
KABUL: The Taleban have seized a district from
Afghan government forces on the outskirts of Kabul,
ahead of a three-day ceasefire agreed between the
warring sides, officials said.  Nerkh district is around 40
kilometers (25 miles) from the Afghan capital in neigh-
boring Wardak province, which has long been used by
militants as a gateway to reach Kabul and launch deadly
attacks. Violence has soared since May 1 when the US
military began formally withdrawing its last remaining
troops, as peace efforts between the Taleban and the
Afghan government have stalled.

“Security and defense forces made a tactical retreat
from the police headquarters of Nerkh district,” Interior
Ministry spokesman Tareq Arian said. Zabihullah
Mujahid, a spokesman for the Taliban, said the insur-
gents had captured the area on Tuesday, adding that
their fighters had seized the police headquarters and an
army base. The Defense Ministry yesterday said it
would launch an offensive to win back the district, home
to more than 60,000 people.

“Commando reinforcements are on their way,” said
Fawad Aman, a spokesman for the defense ministry.
Large swathes of Wardak and neighboring Logar
province have been controlled or contested for years by
Taliban fighters and have served as a strategic staging
ground for militants hoping to enter Kabul.

The main highway that connects Kabul to southern
Kandahar province-the former Taleban stronghold and
the scene of intense fighting in recent weeks-goes
through the district. Taleban fighters have been encir-
cling major Afghan urban centers, spurring speculation
the militants are waiting for the Americans to withdraw
before launching all-out assaults on Afghan cities.

US hands over base 
The capture of Nerkh comes after the Taleban and

the Afghan government agreed to observe a three-day
ceasefire to mark the Eid Al-Fitr holiday starting today.
Ceasefires in the past have widely held in what is largely
thought to be an exercise by the Taleban leadership to
prove they have firm control over the myriad factions
across the country that make up the jihadist movement.

Violence has intensified across the provinces, partic-
ularly in the south, since the United States missed a May
1 deadline agreed with the Taleban to withdraw the last
of its troops. While the Taleban have avoided engaging
American forces, attacks against government and civil-
ian targets have not stopped.

Thousands of residents in Helmand have been dis-
placed because of clashes, which saw the US military

called in to defend Afghan forces. In the latest violence
to rock Kabul, more than 50 people were killed and
scores wounded in a western district of the capital when
three bombs exploded outside a girls’ school on
Saturday. It was the deadliest attack in more than a year
and came as residents were out shopping ahead of Eid.

The US military has so far completed between six
and 12 percent of its final withdrawal, the Pentagon said
Tuesday. The Afghan defense ministry announced yes-
terday that it had taken control of Camp Morehead, a
US base in Kabul where American troops trained the
Afghan military. The camp will now be used by Afghan
special forces.  The US military did not offer any imme-
diate comment. — AFP
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News in brief
Belarusian politician goes on trial 

MINSK, Belarus: A opposition politician in ex-
Soviet Belarus went on trial yesterday on charges of
joining “mass unrest,” in a continuing crackdown on
dissent following demonstrations after presidential
elections last August. Historic protests swept the
country over several months after Alexander
Lukashenko, 66, claimed a landslide victory in the
vote that opposition and European leaders said was
rigged. Pavel Severinets, who co-chairs the unregis-
tered Belarusian Christian Democracy party, was
arrested in June last year during a picket. — AFP

Hungary submits plan to EU 

BUDAPEST: Hungary has submitted to Brussels a
national plan for tapping into the EU’s post-pan-
demic recovery fund, the European Commission
said yesterday. The 750-billion-euro ($905-billion)
rescue package of grants and loans comprises funds
contributed by the EU’s 27 member states to help
the bloc’s economies hard hit by the coronavirus.
Budapest and Warsaw threatened to veto the
recovery fund last year along with the entire EU
budget over proposals to link some fund payments
to rule of law conditions, describing it as “political
blackmail”.   —AFP

Eight killed in Tajikistan landslides

DUSHANBE, Tajikistan: Tajikistan’s government
said yesterday that eight people had died and many
properties were devastated in landslides in different
parts of the country following heavy rainfall.  Fatal
landsides affect mountainous Central Asian
Tajikistan every year around springtime, blocking
off important roads in a country lacking transport
infrastructure and forcing families to rebuild homes
from scratch. The southern Khatlon region was
worst affected by the latest landslides that struck on
Tuesday, with three people dying in the provincial
city of Kulyab, according to the country’s emergen-
cies committee. — AFP

Austria chancellor probed over 

VIENNA: Austrian Chancellor Sebastian Kurz
announced yesterday that prosecutors had started
investigating him after the opposition accused him of
making false statements to a parliamentary commit-
tee on corruption. “I wish to inform you that... prose-
cutors have opened an investigation against the head
of my office,” Bernhard Bonelli, “and against me”,
Kurz told reporters before a cabinet meeting. Kurz
denied any wrongdoing, saying: “I always answered
all (the committee’s) questions truthfully.” He said the
investigation would have no impact on his work and
that he would not resign. — AFP

