The latest News Around Us in Aug_09
China's state media mocked the US withdrawal in Afghanistan, saying the Taliban
takeover was 'more smooth than the presidential transition in the US'
Cheryl Teh (cteh@businessinsider.com) - Business Insider

Reuters/Stringer Taliban fighters stand outside the Interior Ministry in the
Afghanistan capital of Kabul on August 15, after the militant force encircled and took
over the city. Reuters/Stringer
China's state media mocked the US troop withdrawal in Afghanistan, saying the
Taliban's takeover of the country was "more smooth" than the presidential transfer of
powers in the US.
The opinion was tweeted out on August 15 by Hu Xijin, the editor-in-chief of
the Global Times, a state-affiliated media outlet in China. Hu was referencing posts
made on Weibo, the Chinese version of Twitter.
People made posts saying that the Taliban takeover was "peaceful" compared to
the US Capitol riot on January 6. when a pro-Trump mob swarmed the
Capitol, sieged the building, smashed and damaged property, and forced lawmakers
into lockdown.
Afghanistan's President Ashraf Ghani left Afghanistan for Tajikistan on August 15,
leaving his presidential palace open to Taliban fighters entering Kabul. On Sunday,
fighters were seen inside the presidential palace, holding assault weapons and posing
behind desks.

Ghani, who became president in 2014, made a Facebook post upon his departure,
saying he "thought it was best to get out" to avoid a "flood of blood" in
Kabul, Afghanistan's capital and its largest city.
The Taliban is now positioned to formally take hold of power in the country once
again and declare it the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan following a
complete withdrawal of American troops and the evacuation of US diplomats.
"What a joke. In Kabul today, the new government takeover was even more stable
than when the US changed presidents," wrote a Weibo user named Chen Zhen.
Some Weibo users also poked fun at the blame game currently unfolding
between Biden and Trump on who should take responsibility for the Taliban's swift
takeover of Afghanistan's major cities, making predictions about "what will happen
next" in US politics.
One user with the ID DiGuaXiongLaoLiu wrote: "The script should read like this
from here on. Step one: Trump asks Biden to resign and take responsibility for
Afghanistan. Step two, Biden refuses to resign, and states supporting Trump will say
if Biden doesn't resign, they'll leave the US! Step three, two years later the US
government dissolves itself and becomes the Ameri-Russian Government."

Top Biden official admits fall of Afghanistan 'unfolded at unexpected speed’
Brooke Singman - Fox News
White House National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan on Monday acknowledged the
security situation in Afghanistan "unfolded at unexpected speed," while maintaining
that President Biden stands by his decision to withdraw U.S. troops.
Heavily armed Taliban fighters swept into Afghanistan’s capital of Kabul on Sunday
after the government collapsed, and the Afghani president fled the country, signaling
the end of the United States’ 20-year effort to rebuild the nation after the withdrawal
of the U.S. military from the region.
Sullivan, during an appearance on ABC News’ "Good Morning America" Monday
defended Biden’s decision to withdraw troops.
"The president did not think it was inevitable that the Taliban were going to take
control of Afghanistan," Sullivan said. "He thought the Afghan national security
forces could step up and fight because we spent 20 years, tens of billions of dollars,
training them, giving them the best equipment, giving them support of U.S. forces for
20 years."
"When push came to shove, they decided not to step up and fight for their country,"
Sullivan said, adding that the president was faced with the question of whether U.S.
men and women should be "put in the middle of another country’s civil war when
their own army won’t fight to defend them?"

"And his answer to the question was ‘no,’ and that is why he stands by this decision,"
Sullivan said.
The Taliban is pushing to restore the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan, the formal
name of the country under the Taliban rule before the militants were ousted by
U.S-led forces in the wake of the 9/11 attacks, which were orchestrated by al-Qaida
while it was being sheltered by the Taliban.
Last week, though, as the Taliban seized major provinces throughout the country, the
Biden Administration assessed that Kabul could fall to the Taliban within 90 days. A
prior CIA assessment months ago said Kabul could fall in six months, however,
officials last week said that prediction was cut in half.
The White House, at the time, said that the Afghan National Defense and Security
Forces had "what they need" to "fight back."
Sullivan, Monday morning, admitted that the security situation in Kabul escalated at
a much faster pace than the administration anticipated.
"We planned for a wide range of contingencies, one of those was the need to flow in a
substantial number of forces to secure the airport and be able to facilitate that
evacuation," Sullivan explained.
"We have now successfully drawn down the U.S. embassy in Kabul. We have moved
all of those personnel either to the airport or out of the country. And we flowed in
several thousand troops who had been prepositioned in theater for precisely this
purpose."
Sullivan said the president "activated that deployment well before the fall of Kabul,
because as we watch this situation unfold, and it certainly unfolded at unexpected
speed, we put that contingency plan in place."
Sullivan said the administration plans to continue the evacuation of American citizens
from Afghanistan, including those who work for the U.S., like interpreters and
translators and "other vulnerable Afghans at risk."
"We are working to do that, first, by securing the airport today and then in the days
ahead, by taking people out one flight a time, flight after flight," Sullivan said. "We
fully intend to continue an evacuation process to bring out people who worked
alongside of us in Afghanistan."
At the Kabul International Airport Monday, U.S. forces attempted to gain control of
the crowd of Afghans desperate to leave the country. As of Monday morning, all U.S.
evacuation flights were suspended, with U.S. officials telling Fox News that the
runway was "not secure" as hundreds of Afghans "breached" the airport walls and
flooded the runway.

Officials said until the runway is cleared, the U.S. military flights are suspended. The
U.S. closed its embassy in Kabul on Sunday.

As for the Taliban, Sullivan warned that the Biden Administration is "going to hold
the Taliban accountable to not allowing al-Qaida to have a safe haven there."
"If they do, there will be costs and consequences for the Taliban in addition to the
direct suppression of al-Qaida that we will have the capability to pursue in the period
ahead," Sullivan said.
As for the American people, Sullivan said they can expect to hear from the president
"soon," noting that he is "actively engaged with his national security team" and
"working the situation hard."

