
MELBOURNE: A ban on unvaccinated Australians
entering bars and restaurants nudged thousands to get
jabbed - but it has also seen the rise of a thriving black
market in fake COVID-19 vaccine certificates online.
Twenty-four-year-old Molly - who asked to conceal
her real name - is hitting the town. When Melbourne
last month clambered out of 260-plus days of sporadic
lockdowns, the allure of the city’s vibrant social scene
was too much to resist, even though she is unvaccinat-
ed. “I’m not anti” vaccine, she told AFP, “but I don’t
agree with it being so mandatory.”

In the last few weeks, she has used a fake vaccine
passport acquired through social media to dine at mul-
tiple restaurants across the city. “There was a link
going around a few months ago: you put in your
details, and it gives you a vaccine passport,” she
explained. The link has since been removed, but
Australian authorities are playing whack-a-mole with
a host of similar sites and apps that are keen to cash in.

Across the country, Google searches for fake cer-
tificates soared when rules for the non-vaccinated
were announced in early October, surging again when

they entered into force. One still-active website pur-
ports to sell certificates from Australia, the United
States, Britain, Ireland and Pakistan for around
US$500 apiece. Health experts worry that fake certifi-
cates put owners at risk, could fuel outbreaks and
complicate contact tracing.

The number of fakes in circulation is difficult to
estimate, but one Telegram channel touting fraudulent
Australian certificates has more than 64,000 members
alone. “You can get them pretty easily on the dark
web,” said Vince Hurley, a veteran detective who now
teaches criminology at Macquarie University. “The
price ranges from AUS$100 ($74) to AUS$1,000
depending on the quality, on the reputation of the per-
son selling and comments from other individuals.”

Despite the risk of up to 10 years in jail and fines
topping US$7,400, some Australians have bought the
fake certificates, or created their own homemade
workarounds. Salim, 27 - who also asked for his real
name not to be used - created his own vaccine pass-
port by using a friend’s real one as a template. He has
successfully used it in restaurants, gyms and salons,
and is not deterred by any legal risks. “I’m forced to do
this because I wasn’t given a choice. I’m not robbing a
bank, I’m not hurting anyone,” he said. “I know at least
10 people who have fake vaccination papers,” he
added.

You’re not coming in 
The Australian Federal Police is aware of the prob-

lem and has vowed to “maintain the integrity of the
COVID-19 vaccine rollout in Australia,” according to a
spokesman. To address the issue authorities have

begun to reboot the first vaccine passports with flick-
ering digital holograms, QR codes and other anti-
counterfeit measures. But according to Hurley, there is
a “law of diminishing returns” policing the black mar-
ket, with forces needing to engage in the highly “labor
intensive” job of “having dedicated police sitting at a
desk, monitoring online”. Day-to-day policing of cer-
tificates is left to venues, which are required by law to
check the status of everyone they admit.

Anthony Hammond, the owner of two pubs in

Melbourne, says his industry has been left in the lurch
when it comes to policing themselves. The pub owner’s
venues have been “flat out” since reopening to revel-
ers, and staff have been examining a dizzying array of
certificates on apps, smartphone wallets and in hard
copy. “We don’t know anything about them. I wouldn’t
even know what they would look like, we’ve had no
education by the government or whoever,” he said.
“You’re going to have some people doing the wrong
thing. How can we prevent that?”— AFP 
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News in brief
Singapore halts execution 

SINGAPORE: A Singapore court put the execu-
tion of a Malaysian man in a drug trafficking case
on hold yesterday after a last-ditch legal challenge,
his lawyer said, following criticism from campaign-
ers who say he is mentally disabled. Nagaenthran
K Dharmalingam was arrested in 2009 for carry-
ing 43 grams - around three tablespoons - of
heroin into the city-state, which has some of the
world’s toughest anti-drugs laws. He was sen-
tenced to death the following year and was due to
be hanged on Wednesday after losing several
appeals, despite supporters’ claims his intellectual
disability means he can’t make rational decisions.
But yesterday the Singapore High Court agreed to
postpone the execution pending a new appeal
from his lawyers, who are arguing that the hanging
would be unconstitutional.— AFP 

Nepal recovers 3 bodies 

KATHMANDU: The bodies of three French
climbers who disappeared in a remote corner of the
Himalayas were recovered yesterday close to where
they went missing last month, police in Nepal said.
The group were attempting to scale Mingbo Eiger, a
6,000-metre peak near Mount Everest, and were
last heard from via satellite phone at their camp on
October 26. Bad weather hampered efforts to find
the men and the rescue team said last week that they
could have been buried under a depth of snow the
size of a five-floor building. Rishi Raj Dhakal, an
inspector at the Solukhumbu district police office,
told AFP the bodies were transported by helicopter
to the small town of Lukla, which sits close to the
route up to Everest. “The bodies will now be sent to
Kathmandu for post-mortem,” he added.— AFP 

