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'JUST MY BABY': Father of fallen hero Nicole Gee's heart-wrenching reaction to the
viral photo of her holding a baby just days before she was murdered in Kabul attacks.
https://fxn.ws/3yvIRT5
Former Afghan interpreter says 'vast majority of Afghans' view Taliban as 'lesser
of two evils' compared to the US
John Haltiwanger (insider@insider.com) - Business Insider

Alejandro Licea/US Army/Reuters A US soldier assigned to the Headquarters and
Headquarters Battalion, 1st Armored Division watches as a UH-60 Blackhawk
Helicopter prepares to land during an advise and assistance mission in southeastern
Afghanistan, August 4, 2019. Alejandro Licea/US Army/Reuters

An Afghan who served as an interpreter for the US during the war in Afghanistan in a
Washington Post op-ed said America's lack of knowledge about the culture of the
country contributed heavily to its failures there.
"Many Americans have been asking ... how could Afghanistan have collapsed so
quickly? As a former combat interpreter who served alongside U.S. and Afghan
Special Operations forces, I can tell you part of the answer - one that's been missing
from the conversation: culture," wrote Baktash Ahadi, who served U.S. and Afghan
special operations troops as a combat interpreter from 2010 to 2012.
"When comparing the Taliban with the United States and its Western allies, the vast
majority of Afghans have always viewed the Taliban as the lesser of two evils. To
many Americans, that may seem an outlandish claim," Ahadi went on to say.
"But the Americans also went straight to building roads, schools and governing
institutions - in an effort to 'win hearts and minds' - without first figuring out what
values animate those hearts and what ideas fill those minds. We thus wound up acting
in ways that would ultimately alienate everyday Afghans."
The Taliban terrorized Afghanistan for years as it waged a brutal insurgency in the
country after being knocked from power via the US invasion in 2001. The militant
Islamist group is now back in control of the country, and the US military has fully
withdrawn.
Ahadi emphasized that in most cases the only interactions Afghans had with the US
and its allies "came via heavily armed and armored combat troops."
He said the US mistook the Afghan countryside for a "theater of war" as opposed to a
place where people "actually lived."
Ahadi said America's failure to take culture into account extends well beyond
Afghanistan.
"When it comes to cultural illiteracy, America is a recidivist. We failed to understand
Iraqi culture, too, so that now, many Iraqis see Iran as the lesser of two evils," he
said.
"Before that, we failed to understand Vietnam. And so on. Wherever our relentless
military adventurism takes us next, we must do better."
Front-line troops were not given any training in "cultural literacy," Ahadi said,
bringing up the example of US Marines "mistaking" his exchange of Koran verses
with fellow Afghans as "extremism rather than shared piety."
Ahadi's observations about why the US struggled to achieve its goals in Afghanistan
have been echoed by experts on the region as well as a watchdog created by Congress
to monitor the billions of dollars allocated for reconstruction in the country.
Western powers exhibited "hubris" in viewing "Afghan traditions as an obstacle to be
overcome when, it turns out, they were the lifeblood of the country's political
culture ...

And this left the door open for the slow return of the Taliban," Shadi Hamid, a senior
fellow in the Center for Middle East Policy at Brookings Institution, recently wrote in
the Atlantic.
Correspondingly, an August report on lessons learned from the war in Afghanistan
from the Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR), said that
the US government's "misreading of the Afghan social and political environment
meant that initiatives designed to stabilize and rehabilitate the country were poorly
adapted to the local context."
The SIGAR report said US officials "rarely" had even a "mediocre understanding of
the environment" they were operating in.
President Joe Biden also alluded to these issues in his speech Tuesday focusing on the
Afghanistan withdrawal. He framed the decision to pull US troops from Afghanistan
as a matter of "ending an era of major military operations to remake other countries."

klahoma Rep. Mullin, after reported Afghanistan evacuation effort, says he is
'heading home'
Ronn Blitzer - Fox News
Rep. Markwayne Mullin, R-Okla., whose whereabouts were unknown as he was on a
reported trip to rescue Americans from Afghanistan, says he is safe and on his way
back to the U.S.
For a period of time Tuesday night, neither House Republican leadership
nor Oklahoma's delegation had information about Mullin's status, but he has since
posted an update on Instagram explaining why he went off the grid.
"I am heading home," Mullin said in a Wednesday morning post. "Have we been
helping get Americans out of Afghanistan, yes. Is the mission continuing, yes. Am I
missing, no. Did I go dark for a little, yes because it wasn't safe to be
communicating."
Mullin went on to criticize President Biden for his handling of the evacuation of
Americans and allies from Afghanistan during the U.S. military's withdrawal, which
left more than 100 Americans remaining.
"President Biden and his administration are absolutely lying to the American people
about Americans and our friends being left behind," he said.
Mullin's communications director Meredith Blanford said Wednesday that the
congressman was never in danger.
"Congressman Mullin has been and is currently completely safe," Blanford said in a
statement.

"He and the Office of Oklahoma’s Second District will continue to do anything in our
power to bring home all Americans from the war zone that President Biden
abandoned. The safety and security of the American people will always be his top
priority."

Greg Nash/Pool via REUTERS Rep. Markwayne Mullin (R-OK) asks questions to Dr.
Richard Bright, former director of the Biomedical Advanced Research and
Development Authority, during a House Energy and Commerce Subcommittee on
Health hearing to discuss protecting scientific integrity in response to the coronavirus
disease (COVID-19) outbreak on Capitol Hill in Washington, May 14, 2020.
According to a Washington Post report, Mullin had landed in Tajikistan en route to
Afghanistan, and ran into trouble at the U.S. embassy there when trying to get a large
sum of cash into Afghanistan.
Mullin reportedly planned to hire a helicopter to enter Afghanistan and rescue five
American citizens – a woman, and her four children, and he sought the ambassador's
help, the Washington Post reported.
He reportedly sought the ambassador's assistance in bypassing Tajikistan’s laws on
cash limits, and allegedly threatened the ambassador and staff when they told him no.
It was the second time Mullin attempted to travel into Afghanistan, according to the
newspaper. He traveled to Greece last week and asked permission to enter
Afghanistan, but the Pentagon denied his request to visit Kabul, an administration
official said.

PHOTOS: The Taliban flew a Black Hawk helicopter over a parade of military
equipment captured when it overran Afghanistan
Ryan Pickrell (rpickrell@businessinsider.com) - Business Insider

JAVED TANVEER/AFP via Getty Images A helicopter displaying a Taliban flag flies
above Taliban supporters gathered to celebrate the US withdrawal of all its troops
out of Afghanistan, in Kandahar on September 1, 2021 following the Taliban's
military takeover of the country.
The Taliban held a military parade in the southern city of Kandahar on Wednesday,
showing off American-made weapons of war captured when the group defeated the
Afghan army and overran the country, according to multiple reports.
Taliban fighters flew their white-and-black flag atop US-made Humvees,
multi-purpose trucks, and armored vehicles.

JAVED TANVEER/AFP via Getty Images Taliban fighters atop Humvee vehicles
parade along a road to celebrate after the US pulled all its troops out of Afghanistan,
in Kandahar on September 1, 2021 following the Taliban's military takeover of the
country.
In addition to the military vehicles, the parade also featured what appear to be
captured police vehicles.

JAVED TANVEER/AFP via Getty Images Taliban fighters stand on an armoured
vehicle as they parade along a road to celebrate after the US pulled all its troops out
of Afghanistan, in Kandahar on September 1, 2021 following the Taliban's military
takeover of the country.
The group even had a captured Black Hawk helicopter adorned with its flag fly over
the event, CNN reported.

JAVED TANVEER/AFP via Getty Images A helicopter displaying a Taliban flag fly
above of supporters gathered to celebrate the US withdrawal of all its troops out of
Afghanistan, in Kandahar on September 1, 2021.
When Taliban forces, many of whom were outfitted with what looks like
American-made weapons and gear, entered Hamid Karzai International Airport in
Kabul on Tuesday following the end of evacuation operations there and the departure
of the last US forces, they found abandoned ground vehicles and aircraft.
The US military insists that these assets were permanently disabled, and videos that
surfaced online suggest this was the case.

MARCUS YAM / LOS ANGELES TIMES via Getty Images Taliban fighters stand
ready as the militant group secure the Hamid Karzai International Airport, in the
wake of the American forces completing their withdrawal from the country in Kabul,
Afghanistan, Tuesday, Aug. 31, 2021.
"They can look at them, they can walk around," Pentagon press secretary John Kirby
told CNN. "But they can't fly them. They can't operate them."
Restating remarks made by Gen. Kenneth F. McKenzie, head of US Central
Command, on Monday, he said that the military made sure all the military ground
vehicles and aircraft that were left at the airport were "unusable."
But while assets left behind at the airport in Kabul may be inoperable, there is an
arsenal of rifles, military gear, and vehicles that the Taliban seized from the Afghan
army - which the US spent billions of dollars arming and equipping - that is still
operational, as was demonstrated at Wednesday's victory parade in Kandahar.

JAVED TANVEER/AFP via Getty Images Taliban supporters gather to celebrate the
US withdrawal of all its troops out of Afghanistan, in Kandahar on September 1, 2021
following the Taliban's military takeover of the country.

The Biden administration has come under fire for its handling of the rapid
Afghanistan pullout, including the fall of US-made weapons into the hands of the
Taliban, which the administration has acknowledged.
"We don't have a complete picture, obviously, of where every article of defense
materials has gone, but certainly a fair amount of it has fallen into the hands of the
Taliban," Jake Sullivan, the White House national security advisor, said just a few
days after the fall of the Afghan capital.
The administration has also faced criticism for not anticipating the collapse of the
Afghan army, forfeiting strategic positions like Bagram Air Base, and not acting fast
enough to evacuate US citizens and vulnerable Afghans.
Though the Taliban managed to capture an arsenal of weapons, not all of it will be
operational for long if the group is unable to develop the capabilities to adequately
maintain them.
China's new U.S. ambassador goes full wolf in first major speech
By Phelim Kine - Politico
China’s newly minted ambassador to the United States only arrived in July, but the
honeymoon is already over.
Qin Gang on Tuesday reinforced his reputation as a sharp-edged avatar of Chinese
diplomacy with a speech that excoriated U.S. “wrong beliefs” and cautioned against
violating Beijing’s “red line” of core interests in areas including the South China Sea,
Taiwan and Xinjiang.

