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We’re still in the 
middle of this 

(Covid-19) pandemic. 
We all wish that we 

weren’t. But we are not 
in an endemic stage.

WHO’s Covid-19 
technical lead 

Maria Van 

Kerkhove 

warns against 
complecency 

as countries list 
restrictions  
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GIRLS’ EDUCATION BAN

Rifts within Taliban surface
AFP, Afghanistan

The Taliban prohibition on girls’ education shows 
the movement’s ultra-conservatives retain tight 
control of the Islamist group, and exposes a 
power struggle that puts at risk crucial aid for 
Afghanistan’s desperate population, experts say.

The ban has triggered international outrage 
and even left many in the Taliban movement 
baffled by the decision.

“The order was devastating,” a senior Taliban 
member told AFP. “The supreme leader himself 
interfered.”

All Taliban officials who spoke to AFP on the 
subject did so on condition of anonymity, due to 
the sensitivity of the topic.

Secondary schools for girls were ordered to shut 
last month, just hours after being reopened for the 
first time since the Taliban’s return to power in 
August.

The shocking U-turn came after a secret 
meeting of the group’s leadership in the city of 
Kandahar, the Taliban’s de facto power centre. 
Officials have never justified the ban, apart from 
saying the education of girls must be according to 
“Islamic principles”.

But one senior Taliban official told AFP that 

Supreme Leader Hibatullah Akhundzada and 
some other senior figures were “ultra-conservative 
on this issue” and dominated the discussion.

Two groups -- the urban and the ultra-
conservatives -- have emerged in the movement, 
he said.

“The ultra-conservatives have won this round,” 
he added, referring to a group of clerics including 
Chief Justice Abdul Hakim Sharai, Minister for 
Religious Affairs Noor Mohammad Saqeb and 
Minister for Promotion of Virtue and Prevention 
of Vice Mohammad Khalid Hanafi.

A senior Taliban member said the hardliners 
were trying to appease thousands of fighters who 
hail from the deeply conservative countryside.

“For them, even if a woman steps out of her 
home it is immoral. So, imagine what it means to 
educate her,” he said.

The Taliban member said Akhundzada was 
against “modern, secular education” as he 
associated it with life under former Western-
backed presidents Hamid Karzai and Ashraf 
Ghani.

“That’s his worldview.”
The Taliban returned to power last year as US-

led forces ended an occupation in place since an 
invasion ousted the hardliners in 2001.

BACKING RUSSIA IN UKRAINE WAR

China must ‘pay 
price’: US senator
AFP, Taipei

China must pay a greater price for backing Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine, a senior United States senator said 
yesterday, during a trip to Taiwan in which American 
lawmakers vowed that Washington would not abandon 
the island.

Beijing threatened “strong measures” in response to the 
delegation led by Lindsey Graham, a vocal China hawk, 
and announced the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) staged 
drills around Taiwan and in the East China Sea.

China has never controlled democratic Taiwan but it 
views the island as part of its territory and has vowed to 
one day seize it, by force if necessary.

During a meeting with President Tsai Ing-wen, 
Graham said the United States would “stand for what we 
love, we would stand with you”.

“To abandon Taiwan would be to abandon democracy 
and freedom... it would reward the worst in humanity.”

“We are going to start making China pay a greater 
price for what they are doing all over the world. The 
support for Putin must come with a price,” he added.

When asked if Washington should send troops to help 
defend Taiwan in the event of a Chinese attack, Graham 
said “every option is on the table.”

UK to send asylum-
seekers to Rwanda
AFP, London

Britain will send migrants and asylum-seekers 
who cross the Channel thousands of miles away 
to Rwanda under a controversial deal announced 
Thursday as the government tries to clamp 
down on record numbers of people making the 
perilous journey. “From today... anyone entering 
the UK illegally as well as those who have arrived 
illegally since January 1 may now be relocated to 
Rwanda,” Prime Minister Boris Johnson said in 
a speech near Dover in southeastern England. 
“Rwanda will have the capacity to resettle tens 
of thousands of people in the years ahead,” 
Johnson said. He called the East African nation 
with a sketchy human rights record “one of the 
safest countries in the world, globally recognised 
for its record of welcoming and integrating 
migrants.” More than 28,000 people arrived 
in Britain having crossed the Channel from 
France in small boats in 2021. The Rwanda plan 
swiftly drew the ire of opposition politicians who 
accused Johnson of trying to distract from his 
fine for breaking coronavirus lockdown rules, 
while rights groups slammed the project as 
“inhumane”. The United Nations’ refugee agency 
voiced its strong opposition.

Death toll from 
Philippines floods, 
landslides hits 148
AFP, Abuyog

The death toll from landslides and flooding in 
the Philippines triggered by tropical storm Megi 
rose to 148, official figures showed, as more 
bodies were found in mud-caked villages. Scores 
of people are still missing and feared dead after 
the strongest storm to strike the archipelago 
nation this year dumped heavy rain over several 
days, forcing tens of thousands into evacuation 
centres. In the central province of Leyte -- the 
worst affected by Megi -- devastating landslides 
smashed farming and fishing communities, 
wiping out houses and transforming the 
landscape. The disaster-prone region is regularly 
ravaged by storms -- including a direct hit from 
Super Typhoon Haiyan in 2013 -- with scientists 
warning they are becoming more powerful as the 
world gets warmer because of climate change. 

An Israeli security forces member moves in position during clashes with Palestinian protestors at the compound that houses Al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem’s Old City, 
yesterday. At least 152 Palestinians were injured in clashes with Israeli riot police inside the mosque compound, extending a recent resurgence of violence that has raised 
fears of a slide back to wider conflict. Last year saw nightly clashes between Palestinians and Israeli police during the Muslim fasting month. Threats of Palestinian 
displacement in East Jerusalem and police raids at Al-Aqsa helped ignite an 11-day Israel-Gaza war that killed more than 250 Palestinians and 13 in Israel. PHOTO: REUTERS

US HOSTAGE DEATHS

IS ‘Beatle’ guilty 
of all charges
AFP, Alexandria

El Shafee Elsheikh, a member of the notorious 
Islamic State kidnap-and-murder cell known 
as the “Beatles,” was found guilty of all charges 
on Thursday for the deaths of four American 
hostages in Syria. A federal jury convicted 
Elsheikh, 33, a former British national, of eight 
counts after a two-week trial, the most significant 

prosecution of an IS militant in the 
United States.

Elsheikh was charged with 
hostage-taking, conspiracy 

to murder US citizens 
-- journalists James Foley 
and Steven Sotloff and 
aid workers Peter Kassig 
and Kayla Mueller -- and 

supporting a terrorist 
organization.
Elsheikh is to be sentenced on 

August 12 and faces the prospect of 
life behind bars.

The hostage-takers were dubbed the “Beatles” 
by their captives because of their British accents.

Foley, Sotloff and Kassig were beheaded by 
“Beatle” Mohamed Emwazi, known as “Jihadi 
John,” and videos of their deaths were released by 
IS for propaganda purposes. Drone strikes killed 
Emwazi in Raqqa in November, 2015. 


