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China Rejects WHO Proposal for Second Phase of Covid-19 Origins Probe
Chao Deng - Reuters

tingshu wang/Reuters Powered by Microsoft News

China rejects the World Health Organization’s proposal for a second phase of
investigation into Covid-19’s origins, including a potential laboratory leak, and has
put forward its own proposal to seek evidence in other countries, a top Chinese
official said.

WHO chief Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus presented member states last week with a
plan for further study that would include audits of laboratories and markets in Wuhan,
the Chinese city where the first cases were identified. He also called for greater
transparency from Beijing.

“We cannot accept this kind of plan for origin-tracing,” Zeng Yixin, vice minister of
China’s National Health Commission, told a news conference Thursday.

Mr. Zeng said he was shocked by the proposal, adding that aspects of it “did not
respect common sense and violated science.” Instead, he said Beijing had on July 4
submitted to the WHO its own proposal for a second phase, which he said should be
based on the first phase that was conducted by a WHO-led team and their Chinese
counterparts early this year.

China’s rejection of the WHO’s proposal presents a stumbling block in a painstaking
global effort to find the origin of Covid-19, which has caused more than four million
deaths around the world. Beijing is sensitive to other countries blaming it for the
pandemic, and rising mistrust between the U.S. and China has compounded the
difficulty of scientific collaboration and consensus.

Beijing’s efforts to shift the spotlight to other countries come after Chinese officials
have suggested the virus might have originated outside its borders and spread via
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frozen food. While Chinese authorities—along with the WHO-led team and many
scientists—say the virus most likely evolved and jumped from an animal to humans
naturally, they say they have yet to find definitive evidence from within China.

With little progress being made on discovering an animal source for Covid-19,
speculation has circulated for more than a year that the virus might have escaped
from a laboratory at the Wuhan Institute of Virology or another facility in the city
doing research on bat-borne Cororavirus.

Beijing rejects that theory vehemently and has pushed its own claim—without
providing evidence—that Covid-19 might have come from a U.S. military laboratory.
The WHO-led team’s conclusion earlier this year was that a lab leak was extremely
unlikely, although leading scientists have demanded a deeper investigation, saying the
team had insufficient access.

At Thursday’s news conference, Chinese officials dug into their position, while
staying clear of naming which other countries should be investigated.

China’s foreign ministry has been more hawkish, pressing for a probe into the
military laboratory at Fort Detrick, Md., which is home to important parts of the U.S.
biological-defense program and other medical-research efforts conducted by the
military. The White House has said there are no technically credible reasons for such
a probe.

Ahead of a visit by U.S. deputy secretary of state Wendy R. Sherman to Tianjin this
weekend, a Chinese foreign ministry spokesman said a probe was overdue and called
upon the U.S. to provide answers to the international community.

Mr. Zeng noted that members of the WHO-led team who visited the Wuhan Institute of
Virology earlier this year as part of an investigative trip already concluded that it was
extremely unlikely that the virus leaked from there. He reiterated that the possibility
of a lab introducing the virus was “extremely unlikely,” taking the opportunity to
repeat the point in English.

China’s proposed second phase could slow WHO efforts to learn more about
Covid-19’s origins or present a roadblock to key evidence from within China
completely. Mr. Zeng said scientists should look for evidence of animal hosts as well
as early cases in other countries, both of which would entail laborious planning and
lengthy timelines.

When the WHO-led team visited China earlier this year, it faced constraints and had
little power to conduct thorough, impartial research without the blessing of China’s
government. Chinese authorities have since declined to provide the WHO with raw
data on confirmed and potential early Covid-19 cases.

A study published last month suggested Wuhan markets were the site of widespread
trading in illegal caged wildlife, providing evidence that the virus could have spread
naturally from market animals to humans. But some members of the WHO-led team
and other scientists say closures of operations that supplied wildlife to the market



make it potentially impossible to establish whether the virus spread from another
species.

The Chinese panel said Thursday that while the Cororavirus in bats and pangolins
are most closely related to Covid-19, Chinese experts believe the difference was still
too wide to prove they are direct ancestors.

Liang Wannian, head of the Chinese side of the WHO-led team that visited Wuhan,
said Chinese scientists have expanded their efforts to test animals for the virus. He
didn’t disclose specific studies and again urged research to be conducted in other
parts of the world. Studying bats as well as pangolins, raccoons and minks as
potential hosts should be a focus, not only by China, he said. “Scientists around the
world should do this work.”

The director of the Wuhan Institute of Virology’s biosafety laboratory, Yuan Zhiming,
refuted media reports that three employees from the institute had become sick with
symptoms consistent with Covid-19 and sought hospital care in November 2019,
before Chinese authorities disclosed an outbreak in the city.

Mr. Yuan didn’t mention that the source of the information was a U.S. intelligence
report. He said that so far, no staff or graduate students of the lab have been infected
with Covid-19.

Chao Deng (Chao.Deng@wsj.com)

China Says U.K. 'Flexing Muscles' After Britain Commits Two Warships to Asia
John Feng - Reuters

Beijing has warned Britain against "flexing muscles" around China after the United
Kingdom announced plans to permanently station two of its newest warships in Asia
beginning in August.
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Unaisi Luke/Royal Navy The U.K. Royal Navy's Queen Elizabeth Carrier Strike
Group conducts joint exercises with the Indian Navy in the Bay of Bengal on July 21,

2021. The three-day maritime drills will last through July 23, 2021.

The forward deployment was announced by the U.K.'s Defense Ministry on Monday
and confirmed again by the country's top defense official, Ben Wallace, during a visit
to Tokyo the following day.

Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesperson Zhao Lijian said China respects freedom of
navigation and overflight in its surrounding waters, a right "enjoyed by all countries
in accordance with international law."

But Beijing "firmly opposes the practice of flexing muscles at China," Zhao told
reporters at a daily press briefing on Wednesday, saying the military signaling
"undermines China's sovereignty and security, and harms regional peace and
stability."

Following meetings with Japan Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga and Defense
Minister Nobuo Kishi, British Defense Minister Wallace said the two countries had a
duty "to protect those that are unable to protect themselves from adversaries that will
threaten them."

As part of the U.K.'s realignment to the Indo-Pacific and its commitment to collective
security, he said Britain would permanently deploy two vessels to the region to
support operations with Australia, Japan and Singapore, as well as presumably the
United States.

The Royal Navy's new River-class offshore patrol vessels HMS Spey and
HMS Tamar will deploy to Asia at the end of August, the U.K.'s Ministry of Defense
said. It was still unclear which ports they would be stationed at.
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A British carrier strike group led by Royal Navy flagship HMS Queen Elizabeth is in
the Indo-Pacific and headed for various port calls in Japan in September. It is
currently engaged in three days of joint exercises with the Indian Navy in the Bay of
Bengal, the British High Commission in New Delhi reported on Thursday, on day two
of the maritime drills.

The embassy said an Indian warship would participate in exercises with the Royal
Navy off the coast of the U.K. in August.

The Queen Elizabeth Carrier Strike Group, which also has U.S. Navy and
Royal NetherlandsNavy escorts, is scheduled to transit the contested South China
Sea on its way to Japan. China claims almost all of the energy-rich sea as part of its
expansive "nine-dash line."

Tokyo has welcomed additional security commitments by allies and partners to the
region at a time when its own security identity is changing in the face of China's
growing economy and military, which already make it Asia's dominant power.

