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Thousandstrapped in Afghan assault zone
People have little access to food, medicine: rights group
02/21/2010

People living on the front line of a major U.S.-lefflensive against Taliban militants in southern
Afghanistan are trapped in their homes with lititcess to food and health care, rights groups
say.

Hundreds more who fled the area before fightingabegver a week ago are receiving little help
in harsh winter conditions, they add.

"We are seriously worried about the safety of @wis, especially in the Marjah area,” said
Ajmal Samadi, head of the independent group AfgReghts Monitor (ARM).

"People who are ill cannot get to hospitals, arebgt cannot bring them medicines. They cannot
get food, or even go outside to look after theinmfs."

He added that food prices were rising due to tisawsand people with medical needs -- from
war wounds to pregnancy -- were largely unablestatrgatment.

The assault on the Marjah and Nad Ali districtsHgfimand province launched on Feb. 13 is
being held up by snipers and innumerable crude Bgrtdnted by Taliban fighters, commanders
say.

The aim of the operation, dubbed Mushtarak (Toggtieto drive Taliban from the area in the
central Helmand River valley, where they have sy with drug traffickers for at least two
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years.

The Afghan government aims firstly to re-estabksivereignty, then provide security, clinics,
schools and jobs.

Mushtarak is a test of U.S. President Barack Olmnm&l counter-insurgency strategy, aimed at
winning the trust of the population and neutraligthe Taliban.

Little regards

NATO and Afghan leaders have said they hatcheda#isault in close cooperation with each
other so the military phase can be immediatelyofd by the establishment of civil
administration and services.

But Norine MacDonald, president of London-basedkhiank the International Council for
Security and Development, which has an office ia provincial capital Lashkar Gah, said
planners had paid little regard to civilian wellige

"The forward planning we heard so much about didmmude ensuring that the local population
would be able to leave and live elsewhere in decentlitions, with access to food and medical
care," she said.

More than 2,800 families -- averaging about fiventbers each -- had been displaced before and
during the fighting, said Abdul Rahman Hutaki, heddhe Human Rights and Environment
Organization, an independent Afghan group.

"Conditions for the displaced are deteriorating anfficient assistance is not getting through,"
he said.

2,000 families

Provincial authorities say 2,000 displaced familsee in Lashkar Gah, receiving help from
Afghan and international charities.

But Marjah resident Ahmad Jan, speaking by telephsaid: "Since | came to Lashkar Gah, |
haven't received any assistance".

Ghulam Farooq Noorzai, Helmand's director for rekg affairs, said food and winter clothing
had been distributed to 1,400 families.

The 200-square-kilometre (80-square-mile) targebezdnas been strewn with improvised
explosive devices (IEDs) -- on roads, in fieldspdiag from trees, even plastered into the walls
of homes, commanders say.

Marjah resident Abdul Ghias, 53, told AFP by teleph the IEDs made it impossible to move in

or out of the township, adding: "Most people canget hold of medicine or food, and people
cannot work in their farms."
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NATO commanders say it could be another three wdsltere the area is under control as
fighting between militants and the 15,000-strongcéoof U.S. Marines, NATO and Afghan
troops is proving "difficult".

In the meantime, people caught in crossfire, shofaiban human shields, or injured by bombs
face difficulties getting treatment.

The International Committee of the Red Cross safias the only medical facility in Marjah, a
first aid station manned by five people.

Lashkar Gah, where there are two hospitals, isiOnkters (12 miles) away by the shortest
route, said Bijan Farnoudi, Red Cross spokesm&abul.

But the roads are so heavily mined, few are wiliognake the journey and alternative routes
can take up to seven hours, if anyone dares useg thesaid.
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