
KUNDUZ: Mourners from Afghanistan’s minority
Shiite community buried their dead yesterday after a
suicide attack on a mosque killed more than 60 peo-
ple, marking the bloodiest assault since US forces left
the country in August. A gravedigger in the Shiite
cemetery overlooking the northern city of Kunduz
told AFP they had handled 62 bodies, and local
reports suggested the final toll could be up to 100.

Scores more victims were also wounded in
Friday’s blast, which was claimed by the Islamic State
group and appeared designed to further destabilise
Afghanistan in the wake of the Taleban takeover. The
regional branch of the sectarian IS, known as Islamic
State-Khorasan (IS-K), has repeatedly targeted
Shiites in Afghanistan. It is a Sunni Islamist group like
the Taleban, but the two are bitter rivals. IS-K said
the attack was carried out by a Uyghur Muslim sui-
cide bomber who had “detonated an explosive vest
amid a crowd” of Shiite worshippers. 

The attack happened during Friday prayers - the
most important of the week for Muslims - and resi-
dents of the city told AFP that hundreds of worship-
pers were inside. In a heart-wrenching scene, rela-
tives gathered around the newly-dug graves in
Kunduz wailed inconsolably over their loved ones.
“We are really hurt by what happened,” Zemarai
Mubarak Zada, 42, told AFP as he mourned his 17-
year-old nephew, who he said had wanted to follow
in his footsteps and become a doctor. “He wanted to
get married. He wanted to go to university,” he said. 

‘Terrifying’ 
Images from the scene of the attack Friday

showed debris strewn inside the mosque, its windows

blown out by the explosion. Some men were seen
carrying a body draped in a bloody sheet to an
ambulance. “It was a very terrifying incident,” said a
teacher in Kunduz, who lives near the mosque. “Many
of our neighbors have been killed and wounded. A
16-year-old neighbor was killed. They couldn’t find
half of his body.” Aminullah, an eyewitness whose
brother was at the mosque, said: “After I heard the
explosion, I called my brother but he did not pick
up.”  “I walked towards the mosque and found my

brother wounded and faint. We immediately took him
to the MSF hospital.”

‘Horrific attack’ 
The Taleban’s efforts to consolidate power have

been undermined by a series of deadly IS-K
attacks. The Taleban security chief in the northern
city accused the mosque attackers of trying to
foment trouble between Shiites and Sunnis. “We
assure our Shiite brothers that in the future, we
will provide security for them and that such prob-

lems will not happen to them,” Mulawi Dost
Muhammad said.

The attack was met with broad international
condemnation, with UN chief Antonio Guterres
calling for the perpetrators to be brought to justice.
Guterres “condemns in the strongest terms today’s

horrific attack”, the third against a religious institu-
tion in Afghanistan in a week, his spokesman said.
Viewed as heretics by Sunni extremists such as IS,
Shiite Muslims have suffered some of Afghanistan’s
most violent assaults, with rallies bombed, hospitals
targeted and commuters ambushed. — AFP 
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Afghan Shiites bury their 
dead; death toll passes 60

KUNDUZ: Relatives lower into a grave the body of a victim of suicide bomb attack on worshippers at a Shiite
mosque, in which over 60 people died, during the funeral at a graveyard in Kunduz yesterday. — AFP 

News in brief

Two killed in Zionist strike 

BEIRUT: A Zionist missile strike on an air-
base in central Syria has killed two Damascus-
allied foreign fighters and wounded several
Syrian service personnel, a Britain-based war
monitor said yesterday. The Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights said the two
foreigners were killed in the raid on the T4
airbase late Friday, but their nationality was
not immediately clear. The official Syrian news
agency SANA earlier said that, ìat around
9:00 pm, the enemy... fired a volley of missiles
towards the T4 military airportî. ìThe aggres-
sion wounded six soldiers and led to some
material damage,î it added. The Observatory
said the attack targeted a drone depot at the
base. Contacted by AFP, a Zionist army
spokesperson said the military did not com-
ment on foreign media reports. — AFP 

Gas explosions kill 6 Chinese 

HARARE: Six Chinese nationals and two
Zimbabweans have been killed in gas explo-
sions at a nickel mine in northern Zimbabwe, a
lawmaker said on Friday. The incident involved
oxygen gas tanks that exploded at the mine in
THE Mazowe area, around 40 kilometers
northeast of the capital Harare. “We confirm
that six foreigners died,” said police
spokesman Paul Nyathi told AFP, adding inves-
tigations were underway. But a local MP said
the death toll was eight, including two
Zimbabweans, in two accidents that occurred
on Thursday and Friday. “There were two
explosions on two different days,” local law-
maker Fortune Chasi told AFP on the phone
after returning from the scene. — AFP 

