
LAHORE: Pakistani police charged a shop-
keeper with blasphemy yesterday after he
banned members of the Ahmadi minority
from entering his shop, a rare bid by
authorities to protect an ethnic group that
usually suffers state-sanctioned persecu-
tion.

The shopkeeper in the eastern city of
Lahore was charged with spreading reli-
gious hatred, officials said, citing the
National Action Plan, a grand scheme to
combat extremism put in place in the wake
of a Taliban massacre at a school last year
that left more than 150 people dead.  The
move comes just two days before the first
anniversary of the assault on the army-run
school in Peshawar, which shocked and
outraged Pakistanis already scarred by
nearly a decade of attacks.

According to police, Aabid Hashmi, the
owner of a computer shop in the city’s
upmarket commercial region, had dis-
played a poster outside his shop banning
Ahmadi customers from entering.  “The
arrest was made under National Action
Plan (NAP) for spreading religious hatred,”

Haider Ashraf, a senior police official, told
AFP.

A spokesman for the Ahmadi communi-
ty, Amir Mehmood, welcomed the move as
the “first drop of rain”. Senior columnist and
former lawmaker Ayaz Amir said the move
was “significant” and could help reduce
persecution of the Ahmadis.

The group were legally declared non-
Muslims in Pakistan for their belief in a
prophet after Mohammad, and have long
been persecuted in the deeply conserva-
tive country. In November Ahmadi families
were forced to flee the eastern city of
Jhelum after an angry mob torched a fac-
tory there, accusing the minority of burn-
ing Korans. Hardline Islamic scholars
denounce the Ahmadis as heretics,
describing their belief in a prophet after
Mohammad as blasphemy-a hugely sensi-
tive issue in Pakistan, where even
unproven allegations stir mob lynching
and violence.   But authorities have previ-
ously defended state-sanctioned discrimi-
nation against the group, insisting they are
“constitutionally protected”.  — AFP
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CHICAGO: Pardeep Kaleka spent sev-
eral days after 9/11 at his father’s
South Milwaukee gas station, fearing
that his family would be targeted by
people who assumed they were
Muslim. No, Kaleka explained on
behalf of his father, who wore a turban
and beard and spoke only in broken
English, the family was Sikh, a
Southeast Asian religion based on
equality and unrelated to Islam. But
amid a new wave of anti-Islamic senti-
ment since the terror attacks in Paris
and San Bernardino, Kaleka is vowing
to take an entirely different approach.

“For us it does not matter who
they’re targeting,” said Kaleka, a former
Milwaukee police officer and teacher
whose father was one of six people
killed in 2012 when a white suprema-
cist opened fire at a Sikh temple in Oak
Creek, Wisconsin. “This time we cannot
differentiate ourselves; when hate
rhetoric is being spewed we cannot be
on the sidelines.”

Across the US, Sikhs and Muslims
are banding together to defend their
respective religions.  Someone bent on
harming Muslims wouldn’t under-
stand - or care about - the distinction
between the two faiths, they say, and
both also deserve to live in peace.

So they plan educational sessions
and rallies. They successfully pushed
the FBI to track hate crimes against
Sikhs. They speak to lawmakers and

support each other’s legal action,
including a lawsuit filed over a New
York City police surveillance program
targeting New Jersey Muslims. “We are
in this fight together,” said Gurjot Kaur,
a senior staff attorney at The Sikh
Coalition, founded the night of Sept
11.

A monotheistic faith
Sikhism, a monotheistic faith, was

founded more than 500 years ago in
Southeast Asia and has roughly 27 mil-

lion followers worldwide, most of
them in India. There are more than
500,000 Sikhs in the US Male followers
often cover their heads with turbans,
which are considered sacred, and
refrain from shaving their beards.
Reports of bullying, harassment and
vandalism against Sikhs have risen in
recent weeks.

Last week, a Sikh temple in Orange
County, California, was vandalized, as
was a truck in the parking lot by some-
one who misspelled the word “Islam”

and made an obscene reference to
ISIS. A Sikh woman said she recently
was forced to show her breast pump
before taking her seat on an airplane
in Minneapolis because another pas-
senger thought she might be an
extremist. Several Sikh football fans
said they initially were not allowed
into Qualcomm Stadium to watch the
San Diego Chargers game against the
Denver Broncos last Sunday because
some of them were wearing turbans.
Schoolchildren say they’ve been bul-
lied.