(Elizabeth Dalziel/AP Photo) China’s ambassador to the United States Qin Gang
speaks at a media briefing.
In his most substantive public statement yet, Qin pointed ominously to China’s
nuclear arsenal and warned of “disastrous consequences” if the U.S. seeks to
suppress China using a “Cold War playbook.”

Speaking via video link to a select audience of China wonks and foreign policy
heavyweights — including Henry Kissinger, former U.S. ambassador to Beijing
Stapleton Roy and former assistant Secretary of State for East Asian Affairs, Susan
Thornton — China’s ambassador said those who argue his country would meet the
same fate as the former Soviet Union show a “serious ignorance of history and
China.”
Qin’s speech at the National Committee on U.S.-China relations underscores his
history as an early pioneer of the aggressive “wolf warrior” style of diplomacy that is
increasingly defining Beijing’s approach to the United States and the world.
As a Foreign Ministry spokesperson from 2005-2010, he would mock members of the
media, once telling a journalist “not to report based on your delusions.” In February
as vice-foreign minister, he responded to a journalist’s query about “wolf warrior”
diplomacy by excoriating “evil wolves” for negative reporting about China.
Upon taking up his new post, Qin struck a conciliatory tone at a time of high tensions
with the United States. He promised to “endeavor to bring China-U.S. relations back
on track, turning the way for the two countries to get along with each other.”
But his comments yesterday suggest that he will continue to deploy a bare-knuckle
style of diplomatic engagement that has curdled recent high-level bilateral meetings
in Anchorage and the Chinese port city of Tianjin into vitriolic stand-offs.
Qin’s speech offered a measure of hope, noting that China sees opportunity for
substantive bilateral cooperation on existential issues including climate change and
containing Covid-19 worldwide.
He referenced the “ping-pong diplomacy” that paved the way to the establishment of
U.S-China diplomatic relations in 1979 and said he was committed to a “more
rational, stable, manageable and constructive China-U.S. relationship.”
But the bulk of his presentation drilled down on the Chinese government’s
dissatisfaction with what it perceives as U.S. politicians dedicated to “suppressing
China” and cautioned against the U.S. government depicting China as "its rival and
imaginary enemy, just like when Don Quixote tilted at windmills."
The list of Qin’s grievances ranged from a warning against U.S. support for Taiwan
independence to criticism of the Biden administration’s endorsement of a World
Health Organization probe into the origins of the coronavirus.
S. government restrictions on the operations of blacklisted Chinese telecom
equipment firm Huawei and a raft of China-focused draft legislation moving through
Congress drew his most concentrated fire.
Qin accused the Biden administration of leveraging “state power to bring down
Huawei” and warned that the passage of legislation including the EAGLES Act and
the Innovation and Competition Act of 2021 “will hijack China-U.S. relations and
gravely damage America's own interests.”

That uncompromising language suggests that Qin’s tenure as ambassador will be
characterized by confrontation in the face of deepening bipartisan skepticism about
the quality and direction of the U.S.-China relationship.

Afghan interpreter who helped rescue Joe Biden from valley in Afghanistan left
behind
Arpan Rai - Independent
An Afghan man who had saved US President Joe Biden in 2008, then a senator, when
he was stranded in a remote Afghan valley after a snowstorm, is seeking his help to
flee Afghanistan which is now under the Taliban rule.

Reuters - US President Joe Biden delivers remarks on Afghanistan during a speech in
the State Dining Room at the White House
In a message for Mr Biden, the interpreter, identified only by his first name
Mohammed, said: “Hello Mr President: Save me and my family. Don’t forget me
here,” reported The Wall Street Journal.
The interpreter has been left behind in Kabul even after days of intense rescue
operation to evacuate US citizens, their allies and Afghan civilians. Mohammed, his
wife, and their four children could not board the US military aircraft leaving Kabul
International airport last month.
Thirteen years ago, he had worked as an interpreter with the US Army which had
rushed to help the three senators — Mr Biden, John Kerry and Chuck Hagel — who
were stranded after their helicopter force-landed due to heavy snowstorm in the
region.
Then 36-year-old Mohammed joined the US army motorcade which safely evacuated
the three key US senators and braved more than 100 firefights in the valley, the report
added.

He has been trying to leave Afghanistan with his family for years but the paperwork
and bureaucracy have not made his attempt any easier.
The White House has acknowledged Mohammed’s request and underlined their
commitment to get all their allies out of the country. In the daily briefing, press
secretary Jen Psaki has thanked Mohammed for his efforts and said the US
administration will honour his service.
“Our message to him is thank you for fighting by our side for the last 20 years. Thank
you for the role you played in helping a number of my favourite people out of a
snowstorm and for all the work you did,” Ms Psaki said.
Ms Psaki said that the administration’s commitment is enduring “not just to
American citizens, but to our Afghan partners who have fought by our side and our
efforts and our focus right now is … to the diplomatic phase.”
“We will get you out. We will honour your service,” Ms Psaki said.
Mohammed is among the several thousands of Afghan civilians who are desperate to
leave the war-torn country which will now fall to the ultra conservative militant rule
of the Taliban.
After camping at the Kabul Airport for more than two weeks in the hope to catch a
flight out of the country, tens of thousands of people, including Afghan locals and
allies of western countries, are now gathering at border points across Afghanistan.
In an intense and historic rescue operation, the US military evacuated more than
123,000 people from Kabul after the Taliban seized the city in mid-August.
Meanwhile, a political vacuum lingers in the south Asian country where the Taliban is
yet to announce a new government or reveal how they intend to govern, unlike in
1996, when the insurgents formed a leadership council within hours of taking the
capital.
Father of Marine killed in Kabul describes Biden 'barking' at him, tense
stare-down: 'Why are you arguing with me?'
Matthew Miller - Examiner
The father of a Marine Corps lance corporal had a tense encounter with President
Joe Biden after he agreed to meet with the president at Dover Air Force Base
following his son's death in Kabul, he said.

Provided by Washington Examiner
Mark Schmitz initially did not want to meet with Biden but changed his mind, he said,
after he realized he owed it to his son, Jared, to tell the president what was on his
mind.
"I just stared him straight in the face — it was like a kid's staring contest to see who
was going to blink first," Schmitz said. "He kept looking away."
"I didn't have a lot of good thoughts about the man — I just stood there quietly, just
staring," he told NPR.
Jared Schmitz's mother showed Biden a picture of their son, and Mark Schmitz said
Biden simply stared at it "and mumbled something."
"I couldn't really make out what he said," he added. "As he's looking at this picture of
my son, I just flat-out said to him, 'That's Jared, that's Jared Schmitz. Don't
ever forget that name and don't forget the name of the 12 others. You need to spend
some time learning their stories, who they were.'"
He said Biden "kind of — I described it as barking back, because I don't know how
else to really describe it," with Biden saying, "I know their stories."
"My first thought was, 'That's literally impossible, and why are you arguing with
me?'" Schmitz continued. "And then of course he mentions his son again."
Biden then showed him a card he keeps in his pocket with the number "+13" on it,
which he told Schmitz he carries with him every day to remind him of the service
members killed in Kabul, he said.
"I'll give the guy kudos — him showing up and having to do what he had to do,"
Schmitz said. "It had to be one of the hardest things in the world for him to do as
well."

Opinion | No, Afghanistan Is Not the End of American Power
Rich Lowry - Politico
It's hard to imagine more humiliating images than what we've seen in Afghanistan in
recent weeks, from the hasty evacuation of the U.S. Embassy in Kabul to the chaotic
scenes outside the airport.

Sgt. Isaiah Campbell/U.S. Marine Corps via AP There is no sugar-coating our defeat
in Afghanistan and the abject position we put ourselves in during the final days.
Our surrender to a band of AK-47-bearing guerrillas after 20 years has,
understandably, occasioned autumnal thoughts about American power.
Even the Soviet Union, a hollow country on the cusp of full collapse, managed to get
out of Afghanistan in good order and leave behind a government that endured for
several years.
What does it say that we couldn't match that?
"America's great retreat,” Robin Wright writes in the New Yorker, "is at least as
humiliating as the Soviet Union's withdrawal in 1989, an event that contributed to the
end of its empire and Communist rule.” She believes it may serve as "a bookend for
the era of U.S. global power.”
Allister Heath, editor of the Sunday Telegraph, argues that "the botched exit is merely
the latest sign that the American era is ending."
Francis Fukuyama says the images in Kabul "have evoked a major juncture in world
history, as America turned away from the world,” although he thinks actually "the
end of the American era had come much earlier.”
There is no sugar-coating our defeat in Afghanistan and the abject position we put
ourselves in during the final days. The withdrawal is a blow to our counterterrorism
capabilities, our prestige and our geopolitical position. Even President Joe Biden's
case for the withdrawal is based on the idea that the war was a catastrophic mistake.