"He is focused on ensuring that the mission, which is to secure that airport and to
continue these evacuations, that the mission continues and is brought to a positive
conclusion."
He added: "That is his overriding focus right now. He’s deeply engaged in it, and yes,
at the right point, he will absolutely address the American people."
Sullivan went on to explain that the United States went to Afghanistan for "one
reason," and that reason was to "get the people who attacked us on 9/11."
"A decade ago, we got Osama bin Laden, we degraded al-Qaida, we stopped terrorist
attacks against the United States from Afghanistan for 20 years," Sullivan said.
"What the president was not prepared to do was enter a third decade of conflict
flowing in thousands more troops, which was his only other choice to fight in the
middle of a civil war that the Afghan army wouldn’t fight for itself."
He added: "He would not do that to America’s men and women or their families. And
that is why he made the decision to withdraw U.S. forces from Afghanistan this year."
Fox News' Lucas Tomlinson and The Associated Press contributed to this report.

Afghanistan’s neighbors watch warily as Taliban completes its dramatic takeover
Gerry Shih, Rebecca Tan, Niha Masih - Washington Post
NEW DELHI — The Taliban’s stunning takeover of Kabul on Sunday sent shock
waves around the world — with immediate implications for the complicated knot of
three regional powers in Afghanistan’s neighborhood: Pakistan, India and China.

Sohail Shahzad/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock A view of the Afghan Embassy in Islamabad,
Pakistan, on Aug. 16.

In recent months, all three governments have escalated their diplomatic outreach to
the group in anticipation of the possibility that the Taliban would grow into a
political force in Afghanistan. That possibility — and more — became reality as
Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar appeared likely to sweep into the vacated presidential
palace in Kabul and ushering in a new geopolitical landscape in Asia.
For Pakistan, the Afghan Taliban’s return delivers a strategic victory over Pakistan’s
rival, India, but also potentially a boost to an affiliated insurgent group, known as the
Pakistani Taliban, that threatens Pakistan itself. For India, it heightens anxieties
about militancy in Kashmir at a moment when it is juggling combustible border
standoffs with not just Pakistan, but also China.
And for China, the U.S. withdrawal has raised fears of a widening network of militant
groups targeting the ambitious infrastructure projects it is unfurling westward across
the Eurasian continent. As the Chinese presence in countries like Pakistan — perhaps
Beijing’s closest ally — has soared over the past decade, so too have attacks against
its citizens.
The fraught regional dynamics were on display in July when a suicide bomb ripped
through a bus with Chinese construction workers in northwest Pakistan, killing 13.
The Pakistani foreign minister, Shah Mahmood Qureshi, said Friday the attack was
carried out by the Pakistani Taliban, also known as Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP),
with help from India and the Afghan government — a claim India dismissed as
“absurd.”
In April, the TTP narrowly missed the Chinese ambassador with a car bomb outside
his hotel in Quetta, Pakistan.
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From Islamabad, Pakistan, to New Delhi to Beijing, there are “varying levels of
concern” about how easily — and boldly — the Taliban took over, said Andrew Small,
a senior fellow at the German Marshall Fund and author of “The China-Pakistan
Axis: Asia’s New Geopolitics.”
Even Pakistan, which has facilitated the Taliban’s return to power, “may not like how
this has played out,” Small said. “There is now going to be heightened Chinese
scrutiny and pressure to guarantee stability in the neighborhood.”
On Monday, Pakistan’s Foreign Ministry called on Afghan leaders to “work together”
and said it has “consistently emphasized that a political solution is indispensable.”
China said it “respects the will and choice of the Afghan people.” Indian officials
declined to comment.
For China, the conciliatory posture toward the Taliban marks a stark public
turnaround from previous decades, when it voiced concerns that the Taliban was
harboring ethnic Uyghur fighters who sat on the Taliban’s ruling council while
plotting separatist war in their homeland of Xinjiang.
But last month, Beijing issued photos of Foreign Minister Wang Yi shaking hands
with Baradar, giving the group a sheen of legitimacy from the Asian superpower,
while ministry spokesman Zhao Lijian defended the Taliban as a political group that
was now distinct from Islamic extremists operating in Pakistan.
Chinese state media also took the opportunity on Monday to revel in how the
two-decade American project in Afghanistan crumbled while assuring readers that
the threat to Xinjiang is not what it once was.
“The U.S. is an unreliable country that can abandon its allies at critical times, and
the situation in Afghanistan sums it up,” Hu Xijin, the influential editor of the
state-run Global Times newspaper, said on Chinese social media. The official Xinhua
News Agency declared a “turning point in the decline of American hegemony.”
Other outlets were more cautious.

Zabi Karimi/AP Taliban fighters take control of Afghan presidential palace after the
Afghan President Ashraf Ghani fled the country, in Kabul, Sunday, Aug. 15, 2021.
China was ready to contain any fallout from Afghanistan by pressuring the Taliban to
make a “clear break with Xinjiang-related forces,” holding joint military drills with
Russia and other regional governments and reinforcing border controls, Phoenix TV
argued in a commentary.
While it has criticized Washington’s withdrawal, the Communist Party’s immediate
concern is Afghanistan’s stability and whether the rise of the Taliban could fuel
separatist movements in the Xinjiang region, experts say.
“[For China] it’s a security-first concern in Afghanistan. Everything else follows far
behind,” said Dan Markey, a senior research professor at the Johns Hopkins School
of Advanced International Studies. “The threat of the movement of people, ideology,
trained fighters — that is what is top of mind.”
In New Delhi, which has long argued for a power-sharing deal in Afghanistan,
anxieties have soared in recent months as India’s partner, the former Afghan
president Ashraf Ghani, sustained a string of battlefield defeats before ultimately
fleeing the country Sunday as the Taliban encircled Kabul. Some Indian officials have
argued that a Taliban takeover in Afghanistan would let Islamic militant groups take
root and fuel violence from Kashmir to Xinjiang.
Lt. Gen Deependra Hooda, a retired army officer who commanded Indian troops in
Kashmir until 2016, said he did not anticipate a repeat of the 1990s, when foreign
fighters flowed into Kashmir from Afghanistan to fuel an insurgency, because India
has significantly bolstered its borders in the past half-decade.
But the Taliban’s return will be a morale booster for Pakistan-based groups such as
Lashkar-e-Taiba, Jaish-e-Mohammed, and the Pakistani Taliban, he said.