For most Sikhs, much of the back-
lash has been frequent stares or com-
ments and occasional online insults.
Former NCAA basketball player Darsh
Singh said he has heard insults
throughout his life, including when
someone recently yelled “Osama!” at
him as he was crossing a street in
Phoenix. Then last week, a photo mak-
ing the rounds on Facebook showed
the former Trinity University basketball
player - the first turbaned Sikh to play
in the NCAA - with the caption:
“Nobody wants to guard Muhammad,
he’s too explosive.” A friend came to his
defense with a lengthy post - saying,
“do the world a favor and educate
yourself” - which got tens of thousands
of likes. “A lot of people act out of fear
or ignorance,” said Singh. “I don’t know
who started it, but whoever they are, I
forgive them.” — AP 

Sikhs feel in danger, join with 
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Bullying, harassment and vandalism against Sikhs 

NAYPYITAW: When Myanmar’s Aung San
Suu Kyi spoke warmly on a recent radio
show about a critical meeting that followed
her landslide election victory, she was refer-
ring to talks with the very man who had
detained her for 15 years.

Listeners might have been surprised by
the Nobel peace laureate’s gentle tone
towards Than Shwe, former head of the jun-
ta that ruled Myanmar for nearly half a cen-
tury. But it was just one of several concilia-
tory gestures Suu Kyi has made towards her
one-time enemies since the Nov 8 poll,
underlining her transformation from perse-
cuted democracy icon to pragmatic politi-
cian. Her readiness to forge alliances with
even those she once reviled could augur
well for Myanmar, no longer a global pariah
but still a country fraught with political risk
as Suu Kyi’s National League for Democracy
(NLD) and the military prepare to share
power.

‘Brighter future’ 
“We should think of working for the

emergence of a brighter future based on
the present situation, instead of thinking

why we didn’t do it in the past,” Suu Kyi said
after meeting Than Shwe, whose regime
kept her locked up in her lakeside Yangon
home and prevented her dying British hus-
band from visiting Myanmar. In the month
since her election triumph, the 70-year-old
Suu Kyi has also held talks - cordial, accord-
ing to media reports - with President Thein
Sein, a former military commander, and
armed forces chief Min Aung Hlaing. 

In other mollifying moves, she has called
on her supporters to restrain their victory
celebrations and warned NLD lawmakers
not to call themselves “winners” in media
interviews. “It’s about smoothening the
way,” said analyst Richard Horsey, a former
senior United Nations official in Myanmar.
“It’s about building relationships and politi-
cal positioning, which is very important.” 

The events suggest that Suu Kyi, who
often comes across as stern and uncom-
promising, is settling into realpolitik. The
army ’s powers have not substantially
diminished since a shift to semi-civilian
rule in 2011: Under the constitution, it is
guaranteed 25 percent of the seats in par-
liament, and controls three big-budget

and power ful  ministr ies.  Than Shwe
resigned as head of state and army chief in
2011 and stepped away from active poli-
tics, but diplomats and observers say he
retains enough clout to make the closed-
door appointment with Suu Kyi a major
step in easing her party’s formation of gov-
ernment. “I t  is the truth that she will
become the future leader of the country. I
will support her with all of my efforts,” the
former dictator was quoted as saying by his
grandson Nay Shwe Thway Aung after the
meeting.

Mastering realpolitik
Suu Kyi’s journey from the barricades to

the corridors of power began over three
years ago when she won a parliament seat.
She cultivated ties with assembly speaker
Shwe Mann, another former general who
had been part of Than Shwe’s inner circle.

Shwe Mann was sacked from the leader-
ship of the then-ruling party by President
Thein Sein in August, partly because of his
closeness to Suu Kyi. The military-backed
Union Solidarity and Development Party
was trounced in last month’s election.

“Daw Aung San Suu Kyi and I meet quite
often,” Shwe Mann told Reuters last week,
referring to her with an honorific. “We got to

understand each other during these meet-
ings,” he added, calling her “straightforward,
courageous and very frank”.  — Reuters 

Icon to politician: As Myanmar changes, so does San Suu Kyi

DARIEN: In this photo taken Sept 15, 2015, Inderjit Singh Mukker, left at podium, speaks at a news conference saying because of
his brown skin, turban and beard, he was the victim of a beating. — AP photos

NATMAUK: Myanmar opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi greets supporters as
she leaves a ceremony to mark the 100th birthday of independence hero Aung
San, in the remote central Myanmar town. — AFP 

CHICAGO: This undated photo provided by Kanwar Singh, shows his
father, Inderjit Mukker, after he was beaten in a September 2015 road
rage incident with a Chicago-area teenager in which the teen called
the 53-year-old Sikh taxi driver “Bin Laden” and repeatedly hit him in
the face. 

