
KABUL: Afghan women wearing full face veils sat
in rows at a Kabul university lecture theatre yester-
day, pledging commitment to the Taleban’s hardline
policies on gender segregation. About 300 women -
covered head-to-toe in accordance with strict new
dress policies for education - waved Taleban flags
as speakers railed against the West and expressed
support for the Islamists’ policies.

A handful wore blue burqas, which have only a
small mesh window to see from, but most wore
black niqabs covering most of the face apart from
the eyes. Many also wore black gloves. Women’s
rights in Afghanistan were sharply curtailed under
the Taleban’s 1996-2001 rule, but since returning to
power last month they have claimed they will imple-
ment a less extreme rule. This time, women will be
allowed to attend univer-
sity as long as classes are
segregated by sex or at
least divided by a curtain,
the Taleban’s education
authority has said. They
must also wear an abaya
robe and niqab.

Permitted Pro-Taleban
protest 

The women, who
organizers said were stu-
dents, listened to a series of speeches at Shaheed
Rabbani Education University in the capital, Kabul.
Large Taleban flags flanked the podium, as the
female speakers criticized women who have
protested across Afghanistan in recent days. They
also defended the new government of the Islamic
Emirate of Afghanistan, which has banned demon-
strations unless permission is granted by the justice
ministry. Daud Haqqani, director of foreign relations

at the education ministry, said the protest was
organized by the women, who had asked and been
granted permission to demonstrate.

‘Not freedom’ 
“We are against those women who are protest-

ing on the streets, claiming they are representative
of women,” said the first speaker, covered head to
toe. “Is it freedom to like the last government? No,
it is not freedom. The last government were misus-
ing women. They were recruiting women just by
their beauty,” she claimed. Some in the audience
held babies, who occasionally cried during the
speeches, while others were young girls clearly too
young for university. A student named Shabana
Omari told the crowd she agreed with the Taleban’s

policy that women should
cover their heads.

“Those not wearing the
hijab are harming all of
us,” she said, referring to
the headscarves worn by
many Muslim women. “The
hijab is not an individual
thing.” Omari concluded
her speech by leading a
chorus of “Allahu Akbar”,
or “God is greatest”.
Another speaker, Somaiya,

said history had changed since the Taleban came
back. “After this we will not see ‘bihijabi’ (people
not wearing headscarves),” she said. “Women will
be safe after this. We are supporting our govern-
ment with all our strength.”

After the speeches in the meeting hall, the
women walked in organized lines a short distance
on the street outside, holding printed banners and
flanked by Taleban soldiers carrying rifles and

machine guns. The public demonstration was in
stark contrast with scenes in Kabul and elsewhere
earlier in the week, when Taleban fighters fired into
the air to disperse a number of protests against
their rule, shooting two people dead.

“Women who left Afghanistan cannot represent
us,” one pro-Taleban banner on Saturday read. “We
are satisfied with attitude and behaviour of

Mujahideens (Taleban)” read another. The Taleban
say they want to distance themselves from the
harsher policies of old, when half the population
was excluded from work and education. Under new
rules, women may work “in accordance with the
principles of Islam”, the Taleban have decreed, but
few details have yet been given as to what that
exactly might mean.—AFP

Women express support for Islamists’ policies 

Veiled protest: Afghan women 
rally in support of the Taleban

KABUL: Veiled students hold Taleban flags as they listen to a speaker before a pro-Taleban rally at the
Shaheed Rabbani Education University in Kabul yesterday. —AFP

Afghanistan’s 
Hazaras fear 
uncertain future 
KABUL: Hundreds of Hazara worshippers over-
flowed from a mosque on the outskirts of the
Afghan capital on Friday, touching their foreheads
to the ground as they took part in the most impor-
tant prayer of the week. Long persecuted by both
the Taleban and Islamic State for their Shiite faith,
members of the ethnic minority group say they feel
less threatened since the Taleban seized power on
August 15. “Previously, during Friday prayers we’d
be afraid of attacks from terrorist groups, especial-
ly IS,” Mahdi Hassanzadah said. “For now the threat
is reduced.”

But after holding top positions in previous US-
backed governments, they fear the future conse-
quences of being shut out of the Taleban’s new act-
ing administration - made up of hardline militants
of the group’s old guard. “It is largely made up of a
single ethnicity,” Hassanzadah said, referring to the
Pashtuns who dominate the Taleban and are
Afghanistan’s biggest group. “We don’t see any
participation of the Hazaras, which is a huge con-
cern,” he said.

‘Anxiety and worry’ 
The Hazara make up the bulk of the country’s

Shiite minority, and it is feared the Taleban - hard-
liners from the Sunni branch of Islam - may again
turn on them, just as they did during their last
regime in the late 1990s. They have suffered some
of Afghanistan’s most violent assaults, with rallies
bombed, hospitals targeted and commuters
ambushed. In May, Islamic State suicide bombers
targeted a school just 1.6 kilometers away from the
mosque, killing more than 80 girl students.