Floods kill 9 in Sri Lanka

COLOMBO: Nine people are dead and two others
missing after floods in Sri Lanka and parts of south-
ern India caused by more than a week of pounding
rains. Nearly half of Sri Lanka’s 25 districts have
been hit by the deluge, with the worst affected areas
in and around the island’s tea-growing Central
Highlands. “Five deaths and two disappearances
were reported” across Sri Lanka since the rains
began at the end of October, Pradeep Kodippili of
the island’s disaster management agency told AFP
yesterday. More floods are likely in the coming days
with downpours set to move to the country’s north-
ern coast around the city of Jaffna, the country’s
weather bureau warned. Four people have also died
in “rain-related incidents” across India’s Tamil Nadu
state, local disaster management minister KKSSR
Ramachandran said on Sunday.— AFP 

Russia COVID shutdown ends 

MOSCOW: Most of Russia yesterday ended a
week-long paid holiday aimed at curbing the spread
of the coronavirus, despite the country seeing thou-
sands of new cases and more than 1,000 deaths per
day. President Vladimir Putin ordered the paid holi-
day period from October 30 to November 7 in a bid
to stem soaring infections and deaths exacerbated
by a slow vaccination drive. Individual regions had
the authority to extend the period but as of Monday
only five had done so, including the western region
of Bryansk and the northwestern region of
Novgorod. A number of regions did however intro-
duce or extend a requirement for proof of vaccina-
tion to visit restaurants, cafes and shopping centers.
In the city of Veliky Novgorod where authorities
extended the shutdown, some approved of the
measure. “That’s the right thing to do,” Antonina
Leontyeva, 75 said.— AFP 

MELBOURNE: A customer scanning a QR code to enter a department store in Melbourne as the city further lifts
COVID restrictions allowing non-essential retail shops to open and travel to the regions of Victoria after the
city’s sixth lockdown. — AFP 

Satellites spot US 
warship mock-ups 
WASHINGTON: China has built what appear to be
full-scale outlines of American warships including an
aircraft carrier, satellite imagery showed, possible tar-
gets to practice striking some of the most potent US
weapons deployed in the Pacific. The US Navy’s carrier
battle groups-centered around massive aircraft carri-
ers-are among the most powerful weapons in the
American arsenal. One is deployed with the 7th Fleet in
the Pacific, watching over major flashpoint areas such as
Taiwan and the South China Sea. China has been devel-
oping anti-ship missiles for years, including ones capa-
ble of taking out aircraft carriers.

In satellite images captured last month by Maxar
Technologies and sent to AFP on Sunday, huge outlines
of American naval vessels were seen in the Taklamakan
Desert in China’s western Xinjiang region. They includ-
ed at least one shaped like an aircraft carrier, and
another in the form of a destroyer. One target was seen
mounted on a rail transportation system. The full-scale
structures included flat outlines as well as more sophis-
ticated ones with what appeared to be instrumentation
poles, according to the US Naval Institute.

“Analysis of historical satellite images shows that the
carrier target structure was first built between March
and April of 2019,” the USNI report said. “It underwent
several rebuilds and was then substantially dismantled in
December 2019. The site came back to life in late
September of this year and the structure was substan-

tially complete by early October.” The USNI cited intel-
ligence firm AllSource Analysis as saying the area has
been used for testing ballistic missiles in the past. When
asked about the images, Chinese foreign ministry
spokesman Wang Wenbin said yesterday that he was
“not aware of the situation”.

‘Unmistakable message’
Beijing is currently on a major arms modernization

drive, according to a Pentagon report released last
week on the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA),
with many weapons designed to help neutralize the
most important American warships in the event of a

regional conflict. These include the DF-21D missile,
which has a range of more than 930 miles, the Pentagon
said. It provides “the capability to conduct long-range
precision strikes against ships, including aircraft carri-
ers, out to the Western Pacific from mainland China,” the
report added. The Chinese military has deployed these
missiles in exercises, in what US Navy Admiral Philip
Davidson has described as “an unmistakable message to
regional and global audiences”. “Their employment dur-
ing a large-scale PLA exercise demonstrates the PLA’s
focus on countering any potential third-party interven-
tion during a regional crisis,” he told the US Senate in
March this year. —AFP

DASHTAN: In the villages that once
bore the brunt of Afghanistan’s frontline
fighting, the Taleban victory has broken
a cycle of air strikes, gun battles and
funerals. The hardliners’ takeover of
Kabul and the sudden collapse in
August of the US-backed regime
shocked the world and upended the
freedoms of Afghans, which were par-
ticularly enjoyed by the urban middle
class.

But away from major cities, where lit-
tle of the international aid worth billions
of dollars ever reached, many believe
the Islamist movement’s rule could bring
a stop to the fighting and the hope for
an end to corruption. “I would give
everything for the Taleban,” said 72-
year-old Maky as she prepared cotton
fibre in her hardened hands with a
group of other women in Dashtan, a
remote farming settlement in northern
Balkh province. “Now there is no sound
of shooting,” she told AFP. “The war is
over and we are happy with the
Taleban.”