ISLAMABAD: A former police bodyguard on
death row in Pakistan for assassinating a politi-
cian inched closer to execution yesterday as the
Supreme Court rejected his petition for a sen-
tence review. Mumtaz Qadri was feted as a hero
by Islamist supporters after he shot the liberal
governor of Punjab province, Salmaan Taseer, 28
times in broad daylight in an upscale Islamabad
market in 2011.

He later admitted the killing, saying he object-
ed to the politician’s calls to reform Pakistan’s
controversial blasphemy laws. Rights groups say
these are frequently used to pursue vendettas,
particularly against religious minorities. Taseer
had also been vocal in his support of Asia Bibi, a
Christian woman who has been on death row
since 2010 after being found guilty of insulting
the Prophet Mohammed (PBUH).

“The review petition has been dismissed” by a
three-judge panel headed by Justice Asif Saeed
Khosa, Qadri’s lawyer Khwaja Muhammad Sharif
told AFP. Sharif said his client’s last option was to
file a mercy petition to the Pakistani president. In
previous hearings Qadri’s lawyers drew on
Islamic texts to argue that he was justified in
killing Taseer, saying that by criticizing the law
the politician was himself guilty of blasphemy-an
argument rejected by the lead judge.

Blasphemy is a hugely sensitive issue in
Pakistan, an Islamic republic of some 200 million,
and Qadri has been hailed as a hero by many
conservatives eager to drown out any calls to

soften the legislation. Critics including European
governments say Pakistan’s blasphemy laws are
largely misused, with hundreds of people lan-
guishing in jails under false charges. — AFP 

Pakistan governor killer loses 
bid to review death sentence

DHAKA: A Bangladeshi girl holds a national flag as people gather to pay hom-
age at the Intellectual Martyrs Memorial yesterday.  Thousands of
Bangladeshis paid tribute to the memory of dozens of intellectuals who were
systematic killed during the 1971 war that won the South Asian country its
independence from Pakistan. — AFP

BANGKOK: An investigation into the dis-
appearance of Laotian activist Sombath
Somphone three years ago is “a farce” and
has had a chilling effect on civil society,
rights groups said yesterday. Sombath, an
award-winning campaigner for sustain-
able development, vanished from the
streets of Vientiane after he was pulled
over at a police checkpoint on the
evening of December 15, 2012.

CCTV cameras in the Laos capital cap-
tured the moment his battered jeep
stopped at the checkpoint before he is
later seen getting into an unknown vehi-
cle. His case has cast a dark cloud over
civil society in Laos, an impoverished
tightly-controlled communist country. It
has also raised the issue of impunity for
powerful state and business interests
held responsible for routinely killing or
“disappearing” activists across the region.

Rights groups accuse local authorities
of failing to carry out even the most cur-
sory of investigations and withholding
information. “The official investigation so
far has been a farce. It is a bad joke,” Phil
Robertson, deputy director of Human
Rights Watch Asia, told reporters in
Thailand.  The apathy has had a chilling
effect on activist groups and civil society,
he added, speaking at a press briefing to
mark the anniversary of Sombath’s disap-
pearance.

“The message to the Laos people from
their government is: we can take anyone
at anytime so shut up, sit down and do as

we tell you,” Robertson said. New CCTV
footage obtained by Sombath’s family
shows his jeep-which has never been
found-being driven in the opposite direc-
tion than had been previously assumed.
Activists said this pointed to holes in the
investigation.  

“This case is eminently solvable,” said
Sam Zarifi, from the International
Commission of Jurists. He said a lack of
political will-not a lack of evidence-has
stymied the probe. Laos is the current
chair of the Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (ASEAN) and is set to host
next year’s summit for the ten-member
block.

But breaking a 10-year tradition, there
will be no ASEAN Peoples’ Forum in 2016
and HRW said it was a deliberate move by
the Laos government which it said was
reluctant to allow discussion of
Sombath’s disappearance and other sen-
sitive issues. “Not content to just censor
the Laos people, the leaders of Vientiane
now want to censor the regional dialogue
in ASEAN,” Robertson said.

Enforced disappearances are ugly real-
ities across the region, where powerful
business interests and murky state actors
stand accused of routinely making oppo-
nents vanish. While data is scarce, rights
campaigners say likely hundreds of peo-
ple have vanished across Southeast Asia
in the past two decades, often after com-
ing up against local business, criminal or
political interests. — AFP 

Probe into missing Laos 
activist deemed a ‘farce’

KARACHI: Pakistani supporters of former police bodyguard Mumtaz Qadri carry plac-
ards with his portrait as they shout slogans during a protest yesterday. — AFP 