In the Hazara neighborhood, there were visibly
fewer Taleban fighters on the streets and manning
checkpoints, AFP journalists saw. But like many
others in the capital, taking home a salary was their
most pressing concern, as food prices soar. “The
people who used to work for the government have
all become unemployed. There’s a lot of anxiety and
worry,” worshipper Suleiman told AFP outside the
mosque. “It’s not like the Taleban are killing us, but
it is better to die than to live suffocated like this.”

Many government services are no longer func-
tioning, while the international community, which
has long propped up the aid-dependent economy,
hesitates over funding Afghanistan. “We haven’t
seen anything bad from the Taleban but there is no
work for people, what are we supposed to do
about our hunger?” Suleiman said. Comprising
between 10 and 20 percent of the country’s 38 mil-
lion people, Hazaras have been marginalized for

their faith in a country riven by deep divisions.
By some estimates, nearly half of their popula-

tion was massacred in the late 19th century, with
many later enslaved during the conquest of their
traditional homeland by Pashtuns. After leading the
prayers, Imam Abdul Qadir Alemi told AFP inside
the mosque he still hoped the Taleban’s acting
government would later become representative of
the people in the country. “There is no doubt that
the people of Afghanistan want an inclusive gov-
ernment in which all ethnicities, followers of all
faiths and different segments of society are repre-
sented.”—AFP

KABUL: Members of the Hazara community offer prayer
outside a mosque on the outskirts of Kabul. —AFP

Morocco’s king 
names Akhannouch 
to head government
RABAT: Morocco’s King Mohammed VI on Friday
named businessman Aziz Akhannouch to lead a new
government after his National Rally of Independents
(RNI) thrashed the long-ruling Islamists in parlia-
mentary elections. The king appointed Akhannouch
“head of the government and tasked him with form-
ing a new government”, following Wednesday’s polls,
a statement from the palace said.

The RNI won 102 of parliament’s 395 seats,
trouncing the moderate Islamist Justice and
Development Party (PJD), which had headed the

governing coalition for a decade but took just 13
seats, according to results released by the interior
ministry. Akhannouch hailed the results as “a victo-
ry for democracy”. The billionaire businessman -
worth $2 billion according to Forbes - has led the
RNI since 2016.

His party is considered close to the palace and
has been part of all coalition governments for the
past 23 years, except during a brief period between
2012 and 2013. Following his win, Akhannouch
pledged to improve conditions for citizens of
Morocco, where entrenched social inequalities have
been exacerbated by the pandemic. “The main com-
mitment of the party is to work seriously as long as
we enjoy the confidence of citizens, to improve their
daily lives, to achieve their aspirations and regain
confidence in their representatives,” he said.

The economy shrank by 7.1 percent in 2020
and the poverty rate shot up to 11.7 percent dur-

ing the lockdown, the Moroccan statistics insti-
tute said in April. A recent overhaul of the elec-
tions laws meant it was the first time Morocco’s
18 million voters cast ballots in both parliamen-
tary and local elections on the same day, an
effort to boost turnout. Around 50.35 percent of
eligible voters participated, according to the
interior minister, higher than the 43 percent in
the 2016 legislative polls. Akhannouch’s party
also came first in the local elections, winning
9,995 of the 31,503 seats, and the regional poll
with 196 of the 678 positions. Akhannouch said
he was ready to begin negotiations to form his coali-
tion government. “The most important thing is to
have a coherent and united majority,” he said in a
televised address Friday evening. Under Morocco’s
constitutional monarchy, the new administration
must be submitted for approval by the king, who
reserves veto rights.—AFP

Protesters 
defend new 
government 

Unaccompanied 
Afghan refugee 
kids in limbo
DOHA: The daily life of unaccompanied Afghan
refugee children in Qatar is punctuated by recurring
questions, “where are we going?” and “can I have some
chips”. About 200 uprooted young Afghans arrived in
Doha aboard flights from Kabul in recent weeks and
are being hosted at a reception centre, where they
grapple with the trauma of their ordeal.

They are now being cared for by Qatar Charity, a
humanitarian organization that has sought to protect
and keep them out of the reach of people traffickers.
Officials are picking a path for the future of the children
who have adopted new routines, playing football, exer-
cising and enjoying arts and crafts. “It’s very hard to
imagine the trauma that they’ve been through,” said an
aid worker based in the Middle East who declined to be
named. “All of them are in a state of shock and trauma,
similar to what we’ve seen in places like Iraq or Syria
with kids who have lived in (Islamic State group) areas.”