Over 100 dead or missing 

KINSHASA: Over 100 people are dead or
missing after nine interlocked canoes sank this
week in the Democratic Republic of Congo, offi-
cials said yesterday. It was the latest in a series
of maritime accidents in the sprawling country
where people often travel on overloaded and
unsafe vessels on the Congo, one of Africa’s
biggest rivers. Sixty-one bodies had been
recovered from the sinking during the night of
Monday to Tuesday, and another 60 are
believed to be missing, Nestor Magbado, a
spokesman for the governor of the northwestern
province of Mongala said. He said there were 39
survivors. With no manifest of the passengers on
board, the number missing is an estimate based
on the capacity of the boat, he said. — AFP 

US college admissions scandal

BOSTON: Two parents who were the first to
stand trial in America’s massive college admis-
sions scandal were found guilty on Friday of pay-
ing bribes to get their children into prestigious
universities. Jurors in Boston, Massachusetts con-
victed financier John Wilson, 62, and former
casino executive Gamal Abdelaziz, 64, of bribery
and fraud charges following a four-week trial.
There are among some 50 people indicted over
the elaborate scam which shone a spotlight on
how America’s rich use their wealth to manipu-
late the admissions process at elite colleges.
Actresses Lori Loughlin and Felicity Huffman
were the most high-profile personalities
ensnared in the sweeping federal case known as
“Operation Varsity Blues.” “— AFP 

Banisadr: Iran
president who 
fled to exile
PARIS: Abolhassan Banisadr was Iran’s first presi-
dent following the 1979 Islamic Revolution but fell
out with its leader Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini
during a turbulent year or so in power and became
a dissident in France. A student activist and impris-
oned under the shah, Banisadr was a Paris-based
dissident as he continued his studies, before a
tumultuous second exit from Iran saw him return to
exile after his impeachment by the Islamic republic
whose rulers he vehemently criticized. 

Born on March 22, 1933 into a clerical family, he
was from his teenage years a supporter of prime
minister Mohammad Mossadegh, who worked to
end foreign interference and nationalize the oil
industry, but was ousted in a Western-backed coup.
Banisadr became a staunch opponent of the shah,
the country’s new ruler, and in 1963 fled Iran and
settled in Paris, becoming part of Khomeini’s inner
circle when the ayatollah moved to France. He was
on board the plane that brought Khomeini back to
Iran on February 1, 1979 after the shah had fled.

Banisadr won a landslide victory in the January
1980 elections, to become the first president in the
country’s history, enjoying popular support and
crucially that of Khomeini who as supreme leader
was the final arbiter in all decision-making.

At odds with hardliners 
An intellectual and not a cleric, Banisadr was

seen as a relative moderate among Iran’s first post-
revolution leaders. But circumstances rapidly spun
out of his control. The seizure of the US embassy in
Tehran by students in November 1979 sparked a
444-day hostage crisis, a rupture of relations with
the United States and a growing radicalisation of
the regime that sat uncomfortably with Banisadr’s
milder inclinations.

With his relations with Khomeini deteriorating,
he found his political standing undermined by the
approval by parliament in August 1980 of the popu-
lar hardliner Mohammad Ali Rajai as prime minister.
Rajai, who unlike Banisadr came from a humble
background, was a populist and also one of the
political heroes of the controversial 2005-2013
president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad.

Meanwhile, the outbreak of war with Iraq in
September 1980 plunged Banisadr, much more
comfortable giving speeches mixing an idiosyncrat-
ic combination of philosophy, religion and socialism,
into the role of commander-in-chief to which he

was singularly ill-suited. Already at odds with hard-
liners and failing to convince with his often long-
winded speeches, a series of setbacks on the battle-
field put him under further pressure, with his critics
accusing him of mismanaging the war. In June 1981,
Khomeini dismissed Banisadr as commander in chief
of the armed forces and parliament and then moved
to impeach him. — AFP 

AUVERS-SUR-OISE: This file photo shows former
president of Iran Abolhassan Banisadr, in Auvers-
sur-Oise, in the outskirts of the French capital Paris.
Iran’s state media reported yesterday that Banisadr
has died. — AFP 

BAGHDAD: Iraqis elect a new parlia-
ment today two years after a wave of
anti-government protests swept the
war-scarred country, but analysts say
the vote is unlikely to deliver major
change. Prime Minister Mustafa Al-
Kadhemi’s political future hangs in the
balance, with few observers willing to
predict who will come out on top after
the lengthy backroom haggling that
usually follows Iraqi elections. A new
single-member constituency system
for electing Iraq’s 329 lawmakers is
supposed to boost independents ver-
sus the traditional blocs largely cen-
tered on religious, ethnic and clan
affiliations.

