
Tunisia TV host, MP 
held over comments 
on president
TUNIS: Tunisian authorities yesterday arrested a tele-
vision journalist and an MP who appeared on his show
for criticizing the recent power grab by President Kais
Saied, their lawyer told AFP. It is the latest detention of
a legislator after the immunity of MPs was lifted under
Saied’s July 25 suspension of parliament. He also
sacked the government and put himself in charge of
the prosecution. Last month Saied followed up with
measures that allow the president effectively to rule by
decree, in the only democracy to emerge from the
Arab Spring uprisings of a decade ago. 

The lawyer, Samir Ben Omar, identified the arrested
lawmaker as Abdellatif Al-Alaoui and named the
Zitouna TV presenter as Amer Ayad, saying they were
being held on charges of “plotting against state securi-
ty”. In the Hassad 24 program they both criticized the
president’s September 29 appointment of Najla
Bouden as Tunisia’s first female prime minister, with
Ayad scoffing that she would function only as “servant
of the sultan”.

Ayad speculated that Saied had been unable to find
a man to fill the prime minister’s post. In his remarks the
legislator Alaoui added that he had “the courage to say”
the Saied’s measures were “a coup d’etat”. Both were
arrested on the request of a military court for “the
expression of their own opinions during this broadcast,”
their lawyer said. Alaoui is a member of ultraconserva-
tive Islamist-nationalist party Al-Karama, an ally of
Islamist-inspired Ennahdha which had the largest num-
ber of seats in the parliament which Saied suspended.

The president made his power grab after months of
political stalemate and during the COVID-19 pandem-
ic which further aggravated the North African coun-
try’s economic and social difficulties. Zitouna TV is
considered close to Al-Karama and Ennahdha, two
parties which are the foes of Saied. Military justice
arrested Al-Karama’s head Seifeddine Makhlouf on
September 22 for “undermining the dignity of the
army,” his lawyer said at the time. —AFP
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Afghan Taleban hold victory rally
Bomb blast rocks Afghanistan capital 
KABUL: Taleban supporters and senior figures held
their first mass rally near Kabul yesterday, but their
show of strength was overshadowed by a bomb blast
near a mosque in the Afghan capital. No foreign gov-
ernment has yet recognized the Islamist former rebels’
rule, though their hold on power within the country is
becoming stronger, seven weeks after they took the
capital.

But in a sign that the Taleban victory has not brought
an end to violence after Afghanistan’s 20-year conflict,
an explosion killed at least two civilians and wounded
several more outside Kabul’s Eid Gah mosque. Taleban
spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid had said on Saturday
that a prayer ceremony would be held at the mosque for
his mother following her recent death. He made no ref-
erence to this yesterday as he tweeted that the blast had
killed civilians in the area.

Civilians in bloodied clothing were seen by AFP arriv-
ing at the nearby Kabul Emergency Hospital, and interior
ministry spokesman Qari Sayed Khosti told AFP: “Our
initial information shows two civilians were killed and
three wounded in the blast.” Taleban fighters arriving at
the hospital handed over their weapons and stripped off
their body armor to go in to donate blood, and the hospi-
tal said on Twitter that four patients were being treated.

‘Leave Afghanistan to Afghanistan’ 
The blast, which could be heard across the centre of

the capital, came shortly after the new Taleban “interim
government” staged a rally just outside the capital, from
which they were driven out in 2001 in a US-led opera-
tion launched after the 9/11 attacks. A ban on unautho-
rized demonstrations has
meant protests, many led by
women, against Afghanistan’s
new masters have dwindled.
But yesterday’s pro-Taleban
rally in Kohdaman township
in the hilly outskirts of Kabul
was attended by 1,500 men
and boys.

“This is the day we wait-
ed for,” said Khalil Haqqani,
the new minister for
refugees who in 2011 was labeled a terrorist by the
United States with a $5 million bounty on his head. He
is a prominent leader of the Haqqani militant network
founded by his brother Jalaluddin. “We have achieved
our goal, but it requires protection,” he told the gath-
ering, with his rifle leaning against the lectern, boast-
ing that the country has a “bright future” despite

being shunned by international donors.
“My advice to the world is that they leave

Afghanistan to Afghanistan.” Flanked by armed
Taleban fighters in combat gear, leading officials and
commanders addressed an audience sat in rows of
chairs under awnings, celebrating victory over the

United States and praising
suicide bombers.  One
speaker urged the crowd
to “respect elders”
because they were the
“mujahids who fought
against the Soviets” in the
1980s. Another, introduced
as Rahmatullah from near-
by Mir Bacha Kot, said the
Taleban’s victory was “the
result of those youths who

stood in queues to register for suicide attacks”.

Pakistan’s ‘critical role’ 
The United States, European nations and other

powers that were major donors to the former Afghan
government before the Taleban takeover have
warned they will not recognize the new administra-

tion - made up largely of hardliners and no women -
unless it becomes more inclusive. Afghanistan’s
neighbor Pakistan has urged the world to engage
with the Taleban, while stopping short of itself rec-
ognizing the new regime. 