‘No infidels’ 
Desperately poor, the villagers are

preparing for winter by drying animal
dung to use as fuel. A bitter breeze
whips up dust in the central cemetery,
where the graves of Taleban fighters are
now decorated with colorful trinkets
and flags. In one of the well-tended
plots lies the son of 82-year-old village
elder Hajifat Khan, who celebrated the
Islamists’ victory. “The men and women
of this village are Taleban supporters,
young and old,” he said, cross-legged in
a neighbor’s home.

“Now I’m satisfied. Now there are no
infidels,” he told AFP, adding that he had
been beaten by a local pro-government
militia just before the takeover. He said
Dashtan - about 30 kilometers north of

Balkh town - used to be a thriving com-
munity with more than 60 families. After
many fled the fighting and poverty, now
only a handful of families remain among
the eroded foundations, collapsed
domed roofs and empty dwellings.

Caught in crossfire 
A US-led invasion ousted the brutal,

repressive Taleban regime in 2001, after
which two decades of military interven-
tion by NATO forces followed. A demo-
cratic government was restored, women
were once again allowed to work and
study, and a vocal civil society was
rebuilt. But corruption and vote-rigging
allegations plagued government institu-
tions, justice was slow and +ineffective,
and foreign troops were tainted by
accusations of colluding with warlords,
abusing Afghans and disrespecting local
customs. Thousands of civilians were
killed or injured each year in attacks by
Taleban insurgents and air strikes by
US-led forces, with progress largely
limited to cities as the worst of the war
raged in rural areas.

Mohammad Nasir earns 200 to 300
Afghanis (two to three US dollars) a day
at a cotton field on the outskirts of his-
toric town of Balkh, yards from the 9th-
century Noh Gonbad Mosque, believed
to be Afghanistan’s earliest Islamic
building. He weighs the white crop from
a scale hanging on a tree, before stuff-
ing it into huge orange bags, ready for
collection. Nasir said he did not support
either side in the conflict that raged
through most of his life.

“I was against both of them because
I wanted peace,” the 24-year-old from
nearby Zawlakai village told AFP. “I did-
n’t want to fight.” At another plantation
nearby, 26-year-old Farima is among
dozens of women and children harvest-
ing cotton in the sunshine, wrapped up

warmly against the wind. During the
war, she avoided leaving her home,
afraid of being injured. With the cotton-
picking season ending, she is now work-
ing on the land each day with her
daughters Asma, 10, and Husna, 9, and
son Barktula, aged just three. The pick-
ers in the fields in Dawlatabad district
are paid about 10 Afghanis (11 cents of a
US dollar) per kilogram, each making
200 to 300 Afghanis. Wearing pink rub-
ber gloves to protect her hands from the
sharp bolls of the cotton plants, Farima
told AFP it was hard work. “But what
else can I do?” she said. For her, life
since the Taleban takeover remains
unstable and exhausting. While the end
of the conflict is a relief, hardship and
insecurity endure. “What change has
come? We are still hungry and there are
no jobs,” she says.

A looming economic disaster means
the Taleban’s window for holding on to
loyalty may be short. Essentials like
cooking oil, rice and tomato paste now
cost a lot more after the national cur-
rency, the Afghani, depreciated and the
country’s reserves were frozen abroad.
Afghanistan is now home to one of the
world’s worst humanitarian crises, with
more than half of Afghans expected to

suffer “acute food insecurity” this win-
ter, as a severe drought devastates the
country.

In neighboring Samangan province,
where 93 percent of the 440,000-
strong population live in the country-
side, Noor Mohammad Sedaqat grows
onions, carrots, okra, tomatoes and
pumpkins. In the months before the
takeover, he was caught in the crossfire
of heavy fighting between government
forces to the west and the Taleban to
the east. On one occasion a group of
farmers was mistaken for Taleban by a
local militia, and narrowly avoided being
killed, he said.

Sedaqat’s situation on the frontline
meant he dared not show allegiance to
either the Taleban or the government. “If
we went to one side, the other side
would beat us, and vice versa,” he said.
The 28-year-old father of nine, who
works a plot of land in Yakatut village,
about 20 kilometers from the provincial
capital Aybak, says the new government
has cut crime and corruption. But his
earnings are plummeting. He hitches a
ride to Aybak every one to two weeks
to sell his produce at the bazaar, and
hopes to make 6,000 to 7,000 Afghanis
per trip. — AFP

RUOQIANG: This handout satellite image shows a rail terminus and a target storage building in Ruoqiang county in
the Taklamakan Desert, China’s western Xinjiang region. — AFP 

Taleban’s victory sparks hopes
of peace in rural Afghanistan

DASHTAN: An Afghan boy walks through the Dashtan village of Balkh province. — AFP 


