
KABUL: Foreign forces should hold ‘no hope’ of
keeping a military presence in Afghanistan after the
US and NATO withdraw troops, the Taleban said
yesterday, warning the security of embassies and
airports would be the responsibility of Afghans. It
comes as western diplomats and military officials
scramble to work out how to provide security for
any future civilian presence they keep in the country.

Turkey has reportedly said it is prepared to keep
troops in Afghanistan to protect Kabul airport, the
main exit route for western diplomats and humani-
tarian workers.  “Every inch of Afghan soil, its air-
ports and security of foreign embassies and diplo-
matic offices is the responsibility of the Afghans,
consequently no one should hold out hope of keep-
ing military or security presence in our country,” a
statement issued by the Taleban yesterday said. “If
anyone does make such a mistake, the Afghan peo-
ple and the Islamic Emirate shall view them as occu-
piers and shall take a stance against them,” it added.

The United States is in the final stages of com-
pleting a military drawdown, alongside NATO
forces, by September 11 — twenty years after they
invaded Afghanistan and toppled the Taliban.

The decision to end America’s longest war has
raised fears that an emboldened Taliban could top-
ple the Western-backed government in Kabul.  The
possibility of keeping troops in Afghanistan is
expected to be discussed during a meeting of NATO
leaders in Brussels tomorrow.

NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg said
last month the alliance would provide funding to
help run Kabul airport and train Afghanistan’s spe-
cial forces after it had left. Turkish media later
reported that Ankara was willing to maintain a pres-
ence in the country, including at the country’s main
gateway, if NATO provided financial support. The

Taleban has attempted to calm foreign missions by
saying they could “continue their operations as usu-
al”, after Australia closed its embassy citing an
“increasingly uncertain security environment”. The
militants have in recent weeks made territorial gains
in and around the country, including in provinces
close to the capital.

On Saturday, at least seven civilians were killed in
two separate explosions in the city, the Interior
Ministry said, the latest in a series of bombings tar-
geting buses.  There was no immediate claim of
responsibility. 

Meanwhile, a Greek court yesterday sentenced
four young Afghan asylum seekers accused of start-
ing fires that burnt down Europe’s largest migrant
camp last year to 10 years in prison each.  Defense
lawyers said the court in Chios found them guilty of
intentional arson.

The Moria camp on the Aegean island of Lesbos
was home to more than 10,000 people before it was
destroyed by two fires in September 2020.  No
media were allowed inside the courtroom on Friday
and Saturday owing to coronavirus precautions.

Two other Afghan youths were jailed in a correc-
tional facility near Athens for five years over the
same case in March. Defense lawyers for the
Afghans have said they did not get a fair trial.

They say three of them had documents showing
they were under 18 at the time of arrest but were not
recognized as minors by the Greek state.  The trial is
based in large part on the testimony of another
Afghan asylum-seeker who identified the six as the
perpetrators.

According to the defense lawyers, the witness
was not in court Friday and did not appear for the
trial last March as he could not be located. The
defendants claim they were targeted by the witness,

an ethnic Pashtun, as all six are Hazara, a long-per-
secuted minority in Afghanistan.

Other witnesses for the prosecution were police
officers, firefighters called to the scene in September
2020 and staff from the European Asylum Service
and non-governmental groups who were working at
the camp. Built in 2013 to house a maximum of
3,000 people, the Moria camp became badly over-
crowded in 2015 as a huge wave of people began
arriving on the Greek islands on small boats from
nearby Turkey.  The camp-home to asylum-seekers
from the Middle East, Africa and South Asia seeking
a better life in the European Union-quickly became

a byword for squalor and violence.  
The two fires broke out on September 8 and 9

last year as tensions soared in the camp over the
coronavirus pandemic.

Witnesses told AFP a dispute had broken out as
some 200 migrants refused to quarantine after either
testing positive for COVID-19 or coming into con-
tact with someone infected. Around 13,000 asylum-
seekers, among them families with children, pregnant
women and people with disabilities, had to sleep in
the open for a week after the camp was destroyed.
Authorities have since built a temporary camp on
Lesbos that is hosting around 6,000 people. — AFP
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Agnes Chow: From 
teen activist to 
jailed HK leader
HONG KONG: Agnes Chow hails from a gen-
eration of Hong Kong democracy activists who
cut their teeth in politics as teenagers and are
now being steadily silenced by China. The 24-
year-old, one of the democracy movement’s
most recognizable faces, served just under sev-
en months behind bars for her role in an
“unlawful assembly” outside the city’s police
headquarters during 2019’s huge and often
violent democracy protests.

She was jailed alongside two other well-
known youth activists, Joshua Wong and Ivan
Lam. She entered the fraught world of Hong
Kong’s politics early. Chow has described
growing up in an apolitical Catholic household.

