
KABUL: The Taleban’s stance on women’s
rights should concern the world, one of
Afghanistan’s top female diplomats has warned,
as the government holds power-sharing talks
with the Islamist group that once banned girls
from going to school.

Afghanistan’s first female ambassador to the
United Nations Adela Raz said the world had in-
vested heavily in empowering Afghan women
after forcing the Taleban from power in 2001,
and should pay heed to the hardline group’s
views on their future.

The Taleban, who this month began power-
sharing talks with the Afghan government, say
they would allow girls to be educated and
women to work outside the home, in some cir-
cumstances. But they have given little detail on
which of the hard-won rights they would allow
women to retain, saying only that this would be
decided according to Islamic sharia. This week,
they opposed a move to have mothers’ names on
identity documents.

“Their definition of women’s rights remains in
the grey area,” said Raz, speaking to the Thom-
son Reuters Foundation from the UN headquar-
ters in New York, where she is based.

“They have been saying the same thing about
their version of the sharia without explaining any
change and reforms. “This is a concern not only
for Afghanistan, but for the international com-
munity who invested heavily in empowerment of
the Afghan women,” added Raz, 34, who this

month oversaw Afghanistan’s election to the UN
Commission on the Status of Women.

It is the first time Afghanistan has won a seat
on the Commission, which is dedicated to em-
powering women globally - a victory hailed as a
sign of progress for a country once notorious for
the oppression of women. Her focus at the UN
will be to promote access to markets for women
entrepreneurs, something she sees as key to
their empowerment.

“We have many refreshing stories of suc-
cessful women entrepreneurs who stood by
themselves, their contributions are immense to-
ward creating a fair society,” she said, pointing
to progress in India and Pakistan.

‘Legitimate fears’
Raz spent her early childhood in Taleban-

ruled Afghanistan, leaving Kabul in 2004 to study
in the United States after losing many close rel-
atives and friends in the war. She returned in 2013
despite warnings that it was like going back to a
“sinking” ship, with most foreign troops set to
leave the country at the end of 2014.

“I told myself, if I want to save this sinking
boat, I need to be on board,” she said.

“This war has been so devastating, every sin-
gle Afghan family has lost family members, it
does not matter which sides they were... Every-
one now wants it to end.”

Raz entered Afghan politics, becoming the first
female director of communications for former

Afghan President Hamid Karzai and later chief of
staff for his successor, Ashraf Ghani. She sees the
engagement of women in peace talks as key to
enduring success, but said there had been “hesi-
tancy” about making that happen. Last month one
of the few female members of the Afghan govern-
ment negotiating team, the former lawmaker

Fawzia Koofi, was attacked by unknown gunmen,
underscoring the dangers faced by women’s
rights advocates. Brought up by a single mother
and now herself the mother of a baby daughter,
Raz said there remained “legitimate fears” about
the erosion of constitutional rights for women
under even partial Taliban rule.— Reuters

I n t e r n a t i o n a l Friday, September 25, 2020

Friday16

Afghanistan’s first female envoy 
to UN warns over women’s rights

World must pay heed to Taleban’s views on women’s future: Raz

Mauritius takes 
stock of oil spill 
two months later
NAIROBI:  On July 25, a cargo ship loaded
with thousands of tonnes of fuel ran aground
off Mauritius, leading to the worst environ-
mental disaster ever witnessed in the tiny In-
dian Ocean archipelago.

Two months later, Mauritius is still taking
stock of the damage, after its rich fishing
grounds and sensitive marine habitats were
befouled with oil.

How bad was the spill?  
The MV Wakashio, a Japanese-owned but

Panamanian-flagged bulk carrier, was sailing
from Singapore to Brazil with 3,800 tonnes of
fuel oil and 200 tonnes of diesel onboard
when it struck a reef off the southeast coast
of Mauritius. More than 1,000 tonnes of oil
seeped from a gash in the hull before it was
announced on August 13 that salvage crews
had removed all the remaining fuel from
tankers beneath the hold.

“Relatively speaking, it was not a big oil

spill,” said Sue Ware, a marine scientist from
the Centre for Environment, Fisheries and
Aquaculture Science, a UK research institute.

By comparison the ABT Summer, a Liber-
ian-registered tanker, was carrying 260,000
tonnes of crude when it exploded off the coast
of Angola in 1991, burning for three days be-
fore sinking with its cargo.

“The amount of oil is relatively small but in
Mauritius it’s a very key area for biodiversity,”
Ware said. 

The accident occurred near two ecologi-
cally-critical sites: Blue Bay, known for its
coral gardens and Pointe D’Esny, which hosts
a fragile mangrove forest critical in the fight
against global warming.

Also a short distance away is Ile Aux Ai-
grettes, a nature reserve home to endemic
bird and reptile species.

About 50 melon-headed whales washed
up dead off Mauritius at the end of August, in-
furiating the public, but a link with the spill has
not been established.

Will there be long-term damage? 
Conservationists are particularly con-

cerned about the long-term ecological dam-
age to the island’s marine ecosystems. “There
is visible pollution, and invisible pollution.
Some of the oil doesn’t float but dissolves in

the sea. The fish eat it, the coral absorbs it, it
goes into the ecosystems,” environmental ex-
pert Sunil Dowarkasing said.

The oil itself is known as VLSFO — a fuel
oil less viscous and lower in sulphur than con-
ventional fuel oils.  But this newer generation
oil is poorly understood in terms of its envi-
ronmental impact, said Ware.

“They are quite new to us, compared to
the heavy fuel oils that we mostly used to
deal with... That is why we need to study this,
and this will certainly help for future oil spills
elsewhere.”

How is the clean-up progressing? 
Thousands of volunteers marshalled along

the coast in the early days wearing rubber
boots and gloves, scrubbing the shoreline
clean and stringing together makeshift cor-
dons to contain the oily tide.

Since then the government has identified
26 affected sites around the coastline and
commissioned the clean-up operation to
French company Le Floch Depollution and
Greek outfit Polyeco SA.

“The work is progressing satisfactorily, but
it is a very delicate clean-up operation, we
must make sure that it is done in a methodical
and systematic way,” Environment Minister
Kavydass Ramano said.  — AFP

NEW YORK: This UN handout photo shows Adela Raz, Permanent Representative of the Islamic
Republic of Afghanistan to the United Nations, speaks during the second day of the general
debate of the 75th session of the United Nations General Assembly, in New York. — AFP

Rescuers call off 
search in India 
building collapse
MUMBAI: Emergency workers have ended a days-
long search for victims of an apartment block col-
lapse in western India as the death toll rose to 41,
officials said yesterday.

Recovery teams from the National Disaster Re-
sponse Force (NDRF) had rescued 20 survivors
from the rubble of the three-storey building in Bhi-
wandi, near Mumbai, after the block came crashing
down before dawn on Monday. A senior NDRF of-
ficial told AFP that emergency workers, aided by
sniffer dogs, also retrieved 41 bodies buried under
brick and concrete. 

“Operations are over,” NDRF Commandant Anu-
pam Srivastava said. NDRF director general Satya
Narayan Pradhan tweeted Thursday that 10 children
were among those killed. The cause of the incident
was not immediately clear, but building collapses
are common during India’s June-September mon-
soon season, with old and rickety structures buck-
ling under days of non-stop rain. — AFP


