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KANDAHAR: The Taleban have captured Afghanistan’s second-
biggest dam after months of fierce fighting in their former bastion
of Kandahar, the insurgents and officials said yesterday. Dahla
Dam, which provides irrigation to farmers via a network of canals
as well as drinking water for the provincial capital, was now under
Taliban control, local officials told AFP.

“We have seized the Dahla Dam in Arghandab,” Taleban
spokesman Qari Yousuf Ahmadi told AFP. Haji Gulbuddin, gover-
nor of an adjacent district, confirmed the dam “is now in the con-
trol of the Taleban.

“Our security forces... asked for reinforcements but they failed
to get it,” he said. The dam’s capture comes after clashes erupted
in neighboring Helmand province this week, just days after the US
military formally began withdrawing its remaining troops from
Afghanistan.

Kandahar water department chief Tooryalay Mahboobi told
AFP the Taleban recently warned Dahla employees not to go to
work. Last month the insurgents blew up a bridge that connected
the dam to adjacent districts, an AFP correspondent in Kandahar
said. Dahla was built by the United States nearly 70 years ago to
provide water for irrigating land in about seven districts of Kan-
dahar. In 2019 the Asian Development Bank approved a grant of
nearly $350 million to be used partly to expand the reservoir-
style project.

The surrounding district has seen intense fighting in the past
six months, but officials announced in April that the area had been
cleared. Before retreating, the Taleban planted explosives across
the area-including in residential complexes-officials said.

In neighboring Helmand, thousands of people have fled their
homes in the face of a massive Taliban offensive against govern-
ment forces. US warplanes have been providing air support for
the Afghan forces despite the drawdown of foreign troops.

The United States was supposed to have pulled all forces out
by May 1 under a deal struck with the Taleban last year, but Wash-
ington pushed back the date to September 11 — a move that an-
gered the insurgents. The pullout of foreign forces comes even as
efforts to hammer out a peace deal between the Afghan govern-
ment and the Taleban have stalled. 

Meanwhile, a high-profile Afghan television journalist was shot
dead in southern Kandahar city yesterday, officials said, a day
after the Taleban warned against “biased reporting” by the media. 

Nemat Rawan was until last month a popular talk show host
with the country’s leading broadcaster Tolo News, before joining
the ministry of finance as a communications specialist. He was “as-
sassinated by unknown gunmen”, Kandahar city police
spokesman Jamal Nasir Barekzai said. “Heartbreaking to hear that
a friend and former colleague Nemat Rawan was shot dead in
Kandahar city today,” Lotfullah Najafizada, head of Tolo News,
posted on Twitter. There was no claim of responsibility for the at-
tack, but the Taleban have been blamed for a wave of assassina-
tions targeting journalists in recent months.  On Wednesday, a
Taleban spokesman warned that media workers who carry out
“biased reporting” would be “held responsible”.

Abdullah Abdullah, the head of the country’s peace council,
yesterday condemned the Taleban’s threat against the media
and “any attempts to silence Afghan journalists”. Members of

Afghanistan’s educated class-including journalists, activists
and judges-have for months been the target of bombings and
shootings, forcing many to go into hiding or leave the country.
The killings have escalated since peace talks began last year
between the Afghan government and the Taleban, sparking
fears that the insurgents are eliminating perceived opponents
as negotiations stall. At least 11 Afghan journalists were killed
in 2020, with four more reportedly murdered this year, accord-
ing to a recent toll from Amnesty International. In early March,
three female media workers were gunned down in the eastern
city of Jalalabad.—AFP
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Duterte orders arrest 
of mask violators
MANILA: Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte has ordered
police to arrest anyone not wearing a mask properly, including
below the nose, as the country battles to contain surging coro-
navirus infections. Duterte issued the directive after a meeting
with his COVID-19 task force-where everyone except him can
be seen wearing the mandatory face covering-an official video
released late Wednesday showed. Thousands of people have
been punished for violating COVID-19 rules since the end of
March, when restrictions were tightened in the capital and sur-
rounding provinces after a spike in cases. The justice secretary
and police chief have urged officers to fine offenders or make
them do community service instead of arresting them, following
the death of a man forced to do a hundred squats as punishment
for breaking curfew.

