
ISLAMABAD: Afghanistan’s capital has be-
come an unlikely pandemic transit route for Pak-
istanis desperate to reach the riches of Saudi
Arabia despite deteriorating security and the
threat of bomb blasts. With most Gulf flights
from Pakistan cancelled as the country is added
to a growing number of coronavirus travel
blacklists, thousands of workers are hoping to
reach the kingdom after first spending two
weeks in Kabul.

“I’m a little bit worried,” said Sohaib Siddiqui,
a 31-year-old electrical engineer from Lahore, in
line at the Afghanistan embassy in Islamabad.
But he added that he was “willing to take risks”,
explaining that a job in Saudi Arabia would allow
him to send between 50,000 and 100,000 ru-
pees ($325-$650) a month to his family of three.

The Gulf countries have long been a vital av-
enue of employment for Pakistanis, who send
back billions of dollars in remittances every year,
propping up the cash-strapped economy. In the
past month alone, tens of thousands of Pakistanis
have applied for transit visas at the Afghan em-
bassy in Islamabad, according to an official at
the mission.

Over the past week, hundreds have camped
overnight to submit their paperwork. The plan is
not foolproof, however, with the one direct flight

between Afghanistan and Saudi Arabia cancelled
in recent days, according to a travel agent in
Kabul. Special flights were available only to
workers who already had Saudi residency-at a
cost of around $1,300.

Travel woes 
The influx of travellers into Kabul comes as

US troops are pulling out of the country follow-
ing nearly 20 years of war, with violence surging.
Large swathes of the population in Kabul also
nurture a seething hatred for their Pakistani
neighbors, with authorities there long blamed for
supporting the Taleban insurgency. “We have no
choice, what should we do?” said Tanweer
Ahmad while waiting in line in Islamabad to file
his application for an Afghan visa. 

At a diagnostic center in Kabul, doctors have
been mobbed with Pakistanis desperate for the
Covid-19 tests needed to enter Saudi Arabia,
doubling demand at the lab in recent weeks.
“Saudis and the Pakistanis trust Afghan labora-
tories,” beamed Sediqqullah Safi, a doctor at the
testing center, saying he hoped the new batch of
visitors would inject much-needed money into
the capital’s slumping economy. “They come
here with benefits-they’re spending money on
shopping, transportation, and of course on coro-

navirus tests.”
For Anwar Khan —- who spent two weeks in

the capital and is hoping to fly to Saudi Arabia
soon-the unnerving trip has been worth it. “One
would of course worry about security,” said
Khan. “Thank God there has been no problem

(for) us so far.” For those still hoping to make it
to Afghanistan-where virus cases are also rising
following the Muslim holiday of Eid Al-Fitr-any
future change in the rules might make the trip
impossible, or leave them stranded in Kabul after
exhausting their savings. —AFP 
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Afghanistan unlikely coronavirus
stopover for Pakistani workers

Special flights available only to workers who have Saudi residency 

Khamenei urges
Iranians to ignore 
calls to boycott poll
TEHRAN: Supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei
yesterday urged Iranians to ignore calls to boycott
next month’s presidential election, after several hope-
fuls were barred from running against ultraconserva-
tive candidates. Iranians are set to elect a successor
to President Hassan Rouhani on June 18 amid wide-
spread discontent over a deep economic and social
crisis, and after the violent repression of waves of
protests in the winter of 2017-18 and in 2019.

The exiled opposition has for months run a cam-
paign on social media networks calling on Iranians to
stay away from the polls, using hashtags in Persian
such as #NototheIslamicRepublic. “Do not pay at-
tention to those who are campaigning and saying it
is useless to go to the polls and that one should not
go to the polls,” Khamenei told lawmakers in a speech
via videoconference, according to his official Insta-
gram account. Khamenei’s remarks appear to suggest
that he does not intend to intervene and reverse the
disqualification of any candidates, as he did in 2005.