On July 13, the Japanese Defense Ministry's annual white paper accused China of
trying to unilaterally alter the status quo in its surrounding waters, including in
the East China Seawhere Chinese coast guard vessels continue near-daily patrols
around the disputed Senkaku Islands.

Critics, which include the Chinese government, say Japan is exaggerating the threat
in order to justify its policies to rearm.

CPO Phot Owen Cooban/Royal Navy File photo: The U.K. Royal Navy's River-class
offshore patrol vessel HMS Tamar returns to its home-port in Portsmouth, England,

on May 7, 2021. CPO Phot Owen Cooban/Royal Navy

Afghanistan Withdrawal Raises Questions About Future Wars
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Mark Davis (Opinion) - Newsweek

As the 20th anniversary of 9/11 draws near, we mark nearly two decades of the war
we have waged in response. But time has not brought much clarity. By any measure, it
has long been difficult to define the status of the "War on Terror."

FARSHAD USYAN / AFP/Getty Images In this picture taken on July 11, 2021 an
Afghan militia fighter keeps a watch at an outpost against Taliban insurgents at

Charkint district in Balkh Province.

Some argue that the current rarity of jihadist explosions and beheading means that
perhaps we should just take the win. There was never going to be a signing ceremony
aboard a battleship featuring terrorist leaders agreeing to articles of surrender. The
end of this war was always going to be as murky as its logic.

What have we been trying to do? What was the definition of success—or failure, for
that matter? These conversations don't happen much these days because the war has
long since faded from our national consciousness.

It may return soon. President Joe Biden's decision to withdraw American troops from
Afghanistan has drawn praise and criticism from across ideological lines, but is sure
to embolden the Taliban to reclaim the nation they once roamed with impunity.

The U.S.-trained Afghan security forces are woefully unfit to prevent a Taliban
resurgence. Biden's assertion that Afghanistan is in worthy, protective hands is
absurd. But so too was the claim long made by Bush-era war supporters that someday
we would be able to successfully depart a reformed, rebuilt Afghanistan.

I have always supported President George Bush's decision to take the war to the
doorstep of those who were trying to kill us. The notion that Iraq was the "bad war"
while Afghanistan was the "good war" never made sense.

It has always been the same war—two parts of one statement that if terrorists were
going to strike America, we would strike back broadly against offending nations,
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whether the offense is the harboring of terrorist factions or a regime that threatens
American or Middle East stability. I never knew how to define a reasonable endgame.
Neither, it appears, did anyone else.

We were never going to turn these violent fiefdoms and tribal morasses into
Western-style democracies. All we could hope for was to tamp down terrorist threats
to a level of residual murmur. Nazi Germany was eradicated; this enemy will not be.

So have we succeeded by any reasonable definition? Is the Afghan withdrawal, for all
its risks, the only viable action at this point? What is the alternative? Another 20
years of standoff?

Donald Trump started calling our deep Afghanistan-Iraq military involvement a
mistake well before he ran for president, rankling many conservatives. In 2016, a
large percentage of his conservative base knew of that view and still voted for him.
Today, his Democratic successor is engineering a final chapter that enjoys broad
approval.

But do we need to withdraw completely? The remaining vestiges of war hawkishness
suggest that we leave a limited force at Bagram Airfield north of Kabul. But why?
What would this operation do as the land we fought to stabilize for a generation falls
back into enemy hands? Fly some more missions? Drop some more bombs? Risk
some more lives?

Like Vietnam, Afghanistan is a land where conventional victory is impossible. We
once again face a sad but inevitable coda to another war.

But this does not mean we will face the same burdens of futility that came when we
exited Vietnam in the mid-1970s. The trillions spent and the thousands of lives lost
are the same blood and treasure, but this generation has seen a genuine change in the
way we fight wars, and the lessons may have lasting benefit.

We may never again see a D-Day, or "shock and awe" operations. The notion of
thousands of American troops taking on enemy fire as they slog across beaches,
deserts and jungles is looking like the stuff of history books. Drones, satellites and
cyber conflicts will fill future manuals of warfare.

This may hand us a decided advantage as the years unfold. While the U.S.
military has deployed cutting-edge technology in every war we have fought,
rudimentary Viet Cong mines and Al-Qaeda IEDs have been just as lethal in reply.
On conventional battlefields, all of our spending, equipment and training have not
always guaranteed victory.

But the skills we developed in the modern age, and those we must focus on in the
future—countering Russian and Chinese hackers as well as terrorists relying on
bullets and bombs delivered by hand—can bring a decided advantage if we prepare
ourselves for the new age of warfare.
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It may at times resemble an action film script, replete with drone attacks and robot
warriors. But if success can be achieved with far less loss of life, that seems a goal
worth pursuing.

We have learned these skills while trudging through the deserts of Iraq and the caves
of Afghanistan. As we leave, the remaining vacuum will carry a cost. We would all
like this to be our last troop withdrawal without success.

If it is, it will be because we are no longer sending millions of troops to uncertain
fates over long stretches of years. Under proper stewardship, we can still be ready for
the challenges ahead. American ingenuity and determination have not been
vanquished.

(Mark Davis is a talk show host for the Salem Media Group on 660AM The Answer in
Dallas-Ft. Worth, and a columnist for The Dallas Morning News and Townhall.)

Iran opens oil export terminal outside strategic strait
AFP

Iran has opened its first oil export terminal that does not require tankers to pass
through the Strait of Hormuz, a choke-point patrolled by warships of its arch foe the
US, President Hassan Rouhani announced Thursday.

STRINGER Iran's President Hassan Rouhani, on the right, and Oil Minister Bijan
Namdar Zanganeh join the inauguration of the project via video conference from the

capital Tehran.
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Rouhani hailed as a "historic day" the inauguration of the new terminal located at
Jask on the Gulf of Oman, which will allow tanker ships headed into the Arabian Sea
and beyond to avoid the narrow waterway.

Iran's other major oil terminal is located at the Gulf port of Kharg, accessed through
the Strait of Hormuz, which is less than 40 kilometres (25 miles) wide at its narrowest
point, and where US and Iranian naval vessels have faced off in the past.

STAFF Map of the Gulf locating Strait of Hormuz, the ports of Kharg Island and Jask
and the new oil pipeline from Goreh, in Iran.

"We had a terminal and if there was a problem, our oil exports would be cut off,"
Rouhani acknowledged, adding that "today is a great, historic day for the Iranian
nation".

Iran has been under punishing US sanctions since then president Donald Trump more
than three years ago unilaterally withdrew from the landmark 2015 Iran nuclear deal,
heavily impacting Iranian energy exports.



STRINGER An image released by the Iranian President's Office shows the Jask oil
terminal.

"The oil industry is very important for us, and it is also important for the enemy,"
Rouhani said in televised comments.

Iran has also built a 1,000 kilometre (600 mile) pipeline, to carry its oil from Goreh
in the southwestern Bushehr province to the new terminal in the country's southeast.
Rouhani estimated at $2 billion the value of the new project which, according to
Iranian media, has been underway for about two years.

The Strait of Hormuz, which connects the Gulf to the Arabian Sea, is the main
shipping lane linking Middle East oil producers to markets in Asia, Europe and North
America.



STRINGER Iranian President Hassan Rouhani joined a video conference to
inaugurate the Jask oil terminal.

It is located outside the strategic Strait of Hormuz, a choke-point patrolled by
warships of Iran's arch foe the US. The location of the new terminal will also save
tankers headed into the open seas several days' sailing time.

