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People queue for supplies distributed by the World Food Program in Afghanistan as a Taliban fighter looks on.

AFGHAN ACADEMICS
DESPAIR MONTHS AFTER
TALIBAN TAKEOVER

Research has stalled, funds have evaporated and
many scientists are still struggling to get out.

By Smrriti Mallapaty

our months after the Taliban took con-

trol of Afghanistan, academics say they

feel marooned, and abandoned by the

international community. With limited

prospects for research, many scientists

have left or are still trying to find routes out,
so they can continue their careers.

Researchers say they have been stripped

of their finances and academic freedoms and

do not feel valued by the new government.

Many continue to fear being persecuted for

their international connections, ethnicity or

gender — or because they have been critical

of the government — and some say they have
beenthreatened with death or retribution by
the Taliban.

“The current government has had a com-
pletely destructive effect on research,” says
Shohra Qaderi, whois from Afghanistanbutis
currently studying clinical science and public
health at Shahid Beheshti University of Medi-
cal Sciences in Tehran. “Research is a form of
freedom of speech for scholars, but this free-
dom of'speech has beentaken by the Taliban.”

Qaderi was due to return to a university
in Afghanistan earlier this year, but decided
to extend her stay in Iran because of the dire
situation for researchers.
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The Taliban seized power in mid-August
as thelast of the US-led coalition troops that
hadbeen supporting the previous government
pulled out. But the broader international com-
munity has not yetrecognized the current gov-
ernment. Billions of dollars in funding, assets
and loans earmarked for government agencies
and development and humanitarian services
remain frozen. And research funding from
international sources is no longer flowing.

Some international donors are looking for
ways to hand out funds through non-govern-
mental channels, but that is taking time. On
10 December, donors released US$280 million
tothe United Nations children’s agency UNICEF
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and the World Food Programme to deliver
essential health services and food assistance
tomorethan10 million peopleinthe country.

Understandably, “researchisnot really a pri-
ority”,saysJaffer Shah, aclinical researcher at
Drexel University in Philadelphia, Pennsylva-
nia, but whois based in New York City and has
colleagues in Afghanistan.

Afghanistan’s roughly 40 public universi-
tiesand higher-educationinstitutions remain
open, butarebarely functioning. Researchers
say government officials have told staff mem-
berstocontinueregistering their attendance,
but classes are not running. University employ-
ees have not received their salaries since
before August, and international funding for
research hasbeen put on hold. Female faculty
members are still allowed to work, with some
restrictions.

“We are just wasting our time here,” says a
researcher who asked to remain anonymous.
After the Talibantakeover, the researcher was
still weighing their options, but now they are
consideringleaving the country because their
research hasstalled and their teenage daugh-
ter has not been able to go to school.

In August, the Talibanbanned co-education
of male and female university students —and
many public universities are still working out
the practicalities ofimplementing segregated
teaching. The Taliban government has also
placed representatives at public universities.
In one widely reported case, the government
appointed avice-chancellor for the prestigious
Kabul University, but staff members deemed
the candidate unqualified for the position,
leading to widespread resignations. He was
later replaced by another candidate.

Research stalled

Many of the country’s more than 120 private
universities are still operating. But these insti-
tutions rely on student fees for funding, and
many students are struggling to pay, have left
the country or have abandoned their studies.
Academics say salaries and research funding
have been slashed.

“Ourresearchactivities have stopped,” says
Sayed Hamid Mousavi, a medical researcher
and director of research at the private Kateb
University in Kabul, who says he hasn’t been
paidin four months. He and others are trying
to keep busy with desk-based work, such as
writing up retrospective analyses of data; labo-
ratory-based research hasstalled anditis hard
to gather new data.

Reports have also surfaced of academics
being mistreated at both public and private
universities. Ramin Mansoory, alegal scholar
whowasanadviser to the governor of Afghan-
istan’s Balkh province before he fled to Poland
in August, has heard reports of faculty mem-
bers from minority ethnic groups being fired
and replaced with those of Pashtun ethnicity,
the group to which many Taliban members
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belong. There have also been some news arti-
cles reporting the kidnapping and killing of
academics from minority ethnic groups.