But at the age of 15, she joined the youth-
led movement protesting against plans to
implement “moral and national education” in
public schools. Students feared the plan would
herald the kind of heavily censored education
seen on China’s mainland.

They staged huge sit-ins and the plan was
eventually shelved in a rare example of protest
forcing a Hong Kong government climbdown. It
was during those demonstrations she met fel-
low teen activist Wong. Two years later, Wong,
Chow and other students were key figures in
the “Umbrella Movement” — 79 days of sit-ins
and rallies sparked by Beijing’s refusal to make
good on its promise to one day grant Hong
Kongers universal suffrage.

The protests were peaceful, but not suc-
cessful. Yet, a whole new generation of opposi-
tion politicians was forged in those rallies. They
would go on to become a major thorn in the
side of Beijing as it tried to tighten its grip on
the semi-autonomous financial hub, which was
increasingly chafing under Chinese Communist
Party rule.

Chow helped found the now disbanded pro-
democracy party Demosisto alongside Wong,
Nathan Law and other young political leaders.
She gave up a British passport to stand for
Hong Kong’s partially elected legislature, only
to be barred from standing because her party
advocated “self-determination”.

Since then it has become common for
authorities to disqualify politicians for the
views they hold. —AFP

HONG KONG: Police clear a path through the media
pack for a vehicle carrying pro-democracy activist
Agnes Chow after she was released from prison in
Hong Kong yesterday after spending seven
months behind bars for her role in a protest out-
side the police headquarters in 2019. — AFP

KABUL: Afghan security forces inspect the remains of a vehicle at the site of a bomb blast in Kabul yesterday.—AFP

KABUL: On his emergency room bed
in Afghanistan’s capital, you can bare-
ly hear Said Ali Shah speak through
the oxygen mask plastered to his face.
He was taken to the Muhammed Ali
Jinnah hospital “out of breath” by his
wife, he says, and is only just able to
sit up after four days in intensive care.

“No, no, no,” he gasped, “I don’t
have the coronavirus.” The 50-year-
old, like some other Afghan patients,
refuses to accept the reality of his
condition. “Of course it is (COVID-
19),” Dr Sayed Amiri, director of the
200-bed hospital, told AFP. “He has
tested positive, but we avoid telling
patients who arrive in this unit.. .
Otherwise, they think they are going
to die and lose all hope.”

Officially Afghanistan has recorded
fewer than 90,000 infections, with
around 3,400 deaths, but health
experts say a lack of testing and the
refusal of patients to seek treatment
hides the true figures. And the situa-
tion is only getting worse. “In one
week, we recorded an increase of
nearly 200 percent in cases,” said
Minister of Health Wahid Majrooh.

‘Hard to change habits’ 
Now, the main concern for officials

is ensuring they have enough oxygen.

“The next four weeks will be diffi-
cult,” said Majrooh. “We must pre-
pare for the worst.” In a country
wracked by decades of war, with for-
eign forces hastening their withdraw-
al, and having to live daily with the
threat of bomb blasts or targeted
assassinations, many Afghans feel
they have bigger things to worry
about than a virus.

“You see people without masks in
front of hospitals, accompanying their
loved ones in critical condition,” said
Doctor Amiri. At the hospital
entrance, a nurse offers Covid-19
tests and masks to those bringing
sick relatives for treatment.

“Most refuse,” Amiri said. “It’s
hard to change habits.” At the coun-
try’s main COVID-19 treatment cen-
ter, a Japanese-built infectious dis-
eases hospital, doctor Tareq Akbari
makes a similar observation.

“People prefer to stay at home and
self-medicate without being tested,”
he said, adding that there was a stig-
ma attached to having contracted
COVID-19. “They arrive here much
too late, when they are already
breathing badly,” said Akbari, adding
that sometimes three or four mem-
bers of one family test positive at the
same time.

Virus spread during holiday 
A national vaccination campaign

has moved slowly, with less than a
million doses administered in the
country of nearly 34 million people.
Part of the fault lay in starting it dur-
ing Ramadan, as many people
believed that having a vaccine jab
would break their fast.

The recent Eid Al-Fitr holiday that
ended the holy month also saw large
numbers of people travelling across
the country to reunite with families,
spreading the virus on crowded pub-
lic transport. Add to that the fact that

India is one of the few countries that
still has regular flights to Afghanistan,
bringing the fast-spreading Delta
variant that emerged there.

