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PARIS: When thousands of Afghans hoping to escape the incom-
ing Taleban regime were cut off from Kabul airport last month,
many started searching for alternative ways to flee. Hundreds
made a daring dash for the airport at Mazar-i-Sharif-a city some
300 kilometers to the north on a route that had become punctu-
ated with Taleban checkpoints. Some managed to board charter
planes crowdfunded by individuals and businesses, but many oth-
ers are still waiting for permission.

“Several hundred more are waiting in Mazar-i-Sharif,” said
Nama Vanier, from development and research firm Sayara, who
has secured private funding for two Airbus A340 passenger jets
for 680 Afghans. “They are people from aid agencies, people who
worked for foreign companies and journalists-including a female
reporter who suffered an assassination attempt,” she added.

Vanier, who successfully helped 51 Afghans and their families
board flights from Kabul, said the holdup often came from
Washington. “It is our impression that, if there was strong sup-
port from the American authorities, the Taleban would be ac-
commodating,” said Vanier. Secretary of State Antony Blinken
said the United States was working round the clock to facilitate
the flights, but had limited on-ground resources. “We’ve made
clear to the Taleban-that these charters need to be able to de-
part,” he said Wednesday. He said the United States was also
pressing the Taleban to reopen Kabul airport for civilian flights

so that those who want to can leave Afghanistan safely.

‘Cheated’
Marina LeGree, from women’s rights group Ascend Athletics,

is trying to evacuate a group of young Afghan women and their
families. “Nothing is moving,” she said. “We feel sold out.” Eric
Montalvo, a former US soldier and lawyer involved in the evacu-
ation attempt from Mazar-i-Sharif, accused the United States of
failing to deliver the paperwork needed for the Afghans to leave.

A frenzied two-week international airlift operation out of
Kabul saw more than 123,000 foreign nationals and Afghans
evacuated, before the last US soldier flew out ahead of an August
31 deadline to end their 20-year war. Farid Ahmadi had been due
to fly out on August 26 but hours before his flight, an Islamic
State-Khorasan suicide bomber detonated outside the airport,
killing scores of people.

In the middle of the night, Ahmadi got a call telling him to go
to Mazar-i-Sharif instead. He gathered his colleagues and their
families, and together crowded onto a bus for a nine-hour ride.
Taleban soldiers stopped the bus several times on its slow journey.
“We told them we were going to a wedding,” Ahmadi said. “All
the families were afraid. The children weren’t talking, they weren’t
playing.” Arriving in Mazar-i-Sharif, they laid low for three days.
Then, just hours before the last US soldiers left Afghanistan, Ah-

madi’s group got the green light, and their plane took off.

International effort 
Behind the Mazar-i-Sharif flights lay a remarkable effort,

sometimes down to the coordination of just a handful of deter-
mined individuals. “We had friends, former colleagues, people
who were at risk, who asked us for help-but they were not on the
lists of embassies,” said Clemence Qint from Magenta, a consul-
tancy company providing governance advice. “So we started
working on our own evacuations.” Facebook chartered one to
airlift its employees, and others needing help. “In the process of
assisting Facebook employees and close partners to leave
Afghanistan, we joined an effort to help a group of journalists and
their families who were in grave danger,” the social media giant
said in a statement.

Mexico said it would welcome 175 Afghans, including more
than 100 from the communications group that owns Tolo News,
who plan to continue on to the United States. “We spent three
days telling each other that the flight was going to leave... then
there was a bureaucratic barrier, an administrative barrier, or be-
cause someone didn’t pick up their phone,” said Qint. Farid Ah-
madi described the relief when the wheels of his plane finally took
off from Mazar-i-Sharif. “Everyone was crying,” he said. “No one
could believe we had done it.” —AFP

Desperate Afghans still await 
flights to flee Taleban regime 

‘Nothing is moving ... We feel sold out’

Guerrilla hero’s legacy 
endures in Afghanistan 
KABUL: In the streets of Kabul, it is difficult to miss Ahmad Shah
Massoud - the revered guerrilla leader’s face adorns billboards, mu-
rals and even T-shirts not only in tribute, but also resistance. His
legacy as one of Afghanistan’s most towering figures endures two
decades after he was assassinated on September 9, 2001, by Al-
Qaeda, whose Taleban allies were trying to defeat Massoud’s forces.

He had become the most well-known commander in the country,
successfully repelling the Soviet military in the 1980s and then the
Taleban from his native Panjshir Valley. “He is the hero of...
Afghanistan,” Kabul resident Rashed, who gave one name, told AFP
on the eve of Massoud’s death anniversary. “He fought against the
Russians and the terrorists and we will fight too. We follow his foot-
steps,” he added, standing in front of a large billboard bearing an
image of Massoud wearing his trademark pakol hat.

Similar billboards and murals abound in Kabul, but less than a
month after the Taleban took control of the capital, they are slowly
being defaced, painted over, or removed. Still, for sale at one shop
in the capital this week were framed portraits of Massoud, as well
as T-shirts with his face on them, similar to the ones popular
around the world of Latin American revolutionary Che Guevara.
For many in Afghanistan, the legacy of Massoud - called the “Lion
of Panjshir” by his devotees - is more important now than ever,
with his bitter Taleban foes in control of the country once again.
As the group’s fighters patrolled Kabul, some residents invoked
Massoud’s name as they vowed to stand up against the new
regime. “We... will commemorate (the anniversary) in the best
way,” said Kabul resident Farid on Wednesday, describing Mas-
soud as “Afghanistan’s national hero”. —AFP

Qatar top diplomat
in Iran to discuss 
Afghanistan
TEHRAN: Qatar’s foreign minister
met his Iranian counterpart in Tehran
yesterday to discuss developments in
Afghanistan, the Qatari diplomat and
Iranian media said. Sheikh Mo-
hammed bin Abdulrahman Al-Thani
held “talks on regional and interna-
tional issues” with Iran’s Hossein
Amir-Abdollahian, reported Iran’s
ISNA news agency. 

Sheikh Mohammed, who this week
met US Secretary of State Antony
Blinken in Doha, tweeted that he and
Iran’s foreign minister met “to discuss
the developments in Afghanistan”.
“The State of Qatar believes in the ef-
fectiveness of having a unified vision
to ensure a comprehensive solution
for Afghanistan,” he added.

Qatar is close to the US and hosts
Washington’s largest military base in
the region, but it also enjoys strong
ties with Tehran, with which it shares
the world’s largest gas field. Iran, wor-
ried about the Taleban’s return to
power, on Monday “strongly” con-
demned its assault on Afghanistan’s

Panjshir Valley, which had been the
last stronghold of resistance. Iran, the
region’s dominant Shiite Muslim
power, had until now refrained from
criticizing the Taleban since the Sunni
group seized Kabul on August 15.

Qatar has long acted as a mediator
on Afghanistan, hosting the Taleban’s
talks with the United States under
former president Donald Trump, and
then with the now deposed Afghan

government of president Ashraf
Ghani. Iran, which shares a 900 kilo-
meter border with Afghanistan, did
not recognize the Taleban during their
1996 to 2001 stint in power. Already
hosting nearly 3.5 million Afghans,
and fearing a new refugee influx,
Tehran has however sought to reach a
rapprochement with the Taleban since
their lightning seizure of Kabul amid
the US withdrawal last month.—AFP

TEHRAN: This handout picture shows Iran’s Foreign Minister Hossein Amir Abdollahian (2nd left) meeting with
Qatari Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister Mohammed bin Abdulrahman Al Thani (2nd right) in the
capital Tehran.—AFP


