
KABUL: The Taleban said yesterday they remain
committed to peace talks but insisted a “genuine
Islamic system” in Afghanistan was the only way to
end the war and ensure rights-including for women.

Talks between the militants and the Afghan gov-
ernment have been deadlocked for months and vio-
lence has surged across the country since May
when the US military began its final withdrawal.

Fears are also growing that if the Taleban
return to power they will reimpose their harsh
version of Islamic law, under which girls were
banned from school and women accused of crimes
such as adultery were stoned to death in stadiums.
Despite the rise in violence, Taleban co-founder
and deputy leader Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar
said yesterday that the group was committed to
the peace talks. “Our very participation in the
negotiations... indicates openly that we believe in
resolving issues through (mutual) understanding,”
Baradar said in a statement.

He said the only way to end the conflict in
Afghanistan was to establish an Islamic system after
the departure of all foreign forces. “A genuine
Islamic system is the best mean for solution of all
issues of the Afghans,” Baradar said.

His statement acknowledged the fears in
Afghanistan and abroad about the kind of system
that would emerge-and its impact on women-saying
that fell “within the ambit of the intra-Afghan nego-

tiations”. Baradar also assured that the rights of all
Afghans including women would be accommodated
in that system, according to “the glorious religion of
Islam” and Afghan traditions.

‘Taleban destroying Afghanistan’ 
But many fear that the Taleban’s interpretation of

rights will clash with the changes that have hap-
pened in Afghan society since 2001. In May, a US
intelligence report said the gains made over the
past two decades on women’s rights would be rolled
back if the militants returned to power. As the US
military presses ahead to meet the September 11
deadline to complete the troop withdrawal, the
Taleban have fought daily battles with government
forces and claim to have captured 40 districts. The
growing fear and uncertainty about the future have
forced many Afghans to try and leave, including
thousands of men and women who fear reprisals
because they worked with foreign forces. Baradar
called on Afghan youths to not leave the country,
and also stressed that the Taleban would ensure
that minorities, humanitarian organizations and
diplomats had nothing to fear.

The recent losses faced by government troops
have forced President Ashraf Ghani to change his
defense and interior ministers. On Saturday, he
announced the changes and called on the Taleban to
make a choice between peace and enmity with the

government. “If they choose enmity then the people
will respond to them decisively,” he said late on
Saturday in a statement issued by the palace.

Ghani blamed the Taleban for starting the war
and accused them of failing to come up with a

plan to establish peace. “As officials of a legiti-
mate government, we are committed to all the
humanitarian laws in the war, but the Taleban are
violat ing these laws and are destroying
Afghanistan,” he said. — AFP 
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News in brief

Eswatini youth stage rare protest 

MANZINI, Swaziland: Police in Eswatini on
Saturday clashed with a rural demonstration
demanding democratic reforms in Africa’s last
absolute monarchy, an AFP reporter said.
Around 500 youth gathered in a village in the
kingdom’s Manzini district to demand the right
to vote for their own prime minister, currently
appointed by King Mswati III. They burned
tyres, blocked roads and chanted political slo-
gans as they marched through the village, calling
on the king to lift a longstanding ban on political
parties. An AFP reporter at the scene said police
fired stun grenades and live bullets at the
protest-a rare event in rural areas, which tend to
support the monarchy. In 2019, the country was
rocked by a series of strikes by civil servants
who accused the monarch of draining public
coffers at the expense of his subjects. — AFP

Italy’s Berlusconi combative 

ROME: Former Italian prime minister Silvio
Berlusconi said yesterday that he was doing bet-
ter after repeated hospital stays in recent months
and would remain active in politics. “Fortunately
I’m doing better, but the doctors won’t let me
take part in public events yet. Nevertheless, I
promise to be with you soon,” the 84-year-old
told a meeting of his Forza Italia party by phone,
according to media reports. Berlusconi’s four
hospital stays this year-most recently in May-
were prompted by complications from his coron-
avirus infection in 2020. — AFP

Separatists kill 2 soldiers in Cameroon 

DOUALA, Cameroon: Two soldiers and a
civil servant were killed in separate attacks in
Southwest Cameroon, officials said Saturday,
the latest violence in a bloody independence
struggle by English-speaking rebels. Two sol-
diers were killed in one incident, in Nguti com-
mune on Friday, the prefect of Koupe-
Manengouba, Jean-Marie Tchakui, told AFP.
“There were three soldiers. Two were killed on
the spot,” said Tchakui. “And one was able to
escape although he was wounded”, “Our two
soldiers died while on their way back from
guarding a factory shut down due to threats by
secessionists,” he added. — AFP

