
This picture shows handlers training dogs which were left behind during last month’s chaotic evacuations from
Afghanistan, in a makeshift training center at the airport in Kabul. — AFP photos
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In a makeshift training center at Kabul
airport, dozens of dogs that were left
behind during last month’s chaotic

evacuations from Afghanistan have
found a new home-and new handlers.
While it is unclear who the dogs
belonged to, many were found in the
section of the airport that was used by
American forces, and some were trained
to sniff out explosives, their new handlers
say. They are among the remnants of the
two-decade American intervention which
ended with the hurried airlift of more than
120,000 people from Kabul as the
Taleban returned to power.

Handler Hewad Azizi, who works for a
company handling security at the airport,
said he went out looking for abandoned
dogs as soon as the last US soldier left.
“When I saw (the soldiers leaving) I went
to save the dogs,” he told AFP at the
training center, which faces hangars that
were used for US planes and military
equipment. He found 30 — half of them
in the area that was controlled by US
forces. More were found in zones that
belonged to former Afghan police. The
dogs are now being fed, cared for and
trained by Azizi and his colleagues at the
security company’s training center,
housed in two converted shipping con-
tainers separated by a weed-strewn strip
of earth. The United States pulled its final
troops out of Afghanistan on August 30,

ending America’s longest war just ahead
of the anniversary of the September 11,
2001 attacks that prompted the US-led
invasion.

‘Bomb dogs’ 
Hours after the last soldier left, animal

rights group PETA said in a statement
that 60 bomb-sniffing dogs and 60 other
“working dogs” were left behind by the
US forces. The group appealed to
President Joe Biden “to take immediate
action”, warning that the dogs were “suf-
fering in the heat without adequate
access to food or water”. The Pentagon

quickly denied that US military personnel
abandoned some of their dogs at the air-
port. “To correct erroneous reports, the
US military did not leave any dogs in

cages at Hamid Karzai International
Airport, including the reported military
working dogs,” Pentagon spokesman
John Kirby tweeted.

Azizi and his colleagues are not sure
about the identity of the previous owners.
All they are focusing on now is how to
put them back to work when the airport
returns to normal. “We have done train-
ing with them to find out what they are

used for exactly,” he explained, adding
that they have realized “they are bomb
dogs”. Azizi’s favorite dog, Rex, a dark
brown Malinois, is one of the recent dis-

coveries. Every day, he takes Rex for a
walk in a small deserted area a few
meters away from three old Afghan Air
Force planes.

In a small stretch of land littered with
bullet cases and empty bags of US mili-
tary meal rations, he hides a box that
smells like explosives and sends Rex to
find it. Seconds later, Rex returns with
the box and is given a ball to play with as

a reward. “We train them to see how we
can use them,” explained Mohamad
Mourid, a supervisor at the centre which
operates under the umbrella of GAAC,

the UAE-based company handling
ground and security operations at the air-
port since last year. “We feed them, give
them water, and clean them.” Soon the
dogs will be put to work as the airport,
which shut for repairs after the evacua-
tions, gradually reopens. — AFP

A dog, which was left behind during last month’s chaotic evacuations from Afghanistan, rests inside a pet cage.

Handlers training dogs.

Britney Spears
engaged to
boyfriend Sam
Asghari

Pop princess Britney Spears on
Sunday announced her engage-
ment to her boyfriend Sam Asghari

via social media. Spears, 39, showed off
a diamond ring in an Instagram micro-
video post and wrote “I can’t believe
it!!!!!!!” By her side in the video is her
boyfriend-now fiance-Sam Asghari,
whom she turns to and kisses on the
cheek. “Look at that-you like it?” Asghari,
27, asks. “Yeah!” Spears squeals in

delight. Congratulations poured in and
over 1.6 million people had liked the post
by Sunday night. “Congratulations love!!
So happy for you! Welcome to the club!”
said celebrity heiress Paris Hilton in a
comment on the video. 

Asghari’s Instagram page has a sim-
ple picture of him kissing Spears as she
lifts her hand-and ring finger-to show off
her new bling. Spears and Asghari met in
2016 when they co-starred in a music
video for her single “Slumber Party.”
Spears has two children with former hus-
band rapper Kevin Federline, and had a
brief Las Vegas marriage to childhood
friend Jason Alexander that was annulled
after just 55 hours. The star rocketed to
fame in her teens with hits like “...Baby
One More Time,” but suffered a highly
public 2007 breakdown, attacking a
paparazzo’s car at a gas station. That led
to her being placed under a court-
ordered conservatorship largely gov-
erned by her father, Jamie Spears. She
swiftly returned to performing, released
three albums, appeared on various tele-
vision shows and even took up a Las
Vegas residency. — AFP

Kenneth Branagh’s Oscar-tipped
“Belfast”-a love letter to the home-
town he fled as a child-comes at a

poignant time when peace remains fragile
in Northern Ireland, the director said
Sunday at the Toronto Film Festival. The
deeply personal, black-and-white drame-
dy, which hits theaters in November, cap-
tures the late-1960s outbreak of the
province’s violent “Troubles” from the per-
spective of Buddy, a nine-year-old boy. At
that same age, Branagh and his family
moved to England to escape escalating
violence which for the next three decades
would rip apart communities along reli-
gious and nationalist fault lines.