“It’s a psychological victory,” Hooda said. “So some of the terrorist groups will use
it to try to drum up a little more recruitment among youth in places like Kashmir.”
The instability in Afghanistan could still spill across the region in other ways.
A day after the Taliban swept into Kabul, at least five deaths were reported at the
airport as people tried to force their way onto departing planes triggering concerns of
a fresh refugee exodus that neighboring governments are racing to manage.
Pakistan and Iran host most of the Afghan refugees, estimated at more than 2 million
each.
Imran Khan, the Pakistani prime minister, said in June that the country would seal its
border with Afghanistan to prevent a refugee influx if the Taliban took over. Further
afield, President Recep Tayyip Erdogan of Turkey announced Sunday that he will
work with Pakistan to stem fresh waves of refugees streaming into Turkey, which has
become a political issue there.
On Sunday, Iran announced it would set up camps to provide temporary refuge to
Afghan refugees in three border provinces, according to media reports.
The U.N. refugee agency says there are nearly 2.8 million registered refugees and
asylum seekers from Afghanistan, making them the third-largest refugee population in
the world. The actual number is likely much higher with millions of undocumented
people in neighboring countries.
India, which does not share a land border with Afghanistan, has a small refugee
population from the country. But in recent days, dozens of Afghans have arrived on
commercial flights, including Ahmad Khan, 28, who landed in New Delhi last week
with six members of his family.
An English teacher in Kabul, Khan said a female cousin had been abducted by
Taliban militants in Badakhshan province, in the country’s northeast, three weeks ago.
Scared and worried for the fate of his mother and sisters under the Taliban, Khan
applied for a tourist visa to India, which allows a three month stay.
“I don’t know if India will allow us to stay on,” Khan said. “But my family is not safe
in Afghanistan. I don’t know what we will do.”

Taliban tells CNN reporter in Kabul to stand to the side because she's a woman as
life changes overnight in Afghan capital
John Haltiwanger (insider@insider.com ) - Business Insider

Reuters/Stringer Taliban fighters stand outside the Interior Ministry in the
Afghanistan capital of Kabul on August 15, after the militant force encircled and took
over the city. Reuters/Stringer
Taliban fighters ordered CNN reporter Clarissa Ward to stand to the side because
she's a woman, in one of many signs that life in the Afghan capital of Kabul has
changed overnight since the militant Islamist group retook the city on Sunday.
"They've just told me to stand to the side because I'm a woman," Ward said, noting
that while some Taliban fighters on Kabul's streets have appeared "friendly" the
"welcoming spirit only extends so far and my presence soon creates tension."
Ward said that it was "utterly bizarre" to find Taliban fighters behaving in a
relatively amicable way as they could simultaneously be heard chanting "Death to
America!"
One Taliban commander told Ward that "everything is under control, everything will
be fine" and "nobody should worry." The commander's message to America was that
it already spent "enough time in Afghanistan" and needs to leave. "They already lost
lots of lives and lots of money," the commander said.
Some of the Taliban fighters held US weapons, Ward said, adding that she has seen
"far fewer women" than usual on Kabul's streets and those she has encountered "tend
to be dressed more conservatively than they were when they were walking down the
streets of Kabul yesterday."
The Taliban's rapid seizure of the Afghan capital, as well as other major cities in
recent days, has stunned the Biden administration and led to widespread criticism of
how the US has handled the withdrawal of troops from the country.
The US has evacuated its embassy in Kabul, and sent in 6,000 additional troops to
help. But the situation on the ground remained uncertain and chaotic on Monday,
with Afghans who helped the US during the war desperate to leave the country leading to harrowing scenes at the Kabul airport.

The Taliban said it would grant amnesty to all those who helped the US or the
US-backed government, but history provides many reasons to be skeptical of this
claim.
"Thousands of Afghans at serious risk of Taliban reprisals - from academics and
journalists to civil society activists and women human rights defenders - are in
danger of being abandoned to a deeply uncertain future," Amnesty International said
in a tweet on Monday.

US veterans are disappointed with how the war in Afghanistan is ending -- and
fearful for their Afghan allies
By Dakin Andone - CNN
As the United States withdraws from Afghanistan, the world has watched as the
Taliban has swiftly taken back control of the country, entering Kabul on Sunday as
former Afghan President Ashraf Ghani fled the country and the United States
evacuated its embassy.

Jim Huylebroek/The New York Times/Redux An American soldier sits on a CH-47
Chinook helicopter flying over Kabul on May 2, 2021.
Now, many US veterans are expressing frustration and disappointment with how
quickly the Taliban has taken hold after nearly 20 years of war.
"I'm now sitting here 20 years removed almost from the very event that propelled me
into the military, which was the attacks of September 11," said Matt Zeller, an
Afghanistan veteran and the advisory board chair of the Association of Wartime
Allies.
"And now I'm wondering if the last 20 years were completely pointless and in vain,"
he told CNN. "All the friends I lost in Afghanistan -- what were their deaths for? What
was their sacrifice for if this was the end state?"
"I don't think I did anything worthwhile at this point," he told CNN.

