
KABUL: Afghan lawmakers on Friday voiced
alarm that their air force was depleted in the face
of a Taleban offensive, as they asked the United
States to finalize assistance ahead of a troop
withdrawal. In virtual talks this week with the US
Congress, an Afghan delegation said it appealed
for quick action on aircraft maintenance and
munitions supplies as President Joe Biden pre-
pares to end America’s longest-ever war by the
end of next month.

Biden raised the issue during a phone conversa-
tion with his Afghan counterpart Ashraf Ghani on
Friday, the White House said in a statement. The US
president affirmed his country’s continued military
support of Kabul, with spending for Afghanistan
prioritized in the 2022 defense budget, currently
under negotiation in Congress.

“The security situation is really getting terrible,”
said senior Afghan MP Haji Ajmal Rahmani, refer-
ring to a Taleban offensive during the virtual talks.
Rahmani said one-third of the 150-strong fleet was
already grounded due to maintenance issues.

He said the Afghans had also run out of laser-
guided munitions, as the United States and NATO
allies had handled 80 to 90 percent of the arma-
ments and did not leave a supply during hasty pull-
outs of air assets.

Laser-guided munitions are critical to pinpoint-
ing targets and minimizing civilian casualties, he
said. “The feedback was that it will take some more
time because they have to make the orders and it
will take time to produce and ship to Afghanistan,”

he told a roundtable of the State Department
Correspondents’ Association.

“They are talking of around one year, more or
less, until it will reach Afghanistan. This is something
very much needed at this critical time.” Mir Haider
Afzaly, chairman of the parliamentary defense com-
mittee, said planes were grounded due to a lack of
spare parts, COVID-19 concerns that kept away US
technicians and the aging of the fleet.

He said the air force was conducting 70 to 80
flights a day, “not just targeting the Taleban and
terrorists but playing a vital role” in supplying
areas cut off by land after insurgents gain ground.
The United States has not yet delivered promised
Black Hawk helicopters that could help upgrade the
air force, Afzaly added.

Airpower support 
A statement from the White House said the 2022

defense request to Congress included $3.3 billion
in military aid for Afghanistan. Of this, $1 billion is
intended for supporting Afghanistan’s air force and
other missions, and included three newly refur-
bished Blackhawk helicopters that the White House
said have already been delivered to Kabul.

Another $1 billion is intended for the purchase
and delivery of key supplies, such as fuel, ammuni-
tion and spare parts, while $700 million will go
towards Afghan soldiers’ salaries. Washington has
invested more than $8 bil l ion in developing
Afghanistan’s air force, which was virtually non-
existent when the 2001 invasion toppled the

Taleban after the September 11 attacks.
The Pentagon confirmed Thursday the United

States in recent days has again used airpower to
support Afghan forces against the Taleban, amid
fears the insurgents will make rapid gains or even

take over after US troops leave.
Biden argues the United States can accomplish

nothing further militarily after two decades and
long ago achieved its goal of eliminating the threat
in Afghanistan of Al Qaeda extremists. — AFP

Anti-lockdown 
protesters clash 
with Sydney police  
SYDNEY: Thousands of anti-lockdown protesters
gathered in Australia’s two largest cities yesterday,
with several arrested in Sydney after violent clashes
with police.

A group charged mounted officers while throw-
ing pot plants and bottles, as opponents of Sydney’s
month-long stay-at-home orders took to the
streets. In Melbourne, local media said thousands of
protesters had thronged the streets after gathering
outside the state parliament in the early afternoon.

Maskless demonstrators flouted rules on non-
essential travel and public gatherings a day after
authorities suggested restrictions could remain in
place until October.

Police in Sydney said they had launched a “high-
visibility policing operation” in response to the
protest. “So far during the operation, a number of
people have been arrested,” the force said.

Organisers had dubbed the protest a “freedom”
rally and publicised it on social media pages fre-
quently used to spread vaccine disinformation and
conspiracy theories.

Attendees carried signs and banners reading
“Wake up Australia” and “Drain the Swamp”-echo-
ing messages seen in similar demonstrations over-
seas. Helicopters buzzed the streets above Sydney,
a city of five million people that is struggling to

contain an outbreak of the Delta variant.
Similar gatherings were planned in other urban

centres.
The state of New South Wales, of which Sydney

is the capital, reported 163 new cases yesterday for
a total of nearly 2,000 infections in the current out-
break. After escaping much of the early pandemic
unscathed, around half of Australia’s 25 million peo-
ple are now in lockdown across several cities.