In September, Qaderi co-authored a short
correspondencein Nature on how the Taliban’s
takeover could imperil the health of pregnant
women and new mothers. The article listed a
university in Afghanistan as one of her affilia-
tions —but after it was published, some of her
colleagues received threats and asked her to
remove the affiliation.

Leaving the country
In August, Nature reported on the tide of
researchers seeking refuge abroad, reflected
by arecord number of applications to pro-
grammes that arrange placements at foreign
universities. Since then, applications have
continued to rise, mostly from scholars still
stranded in Afghanistan, but only a handful
have found institutions to take them.
“Everyone is trying to get out,” says Eraj
Haidari, a visiting law researcher at City, Uni-
versity of London. Haidari is one of only four

individuals to have received a UK university fel-
lowship supported by the Council for At-Risk
Academics, which is based in London. Execu-
tive director Stephen Wordsworth says that
the council has received around 540 applica-
tions from scholars from Afghanistan.

Scholars at Risk, a similar organization
basedinNew York City, hasreceived more than
1,300 applications. Only 20 applicants have
sofarbeen connected withinstitutionsin the
United States and Europe, and the organiza-
tion is seeking spots for another 35.

But even when researchers do secure posi-
tions, getting out of Afghanistan is tricky.
Many embassiesin the country remainclosed,
which means that scholars often first have to
get to neighbouring countries, such as Paki-
stan and Iran, to process their papers.

Researchers say they have little hope that
the situation in Afghanistan will improve in
the near future. “We do not have the outside
world’ssupportand the number of researchers
and scholars has decreased significantly. We
are facing a brain drain,” says Qaderi.

WEBB TELESCOPE BLASTS
OFF — LAUNCHING ANEW
ERA INASTRONOMY

The observatory has begun unfurlingits
equipment asit travels toits new home.

By Alexandra Witze

he James Webb Space Telescope —

humanity’s biggest gamble yetin its

quest to probe the Universe — soared

into space on 25 December, marking

the culmination of decades of work by
astronomers around the world. The observa-
tory is now travelling to its ultimate destina-
tion, a position in space known as the second
Lagrange point, or L2 (see ‘Webb’s journey’), as
itunfolds through hundreds of complex engi-
neeringstepstoachieveitsfinal configuration.
Allof these must be completed successfully for
Webb to jump-startanew erainastronomy, as
many scientists hope it will.

“Now the hard part starts,” said John
Grunsfeld, anastrophysicist and former astro-
naut and head of science for NASA, after the
telescope’s launch.

The US$10-billion Webb is the most compli-
cated and expensive space observatory in his-
tory,and thesuccessortoNASA’'s Hubble Space
Telescope, which has studied the Universe
since1990. Following launch, Webb embarked
ontheriskiest part of its mission — deploying
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allthe parts required for its enormous mirror
to peer deep into the cosmos, back towards
thedawn of time. As Nature went to press, the
observatory had taken some of these initial
steps, such as unfurling its huge sunshield —
but many crucial tasksstill lay ahead, including
putting the sunshieldintoits final position and
getting the telescope’s mirrorsinto place.

Not until all the equipment works and the
first scientific observations have been made,
probably in July, will astronomers be able to
relax. Until then, “there’s going to be a lot of
nervousness”, says Heidi Hammel, aninterdis-
ciplinary scientist for Webb and vice-president
for science at the Association of Universities
for Researchin Astronomy in Washington DC.

The NASA-built Webb launched at9.20 a.m.
local time from the Kourou spaceport in
French Guiana, on an Ariane 5 rocket pro-
vided by the European Space Agency (ESA).
The project’s third international partneristhe
Canadian Space Agency.

“It'sthe beginning of one of the most amaz-
ing missions that humanity has conceived,”
said Thomas Zurbuchen, NASA’s head of
science, on a webcast from the launch site.