But for veterans like Zeller, the way America's longest war has come to an end is only
part of it: They're also worried for the Afghan interpreters, translators and support
personnel who spent years working with the United States at great risk to themselves
and their families.
Zeller deployed to Afghanistan in 2008 and served as an embedded combat adviser to
Afghan security forces. On his 14th day in the country, Zeller's Afghan
interpreter, Janis Shinwari, saved his life, killing two Taliban fighters who were
about to kill him.
To repay his life debt, Zeller later helped Shinwari get a visa and come to the United
States. Realizing how difficult the process was, Zeller and Shinwari started No One
Left Behind, an organization that helps bring interpreters who worked with US troops
to America.
Zeller has dedicated years to this work, including in recent months urging US
officials to do more to ensure America's Afghan allies are safely evacuated.
But now, watching Afghanistan fall into the hands of the Taliban as thousands of
Afghan allies clamber for a way out, Zeller says, "I feel like a complete and total
failure."
Vets, families wonder about the sacrifice
There's a wide range of opinions among Afghanistan war veterans about the
withdrawal, said Tom Porter, an Afghanistan veteran and the executive vice president
for government relations at Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America (IAVA).
Stressing he doesn't speak for everyone, Porter said some veterans feel the
withdrawal was overdue while others believe the United States should have stayed to
prevent any violence.
"But the vast majority of veterans I'm hearing from have great concern for the
veterans that have sacrificed so much and the families that are Gold Star families that
lost their sons and their husbands and their fathers and mothers and other family
members over the last 20 years," Porter said.
"They are wondering, was their loved ones' service worth it?"
The images coming out of Afghanistan are quickly building a narrative, he said, that
is going to shape veterans' views about the past 20 years.
"That's going to color the way veterans and service members think about the end of
their service, the result of their service," Porter said. "Everybody in the community's
going to be looking to see, how is history going to remember what we did over
there?"
Gerald Keen, who served in Afghanistan, told CNN's Pamela Brown he knew this time
would come. But he disagrees with the way the withdrawal has unfolded, believing
American soldiers should not be sent back to do a job he feels should have been done
prior to the closure of Bagram Airfield.

US Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin approved the deployment of 1,000 more US
troops to Afghanistan, a defense official told CNN on Sunday, for a total of 6,000 US
troops expected to be in country.
"Now we've got to send soldiers back in harm's way to help evacuate the embassies
and these interpreters who fought side by side with us every day," Keen said.
Much of veterans' anxiety is tied to the effort of getting out those who helped the
United States at risk to their families' lives, said Jeremy Butler, IAVA's chief
executive.
The US State Department has said there are some 20,000 Afghans who have applied
for a Special Immigrant Visa (SIV) to be able to come to the United States.
As of Friday, 1,200 Afghans and their families had been evacuated to America as part
of the administration's "Operation Allies Refuge," and administration officials said
they would accelerate efforts to get the applicants and their families out of
Afghanistan and to the United States or a third country.
Even with the accelerated pace of SIV relocation, there are tens of thousands of other
Afghans who worked alongside the United States who either are stuck in the pipeline
or do not qualify for the program and will need to pursue other ways out, such as the
administration's new Afghan refugee designation.
It's about keeping promises made, Butler said, not just by the US government, but also
by veterans who are now back home and who had echoed that promise to their
Afghan colleagues and allies.
"Many of our veterans were reiterating and explaining because of this belief in the
system we put forth. ... It's very personal, because (the veterans) were making that
promise to them," he said.
Said Noor spent 17 years serving the United States as an Afghan interpreter. He
emigrated from Afghanistan and joined the US Army and said he's surprised at how
quickly the Taliban has gained ground. But right now, the Army veteran is struggling
to get his own family out of Afghanistan, saying they are calling him, looking for help.
"How are they going to get out of Afghanistan, or are they going to become the next
target for the Taliban?" he said.
So far his effort has been in vain, Noor said, acknowledging that if it's this difficult for
him as a US citizen to get his family out, he can't imagine what it's like for
non-citizens.
"If I put myself in the shoes of the other interpreters who do not have any US contact,
or the local interpreters in Afghanistan, their life is in as much danger as my family's
life is," he said. "And they have no way out of the country."
'These are people we relied on'
Kristen Rouse served three tours in Afghanistan, spending a combined 31 months
there. But asked whether she felt the past 20 years had been worth it, Rouse, the

president of the New York City Veterans Alliance, told CNN, "It's a really hard
question to answer."
She said she felt troops should have been brought home long ago, but she compared
the way the withdrawal has been executed with the United States yanking a carpet out
from underneath the feet of Afghan allies.
An interpreter she worked with -- a husband and father of five -- is currently in hiding,
Rouse said, unable to overcome barriers in the visa program. Rouse said she was one
of many veterans messaging with Afghan allies who can't get out.
"It is gut-wrenching," she said. "These are people we relied on, that we promised that
we wouldn't leave them behind. And we've abandoned them through bureaucracy and
through failing to have a plan to get them out. And they're being hunted. They're
being hunted and murdered."
Zeller told CNN he agreed with ending the war, saying it was shameful that it had
been allowed to go on long enough that his children could have fought in it. But said
he's heartbroken for the people he's spent 10 years trying to help.
"I fear we're going to leave Afghanistan the way we left Bagram: in the middle of the
night, without telling our Afghan friends," he said.
There are some stories of hope: Keen grew close to the Afghan interpreter he worked
with, Rahim Haidary, after they met in Afghanistan in 2016. Since then, Gerald and
his wife, Lynette, have fostered a relationship with Haidary and his family. They think
of him as a son, and Haidary's children know Lynette and Gerald as grandma and
papa, the couple told CNN's Pamela Brown.
They have been working to get Haidary and his family to the United States through
the SIV application program, with the help of the Association of Wartime Allies, they
said. But Lynette said the process is taking years.
The Keens have some relief: The family was able to evacuate to Canada, and last
Sunday, Haidary and his family landed in Toronto, where they're undergoing a
two-week quarantine, the couple said.
Keen said he is grateful but that Haidary is only "halfway home," adding, "I hope this
is a continuation to the US and not a destination."