- 'Energy security' -
Iran and the United States have been on the brink of war twice since June 2019 amid
tensions in the Gulf and over the nuclear deal, which has been hanging by a thread.

The Islamic republic has held talks since April in Vienna with the accord's other
remaining state parties -- Britain, China, France, Germany and Russia -- on reviving
its troubled nuclear agreement.

Trump's successor Joe Biden has signalled his readiness to return to the agreement,
and has engaged in indirect negotiations with Iran in Vienna.

Trump reimposed sanctions which the deal had lifted and added new ones, plunging
Iran into a deep recession and denying it the ability to sell oil to most of its traditional
customers. Iranian Oil Minister Bijan Namdar Zanganeh proclaimed at the launch of
the project that it would aid exports, and was therefore "a manifestation of the
breakdown of sanctions".

The official IRNA news agency had said Wednesday that the new pipeline and
terminal would help Tehran "win back the Iranian oil market from rival countries".
The project also helped ensure the country's "energy security", because it is located
"outside the Persian Gulf and the Strait of Hormuz", IRNA added.

Given the US sanctions, Tehran is discreet about its shipments of crude to the few
customers who still dare to buy it. The United States has accused Iran of trying to
circumvent the sanctions by exporting oil to countries including China, Venezuela and
Syria.

Washington has repeatedly announced the seizure of tankers allegedly carrying
Iranian oil. According to Iranian officials, the Islamic Republic aims to eventually
pump "one million barrels per day" through the pipeline.



At the moment, the project allows 350,000 barrels to be exported per day, they said.
Iran produced 2.47 bpd in June, according to latest available figures from OPEC, the
Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries. Zanganeh said in May it was a
"priority" for Iran to nearly triple its current crude production, in order to boost the
nation's "power".

China Accuses U.S., Japan of Ganging Up on Them, Creating 'Anti-China
Encirclement'
Maggie Gile - Associated Press.

China accused the United States and Japan of "clinging to the Cold War mentality,
deliberately engaging in group confrontation and trying to create an anti-China
encirclement," the Associated Press reported.

"The U.S. and Japan should immediately stop interfering in China's internal affairs
and undermining regional peace and stability," said Foreign Ministry spokesperson
Zhao Lijian at a daily briefing. "China will resolutely defend its sovereignty, security,
and development interests."

China's main priority has been to divide South Korea, Japan and the U.S. as allies.
South Korea and China share a history of being subjected to Japanese occupation
during the first half of the 20th century. The government wants to keep those
memories fresh for the younger generation.

Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman Zhao Lijian takes a question at the daily media
briefing in Beijing on April 8, 2020. China accused the U.S. and Japan of ganging up

on it and creating an "anti-China encirclement."Greg baker/Getty Images.



The United States, Japan and South Korea on Wednesday reaffirmed their
commitment to work together on North Korea's denuclearize and other regional
threats but made no progress in bringing closer together the two U.S. allies.

U.S. Deputy Secretary of State Wendy Sherman, who held talks in Tokyo with her
counterparts, Japanese Vice Foreign Minister Takeo Mori and South Korea's Choi
Jong-kun, said their alliance remains a "lynchpin of peace, security and prosperity."

The officials reaffirmed the importance of respecting international law, including
maintaining freedom of navigation and overflight in the South China Sea, and
opposed any unilateral attempts to change the status quo in the East China Sea and in
the Taiwan Strait.

"When countries take actions that run counter to the United States' interests or that
threaten our partners and allies, we will not let those challenges go unanswered,"
Sherman said.

The United States and Japan have raised concern about China pressing its claims to
contested areas in the South China Sea and the Japanese-controlled Senkaku islands,
which China also claims and calls Diaoyu.

"It is important for the international community to unite and raise its voice against
(China's) unilateral attempts to change the status quo by force, and I hope for
cooperation among the three countries," Mori said.

South Korea's Choi stayed away from the China issue at a joint news conference on
Wednesday and stressed the importance of maintaining dialogue with North Korea.
Worsening relations between Washington and Beijing have raised worries in Seoul
that it would become squeezed between its main security ally and biggest trading
partner.

Choi repeatedly welcomed the significance of holding the trilateral talks and said he
hoped hold them regularly for "close communication" among the three countries.
Japan and South Korea have been trying to improve ties since U.S. President Joe
Biden took office calling for stronger three-way cooperation in the face of the North
Korean nuclear threats and challenges posed by China.

There has been little improvement.
Mori and Choi remained apart on issues dating back to Japan's colonization of the
Korean Peninsula and atrocities committed before and during World War II, and only
agreed to continue talks.

Mori urged South Korea to responsibly resolve issues related to compensation of
wartime Korean laborers and sexual abuses of "comfort women" by Japanese soldiers
to restore "healthy relations" between the two countries.

Choi repeated his country's position that the issues would not be solved unless Japan
changes its position. Earlier this week, President Moon Jae-in scrapped a plan to visit
Tokyo for Friday's opening of the Olympics and meet with Prime Minister Yoshihide
Suga.
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China accused the United States and Japan of "clinging to the Cold War mentality,
deliberately engaging in group confrontation," the Associated Press reported. In this
pic, U.S. Deputy Secretary of State Wendy Sherman, right, South Korean First Vice
Foreign Minister Choi Jong Kun, left, and Japanese Vice-Minister for Foreign Affairs
Takeo Mori attend a press conference after their trilateral meeting at the Iikura

Guesthouse Wednesday, July 21, 2021, in Tokyo. (Eugene Hoshiko/Associated Press)

China Warns 'Taiwan Independence Is a Dead End' Amid De Facto Embassy
Opening in Europe
John Feng - Newsweek

China has warned the governments of Taiwan and Lithuania after officials confirmed
on Tuesday plans to establish de facto embassies in each other's capitals in the
coming months.

Announcing the decision in Taipei, Taiwan's Minister of Foreign Affairs Joseph
Wu called the agreement "very significant." The Taiwanese Representative Office in
Lithuania will be its first in Europe in nearly two decades—and the first to bear the
language "Taiwan" instead of the diplomatically ambiguous "Taipei."

Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesperson Zhao Lijian said Beijing opposes "official
exchanges of any kind" between Taiwan and countries with formal diplomatic
relations with China.

The People's Republic of China claims Taiwan as part of its territory but has never
governed the island or had any jurisdiction over it. Taiwan says it is already a
sovereign state under the formal name Republic of China.
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Lithuania should "abided by the one China principle," Zhao said, referring to
Beijing's insistence that all diplomatic relations be established on the tacit
acknowledgement that Taiwan is a Chinese province.

"Taiwan independence is a dead end," Zhao said in a warning to the Taiwanese
government.

Also on Tuesday, Beijing's Taiwan Affairs Office called plans for mutual
representative offices in Taipei and Vilnius a "farce." The establishment of de facto
embassies in the two cities "cannot change the fact that Taiwan is a part of China,"
said spokesperson Zhu Fenglian.

Taiwan's Foreign Minister Wu, who China has threatened to blacklist for life, said the
representation agreement was the result of "proactive discussions" between the two
governments.

"Lithuania is a good partner for Taiwan who shares the same values for freedom and
democracy," he told a virtual briefing. Preparations for the office opening were
underway, Wu said, noting that the Lithuanian office would open in Taipei in autumn.

The United States also applauded the decision. The Bureau of East Asian and Pacific
Affairs said the U.S. "welcomes Taiwan's expanding international partnerships and
its work to address shared challenges, including COVID-19, investment screening,
and supply chain resilience."