The Taleban’s shock takeover rekindled fears among
Afghanistan’s people of a return to the hardline rule

between 1996 and 2001 which was marked by public
executions, floggings and amputations for misde-
meanours. Many fled, including the youngsters, some of
whom cannot recall the circumstances of their abrupt
departure from their homeland, while others give con-
tradictory accounts of how they came to be in Qatar.
According to the UN children’s agency UNICEF,
around 300 unaccompanied children were evacuated
from Afghanistan to Qatar, Germany and other coun-
tries after August 14.

Questions are swirling about how they came to be at
Kabul’s airport and then embark on planes bound for
Qatar, and drastically different lives, but answers are in
short supply. The US Embassy in Doha did not com-
ment on the specifics of the children’s case. A French
police officer who was present at the Kabul airport
gates described seeing a woman “desperately throw
her baby into the barbed wire towards the French spe-
cial forces who recovered and handed the child to
American medics”.

“The baby was treated and evacuated to Doha.
He was really tiny. His mother just disappeared into
the crowd,” he added. The officer witnessed other
dramatic scenes. “One man arrived at the gate with
three young children who he passed off as his own.
They were orphans, he probably used them to get
the gate open, but they were also evacuated.
“Stories like that highlight the chaos. They’ll be part

of the history of this fiasco.”
Qatar Charity and other agencies are now taking

care of the group who are mostly aged between eight
and 17 years old, with the youngest housed at a sepa-
rate facility. In Doha, children were settled at accom-
modations, to which AFP was not granted access, and
grouped by age or family group if they arrived togeth-
er. As far as possible they were also grouped according
to the friendships and bonds forged during their
respective journeys. —AFP
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Togo shuts churches, mosques 

LOME: Togo’s government has ordered all places of
worship to shut down for one month starting on
Friday, following a “worrying upsurge” in coron-
avirus cases in recent weeks. The West African
nation of about eight million people has recorded
just over 23,000 cases and 203 deaths but the true
tally could be higher given low testing rates. “The
number of deaths keeps increasing,” Didier
Koumavi Ekouevi, president of the country’s scien-
tific council said on Wednesday. “In June, we had
four deaths, in July 22 and in August 33. We are
recording four times more patients.” From Friday,
weddings and funerals are banned, as well as cul-
tural, sporting and political events, the government
said. Outside the Sacred Heart Cathedral in the
capital Lome, Delphine Oudjor said she was against
the closure of churches. —AFP 

Yacht seized off UK coast 

LONDON: UK authorities have seized over 2 tons
of cocaine in a raid on a luxury yacht off the coast
of southern England, the National Crime Agency
said yesterday. British authorities said they arrested
six people on Thursday evening after discovering
the drugs with an estimated street value of £160
million ($221 million) on a Jamaican-flagged yacht
sailing from the Caribbean. One British man was
arrested on suspicion of drug trafficking along with
five Nicaraguans. The NCA released photographs
of the drugs stored in black waterproof bags in the
lounge of the docked Kahu yacht. “There’s no doubt
these drugs would have been sold on into commu-
nities across the UK,” said NCA deputy director
Matt Horne. The seizure “will smash a hole in the
OCG’s (organized criminal gang’s) plans and ability
to operate,” he said. —AFP 

5 die as army copter crash 

ABIDJAN: Five people died when an army helicop-
ter crashed in northern Ivory Coast, officials said on
Friday. The crash, which took place overnight
Thursday to Friday, involved a Mi-24 helicopter, the
army said. The helicopter had been on a “reconnais-
sance mission on the northern border” with Burkina
Faso, near Togolokaye, a statement said, adding that
all five on board had died. The cause of the accident
was not yet known and an investigation was
launched. The army in northern Ivory Coast has
faced several attacks by suspected jihadists, espe-
cially on the border with Burkina Faso. Last June,
two soldiers and a gendarme died in the Togolokaye
region, after having run over an explosive device.
Fourteen soldiers were killed in June 2020 in an
attack at Kafolo and in the same locality, three other
soldiers were killed last March. —AFP 

Tornado kills two in Sicily 

ROME: A tornado hit the Sici l ian island of
Pantelleria on Friday, killing two people and seri-
ously injuring four others, the civil protection
agency said. The whirlwind “hit and overturned six
cars”, the agency said in a post on Facebook, with
photographs showing one vehicle thrown against a
house and another lying battered in a field. It said
an off-duty fireman was among the dead on the tiny
volcanic outcrop, a tourist hotspot which lies closer
to North Africa than Italy. The wind ripped down a
coastal road in seconds, according to media
reports. “It was an apocalyptic sight,” an unnamed
paramedic at the scene told ANSA news agency. A
hospital helicopter from nearby Lampedusa island
was ready to provide assistance once the weather
improved, it said. —AFP 

DOHA: An undated handout picture shows an unac-
companied Afghan boy evacuated from Kabul playing
football in Doha, Qatar. —AFP