War crimes trial of ex-Kosovo rebel 

THE HAGUE: The war crimes trial of former
Kosovo rebel leader Salih Mustafa will take place
in September, the court trying him announced
Saturday. Mustafa, a former commander with the
Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA), will be the first
person tried by the Kosovo Specialist Chambers,
which has also charged the former president of
Kosovo, Hashim Thaci. Mustafa has been charged
with the murder of a prisoner, the torture and
cruel treatment of at least six imprisoned civil-
ians, as well as arbitrary detention during the
1998-99 conflict. — AFP

W Africa states to keep watch on Mali 

ACCRA, Ghana: West African states said on
Saturday they will carry on monitoring events
in Mali following a coup before lifting its sus-
pension from a regional bloc. Bamako has
announced a new civilian government and
promised to adhere to a roadmap to elections
early next year, after the coup in May led by
Colonel Assimi Goita. He had already led a
coup last August with other army officers to
oust elected president Ibrahim Boubacar Keita
after weeks of mass protests over corruption
and the long-running jihadist conflict. — AFP

KABUL: A street vendor waits for customers along a road in Kabul yesterday. — AFP

ADDIS ABABA: Twice delayed, hob-
bled by the coronavirus pandemic,
violent insecurity, and planning chaos,
Ethiopia’s electoral board says it is
ready for today’s crucial vote and
assures it will be credible. “We’re
actually very confident about it,” the
National Election Board of Ethiopia
(NEBE) spokeswoman Solyana
Shimeles said.

It is not optimism shared by all,
with serious doubts remaining over
the vote Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed
promised would be the most competi-
tive yet in Africa’s second-most popu-
lous nation. Voting will not proceed
on June 21 in about one-fifth of the
country’s 547 constituencies due to
unrest and logistical problems.

Those constituencies will mostly
vote in September, but no ballot is
scheduled in Tigray, a war-torn region
of six million.  In some areas where
voting will proceed, opposition boy-
cotts have further undermined claims
of inclusivity and competition.

The majority of national parlia-
mentary seats up for grabs in Abiy’s
native Oromia-the country’s most
populous region-are being contest-
ed by a single candidate, election
data shows. Solyana said just three
of Ethiopia’s 49 registered parties
were not contesting the poll, and
about 9,500 candidates were run-
ning at a national and regional level-

more than any previous ballot. “We
hope this is going to be a better one,
a participatory one, and a credible
one,” she said.

Setbacks 
NEBE was overhauled when Abiy

rose to power in 2018 on the back of
anti-government protests, vowing to
open up political space after years of
iron-fisted rule. The appointment of
Birtukan Mideska-a high-profile for-
mer judge and exiled opposition
leader-to head a revived, independent
board was seen as evidence of Abiy’s
commitment to democratic reform.

Nationwide elections were delayed
almost year due to the coronavirus
pandemic, and rescheduled for June 5.
But organizing a smooth election is a
tall order at the best of times in
Ethiopia, a vast and rugged country
of 110 million hamstrung by poor
infrastructure. NEBE lacked resources
and needed tens of thousands of staff.
The timetable fell behind and a new
date was scheduled for June 21.

But problems still linger just days
before the vote, observers say. On
Friday, Birtukan wrote to Abiy saying
federal assistance with transport and
other logistics would be needed to
ensure the election went off without a
hitch. “NEBE is working 24 hours in
full capacity,” she wrote.

One diplomat in Addis Ababa, who

asked to remain anonymous, said:
“NEBE is committed and willing, but
it is challenging. Whether this trans-
lates into being ready for sound elec-
tions is another matter.”

Doubts 
Analysts say the logistical prob-

lems that have dogged preparations
could prove troubling when it comes
to counting the ballot. “The NEBE
leadership is trying really hard to do
what they can but they’re working in
a difficult environment and have huge
delivery challenges”, said an election
expert in Addis Ababa who asked to
remain anonymous.

The vote will be monitored by five
foreign observer missions and thou-
sands of civil society workers. The

EU will not send a team after a dis-
agreement with the government over
the terms.

And the Ethiopian Humans Rights
Commission, a government-affiliated
but independent body that has inves-
tigated state excesses, was barred
from observing the vote. “Our man-
date enables us to deploy and moni-
tor the human rights aspect of the
elections,” the commission’s director
of communications Aaron Maasho
told AFP, adding talks with NEBE
were ongoing.

Endalkachew Girma, a 35-year-old
voter in Addis Ababa, recognized
NEBE had tried to make this vote
fairer. “But like past ballots, I do not
think this election will be historic or
credible” he said. — AFP

ADDIS ABABA: Electoral officials carry voting material at a polling station in Addis Ababa
yesterday. — AFP

Ethiopia’s election board 
‘confident’ despite vote worry

Scholar speaking out
on China’s crackdown 
on intellectuals
BEIJING: In a small, book-strewn apartment in
Beijing’s outskirts lives one of the last Chinese aca-
demics who refuses to be silenced by the ruling
Communist Party’s relentless crackdown on intel-
lectuals. Wu Qiang, 50, once had an enviable
career as political science lecturer at the elite
Tsinghua University.

