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KANDAHAR: (FILES) In this file photo taken on June 17, 2018, Afghan Taleban militants and residents stand on a armoured Humvee vehicle of the Afghan National Army (ANA) as they celebrate a ceasefire on the third day of Eid in Maiwand
district of Kandahar province. The Taleban have offered a brief ceasefire to their US counterparts in Doha, two insurgent sources said, a move which could allow the resumption of talks seeking a deal for Washington to withdraw troops from
Afghanistan.

KABUL/PESHAWAR:  The Taleban will imple-
ment a 10-day ceasefire with US troops, a
reduction in violence with Afghan forces and
discussions with Afghan government officials if it
reaches a deal with US negotiators in talks in
Doha, two sources have said.

If an agreement is sealed, it could revive
hopes for a long-term solution to the conflict in
Afghanistan. Taleban and US negotiators met on
Wednesday and Thursday to discuss the signing
of a peace deal, according to a spokesman for
the Taleban office in Qatar. The talks were “use-
ful” and would continue for a few days, the
spokesman, Suhail Shaheen, said on Twitter ear-
ly on Friday.

US President Donald Trump had called off

the stop-start talks to end the 18-year war in
September after an US soldier was killed in an
attack by the militant group.  They resumed but
were interrupted again in December after the
Taleban launched a suicide attack on a US base
outside Kabul killing two civilians.

Two sources close to the matter told Reuters
on Wednesday that the Taleban’s top leadership
had now agreed to implement a 10-day cease-
fire with UStroops once a deal was signed in
Doha, and to “reduce” attacks against the
Afghan government.

A senior Taleban commander said: “The US
wanted us to announce a ceasefire during the
peace talks which we had rejected. Our shura
(council) has agreed to a ceasefire the day the

peace accord is signed.” Once an agreement is
in place, the Taleban and Afghan government
could meet face to face in Germany, said the
commander. Previously, the Taleban had refused
to engage in talks with the Afghan government.
The US team in Doha had demanded a cease-
fire “which we had declined due to some
issues,” the Taleban commander said. “Now
most of our reservations have been addressed.”
Another source close to the talks confirmed the
commander’s version of events.

A signing date has not been fixed, but the
Taleban commander said he expected it to be
“very soon.” Both sources asked not to be
named due to the sensitivity of the matter. A US
State Department spokeswoman declined to

comment and the Pentagon referred queries to
the State Department.

Pakistan’s Foreign Minister Shah Mahmood
Qureshi, who was visiting top US officials in
Washington, said Islamabad had been facilitat-
ing the dialogue and had played its role in help-
ing get the negotiations getting this far.

Qureshi noted that the Taleban ultimately
sought the withdrawal of the roughly 13,000
American troops from Afghanistan in any agree-
ment. Qureshi stressed that Pakistan, which fears
greater instability in neighbouring Afghanistan,
did not want a precipitous US withdrawal. “The
Taleban want withdrawal of foreign forces. What
we are saying is, yes, they should be withdrawn,
but the withdrawal should be a responsible one,”

Qureshi said. “Let’s not forget that there are
forces, there are elements in Afghanistan that
can take advantage if there is anarchy ... if there
is some kind of civil war.” An Afghan presidency
spokesman said a ceasefire was the only way to
achieve sustainable and dignified peace. “Any
plan which proposes a ceasefire as a basic step
will be acceptable for the government,” Sediqi
Sediqqi tweeted on Friday.

Violence in Afghanistan rose after the
breakdown of talks in September. The
Taleban’s readiness to reduce violence revives
odds of the peace process moving forward
before the militant group launches what is usu-
ally an annual spring offensive around early
April. —Reuters

Taleban open to 10-day ceasefire with US

Rabat kept 
Belgian-Moroccan 
for years in 
‘abusive solitary’
RABAT: Human Rights Watch on Friday
accused Morocco of holding a dual Belgian-
Moroccan citizen in “inhuman” and “abusive
solitary detention” for more than three years
following his 2009 life sentence on terrorism
charges.

Abdelkader Belliraj was the alleged master-
mind of a terrorist network of 35 people dis-
mantled by Moroccan authorities in 2008, and
was convicted in a trial criticised for rights
violations.

His wife told Human Rights Watch (HRW)
that since 2016, Belliraj had been confined to a
cell for 23 hours a day and deprived of contact
with other inmates, which the watchdog said
would contravene United Nations standards on
the treatment of prisoners. 

The Moroccan prison authority, DGAPR,
insisted that Belliraj was allowed to exercise his
rights as a prisoner and was able to take walks,
had access to a canteen, and received visits
and telephone calls from his family.