He says we will now be better able to focus on checking rivals such as Russia and
China, although simply getting out of Afghanistan is no guarantee that we will handle
these other challenges shrewdly or resolutely.
For all of that, though, no one else in the world has the formidable advantages of the
United States, which still outstrips everyone else, including China, on every material
metric that matters. We have the best hand to play of any other county, a testament to
the enduring sources of our power.
Great powers don't go away easily. The British could be forgiven for thinking that it'd
be all downhill after losing their American colonies in a long war joined by their
traditional rivals France and Spain. Instead, British imperial power had not yet
peaked.
Our exit from Saigon in 1975, to this point the touchstone for modern American
defeats, was followed by Communist advances all over the map. Yet, within 20 years,
we'd win the Cold War and ascend to unprecedented global power.
We are still blessed with an extraordinarily favorable geographical position, as a
continental nation with friendly neighbors to the north and south, access to two
oceans, and enormous reserves of oil and gas and vast amounts of arable land. It's an
incredibly propitious and secure base for the projection of power.
We produce about a quarter of global GDP, a share that has held up over the years.
We spend much more than any other country on our military, responsible for an
astonishing 40 percent of all military spending.
It was ridiculous that Biden made a bragging point of the evacuation, but it's true that
no one else would have been capable of moving so many people out so quickly in such
challenging conditions.
We dominate the list of top universities in the world. If American cultural power has
declined over the decades, it is still considerable.
There is no country people would rather come to. A Taliban spokesperson interviewed
on Iranian TV, when challenged why so many people wanted to flee Afghanistan on
American planes, rightly pointed out that if American planes were taking people out
of Iran, there'd be a rush for the exits there, as well.
Although foreign countries consider us bumptious and overbearing, they aren't
motivated to try to balance our power. Rather, the history of the past 60 years is
countries allying with us to protect them from threatening regional powers.
In his book, Unrivaled, Michael Beckley of Tufts University and the American
Enterprise Institute rebuts the notion that China is overtaking the United States.
American workers are more productive than workers anywhere else, and vastly more
productive than workers in China. "China's labor productivity has improved since the
1970s,” Beckley writes, "but remains half that of Turkey, lower than Mexico's, and
roughly on par with Brazil's.”

We have demographic challenges, but other big powers, especially China, will be
aging faster. Over the course of the century, Beckley notes, China will lose half of its
workforce, or 470 million people.
Our alliance system is an enormous force-multiplier, a network that, according to
Beckley, "encompasses 25 percent of the Earth's population and accounts for 75
percent of world GDP and defense spending.” China's formal ally, in contrast, is
North Korea.
None of this is to deny that the contemporary United States is racked by self-doubt,
poisonous politics and institutional failure.
It is only to say that if we are determined to squander our global position, it will take
much more time and folly to do it. Afghanistan isn't an end, in fact needn't even be the
beginning of the end.
A further downward slide from here, like the disastrous withdrawal from Kabul itself,
will be a choice, not an inevitability

Biden administration claims of ‘enormous’ economic leverage over Taliban met
with doubt
Zachary Halaschak - Examiner
The Biden administration's claims that it wields “enormous” economic leverage over
the Taliban are overstated, some outside conservative experts said.

Provided by Washington Examiner
Since the United States's withdrawal from Afghanistan began, the Biden
administration has been claiming that the Taliban must uphold the human rights of
those in Afghanistan should it expect to gain access to cash and to the global
marketplace. It also is pushing the Taliban to allow the safe passage of U.S. citizens
and Afghan allies from the country.

During a briefing on Tuesday, the day that the U.S. ended military involvement in
Afghanistan, White House press secretary Jen Psaki was asked about the
administration’s assertion that it holds coercive power over the Taliban. She said that
the U.S. has “enormous leverage.”
Of Afghanistan’s estimated $9 billion in bank assets, the U.S. Federal Reserve holds
roughly $7 billion of it — all of which is now frozen and inaccessible to the Taliban.
The World Bank has also “paused disbursements” in Afghanistan.
“In order to gain access to the global marketplace, we're going to be watching
closely, as will the global community,” Psaki said.
But Jim Carafano of the conservative Heritage Foundation told the Washington
Examiner that the notion that the U.S. has leverage over the Taliban is “absurd” and
“laughable on its face.”
Carafano said that the Biden administration has already given up some of its leverage
by telling the public that humanitarian assistance to Afghanistan will continue despite
the militant group’s overthrow of the government.
In President Joe Biden’s Tuesday speech marking the end to U.S. presence in
Afghanistan, the president said: “Let me be clear: We’ll continue to support the
Afghan people through diplomacy, international influence, and humanitarian aid.”
If the Taliban believe that other countries can handle the refugee and humanitarian
crisis, they'll have less to worry about as they consolidate power and work to cultivate
hard cash, Carafano said.
It is worth noting that national security adviser Jake Sullivan said that it is important
that aid “should go directly to the people of Afghanistan” through international and
nongovernmental organizations — not through the Taliban.
Carafano also said that the Taliban already have access to hard cash because they
are “probably the largest drug traffickers in South Asia.” The Taliban, while
claiming opposition to the drug trade, have profited greatly from the sale and
movement of raw opium derived from Afghan poppy farms. Taxation of the industry
helped fill the Taliban’s coffers and fueled their insurgency.
Peter Earle, an economist at the free market American Institute for Economic
Research, said that “there is absolutely no doubt” in his mind that the Taliban will
turn to the narcotics trafficking industry to raise funds should the U.S. try to withhold
money.
“It is a way in the short term for them to make up any shortfall that comes owing to
the cessation of foreign aid and also their funds being held back by the U.S. and other
institutions,” Earle told the Washington Examiner.
While the Taliban might be hurting for money right now, other countries could soon
step in and provide economic assistance in exchange for capitalizing off

Afghanistan’s natural wealth — thus peeling back any economic leverage that the U.S.
might have.
“What will happen is China, Russia, other countries will be invited in, and they’ll
probably get better deals than they would have if the Taliban was in a better position,”
Earle said.
Afghanistan is sitting on trillions of dollars of mineral wealth, including rare earth
elements that are crucial to building electric-vehicle batteries, computer components,
weapons systems, and other high-tech devices.
Countries like China are likely eyeing those resources as assets for the future and
could partner with the Taliban to that end.
China doesn’t care about the Taliban’s human rights abuses and would not let any
moral qualms get ahead of its ambitions, according to Carafano, who predicted that
China will “play the long game” with Afghanistan regarding economic development.
Prior to the Afghan government’s collapse, a Taliban delegation led by Mullah Abdul
Ghani Baradar met with Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi.
After the meeting, Wang characterized the militant group as “a crucial military and
political force in Afghanistan that is expected to play an important role in the peace,
reconciliation, and reconstruction process of the country.”
Carafano said that despite the administration’s insistence that it holds leverage over
the Taliban, factors such as the drug trade, promises of continuing humanitarian
assistance, and economic overtures from foreign powers highlight how obvious the
administration’s dearth of leverage is.
“It’s actually making everything worse because when you say, ‘I have leverage,’ and
everybody knows you don’t, it actually makes you look even weaker, and it actually
gives them even more power,” he said.

Milley may have undercounted number of Afghan forces who died in war with
Taliban
Jerry Dunleavy - Examiner
The chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff appeared to undercount the number of
U.S.-allied Afghan police and military forces who died in the war with the Taliban,
putting the number at 60,000 dead — contradicting America's Special Inspector
General for Afghanistan Reconstruction, who assessed that “at least” 66,000 Afghan
troops were killed.

Provided by Washington Examiner
The number, while it might not seem is especially far off, follows a pattern from Gen.
Mark Milley, who previously inflated the size of the Afghan National Defense and
Security Forces.
In his latest remarks delivered Wednesday about the end of the U.S. military’s role in
the war in Afghanistan, Milley said: “800,000 of us in uniform served in Afghanistan
over the last 20 years. Our nation spent over a trillion dollars.
And most importantly, 2,461 soldiers, sailors, airmen, and Marines gave the last full
measure of their devotion, while 20,691 were wounded, and untold thousands of
others suffer with the invisible wounds of war as we close this chapter in this nation’s
history.
“And all of those casualties are alongside our allies and partners, and we should
never forget that 60,000 Afghan national security forces gave their lives in the
conduct of this war.”
But the watchdog report on Afghanistan, released in August after the fall of Kabul,
read: “At least 66,000 Afghan troops have been killed. More than 48,000 Afghan
civilians have been killed, and at least 75,000 have been injured since 2001 — both
likely significant underestimations.”
The Cost of War Project at the Watson Institute for International and Public Affairs
at Brown University has estimated since April that “66,000 to 69,000” Afghan
national military and police died during the war in Afghanistan.
Figuring out the exact death toll number is difficult, however, as the now-collapsed
Afghan government largely kept its military death figures secret.
President Joe Biden and Milley misled about the size of the Afghan army in the
months leading up to the fall of Kabul, citing numbers that did not take into account
things such as casualties, capture, and capitulation amid a massive Taliban offensive
this year.

Biden said earlier this month: “We trained and equipped an Afghan military force of
some 300,000 strong, incredibly well-equipped, a force larger in size than the
militaries of many of our NATO allies.”
But it is not true that the Afghan military stood at 300,000 strong.
SIGAR released a report on July 31 and said that, as of the end of April, 300,699
Afghan National Defense and Security Forces personnel were enrolled in the Afghan
Personnel and Pay System, but only 182,071 of them were Afghan National Army
members, including those in the Afghan Air Force, while 118,628 were actually part
of the Afghan National Police, which reports to the Interior Ministry instead of the
Defense Ministry.
Moreover, the watchdog emphasized, “ANDSF personnel strength reported for this
quarter does not reflect the loss of personnel to casualties, surrender, capture, or
fleeing to other countries that occurred during the Taliban offensive from May
through July.”
Milley got the size of the ANDSF wrong during Senate testimony on June 17, saying
that “right now, the government of Afghanistan is holding and they have
approximately about 325,000-to-350,000-person security force — army and police
force.”
A 2021 report on The Military Balance by the International Institute of Strategic
Studies contended that Afghanistan had only 171,500 members in the army and 7,300
in the air force, according to the Washington Post, and that Afghanistan had 99,000
“paramilitary” forces — its national police.

Victor Davis Hanson: There’s a problem in the upper reaches of our military
Victor Davis Hanson - Tribune Content Agency
It is the beginning of a never-ending bad dream. Joe Biden and the Pentagon have
managed to birth a new terrorist haven, destroy much of U.S. strategic deterrence,
and alienate our allies and much of the country.

Gripas Yuri/ABACA Mark Milley, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, departs after
a press briefing about the end of the military mission in Afghanistan at the Pentagon
in Washington on Sept. 1, 2021.
In the hours after the horrific deaths of 13 service members, we have been reassured
by our military that our partnership with the Taliban to provide security for our
flights was wise.
We were told that the terrorist victors share similar goals to ours in a hasty American
retreat from Kabul. We were reminded that Afghan refugees (unlike U.S. soldiers)
will not be forced to be vaccinated on arrival. Such statements are either untrue or
absurd.

