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KABUL:  Anti-Taleban fighters in Afghanistan’s
Panjshir Valley said they were battling to repulse
“heavy” assaults, as the Islamists seek to capture the
last holdout province defying their rule. Efforts to
strike a peace deal between the two sides have failed,
and the Taleban are keen to cap their lightning mili-
tary offensive which saw them seize control of the
rest of Afghanistan last month.

“The Taleban have a significant advantage,” said
Nishank Motwani, an Afghan analyst based in
Australia, saying the Islamists were emboldened by
their recent victories. “They are very well armed, and
they have the psychological factor in their favor in
that they precipitated the fall of the government so
quickly.” The Taleban seized an enormous arsenal of
weapons and military kit that the now departed US
provided to the defeated Afghan army, as well as the
support of prisoners they freed from jails. “The
Taleban also have shock troops, including the use of
suicide tactics,” Motwani added.

Fighters from the National Resistance Front
(NRF), made up of anti-Taleban militia fighters and
former Afghan security forces, are understood to
have significant weapon stockpiles too in the valley,
which lies around 80 kilometers north of Kabul. On
Wednesday, senior Taleban official Amir Khan
Muttaqi issued an audio message to say their forces
had surrounded the valley, calling on the people of
the Panjshir to tell fighters to lay down their arms.
“Those who want to fight, tell them it is enough,”
Muttaqi said.

Renewed attacks 
But many Afghans are terrified of a repeat of the

Taleban’s harsh rule from 1996 to 2001. The new
rulers have pledged this time they will be more

accommodating, but many in Panjshir are deeply
sceptical. Hours after their warning, Taleban forces
launched renewed attacks including from the south of
Panjshir from Kapisa, as well as from the Khawak
pass to the west of the valley. Both sides have
claimed to have inflicted heavy losses on their rivals.
Communications are difficult in the valley, however,
and AFP was unable to verify the reports on the
ground. On Friday, Ali Maisam Nazary, a spokesman
for the NRF who is understood to be outside the val-

ley but in close contact with key leader Ahmad
Massoud, said there had been more attacks by
Taleban forces overnight.

“There is heavy fighting in Panjshir,” Nazary said.
“He (Massoud) is busy defending the valley.”
Massoud is the son of the late guerrilla commander
Ahmad Shah Massoud, dubbed the “Lion of Panjshir”
for holding out first against Soviet and then Taleban
forces when they were power before. He is under-
stood to want autonomy for the region. Massoud
said in a statement Wednesday that the Taleban had
offered them “one or two seats” in their new admin-
istration, but he had rejected the deal. “The Taleban

have chosen the path of war,” Massoud said.

Fighting bravado 
Panjshir fighters-and their media-savvy leaders-

are full of fighting bravado. “We are ready to defeat
them, if they dare to invade,” one Panjshir fighter
said. But despite their confidence, the odds seem
increasingly stacked against them. Geography at
least is on the side of the Panjshir’s fighters, said
Motwani, and while the Taleban claim to have
blocked roads into the valley, that is “very different”
from controlling all sides. The 115-kilometre-long
valley surrounded by jagged snow-capped peaks
offers a natural military advantage, since defending
units can use high positions to ambush attacking
forces below.

But the conflict appears to be escalating, Martine
van Bijlert, of the Afghanistan Analysts Network,
warned. “Taleban forces have been massing around
the entrance to the valley but have been hit in
ambushes and have sustained casualties,” Van Bijlert
wrote in a recent analysis. “Whereas both sides
mainly seemed to be trying to hurt each other in
order to strengthen their hand in negotiations, with-
out starting an all-out battle, according to the latest
reports, the Taleban are now summoning forces from
other provinces.” The Panjshir - mainly inhabited by
ethnic Tajik people-has immense symbolic value in
Afghanistan as the area that has resisted occupation
by invaders in the past. For Afghans opposed to the
Taleban, the holdout province stands as a symbol to
show the hardline Islamists are not the welcome
rulers of all Afghanistan, Motwani said. “It gives hope
to those Afghans who have lost almost everything in
a blink of an eye,” he said. “It is somewhere where
people can go outside Taleban rule.” —AFP 

Efforts to strike 
peace deal fail

PANJSHIR: Afghan resistance movement and anti-Taleban uprising forces take part in a military training at Malimah area of Dara district in Panjshir province as the valley remains the last major holdout of anti-
Taleban forces. — AFP 

Deadly floods
expose the dangers
of NY basements
NEW YORK: The deaths of almost a dozen
New Yorkers who could not escape their homes
during flash flooding has exposed the perils of
living in the city’s often-dangerous basements.
With rents in the Big Apple among the most
expensive in the world, below-ground units
offer an affordable option for many low-income
residents. But the cramped, sometimes window-
less apartments can come with risks as
Wednesday night’s record rainfall painfully
highlighted.