His declaration comes a day after Rouhani said he
had asked the supreme leader to intervene to ensure
greater “competition” in the presidential election.
Iran’s candidate-vetting Guardian Council on Tues-
day approved seven mainly ultraconservative hope-
fuls to run in the election from a field of about 600

hopefuls. The council-a conservative-dominated, un-
elected body-disqualified moderate conservative Ali
Larijani and first vice-president Eshaq Jahangiri, as
well as firebrand former president Mahmoud Ah-
madinejad.

Its decision appeared to clear the way for a strong
run by ultraconservative judiciary chief Ebrahim Raisi,
but it is also expected to see an increase in voter ab-
stention. Rouhani is constitutionally barred from run-
ning for a third consecutive term.

Raisi ‘unrivalled’ 
A record 57 percent of Iranians stayed away from

legislative elections in February last year after thou-
sands of candidates, many of them moderates and re-
formists, were disqualified. The poll comes at a critical
time amid talks with world powers aimed at reviving
a 2015 nuclear deal that offered sanctions relief in re-
turn for Iran’s agreement to tight controls on its nu-
clear program.

The accord has been on life support since then US
president Donald Trump unilaterally withdrew from
it in 2018 and imposed crippling sanctions on the Is-
lamic republic. Iran, which retaliated to the US move
by rolling back its nuclear commitments, is seeking
the lifting of the sanctions. Larijani was seen as the
only person capable of challenging Raisi, who is now
considered the “unrivalled candidate”, according to
the reformist newspaper Etemad. Raisi won 38 per-
cent of the vote in the 2017 presidential election but
was defeated by Rouhani. The judiciary chief says the
priority is to secure the lifting of US sanctions-im-
plying that, if he wins, he will keep Iran in the nuclear
agreement.—AFP

ISLAMABAD: In this picture taken on May 19, 2021, Pakistani nationals, wearing facemasks wait in a queue to apply for a
visa outside Afghanistan’s embassy in Islamabad. —AFP

Crime boss’s
wild claims
shake Turkish
government
ANKARA: Millions of Turks have been
glued to their screens, watching a crime
boss tell wild stories about international
drug smuggling, murders and the murky ties
between politicians and the mafia. But the
gang boss starring in these videos is real,
and his claims have set off a political tsunami
that has unsettled President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan’s government, leaving his popular
interior minister particularly exposed.

The accusations thrown by Sedat Peker
at close Erdogan allies-including a former
prime minister, top officials and their rela-
tives-range from corruption and drug traf-
ficking to rape and multiple murders.
Peker’s message, delivered with dramatic
flair and punctuated by occasional tweets,
appears to have gripped the imagination of
so many because of his own reputed role in
Turkey’s underworld.

Speaking with the air of a man who
knows everything about everyone, Peker is
an ultranationalist convicted of multiple
crimes, including fraud and running a crim-

inal organization. He fled Turkey last year to
avoid prosecution and now claims to live in
the United Arab Emirates, where he speaks
into a camera from a carefully arranged
desk and chuckles while telling a particu-
larly juicy tale.

After only addressing the allegations
obliquely, Erdogan on Wednesday force-
fully defended his government’s record on
tackling organized crime. “We have crushed
criminal organizations one by one for 19
years,” Erdogan said in parliament. “We fol-
low criminal gang members wherever they
may flee to in the world.” No heads have
rolled and the position of Interior Minister
Suleyman Soylu-the anti-hero of Peker’s
stories-still seems to be secure. Erdogan
has insisted he stands “side by side” with
his nationalist minister. But while the alle-
gations remain unproven, they come at an
inopportune time for Erdogan, who is losing
ground in opinion polls because of a depre-
ciating currency and runaway inflation.

Peker, 49, has already posted seven
videos to his YouTube account, each
about an hour long-the latest, posted
Sunday, has had more than 14 million
views-and he says he is planning several
more. They are all meticulously staged,
with a big screen in the background
showing still images and a different book
on the table in each episode. One of them
features a biography of Bob Dylan, enti-
tled “Wicked Messenger”. — AFP