US Deputy Secretary of State Wendy Sherman,
who will be in Islamabad next week, has pressed for an
inclusive government in Kabul, and said Washington
looks to “Pakistan to play a critical role in enabling that
outcome”. But while hundreds turned out for
Saturday’s rally, the Taleban have been loath to allow
similar gatherings by those opposed to their rule. Last
Thursday, the Taleban violently cracked down on a
small women’s rights demonstration in eastern Kabul,
firing shots into the air to disperse protesters. 

Gunmen then forced back the protesters as they
tried to continue with the demonstration. Isolated
anti-Taleban rallies - with women at the forefront -
were staged in cities around the country after the
group seized power, including in the western city of
Herat where two people were shot dead. But protests
have dwindled since the government issued an order
banning demonstrations that do not have prior
authorisation, warning of “severe legal action” for
violators. —AFP

KABUL: Taleban supporters attend an open air rally in a field in Kabul yesterday. —AFP

Fuming France 
in no hurry to 
mend Australia ties
PARIS: More than two weeks after the shock scrapping of a
submarine contract with Australia, France is in no hurry to
mend ties with Canberra as it weighs up whether to extract a
cost for its ally’s “betrayal”. France recalled its ambassador
to Canberra to protest the September 15 announcement by
Australia that it was scrapping the multibillion-dollar subma-
rine contract with France in favor of a new deal negotiated in
secret with the US and Britain. The envoy is still in Paris, with
no date set for his return, in a diplomatic snub intended to
underline French outrage over the new AUKUS security
pact between Canberra, Washington and London.

French leader Emmanuel Macron has also declined
requests for a call from Australian Prime Minister Scott
Morrison who wants to clear the air. By contrast, the French
ambassador to the United States, who was withdrawn at the
same time in protest by Paris, has already returned to
Washington and Macron spoke to US President Joe Biden on
September 22. “We need to have a conversation of substance”
with Australia, an aide to the French leader said last week on
condition of anonymity, adding that the conversation would
take place “at an appropriate time.” The exchange would be
organized only once ambassador Jean-Pierre Thebault
returns to Canberra “with a message from France that will set
out a framework for our exchanges with Prime Minister
Morrison.” Morrison, who was a guest of Macron’s in the
French capital in June, has acknowledged that he will need to
be “patient”, adding: “We understand their disappointment.”
Australian Trade Minister Dan Tehan is due in Paris next week,
but his French counterpart Frank Riester has declined to meet
him, a source close to the French minister said.

‘Stronger protest’ 
France’s anger stems not only from the loss of the sub-

marine deal - worth Aus$50 billion (31 billion euros, $36.5
billion) in 2016 - but also the shattering of an alliance that it
saw as a cornerstone of its Indo-Pacific security strategy.
So far, Paris has reacted differently to each of the three
English-speaking countries involved in AUKUS which will
see US-designed nuclear submarines replace diesel-pow-
ered French ones. Following their call, Macron and Biden
said they would meet in person later this month, while US

Secretary of State Antony Blinken arrives in Paris on
Monday to build bridges. France never withdrew its ambas-
sador from London, and British Prime Minister Boris
Johnson and Macron spoke last week. “It’s a stronger
protest (against Australia) because in some ways we can
allow ourselves to do it,” Bruno Tertrais from the
Foundation for Strategic Research, a Paris-based think-
tank, told AFP. “Australia is a friendly country, but we don’t
have as deep relations with her as with Britain and the
United States. In other words, it’s easier and less costly to
freeze official relations with Canberra than it would have
been with London or Washington.”

‘Australian punch’ 
Beyond diplomatic posturing, one area where France could

extract a cost is in talks over a new trade deal between the
European Union and Australia. The European Union is
Australia’s third-biggest trading partner and the two sides had
hoped to reach a deal before the end of the year.

“I don’t see how we can have confidence in our
Australian partner,” French Europe Minister Clement
Beaune said in the aftermath of the announcement of
AUKUS, raising the prospect of France scuttling any
advances. On Friday, a long-planned round of talks was
postponed by a month. “If there are any retaliatory meas-
ures, they will be limited,” said Tertrais who was skeptical
that France was alone in pushing for the trade talks to be
delayed. “I don’t think France is in a state of mind of wanting
to punish Australia.” He expects that joint military opera-
tions, a feature of the once blossoming relations, will
resume in due course, as well as contacts between the gov-
ernments, who share common security concerns about
China. In France, some commentators have reached for rug-
by metaphors to describe the impact of the loss of subma-
rine - and the recovery time needed by Paris. “We got an
Australian punch, an American late-tackle and a British eye-
gouging,” said Senator Philippe Folliot during a hearing in
the upper house this week. —AFP

SYDNEY: A file photo shows French President Emmanuel Macron (2nd left) and Australian Prime Minister Malcolm
Turnbull (center) standing on the deck of HMAS Waller, a Collins-class submarine operated by the Royal Australian
Navy. —AFP
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