Of the 13 people killed in New York City, 11
were found dead in basements, police said, as
rapidly rising water levels left them with no way
out. The deaths highlight how the effects of cli-
mate change are disproportionately impacting
the poor. “Among the people MOST at risk
during flash floods here are those living in off-
the-books basement dwellings that don’t meet
the safety codes necessary to save lives,” law-
maker Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez tweeted.

“These are working class, immigrant, and
low-income people & families,” she added.
Although it is not yet known whether those who
died lived in illegal basements, the tragedy has
renewed attention about the issue. The New
York Times reported that an 86-year-old
woman found dead at home in Queens lived in a
building where there had been complaints
about illegal basements. Another victim was a
66-year-old man, originally from Ecuador, who
died in a windowless bedroom in Brooklyn, the
newspaper said.

A 2008 study by the Pratt Center for
Community Development found that 114,000
New Yorkers lived in illegal basement apart-
ments but researchers say the number is now
likely to be much higher. “The problem is that
because these spaces are illegal, because there
are big fines associated with them, because the
tenants need the space, the homeowners need
the income, no one wants to talk about it,” said
Rebekah Morris, who leads basement legaliza-
tion work at Pratt, told AFP.

“So it’s very, very difficult to assess what the
actual numbers are but we know anecdotally
that it’s very high,” she added. The problem is
becoming more acute as New York’s popula-
tion grows but adequate housing fails to keep
up. Over the past decade, the city added
629,000 people, bringing its population to
more than 8.8 million, according to US census
data released last month. All but one death in
this week’s storm occurred in the borough of
Queens, which has a high immigrant population,
including many undocumented workers from
Central and South America.

Morris said basement units are “a key piece
of the housing ecosystem” among immigrant
communities, essential workers and older resi-
dents, who cannot afford to stay elsewhere.
“There’s such a big crisis here. We don’t have
enough housing. And so people rent where they
can’t get a roof over their head, which puts
them in danger,” said Morris. Experts want
action taken against unscrupulous landlords
who take advantage of low supply and cut cor-
ners to maximize profits. — AFP 

Climate crisis 
triggers spike in 
lightning strike
deaths in India
JAIPUR: Faizuddin is still traumatized from the
lightning strike that killed his three friends as they
took selfies atop a 400-year-old fort in India,
where climate change is making lethal strikes
more common.

Scores of people have met similarly gruesome
ends this year in the western desert state of
Rajasthan, where deaths caused by thunderstorms
used to be uncommon. “I was hit by three thunder-
bolts, one after the other,” said Faizuddin, his voice
quivering as he lay wrapped in a blanket at his mod-
est home in Jaipur. He and his trio of childhood
friends had climbed hundreds of steps to a watch-
tower on top of Amer Fort during a July storm that
also claimed eight other lives.

“The sound was deafening, it felt like a huge
bomb blast. My trousers and shoes caught fire, my
limbs became stiff and I couldn’t move,” the 21-
year-old told AFP, a deep gash still on his head.
Around 2,500 people die in lightning strikes around
India each year, according to government figures,
compared to just 45 in the United States. Cattle and
other animals are often killed or maimed during
severe thunderstorms, with one burst of lightning in
northeastern Assam state wiping out a herd of 18
elephants in May.

Thunderbolts contain as much as a billion volts
of electricity and can cause immense damage to
buildings when they hit. Earlier this year at anoth-
er fort in Chittorgarh, a few hours south of where
Faizuddin’s friends died, a bolt struck a tower and

sent a huge chunk of stone plummeting to the
ground. The site was fitted with a rod to draw
lightning away from the centuries-old structure
“but it proved to be ineffective,” said Ratan
Jitarwal, a conservator supervising the fort’s
painstaking repair work.

‘A sudden surge’ 
Lightning is also becoming more frequent, with

nearly 19 million recorded strikes in the 12 months
to March-up by a third from the previous year.
Global warming is driving the increase, says Sanjay
Srivastava of the Lightning Resilient India
Campaign, one of the few organizations collecting
data on thunderstorms. “Because of climate change
and localized heating of the Earth’s surface, and

more moisture, there is a sudden surge of huge
lightning,” he told AFP. The problem is worldwide,
with research this year forecasting a possible dou-
bling of the average number of lightning strikes
inside the Arctic Circle over this century.

This could spark widespread tundra fires and
trigger massive amounts of carbon stored within the
permafrost escaping into the atmosphere, exacer-
bating global warming. Evidence suggests lightning
strikes are also becoming more common in urban
areas-a particular concern in India, where the city
population is forecast to rise dramatically in the
coming years. Srivastava said the results could be
catastrophic if, for example, a strike hit a hospital
and shorted out equipment used to keep patients on
life support in intensive care. — AFP 

JAIPUR: Photo shows members of the State Disaster Response Force conducting a search operation near the watch-
towers of Amer Fort on the outskirts of Jaipur, after 11 people were killed in lightning strikes at the fort. — AFP 

Taleban battle for final holdout province 
Anti-Taleban fighters, Islamists face off in Panjshir Valley 