Provided by Tribune Content Agency Victor Davis Hanson.
On the very day of the attack that killed American troops, the sergeant major of the
U.S. Army reminded us in a tweet that diversity is our strength, commemorating not
the dead but Women’s Equality Day.

If so, then is the opposite of diversity — unity — our weakness? Will such wokeness
ensure that we do not abandon the Bagram air base in the middle of the night without
opposition?
The chief of staff at the Office of Naval Intelligence warned the ONI’s active duty and
retired service members that they must not criticize Biden, their commander in chief,
over the Afghanistan fiasco. The office correctly cited prohibitions found in the
Uniform Code of Military Justice barring any disrespect shown to senior government
leadership.
Indeed, a lieutenant colonel in the U.S. Marine Corps was relieved of his command
for posting a video accurately blaming military and civilian leadership for the
Afghanistan nightmare.
Yet until Jan. 20, retired top brass had constantly smeared their elected commander
in chief with impunity.
Recently retired Gen. Michael Hayden retweeted a horrific suggestion that
unvaccinated Trump supporters should be put on planes back to Afghanistan, where
they presumably would be left to die. Hayden earlier had compared Trump’s border
facilities to Nazi death camps.
Other retired high-profile military officials variously called their president an
emulator of Nazi tactics, a veritable Mussolini, a liar, and deserving of removal from
office sooner than later.
None of these retired four-stars faced the sort of repercussions that the Office of
Naval Intelligence just warned about.
More than 50 former intelligence officials on the eve of the November election signed
a letter suggesting that incriminating emails found on Hunter Biden’s missing laptop
might be “Russian disinformation.” They used their stature for political purposes to
convince the American people that the story was a lie.
Retired Gen. Joseph Dunford and retired Adm. Mike Mullen recently blasted retired
brass who had questioned Biden’s cognitive ability. OK. But they should have issued
a similar warning earlier, when the violations of fellow retired officers were even
more egregious in election year 2020.
Gen. Mark Milley, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, apologized for doing a photo
op with Trump, erroneously buying into the narrative that Trump had ordered rioters
cleared from Lafayette Square for the staged picture. Worse, he leaked to journalists
that he was so angry with Trump that he “considered” resigning.
Think of the irony. If Milley considered a politicized resignation to rebuke Trump over
the false charge, then surely he could consider a real resignation after overseeing the
worst military disaster of the last half-century in Kabul.
Milley had promised to root out white supremacy from the ranks while recommending
that his soldiers read Ibram X. Kendi’s racialist diatribes.

Something is terribly wrong in the ranks of America’s top commanders that reflects
something wrong with the country.
The Pentagon needs to stop virtue-signaling about diversity days and culturally
sensitive food for Afghan refugees. Instead, can it just explain why the Bagram air
base was abandoned by night, or why Taliban terrorists are our supposed “partners”
in organizing our surrender and escape?
Which general allowed more than $85 billion in American weapons to fall to the
Taliban — a sum equal to the price of seven new U.S. aircraft carriers?
Who turned over to the Taliban the lists of Americans and allied Afghans to be
evacuated?
Who left behind biometric devices that the Taliban are now using to hunt down our
former Afghan friends?
Somehow our new woke Pentagon is hell-bent on losing the trust of the American
people — along with the wars it fights abroad.
(Victor Davis Hanson is a classicist and historian at the Hoover Institution, Stanford
University, and the author of “The Second World Wars: How the First Global
Conflict Was Fought and Won,” from Basic Books. You can reach him by
e-mailing authorvdh@gmail.com.)

Biden’s Approval Rating Goes Underwater
Ed Kilgore - Intelligencer
It’s not at all clear how much the brouhaha over the U.S. withdrawal from
Afghanistan will matter in terms of the 2022 or 2024 elections, or even exactly how
much it is contributing to increasingly sour public and media perceptions of Joe
Biden.
But there’s not much question that the intense glare of publicity over the president’s
management of the situation in Kabul has eroded his previously amazing ability to
lurk in the background, seemingly protected from Republican attacks, even when his
policies aroused controversy.
So what we may now be seeing in his job approval ratings are how well Biden fares
when the eyes of the nation are riveted on his every action.

Anna Moneymaker/Getty Images A tough stretch for 46. Anna Moneymaker/Getty
Images
Given how Americans are feeling about current conditions in the country (at
RealClearPolitics the right track/wrong track polling averages have eroded from
44-50 in May to 30-60 now), it’s not that surprising that Biden’s job-approval ratio is
now underwater for the first time (47 percent approve to 49 percent disapprove in the
straightforward RCP averages and 46.7 percent approve to 47.2 percent disapprove
at FiveThirtyEight, which adjusts polls for partisan bias, and weighs them for
reliability).
An analysis of their own numbers showing Biden underwater from Morning Consult
attributed much of the slide to a 6 percent drop in his net approval rating among
self-identified independents since August 14.
They also showed movement among partisans, though mostly in terms of intensity:
“Strong approval” of Biden among Democrats dropped six points since August 14,
while “strong disapproval” among Republicans rose seven points in the same period.
As I noted in an earlier post, reaction to adverse overseas developments can fade
pretty quickly, as occurred soon after the Fall of Saigon in 1975, when Gerald Ford’s
approval rating rose significantly as soon as the Mayaguez incident (in which the U.S.
freed merchant sailors captured by the Khmer Rouge off the Cambodian coast)
replaced the Vietnam collapse in the news.
Whatever it portends, Biden’s plunge underwater is hardly unique. According to a UC
Santa Barbara analysis of Gallup data, every president dating back to Lyndon
Johnson had net-negative approval ratings at some point.
(John F. Kennedy’s abbreviated presidency was very unusual; his lowest monthly
Gallup approval rating was 56 percent, not long before his assassination. His
Republican predecessor, Dwight D. Eisenhower, was also blessed with consistent
popularity.)
The most relevant points of comparison to Biden should comfort him. Barack Obama
was regularly underwater in weekly Gallup surveys nearly all of 2010, in the first half
of 2011, and throughout 2014.

But he managed to serve two full terms. And Donald Trump didn’t achieve his first
net-positive Gallup approval rating until the spring of 2020, and came close to getting
reelected despite a 46-52 Gallup rating on the eve of the 2020 election.
So there’s no reason for Team Biden to freak out, unless congressional Democrats
become frightened and cannot sustain their remarkable degree of unity this year long
enough to enact the combo platter of infrastructure and budget-reconciliation
legislation that contains much of Biden’s agenda.
But while you never know what lies ahead these days, the odds continue to
diminish that the 46th president is going to be popular enough (and he would need to
be very popular to defy midterm history) to lift his party to victory in the 2022
elections.

Guns, drugs, jobs. In these Venezuelan towns, Colombian rebels call the shots
Sarah Kinosian - Reuters

Reuters/Federico Rios FILE PHOTO: A rebel of Colombia's Marxist National
Liberation Army shows his armband while posing for a photograph, in the
northwestern jungles
CARACAS (Reuters) - Soon after rebels from neighboring Colombia arrived in this
Venezuelan village, they started choosing students from the local high school to
harvest coca, the plant used to make cocaine, the school's principal told Reuters.
Four years later, these foreigners from the National Liberation Party, or ELN,
function as both a local government and a major employer in this town in the
northwestern state of Zulia, according to the educator and 14 other residents. All
spoke on condition of anonymity and asked that their community not be named
because they feared retaliation.

Reuters/SARAH KINOSIAN A resident prepares food in a village near the Colombian
border
The guerrillas pay villagers, including children, to staff narcotics operations,
extortion rackets and wildcat gold mines in both countries, the people said.
Colombian security officials say the criminal proceeds are financing the guerrillas'
long-running insurrection against the Colombian government.
The group's recruiting, the residents said, has intensified over the past year as the
coronavirus pandemic has deepened misery in Venezuela, where the economy was
already reeling from years of hyperinflation and shortages.

Reuters/SARAH KINOSIAN A Christmas display is seen in a village near the
Colombian border outside of Puerto Ayacucho

When the armed Colombians first arrived, the villagers said, they were flanked by
local Socialist Party community leaders and proclaimed they were there to bring
security with the blessing of President Nicolas Maduro.
But their brand of law and order, the people said, quickly morphed into tyranny. The
Colombians forbade residents from sharing information about the group's activities,
set a strict 6 p.m. curfew, outlawed firearms and controlled who entered the town, the
villagers said.

Reuters/SARAH KINOSIAN A view of a pathway near the Colombian border which
residents say is used by guerrillas to reach a local village
The rebels also brought money. As they tapped pupils to work the coca fields, they
offered to "paint the school, fix the lights or whatever we needed," the principal said
in an interview. In 2020, with school enrollment already declining as hungry families
fled the country, more than half the remaining 170 students left with the ELN, leaving
just 80 kids in class, she said.

Reuters/SARAH KINOSIAN A view of a pathway near the Colombian border used by
Colombian guerrillas to reach a local village

The Colombian government has long claimed Venezuela's leadership grants safe
harbor to anti-government Colombian rebels, and that Caracas allows cocaine to
move through its territory for a cut of the profits.
Maduro has denied the drug-trafficking accusations but expressed sympathy for the
rebels' leftist ideology and openly welcomed some guerilla leaders.
Venezuela's Information Ministry did not respond to requests for comment about the
guerrilla group's activities in the country.
Pablo Beltran, the ELN's second in command, denied the group is involved in cocaine
production, drug trafficking or other illicit activities, or that it recruits Venezuelans to
work in such operations.
He told Reuters the group does charge fees to criminal drug groups entering territory
it controls in Colombia where coca is cultivated. He acknowledged that poor
Venezuelans driven by their nation's economic crisis do work in those areas, but he
said they are not paid by the ELN.
Beltran said the ELN does cross into Venezuelan territory, but the group's policy was
not to have a permanent presence there. He also denied the ELN was present in
Venezuela with the blessing of Maduro.
"I hope we have his moral support," Beltran said. "But the day they perceive there is
a force like ours stationed there, they are not only losing sovereignty, but they are
violating their constitution."
This account is based on interviews with more than 60 Venezuelans - including
pastors, ranchers and teachers - living in six states near the Colombian border.
Reuters also spoke with lawmakers, human-rights activists, indigenous leaders,
former Venezuelan military officers, two rebel defectors, and U.S. and Colombian
authorities familiar with the rebels' growing control of the region.
The interviews reveal a portrait of areas being transformed by armed Colombians
taking advantage of Venezuela's decline. Rebels who once hid from Colombia's
military in Venezuela's jungles have moved into population centers, ruling alongside
Maduro's government in some places, supplanting it in others, residents of these
areas said.

