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KABUL: US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo arrived
in the Afghan capital yesterday amid an ongoing po-
litical crisis, a raging Taleban insurgency and rising
coronavirus cases - all of which further threaten an al-
ready-floundering peace process. Pompeo was set to
meet with Afghan President Ashraf Ghani along with
his archrival Abdullah Abdullah, who also claims the
presidency, following a contested election last year.

According to a pool report from a journalist ac-
companying Pompeo, the top US diplomat was wel-
comed by special envoy Zalmay Khalilzad - the lead
US negotiator in recent talks with the Taleban - after
arriving at Kabul air-
port. The visit comes
just a day after the
Afghan government and
the Taleban held their
first discussion on ar-
ranging prisoner ex-
changes - a key step in
a broader push for
peace following a with-
drawal deal signed be-
tween Washington and
the militants last month.

The agreement established a framework for bring-
ing to an end America’s longest war following the in-
vasion of Afghanistan in 2001. Khalilzad tweeted
Sunday it was “urgent” to quickly conclude plans for
the prisoner swap - as called for in the US pact with
the Taleban - with the coronavirus pandemic compli-
cating diplomatic contacts.

The deal called for the release of up to 5,000 Tale-
ban fighters held by Kabul, and up to 1,000 members
of the Afghan government forces in insurgent hands.
That was meant to take place before the start of peace
talks originally set for March 10 between the govern-
ment - which was not a party to the negotiations that
produced the Doha deal - and the Taleban. After ini-

tially refusing to release the Taleban prisoners, Ghani
announced that the authorities would free 1,500 in-
surgents as a “gesture of goodwill” with plans to free
another 3,500 prisoners after the talks are underway. 

The Taleban rejected the offer. The Doha accord
also calls for the gradual withdrawal of American and
other foreign troops over a 14-month period - the
main focus of the US diplomatic efforts. The first phase
of that withdrawal has already begun, though some
troop movements have been slowed by the coron-
avirus pandemic. In exchange, the Taleban committed
to fight jihadist groups like Al-Qaeda and promised to

negotiate for the first time with
Kabul. But since the Doha
agreement was signed, the
Taleban have carried out scores
of attacks.

Political chaos in Kabul has
further complicated matters,
with Ghani’s former chief exec-
utive Abdullah also claiming the
presidency following last Sep-
tember’s bitterly disputed elec-
tion. The impasse and

continued fighting along with the world’s preoccupa-
tion with coronavirus has sparked fears the window
for a peace deal is closing fast. Afghan health officials
have reported just 40 cases of the novel coronavirus
and one death to date. However health experts fear
the contagion is spreading as tens of thousands of
Afghans have returned home in recent weeks after
fleeing virus-hit Iran. 

An insider attack
Meanwhile, at least two dozen Afghan security

forces were killed in an insider attack on their base
in southern Afghanistan, officials said, as fighting
raged in the war-weary country while efforts to
start talks with the Taleban stalled.  The pre-dawn

attack in Zabul province comes as Afghanistan is
grappling with several crises including an increase
in Taleban violence that has thrown a supposed
peace process into turmoil, mounting coronavirus
cases, and a political feud that has seen two men
claim the presidency.

The attack in Zabul saw several “infiltrators” open
fire on their comrades as they slept, according to
provincial governor Rahmatullah Yarmal, in one of the
deadliest attacks since the US signed a withdrawal
deal with the Taleban last month. The pre-dawn raid
targeted a joint police and army headquarters near
Qalat, the provincial capital.  “In the attack, 14 Afghan
army forces and 10 policemen were killed,” Zabul

provincial council chief Ata Jan Haq Bayan said. He
added that four other Afghan service members were
missing.  “The attackers had connections with the
Taleban insurgents,” Bayan said. 

They fled in two military Humvee vehicles, along
with a pickup truck, weapons and ammunition. Yarmal
confirmed the toll to AFP. Hours after the incident the
defense ministry vowed to retaliate, while also giving
a lower death toll for the attack, saying just 17 were
killed. The Afghan security forces “will not leave this
attack unanswered and will avenge the blood of the
martyrs” the ministry added in a statement.  The min-
istry has been known to downplay the size of attacks
and losses.  — Agencies 
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KABUL: A volunteer wearing a hazmat suit and a mask sprays disinfectant on a bus during a preventive
campaign against the spread of the COVID-19 coronavirus in Kabul. — AFP 

New Slovak
govt takes office
amid virus fight
BRATISLAVA: Prime Minister Igor Matovic
and his team were sworn in at a ceremony
with participants wearing facial masks as a
precaution against coronavirus. Slovakia’s
newly appointed members of the government
wearing protective face masks pose for a
group photo at Presidential Palace in
Bratislava, Slovakia, March 21, 2020.