In what observers have termed China's "poaching" of Taiwanese allies, the island
nation now has official embassies in only 15 countries. Elsewhere—including 23
scattered across Europe—Taiwan is represented by an "office" or "mission."

Its last new presence in Europe was the Taipei Representative Office in the Slovakian
capital of Bratislava, opened in 2003. Since last September, it has had a Taiwan
Representative Office in Somaliland, but the republic—considered officially part of
Somalia—remains unrecognised.

In the U.S., Taiwan is present as the Taipei Economic and Cultural Representative
Office in Washington, and has a dozen Taipei Economic and Cultural Office branches
across the country.

Lithuania established formal diplomatic ties with China in 1992, two years after it
regained independence from half a century of Soviet occupation. Its office in Beijing
was established in 1995.

Last year, Vilnius opposed China's imposition of its national security law for Hong
Kong. On May 20, the Lithuanian parliament declared Beijing was committing
"genocide" against Uyghurs in Xinjiang, before the Baltic state quit China's "17+1"
forum for exchange and investment in Central and Eastern Europe two days later.

On June 22, Lithuania announced it would contribute to Taiwan's vaccine stockpile
by donating 20,000 doses of AstraZeneca. The donation, while modest, sent a
meaningful signal to Taipei from Europe at a time when Taiwan's vaccine roll-out
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was marred with uncertainties and opposition politicians called for the government to
seek assistance from Beijing.

File photo: Taiwan's national flag.MARVIN RECINOS/AFP VIA GETTY IMAGES

Troop suicides rise as Pentagon official points to US military stretched by China
Tom Vanden Brook - USA Today

WASHINGTON – A "disturbing" surge in suicide deaths among troops has alarmed
senior Pentagon officials who say demands for U.S. troops around the world have
grown unsustainable and are contributing to mental health problems.

The increase in death by suicide, particularly acute in the Army, appears unrelated to
Iraq and Afghanistan, where deployments have declined in recent years. Instead, the
unpredictability of life in the military and the constant demand from commanders for
overseas patrols by ships and warplanes, as well as the presence of ground troops,
has frayed the force, according to a senior Defense Department official.
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Ted Aljibe, AFP/Getty Images A U.S. Army soldier from 2nd Stryker Brigade Combat
of the 5th Infantry Division based in Hawaii watches while a CH-47 Chinook
helicopter prepares to land during an air assault exercise with their Philippine
counterparts inside the military training camp of Fort Magsaysay in Nueva Ecija
province north of Manila, in 2015 as the Philippines voiced alarm about Chinese

"aggressiveness" in disputed regional waters.

The Pentagon divides the world into neighborhoods, six sections of the globe
overseen by four-star officers. While demand has waned for Central Command, which
includes Afghanistan and Iraq, other commanders have been aggressive about
seeking more forces, often citing the rise of Chinese influence, according to the
official, who is familiar with the requests but not authorized to speak publicly about
them.

China falls under Indo-Pacific Command, but the official said commanders in other
parts of the world often point to Chinese influence in their regions when justifying
their requests for more forces.

Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin refers to China as the Pentagon's "pacing challenge,"
warning that the military needs to maintain its edge over a primary adversary.
The result: There aren't enough people and equipment to go around, the official
said.

In March, Gen. James McConville, the Army chief of staff, said the Army needs
50,000 more soldiers to meet its commitments.
"I would have a bigger-sized Army if I thought we could afford it," he said. "I think
we need it."

About 485,000 soldiers are on active duty. The Army should have about 540,000 to
550,000 soldiers, according to McConville.



China spent $261 billion on defense in 2019 compared with nearly $732 billion in U.S.
defense spending.

The defense official cited the USS Nimitz, the aircraft carrier whose 321-day
deployment in 2020-21 was the longest since the Vietnam War. Ships like the Nimitz
are in high demand to deter adversaries such as Iran and North Korea and to provide
air cover for the withdrawal of troops from Afghanistan.

Logan C. Kellums, US Navy via AFP/Getty Images The aircraft carrier USS Nimitz
transits the Strait of Hormuz in September 2020. Pentagon spokesman John Kirby
said in February 2021, the Nimitz group had sailed from the US military's Central
Command in the Middle East to the Indo-Pacific Command region.

Kirby did not confirm reports the Nimitz was headed back to the US after some nine
months at sea.

Some troops burn out and leave the service early, others cope by abusing alcohol or
drugs, the official said. Some die by suicide.

"We have become our own pacing challenge," the official said.

'Stress of military life is real'
Suicide has been increasing in the military over the past three years. In 2018, 326
active-duty troops died by suicide. That number increased to 350 in 2019 and 385 in
2020, according to the most recent Pentagon figures. The number of suicide deaths
fluctuates over time as investigations establish the cause of death.

"The stress of military life is real, and that's why the military life is not for every
person," said Brad Carson, president of the University of Tulsa, who oversaw
Pentagon personnel policy in the Obama administration.
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"It demands great personal resilience. This is made even harder by time spent away
from friends and family, the rigors of deployments, and a tempo of operations that
only grows as assets become thinner and more stretched."

Suicide deaths among active-duty troops declined in the first quarter of 2021 to 76,
compared with 90 in 2020. But in the Army, the largest of the armed services, suicide
deaths increased over the same time period. There were 45 suicide deaths in the first
quarter of 2021, compared with 37 last year.

The problem has caught the attention of members of Congress and Army Gen. Mark
Milley, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, who testified in June that it had become
a "big concern."

"Every death by suicide is a tragedy. It affects the soldier, the family, the formation,"
said James Helis, director of the Army Resilience Directorate and a senior official for
personnel.

"There's a moral obligation that we have to protect soldiers. And it's a readiness issue.
Whenever we lose a soldier, there are also the effects that it has on the unit. They
have to cope with and work their way through that kind of trauma."

Suicidologists say that there is never a single cause behind suicide, which is a
complex public health issue. The Army investigates deaths by suicide and has found
some common threads among the soldiers and varied causes for their despair, Helis
said.

More than 90% of those who die by suicide are men, Helis said. Typically they serve
combat units, such as infantry. And they're young: Most are ages 18 to 26. A privately
owned firearm is the most common cause of death.

GUNS: 41,000 Americans died from gun violence - 23,000 of those were suicides
They often have a variety of personal struggles, Helis said. They include problems
with relationships, mental health issues, financial difficulties and poor job
performance that has led to discipline. In some cases, the problems occur in
combination.

Two issues have largely been ruled out: COVID-19 and combat deployments, Helis
said. There's no evidence to tie the rise in suicide to isolation caused by measures to
control the coronavirus, nor do multiple deployments seem to play a role.

"Over the past couple of years, most soldiers who died by suicide had zero or one
combat deployments," Helis said.

"The combat deployments do not appear to be creating creating an increased risk for
our soldiers."

Stress caused by uncertainty does, however, seem to contribute, Helis said.
Deployments dates that get moved up with little notice disrupt lives. Something as
simple as finding out Friday that weekend work is required causes stress for soldiers
and their families.
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"One of the big stressors that they have is the uncertainty in their lives," Helis said.

"They appreciate that being in the Army is a tough job. It's a demanding job
sometimes requires long hours. It requires being away from home for training and for
deployments. The big challenge is the uncertainty in the calendar, not not being able
to predict far enough out for family events or vacations."

The Army hopes to remedy some of the uncertainty by providing a more predictable
schedule for soldiers, Helis said.

