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AFGHANISTAN HUMANITARIAN CRISIS

WB backs using $280m 
in frozen aid funds
REUTERS, Washington

The World Bank’s board has backed 
transferring $280 million from a 
frozen trust fund to two aid agencies to 
help Afghanistan cope with a brewing 
humanitarian crisis after the US withdrawal, 
two sources familiar with the matter said 
on Wednesday.

The 31 donors to the World Bank-
administered Afghanistan Reconstruction 
Trust Fund (ARTF) must approve the 
transfer before the funds could flow to the 
World Food Programme and Unicef, the 
sources said. 

The donors were expected to meet 
yesterday, the sources said.

The World Bank board met informally 
on Tuesday to discuss transferring up 
to $500 million of the $1.5 billion in 
the ARTF to humanitarian aid agencies, 
people familiar with the plan previously 
told Reuters.

Afghanistan’s 39 million people face 
a cratering economy, a winter of food 
shortages and growing poverty three months 
after the Taliban seized power as the last US 
troops withdrew from 20 years of war.

Afghan experts have said the aid would 
help, but big questions remain, including 

how to get funds into Afghanistan without 
exposing any financial institutions involved 
to US sanctions.

While the US Treasury has provided 
“comfort letters” assuring banks that they 
can process humanitarian transactions, 
concern about US sanctions continues 
to prevent passage of even basic supplies, 
including food and medicine.

Any decision to redirect ARTF money 
requires the approval of all its donors, of 
which the United States has been the largest.

The White House and the Treasury had 
no immediate comment on the World 
Bank board’s endorsement of transferring 
the funds to the World Food Programme 
and Unicef.

A World Bank spokesperson confirmed 
the bank’s board had discussed the issue 
and that the donors were set to meet 
yesterday.

The board “discussed an approach to 
transfer out funds from the ... ARTF to 
humanitarian aid agencies with presence 
and logistics on the ground to enable basic 
humanitarian support directly to the people 
in the country,” the spokesperson said. 
“The ARTF Donors’ Steering Committee 
is scheduled to meet on December 3 to 
consider transfers out from the fund.”

HIGH INFLATION, DWINDLING DONOR AID

Palestinian Authority struggles 
to pay public employees
ALJAZEERA ONLINE

After years of economic stagnation, 
authorities in the occupied West Bank say 
they are struggling to pay salaries for public 
employees, as soaring inflation, dwindling 
donor aid and Israel’s withholding of vital tax 
revenues strangle the Palestinian Authority’s 
(PA) already crippled budget.

“The conditions we are living in are 
difficult, we are in financial deficit,” Prime 
Minister Mohammad Shtayyeh admitted this 
week, telling reporters the PA has not received 
aid to pay salaries, estimated at a monthly 
cost of 920 million Israeli shekels ($292m).

The financial crisis – described by 
officials and analysts as “the worst” since 
the PA’s establishment in 1993 – has left 
workers anxious.

“At first, we heard that we would not get 
paid at all. Then we were told that we may 
get a permanent 25 percent deduction on 
our salaries. After that, they said that the 

25 percent deduction would only be for a 
few months,” a PA public employee told Al 
Jazeera on condition of anonymity.

“Until now, nobody knows whether we 
will get paid or not, or if we’ll get our salaries 
in full or only 75 percent of it.”

Like economies the world over, Palestine 
is currently wrestling with soaring inflation 
stemming from supply chain snarls and 
shortages of raw materials as nations cast off 
coronavirus restrictions.

The PA’s fiscal revenues declined to their 
lowest levels in 20 years shortly after the start 
of the pandemic, which only exacerbated 
longstanding financial challenges.

While support from foreign donors has 
withered over the years, the biggest blow was 
dealt in 2017, when former United States 
President Donald Trump cut off nearly all 
US aid to Palestinians. Though Trump’s 
successor, Joe Biden, has reopened some 
of the funding taps, US laws now prohibit 
direct aid to the PA.

In this handout photograph 

released yesterday by the 

Spanish Military Emergency 

Unit (UME), Spanish 

servicemen clean the ash-

covered areas in Las Manchas, 

following the eruption of the 

Cumbre Vieja volcano on the 

Canary island of La Palma. 

It has been more than two 

months since Cumbre Vieja 

began erupting, forcing more 

than 6,000 people out of their 

homes in La Palma.
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‘This is a new wave’
Hundreds of Cubans seek refuge in Greece, cite crumbling economy, repression as 

reasons for leaving home country
ALJAZEERA ONLINE

Greece has become a European port of call for 
refugees from Africa and Asia.

But in recent months, authorities have been 
surprised to find large numbers of Cubans seeking 
shelter far from home.

The issue came to light on October 28 when 
some 130 Cubans tried to fly from the island 
of Zakynthos, in the Ionian Sea, to Milan, in 
northern Italy.

“It was accidental that so many Cubans met 
in the same place,” said Pedro, 28, who was 
among them. “Usually we try to use lots of 
different airports.”

“When police saw one Cuban passport after 
another, they put us all in a separate room.”

A video clip posted by a local news outlet 
showed Cubans in an uproar when police tried 
to bus them to the local precinct. They were 
given written orders to leave Greece before 
being released.

Unlike the mostly Middle Eastern and African 
asylum seekers who set out from Turkish shores in 

rubber dinghies to reach the east Aegean islands, 
Cubans do not appear to be shepherded by 
smugglers.

Pedro and his girlfriend, Laura, flew from 
Havana to Moscow, where travel is visa-free for 
Cubans. From there they flew to Belgrade, also 
visa-free, and took buses and taxis through Serbia 
and North Macedonia to the Greek border.

“We didn’t have a plan,” said Laura, 27, who co-
owned a restaurant with Pedro in Havana. “We just 
sold everything, bought tickets and left for Russia.”

Carlos, 23, another Cuban asylum seeker Al 

Jazeera spoke to, took a slightly different route. He 
flew from Moscow to Minsk, Belarus, and from 
there to Belgrade via Istanbul.

The arrivals are now in their hundreds.
Juan, a Cuban asylum seeker enlisting his 

compatriots on an asylum petition, has gathered 
400 signatures. He says at least 200 more refused 
to sign, afraid of giving away their identities.

The list reveals that the arrivals are mostly 
students and professionals below 50, many 
with children.

“This is a new wave. There are lawyers, doctors, 
civil engineers – we’re not brigands,” said Juan. 
“We wanted the country that will embrace us to 
see that we can offer thing to society, we’re not here 
to extract wealth and go home, but to be part of 
society and contribute to it.”

All the Cubans Al Jazeera interviewed cited a 
crumbling economy and repression as reasons for 
leaving Cuba. “Basic needs are in very low supply,” 
said Pedro. “Medicine, soap, toilet paper, food – 
it’s all scarce, and when these things do appear, 
they are very expensive.”

Policemen detain a man after a group of protesters, some of them carrying flags of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), demonstrated near the 

premises of the Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW) on Johan de Wittlaan street in The Hague, yesterday. PHOTO: AFP


