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TALIBAN ORDER 

TO COVER FACES

Afghan 
women 
express 
defiance
AFP, Kabul

Women in Afghanistan 
yesterday expressed 
defiance after the 
Taliban issued a 
directive ordering them 
to cover fully in public, 
including their faces, 
or stay indoors, saying 
the change would 
effectively leave them 
“imprisoned”.

Afghanistan’s 
supreme leader 
and Taliban 
chief Hibatullah 
Akhundzada approved 
the order on Saturday 
in a move that 
threatens to push 
freedoms back toward 
the harsh rule imposed 
by the Islamists when 
they previously held 
power between 1996-
2001.

It also goes against 
promises about a 
softer rule made to 
the international 
community after the 
Taliban took power in 
August last year.

“I am being 
imprisoned. I can’t 
live in freedom and 
all my social life is 
being controlled by 
the Taliban,” activist 
Tahmina Taham, a 
former government 
employee who lost her 
job after the Taliban 
stormed back to power 
last year, told AFP.

There were no 
immediate signs of 
Akhundzada’s order 
being followed in 
Kabul yesterday, with 
many women seen on 
the streets without 
covering their faces.

In the western city 
of Herat, resident 
Fatima Rezaie said 
many women were 
now defiant and 
won’t accept changes 
imposed by force.

PRESIDENTIAL POLLS

Philippines on 
high alert
REUTERS, Manila

The Philippine police and military said 
yesterday they were on high alert as last-minute 
preparations continued for the country’s 
general election, even as the overall situation 
remained “relatively peaceful”. Filipinos will vote 
today to choose President Rodrigo Duterte’s 
successor, a vice president, 12 senators, hundreds 
of congressmen and thousands of governors, 
mayors and provincial and city councillors. The 
presidential race is a rematch between Ferdinand 
“Bongbong” Marcos Jr., the son and namesake 
of the country’s late dictator, and Leni Robredo, 
the human rights lawyer who narrowly beat him 
in the 2016 vice presidential contest. Duterte 
did not endorse a presidential candidate, but his 
party backs frontrunners Marcos and his running 
mate, Duterte’s daughter Sara Duterte-Carpio.
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Putin can’t ‘afford to lose’
Says CIA chief, claims China studying Ukraine war as it eyes Taiwan

AFP, Washington

Russian President Vladimir Putin believes 
that he cannot afford to lose in Ukraine 
and is “doubling down” on the war, but 
shows no signs of planning to use tactical 
nuclear weapons, CIA director Bill Burns 
said Saturday.

Despite the failure of Russian forces to 
capture Kyiv and their struggle to advance 
along the war’s main frontlines in the 
southeastern Donbas region, the Russian 
leader has not changed his view that his 
troops can defeat Ukraine’s, Burns said.

Putin’s belief in the Russian military’s 
ability to wear down Ukrainian resistance 
probably has not been shaken despite key 
battlefield defeats, the US spy chief told a 
Financial Times conference.

“I think he’s in a frame of mind in 
which he doesn’t believe he can afford to 
lose,” Burns said.

He said Putin has been “stewing” for 
years over Ukraine -- once part of the 
Soviet Union -- in a “very combustible 
combination of grievance and ambition 
and insecurity.”

Putin has not been deterred by the 
resistance in the war “because he staked 
so much on the choices that he made to 
launch this invasion,” Burns said.

“I think he’s convinced right now that 
doubling down still will enable him to 

make progress,” Burns said.
Burns, a former US ambassador to 

Russia, said his and other Western 
intelligence agencies see no sign that 
Moscow is prepared to deploy tactical 
nuclear weapons in order to gain a victory 
in Ukraine or to target Kyiv’s supporters.

Russia placed its nuclear forces on high 
alert shortly after launching the invasion 
on February 24.

Burns did not offer any assessment of 
the current battlefield situation or predict 
how the war would end.  But he said that 
China, which Washington now sees as its 
primary adversary, is studying closely the 
lessons of the war and what they mean for 
Beijing’s desire to take control of Taiwan.
Burns said he does not believe that Chinese 
President Xi Jinping has altered his goal of 
eventually uniting Taiwan with China, by 
force if necessary.

Enraged crowd, who had been waiting in line overnight for supplies, loot a truck transporting cooking gas cylinders in Colombo, 
Sri Lanka yesterday. Outnumbered police watched helplessly as men climbed onto the truck and got away with 84 cylinders of 
gas, officials said.

ECONOMIC CRISIS

Crowds jeer 
Lankan PM 
on rare outing
AFP, Colombo

Boos and heckles greeted 
Prime Minister Mahinda 
Rajapaksa yesterday on 
his first public outing 
since nationwide protests 
erupted demanding his 
ruling family resign over 
the worsening economic 
crisis.

Months of blackouts 
and acute shortages of 
food, fuel and medicines 
have caused widespread 
suffering across the South 
Asian island in its worst 
economic downturn since 
independence in 1948.

Yesterday, the premier 
visited one of the holiest 
Buddhist temples -- 
housing a reputedly 
2,300-year-old tree -- in 
Anuradhapura.

But dozens of people 
carried hand-written 
placards and chanted 
slogans demanding that 
“thieves” be banned 
from the sacred city, 200 
kilometres (125 miles) 
north of Colombo.

“We will worship you if 
you stand down (as Prime 
Minister) and leave,” one 
man shouted.

Heavily armed 
Special Task Force (STF) 
commandos were deployed 
while police moved to clear 
the road for Rajapaksa’s 
convoy of six vehicles.

Officials said the 
premier would return to 
the capital by helicopter.

Several major roads in 
the country are blocked by 
people protesting the lack 
of cooking gas, petrol and 
diesel.

Ex-security 
chief anointed 
HK’s next leader
AFP, Hong Kong

A former security chief who oversaw the 
crackdown on Hong Kong’s democracy 
movement was anointed the business hub’s new 
leader yesterday by a small committee of Beijing 
loyalists. John Lee, 64, was the only candidate 
in the Beijing-backed race to succeed outgoing 
leader Carrie Lam. The elevation of Lee, who is 
under US sanctions, places a security official in 

the top job for the first time after a tumultuous 
few years for a city battered by political 

unrest and debilitating pandemic 
controls. Despite the city’s mini-

constitution promising universal 
suffrage, Hong Kong has never 
been a democracy, the source of 
years of public frustration and 
protests since the 1997 handover 

to China. Its leader is instead 
chosen by an “election committee” 

currently comprised of 1,461 people 
-- roughly 0.02 percent of the city’s 

population. After a brief secret ballot 
yesterday, 99 percent of those who cast ballots 
(1,416 members) voted for Lee while only eight 
voted against, according to officials. 