Shocking Footage Shows Desperate Afghans Clinging to US Air Force Jet as It
Takes Off
By Jack Davis - The western Journal
The war on terror began on Sept. 11, 2001, with images of men and women falling to
their deaths from New York’s twin towers as they jumped from the skyscrapers rather
than waiting to die in the smoky grasp of terrorist-inflicted death.

Fast forward one month shy of 20 years from that fateful day, and the world again
beholds images of desperate people falling to their death rather than face the death
they know is coming at the hands of terrorists.
In contrast to scenes of happy rifle-toting Taliban soldiers strolling through Kabul as
they basked in the aftermath of victory, the city’s airport was a mass of seething panic
as Afghan citizens who know all too well that to remain is to die tried to board planes
helping Western diplomats and others deemed more essential flee Kabul while they
still could.
Desperation was so great that some Afghan citizens tried to ride a military transport.
Video shows what appears to be at least one person tumbling to death after a plane
reached the sky.
WARNING: The following tweets includes graphic imagery that some viewers may
find disturbing.

AirLive reported that two people had fallen to their deaths.

“How petrified does an individual have to be to risk everything?” CNN’s Clarissa
Ward said in commenting on the video and the fear at the airport, adding that the
footage would be “something many Americans and people around the world won’t be
able to get out of their minds for quite some time.”
Some reports said at least five people were killed at the airport in the press to
evacuate, but it was unclear if they had been trampled or died in some other fashion.
The Wall Street Journal reported Monday that at least three Afghans had been run
over and killed while clinging to the side of a U.S. Air Force jet leaving the airport.

Sporadic gunfire rattled frayed nerves, although on at least some occasions the shots
were from U.S. soldiers trying to keep some semblance of order by firing into the air.
Hope that Western nations might bring civilians out with diplomats was in stark
contrast to reality, Kamal Alam, a nonresident senior fellow at the Atlantic Council
and senior adviser to the Massoud Foundation, told CNBC.
“No one can really leave,” Alam said.
“If you don’t have a visa or passport, which the majority of Afghans don’t, you’re not
going,” he said.
Alam said dignitaries were allowed to leave but not everyday citizens.
“All the VIPs were being allowed to fly out first, all their cash was being transported
first,” he said.
“So people were seeing this, there was a lot of resentment and anger from the airport
security, and that is really where the rot started. That’s when people started saying
this government and this president is not worth defending, let’s get out of here,” he
said.

Kristen Rouse, president of the New York City Veterans Alliance, said
some translators who were the right arm of U.S. forces will be trapped in Afghanistan
and killed by the Taliban.
“It is gut-wrenching,” she told CNN.
“These are people we relied on, that we promised that we wouldn’t leave them behind.
And we’ve abandoned them through bureaucracy and through failing to have a plan
to get them out.
“And they’re being hunted. They’re being hunted and murdered.”

Joe Biden's botched Afghanistan exit is a disaster at home and abroad long in the
making
Stephen Collinson - CNN
The debacle of the US defeat and chaotic retreat in Afghanistan is a political
disaster for Joe Biden, whose failure to orchestrate an urgent and orderly exit will
further rock a presidency plagued by crises and stain his legacy.

Gulabuddin Amiri/AP Taliban fighters raise their flag at the Ghazni provincial
governor's house, in Ghazni, southeastern, Afghanistan, Sunday, Aug. 15, 2021.
But a stunning Taliban blitzkrieg followed more than 20 years of US and allied policy
failures, misunderstandings of Afghan politics and culture, public war fatigue and the
culpability and corruption of the failed state's leaders.
And while Biden's political and geopolitical rivals rush to exploit his mistakes, the
true magnitude of the crisis can only be judged in the human tragedy of a people
again subject to Taliban persecution.

And a failure to fulfill the now apparently near-impossible tasks of evacuating all the
Afghan translators, workers and fixers on whom the US relied and who now face
Taliban retribution would besmirch America's conscience and global reputation.
"It is a stain on our nation's integrity and honor that even just a few months ago, we
were not meeting our obligation to the men and women, our Afghan allies who served
alongside us," Jake Wood, a former US Marine and Afghan war veteran, told CNN's
Pamela Brown on Sunday. "We owe them the special immigrant visas. We owe them
safety, every bit as much as we owe safety to our embassy workers in Kabul.
Biden remained at the Camp David presidential retreat in Maryland on Monday
morning, amid rising pressure for him to address the nation on the crisis. Senior
national security officials appeared on television news shows in an apparent effort to
counter the impression that the administration had been badly overtaken by events.
After video emerged of Afghans flooding the tarmac at Kabul airport, deputy national
security adviser Jon Finer admitted that the airport was crowded with "desperate"
Afghans wanting to leave, but insisted on CNN's "New Day" that the US had the
forces in place "that are necessary to bring stability and security to that airport."
Biden's national security adviser Jake Sullivan deflected the blame for the scenes of
chaos in Kabul, saying on ABC News that the President would speak to Americans
"soon." And he blamed Afghan armed forces for folding in the face of the lightning
Taliban advance.
"(Biden) thought the Afghan national security forces could step up and fight because
we spent 20 years, tens of billions of dollars training them, giving them the best
equipment, giving them support of US forces for 20 years and when push came to
shove, they decided not to step up and fight for their country," Sullivan said.
The US launched the Afghan war 20 years ago in a mood of vengeance, resolve and
unity, after al Qaeda's attacks on New York and Washington shattered the post-Cold
War myth of American hyper power. It is ending it in a rushed race to get out,
humbled by a primitive militia, that is nevertheless ready to die for jihad on its home
soil and is re-imposing its feudal writ on a war-ravaged nation that bleeds foreign
invaders dry.
That a war that killed or maimed thousands of Americans, many more Afghan
civilians and cost a trillion dollars, ended so abruptly with such an ignominious
eclipse was shocking. But it perhaps should not have been.
Ironically, Biden's mismanagement of the withdrawal from Afghanistan underscored
his core point — that US visions of forging a functioning nation were illusory and that
many more years of US involvement would not make any difference. The evaporating
Afghan forces and police that the US spent billions building up to fight the Taliban
mystified many Washington officials.
This encapsulated how top military brass and diplomats were misled by their own
preconceptions and the investment of years of US blood and treasure, troops surges,
drawdowns, diplomatic offensives and arbitrary timelines to leave.

