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WASHINGTON:  Most Afghan allies seeking to flee with the US
withdrawal were unable to do so, an official acknowledged
Wednesday, as the United States began to wrestle with painful
choices in the chaotic final days of the war. President Joe Biden’s
administration says the victorious Taleban have promised to
keep letting Afghans leave-but many who worked for the United
States over its 20-year mission fear retribution.

“These have been incredibly emotional and trying days, and
indeed years,” said General Mark Milley, the top US military of-
ficer. “We are all conflicted with feelings of pain and anger, sor-
row and sadness, combined with pride and resilience,” he said.
A senior State Department official vowed to keep working to
help everyone leave. “Everybody who lived it is haunted by the
choices we had to make and by the people we were not able to
help depart,” he said on customary condition of anonymity. 

The last American soldier left Afghanistan just before a dead-
line set by President Joe Biden of August 31, closing more than
two decades of war that began with the US-led invasion in the
wake of the September 11, 2001 attacks and ended with the Tale-
ban back in power. The United States in the final days of the war
airlifted more than 123,000 people out of Kabul’s airport, in-
cluding US citizens and interpreters and others who supported
the US mission and are eligible for a special visa to immigrate.

Biden has hailed the airlift as unprecedented, but the
State Department official acknowledged that most Afghan
visa applicants and their families did not make it. “I would
say it’s the majority of them,” the official said. He declined
to give exact numbers. The White House said in early Au-

gust that some 20,000 Afghans were seeking to emigrate
through the visa program, meaning more than 100,000
people including families.

Children separated   
Despite multiple reports of the Taleban beating and harassing

Afghans trying to reach Hamid Karzai International Airport, which
was seized by US forces, the official said that they cooperated,
generally letting people through. But he said the crowd at the
gates became unruly, with the credentials issued by US forces
quickly proliferating. 

“It’s not a criticism of the people who were desperate to leave,”
the official said, adding that the crowds were “on the verge of slip-
ping to a mob at any given moment.” Security fears gave edge to
the chaotic effort. On August 26, a suicide bombing claimed by
the Islamic State extremist group killed more than 100 Afghans
and 13 US soldiers. One veteran State Department official who
was sent to the airport said, more than 30 children, including ba-
bies, were separated from their parents each day in the “horren-
dous” effort to reach the facility.

She recalled a boy of 13 or 14 years old who came with blood
on his clothes. “I asked him what happened, how he got separated
from his family, and he said that somebody was killed right in front
of him and his whole family dispersed,” she said. Norway initially
set up a center to reunite children with their parents and US
troops took turns playing with traumatized youngsters, she said.
Not all children were reunited, she said. Remaining youngsters
were flown to Doha where UNICEF has taken charge of them.

Among those reportedly left behind in Afghanistan is an in-
terpreter who helped then-senator Biden escape a snowstorm in
Afghanistan in 2008, according to The Wall Street Journal. Hun-
dreds of staff members of family members also remain from Radio
Azadi, the US-backed broadcaster in Dari and Pashto that con-
tinues to operate despite past attacks. Jamie Fly, president of
Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty which oversees the service,
said the United States had a “moral duty” to help Afghan jour-
nalists. “The US government needs to step up and work with
other governments to create safe passage for those who want to
leave,” he said. —AFP

Most Afghan allies left behind as 
US describes haunting choices

Many who worked for US fear retribution

South Africa ‘unable’ to 
take in Afghan refugees
JOHANNESBURG: South Africa said it has declined a request
to host Afghans who have fled into Pakistan to escape the Tale-
ban, as it is already accommodating “a substantial number” of
refugees from other countries. The government said it had been
approached “to consider receiving a number of Afghanistan
refugees who have sought refuge in Pakistan.”

“The request is that they be accommodated in South Africa
en route to their final destinations,” the foreign ministry said in
a statement late Wednesday. “The South African Government is
unfortunately not in a position to accommodate such a request.”
It said the country “is already home to a substantial number of
refugees and is seized with addressing their needs. “Most of
them already benefit from the Social Assistance and free medical
health programs offered by our country.”

The most industrialized nation on the continent, South Africa
is a major destination for economic migrants from neighboring
countries and beyond. The country also boasts one of the
world’s most progressive refugee policies, which helped attract
more than a million asylum-seekers between 2007 and 2015.
But the processing of their paperwork was backlogged even be-
fore the pandemic and most find themselves stuck in limbo after
applications are rejected, according to rights groups. The Tale-
ban celebrated Tuesday after the last US troops left the country,
ending 20 years of war. —Agencies

Afghan women hold 
rare protest; Taleban 
try to form new govt
KABUL: The Taleban said yesterday they were close to forming
a new government, as dozens of women held a rare protest for
the right to work under a new regime that faces enormous eco-
nomic hurdles and deep public mistrust. The Islamist militants,
who have pledged a softer brand of rule than during their brutal
reign of 1996-2001, must now transform from insurgent group
to governing power.  The announcement of a cabinet, which two
Taleban sources told AFP may take place on Friday following af-
ternoon prayers, would come just days after the chaotic pullout
of US forces from Afghanistan, ending America’s longest war
with an astounding military victory for the Islamist group.

In one of the most symbolic moments since the takeover of
Kabul on August 15, the militants paraded Wednesday some of
the military hardware they had captured during their offensive,
even flying a Black Hawk helicopter over Kandahar, their move-
ment’s spiritual heartland. Now, all eyes are on whether the Tale-
ban can deliver a cabinet capable of managing a war-wracked
economy and honor the movement’s pledges of a more “inclu-
sive” government.

‘We are not afraid’ 
Speculation is rife about the make-up of a new government,

although a senior official said Wednesday that women were un-
likely to be included. Senior leader Sher Mohammad Abbas

Stanikzai-a hardliner in the first Taleban administration-told BBC
Pashto in an interview that while women could continue working,
there “may not” be a place for them in the cabinet of any future
government or any other top post. In the western city of Herat,
some 50 women took to the streets in a rare, defiant protest for
the right to work and over the lack of women’s participation in
the new government.

“It is our right to have education, work and security,” the
protesters chanted in unison, said an AFP journalist who wit-
nessed the protest.  “We are not afraid, we are united,” they
added. Herat is a relatively cosmopolitan city on the ancient
silk road near the Iranian border. It is one of the more pros-
perous in Afghanistan and girls have already returned to
school there. One of the organizers of the protest, Basira
Taheri, told AFP she wanted the Taleban to include women in
the new cabinet.

“We want the Taleban to hold consultations with us,” Taheri
said. “We don’t see any women in their gatherings and meet-
ings.”  Among the 122,000 people who fled Afghanistan in a
frenzied US-led airlift that ended on Monday was the first female
Afghan journalist to interview a Taleban official live on television.
Speaking to AFP in Qatar, the former anchor for the Tolo News
media group said women in Afghanistan were “in a very bad sit-
uation”. “I want to say to the international community-please do
anything (you can) for Afghan women,” Beheshta Arghand said.

Women’s rights were not the only major concern in the lead-
up to the Taleban’s announcement of a new government. In Kabul,
residents voiced worry over the country’s long-running economic
difficulties, now seriously compounded by the militant move-
ment’s takeover. “With the arrival of the Taleban, it’s right to say
that there is security, but business has gone down below zero,”
Karim Jan, an electronic goods shop owner said. —AFP

KABUL:  Taleban fighters wave as they patrol in a convoy along a street in Kabul
yesterday. —AFP