Taleban seize district on
outskirts of Afghan capital

In this file photo, Afghan security forces stand near an armored vehicle during ongoing fighting between Afghan
security forces and Taleban fighters in the Busharan area on the outskirts of Lashkar Gah. — AFP

Three-day ceasefire to mark Eid Al-Fitr starts today

In this aerial photograph, funeral pyres of COVID-19 coronavirus victims are seen in a cremation ground along
the banks of the Ganges River, in Garhmukteshwar. — AFP

Still no justice a 
year after Afghan 
hospital massacre
KABUL: It has been a year since Atiqullah Tanha’s wife
was murdered during a cold-blooded killing spree at a
Kabul maternity ward, leaving their twin daughters
motherless.  “They cry a lot at night,” Tanha said, saying
the children are frequently unwell. “The doctor says
mother’s milk would have helped prevent most of the
health issues.” Even in a war-weary nation already
deeply scarred by decades of conflict, the massacre of
16 mothers and mothers-to-be in western Kabul’s
Dasht-e-Barchi neighborhood caused horror.

International groups issued bold statements of con-
demnation, while Afghan politicians decried the violence
and promised justice, though the assault-which killed 25
in total-went unclaimed. But, like with most attacks in
Afghanistan, there was little to no follow-up. Only on
Saturday, a series of bombs targeting a school in the
same neighborhood-which is largely populated by Shiite
Hazaras-killed more than 50 people, most of them
schoolgirls. Few expect authorities to track down the
perpetrators of the latest carnage-or prevent similar
massacres in the future.  And those fears are rising as
Washington and NATO accelerate the withdrawal of
their troops, leaving Afghan government forces to fend
for themselves and protect the vulnerable population.
Still, many had hoped the sheer savagery of last year’s
attack would finally usher in change.

That May 12, three gunmen rampaged through the
hospital, shooting mothers in their beds and forcing
many pregnant women to hide in safe rooms, where one
gave birth. One infant, just hours after being delivered,
was shot in the leg, but survived. In the immediate after-
math several women volunteered to help. “Being a moth-
er myself I feel their pain,” said Ghazal Sharifi, a lecturer,
who along with her friends collects aid for the babies.

“No one is like their (real) mother... but we still have
several women going to their houses to feed them.”
Weeks after the attack, Doctors Without Borders (MSF),
an international medical charity that managed the ward,
pulled out of the facility.—AFP

Net across Ganges 
to catch India 
COVID-19 corpses
NEW DELHI: Authorities in northern India said they
have installed a net across the Ganges river after the
bodies of dozens of suspected COVID-19 victims
washed up. The discovery of 71 corpses in Bihar state
stoked fears that the virus was raging unseen in
India’s vast rural hinterland where two-thirds of its
people live.

Locals suggested to AFP that relatives immersed the
bodies in the river because they could not afford wood
for traditional Hindu cremations or because crematori-
ums were overwhelmed by the number of funerals.
Bihar’s water resources minister Sanjay Kumar said on
Twitter yesterday that a “net has been placed” in the
river on the state border with Uttar Pradesh and
patrolling increased.

He said the impoverished state’s government was
“pained at both the tragedy as well as harm to the river
Ganges”. Kumar added that postmortems confirmed

that the corpses had been dead four to five days. Press
reports said as many as 25 bodies had also been recov-
ered in the Gahmar district of Uttar Pradesh state. The
Hindu daily quoted a local police official there as saying
there were long queues at cremation grounds in the
northern state. “It is possible that in hurry some dis-
posed of the bodies in the river like this,” Hitendra
Krishna was quoted as saying.

Toll crosses 250,000
Meanwhile, India’s coronavirus death toll passed

250,000 yesterday but comparisons of official data
with those from people on the frontlines suggested the
true number is several times higher. Across the vast
nation, the devastating COVID-19 wave has over-
whelmed hospitals with patients and crematoriums with
bodies, and many coronavirus deaths are not being
properly recorded as such.

Experts say the official quarter-million death count is
hugely underreported. “Even three to four times would
be an underestimate,” Anant Bhan, an independent
health policy and bioethics researcher, told AFP.
Harrowing images from overwhelmed crematoriums,
graveyards, and even makeshift funeral pyres have high-
lighted the scale of the crisis. Bodies of suspected
COVID-19 victims have also been seen floating down
the holy Ganges river.—ÅFP

Five die on ferry as 
Bangladeshis defy 
lockdown for Eid
DHAKA: At least five people died in Bangladesh yes-
terday on an overcrowded ferry carrying more than a
thousand passengers, officials said, as millions defied a
coronavirus lockdown to head home for the holiday of
Eid. Tens of millions of Bangladeshis usually travel home
to villages for the festival but this year the government
has shut down long-haul buses, trains and boats to pre-
vent the virus from spreading.