More counselors, less stigma
A soldier who served in Alaska, which has seen a surge of at least six suicides just
this year, told USA TODAY troops with mental health struggles often had to wait
weeks to see a counselor. The soldier, who was not authorized to speak publicly and
feared retaliation for his comments, said that while those who talked about suicide
were seen immediately by counselors, others soldiers who were struggling faced
delays.

Wait times of 12 or 13 days to see a counselor are common, said Lt. Col. Samuel
Preston, chief of the Army's Behavioral Health Division and psychiatry consultant to
the Army surgeon general. But that is better than the civilian standard of 28 days, he
said.

Behavioral health counselors are in short supply for civilians and troops, Preston
said. With fewer civilian counselors in Alaska to rely on for soldiers' needs, the Army
is sending more active-duty personnel.

COUNSELORS: How to find a therapist if you're feeling having thoughts of suicide
"We are actively prioritizing locations such as Alaska, and other under-served areas
where there is not a network, so we're using active duty providers to support those
under-served areas," he said.

The stigma of seeking help for mental health problems has been diminished in the past
10 years, Preston and Helis said. Commanders are more likely to urge their soldiers
to seek help. The goal is to make visits to counselors no different from seeking
treatment for a broken arm or torn ligament.

Talking openly about suicide, Helis said, is no longer taboo.

SUICIDE EXPERTS:What you say (and don't say) could save someone's life
Instead, the Army encourages soldiers to look out for one another. One key to
prevention is asking a friend if they are considering hurting themselves, Helis said.
"It's a way of showing concern," he said.

"If somebody answers positively, it is kind of a cry for help."

Service members and veterans who are in crisis or having thoughts of suicide and
those who know a service member or veteran in crisis can call the Military Crisis
Line/Veterans Crisis Line for confidential support 24 hours a day, seven days a week,
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365 days a year. Call 1-800-273-8255 and Press 1 or text 838255 or chat online at
VeteransCrisisLine.net/Chat.

This article originally appeared on USA TODAY: Troop suicides rise as Pentagon
official points to US military stretched by China

China Has New Man for Afghanistan and Plan to Avoid Civil War Across Border
Tom O'Connor - Newsweek

China has appointed a new delegate to handle a potentially disastrous situation in
neighboring Afghanistan, where Beijing has drawn up a three-point plan to prevent
civil war as instability grows following the withdrawal of the U.S. military from the
country.

Chinese People's Liberation Army Members of the Chinese People's Liberation Army
Xinjiang Military Region conduct a mid-summer rapid-mortar fire exercise at a

reported altitude of more than 4,800 meters in the Karakoram Valley, a vast mountain
range spanning the borders of f Afghanistan, China, India, Pakistan and Tajikistan, in

this photo published July 22.

Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesperson Zhao Lijian announced during a press
conference Wednesday that senior diplomat Yue Xiaoyong will replace Liu Jian as
Special Envoy for Afghan Affairs.

Liu was said to have "successfully accomplished his mission," and Zhao asserted that
Yue, who has previously served as Chinese ambassador to Qatar, Jordan and Ireland,
"will establish a working relationship with colleagues from relevant parties as soon
as possible and maintain close communication and coordination."
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"The Afghan issue is now the focus of attention for the international community,"
Zhao told reporters.

And he offered Beijing's perspective on the situation.
"China has all along actively participated in and promoted the Afghan peace and
reconciliation process, attached high importance to communication and coordination
with all relevant parties and international cooperation related to Afghanistan, and
will continue to play a constructive role in the early realization of peace and stability
in Afghanistan," Zhao said.

The move appeared to signal Beijing's desire to have a stake in Afghanistan's stability
and future in a time of severe unrest. The Afghan government and the Taliban
movement have accused one another of stoking violence as the latter has increased its
share of control of the country district by district at a rapid pace.

Warning of the potential of regional ramifications, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi
traveled last week to Tajikistan, which borders both China and Afghanistan, to
discuss the conflict. There, Wang identified a three-point list of the "most pressing
priorities" in Afghanistan in comments referred to Newsweek by the Chinese embassy
in Washington.

"First, avoid further expansion of the conflict in Afghanistan and in particular, an
all-out civil war," Wang said.
"Second, restart intra-Afghan negotiation as soon as possible to achieve political
reconciliation,”
Third, prevent all kinds of terrorist forces from taking advantage of the situation to
grow in Afghanistan and not allow Afghanistan to again become a gathering ground
for terrorists."

The final point on the threat of extremism is particularly important for Beijing, and
the top Chinese diplomat said he hoped Afghan factions could ultimately overcome
their differences to ensure such a threat did not spread.

"China's expectations for the future of Afghanistan: a country that has a broad-based
and inclusive political arrangement, pursues a sound Muslim policy, resolutely strikes
down on all forms of terrorism and extremist ideologies, and commits to friendly
relations with all neighboring countries," Wang said.

He then provided assurance that China would actively support such measures.
"China supports all efforts conducive to the realization of the above goals," he said,
"and stands ready to communicate and coordinate with all parties, conduct
diplomatic mediation and provide necessary facilitation to this end."

Wang was also deeply critical of the role played by Washington and its allies in their
two-decade year in Afghanistan.
"The U.S.-launched war in Afghanistan has lasted for 20 years, but peace has not yet
arrived," Wang said.

"During this time, tens of thousands of Afghan civilians have lost their lives in U.S.
military operations, and tens of millions have been displaced and become refugees."



But he added that China believes the U.S. still has a role to play in the war-torn
country.

"As the U.S. pulls out of Afghanistan, it should reflect on the role it has played on the
Afghan issue," he said, "and think about how to fulfill its obligations to the
reconciliation and reconstruction in Afghanistan."

He expressed support for Afghanistan's sovereignty and independence, saying that
"Facts have proved once again that any forceful intervention in Afghanistan is bound
to fail."

"As the US and NATO withdraw from Afghanistan," he added, "the Afghan people,
drawing on the painful lessons, now have a new opportunity to take the future of their
country and nation in their own hands."

In the eyes of China, this means recognizing both the role of the internationally
recognized government in Kabul as well as the Taliban, which Wang referred to as "a
major military force in Afghanistan" that "should recognize its responsibility toward
the country and the nation, make a clean break with all terrorist forces and return to
Afghanistan's political mainstream with a sense of responsibility for the country and
the people."

The Taliban appears so far to have reciprocated the friendly overtures. Spokesperson
Suhail Shaheen told This Week in Asia earlier this month that the group would
"welcome" Chinese investment in Afghanistan.

But threats to regional Chinese interests have already made themselves apparent,
such as a blast last week that tore through a bus in northern Pakistan, killing 13
people, including Chinese citizens.

With similar threats abounding, China has additionally sought the support of
Pakistan and other strategic partners that have material interests in the future of
Afghanistan and the region.

The Chinese embassy also referred Newsweek to a joint statement adopted the
following day by the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, which includes China,
India, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan, Russia, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan as
members, as well as Afghanistan along with Belarus, Iran and Mongolia as observer
states.

"As friendly neighbors and important partners of Afghanistan, the SCO Member
States are interested in making the country peaceful, stable and prosperous," the joint
statement said, "and reaffirm their respect for the traditions and culture of all peoples
inhabiting Afghanistan."

The participating countries said they "intend to assist Afghanistan in becoming a
country free of terrorism, war and drugs," and made reference to the threat of turmoil
stemming from the activity of militant groups emboldened by the recent aggravation
of the country's conflict.
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"We note that the activity of international terrorist organizations remains a key factor
of instability in that country," the statement said.