The sudden Afghan crisis, that developed at stunning speed -- at least to most people
in Washington who had long since looked away from the country's longest war -- is
the most serious political reversal yet for Biden. And it came only days after he
celebrated his biggest victories so far -- the passage of more than $4.5 trillion
combined in infrastructure and budget spending through the Senate.
The win defied the skeptics who had long mocked his vow to bring Republicans and
Democrats together, followed his earlier signing of a huge Covid-19 relief bill and
bolstered his reputation as an effective domestic leader. Much of that momentum -- at
least for now -- risks being drowned out by the imagery of American defeat abroad.
Biden carries the can
Biden now finds himself carrying the political can for two decades of the missteps of
others -- after adding his own errors. He will be accused of rushing the US exit to
create a favorable political narrative as the President who got US troops home before
the 20th anniversary of the September 11 attacks in 2001 — plotted by al Qaeda from
Afghanistan — and ahead of next year's midterm congressional elections.
At the same time, Biden was doing exactly what most Americans, exhausted by long
years of foreign quagmires and confused as to why US troops were still in
Afghanistan 20 years after 9/11, wanted. There was no national support for
escalating the war.
To check the Taliban advance, the President would have had to deploy thousands
more US troops and to wage new combat without public support. That and his own
long-term skepticism about the war left his own withdrawal decision almost inevitable.
But the strength of the Taliban advance caught the White House flat footed.
Try as Secretary of State Antony Blinken did on Sunday talk shows, there is no way to
spin events of the last few days as anything but a domestic political, and geopolitical,
wreck.
After telling troops to leave, Biden has now had to retain 6,000 of their comrades in
Afghanistan to secure the retreat of US personnel at the embassy as Kabul airport is
besieged with crowds wanting to leave.
A failure to safely get all Americans out, or any ensuing US troop casualties, would
threaten catastrophic political damage for the President amid fresh comparisons with
the haunting US legacy of Vietnam.
Biden's judgment as commander-in-chief is being called into question since he is on
record, in damning video footage, saying that the Taliban's victory was "not
inevitable." He said there would be no Saigon-style pictures of helicopters lifting off
the roof of the US embassy in Kabul.
That exact scenario unfolded this weekend after the US rushed to get its people out,
and the Stars and Stripes was run down the flagpole as the fundamentalist militia
routed by the United States in 2001, surged back into the Afghan capital.

Biden was at Camp David all weekend and did not speak to the American people on
camera. He did release a paper statement justifying his decision to leave Afghanistan,
in which he spoke, misleadingly, about an "orderly" evacuation. And photos of Biden
in a secure conference room at the presidential retreat, in a polo shirt, speaking with
officials on screen, hardly promoted the intended image of an engaged
commander-in-chief.
Republicans attack
On CNN's "State of the Union" on Sunday, Blinken argued that the US had completed
its mission — crushing al Qaeda — and that Biden had been left in an impossible
position by ex-President Donald Trump's deal with the Taliban for the US to leave for
good in May, a deadline slightly extended by his successor.
If Biden had breached that agreement, Blinken said: "We would have been back at
war with the Taliban. And we would have been back at war, with tens of thousands of
troops having to go in, because the 2,500 troops we had there and the air power
would not have sufficed to deal with the situation."
Despite his defense of the administration's preparations, Blinken did express surprise
at the "hollowness" of the Afghan forces and their collapse and the swift folding of the
US-backed democratic government in Kabul.
The Secretary of State made some solid points. The initial US victory in Afghanistan
over al Qaeda and the Taliban for harboring Osama bin Laden's terror group did
prevent any repeat of 9/11. And Trump did intend for an even quicker withdrawal
than Biden.
It's not clear if Trump put any plans in motion to secure an evacuation of US
personnel, embassy staff or Afghan translators who supported two decades of US
military effort when he signed an agreement with the Taliban to pull US troops out by
May of this year.
The Trump administration's decision to hold negotiations with the Taliban — who
Trump had hoped to invite to Camp David — without the Afghan government present
-- made Afghan government officials and security forces question the support of the
US, some analysts say.
Scenes from the Afghan capital left the President open to easy Republican attacks.
"I ask President Biden to stop finding excuses for his own mistakes and address the
country in person," House Republican leader Kevin McCarthy of California said in a
statement.
Republican Sen. Minority Leader Mitch McConnell complained about the "botched"
exit from Afghanistan, adding in a statement: "Everyone saw this coming except the
President, who publicly and confidently dismissed these threats just a few weeks ago."
On "State of the Union," the top Republican on the House Armed Services Committee,
Rep. Michael McCaul of Texas, blasted Biden for presiding over an "unmitigated
disaster of epic proportions."

That many of those aiming the sharpest criticism of Biden advocated the kind of
hawkish policies and long engagement in Afghanistan that failed year-after-year, and
helped lead to this weekend, is unlikely to quell the political storm raging around the
President.
Another blow to the US image abroad
Biden's challenge must now prevent a narrative of failure developing around his
administration. The President was already faced with a resurgence of the pandemic
— thanks to the refusal of many conservatives to take free, life-saving vaccinations.
And despite soaring job creation numbers and Biden's infrastructure win,
Republicans are citing rising inflation and record numbers of undocumented migrants
being turned back at the US border to claim his presidency is in crisis.
Still, given the deep skepticism of the American public about the cost and the outcome
of the post-9/11 wars, snap judgments that the current crisis will permanently wound
Biden are premature.
Internationally however, the messy US exit from Afghanistan will spur doubts about
Washington's steadfastness as an ally.
After declaring "America is back" following the alienating and destabilizing Trump
era on his first overseas trip to Europe earlier this summer, Biden's first real foreign
policy crisis is over a botched US retreat. And the President's clarion calls for the
protection of democracy abroad will be undermined by his decision to abandon a
fragile democratic government in Afghanistan.

