
TAEZ: Dozens of children kneel in an outdoor,
makeshift classroom at the start of the school year in
Yemen, where coronavirus and a brutal war have left
them facing a bleak future. The youngsters in the
impoverished Arab country’s third city of Taez make
do and learn as best they can, seven years into a con-
flict that has killed tens of thousands and forced mil-
lions to flee their homes. “We study one day on the
bare floor, another day on the rooftop and some days
in the street,” seventh-grader Laith Kamel told AFP.

“For four years, we have been wanting to go to a
real school.” Across the country children either have
no classes at all or lack basics such as desks, chairs or
bathrooms. Many schools have been destroyed in the
conflict between the government and the Houthi
rebels, while others have been turned into refugee
camps or military facilities. About two million children
were without school even before COVID-19 hit,
according to the United Nations, which has warned
the number will likely rise.

Dropouts 
For those enrolled in the Al-Thulaya school in Taez,

where annual tuition is approximately $1 per pupil,
classes are held in an unfinished building. School offi-
cials say the beleaguered government, locked in con-
flict with the rebels, cannot provide proper facilities.
So the meagre tuition fees go almost entirely on rent
for the bare, grey building, which has no glass in its
windows or functioning sewage system. Teachers at
the school know conditions are completely unfit for
children, noting also that there are many dropouts and
runaways.

“There are dropouts because there are no basic
services like chairs and bathrooms,” says Abdulghani
Mahyoub, the principal of Al-Thulaya, which has
about 900 students. “We live in the open. Most stu-
dents are studying outside in the yard.” What’s more,
“children get sick all the time” in the overcrowded
classrooms, teacher Asia Ahmed says. A city of
600,000 people under government control but
besieged by the Houthi rebels since 2015, Taez is one
of Yemen’s most troubled cities, and has been repeat-
edly bombed by the insurgents. The coronavirus pan-
demic has only made life harder for children and
teachers alike.

A third wave of infections has struck Yemen’s 30
million people just as the school year begins, govern-
ment officials said in August. Masks and social distanc-
ing to curb the spread of COVID-19 are luxuries most
cannot afford in Yemen, where the war has driven mil-
lions of displaced to the brink of famine. Yemen has so
far reported nearly 8,000 coronavirus cases, including
more than 1,470 deaths, but the UN says testing is
scant and real numbers are likely much higher.

Teachers go unpaid
The UN children’s agency said the COVID out-

break had forced an early end to both the 2019/20 and
2020/21 academic years. It disrupted the “education of
nearly 5.8 million primary and secondary school chil-
dren, including 2.5 million girls,” UNICEF has estimat-
ed. The overall total could rise as high as six million,
the agency warned in a July report. Yemen is enduring
what the UN says is the world’s worst humanitarian
crisis. The conflict has killed tens of thousands of peo-

ple, mostly civilians, according to aid groups. About
3.3 million people have been displaced and more than
80 percent of the population needs assistance, the UN
has said. “To make matters worse, two-thirds of teach-
ers in Yemen-over 170,000 teachers in total-have not
received a regular salary for more than four years,”
according to UNICEF. “This puts around four million
additional children at risk of disrupted education or
dropping out as unpaid teachers quit teaching to find
other ways of providing for their families.”— AFP 
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News in brief
Russia bans 6 VPN providers

MOSCOW: Russia’s media watchdog
Roskomnadzor on Friday effectively banned the use
of several major VPN networks, including the
widely used Nord VPN and Express VPN. The
move comes as authorities ramp up control of the
Russian segment of the internet, blocking access to
dozens of opposition-linked websites ahead of a
parliamentary election this month. The watchdog
said in a statement that the services violated
Russian law by allowing access to illegal online
content. Four other VPN providers were also
banned. Roskomnadzor said allowing access to
blocked content “created conditions for illegal
activities, including those related to the distribution
of drugs, child pornography, extremism and suicidal
tendencies”. — AFP 

Gaza tunnel collapse kills 3

GAZA: The bodies of three Palestinians were dis-
covered on Friday after an underground tunnel
from the southern Gaza Strip to Egypt collapsed,
authorities in the Islamist Hamas-controlled
enclave said. “Civil defense teams found three
bodies under the ground near the border, south of
Rafah” city after part of the tunnel collapsed on
Thursday, interior ministry spokesman Iyad Al-
Bozom said in a statement. The deaths occurred
after gas was sent into the tunnel from the
Egyptian side, triggering the collapse that killed
“three workers”, a source close to Hamas said on
condition of anonymity. Israel says a tunnel net-
work was dug under the border with Egypt to
allow the Iran-backed Hamas and its Islamic Jihad
allies to smuggle in arms. — AFP 