For a graphic on Venezuelan border states:
https://graphics.reuters.com/VENEZUELA-CRIME/GUERRILLA/lbvgnndbepq/chart.
png
They are mainly ELN guerrillas and former fighters from another rebel group, the
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, or FARC, according to residents and
internal Venezuelan intelligence documents viewed by Reuters.
These combatants reject the landmark 2016 peace deal reached between the FARC
and the Colombian government. The FARC dissident groups could not be reached for
comment.
More than 1,000 members of the ELN alone are operating in Venezuela, Colombia's
then-Foreign Minister Carlos Holmes Trujillo told the Organization of American
States in 2019.
The rebels have filled gaps in Venezuela's crumbling institutions, handing out food
and medicine, even approving infrastructure projects in some areas, villagers told
Reuters.
Many said the rebels' presence had reduced street crime. But all the locals who spoke
to Reuters said they feared these armed combatants. A villager in a different Zulia
town likened living under ELN rule to "living in a prison with eyes always watching."
One 16-year-old high-school dropout from outside the once-prosperous oil city of
Maracaibo, Zulia's capital, said he worked 12-hour shifts at an ELN coca farm,
picking leaves until his hands bled. Still, the boy said, he gets three meals a day and
makes the equivalent of $200 USD a month, a fortune in much of Venezuela.
OLD ALLIANCE
After Maduro's predecessor Hugo Chavez came to power in 1999, the FARC and ELN
were allowed to operate more openly inside Venezuela, according to former
Venezuelan officials, residents, analysts, U.S. and Colombian authorities and former
guerrillas.

What began as an alliance of like-minded revolutionaries, with common foes in the
Colombian and U.S. governments, has morphed into a criminal partnership centered
on drug and gold trafficking and other illicit schemes, according to Bram Ebus, who
has reported on guerilla activities in Venezuela for the International Crisis Group, a
Brussels-based think tank.
These enterprises have become financial lifelines for the guerrillas and for
Venezuelans stretching from small villages to the corridors of power in Caracas,
Ebus, eight former Venezuelan military officers and two former members of FARC
dissident groups told Reuters.
In March 2020, the U.S. Department of Justice indicted Maduro for allegedly heading
a drug trafficking organization that worked with the FARC to flood the United States
with cocaine, offering a $15 million reward for information leading to his capture.
Venezuela's Foreign Minister at the time, Jorge Arreaza, called the charges
unfounded. The Information Ministry did not respond to a request for comment about
alleged financial ties between government officials and Colombian guerrilla groups.
S. authorities, speaking on condition of anonymity, said they've grown increasingly
concerned about how entrenched in Venezuela the Colombian rebels have become.
Venezuela has also tracked the expansion of armed groups from Colombia in its
territory, according to Manuel Christopher Figuera, an ex-general and former head
of Venezuela's National Intelligence Service, who fled the country in 2019. Figuera
showed Reuters maps he said were produced in 2018 by one of the country's
intelligence agencies showing the purported locations of ELN and dissident FARC
operatives in Venezuela and their range of alleged activities, including drug and arms
trafficking, extortion, kidnapping and murder for hire.
Reuters was not able to verify the authenticity of the maps, which bore the insignia of
the Strategic Center for Security and Protection of the Homeland. Venezuela's
Information Ministry did not respond to requests for comment, and calls to the
number listed for the intelligence agency were not answered.
If Maduro's government is allied with Colombian rebels, the relationship is not
always friendly. In March, Venezuela's military launched an offensive against a group
of FARC dissidents in the border state of Apure after Maduro said the group was sent
by Colombia to destabilize the country.
Colombia's Defense Minister Diego Molano denied Maduro's claim, describing the
dispute as a conflict over control of drug-trafficking routes.
Locals in Apure, where thousands fled the fighting, told Reuters they've watched the
guerrillas steadily consolidate power over the past five years, expanding their illicit
business activities while largely assuming the role of law enforcement. A local
rancher said they have even waded into economic regulation - telling farmers what
they can charge for cheese and beef.
"They are the government," the rancher said of the rebels. Apure's governor did not
respond to requests for comment.

Indigenous Venezuelans say they, too, have had their lives upended by the guerrillas,
whom they've dubbed "rubber boots" for their tall, black footwear. In mineral-rich
Amazonas state, more than a dozen tribal leaders told Reuters that the rebels in
recent years have ramped up illegal mining of gold and coltan, a mineral found in cell
phones.
In March, leaders from three tribes filed a complaint with the state human rights
office alleging "a large number" of indigenous Venezuelans have been "enslaved and
extorted by an irregular group of Colombians," identified as FARC dissidents, who
forced them to work in gold mines.
Amazonas' human rights office acknowledged it had received the complaint, but made
no further comment.
'YOU FEEL SHAME'
Some Venezuelans credit the rebels with keeping their families afloat.
A 42-year-old corn farmer in Apure who asked to not be named for fear of retribution,
said he hasn't seen his older brother since the FARC forcibly recruited him eight
years ago. But every month without fail, he said, his brother calls their mother and
sends $120, money he and his elderly parents depend on to survive.
In Zulia, a teacher who asked to be identified only by his first name – Armando – said
boys are scarce in his high school because so many are working for the ELN on coca
farms or at border crossings extorting bribes from migrants and traders.
Armando understands the lure of drug money. He said he, too, began harvesting coca
for the ELN in 2017 to supplement his $3-a-month teaching salary. He has no plans
to stop.
"You feel shame," he said, "but you see food for your children in each leaf you pick."
(Reporting by Sarah Kinosian; editing by Marla Dickerson)

Taliban and Afghan rebels claim heavy casualties in fighting over valley
Reuters
(Reuters) - Taliban forces and fighters loyal to local leader Ahmad Massoud, fought
in Afghanistan's Panjshir Valley on Thursday, with each side saying it had inflicted
heavy casualties in recent days of combat in the last province resisting Taliban rule.

Reuters/MOHAMMAD ISMAIL FILE PHOTO: Ahmad Massoud, son of the slain hero
of the anti-Soviet resistance Ahmad Shah Massoud, speaks to his supporters in
Bazarak, Panjshir province Afghanistan
Following the fall of Kabul on Aug. 15, several thousand fighters from local militias
and the remnants of army and special forces units have massed in Panjshir.
Under the leadership of Ahmad Massoud, son of a former Mujahideen commander,
they have been holding out in the province, a steep valley that makes attacks from
outside difficult.
Efforts to negotiate a settlement appear to have broken down, with each side blaming
the other for the failure of talks as the Taliban prepared to announce a government.
Taliban spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid said the group's fighters had entered
Panjshir and taken control of some territory.
"We started operations after negotiation with the local armed group failed," he said.
"They suffered heavy losses."
However a spokesman for the National Resistance Front of Afghanistan, a grouping
of rebels, said it had full control of all passes and entrances and had driven back
efforts to take Shotul district at the entrance to the valley.
"The enemy made multiple attempts to enter Shotul from Jabul-Saraj, and failed each
time," he said, referring to a town in the neighbouring Parwan province.
The spokesman said NRFA forces had also killed large numbers of Taliban fighters
on two fronts since clashes first broke out earlier in the week.
"It has been proven to the other side that they cannot resolve this issue through war,"
the spokesman said in reference to the Taliban's losses.
Both sides provided varying figures for the other's casualties, without offering
evidence. It was not possible to verify the numbers of fighters on either side killed.

The Taliban says the Panjshir valley is surrounded on all four sides and a rebel
victory is impossible. The rebels say they will refuse to surrender.
(Reporting by Jibran Ahmad and James Mackenzie; Writing by Alasdair Pal; Editing
by Angus MacSwan)
The female anchor who interviewed a Taliban official said he showed up at her
studio uninvited, and she felt lucky to be already wearing loose clothing.
Sinéad Baker (sbaker@businessinsider.com) - Business Insider

REUTERS/Hamad I Mohammed Afghan news anchor Beheshta Arghand posed for a
photo at a temporary residence compound in Doha, Qatar, on September 1. Hamad I
Mohammed/Reuters
The female TV news anchor who did a groundbreaking interview with a Taliban
official live on air said he showed up to the studio unannounced and asked to be
interviewed. She told Reuters that she felt lucky that she was already wearing long
clothing.
Beheshta Arghand, a 24-year-old presenter at the independent outlet TOLO News,
interviewed a Taliban leader on August 17, two days after the group seized control of
Kabul.
As Insider's Grace Panetta reported, Arghand was the first female TV host to conduct
a live sit-down interview with a Taliban leader.
Though she was praised for doing it, and it was seen as a possible sign that the
group's attitude toward women had changed, she said she has since left
Afghanistan out of fear of the Taliban.
Arghand told Reuters that the official turned up at the studio, despite not having an
invite, and asked to be interviewed.
"I was shocked, I lost my control," she said. She continued, "I said to myself that
maybe they came to ask why did I come to the studio."

Arghand said she adjusted the headscarf that she was already wearing so it would
look more like a traditional hijab, and that she was glad that she was already wearing
conservative clothing.
"I always wear long clothes in the studio because we have different people with
different minds," she said.
She said that around a week after her interview, the Taliban told TOLO News to make
all the female staff wear a hijab, and that it suspended female anchors at other TV
stations.
She added that the Taliban also told local news outlets not to report on the Taliban's
takeover of the country and what it is doing in power.
Arghand has since fled to Doha, Qatar. She said the Nobel Prize winner Malala
Yousafzai - whom she previously interviewed - was able to help her get out of the
country on August 24. Yousafzai was shot by the Pakistani Taliban in 2012 after
advocating for girls' education.
The Taliban has said that it is committed to women's rights, but it restricted women's
rights, movements, and clothing the last time it was in power and enforced brutal
punishments, including death.