Fall of Kabul, fall of Saigon: Their horror was our horror. Anguished, we pray for
a miracle
Thuan Le Elston - USA TODAY
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It’s Sunday. Abdul Qahar is recounting his last phone calls with his parents, four
brothers and a sister in Afghanistan. He’s FaceTiming me from Sacramento,
California, and his eyes are drained from lack of sleep: “I was thinking that we would
have a week or so to buy them tickets to fly to Pakistan or Turkey.”

But now – and I give up trying to control my voice as I ask him – but what now for his
family? Qahar, a former interpreter for the U.S. Marines whom my husband met
when they both worked at a U.S. military compound in Kabul nearly a decade ago,
immigrated to America in 2014.
But one of his brothers who is still in Afghanistan was in the Afghan special forces.
The brothers have all gone into hiding. And they told him the Taliban have started
searching homes.
“I told them, burn letters from me,” Qahar said.
“Try to hide yourself as much as possible.”

Scholastic News Trails Thuan Le Elston's family in front of their refugee tent in 1975
at Camp Pendleton north of San Diego. Their story was chronicled in the Scholastic
News Trails edition of Jan. 13, 1976
Watching Kabul in horror
I’m crying; he’s not crying, but his face and voice betray his agony. After months of
planning and hoping, suddenly, there’s nothing to do but helplessly wait. Wait for the
visas he has applied for to try to get his family to America. Wait for a miracle. For an
escape.
I don’t know Qahar or his family. But my family’s all too familiar with their anguish.
Their nation's capital has fallen, and now they fear losing everything to a deadly
enemy.

Paula Bronstein/Getty Images Afghan families head into Kabul from the northern
provinces desperately leaving their homes behind on Aug. 10, 2021.
What’s worse? Losing everything as an adult? Or as a child not realizing your
family’s about to lose everything?
Former Vietnam War refugees have been watching Kabul in horror. Or unable to
watch at all, not wanting to relive our fall of Saigon nearly five decades ago: U.S.
military advisers and combat troops leaving after a couple of decades.
Check. A corrupt government that failed its people.
Check. Helicopters evacuating U.S. Embassy staff.
Check. Long lines at different embassies of the desperate trying to get exit visas.
Check. Run at the banks.
Check. A cowardly president fleeing the country.
Check. Kids in the backseat of cars fleeing with their families to God knows where.
Check.
I was in third grade in Saigon in the spring of 1975. Dad, a former South Vietnamese
lieutenant fluent in several languages, was a managing editor of an English-language
weekly called the Vietnam Sun. He told Mom the end of our world was coming with
the advance of North Vietnamese communist forces.
She made cloth backpacks for us five kids, ages 8 to 3, and bought us tennis shoes for
the first time – in case we had to literally run from Vietnam through highways and
forests to refugee camps in neighboring countries. He bought poison. If we can’t
make it out, there’d be a last supper. He didn't want to watch his kids suffer.
Taliban vs. communism
Neither of my parents was a stranger to fleeing communism. In his youth in the north,
Dad had wanted to join the nationalist Vietminh to end French colonialization, but
when it turned communist, he lost all illusions.

Both Dad’s and Mom's families abandoned homes and businesses in 1954 and fled
south because they didn't want to live under communism. And 1954 was when the
country was divided into communist North Vietnam and U.S.-backed South Vietnam,
before my parents even met in Saigon.
My mom was one of 15 siblings. That April 1975, there was a family meeting with her
brothers and sisters and their spouses. A couple were still military officers serving
South Vietnam, others worked at the U.S. Embassy and some had married U.S.
service members. The military officers weren’t abandoning their posts, but their
families had to decide whether to leave without them. One of the American uncles
worked for Air America, and he said he’d try to get exit visas for everyone.
On the night of April 21, my parents were packing our family photos and a change of
clothes for each of us when South Vietnam’s president resigned on television before
fleeing abroad. Early the next morning, we took a taxi to the airport. We spent all day
standing in line and got on a Pentagon cargo jet about 9 p.m. After our C-130 was in
the air, U.S. soldiers went around shining flashlights out the windows. When Dad
asked why, they said that we had been shot at, but that the darkness helped so only the
wings were nicked.
I’ve written about my child refugee experience in prior columns. I had feared the end
of the world for some other 8-year-old girl in Afghanistan. But now, my fear and that
girl’s reality can’t be compared.
You can’t compare communism to the Taliban. After the fall of Saigon, the communist
Vietnamese government imprisoned a couple of my military officer uncles at
reeducation camps, and our relatives who didn’t escape Vietnam suffered a lot. But
the suffering didn't discriminate.
The Taliban ruled Afghanistan for five years until the 2001 U.S.-led invasion. During
that time, they forbade girls an education and women the right to work, and refused to
let them leave their homes without a male relative to accompany them.
Since peace talks began last year between the Taliban and the U.S.-backed Afghan
government, women working in fields such as journalism, health care and law
enforcement have been killed.
I desperately want to tell this girl that she'll be OK. Look, I've been a war refugee
but now I'm an editor at a national newspaper in America. But tears and shame make
me bite my tongue.
Qahar, who was injured when his U.S. Marines unit was hit in 2009 by a road side
bomb, and his wife now have a daughter who's almost 2 in Sacramento. But they're
suffering sleepless nights worrying over families in Afghanistan.
During our FaceTime, his daughter rambled in the background in incomprehensible
toddler language, but he tells me too clearly: "It's hard to describe what's going to
happen."