Slovak President Zuzana Caputova ap-
pointed a new centre-right coalition led by
Prime Minister Igor Matovic on Saturday,
after a February election swept anti-graft
parties to power. Matovic and his team were
sworn in at a ceremony with participants
wearing facial masks as a precaution against
coronavirus.

The government handover comes as the
central European country of 5.5 million peo-
ple battles the coronavirus outbreak that has
put Europe on lockdown, pressuring Ma-
tovic’s four-party coalition to agree a cabi-
net quickly. The government replaced a
centre-left Smer party-led administration
that has ruled the country through a period
of economic growth since 2012, and for 12 of

the last 14 years.
Smer’s popularity has slipped since the

2018 murder of investigative journalist Jan
Kuciak and his fiancee led to massive street
protests against alleged corruption that are
still reverberating. “Bearing in mind our re-
sponsibility and the burden we received, that
is the coronavirus pandemic, we have signed
a deal so that we could make good on our
promise to make Slovakia a country that all
honest people could be proud of,” Matovic

said after the parties signed their coalition
deal. Matovic, 46, and his OLANO party,
known for publicity stunts to shine a light on
alleged graft, won a quarter of the vote in the
Feb 29 election. OLANO will lead with three
other parties: Sme Rodina (We are Family), a
socially conservative and eurosceptic party;
SaS (Freedom and Solidarity), an economi-
cally liberal party; and Za Ludi (For the Peo-
ple), a mildly conservative party led by
former president Andrej Kiska.

BRATISLAVA: Newly appointed Slovak Prime Minister Igor Matovic (center- left), leader
of the OLaNO anti-graft party and President Zuzana Caputova (center right) pose for a
family picture with Ministers after a swearing in ceremony of the new four-party coalition
government on March 21, 2020 outside of the Presidential palace in Bratislava. — AFP 
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Prison riot kills
23 in Colombia 
MONTEVIDEO: Panic over the spread of
the coronavirus sparked a prison riot in
Colombia that killed 23 inmates on Sunday,
as Chile became the latest Latin American
country to announce restrictions on move-
ment. Rioting swept through the crowded jail
overnight in the Colombian capital Bogota
amid rising tensions over the virus in the pen-
itentiary system. 

Justice Minister Margarita Cabello de-
scribed the violence as an attempted mass
breakout, part of what she said was a coordi-
nated plan with inmates who caused distur-
bances in 13 jails across the country. The
minister rejected accusations by rights groups
that the riots were sparked by unsanitary con-
ditions inside a prison system that was woe-
fully unprepared to face the pandemic.

A curfew in Chile “will take effect
throughout the national territory from 10:00
pm to 05:00 am the next day,” Health Minis-
ter Jaime Manalich announced Sunday. The
country, which has 632 infections, registered
its first death from the pandemic at the week-
end. Ecuador, which has seen the region’s
second-greatest number of deaths after
Brazil, marked its highest daily increase on
Sunday, doubling to 14 dead and 789 positive
cases. Quito on Sunday ordered the military
to take control of the worst-hit province of
Guayas in the south-west of the country. 

Government Minister Maria Paula Romo
said the armed forces had been authorized
“to manage the province of Guayas as a na-
tional security zone”. A nationwide curfew
has been in place since Tuesday. Govern-
ments in the region have been stepping up

efforts to try to slow the spread of the pan-
demic, which has claimed 13,500 lives world-
wide. Argentina, Bolivia, El Salvador and
Paraguay are among a growing number of
countries to impose a total lockdown of their
populations.  Colombia will join the group
from midnight today with a 19-day manda-
tory lockdown of its 48 million population.

Ignoring lockdown 
Bolivia’s government criticized sections of

the population for ignoring its lockdown on
Sunday. “We are not going to do this with a
98 percent lockdown. We are only going to
defeat the coronavirus with 100 percent
commitment,” Defense Minister Luis Fer-
nando Lopez said. Venezuelan President
Nicolas Maduro on Sunday announced that
the country would pay the salaries of em-
ployees at small and medium companies af-
fected by the quarantine. The socialist leader
said the measure would begin “in the month

of March” but did specify were the funds for
his plan would come from.

