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WASHINGTON: President Joe Biden announced it’s “time to end”
America’s longest war with the unconditional withdrawal of troops
from Afghanistan, where they have spent two decades in a bloody,
increasingly futile battle against the Taleban. Dubbed the “forever
war,” the US military onslaught in Afghanistan began in response to
the September 11, 2001 attacks against the United States.

Now, 20 years later-after almost 2,400 US military and tens of
thousands of Afghan deaths-Biden named September 11 as the
deadline by which the last US soldiers will have finally departed. The
pullout will begin on May 1. In a nationally televised address, Biden
said the United States had accomplished its limited original mission
of crushing the international jihadist groups behind the 9/11 attacks
and that with every passing year the rationale for staying was more
“unclear.” Biden insisted there would be no “hasty exit,” but was
adamant about his decision. “A horrific attack 20 years ago... cannot
explain why we should remain there in 2021,” he said. “It’s time to
end the forever war.” The conflict is at best at a stalemate. The in-
ternationally backed government in Kabul has only tenuous control
in swaths of the country, while the Taleban are growing in strength,
with many predicting the insurgency will seek to regain total power
once the government’s US military umbrella is removed.

Biden told Americans that it was time to accept reality. “We can-
not continue the cycle of extending or expanding our military pres-
ence in Afghanistan hoping to create the ideal conditions for our
withdrawal, expecting a different result,” he said. “I am now the
fourth American president to preside over an American troop pres-
ence in Afghanistan. Two Republicans. Two Democrats,” he said. “I
will not pass this responsibility to a fifth.”

Biden’s decision was not a shock. The war is hugely unpopular
among voters and Biden’s predecessor Donald Trump had commit-
ted to pulling out at the start of May. “I applaud President Biden’s
decision,” top Democratic Senator Chuck Schumer said Wednesday.
However, there was immediate criticism from some quarters that the
United States is abandoning the Afghan government and encourag-
ing jihadist insurgencies. “We’re to help our adversaries ring in the
anniversary of the 9/11 attacks by gift wrapping the country, and
handing it right back to them,” senior Republican Senator Mitch Mc-
Connell said. Immediately after the speech, an emotional Biden
walked under light rain through Arlington National Cemetery, and
told reporters that his decision had ultimately not been difficult. “It
was absolutely clear,” he said.

Afghan forces on own 
Afghan President Ashraf Ghani insisted Wednesday after a phone

call with Biden that his forces are “fully capable” of controlling the
country. And Biden said that Washington will continue to support
the Afghan government, only not “militarily,” according to the ex-
cerpts. He also said the United States will “hold the Taleban account-
able” on promises to keep international jihadists from setting up base
in Afghanistan. Pakistan, which has close links to the Taleban, should
“do more” to support Afghanistan. But the US exit will mark a pro-
found shift in clout for the beleaguered Kabul government and its
US and coalition-trained security forces.

A decade ago, the United States had 100,000 troops in
Afghanistan. Today there is a US-led NATO force of about 9,600,
with some 2,500 of those soldiers American. NATO announced that

the withdrawal would be “orderly, coordinated and deliberate,” be-
ginning on May 1. NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg said
the exit “entails risk” but the alternative is “a long-term, open-ended
military commitment with potentially more NATO troops.” Biden
had earlier considered stationing a residual US force to strike at Al-
Qaeda or other international jihadist groups in Afghanistan or mak-
ing withdrawal contingent on progress on the ground or in
slow-moving peace talks. —AFP

Biden: ‘Time to end’ US war in 
Afghanistan with total pullout

20 years of war left 2,400 US troops and thousands of Afghans dead

Hun Sen says country 
on ‘brink of death’ 
from COVID surge
PHNOM PENH, Cambodia: Spiraling COVID-19 cases have put
Cambodia “on the brink of death”, its strongman premier Hun Sen
has warned, as the country imposed lockdowns in the capital Phnom
Penh and a nearby city. The Southeast Asian kingdom has seen
COVID-19 cases surge since February, when an outbreak was first
detected among its Chinese expatriate community. 

Authorities said last week that hospitals in Phnom Penh were
running out of beds and that they had transformed schools and wed-
ding party halls into treatment centers, while Hun Sen threatened
quarantine-breakers with jail time. Phnom Penh and adjacent city
Ta Khmau were Wednesday night placed under lockdown for two
weeks to curb the spread, effectively halting the movement of more
than two million people. “Please my people-join your efforts to end
this dangerous event,” pled premier Hun Sen in a recorded address
aired on state-run television late Wednesday night. “We are on the
brink of death already,” he said.  “If we don’t join hands together,
we will head to real death.”  Cambodia’s latest announced figures
exceeded 4,800, but the premier said Wednesday that an additional
300 cases had been detected. Phnom Penh and Ta Khmau residents
are now barred from leaving their homes for two weeks except to
go to the hospital or to buy medicine, while only two household
members will be allowed out to buy food. —AFP

India daily virus 
cases double to 
200,000 in 10 days
NEW DELHI: India’s daily coronavirus caseload has doubled in 10
days, with a record 200,000 new infections logged yesterday as au-
thorities grapple with shortages of vaccines, treatments and hospital
beds. Having let its guard down with mass religious festivals, political
rallies and crowds at cricket matches, India is experiencing a vicious
second wave, recording almost two million fresh infections this month
alone. This week, it overtook Brazil to become the country with the
second-highest number of cases worldwide, after the United States.

In the past day it also recorded over 1,000 deaths, health ministry
data showed, taking its total to 175,000, although on a per-capita basis
India is far behind many other countries. After a nationwide lockdown
a year ago caused widespread misery and one of the sharpest down-
turns of any major economy, the government is desperate to avoid re-
peating the hugely unpopular shutdown. But many states are tightening
the screws, in particular Maharashtra and its capital Mumbai, which
this week introduced tougher restrictions for its 125 million people.

This has prompted many migrant workers to flee Mumbai and other
cities in the state, in scenes reminiscent of the exodus last year when
the government halted all activity almost overnight. The government in
New Delhi announced fresh restrictions yesterday, imposing a weekend
curfew and ordering shopping malls, gyms and spas to stay shut from
Friday evening. The megacity of around 25 million inhabitants recorded
over 17,000 fresh cases on Wednesday, its highest single-day tally since
the pandemic began. Uttar Pradesh, a sprawling state in northern India

with a population of more than 240 million, also imposed curfews in
major cities as it scrambled to control a recent surge in cases.

Hospitals around India are now struggling to cope, running short
of beds, oxygen and coronavirus medicines like Remdesivir. In a new
disturbing trend, doctors across India’s most-affected cities told AFP
they had seen an increase in the number of Covid-19 patients aged
below 45 and suffering from more severe symptoms compared to last
year. “We are also seeing children under the ages of 12 and 15 being
admitted with symptoms in the second wave. Last year there were
practically no children presenting symptoms,” said Khusrav Bajan, a
consultant at Mumbai’s P.D. Hinduja National Hospital. India’s drive to
vaccinate its 1.3 billion people has also hit obstacles, with just 114 mil-
lion shots administered so far and stocks running low, according to
local authorities. —AFP

ARLINGTON: US President Joe Biden walks through Arlington National ceme-
tery to honor fallen veterans of the Afghan conflict in Arlington, Virginia on
Wednesday. —AFP

MUMBAI: Passengers queue up for the COVID-19 coronavirus medical screen-
ing after arriving at a railway platform on a long distance train.—AFP