But ferries used to carry ambulances and food trans-
portation trucks have remained in use, prompting a
dangerous rush of people in recent days hoping to
catch a ride on the vessels ahead of Eid on Friday.

The five people who died were found unconscious
on the ferry near Shibchar, southwest of Dhaka, after
more than 1,000 people rushed onto the vessel, which is
designed to carry mostly buses and cars along with sev-
eral hundred passengers. “They passed out in the ferry
due to suspected heat stroke. We sent them to a hospi-
tal where (they) were declared dead. At least eight were
also hospitalized,” police official Chailau Marma said.

“The ferry was overcrowded as more than a thou-
sand people boarded it,” he said. Hafizur Rahman,
another police officer, told AFP that crowds had built up
at ferry stations in the area packed with people hoping
to catch a ride home. “A five-kilometer (three-mile) traf-
fic jam of cars and vans queued at Mawa ghat today,”
he said, referring to a major river station to cross the
Padma river. Health experts fear the massive movement
of people will spread the virus to the country’s nearly
100,000 rural villages, which so far have not seen any
major outbreak of coronavirus. —AFP

An Afghan man and woman walking outside the
“Barchi National-100 Beds Hospital” where an attack
at the maternity ward in May 2020 left 16 mothers and
mothers-to-be dead, in the Dasht-e-Barchi area of
Kabul. — AFP

IS-linked militants 
kill four farmers 
in Indonesia
PALU, Indonesia: Islamic State-linked extremists
have killed four farmers in a remote village on the
Indonesian island of Sulawesi, police confirmed yes-
terday, with one of the victims reportedly beheaded.
Five sword-wielding attackers ambushed a group of
farmers who were harvesting their coffee plantation in
Kalimago village in Poso regency on Tuesday morn-
ing, Central Sulawesi police spokesperson Didik
Supranoto said.

The police blamed the attack on the Sulawesi-
based East Indonesia Mujahideen (MIT), one of
dozens of radical groups across the Southeast Asian

archipelago that have pledged allegiance to IS. “Five
eyewitnesses recognized one of the perpetrators as (a
man named) Qatar, who is an MIT member,” the police
spokesperson said. Locals were made aware of the
MIT members by their pictures, distributed by the
police in their hunt for suspected terrorists in the area.

The attack was motivated by “terrorism as well as
robbery”, according to the police.

“Everything the victims had was taken away by the
perpetrators including rice, money and other belong-
ings they kept in their huts,” he added. Local media
reported that the victims were from Christian-majority
ethnic group Toraja, and one was beheaded. These
reports haven’t been confirmed by the police.
Indonesia, the world’s biggest Muslim-majority nation,
has long wrestled with Islamist militancy and terror
attacks, while Central Sulawesi has seen intermittent
violence between Christians and Muslims for decades.
In November last year, MIT militants ambushed a
Christian community in Poso, killing four with one vic-
tim beheaded and another burned to death.—AFP

Higher antibiotic 
doses may make 
bacteria ‘fitter’
PARIS: Using higher doses of antibiotics in a bid to
tackle the growing problem of drug resistance may end
up strengthening certain bacteria, according to research
released yesterday that highlights a previously
unthought-of risk. Antimicrobial resistance has been

labeled by the United Nations as “one of the greatest
threats we face as a global community” and is predicted
to cause 10 million deaths annually by 2050.

Previous research has shown that inflicting higher
antibiotic doses on bacteria can slow its ability to devel-
op resistance, yet little attention has been paid to how
those higher doses impact the overall health of
microbes. A team of Britain- and Europe-based
researchers looked at how populations of E. coli reacted
to varying concentrations of three common antibiotics.

They found that while higher antibiotic doses slowed
the rate at which the bacteria developed resistance, they
also gave rise to bacteria with “higher overall fitness”-

meaning it had a higher rate of reproduction. “We con-
sider growth rate as a proxy for fitness, under the
assumption that a strain that grows faster is more likely
to take over the population and become dominant,” lead
author Mato Lagator, from the University of
Manchester’s School of Biological Sciences, told AFP.   

The team behind the research, published in the jour-
nal Royal Society Biology Letters, said it showed how
higher antibiotic doses presented a “dilemma” and could
result in ultimately more-resistant bacteria. “Considering
the fitness of the evolved strains adds another dimension
to the problem of optimal antibiotic dosing,” they wrote.
Several studies in recent years have warned of the risks

of antibiotic over-prescription in medicine and over-use
in livestock rearing, with the US Center for Disease
Control estimating that one in three prescriptions for
antibiotics are unnecessary.  “New drugs are typically
developed with one dominant focus-how well they get
rid of the infection,” said Lagator.  “What is rarely con-
sidered is the likelihood of target bacteria evolving
resistance to those drugs, as well as the fitness of the
resistant strains that are likely to emerge.” With antibiot-
ic-resistant superbugs predicted to kill more people
globally than cancer by mid-century, Lagator said that
more research was needed into how higher doses impact
the long-term evolution of bacteria. —AFP