But he was dismissed in 2015 after conducting
fieldwork at the Occupy Central movement in Hong
Kong a year earlier. “This caused shockwaves at
Tsinghua. I was cut off and they thought I was a
troublemaker,” he said, adding that the university
instead gave an “obscure technical reason” for his
dismissal. Since then, Wu continues to speak to for-
eign media despite a nationalistic climate that is
increasingly hostile towards outside views.

He also filed a labor lawsuit against Tsinghua
earlier this year. “I am still protesting against
Tsinghua’s illegal dismissal, just like how I am still
resisting in my thoughts and my comments on pol-
itics,” says Wu, a stocky, energetic man who rat-
tles through Chinese Communist Party history as
his cats weave between his feet. “It is very impor-
tant not to stop speaking out. You need to com-
ment on politics and society; that’s how you par-
ticipate in it,” he said.

He remains an anomaly. Since President Xi
Jinping came to power in 2012, China’s vibrant intel-
lectual circles gradually fell silent as Party critics
were arrested, fired from their institutions or forced
to flee abroad. “Ten years ago, perhaps every
weekend in every corner there would be a large
number of salons and meetings (in Beijing),” he said.

“But now, this wonderful scene does not exist
anymore... everyone always talks about one issue
when we meet: who’s disappeared or been detained
recently. Everyone is waiting to see who will be
next.” In a sign of the sweeping changes to come, a
leaked 2013 internal communique-known as
Document No. 9 — warned against promoting

“false ideological trends” such as constitutional
democracy, civil society and press freedom.

It has been likened to a gag order for universi-
ties. Intellectuals, NGOs, civil rights lawyers and
liberal media were the first in line to be targeted
by successive state-backed purges of dissent,
which reached a peak in the 2015 nationwide “709
crackdown” when over 300 lawyers and human
rights activists were arrested. In the past year
alone, influential business tycoon Ren Zhiqiang
was jailed for 18 years and legal scholar Xu
Zhangrun was detained and sacked from Tsinghua
after writings that criticised Xi’s response to the
coronavirus outbreak.

Meanwhile, former Central Party School profes-
sor Cai Xia fled to the US and was expelled from
the Party last summer, after a recording of a lecture
surfaced in which she likened Xi to a “mafia boss”.

The silencing of dissent comes as China, having
successfully tamed the coronavirus, flaunts an
unprecedented level of confidence on the global
stage, sparring with Western countries who view it
as a strategic threat. The ruling Chinese Communist
Party is also about to celebrate 100 years since its
founding with triumph. — AFP

Former Tsinghua University lecturer Wu Qiang lost his
job after doing fieldwork on the Occupy Central move-
ment in Hong Kong. — AFP

French far-right 
eyes gains in 
regional polls
PARIS: France went to the polls for the first round of
regional elections yesterday that could see Marine
Le Pen’s far-right party make gains and step further
into the political mainstream. The election will see
new assemblies elected for mainland France’s 13
regions and 96 departments, with Le Pen’s National
Rally (RN) tipped to win at least one region for the
first time in what would be a major coup.

Le Pen is not standing as a candidate, but she has
been campaigning hard ahead of presidential elec-
tions next year that surveys show could end up being
a close race between her and centrist President
Emmanuel Macron. “What would be great for her (Le
Pen), and would spark some momentum in the pre-
presidential campaign, would be if the National Rally
won a region,” Stephane Zumsteeg from the Ipsos
polling firm told AFP.

Though far-right politicians preside over a handful
of towns, running a region with a budget of billions of
euros and powers over schools, transport and eco-
nomic development would lend it the sort of legitima-
cy that Le Pen craves, analysts say. The one most
likely to tip is the southeastern Provence-Alpes-Cote
d’Azur-home to Marseille, Saint-Tropez and Cannes
—  where the RN is fronted by Thierry Mariani, a
former minister who defected from the centre-right
Republicans party. Voting began at 08:00 am (0600
GMT), with polls set to close between 06:00-08:00
pm nationally. The election will be held over two con-
secutive Sundays, with a second run-off vote on June
27 necessary unless parties win more than 50 per-
cent in the first round. 

Analysts say that results in many regions will be
driven by local dynamics and a high abstention rate,
limiting how much they should be seen as indicators for
the larger political picture in France. But the outcome
will inevitably shape the narrative in the coming weeks,
particularly with regard to the strength and electability
of Le Pen, as well as the state of Macron’s enfeebled
party, the Republic on the Move (LREM). — AFP 