“There are a lot of exchanges
between the two countries,” said
Akbari, adding that the new variant
appeared to be hitting younger peo-
ple more. Akbari and the health min-
ister both agree that the official fig-
ure of around 55-60 deaths a week
is wrong. “You can easily multiply it
by two or three-even more,” said
Akbari. “And who keeps count in
rural districts?” —AFP

KABUL: A family member comforts a COVID-19 patient at the intensive care unit (ICU) of
the Muhammed Ali Jinnah hospital in Kabul. — AFP

Afghan COVID-19 patients
struggle to accept diagnosis

Child labor rises to
160m: First increase
in two decades  
NEW YORK/GENEVA: The number of children
in child labor has risen to 160 million worldwide - an
increase of 8.4 million children in the last four years
- with millions more at risk due to the impacts of
COVID-19, according to a new report by the
International Labor Organization (ILO) and
UNICEF. Child Labor: Global estimates 2020,
trends and the road forward - released ahead of
World Day Against Child Labor on 12th June -
warns that progress to end child labor has stalled
for the first time in 20 years, reversing the previous
downward trend that saw child labor fall by 94 mil-
lion between 2000 and 2016.

The report points to a significant rise in the num-
ber of children aged 5 to 11 years in child labor, who
now account for just over half of the total global fig-
ure. The number of children aged 5 to 17 years in
hazardous work - defined as work that is likely to
harm their health, safety or morals - has risen by 6.5
million to 79 million since 2016. “The new estimates
are a wake-up call. We cannot stand by while a new
generation of children is put at risk,” said ILO
Director-General Guy Ryder. “Inclusive social pro-
tection allows families to keep their children in
school even in the face of economic hardship.
Increased investment in rural development and
decent work in agriculture is essential. We are at a
pivotal moment and much depends on how we
respond. This is a time for renewed commitment and
energy, to turn the corner and break the cycle of
poverty and child labor.”

In sub-Saharan Africa, population growth, recur-

rent crises, extreme poverty, and inadequate social
protection measures have led to an additional 16.6
million children in child labor over the past four
years.  Even in regions where there has been some
headway since 2016, such as Asia and the Pacific,
and Latin America and the Caribbean, COVID-19 is
endangering that progress. The report warns that
globally, 9 million additional children are at risk of
being pushed into child labour by the end of 2022 as
a result of the pandemic. A simulation model shows
this number could rise to 46 million if they don’t
have access to critical social protection coverage. 

Additional economic shocks and school closures
caused by COVID-19 mean that children already in
child labor may be working longer hours or under
worsening conditions, while many more may be
forced into the worst forms of child labor due to job
and income losses among vulnerable families. 

“We are losing ground in the fight against child
labor, and the last year has not made that fight any
easier,” said UNICEF Executive Director Henrietta
Fore. “Now, well into a second year of global lock-
downs, school closures, economic disruptions, and
shrinking national budgets, families are forced to
make heart-breaking choices. We urge governments
and international development banks to prioritize
investments in programs that can get children out of
the workforce and back into school, and in social
protection programs that can help families avoid
making this choice in the first place.”

Other key findings in the report include:                
• The agriculture sector accounts for 70 per cent

of children in child labor (112 million) followed by 20
per cent in services (31.4 million) and 10 per cent in
industry (16.5 million). 

• Nearly 28 per cent of children aged 5 to 11
years and 35 per cent of children aged 12 to 14
years in child labor are out of school. 

• Child labor is more prevalent among boys than

girls at every age. When household chores per-
formed for at least 21 hours per week are taken into
account, the gender gap in child labour narrows. 

• The prevalence of child labor in rural areas (14
per cent) is close to three times higher than in urban
areas (5 per cent).

Children in child labor are at risk of physical and
mental harm. Child labour compromises children’s
education, restricting their rights and limiting their
future opportunities, and leads to vicious inter-gen-
erational cycles of poverty and child labor.

To reverse the upward trend in child labor, the
ILO and UNICEF are calling for: 

• Adequate social protection for all, including
universal child benefits.

• Increased spending on quality education and
getting all children back into school - including chil-
dren who were out of school before COVID-19.

• Promotion of decent work for adults, so families
don’t have to resort to children helping to generate
family income.

• An end to harmful gender norms and discrimi-
nation that influence child labor. 

• Investment in child protection systems, agricul-
tural development, rural public services, infrastruc-
ture and livelihoods.

As part of the International Year for the
Elimination of Child Labor, the global partnership
Alliance 8.7, of which UNICEF and ILO are part-
ners, is encouraging member States, business, trade
unions, civil society, and regional and international
organizations to redouble their efforts in the global
fight against child labor by making concrete action
pledges. During a week of action from 10 - 17 June,
ILO Director-General Guy Ryder and UNICEF
Executive Director Henrietta Fore will join other
high-level speakers and youth advocates at a high-
level event during the International Labor
Conference to discuss the release of the new global
estimates and the roadmap ahead.  