Poland declares state of emergency on Belarus border
Reuters
WARSAW (Reuters) -Poland's president has declared a state of emergency in parts of
two regions bordering Belarus, his spokesman said on Thursday, an unprecedented
move in the country's post-communist history that follows a surge in illegal migration.

© Reuters/KACPER PEMPEL Polish border guard officers stand guard next to a
group of migrants stranded on the border between Belarus and Poland near the
village of Usnarz Gorny

The European Union has accused Belarusian President Alexander Lukashenko of
using migrants from countries like Iraq and Afghanistan as part of a "hybrid war"
designed to put pressure on the bloc over sanctions it has imposed on Minsk.
Poland has been trying to improve security along its frontier by building a fence and
deploying troops.
"The situation on the border with Belarus is difficult and dangerous," presidential
spokesman Blazej Spychalski told a news conference. "Today, we as Poland, being
responsible for our own borders, but also for the borders of the European Union,
must take measures to ensure the security of Poland and the (EU)."
The Polish Border Guard said on Wednesday there had been around 3,500 attempts
to illegally cross the border in August alone, 2,500 of which it had managed to
thwart.
The government has also said it needs to be prepared for "provocations" that could
transpire during military exercises organised by the Russian army that will be held on
Russian and Belarusian territory near Poland from Sept. 10.
The "West-2021" drills will involve thousands of servicemen, including those from
Kazakhstan, a member of the Moscow-led defence bloc, as well as tanks, artillery and
aircraft.
"The second reason for bringing in the state of emergency in this area is the military
exercises...that will take place on our border," Polish Interior Minister Mariusz
Kaminski said. "We must be prepared for every scenario."
The state of emergency, which will restrict the movement of people and ban mass
gatherings, is to apply to a 3-km-(1.9-mile)-deep swathe along the border for 30 days.
NGOs have sharply criticised the government's approach to the issue and have said
Warsaw must provide more humanitarian aid to migrants stranded on the border.
"This state of emergency is a nuclear solution that is to move us away from this
border, not only us but also the media, and make sure that no one...will document
what is happening there," said Marianna Wartecka of the Ocalenie Foundation
refugee charity.
Poland says the migrants are the responsibility of Belarus and it has also accused
Minsk of refusing a convoy of humanitarian aid meant for them.
(Reporting by Alan Charlish, Pawel Florkiewicz, Alicja Ptak and Anna Koper;
Editing by Mark Heinrich)

'Everybody screwed up': Blame game begins over turbulent U.S. exit from
Afghanistan
Idrees Ali, Patricia Zengerle & Arshad Mohammed - Reuters

Reuters/KEN CEDENO FILE PHOTO: U.S. President Joe Biden speaks about
Afghanistan at the White House in Washington
WASHINGTON (Reuters) - A week into the evacuation from Kabul, the U.S. military
was forced to take a drastic step: stop all flights from Hamid Karzai International
Airport for seven hours because there was nowhere for the evacuees to go.
For months, military officials had urged the U.S. State Department to convince other
countries to take Afghans at risk from Taliban retaliation. They had largely failed to
secure agreements with other countries, prompting officials across the U.S.
government to rush to try to find space for the evacuees.

Reuters/STRINGER FILE PHOTO: Taliban walk in front of a military airplane a day
after the U.S. troops withdrawal from Hamid Karzai International Airport in Kabul
The Biden administration's scramble was emblematic of failures over the past month,
which culminated with a hastily organized airlift that left thousands of U.S.-allied

Afghans behind and was punctuated by a suicide bombing outside Kabul's airport that
killed 13 U.S. troops and scores of Afghans.
The chaotic end to America's longest war has sparked the biggest crisis of President
Joe Biden's seven months in the White House, finger-pointing within the
administration and questions about who, if anyone, would be held responsible.
Despite the missteps, the administration carried out one of the largest airlifts in
history, evacuating more than 120,000 Americans, Afghans and people of other
nationalities amid the threat of attacks by Islamic State militants.
The last U.S. troops left Afghanistan on Monday.
Current and former officials and lawmakers said there is little appetite for Biden to
fire or demote top advisers over the handling of the U.S. withdrawal. The Democratic
president, meanwhile, has strongly defended his administration's actions.
Frustrated and angry, officials at the Pentagon have privately blamed the lack of
urgency leading up to the airlift on the State and Homeland Security departments,
who in turn have blamed the White House for slow decision-making.
"Finger-pointing is an ugly Washington sport ... in this case, fingers could be pointed
in all directions and probably be right in each case," said Dan Fried, a former senior
U.S. diplomat now at the Atlantic Council think tank.
"A failure like this is collective. Everybody screwed up," Fried added.
A source familiar with the matter defended the evacuation planning and said the State
Department was unaware of any concerns at the Department of Defense about a lack
of urgency in the effort.
White House officials told Reuters that firings have not been discussed, but the
administration expects Congress to aggressively investigate the turbulent exit from
Afghanistan in hearings.
One Biden administration official, speaking on condition of anonymity, said any
dismissal would be seen as a tacit admission that the president had erred in removing
troops unconditionally from the South Asian nation.
Biden, in a defiant speech on Tuesday, defended his decision to withdraw the troops
and stood by the evacuation plan.
"Some say we should have started mass evacuations sooner and 'Couldn’t this have
be done - have been done in a more orderly manner?' I respectfully disagree," said
Biden, who noted that he was ultimately responsible for the withdrawal.
POLITICAL DECISION
Biden's party narrowly controls the U.S. Senate and House of Representatives, and
aides in both chambers said that, while Democrats would investigate and expect to
hold hearings, they are wary of giving Republicans a platform to attack the president.

Democratic congressional committee leaders have pledged thorough reviews of the
events in Afghanistan, but they made clear they intend to look into the entire 20-year
conflict, which unfolded under the watch of four presidents, starting with Republican
President George W. Bush.
On Tuesday, White House spokeswoman Jen Psaki said the administration has
provided many classified and unclassified briefings to lawmakers.
"Now, it's a 20-year war, so there's obviously a lot to dig into," she said.
Democrats want to pursue Biden's domestic agenda - expanding social programs,
funding infrastructure and protecting voting rights. On the national security front,
they want to highlight their investigation of the Jan. 6 attack on the U.S. Capitol by
supporters of then-President Donald Trump.
How Congress eventually proceeds will depend on the level of interest from voters.
Less than 40% of Americans approve of Biden's handling of the military withdrawal
from Afghanistan, according to a Reuters/Ipsos poll released on Monday.
National security adviser Jake Sullivan said last month that the Biden administration
would conduct a "hotwash" - an after-action review - to discover what went wrong in
Afghanistan, and that he expected results of that review to be made public.
White House officials said on Tuesday the review had not begun.
WHO IS TO BLAME?
The last month in Afghanistan was a series of failures, from the intelligence and
military to diplomatic and immigration fronts, with one core error the failure to
anticipate the speed of the Taliban's advance and collapse of the Afghan military.
"In some way, everyone is to blame," a U.S. official said on condition of anonymity.
Some Republicans have pointed fingers at Sullivan and Secretary of State Antony
Blinken as the ones most responsible for setting the conditions for a chaotic
evacuation, and have demanded their departure.
Republicans also have called for Biden to fire the U.S. special envoy for Afghanistan,
Zalmay Khalilzad, who negotiated the Trump administration's 2020 deal with the
Taliban that set the stage for the withdrawal.
But when House Minority Leader Kevin McCarthy was asked whether he thought
Biden or Blinken should be impeached, the California Republican did not answer,
saying instead his focus was on getting the Americans out of Afghanistan.
Defense officials told Reuters the State Department appeared out of touch with the
reality on the ground in Afghanistan and had too much confidence in the Afghan
government.
During a congressional hearing in June, Blinken was asked if the administration was
considering getting at-risk Afghans out of the country while their cases were being
reviewed.

"If there is a significant deterioration in security, that could well happen, we
discussed this before, I don't think it's going to be something that happens from a
Friday to a Monday," Blinken said.
The Taliban seized two of Afghanistan's three largest cities - Kandahar and Herat on Friday, Aug. 13 and took Kabul, the capital, two days later.
(Reporting by Idrees Ali, Patricia Zengerle, Arshad Mohammed, Humeyra Pamuk,
Jarrett Renshaw. Editing by Mary Milliken, Phil Stewart and Paul Simao)

'Majority' of Afghan allies who applied for special visas still in Afghanistan
Dan De Luce and Julia Ainsley - NBC News
WASHINGTON — A senior State Department official said Wednesday that it
appeared a “majority” of Afghans who had worked for the U.S. military and applied
for Special Immigrant Visas (SIVs) had not been successfully evacuated and remained
in Afghanistan.

Provided by NBC News
“I don't have an estimate for you on the numbers of SIVs and family members who are
still there,'' said the senior official, who was in Kabul for the evacuation. ‘But I would
say it's the majority of them, just based on anecdotal information about the
populations we were able to support.”
State Department spokesperson Ned Price said that of about 31,000 people evacuated
from Afghanistan to the U.S. between Aug. 17 and Aug. 31, roughly 23,000 were
Afghan allies and family members considered “at risk” from the Taliban.
The senior State Department official described a harrowing atmosphere during the
evacuation, with officials forced to make snap decisions affecting the fate of Afghans
desperately trying to flee Taliban rule.