“A story like this tries to see that even in
the midst of extraordinary danger and
chaos and violence, there’s still amazing
qualities in that town,” the actor-director
told AFP on the red carpet. People in
Belfast are resilient and “have come
through an amazing number of chal-
lenges-of which the latest is sort of in the
air,” he added. Northern Ireland has suf-
fered some of its worst unrest in recent
years after Britain’s decision to leave the
European Union highlighted enduring divi-
sions, particularly over the fate of the
island’s land border. “Bomb scares every
weekend when you’re trying to meet your
mates in town-that sort of stuff that
became so sort of normal to us... now in
hindsight is insane,” recalled star Jamie
Dornan, who also drew on his childhood
growing up in Belfast.

“There’s always going to be unrest in
Northern Ireland, that’s the craic sadly,” he
said. “But people for the most part have
lived harmoniously-for the most part-for 23
years now,” he added, saying Brexit now
posed a threat to the fragile peace in place
since the 1998 Good Friday Agreement.

‘Violence’ 
The movie begins with a scene of street

violence in the summer of 1969, when
Protestant gangs attack Catholic families
to force them out of streets where the two
groups had lived side by side. British
troops are deployed, and Buddy’s father is
confronted with the difficult decision of
whether to uproot his family from the tight-
knit community they call home. But the
violence in “Belfast” is viewed through the
eyes of a child (Jude Hill) who has only a
partial grasp of its gravity, and the film fea-

tures plenty of humorous moments.
Branagh was able to field a stellar cast
including Dornan, Judi Dench, Caitriona
Balfe and Ciaran Hinds.

His film has earned rave reviews and
received a raucous standing ovation at
Toronto, leading many to already tip it as a
strong Oscars contender next March. “It
feels like there’s a good momentum to the
film. But what can you do? You can’t really
get carried away with all that,” Dornan,
widely known for erotic romance “Fifty
Shades of Grey” and TV crime series “The
Fall,” told AFP. Branagh, whose acclaimed
career ranges from Shakespeare to super-
hero movie “Thor,” said he had been plan-
ning “Belfast” for decades, but finally
began writing it during Britain’s first pan-
demic lockdown of March 2020. “It
seemed that 18 months ago we were
beginning to understand that kind of disori-
entation... not with violence, but with this
threat of this very serious virus which
locked us all down and I think made us all
very introspective,” he said.

Elsewhere at the Toronto International
Film Festival (TIFF) on Sunday, Jessica
Chastain’s “The Eyes of Tammy Faye” had
its world premiere. Beneath layers of
Faye’s trademark heavy makeup, the
Oscar-nominated “Zero Dark Thirty” star is
transformed into the eccentric and com-
passionate US televangelist, whose hus-
band Jim Bakker was jailed for defrauding
their millions of followers. —AFP

Testing times:
Borneo orangutans
get COVID swabs

Dozens of critically endangered
orangutans in Malaysia have been
tested for the coronavirus, with

vets in protective suits undertaking the
tricky task of giving the apes nasal
swabs. The antigen tests on 30 of the
red-haired creatures in Sabah state on
Borneo island were conducted last
Tuesday, and all came back negative,
wildlife officials said. They were the first
virus tests on orangutans in the

Southeast Asian country, and were
ordered after staff at a rehabilitation cen-
ter and wildlife park became infected.

“Testing for COVID-19 has been a
vital tool in helping us get through this
pandemic, and it is similarly important for
this orangutan population,” said Sen
Nathan, assistant director of the Sabah
Wildlife Department. “The disease could
prove vastly detrimental to their health
and set back their rehabilitation.” Vets
will continue to closely monitor the apes
and tests will be conducted regularly, offi-
cials said. Animals have become infected
with COVID-19 on occasion. At the
weekend, a zoo in Atlanta announced
that several of its gorillas had tested pos-
itive. Domestic cats, dogs and at least
one ferret have also been infected.

Malaysia is fighting a serious COVID-
19 outbreak driven by the highly conta-

gious Delta variant, and has been
recording thousands of cases and hun-
dreds of deaths each day. Sabah, on the
northeastern tip of Borneo and home to
vast tracts of jungle and a kaleidoscope
of rare animals, has also faced a surge
in cases. Bornean orangutans are classi-
fied as “critically endangered” by protec-
tion group the International Union for
Conservation of Nature. 

Their populations have declined by
more than 50 percent over the past 60
years, according to the WWF, as the ani-
mals’ forest habitat has been progres-
sively cut down to make way for agricul-
tural plantations. Borneo is shared
between Malaysia, Indonesia and
Brunei. — AFP

In this file photo Britney Spears (left) and
Sam Asghari arrive at the premiere of Sony
Pictures’ “One Upon A Time...In Hollywood”
at the Chinese Theatre in Hollywood,
California.— AFP 

(From left) Jamie Dornan and Kenneth Branagh
attend the ‘Belfast’ Premiere during the 2021
Toronto International Film Festival at Roy
Thomson Hall in Toronto, Ontario. — AFP 

These undated handout photos show vets wearing personal protective equipment (PPE) while collecting swab sample from an orangutan for COVID-
19 coronavirus testing at the Sepilok Orangutan Rehabilitation Centre in Sandakan on the Malaysian island of Borneo. — AFP photos