"We are deeply concerned by the growing tension in Afghanistan's Northern
Provinces caused by the increased concentration of various terrorist, separatist and
extremist groups. We consider it important to step up joint efforts by SCO Member
States to counter terrorism, separatism and extremism."

These three threats have been referred to by Chinese officials as "forces of evil," and
the ruling Communist Party has set out to ensure they do not take hold within the
People's Republic itself.

In Xinjiang province, which borders Afghanistan, China has set up sprawling
vocational education and training camps, widely viewed in the West as concentration
camps, to detain members of the mostly Muslim Uighur minority suspected of
harboring subversive beliefs.

A primarily Uighur group known as the East Turkestan Islamic Party (ETIM), or
Turkestan Islamic Party, has been known to operate in Afghanistan. But the U.S. State
Department has downplayed their presence while lifting the group's designation as a
"terrorist organization" under the Immigration and Nationality Act.

A State Department spokesperson told Newsweek last month that "ETIM was removed
from the list because, for more than a decade, there has been no credible evidence
that ETIM continues to exist."

"We assess that ETIM is now a broad label China uses to inaccurately paint a variety
of Uighur actors, including non-violent activists and advocates for human rights, as
terrorist threats," the spokesperson said.

"China often labels individuals and groups as terrorists on the basis of their political
and religious beliefs, even if they do not advocate violence."

Beijing's controversial policies in Xinjiang have been the source of criticism by
Washington and Western allies, while Chinese officials have accused them of
encouraging strife and dissent within the resource-rich and strategically located
Xinjiang region.
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GREG BAKER/AFP/Getty Images A Chinese paramilitary policeman stands guard
outside the Afghanistan embassy in Beijing on July 9. The withdrawal of U.S. troops
from Afghanistan and seemingly unstoppable march of the Taliban opens a strategic

door to China that is laden with both risk and opportunity.

But now, in spite of their deepening geopolitical rivalry, the U.S. also sees a role for
China supporting peaceful outcomes in Afghanistan.

"China—being, of course, an important country in the region —has the potential to be
a constructive force when it comes to the cause of an Afghanistan that is more secure,
that is more stable, that ultimately is peaceful," State Department spokesperson Ned
Price told reporters last week.

While Price described Washington's relationship with Beijing as, at times,
"adversarial" and "competitive," he noted that "there are some areas in which our
interests align and where there is the potential for cooperation."

Afghanistan, Price argued, "has the potential to be one of those areas, because it is
an area where our interests do align, where the United States and the PRC can find
some area of agreement and can work together constructively."

"The ability to do that would certainly be not only in our national interest," he added,
"but also the collective interest as well."

On Wednesday, a new opportunity to work together presented itself with the
confirmation of U.S. Deputy Secretary of State Wendy Sherman's visit to China early
next week during her East Asia tour.

There, she will meet with Wang and other Chinese officials as "part of ongoing U.S.
efforts to hold candid exchanges with PRC officials to advance U.S. interests and
values and to responsibly manage the relationship," according to the State
Department.



Sherman "will discuss areas where we have serious concerns about PRC actions, as
well as areas where our interests align."

SAJJAD HUSSAIN/AFP/Getty Images A general view of a hilltop is pictured with a
sign reading "Afghanistan" written in Dari on a hilltop in Kabul on July 21.

The country's internationally recognized government retains control of the national
capital and major cities but the Taliban has advanced across the countryside,
instilling uncertainties over the country's political future as U.S. troops exit the nation
after 20 years.

To reach a peace deal, Taliban say Afghan president must go
Kathy Gannon - Associated Press

ISLAMABAD (AP) — The Taliban say they don’t want to monopolize power, but they
insist there won’t be peace in Afghanistan until there is a new negotiated government
in Kabul and President Ashraf Ghani is removed.
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Provided by Associated Press FILE - In this March 19, 2021 file photo, Suhail
Shaheen, Afghan Taliban spokesman and a member of the negotiation team gestures

while speaking during a joint news conference in Moscow, Russia.

In an interview with The Associated Press Thursday, July 22, 2021, Shaheen said the
insurgent movement does not want to monopolize power, but there won't be peace
until there is a new, negotiated government in Kabul and Afghan President Ashraf
Ghani is removed. Shaheen said women will be allowed to work, go to school, and
participate in politics but will have to wear the hijab, or headscarf.

In an interview with The Associated Press, Taliban spokesman, Suhail Shaheen, who
is also a member of the group’s negotiating team, laid out the insurgents’ stance on
what should come next in a country on the precipice.

The Taliban have swiftly captured territory in recent weeks, seized strategic border
crossings and are threatening a number of provincial capitals, as the last U.S. and
NATO soldiers leave Afghanistan. This week, the top U.S. military officer, Gen. Mark
Milley, told a Pentagon press conference that the Taliban have “strategic
momentum,” and he did not rule out a complete Taliban takeover. But he said it is not
inevitable. “I don’t think the end game is yet written,” he said.

Provided by Associated Press FILE - In this July 14, 2021 file photo, supporters of
the Taliban carry their signature white flags after the Taliban said they seized the
Afghan border town of Spin Boldaka across from the town of Chaman, Pakistan.

In an interview with The Associated Press Thursday, July 22, 2021, Suhail Shaheen,
Afghan Taliban spokesman and a member of the Taliban negotiation team, said the
insurgent movement does not want to monopolize power, but there won't be peace
until there is a new, negotiated government in Kabul and Afghan President Ashraf
Ghani is removed. Shaheen said women will be allowed to work, go to school, and
participate in politics but will have to wear the hijab, or headscarf.

Memories of the Taliban’s last time in power some 20 years ago, when they enforced
a harsh brand of Islam that denied girls an education and barred women from work,
have stoked fears of their return among many.



Afghans who can afford it are applying by the thousands for visas to leave
Afghanistan, fearing a violent descent into chaos. The U.S.-NATO withdrawal is more
than 95% complete and due to be finished by Aug. 31.

Provided by Associated Press FILE In this June 25, 2021 file photo, Afghan President
Ashraf Ghani is seated after his meeting with President Joe Biden in Washington.

Shaheen said the Taliban will lay down their weapons when a negotiated government
acceptable to all sides in the conflict is installed in Kabul and Ghani’s government is
gone.

“I want to make it clear that we do not believe in the monopoly of power because any
governments who (sought) to monopolize power in Afghanistan in the past, were not
successful governments,” said Shaheen, apparently including the Taliban’s own
five-year rule in that assessment. “So we do not want to repeat that same formula.”

Provided by Associated Press FILE - In this May 8, 2021 file photo, Afghan men try
to identify bodies at a hospital after a deadly bomb explosion near a school west of

Kabul, Afghanistan.



But he was also uncompromising on the continued rule of Ghani, calling him a war
monger and accusing him of using his Tuesday speech on the Islamic holy day of
Eid-al-Adha to promise an offensive against the Taliban.

Shaheen dismissed Ghani’s right to govern, resurrecting allegations of widespread
fraud that surrounded Ghani’s 2019 election win. After that vote, both Ghani and his
rival Abdullah Abdullah declared themselves president. After a compromise deal,
Abdullah is now No. 2 in the government and heads the reconciliation council.

Provided by Associated Press FILE - In this July 17, 2021 file photo, new Afghan
Army Special Forces attend their graduation ceremony after a three-month training

program at the Kabul Military Training Center, in Kabul, Afghanistan.