“It wasn't pretty. It was very challenging,” the official said. “Everybody who lived it
is haunted by the choices we had to make. And by the people we were not able to help
depart in this first phase of the operation.”
The effort was hampered by the unpredictable role of the Taliban stationed along
routes into the airport, the official said. The Taliban cooperated in some cases but in
other instances blocked Afghan nationals from proceeding to the airport, the official
said.
In the aftermath of the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan, the true number of Afghan
allies and other Afghans who made it out of the country remains murky.
On Tuesday, based on the initial figures then available from the Pentagon, NBC News
reported that 8,500 Afghan allies had been evacuated. It was not clear if all of those
8,500 were applicants for SIVs or other expedited visas designed for Afghans who
worked with U.S. organizations.
On Wednesday, the Pentagon released new figures. According to Gen. Mark Milley,
about 20,000 Afghans have arrived at eight military bases in the U.S. — a number
similar to the State Department’s figures for Afghan allies evacuated to the U.S.
Milley also said 40,000 more Afghan evacuees were at bases in the Middle East and
in Europe. He did not provide a breakdown of how many of those Afghan evacuees
had worked with U.S. troops or diplomats.
The Biden administration has said that more than 120,000 people in total were
evacuated by U.S. and coalition aircraft from July through the final U.S. withdrawal,
a number that includes Americans and other nationalities as well as Afghans.
Administration officials say they are still going over the numbers.
According to advocates, however, as many as 265,000 Afghans and their families may
have had some form of eligibility to apply for a U.S. visa because of their work with
U.S. governmental and nongovernmental organizations during the past two decades.
The SIV program was set up more than a decade ago to help Afghans at risk due to
their work with the U.S. military to resettle in the United States. But the program had
been plagued by bureaucratic delays, with some applicants waiting years for their
papers to be processed.
As of May, about 18,000 to 20,000 Afghans who worked with U.S. troops and
diplomats had applied for SIVs, according to government figures. When their family
members are included, the pool of Afghans in the SIV program was at least 70,000
and probably higher, according to refugee advocacy groups.
In addition to the 70,000 or more Afghans who were approved for SIVs or had
pending applications, another pool of Afghans and their families — perhaps an
additional 50,000 people — were eligible for the program because of work with the
U.S. government but did not apply or were rejected for unknown reasons, according
to an estimate from the Association of Wartime Allies, which works with Afghan
allies.

That number covers Afghans who were employed by the U.S. military or other
agencies over the past 20 years, along with members of their immediate families,
according to the group's findings.
Separately, another group of Afghans were eligible for other forms of expedited U.S.
visas due to their association with U.S.-funded groups or projects. That group,
including families, could number another 145,000 Afghans, according to the AWA's
estimates.
This class of potential evacuees was only recently made eligible for expedited U.S.
visas, so data about applications and acceptances is scant.
The AWA said it based its estimates on a review of publicly available data published
in reports by the Defense Department, State Department, and other non-governmental
organizations and research organizations.
The research was overseen by a professional demographer and faculty at American
University, said a member of the AWA's advisory board.
The administration, however, has come under sharp criticism from lawmakers from
both sides of the aisle and from veterans' groups over how the evacuation was
handled, with critics accusing the White House of abandoning Afghans who risked
their lives for the United States.
"The numbers speak for themselves," said Chris Purdy of Human Rights First, who
along with other advocates had urged the administration to launch an evacuation
months earlier.
"This outcome was completely avoidable. Had the administration listened to the many
organizations and individuals who had been calling for an evacuation since the first
announcement of the withdrawal timeline back in April, the evacuation could have
taken place alongside the U.S. military withdrawal instead of afterward," said Adam
Bates, policy counsel at the International Refugee Assistance Project.
The State Department spokesperson said the administration had inherited a major
backlog of applicants to the SIV program when it came into office as well as a
Covid-19 outbreak in Afghanistan that hampered embassy efforts to process visas.
Despite those challenges, "we dramatically accelerated SIV processing and launched
an unprecedented and ongoing effort to relocate Afghan Special Immigrants to
safety," the spokesperson said in an email.
Defending his handling of the U.S. troop withdrawal, President Joe Biden said on
Tuesday that starting the evacuation earlier would not have changed the outcome. In
any scenario, there would have been a rush to the airport, and staying longer would
have meant escalating the conflict with the Taliban, Biden said.
The president called the evacuation effort an "extraordinary success."

confidence' in Biden after Afghanistan withdrawal
Rebecca Kheel - The Hill
Republicans used a marathon markup of the annual defense policy bill to repeatedly
hit President Biden on the messy withdrawal from Afghanistan, offering a slew of
amendments related to the issue in an effort to force Democrats into taking tough
votes.

WAKIL KOHSAR / AFP Democrats defeat GOP effort to declare 'lost confidence' in
Biden after Afghanistan withdrawal
Capping their efforts in the final standalone amendment debate after nearly 16 hours
of considering the National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA), Rep. Michael Waltz
(R-Fla.) offered an amendment that would have stated Congress "has lost confidence
in President Biden's ability to perform his duties as Commander-in-Chief of the
United States Armed Forces."
"I believe that this president has failed," Waltz said.
Democrats fumed at Waltz's amendment, with Rep. Anthony Brown (D-Md.) calling it
"outlandish and despicable."
Democrats rejected the Waltz amendment in a 28-31 party-line vote.
But Democrats, while less explicitly critical of Biden, also used Wednesday and
Thursday morning's consideration of the NDAA to take one of Congress's first stabs
at oversight of the withdrawal and the way ahead by offering some amendments of
their own, as well as supporting many of the Republican amendments.
The consideration of the NDAA came days after the last U.S. troops departed
Afghanistan, ending America's longest war but leaving behind 100 to 200 U.S.
citizens and thousands of Afghans who wanted to evacuate.
Lawmakers in both parties, including some Democrats who support the underlying
idea of withdrawing, have criticized Biden's execution of the withdrawal, particularly
after the chaos that erupted at the Kabul airport after the Taliban took control of the
country and the United States raced to evacuate Americans and vulnerable Afghans.

But Republicans sought to seize on Wednesday's House Armed Services Committee
meeting to force Democrats into going on the record in votes aimed at rebuking Biden.
The tone of Wednesday's NDAA markup was set early, as top Republicans on the
panel used their opening statements to knock the withdrawal.
"The decisions that President Biden has been making are disastrous. I fear America is
less safe because of them," Mike Rogers (R-Ala.), the panel's ranking member, said.
"These self-inflicted wounds have made our job even more important and difficult.
Today's markup begins our duty to conduct oversight on the withdrawal from
Afghanistan."
Rep. Trent Kelly (R-Miss.) also blasted what he described as an "abject failure of this
administration to ensure a controlled withdrawal and continued security mission
within the region," while Rep. Doug Lamborn (R-Colo.) referenced "the terrible and
entirely preventable situation unfolding in Afghanistan."
While Democrats have also been critical of the way Biden has handled the
withdrawal, some bristled Wednesday at Republicans' focus on the last few weeks
rather than the last 20 years of failures.
"The idea that the only things that went wrong in Afghanistan is what President Biden
has done over the past six or seven months is not correct," House Armed Services
Committee Chairman Adam Smith (D-Wash.) said, adding there needs to be an
"discussion about 20 years worth of policies that got us to this place. If we just look at
the last couple of months and the difficult decisions that were made, we will be failing
in our mission to better understand how we can prevent this in the future."
Many of the Republican amendments were considered uncontroversial and were
easily adopted in voice votes, such as ones requiring reports on military equipment
abandoned in Afghanistan, the security situation in Afghanistan and threats posed by
al Qaeda.
Several other GOP amendments were withdrawn without a vote because of committee
jurisdiction issues, including amendments that would have banned U.S. military aid to
countries that recognize the Taliban's government and required a determination on
whether the Taliban is a state sponsor of terrorism.
But a couple amendments elicited debate and provided lawmakers with one of their
first public opportunities to wrangle over the withdrawal since the Taliban took over
Afghanistan and the U.S. military exit from the country spiraled into a chaotic race to
evacuate as many civilians as possible before Biden's Aug. 31 deadline.
In addition to the Waltz amendment, Democrats opposed one from Rep. Ronny
Jackson (R-Texas) to launch an inspector general investigation into whether there
were "any political motivations" in Biden's decision to withdraw.
Meanwhile, Democrats supported an amendment opposed by several Republicans that
was offered by Rep. Liz Cheney (R-Wyo.), a fierce opponent of the withdrawal who
has been shunned by her party over her vote to impeach former President Trump.

Cheney's amendment, which was ultimately approved in a voice vote after a lengthy
debate, would create an independent, bipartisan commission to study lessons learned
from the entire length of the war, with Smith calling it "exactly what we need to do."
Among the Democratic efforts at Afghanistan oversight was an amendment from Rep.
Jason Crow (D-Colo.) approved by voice vote to require a report on plans for "over
the horizon" counterterrorism operations, continued efforts to retrieve Americans and
Afghan allies left in the country and other areas.
As the last amendment of the night was being offered, the committee also held a
moment of silence to honor the 13 U.S. troops who were killed in last week's ISIS
bombing during the evacuation operations.
"Their response when they were called upon to carry out this mission to get into the
airport and get as many Americans and Americans allies out as possible, it really was
a remarkable mission that those service members went in and did," Smith said after
the moment of silence. "We can't forget that."

Taliban Battle Opposition Militias, Wield New Power in Kabul
Sune Engel Rasmussen - The Wall Street Journal
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Clashes flared in northern and central Afghanistan between the Taliban and local
militias on Wednesday, as the Islamist movement continued to consolidate its grip on
power in the Afghan capital two days after the U.S. ended its 20-year presence in the
country.
Hundreds of American citizens and residents remained stuck in Afghanistan after the
U.S.-led airlift ended, with no obvious route out of the country.

