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JAKARTA: Members of an Indonesian minor-
ity Islamic sect protested yesterday against
the forced closure of one of their mosques
amid concerns over rising religious intoler-
ance in a country which is home to world’s
largest Muslim population. The closure of the
Ahmadiyah mosque is the latest in a series of
incidents across the country in which reli-
gious minorities have faced harassment from
hardline Islamic groups, but a rare event in
the capital Jakarta. “This is a slap in the face of
the local government of Jakarta because it’s
supposed to be a cosmopolitan and pluralis-
tic place,” Bonar Naipospos, director of rights
NGO Setara Institute, told Reuters.
Ahmadiyah is one of several religious minori-
ties in Indonesia. Hardline Indonesian
Muslims accuse Ahmadiyah and other
Muslim minorities of apostasy.

Members of a hardline Islamic group last
week forced the cancellation of a religious
event involving nearly 1,500 Protestants in
Central Java, media said. Other groups like
the Islamic Defenders Front (FPI) have been
known to break up prayer sessions at
churches and Ahmadiyah and Shia mosques
across Java, calling for them to be closed.
Police said the Ahmadiyah mosque was
closed this week because it violated building
permits. But members of the Ahmadiyah
community said it has stood there for
decades and that hardline Islamic groups
had pressured authorities to seal it. “Recently
there has been an inclination among the
police and the state apparatus to allow
things like this to happen because they
don’t want the situation to escalate,” said
Yendra, a spokesman for the Indonesia

Ahmadiyah Community.
A senior police official this week admit-

ted officers were often too scared for their
own safety to take on religious hardliners,
media reported. Basuki Tjahaja Purnama, the
city’s first Christian and ethnic Chinese gov-
ernor, has himself been the target of FPI’s
protests but has yet to address the issue of
religious intolerance. Activists believe the
closure of a mosque, in the president’s back-
yard, may provide the impetus for the nine-
month-old government to address the issue.
“So far we have seen Jokowi appoint minis-
ters who are progressive and open-minded
about how to resolve these issues,”
Naipospos said, using the president’s nick-
name. “But we haven’t seen meaningful
change yet. There’s a lot of homework to be
done.”  — Reuters

JAFFNA: A Sri Lankan Tamil villager walks past a new
barbed-wire fences that has come up in his area.

JAFFNA: Tamil refugee Balasundaram Rasamalar, 53
speaks to an AFP reporter.—AFP photos 
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India’s apex court

orders federal

investigation into

job scam, deaths

NEW DELHI: India’s top court yesterday ordered a
federal investigation into a multimillion-dollar college
admission and government job recruitment scandal
in central India said to be linked to dozens of mysteri-
ous deaths. The Supreme Court ordered the Central
Bureau of Investigation, India’s FBI, to take over from
the state police the investigation into the alleged
irregularities in job recruitment and college admis-
sions as well as the deaths of nearly 50 people associ-
ated with the scam.

Police have arrested hundreds of parents and stu-
dents for paying bribes and officials for allegedly rig-
ging eligibility tests for admission to medical colleges
and recruitment for jobs in the police force, schools
and banking sector in Madhya Pradesh state. The
court also directed the Madhya Pradesh government
to respond to a petition demanding the removal of
the state’s federally appointed governor after ques-
tions were raised about his involvement in the scan-
dal. Gov. Ram Naresh Yadav’s son Shailesh Yadav died
mysteriously in May after the younger man was
alleged to have accepted bribes in the governor’s
house.

Opposition Congress party leaders had been
demanding a federal inquiry into the scam, accusing
the Madhya Pradesh government of trying to influ-
ence the outcome of the inquiry by the state police.
Congress leader Digvijay Singh demanded the resig-
nation of Madhya Pradesh’s top elected official, say-
ing Chief Minister Shivraj Singh Chouhan should step
down to allow for a free and fair investigation.
“Students who have been arrested in connection with
the scam should be made witnesses for the state,”
Singh said. “Isn’t it strange that hundreds of students
and their parents are in jail, while those who took the
bribes are roaming free,” he told reporters yesterday.