There is growing anger at the restrictions-which
are often only partially observed-and the conserva-

tive government’s failure to provide adequate vac-
cine supplies.

Just 11 percent of the population is fully vacci-
nated. Stephen Jones, a member of the national par-
liament from Sydney, condemned the protesters as
“selfish, reckless idiots”.

“Nobody wants to be in lockdown. This is exact-
ly how you keep it going.” Police said they support-
ed “free speech and peaceful assembly, however,
today’s protest is in breach of the current COVID-
19 Public Health Orders”. — AFP
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6.7-magnitude
quake hits
Philippines 
MANILA: A strong earthquake shook the
Philippines yesterday, the US Geological
Survey reported, but it was deep, and local
authorities said they did not expect damage.
The 6.7-magnitude quake struck off the main
island of Luzon at 4:48 am (2048 GMT) at a
depth of 112 kilometres (70 miles), USGS said.

It was followed a few minutes later with a
5.8-magnitude quake in the same region that
was also deep. “It’s very strong, we’re
alarmed,” said police Major Ronnie Aurellano
in Calatagan municipality, Batangas province,
which is south of Manila and near the epicentre
of the quakes.

“It’s raining very hard here as well, but our
people here are used to earthquakes. They’re
aware of the duck, hold and cover when there’s
an earthquake.” “We’re checking low-lying
areas in case there’s a tsunami,” he added.

The Philippine seismological agency said it
did not expect damage. And there was no
tsunami warning or threat, according to the US
Tsunami Warning System. “It’s not as strong
compared to the previous quakes here —
there’s no damage reported to us,” said police
Corporal Bernie Faderogao in nearby Mabini.

“Our sliding door was just slightly shaken but it
didn’t break.” The archipelago is regularly rocked
by quakes due to its location on the Pacific “Ring
of Fire”, an arc of intense seismic activity that
stretches from Japan through Southeast Asia and
across the Pacific basin. — AFP

KAJAKI: File photo shows Afghan National Army (ANA) soldiers unload food items and petrol oil from an Afghan
Air Force Black Hawk helicopter at the hydroelectric Kajaki Dam in Kajaki. Afghan lawmakers on Friday voiced
alarm that their air force was depleted in the face of a Taleban offensive as they asked the United States to final-
ize assistance ahead of a troop withdrawal. — AFP

MELBOURNE: A pedestrian walks through the quiet streets of Melbourne yesterday, during the ninth day of the
lockdown. — AFP

E Guinea blasts ‘illegal’
UK sanctions gainst
president’s son  
MALABO: Equatorial Guinea yesterday slammed
as “unilateral and illegal” British sanctions against
the son of the country’s veteran president, known
for his wildly extravagant lifestyle, over corruption
allegations.

The UK on Thursday imposed sanctions on
Teodorin Obiang, the vice president of the central
west African country and the president’s son, for
his involvement in the misappropriation of state
funds into his own personal bank accounts. The
Foreign Office said Obiang had made corrupt con-
tracting arrangements and solicited bribes.

It alleged he had splurged $500 million (425
million euros) on mansions around the world, luxu-
ry cars and a collection of Michael Jackson memo-
rabilia including a $275,000 crystal-covered glove
that the singer wore on his 1987-89 “Bad” tour.

“The unfounded sanctions imposed by the
British government find their justification in the
manipulations, the lies... that some non-governmen-
tal organisations promote against the good image
of Equatorial Guinea”, an official statement from
Malabo said.

The vice president “has not made any investment
in the United Kingdom,” it said, terming the meas-
ures “unilateral and illegal”. The sanctions, which
provide for an asset freeze and entry bans into the
UK, were taken as part of a global anti-corruption
regime by the British government that also targeted
four other individuals in other countries on Friday.
“The action we have taken today targets individuals
who have lined their own pockets at the expense of
their citizens,” British Foreign Secretary Dominic
Raab said in a statement. — AFP

Hanoi goes into 
lockdown as virus 
cases soar  
HANOI: Vietnam locked down eight million people
in Hanoi yesterday, the latest attempt to curb a seri-
ous coronavirus outbreak that has already forced a
third of the country to stay home. Authorities
reported more than 7,000 new infections across the
nation on Friday — the third record number of daily
infections in a week.