Qatar on Wednesday sent a technical team to Kabul at the request of the Taliban to
discuss the resumption of operations in the airport, according to a person familiar
with the matter. The jet carrying the team was the first flight known to have landed in
Kabul since the last U.S. military plane took off Monday at midnight local time.
The aim of the delegation was to resume humanitarian flights in and out of Kabul,
and to restart evacuation efforts from the airport, the person said.
The Taliban said they had captured the Shotul district in Panjshir, making gains in
the sole Afghan province that the militant group hasn’t captured. Panjshir is home to
a resistance movement led by the son of a famous commander from the anti-Taliban
struggle of the 1990s.
Fighting continued in the valley throughout Wednesday with casualties on both sides,
though the exact toll wasn’t clear. The Italian-run Emergency Hospital in Kabul,
which treats civilian war wounded, said it had received four patients from Gulbahar
in Panjshir who were dead on arrival, and five injured patients.
A senior Taliban official said the group had tried unsuccessfully to negotiate a
peaceful handover of the province.
“Now that all of Afghanistan is at peace, and the mujahedeen are victorious, why
should the people of Panjshir suffer?” said Amir Khan Muttaqi, a senior member of
the Taliban’s peace negotiation team, in an audio message circulated on social media.
The Taliban had surrounded Panjshir, he said.
“Those who want to keep fighting should know that enough is enough. You couldn’t
do anything with the support of NATO and the U.S. through all these years,” he said.
“You should not continue fighting. Join the Islamic Emirate,” he said, using the
Taliban’s name for the group.
Sporadic clashes also continued in the provinces of Wardak and Daikundi, which are
home to large groups of Hazaras, a mostly Shiite minority, who have formed armed
militias.
“The situation is very unstable and volatile. We, the resistance group, have moved to
valleys in the mountains and our relationship with the Taliban is getting worse,” said
Asadullah Asadi, a spokesman for militia leader Abdul Ghani Alipur in the Behsud
district of Wardak. “The Taliban wanted us to surrender, which is not acceptable for
us.”
In Kabul, the Taliban continued to assert their authority as uncertainty grew over
what kind of rule the Islamists would impose on the population. The Taliban have
pledged amnesty to everyone associated with the former government, and their
leaders have told the group’s members to treat Afghans respectfully.
But in the absence of a new government or formally announced rules under the new
regime, Taliban fighters appear to be policing the population based on their personal
interpretation of what is appropriate behavior. Some residents told stories of beatings

and Taliban fighters harassing restaurants for allegedly doubling as brothels. Female
employees of the former administration have gone into hiding.
In a symbolic demonstration of the Taliban’s new position, Anas Haqqani, an
influential official within the Haqqani network, a particularly hard-line and violent
wing of the Taliban, visited the formerly American-controlled Bagram Air Base,
where he spent four years in prison.
In photos distributed on social media, Mr. Haqqani was seen leading a guided tour
through interrogation rooms and past metal cages, followed by Taliban fighters
snapping photos on their phones.
Mr. Haqqani was released in 2018 in exchange for two professors, an American and
an Australian, who had been abducted while working for the American University in
Kabul and held captive by the Haqqani network.
Al Qaeda hailed the Afghan Islamists’ victory over the U.S. in a statement
purportedly issued on behalf of its leader, Ayman al-Zawahiri, whose whereabouts is
unknown. The terrorist group called on Afghans to unite behind the Taliban. The
Taliban have promised not to give al Qaeda a haven in Afghanistan.
The Taliban are expected in the coming days to announce the formation of a new
administration, which they have indicated won’t include women.
“Women will have an active part in government, there’s no doubt about it, but I can’t
say that they will be in senior positions,” Sher Mohammad Abbas Stanikzai, the head
of the Taliban’s political office in Doha, said Wednesday in an interview with the
British Broadcasting Corp.’s Pashto service.
The Taliban said Tuesday that the group’s reclusive supreme leader, Mawlawi
Haibatullah Akhundzada, had headed a three-day leadership meeting to discuss
forming a new government, but didn’t provide details.
In Kandahar, a large convoy of vehicles drove in a victory procession, followed in the
air by several Taliban-manned helicopters.
President Biden on Tuesday described the U.S.-led airlift of more than 120,000
Americans, Afghans and others in just over two weeks as an extraordinary success.
Fewer than 200 Americans who wanted to leave Afghanistan have been left behind,
the State Department said.
This group includes families comprised of a mix of U.S. citizens, green-card holders
and kin with neither U.S. citizenship nor permanent residency. Neighboring countries
have shut their borders to Afghan citizens.
A U.S. green-card holder who worked as an English teacher in Kabul since 2017, and
whose father was an interpreter for U.S. forces in Afghanistan, said he had reached
out to the State Department but hadn’t heard back. When he went to the airport
during the evacuations and tried to make himself known to American soldiers through
the scrum of thousands of people, he said he had to give up.

“The Taliban and the gunshots scared the hell out of me,” he said. “I’m hiding. The
last two weeks I’ve only been outside twice, I am too afraid.”
“If they question me in their language, it will raise red flags,” he added.

Taliban wage offensive against last rebel stronghold, prepare to announce new
government
Saphora Smith, Mushtaq Yusufzai & Ahmed Mengli - NBC News
The Taliban moved to consolidate control over Afghanistan Thursday, with the
group's fighters advancing against a final pocket of armed resistance and its leaders
preparing to announce a new government.
More than two weeks after the Islamic militants seized control of the Afghan
capital and days after the completion of the United States' withdrawal, the Taliban
were meeting to finalize the details of their new regime.
It will face formidable economic and security challenges after a chaotic end to a
two-decade conflict.
The country's economy is on the brink of collapse, and there are no guarantees the
international community will grant aid to a Taliban government. In a bid to boost its
standing in the eyes of the world, the group has sought to allay fears the country will
become a hub for terror and instability.
But persistent reports of repression and last week's ISIS-K suicide attack have
undermined those efforts, while resistance from a guerilla stronghold north of Kabul
has also posed a threat to Taliban control.
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The militant group said Thursday its fighters had launched an operation to take the
Panjshir Valley, one of the last pockets of the country not in Taliban hands.

The area has long been a bastion of resistance in Afghanistan. Local fighters held
back the Soviets in the 1980s and the Taliban a decade later under the leadership of
Ahmad Shah Massoud, a storied guerrilla fighter killed in a suicide bombing who
remains widely admired in Afghanistan.
His son, Ahmad Massoud, and several former government officials are now
attempting to establish a resistance movement in the same guerrilla heartland.
Believed to be among them is Amrullah Saleh, who served as vice president in the
U.S.-backed government that was toppled by the Taliban blitz across the country. He
has claimed to be the country's caretaker president after former leader Ashraf Ghani
fled Afghanistan as Kabul fell on Aug. 15.
“The Panjshir headquartered resistance isn’t for Panjshir but for the whole country,”
a Twitter account associated with Saleh tweeted on Monday. “The Afghan national
flag is in full mast and hoisted in govt buildings. Our resistance is for rights and
value.”
Fahim Dashti, a spokesman for the National Resistance Forces, a group loyal to
Massoud, said in a video message shared with NBC News and other outlets
Wednesday night that the Taliban had launched an offensive in the previous 40 hours.
“They did not succeed in their offensive and they did not advance even a kilometer,”
Dashti said.
Taliban spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid told NBC News Thursday that Taliban
fighters had entered Panjshir and captured 11 “important” positions, including the
area's main valley and the main road between Panjshir and Badakhshan. NBC News
was not able to verify the claims of either warring parties.
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The country's new rulers were simultaneously gearing up to unveil their new
government.

The Taliban are widely expected to name Mullah Haibatullah Akhundzada, the
militant group's supreme leader, to be the country’s highest authority. He is not
expected to play a direct role in the government but to supervise and serve as head of
state.
Though they have long sought to present themselves as a government-in-waiting, the
Taliban have so far been tight-lipped about how their regime will work, repeating
only vague assertions that the country will be governed by Shariah law.
Despite declaring a general amnesty, thousands of Afghans have still sought to flee
the country — fearing reprisals or simply afraid that the group will reimpose its strict
interpretation of Islam.
The Taliban have promised safe passage out of the country for anyone left behind by
the huge international airlift, but Kabul airport has been closed since the last U.S.
flight left on Monday. The Taliban have also urged people to stay, as they face the
task of rebuilding a desperately poor and war-weary nation.
Over half the population lives below the poverty line and 14 million people are food
insecure, including 550,000 who have been displaced by the conflict since the
beginning of the year, according to the United Nations’ World Food Programme.
For two decades, this country of 38 million people has survived on billions of dollars
in foreign aid, money that is now in question. The international community is looking
to the Taliban to prove that they have changed their ways as well as their messaging.

20,000 Afghan evacuees housed at military bases in five states: report
Rachel Scully - The Hill
Internal federal data shows that, as of Wednesday, about 20,000 Afghan refugees are
being housed at military installations in five U.S. states, while 40,000 others remain
at overseas bases awaiting processing, CBS News reported after reviewing the
information.
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Eight military sites in Virginia, Wisconsin, New Mexico, New Jersey and Indiana are
tasked with offering temporary housing to Afghan refugees, such as those who helped
the U.S. war effort and others who may be at risk. The sites can reportedly house
about 32,000 people, but officials hope to increase that number to 50,000 by Sept. 5.
The figures were not reported previously and help clarify where part of the roughly
124,000 people the U.S. evacuated have been located.
The largest population of refugees is housed in Fort McCoy in Wisconsin, holding
6,400 Afghans with a total capacity of 10,000. However, there are reported plans on
expanding that total capacity to 13,000 the following week.
So far, no evacuees at the facility have an SIV, which allows a person to become a
permanent U.S. resident due to aid they provided during the war, but some afghans
may be "midway through the process," Rep. Mike Gallagher (R-Wis.) told reporters,
according to CBS. The majority of Afghans at Fort McCoy reportedly came under
humanitarian parole, which does not grant permanent status.
The evacuees were first taken to U.S. and NATO bases in different countries before
then traveling to the U.S., including Qatar, Germany, Kuwait, the United Arab
Emirates. The bases can hold about 61,000 people, CBS noted. Those who are chosen
to go to the U.S. complete security screening at the sites.
Most evacuees remained housed in Qatar and Germany as of Wednesday morning,
CBS reported, with about 11,600 and 15,700 refugees in the two countries,
respectively. Over 270 unaccompanied children were at the evacuation sites, with at
least nine babies born at the locations.
Several other countries are also pledged to receive Afghan immigrants, including
Canada, the United Kingdom and South Korea.