Former Iran army chief dies 

TEHRAN: Former Iranian armed forces chief
Hassan Firouzabadi, who once accused Western
nations of spying on the country using lizards, has
died of coronavirus aged 70, local media reported
on Friday. Revolutionary Guards chief Hossein
Salami praised Firouzabadi’s “continuous efforts” to
defend “the sacred system of the Islamic Republic
of Iran”, in a statement published on the Guards’
Sepahnews website. A trained doctor, Firouzabadi
joined the Basij Islamic volunteer militia during the
Iran-Iraq war of 1980-88. Serving in administrative
roles, he swiftly rose up its ranks before being
named head of the armed forces in September 1989
by Iran’s supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei,
remaining in the post until 2016. — AFP 

4 Indonesian soldiers killed 

JAKARTA: At least four Indonesian soldiers were
killed and two others wounded in an ambush by
guerillas in the breakaway region of Papua, author-
ities said Friday. More than 30 rebels ambushed a
military outpost in Maybrat, attacking the soldiers
with machetes before escaping into the jungle. “It
was still dark when the attack happened and the
perpetrators escaped right away,” West Papua mili-
tary chief I Nyoman Cantiasa said in a video state-
ment made available to AFP on Friday. Security
forces arrested two members of the rebel group
responsible for the ambush after hours of searching
the jungle, the army said. The military has ordered a
manhunt and vowed to “destroy” the rebels in
response to Thursday’s killings. The bodies of the
dead soldiers have been flown home for burial,
according to the Papua army, while the two wound-
ed security forces are currently being treated at a
hospital.— AFP 

TAEZ: Yemeni students attend class in their destroyed school compound on the first day of the new academic
year in the country’s third-city of Taez. — AFP

PHILADELPHIA: US President Joe Biden steps off Air Force One upon arrival at Philadelphia International Airport
in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. — AFP 

Biden orders 
release of secret 
9/11 documents
WASHINGTON: US President Joe Biden on Friday
ordered declassification over the next six months of still
secret documents from the government investigation
into the 9/11 terrorist attacks. Biden is responding to
pressure from families of some of the approximately
3,000 people killed by Al-Qaeda on September 11,
2001.

They have long argued that the classified documents
might contain evidence that the government of Saudi
Arabia, a close US ally, had links to the hijackers who
flew into the World Trade Center and Pentagon. “Today,
I signed an executive order directing the Department of
Justice and other relevant agencies to oversee a declas-
sification review of documents related to the Federal
Bureau of Investigation’s September 11th investiga-
tions,” Biden said in a statement.

Declassification must take place “over the next six
months.” “We must never forget the enduring pain of
the families and loved ones of the 2,977 innocent people
who were killed during the worst terrorist attack on

America in our history,” Biden said. The move comes
ahead of the 20th anniversary of the attack, which
spurred then-president George W Bush soon after to
order the invasion of Afghanistan, where the Taleban
sheltered Al-Qaeda’s leadership.

Biden pulled the last US troops out of Afghanistan
this week, completing a dramatic evacuation from
Kabul’s airport after the Taleban defeated the US-
backed government and surged back to power. The
push for more information is being driven by victims’
families suing Saudi Arabia for alleged complicity in the
horrific attack. The families have long expressed frustra-
tion at the number of documents that remain off limits.
The official 9/11 Commission, which was set up by
Congress, said there was “no evidence that the Saudi
government as an institution or senior Saudi officials
individually funded” Al-Qaeda.

That phrasing has been interpreted by some as sug-
gesting that unofficial or lower ranking Saudi figures
might have played a role. Some of the investigation may
still be deemed too sensitive to release. In an executive
order triggering the declassification process, Biden not-
ed the “events in question occurred two decades ago or
longer, and they concern a tragic moment that continues
to resonate in American history.” “It is therefore critical
to ensure that the United States Government maximizes
transparency... except when the strongest possible rea-
sons counsel otherwise.”— AFP 

COVID surges 
in US as rest of 
world stabilizes
PARIS: North America suffered a new surge in coron-
avirus infections this week and US deaths increased by a
fifth, while the pandemic stabilized in the rest of the
world. Here is the global state of play based on an AFP
database.