The centre of the normally bustling capital was
empty and shops were shuttered as the lockdown
came into force, although people could still be seen
on the streets in the outskirts of the city. “I think
people in Hanoi as myself agree with the city’s sud-
den decision of locking down the city,” said local
resident Nguyen Van Chien.

“We have to take economic risks to fight the
pandemic,” he added. After successfully containing

limited coronavirus outbreaks last year, Vietnam has
seen cases skyrocket since late April. About a third
of Vietnam’s 100 million people are already subject
to lockdown orders.

But the outbreak has showed few signs of slow-
ing and southern commercial hub Ho Chi Minh City
— which has recorded the majority of recent cases
— extended its stay at home order on Friday. “I
have been indoors for a month. The situation in our
city is scary,” resident Le Bich Thanh told AFP.

Authorities began a campaign to disinfect the
entire city, which they say will take a week. Vietnam
was one of the few economies that expanded last
year due to its success in containing the virus dur-
ing the first wave of the pandemic.

But the Southeast Asian country has been slow
to procure and administer vaccines, with just almost
4.5 million doses given so far. It is also developing
its own inoculations and authorities say they hope
to reach herd immunity by early 2022.

Vietnam has a policy of hospitalising all virus
carriers, putting medical workers and hospitals
under huge strain, although the rule has been lifted
in some areas. — AFP

HANOI: A woman wearing a face mask and shield rides
her scooter along a near-empty street in Hanoi yester-
day, the first day of a government imposed two-week
lockdown to stop the spread of the COVID-19 . —AFP

China sanctions US 
citizens, entities 
over Hong Kong
HONG KONG: Beijing announced sanctions on
seven American citizens and entities Friday in
response to a US advisory on deteriorating free-
doms in Hong Kong, just days ahead of a visit from
a senior Biden administration official.

Tensions between Beijing and Washington have
soured on a number of fronts, including human
rights, trade, cybersecurity and the origins of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Last week, the United States
warned its business community of the growing risks
of operating in Hong Kong, following a clampdown
by China in the major financial hub.

US government agencies led by the State
Department told entrepreneurs that they face par-
ticular risks from the imposition of a draconian new
security law a year ago, which it said could

“adversely affect businesses and individuals operat-
ing in Hong Kong.”

In a statement Friday, China’s foreign ministry
said the move was designed to “groundlessly smear
Hong Kong’s business environment” and “gravely
violate international law and basic norms governing
international relations.”

In response, China said it would impose sanc-
tions on seven US individuals and entities including
Wilbur Ross, the commerce secretary under former
president Donald Trump. While in office, Ross
broadened the list of companies that cannot trade
with US firms without a prior license, including
Chinese telecom giants such as Huawei and ZTE.

Beijing’s move comes ahead of a weekend trip to
China by US Deputy Secretary of State Wendy
Sherman, intended to address deteriorating ties
between the two countries and the highest-level
visit an official has made under President Joe Biden.
Others sanctioned include Carolyn Bartholomew,
chair of US-China Economic and Security Review
Commission; Adam King of the International
Republican Institute; and Sophie Richardson, China
director at Human Rights Watch.

Richardson, a prominent expert and commenta-
tor on human rights in China, sarcastically tweeted
her thanks to the Beijing government, saying it
would give her “extra motivation.” The
Washington-based Hong Kong Democratic
Council, which was also on the list, called the sanc-
tions a “badge of honor.”

“It is the best validation of what and who we are
fighting for,” said Samuel Chu, the group’s director,
a US citizen for whom Hong Kong authorities have
issued an arrest warrant.

“Beijing can sanction us but it only reaffirms our
effectiveness, strengthens our resolve and lays bare
their shameful repression for the world to see,” he
said in a statement. China’s statement did not give
details about what form the sanctions would take.

In the US advisory, the government pointed to a
changing climate under the national security law
and flagged the arrest of one US citizen-John
Clancey, a prominent human rights lawyer. It also
warned of heightened risks to data privacy and a
lack of transparency and access to information, as
well as warning businesses were at greater risk of
incurring US sanctions. —AFP