But Duterte said police should get tough on rule breakers
and arrest those not wearing a mask properly-including those
who leave their nose exposed. “My orders to the police are
those who are not wearing their masks properly... arrest them
and detain them, investigate why they are doing it,” Duterte said.

“It’s not for me, it’s not for us. It’s for the interest of the coun-
try so you won’t infect and you won’t be infected.” Duterte last
year told security forces to shoot dead anyone causing “trouble”
in areas under lockdown, drawing condemnation from rights
groups. —AFP

Chinese university
campus plan faces 
protest in Budapest
BUDAPEST: Standing on the proposed new home in Budapest
of a top Chinese university, the local district mayor Krisztina
Baranyi is squaring up for a stand-off with powerful Prime Min-
ister Viktor Orban’s government. “They want to plant a giga-uni-
versity without anyone here agreeing to it,” Baranyi, a combative
independent politician, told AFP at the windswept former indus-
trial site beside the river Danube.   

Currently derelict, the area is to house Fudan University’s first
European campus in a half-million-square-meter (five-million-
square-foot) complex by 2024, according to a deal signed be-
tween Hungary and the Shanghai-based university’s president
last week. But the sprawling project has fed growing unease
about Hungary’s diplomatic tilt from West to East and its soaring
indebtedness to China.

Internal documents leaked to investigative journalism website
Direkt36 last month revealed that China is expected to give a
1.3-billion-euro ($1.6-billion) loan to cover most of the estimated
1.5-billion-euro costs.  A Chinese construction firm has also al-
ready been earmarked as main contractor without a bidding
process, according to the documents.

‘No plan B’ 
“I was shocked when I found out. Everything is opaque. No

one was consulted,” Baranyi complained. She plans to let local

residents have their say on whether the municipality should hand
over the site to the state in a referendum later this year. “If local
people said ‘no’, it would surely be a step too far, even for the
government, to then infringe the district’s ownership rights,” she
said. Details of the referendum are yet to be worked out but
Baranyi hopes it could emulate the success of a 2017 petition
launched by young activists that led to Hungary dropping its ex-
pensive bid to host the 2024 Olympics. Budapest’s liberal mayor
Gergely Karacsony has also blasted “Chinese influence-buying”
in Hungary and urged Orban not to force projects on the capital
against its will. 

“Until the government fully publishes the contract details, we
do not consent to the construction,” Karacsony said last week.
However, other than backing the district’s referendum drive, city
officials privately concede that they have limited powers to block
the project, whose cost exceeds Hungary’s annual higher edu-
cation budget. The government argues that a prestigious outpost
of Fudan University, ranked 100th in the Shanghai Ranking,
would permit thousands of Hungarian, Chinese and other inter-
national students to acquire high-quality diplomas.

It would also fit in with previously agreed plans to build a
10,000-capacity dormitory for Hungarian students at the site, it
says. “There is no plan B,” said the government minister in charge
of the project Laszlo Palkovics last week, adding the campus
would be “good for Hungary, China and the community”.  

Fudan is the latest landmark in Orban’s foreign policy of
“Eastern Opening”, which analysts describe as a geopolitical
balancing act, while critics portray the nationalist premier as
China and Russia’s “Trojan horse” inside the European Union
and NATO.  Alone in the EU, Hungary has used Chinese and
Russian coronavirus jabs to accelerate its vaccine rollout, one
of the fastest in the bloc. —AFP

HERAT: Afghan National Army (ANA) soldiers march during a ceremony at a mil-
itary base in the Guzara district of Herat Wednesday.—AFP