Stabilisation
The number of new daily cases around the world

decreased slightly by three percent this week to 639,315,
according to an AFP tally to Thursday. The pandemic
appears to be stabilizing after gaining ground since mid-
year fanned by the highly contagious Delta variant which
has become predominant in most countries. However, the
confirmed cases only reflect a fraction of the actual num-
ber of infections, with varying counting practices and
levels of testing in different countries.

North America up, Africa down 
The pandemic continues to worsen in the United

States/Canada region, where the number of cases
increased by eight percent.  Oceania saw a 23 percent
increase in infections. But cases fell 26 percent in Africa
and 17 percent in Latin America. There were also slight
decreases in Europe of three percent, and in Asia and
the Middle East of two percent each.

Biggest spike
Gaza was the territory where the epidemic picked up

most speed, with 75 percent more cases on a daily basis.
Norway followed with 69 percent more, Romania 64
percent, Syria and Ukraine (60 percent more each).

Biggest drops
At the other end of the spectrum, Indonesia and

Bangladesh saw the biggest drop with 42 percent fewer
new daily cases each. Ireland was down 36 percent and
Cuba 30 percent.

US bears the brunt
The United States continued to record the most new

infections by far, with 166,367 a day, an increase of sev-
en percent. India followed with 42,772, an increase of 27
percent and the United Kingdom 33,456, a decrease of
one percent. On a per capita basis the country that
recorded the most new cases this week was Israel with
731 per 100,000 inhabitants, followed by Kosovo (642)
and Georgia (620).—AFP

Afghan TV network 
stays on-air despite 
fear of Taleban
KABUL: As Taleban fighters entered Kabul on the
evening of August 15, executives at Afghanistan’s biggest
independent TV network had a tough decision to make:
stay on-air or go dark. Tolo kept broadcasting, but like
the rest of the country’s TV and radio stations, it now
faces a tough and uncertain future under the Taleban,
whose return has sent fear coursing through the media.
The Islamist militant group killed and threatened journal-
ists throughout its 20-year insurgency. During their
1996-2001 regime, TV and most entertainment were
banned, and there was no media to speak of.

The Taleban takeover “put us in a very, very difficult
situation... to continue our work or not,” Lotfullah
Najafizada, the director of Tolo News, told AFP in a
phone interview. “As a 24/7 news operation, we didn’t
even have one hour to take a break and rethink.” Tolo
stayed on because it had a duty to cover the news, he
said, and also because it would have been an “almost
impossible” task to negotiate a resumption with the
Taleban had the network shut down.

The Taleban leadership has asked Afghan media to
operate as usual. One official even sat down for an inter-
view with a woman host on Tolo News, keen to convince

people that the Taleban will be softer this time around.
But many Afghans, including in the media, are not con-
vinced. “We’re scared, I’ll be honest with you, we are
nervous,” Saad Mohseni, CEO of Tolo’s parent company
Moby Group, told the Committee to Protect Journalists
(CPJ) from Dubai. “Everyone is having sleepless nights,
but what the viewer is experiencing is not that different.”

‘My family will be threatened’
The Taleban victory has plunged Afghanistan’s inde-

pendent media into crisis. Around 100 privately owned
outlets have suspended operations, according to watch-
dog Reporters Without Borders (RSF). The Pajhwok
news agency said many shut down because of the finan-
cial crunch caused by the Taleban takeover.

It has also forced many women out of the industry.

RSF said only 76 women journalists are still working for
outlets in the Afghan capital-a huge drop from the 700
reported last year. Outside Kabul, it added, “most women
journalists have been forced to stop working”. There have
also been reports of intimidation, harassment and vio-
lence. In one shocking incident, a group of Taleban fight-
ers stormed the studio of the privately owned
Afghanistan TV. They stood behind the anchor’s desk
holding assault rifles as their commander read out a
statement urging viewers to not be afraid of the group.
Such threats have forced scores of Afghan journalists to
flee-including Beheshta Arghand, who left days after she
conducted the ground-breaking Taleban interview on
Tolo News. “Because of me, my family will be threatened
by the Taleban,” she told diplomats in Qatar on
Wednesday.—AFP

KABUL: Photo shows Afghan reporters of Tolo News work in the newsroom at Tolo TV station in Kabul. — AFP 


