds and giv-
en a diamond ring.

That would have come in handy for
someone who has suffered financial diffi-
culties in recent times, not least with a
multi-million euro unpaid Italian tax bill
hanging over his head. It might explain
his need to take up a coaching position in
such a relative backwater. It’s also an
ideological fit for a man who was friends

with two of Latin America’s most famous
socialist leaders: Cuba’s Fidel Castro and
Hugo Chaves of Venezuela, and sports a
tattoo of revolutionary icon Che
Guevara.

Maradona sent a welcome message to
new Mexico President Andres Manuel
Lopez Obrador while hitting out at
“imperialism” in a clear reference to the
United States. He has changed little over
the years but, if his coaching fortunes
don’t experience a dramatic upsurge, this
could be another brief footnote in a
career that will always be remembered
more for his on-field skills than any off-
field antics. —AFP 
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Early every morning on school holidays and
weekends, Eric Ndung’u heads off to herd his
family’s goats in the plains of Kisaju, south of

Nairobi. While herding, Ndung’u hunts birds using a
slingshot. But he’s found a new use for his slingshot
too: Planting trees. Before he leaves with the goats,
the 11-year-old runs to Nicholas Waweru’s house to
get a packet of seed balls, made of charcoal dust, cas-
sava starch and tree seeds. The balls work as ammuni-
tion to bring down birds - and, left behind on the
ground, they gradually break down, releasing tree
seeds to take root.

In an effort to combat deforestation and rebuild
the nation’s depleted forests, Kenyans are trying some
novel approaches, among them recruiting herder boys
- as well as hot air balloonists and paragliders - to the
cause. Waweru works with Teddy Kinyanjui, a conser-
vationist living in Nairobi’s Kabete estate, who makes
the slingshots and seed balls. Using seed provided by
the Kenya Forest Research Institute, Kinyanjui
researches what trees grow best in each area, then
manufactures seed balls designed for that area.

The conservationist said he inherited his love of
trees from his late father, Maxwell Kinyanjui, a profes-
sor at the University of Nairobi who was well known
for his conservation efforts - including the invention of
an environmentally friendly charcoal stove. As part of
reforestation efforts, he also planted a forest near
Kisaji - one his son now takes care of. The pair’s
efforts are part of a broader push in Kenya to combat
forest loss. The United Nations recommends that
countries maintain at least 10 percent of their land in
forest - but Kenya has only 7 percent forest.

Not so tasty
Packing tree seeds in charcoal dust - provided by a

charcoal briquette-making firm - gives them a better
chance of sprouting, Kinyanjui said. “After research,
we found out that 95 percent of tree seeds are eaten
up by insects or animals such as goats or birds,” he
said. “You can imagine if you just took a handful of
seeds and threw them down on the ground, and wait-
ed for three more months until the rains come - it’s
just going to get eaten by something,” he said.

But the charcoal dust deters animals, he said - and
when the rains arrive, they wash the coating away,
allowing the seeds to sprout. Kinyanjui has helped
distribute about 2 million tree seeds across the coun-
try, focusing in areas where charcoal making has led
to deforestation. To encourage herder boys to use the
seed balls, Kinyanjui organizes shooting competi-
tions, with those able to hurl the balls furthest win-
ning certificates.

He’s also persuaded aeroplane companies, hot air
balloon owners, and paragliders to fling the balls, and
sells some to corporations, who distribute them to
customers and staff as part of corporate social
responsibility campaigns. He recognizes not all the
trees will sprout and survive, particularly with hungry
goats foraging in many areas. But “this is better than
nothing”, he said. Protecting and expanding forests is
one of the cheapest and surest ways to curb climate
change, experts say. “Trees and forests play an essen-
tial role in mitigating the impact of climate change.
Planting trees is one of the most important things we
can do to contribute to the health of the planet,” said
UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres, at a forum
on forests in March.

Kenya has made a particular effort to plant trees
since late 2017 and early 2018, when a particularly
severe drought hit the country. Scientists say forests
can help regulate rainfall. The forest protection push
has included efforts to evict people who encroach on
forest land and a logging ban issued by the country’s
deputy president earlier this year. But plenty of obsta-
cles remain to regrowing Kenya’s forests. “In Kenya,
the biggest challenge is corruption that leads to the
poor management of forests,” said Psamson Nzioki, of
the Climate Governance Integrity Programme at
Transparency International-Kenya. “You find the for-
est guards are the ones burning charcoal instead of
protecting the trees,” Nzioki said.

Not everyone has been happy about Waweru’s
tree planting push. Community members in Kisaju at
first demanded he and the boys pick up and remove
all the seed balls spread in the area, something he
called “a very tiresome experience”. “They knew we
were planting trees but said that they did not want
them since thieves would hide in them and steal their
cattle”, Waweru said. But in time people have come
around. Douglas Ole Lenku, a cattle herder, said he
now understands that more trees means more rain -
and that’s good for his animals. “We will be happy as
Maasai (people) if the trees bring rain because the
drought is almost killing us and our animals,” he said.
Ole Lenku, in fact, now has a slingshot of his own.
“Whenever I am herding here, I just shoot and enjoy.
One cannot get bored with a packet of almost 700
tree seedlings and a catapult,” he said. — Reuters 
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Slingshots in hand, 
Kenyans replant 
vanishing forests

In this photo taken on June 12, 2018 Afghan surveyors from the UN-Habitat team
measure a wall during the registration of unregulated houses in Kabul. — AFP 

Argentine football star Diego Maradona waves inside a car upon his arrival at
the international airport in Culiacan on Sept 8, 2018. —AFP 

Maradona: Playing genius but coaching misfit 