In an interview with The Associated Press Thursday, July 22, 2021, Suhail Shaheen,
Afghan Taliban spokesman and a member of the Taliban negotiation team, said the
insurgent movement does not want to monopolize power, but there won't be peace
until there is a new, negotiated government in Kabul and Afghan President Ashraf
Ghani is removed.

Ghani has often said he will remain in office until new elections can determine the
next government. His critics — including ones outside the Taliban — accuse him of
seeking only to keep power, causing splits among government supporters.

Last weekend, Abdullah headed a high-level delegation to the Qatari capital Doha for
talks with Taliban leaders. It ended with promises of more talks, as well as greater
attention to the protection of civilians and infrastructure.

Shaheen called the talks a good beginning. But he said the government’s repeated
demands for a ceasefire while Ghani stayed in power were tantamount to demanding
a Taliban surrender.

“They don’t want reconciliation, but they want surrendering,” he said.



Before any ceasefire, there must be an agreement on a new government “acceptable
to us and to other Afghans,” he said. Then “there will be no war.”

Shaheen said under this new government, women will be allowed to work, go to
school, and participate in politics, but will have to wear the hijab, or headscarf. He
said women won’t be required to have a male relative with them to leave their home,
and that Taliban commanders in newly occupied districts have orders that
universities, schools and markets operate as before, including with the participation
of women and girls.

However, there have been repeated reports from captured districts of Taliban
imposing harsh restrictions on women, even setting fire to schools. One gruesome
video that emerged appeared to show Taliban killing captured commandos in
northern Afghanistan.

Shaheen said some Taliban commanders had ignored the leadership’s orders against
repressive and drastic behavior and that several have been put before a Taliban
military tribunal and punished, though he did provide specifics. He contended the
video was fake, a splicing of separate footage.

Shaheen said there are no plans to make a military push on Kabul and that the
Taliban have so far “restrained” themselves from taking provincial capitals. But he
warned they could, given the weapons and equipment they have acquired in newly
captured districts. He contended that the majority of the Taliban’s battlefield
successes came through negotiations, not fighting.

“Those districts which have fallen to us and the military forces who have joined us ...
were through mediation of the people, through talks,” he said. “They (did not fall)
through fighting ... it would have been very hard for us to take 194 districts in just
eight weeks.”

The Taliban control about half of Afghanistan’s 419 district centers, and while they
have yet to capture any of the 34 provincial capitals, they are pressuring about half of
them, Milley said. In recent days, the U.S. has carried out airstrikes in support of
beleaguered Afghan government troops in the southern city of Kandahar, around
which the Taliban have been amassing, Pentagon press secretary John Kirby said
Thursday.

The rapid fall of districts and the seemingly disheartened response by Afghan
government forces have prompted U.S.-allied warlords to resurrect militias with a
violent history. For many Afghans weary of more than four decades of war, that
raises fears of a repeat of the brutal civil war in the early 1990s in which those same
warlords battled for power.

“You know, no one no one wants a civil war, including me,” said Shaheen.
Shaheen also repeated Taliban promises aimed at reassuring Afghans who fear the
group.

Washington has promised to relocate thousands of U.S. military interpreters. Shaheen
said they had nothing to fear from the Taliban and denied threatening them. But, he



added, if some want to take asylum in the West because Afghanistan’s economy is so
poor, “that is up to them.”

He also denied that the Taliban have threatened journalists and Afghanistan’s
nascent civil society, which has been targeted by dozens of killings over the past year.
The Islamic State group has taken responsibility for some, but the Afghan government
has blamed the Taliban for most of the killings while the Taliban in turn accuse the
Afghan government of carrying out the killings to defame them.

Rarely has the government made arrests into the killings or revealed the findings of
its investigations. Shaheen said journalists, including those working for Western
media outlets, have nothing to fear from a government that includes the Taliban.

“We have not issued letters to journalists (threatening them), especially to those who
are working for foreign media outlets. They can continue their work even in the
future,” he said.

Afghanistan: Taliban beheaded Afghan interpreter for US military. Others fear
they will be hunted down
By Sandi Sidhu, Anna Coren & Helen Regan - CNN

Sohail Pardis was driving from his home in Afghanistan's capital Kabul to nearby
Khost province to pick up his sister for the upcoming Eid holiday celebrations to mark
the end of Ramadan.

Family Handout Sohail Pardis, an Afghan translator who worked for the US Army,
was killed by the Taliban in May.

It was supposed to be a happy occasion enjoyed with family. But during the five-hour
trip on May 12, as Pardis, 32, drove through a stretch of desert, his vehicle was
blocked at a checkpoint by Taliban militants.
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Just days before, Pardis had confided to his friend that he was receiving death threats
from the Taliban, who had discovered he had worked as a translator for the United
States Army for 16 months during the 20-year-long conflict.

"They were telling him you are a spy for the Americans, you are the eyes of the
Americans and you are infidel, and we will kill you and your family," his friend and
co-worker Abdulhaq Ayoubi told CNN.

As he approached the checkpoint, Pardis put his foot on the accelerator to speed
through. He was not seen alive again. Villagers who witnessed the incident told the
Red Crescent the Taliban shot his car before it swerved and stopped. They then
dragged Pardis out of the vehicle and beheaded him.

Pardis was one of thousands of Afghan interpreters who worked for the US
military and now face persecution by the Taliban, as the group gains control of wider
swaths of the country.

In a statement issued in June, the Taliban said it would not harm those who worked
alongside foreign forces. A Taliban spokesperson told CNN that they were attempting
to verify the details of the incident but said some incidents are not what they are
portrayed to be.

But those who spoke to CNN said their lives are now under threat as the
Taliban launch revenge attacks following the US withdrawal from Afghanistan. At the
height of the war, there were about 100,000 US troops in the country, as part of a
NATO force.

"We can't breathe here. The Taliban have no mercy on us," Ayoubi said.

Around 18,000 Afghans who worked for the US military have applied for a Special
Immigrant Visa program that would allow them to go to the United States.

On July 14, the White House said it was launching, "Operation Allies Refuge," an
effort to relocate the thousands of Afghan interpreters and translators who worked for
the US and whose lives are now at risk. The evacuation will begin in the last week of
July for Special Immigrant Visa (SIV) applicants already in the pipeline, White House
press secretary Jen Psaki said in a briefing.

Previously, the Biden administration said it was in talks with a number of countries to
act as safe havens until the US can complete the long visa process, a clear sign the
government is well aware of the looming threat posed by the Taliban.

Pentagon spokesperson John Kirby said on Wednesday that the Defense Department
"is considering options" where Afghan nationals and their families could potentially
go.

"We're still examining possibilities for overseas locations to include some
departmental installations that would be capable of supporting planned relocation
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efforts with appropriate temporary residences and supporting infrastructure," Kirby
said.

Pardis left behind a 9-year-old daughter whose future is now uncertain. She's being
cared for by his brother, Najibulla Sahak, who told CNN they had to leave their home
in Kabul for their safety, fearing they would be targeted next. Speaking from his
brother's gravesite, on a barren hillside among rocks, tumbleweeds, and flags, Sahak
said they are not safe.

"I'm so worried about the safety of my family. There's not much work in this country,
and the security situation is very bad," he said.

The translators and those interviewed in the story agreed to be named because they
believe their identities are already known to the Taliban and are actively being
hunted. They feel international exposure is their last and only option to avoid being
killed.