The election is being held a year
early in a rare concession to the youth-
led protest movement that broke out in
2019 against a political class widely
blamed for graft, unemployment and
crumbling public services. Hundreds
died during the protests, and dozens
more anti-government activists have
been killed, kidnapped or intimidated
in recent months, with accusations
pro-Iran armed groups have been
behind the violence.

Many activists have urged a boy-
cott of the polls, and record low

turnout is predicted among Iraq’s 25
million eligible voters, while experts
predict the main parties are likely to
maintain their grip on power. The vote
is “unlikely to serve as an agent of
change”, said Ramzy Mardini of the
University of Chicago’s Pearson
Institute. “The election is meant to be a
signal of reform, but ironically those
advocating for reform are choosing to
not participate... as a protest against
the status quo.”

Security fears 
Security forces, displaced people

and prisoners cast the first ballots in
the election on Friday, two days before
the rest of the country. In Baghdad,
there was a heavy security force pres-
ence outside polling stations. Iraq is
mired in corruption and economic cri-
sis, and nearly a third of its people live
in poverty despite the country’s oil
wealth. The risk of violence is rising
amid a proliferation of armed factions
and a jihadist resurgence, even as the
country tries to emerge from almost
two decades of conflict.

A dozen Western governments
including the US and the UK on
Wednesday called on “all parties to

respect the rule of law and the integri-
ty of the electoral process”. The United
Nations and the European Union have
deployed vote monitors and observers.
Iraq’s political scene remains deeply
polarized over sensitive issues includ-
ing the presence of US troops and the
influence of neighboring Iran. 

But even in the fragmented parlia-
ment, where alliances are stitched up
and then undone, political blocs will

have to overcome their differences
when it’s time to name a prime minis-
ter-a position usually reserved for a
Shiite Muslim. Shiites account for
around 60 percent of Iraq’s 40 million
people, while Sunnis make up 32-37
percent. The pick for PM will “depend
on the level of representation of the
different blocs, particularly in the Shiite
camp,” said Iraqi political scientist Ali
al-Baidar. — AFP 

BAGHDAD: Cars drive in front of electoral billboards of candidates for the
upcoming parliamentary elections, in the Iraqi capital Baghdad’s Sadr City
neighborhood. — AFP 

Iraqis head to early vote 
with little hope for change

Afghans flock to 
Iranian border, 
but few can cross
ZARANJ: The number of Afghans attempting to
cross the border to Iran has soared since the
Taleban swept to power almost two months ago,
but few make it across, an official said. Before the
Taleban came to power on August 15, around 1,000
to 2,000 people crossed to Iran through the Zaranj
border station in the southwestern province of
Nimroz every month.

But the border commander for Nimroz province,
Mohammad Hashem Hanzaleh, told AFP this week
that the number of people attempting to cross has
since soared to between 3,000 and 4,000 every
day. The hike comes as devastating economic and
humanitarian crises lash Afghanistan, with the UN
warning that a third of the population faces the
threat of famine.

But Hanzaleh said that very few had the papers
required to cross. Traders and people holding resi-
dence visas, as well as those with visas to seek
medical treatment, “are not prevented by Iranian
forces,” he said, adding that about 500-600 people
were allowed across each day. For those without
their papers attempting to cross, the experience can
be harrowing. Hayatullah, wearing a towel-like tur-

ban and a grey beard, showed off his injured hand,
with dark blood seeping through the bandage.
“Iranian soldiers took our money. They hit our
hands, they tore our hands,” he said.

Mohammad Nasim said he had been thwarted
three times after trying to scale over the border
wall. Two nights earlier, he said Iranian border
guards had opened fire and killed two people trying
to get across, including one of his friends. That did
not stop him from returning the next night, only to
find himself “captured” and “beaten”, as the guards
asked why he was trying to cross without docu-
ments. He said he had answered: “If you saw the
poverty, hunger and misery of our nation, then you
would go to the other side of the border too.” “We
don’t have any other solution.” — AFP 