He was “accommodated in a room that ful-
fils all the criteria regarding light and ventila-
tion,” the authority said in a statement, but did
not specify whether he was being kept in soli-
tary detention. 

The DGAPR accused HRW of making “false

allegations” and presenting a “false image of
human rights in Morocco.” The New York-
based rights group said it contacted Morocco’s
Inter-Ministerial Delegation for Human Rights
in November but received no substantive
response from it or prison authorities.

Belliraj, whose sentence was confirmed on
appeal in 2010, was also accused of committing
six murders in Belgium in the 1980s and 1990s,
which he has denied. His wife Rachida Hatti
lives in Belgium and is allowed to speak to him
regularly on the phone.

He was arrested in February 2008 with a
number of other people, allegedly in posses-
sion of a large arsenal of firearms. Despite
protestations of innocence, Belliraj was con-
victed in a mass trial alongside 34 co-accused,
among them political leaders of moderate
Islamist parties.

Some of their sentences were later reduced
on appeal and eight — including six moderate
Islamists — were later pardoned by the king.
HRW said eight of the convicted men are still
serving their sentences. 

The 2009 trial was criticised for violating
the rights of the accused. According to HRW,
Belliraj’s conviction was based on confessions
that he and his co-defendants said were
obtained under torture.

“It is bad enough when a man gets a life
sentence as the result of a miscarriage of jus-
tice, but keeping him in inhuman prison condi-
tions for years is like twisting the knife,” said
HRW’s acting Middle East and North Africa
director Eric Goldstein.

“Belliraj and all prisoners in Morocco should
be treated humanely, and that includes having
daily contact with other human beings.” —AFP

Liberia souring on 
George Weah at 
two-year mark
MONROVIA: Dominic Kpadeh heaves a hammer over
his head to crack a half-tonne rock in a northern sub-
urb of Liberia’s capital Monrovia, knowing his hard
labour earns him far less than a year ago. 

Kpadeh and his colleagues used to go home with
$1,000 (900 euros) a month between them crushing
rocks for the construction industry. Now, he says,
they’re lucky to get $250 (225 euros).

Stories such as Kpadeh’s are common in Liberia,
where rampant inflation has left many people strug-
gl ing and increasingly turning their  anger on
President George Weah.

“I do this in order to feed the family,” says Kpadeh,
a 45-year old father of four, bent double from the
effort. “People are no longer building like before.
Even those who are coming for crushed rock want to
buy it very cheap.”

A former football icon whose goals for AC Milan
and Paris St Germain dazzled fans, Weah came to
power in January 2018, promising to invest in educa-
tion and create jobs. 

His election win was a watershed moment for
Liberia’s poor, many of whom idolised the man who
rose from Monrovia’s slums to football stardom, and
the nation’s highest office. 

Weah, 53, has since launched popular road-
building projects and abolished undergraduate
tuition fees. 

But two years into his presidency, many complain
he is failing in his economic stewardship. 

People struggle to get bank notes from ATMs, civil

servants regularly go unpaid and inflation soaring to
around 30 percent has eroded purchasing power. 

About half of Liberia’s 4.8 million people live on
less than $1.90 (1.69 euros) a day, according to the
most recent World Bank data, dating from 2016.  

“We saw George Weah as one of us because he
came from a poor family,” said university student
Andrew Seiwon. “But for the past two years every-
thing has been promises.” 

Weah, who seldom gives interviews, admitted there
was “still lots of work to be done” in his New Year’s
speech. “I am confident that 2020 will be a year of
economic recovery,” he said.  

Weah’s spokesman Solo Kelgbeh, highlighting
central bank reforms, said the former footballer “is
doing everything to make sure the economy is
resuscitated”.

Ebola nightmare 
Weah took office in a country already decimated

by back-to-back civil wars from 1989 to 2003, which
claimed 250,000 lives.  

More than 4,800 Liberians also died during the
2014-2016 West African Ebola crisis, and the country
is still feeling the aftermath.

The IMF’s representative in Liberia, Geoffrey
Oestreicher, told AFP that — in a “perverse effect”
— key inflows of foreign currency were lost as aid
funding declined after Ebola, which drove inflation.

“Poor people are the ones suffering,” he said, not-
ing that Weah was nonetheless trying to address
Liberia’s deep-rooted problems. 

The United Nations was Liberia’s second-largest
employer, Kelgbeh said, underscoring the impact of
the departure of aid workers.   

“To go in the coffers and get things that were not
budgeted, things that the international community left
undone, is a huge financial burden,” he said. —AFP