(Thuan Le Elston, a member of USA TODAY's Editorial Board, was born in Saigon,
South Vietnam. Her historical fiction novel, "Rendezvous at the Altar: From Vietnam
to Virginia," will be published next month. Follow her on Twitter: @thuanelston)
(This article originally appeared on USA TODAY: Fall of Kabul, fall of Saigon: Their
horror was our horror. Anguished, we pray for a miracle)
Gas customers react to soaring prices in Arlington, Va.
One Shell customer told Fox News, 'It's killing me'
Lisa Bennatan - Fox News
Gas customers react to soaring prices in Arlington, Virginia
Gas customers complained about soaring prices in Arlington, Virginia during
interviews with Fox News on Thursday.
"It’s killing me. It takes 60 bucks to fill up the 2020 Camaro and it takes $52 to fill up
my 2016 Chevy Malibu," Tony, a Shell customer, told Fox News.
"It’s crazy."
Consumer prices rose 5.4% last month compared to a year earlier, matching the prior
month's gain as the fastest since 2008, according to a Department of Labor report
released Wednesday. Gas prices saw a 2.4% increase from June to July.
"It kind of sucks," one customer told Fox News. "It makes traveling a lot harder, and
that’s something that people have been waiting to do since spring of 2020."
"It puts a damper on stuff," she added.
GAS PRICES AT 7-YEAR HIGH $3 PER GALLON LEVELS HERE TO STAY
The average gas price in Virginia on Thursday was $2.98 a gallon, about a dollar
more compared to a year ago, according to AAA.
But gas at many Arlington gas stations was more than $3 per gallon.
"My reaction to the high prices is that — of course, like everybody else, I don't like
it," Ivan, who was filling up his tank at Shell, told Fox News.
"I’m of an age to remember when gas was in the dollars, so inflation is really
affecting us."
One Liberty Gas customer said: "It’s just been really steep, and it’s making it harder
to afford."
"I have to keep it in mind in budgeting in a way I used to not," she added.
Tony said he’s also had to change his habits. He told Fox News he's driving his cars
less.

Two gas station employees told Fox News that they've faced customer complaints
about the prices.
"They’re mad at me because the price is very high," ExxonMobil employee Dipak
Ikiedsiki told Fox News.
"Sales are also less now."
He said he believes part of the reason is that people are moving to electric cars.
Regular gas at Ikiedskiki’s ExxonMobil location was $3.37 per gallon. He said that’s
very high.
GAS PRICES CLIMB AMID BIDEN'S PIPELINE CLOSURES
"Customers complain to me about the price," another employee, Yam Itoula, who
works at Liberty Gas, told Fox News.
Gas prices have been increasing for the past several weeks. Thursday's national
average of $3.19 per gallon marked the most expensive gas price average of the year,
according to AAA.
A Shell customer told Fox News: "It’s too expensive now. Everything is raised, but
salary is not raised."
AAA noted Thursday that it expects the national average to remain above $3 per
gallon throughout the summer.
Giant Lair of Bones, Including Human, Discovered in Gruesome Saudi Arabian
Cave
Peter Dockrill - ScienceAlert
A huge horde of mixed animal bones, including the remains of humans, has been
found in an ancient lava tube in Saudi Arabia.

Stewart et al., AAS, 2021 Entrance to western passage of Umm Jirsan.
The hollowed cave, called Umm Jirsan, is a sprawling lava conduit system
underneath the volcanic fields of Harrat Khaybar in the northwest of the country.

Umm Jirsan extends for a staggering 1.5 kilometers (almost a mile), making it the
longest known reported lava tube in Arabia. Within those extensive shadows, wild
creatures have been busy.
In a new study, researchers report the discovery of hundreds of thousands of bones
belonging to at least 14 different kinds of animals, such as cattle, horses, camels,
rodents, and more. And some of those bones are human.

a pile of rocks
Back chamber of Umm Jirsan. (Stewart et al., AAS, 2021)
"This 1.5 km long lava tube is chock-a-block with hundreds of thousands of
beautifully preserved animal remains," zooarchaeologist Mathew Stewart from the
Max Planck Institute for Chemical Ecology in Germany posted on Twitter.
"But why?"
According to the researchers, this massive horde of bones was most likely scavenged
together by striped hyena (Hyaena hyaena), whose own skeletal remains were also
found in the cave, along with their fossilized droppings (called coprolites).
"These critters are avid collectors of bones, which they transport to dens to be
consumed, fed to young, or cached," Stewart explains, noting that the epic
assemblage represents a collection for the ages.
"The material at Umm Jirsan has accumulated over the last 7,000 years, attesting to
the excellent conditions for preservation of bone within the lava tube."

a small brown animal standing on grass
Striped hyena. (Rushikesh Deshmukh DOP/Wikimedia Commons/CC BY-SA 4.0)
While animal bones have been unearthed in the Umm Jirsan lava tube before this,
there's yet much we don't yet understand about the taxonomy of species in the cave,
nor what those remains could tell us about paleoecology in the region.
This old hyena den, however, is not just a relic of the ancient past. During a
previous investigation of the lava tube in 2007, researchers heard sounds of
"growling" in the cave, suggesting Umm Jirsan remains open for business.
It's possible other kinds of animals might have assembled the giant bone collection,
such as foxes or wolves. But the team says the weight of evidence points to hyenas:
wolves don't usually disperse bones far from kill sites, and foxes can't carry or easily
consume such large prey.
Moreover, many of the markings on the bones suggest hyena gnawing and digestive
processes.

a pile of fries, Bones scattered in Umm Jirsan. (Stewart et al., AAS, 2021)

"Taken together, the large size of the assemblage, the overabundance and intensive
processing of ungulate limb bones, abundant hyena coprolites, and presence of
juvenile hyena and human cranial remains suggest that Umm Jirsan served primarily
as a striped hyena den, and, on occasion, as a maternal den," the researchers write in
their study.
While there's much we still don't know about Umm Jirsan, the researchers are hopeful
this grisly tomb can serve as a time capsule to shed light on the paleoecology and
prehistory of ancient Arabia.
"In a region where bone preservation is very very poor, sites like Umm Jirsan offer an
exciting new resource," Stewart says.
"This study is just the tip of the iceberg."
(The findings are reported in Archaeological and Anthropological Sciences.)