Unlike other regional leaders, Brazil’s
President Jair Bolsonaro has played down the
crisis, though the pandemic has left 25 dead
in his country, with 1,546 confirmed cases.
State governors have taken matters into their
own hands, with Sao Paulo’s Joao Doria or-
dering a 15-day quarantine that requires a
“total closure of non-essential businesses
and services” and Rio’s governor closing the
city’s iconic beaches. On Sunday, Brazil’s de-
velopment bank (BNDES) announced it
would inject 55 billion reals ($11 billion) into
the economy to counteract the impact of the
coronavirus. The funds will be used to pro-
tect more than two million jobs and to finance
the suspension of interest payments and di-
rect and indirect loans of Brazilian companies
with BNDES for six months, as well as to in-
crease the supply of credit for small and
medium businesses. — AFP 

BOGOTA: Inmates extend their hands at the Modelo prison in Bogota after a riot
yesterday. — AFP 

For immigrant,
virus adds 
to constant
fear of life 
LOS ANGELES: James can’t afford to
quarantine: he lost his job as a waiter in
a Los Angeles restaurant and is two
weeks away from running out of money
for rent and food. But as an undocu-
mented immigrant, the 30-year-old
Colombian cannot turn to the social aid
programs being offered by the US gov-
ernment to deal with the coronavirus
pandemic. James is not his real name. It
is the name on his fake social security
card that, like many in his precarious
position, he uses to get low-paying,
hourly jobs.

He usually gets by on around $400
a week. “I have to find a way to at least
cover rent and food, and with this situ-
ation, getting a job is complicated,” he
said. Life as an undocumented immi-
grant is always anxiety-inducing, espe-
cially since Donald Trump became
president having campaigned on a
promise to crack down on illegal immi-
gration. Now there is the extra pres-
sure of the pandemic, which has killed
417 people in the US out of more than
33,000 confirmed cases.

‘Health first’ 
Luz Gallegos, from the TODEC non-

profit which provides legal help to im-
migrants, held a workshop last
weekend in a rural community north of
Los Angeles. Questions included: can I
go to the hospital without insurance?
Am I in danger of being deported? If I
use government services for coron-
avirus, will it hurt me later applying for
residency? “COVID-19 is an additional
stress for the community,” Gallegos
said. “It’s a community that doesn’t
trust the government.” TODEC’s mes-
sage is “health first” - but that does not
erase the issue.

Many immigrants’ chief concern is
the new “public charge” rule, which al-
lows health issues to be considered
when granting visas or permanent res-
idency. US immigration officials insist
medical tests to detect coronavirus or
receive treatment for the disease will
not be penalized. Immigration and Cus-
toms Enforcement also announced it
will temporarily stop arrests and de-
portations of undocumented immi-
grants during the crisis. But uncertainty
over the law means fear persists, espe-
cially as “the Trump administration
keeps on changing” its policies on han-
dling immigrants, said Gallegos. 

The US has pledged $100 billion in
social aid for workers directly hit by the
fallout from the coronavirus pandemic.
This includes paid leave for employees
who fall ill, and easier access to unem-
ployment benefits and food stamps for
those who lose their jobs. — AFP 

Releasing 
inmates: US
jails limit risks
NEW YORK: The coronavirus is in-
vading US jails and prisons, prompting
inmate releases, reduced bail require-
ments and other extraordinary meas-
ures as officials rush to avert a
potentially disastrous spread of the
virus among crowded inmate popula-
tions. In New York City, where at least
29 inmates and 17 staff in the jail sys-
tem have been infected by the coron-
avirus, Mayor Bill de Blasio said on
Sunday 23 inmates would be released
before day’s end and the city would de-
cide within 24 hours whether to release
up to 200 more.

He said inmates would be screened
to identify those at risk from the virus,
which has killed more than 14,000 peo-
ple across the globe, including 415 in the
United States. Officials were still deter-
mining how many inmates ultimately
should be let out of the city’s 11 jails, who
will be eligible and how they will be su-
pervised. “It’s very thorny,” de Blasio
told a news conference. City residents
need to “have relative comfort” that
people who are released are unlikely to
commit a “serious crime,” he added.

New York City’s Board of Correc-

tions, an independent oversight body,
has called on the mayor to release
around 2,000 inmates who were se-
verely sick, held on low-level offenses
or jailed for parole violations. “It’s the
right number to make it work,” board
member Dr Robert Cohen said. New
York City’s jail system is among rela-
tively few that have announced con-
firmed cases of the coronavirus among
inmates or staff. But other jails nation-
wide are moving to reduce inmate
populations before it arrives.

In Oklahoma City, the Oklahoma
County Jail is working with judges and
district attorneys to secure court or-
ders for the release of inmates held on
minor misdemeanors and considered
minimal security risks. Though the jail
has no confirmed coronavirus cases
among its 1,500 inmates, the goal is “to
get out as many people as possible,
keeping in mind the safety of the pub-
lic,” said spokesman Mark Myers.

Jails typically hold people for rela-
tively short periods as they await trial
and have more flexibility to reduce
populations than state or federal pris-
ons, whose inmates have been con-
victed and sentenced. While many state
prisons have announced steps to limit
the spread of the virus such as banning
visitors, they generally require a court
order to release inmates. Federal pris-
ons face similar restrictions, although
President Donald Trump said on Sun-
day that he would consider an executive
order to release “totally nonviolent pris-
oners” from those facilities. — Reuters


