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Afghan delegation was visiting area
where a U.S. soldier killed civilians
By MIRWAIS KHAN
The Associated Press

BALANDI, Afghanistan — Taliban mili-
tants opened fire today on a delegation of
senior Afghan officials – including two of
President Hamid Karzai’s brothers – visiting
villages in southern Afghanistan, where a U.S.
soldier is suspected of killing 16 civilians.

The attack came as students in the east
staged the first significant protest in response
to Sunday’s shootings, raising worries of a
repeat of the wave of violent demonstrations
that rocked the nation after last month’s burn-
ing of Qurans by troops at a U.S. base.

The militants killed an Afghan soldier who
was providing security for the delegation in
Balandi village, said Gen. Abdul Razaq, the
police chief for Kandahar province, where the
visit took place. Another Afghan soldier and a
military prosecutor were wounded, he said.

The delegation was in a mosque for a
memorial service for those killed Sunday
when the gunfire erupted.

One of the president’s brothers, Qayum
Karzai, said the attack didn’t seem serious.

“We were giving them our condolences,
then we heard two very, very light shots,”
Karzai said. “Then we assumed that it was the
national army that started to fire in the air.”

He said the members of the delegation,

which also included Kandahar Gov. Tooryalai
Wesa and Minister of Border and Tribal
Affairs Asadullah Khalid, were safe and head-
ed back to Kandahar city.

Before the attack on the delegation, the Tal-
iban vowed to kill and behead those responsi-
ble for the civilian deaths in the two villages in
Panjwai district, considered the birthplace of
the militant group.

Nine of the 16 killed were children, and three
were women, according to President Karzai.

The U.S. has an Army staff sergeant in cus-
tody who is suspected of carrying out Sunday’s
pre-dawn killings but has not released his name.

Villagers have described him stalking from
house to house in the middle of the night,
opening fire on sleeping families and then
burning some of the dead bodies.

Their anger was evident today in discus-
sions with the visiting officials before the
attack cut the visit short.

“Today, the Kandahar governor was trying to
explain to the villagers that he was only one sol-
dier, that he was not a sane person and that he
was sick,” said Abdul Rahim Ayubi, a Kandahar
lawmaker who was part of the delegation.

“But the people were just shouting and they
were very angry. They didn’t listen to the gov-
ernor. They accused him of defending the
Americans instead of defending the Kanda-
hari people,” Ayubi said.

The delegation did manage before the shoot-
ing started to pay out compensation to family

members of the victims – $2,000 for each death
and $1,000 for each person wounded.

In the east, meanwhile, hundreds of students
staged the first significant protest in response
to the tragedy, shouting angry slogans against
the U.S. and the American attacker.

The killings have caused outrage in
Afghanistan but have not sparked the kind of
violent protests seen last month after Ameri-
can soldiers burned Muslim holy books and
other Islamic texts.

But the students protesting at a university in
Jalalabad city, 80 miles east of the capital,
Kabul, were incensed. “Death to America!”
and “Death to the soldier who killed our civil-
ians!” shouted the crowd.

Some carried a banner that called for a pub-
lic trial of the soldier, who U.S. officials have
identified as a married, 38-year-old father of
two who was trained as a sniper and recently
suffered a head injury in Iraq.

Other protesters burned an effigy of Presi-
dent Barack Obama.

“The reason we are protesting is because of
the killing of innocent children and other civil-
ians by this tyrant U.S. soldier,” said Sardar
Wali, a university student. “We want the Unit-
ed Nations and the Afghan government to
publicly try this guy.”

Taliban spokesman Zabiullah Mujahid said
in a statement that the soldier should be tried
as a war criminal and executed by the victims’
relatives.

By AMY TEIBEL
The Associated Press

JERUSALEM — Israel halted
its airstrikes against Gaza Strip
militants early today and rocket
fire from the Palestinian territory
ebbed as a cease-fire ending four
days of clashes appeared to be
taking effect.

Both sides had indicated they
have no interest in seeing the
fighting spiral into all-out war,
and an Egyptian security official
reported that Egyptian intelli-
gence officials had brokered a
truce.

There was no official truce
announcement from Israel or
Gaza’s Hamas rulers, but Israeli
Cabinet Minister Matan Vilnai
told Israel Radio the latest out-
break of violence “appears to be
behind us.”

And Daoud Shihab, a
spokesman for the group Islamic
Jihad, which is responsible for
much of the rocket fire, said “the
Egyptian efforts succeeded this
morning and a deal was
reached.”

Months of quiet along the
Gaza-Israel border were shattered
Friday with Israel’s killing of a
militant commander in Gaza
whom it accused of plotting to
attack Israelis.

At least 24 Palestinians,
including at least four civilians,
died in the cross-border fighting
that followed, with the cause of
another civilian’s death in dis-
pute. There were no Israeli fatali-
ties, but the lives of 1 million peo-
ple living in southern Israel were
disrupted by frequent sirens
warning them to take cover from
incoming rockets.

Israeli police spokesman
Micky Rosenfeld said more than
200 rockets were fired at Israel
between Friday and early today,
when the truce went into effect.
Israel’s new short-range rocket
interceptor, the Iron Dome,
destroyed dozens of rockets head-
ed for southern Israel 

The military said it carried out
no airstrikes after the cease-fire
took hold. Rosenfeld said eight
rockets and mortars were fired at
Israel after that deadline, causing
no injuries.

Sporadic rocket fire from
Gaza would not necessarily
compromise the truce because

militant groups are splintered
and orders do not trickle down
from a single commander. Still,
as a precaution, schools in south-
ern Israel that serve 200,000 stu-
dents remained closed for a third
day.

Although the fighting on the
ground subsided, verbal sparring
over the terms of the cease-fire
persisted.

The Egyptian security official,
speaking early today on the con-
dition of anonymity because of
the sensitivity of the subject, said
Israel had agreed to stop targeting
militants as a condition of the
truce. Islamic Jihad leader Khaled
Batch said the same.

“They gave the Egyptians a
pledge they would stop the assas-
sinations,” Batch said. “This was
a surprise not only to Egypt but a
surprise to all parties.” 

But Israeli Defense Minister
Ehud Barak brushed away that
assertion.

“The Israeli military remains
committed to acting against any-
one who plots or plans attacks on
Israeli citizens or Israeli soldiers
operating along the border,”
Barak said. 

And senior defense official
Amos Gilad, who was involved
in the truce talks, said no such
commitments were given. “Quiet
will be met with quiet,” Gilad
told Army Radio. But “if Israel
has to defend its citizens, it will
do so without hesitation.”

Because the two sides shun
each other, the truce is not for-
mal and there is no signed docu-
ment that can serve as a refer-
ence.

Gaza’s Hamas rulers had kept
out of the fighting, letting mili-
tants from the Islamic Jihad and
Popular Resistance Committees
carry out the attacks on Israel.

Hamas wants to avoid a full-
scale offensive against Gaza like
the one Israel launched in
December 2008, fearing a major
conflict could undermine its con-
trol of the territory it violently
overran five years ago.

But Israel considers Hamas
responsible for all attacks from
Gaza and notes that the militant
group, which refuses to renounce
violence against Israel, has
amassed a bigger and better
weapons stockpile since the war.

Rahmat Gul/AP
Demonstrators chant anti-U.S. slogans today in Jalalabad, Afghanistan. They were protesting a U.S. soldier’s killing of civilians Sunday in
two southern villages.
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