Those left behind fear reprisals
After 16 months working for the US, Pardis was terminated in 2012 after failing a
routine polygraph, or lie detector, test. He was looking for a way out of Afghanistan
but didn't qualify for the Special Immigrant Visa because of his termination, his friend
Ayoubi said.

The translators CNN spoke to said polygraph tests were usually used for security
clearance to access US bases in Afghanistan. They were also used as part of the
screening process to apply for the visa, they said. Pardis was never told why he failed
the polygraph.

The screenings were conducted by a contracted company, the translators said, and
they took issue with some of the questions posed and believed them to not be reliable.
CNN reached out to the US Department of Defense which directed questions about
the use of polygraphs and visa process to the State Department.

There are hundreds of Afghan translators who had their contracts terminated for
what they say was as unjust cause. And while the US government said it won't be
reviewing those cases, the translators CNN spoke to fear if they stay in Afghanistan
they will suffer the same fate as Pardis.

Abdul Rashid Shirzad is one of them. He served for five years as a linguist working
alongside America's military elite, translating for US Special Forces.

He showed CNN photographs of his time on missions in the Kejran Valley in Uruzgan
province working with the US Navy's SEAL Team 10. But according to Shirzad, his
service has now amounted to a death sentence. The US government rejected his
Special Immigrant Visa, and he said that's made him a target for the Taliban.

"If they catch me they're going to kill me, kill my kids and my wife too. It's payback
time for them you know," he said.
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The father of three said his contract with the US military was terminated in 2014 after
he also failed a polygraph test. He had applied for his visa the year before.
But Shirzad's letters of recommendation from SEAL commanders, seen by CNN,
reflect a translator who went above and beyond duty. They describe him as a
"valuable and necessary asset" who "braved enemy fire" and "undoubtedly saved the
lives of Americans and Afghans alike."

Shirzad said he was excited to work with the Americans, and became a lead liaison
between US and Afghan Special Forces. One recommendation letter for the visa, from
a US commander, described how Shirzad took part in 63 "high-risk direct action
combat missions" and was "vital" to the success of his team's operations. It detailed
how he helped the recovery of a team member who was caught in a blast and left with
life threatening injuries.

Shirzad said he has no idea what he did wrong and never received an explanation for
his termination. His visa rejection letter from the US Embassy stated "lack of faithful
and valuable service."
"If we had peace in Afghanistan, if I had not served the US military, if the Taliban
were not after me, I would never leave my country," he said.

Shirzad cannot go back to his home province and moves locations with his family
every month. Cuddling their youngest child, his wife said they are terrified of being
caught by the Taliban.

"We are very scared. My husband and children's future are in danger," she said. "My
husband was working with them and he put his life in danger and now I want
Americans to save my husband from danger."

Translators feel America has abandoned them
A US Embassy spokesperson in Kabul said they were "actively working on every
possible contingency to make sure that we can help those who have helped us."

"We have long said we are committed to supporting those who have helped US
military and other government personnel perform their duties, often at great personal
risk to themselves and their families," the spokesperson said.

"To be clear, our embassy in Kabul will continue to operate after our forces draw
down. SIV processing will continue, including for those individuals who remain in
Afghanistan, and we will continue to surge resources to process applications to the
fullest extent possible."

The vetting process for visas is lengthy and complex, and every applicant is assessed
on whether they pose a risk to US national security, according to the SIV Program
Quarterly report. There are also numerous reasons why visa applications are rejected,
including those who don't qualify due to the nature of their employment or not having
enough time in the job.

The US Embassy spokesperson said visa records are confidential under US law,
therefore, they could not discuss the details of individual visa cases. All visa
applications are adjudicated on a case-by-case basis, they said.



On July 8, US President Joe Biden pledged to evacuate Afghan interpreters and their
families who have worked alongside American troops in Afghanistan.

"Our message to those women and men is clear: There is a home for you in the
United States, if you so choose and we will stand with you, just as you stood with us,"
Biden said.

But Afghans who have been rejected say they feel America has abandoned them.
Pardis' friend and co-worker Ayoubi said he also failed a polygraph test and was
terminated despite being awarded a medal for helping to save an American sergeant
who stepped on a bomb. Like Shirzad, he feels he was unfairly let go and said his
chance to move his family to safety has been dashed.

"I thought we would have a beautiful Afghanistan. We never thought of this situation
like now," he said. "We kindly request President Biden to save us. We helped you and
you have to help us."

U.S. sanctions Cuban officials over crackdown on protests as Biden warns: 'This is
just the beginning'
Amanda Macias - CNBC

The Biden administration imposed sanctions on Cuba's defense minister and the
communist nation's special forces brigade for the suppression of peaceful protests
that broke out on the island last week.

Thousands of protesters last week filled the streets over frustrations with a crippled
economy hit by food and power shortages. President Biden warned Cuba's
government that "this is just the beginning."

Provided by CNBC Special forces troops patrol at Prado Avenue following the
protests in Cuba, Havana on July 21, 2021.
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WASHINGTON – The United States imposed sanctions on Cuba's defense minister
and the communist nation's special forces brigade for the suppression of peaceful
protests that broke out on the island last week.

The sanctions mark the first steps by the Biden administration to apply pressure on
the Cuban government as Washington faces calls to show greater support for the
protesters.

President Joe Biden warned the Cuban government that there will be more to come.
"This is just the beginning – the United States will continue to sanction individuals
responsible for oppression of the Cuban people," the president said in a statement
Thursday. Previously, Biden said the U.S. stands "firmly with the people of Cuba as
they assert their universal rights."

The Treasury Department singled out Cuban Defense Minister Alvaro Lopez Miera,
for having "played an integral role in the repression of ongoing protests in Cuba."

The sanctions prohibit payments from entities in the United States to Lopez Miera and
the special forces, as well as payments from the Cuban entities to the U.S.

State Department spokesman Ned Price said Thursday that the U.S. was working with
the private sector and Congress to look for ways to make the internet accessible to the
people of Cuba. Price has previously called on the Cuban government to restore full
internet and telecommunications.

"The actions of Cuban security forces and violent mobs mobilized by Cuban
Communist Party First Secretary Miguel Diaz-Canel lay bare the regime's fear of its
own people and unwillingness to meet their basic needs and aspirations," Secretary of
State Antony Blinken wrote in a statement.

"We stand with every Cuban seeking a government that respects the human rights and
dignity of the Cuban people," he added.

Over a week ago, thousands of protesters filled the streets over frustrations with a
crippled economy hit by food and power shortages.

The rare protests, the largest the communist country has seen since the 1990s, come
as the government struggles to contain the coronavirus pandemic, pushing the
island's fragile health-care system to the brink.

https://www.cnbc.com/coronavirus/?&doc=106915200


Provided by CNBC Thousands of Cubans take part in rare protests against the
communist government, marching through a town chanting.

Cuban President Diaz-Canel Bermudez said his regime was "prepared to do
anything" to quell the protests, according to a report from The Washington Post. "We
will be battling in the streets," he said, adding that the United States is in part to
blame for the widespread discontent in Cuba.

A day later, he appeared alongside members of his government and blamed U.S. trade
sanctions for hampering Cuba's growth.

Reacting to the Cuban president's comments, Blinken told reporters last week that the
United States was not to blame for the laundry list of issues plaguing Havana.

Blinken said Cubans were "tired of the mismanagement of the Cuban economy, tired
of the lack of adequate food and, of course, an adequate response to the Covid-19
pandemic."

"That is what we are hearing and seeing in Cuba, and that is a reflection of the
Cuban people, not of the United States or any other outside actor," Blinken said.
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