More than 2,500 people have been accused in con-
nection with the scandal and around 1,900 of them
have been arrested. Dozens of people, either witness-
es or accused participants in the scam, have died over
the last five years in inexplicable circumstances.
Congress leaders have alleged that some top state
bureaucrats and politicians accepted millions of dol-
lars in bribes to facilitate the admissions. The scandal
has come to be known in India as the “Vyapam scan-
dal,” after the Hindi language acronym for the state-
run employment agency in Madhya Pradesh. For the
past couple of weeks, Indian media have given wide
coverage to the sudden deaths of a number of people
connected to the scam.

The scandal hit the front pages of newspapers
once again last weekend after the death of an inves-
tigative journalist who had gone to Madhya Pradesh
to speak with witnesses. The following day, the body
of a medical college dean was found in a New Delhi
hotel. The official, Arun Kumar, headed a medical col-
lege in Madhya Pradesh that was involved in the
admissions scandal. Kumar was helping the state
police in its investigation. The many suspicious
deaths of people linked to the scam have raised con-
cerns among civil society groups who feel the deaths
were in some way connected. Many of the dead were
younger than 40 and autopsy reports in most cases
were inconclusive.

Madhya Pradesh home minister Babulal Gaur dis-
missed the opposition’s charge that witnesses and
whistle-blowers were being targeted to shield top
politicians and bureaucrats. He said most of the
deaths were due to natural causes. The scam dates to
2007, but investigations began only in 2013 after
details emerged that many unqualified and undeserv-
ing candidates had been admitted into medical and
engineering colleges. Medical school entrance test
papers were leaked before the examination, imper-
sonators were allowed to appear for exams, or the
marks of undeserving candidates were enhanced - all
for a fee.— AP 

For Lanka’s displaced Tamils, 

homecoming is bittersweet
JAFFNA: When Balasundaram Rasamalar finally
got back her home in Sri Lanka’s battle-scarred
north after years of military occupation, there
was an unexpected problem. The toilet was still
in the militarized zone-where civilians are not
allowed. Sri Lanka’s army this year began
returning land it has occupied since the end of
a decades-long separatist conflict to its original
owners in the Tamil heartland of Jaffna. 

The move followed the election in January
of President Maithripala Sirisena, who stood on
a promise to bring about reconciliation with the
island’s Tamil minority. But the process has cre-
ated new boundaries that have split communi-
ties-and even individual homes-creating fresh
resentment. “I never thought we would get our
land back,” said Rasamalar, a 53-year-old Tamil
who fled her home village of Varathalaivila
when fighting broke out in 1990. “We have to
start our lives all over again.”

Before 1990 some 10,000 families were esti-
mated to live in Varuthalai Vilan, which lies
south of a military airbase that served as one of
the main staging posts in the battle against the
Tamil Tiger rebels. Many, like Rasamalar, have
been living ever since in camps for the internal-
ly displaced. For the around 1,200 that have
now returned, it is a bittersweet homecoming
all the houses and temples bear the scars of
decades of fighting, and only a handful of vil-
lagers have been able to reclaim their property

in full. Rasamalar’s neighbor got his water well
back, but his house remains inside army-occu-
pied territory. Another villager faced the oppo-
site problem: able to return to the house but
with no access to water.

Military ‘holding land’ 
Village chief S Sugeerthan said people were

hopeful when the new government began
handing back military-occupied land this year,
but he added, the military’s continued claim
over some private land six years after the war
ended was not justified. “The military released
600 acres here in March, but from that they
took back a 40-acre enclave for themselves,” he
told AFP as he pointed to newly erected
barbed-wire fences.

The fences force residents to make a detour
of about 50 kilometers to travel from one end of
the village to the other-a distance of just four
kilometers. Inside the enclave Sri Lankan troops,
most of them in camouflage T-shirts and
trousers, can be seen tending to crops. After
decisively crushing the Tamil Tigers in a no-
holds-barred offensive that ended in May 2009
security forces held onto large swathes of land
in Jaffna, 400 kilometers north of Colombo.
They set up lucrative hotels, restaurants and
farming ventures-often selling crops to the very
people whose land they were cultivating, who
had been left destitute by the conflict. “We

believe the military is running at least a dozen
hotels and restaurants on land taken from our
people,” said Sugeerthan. 

Resettlement key 
Sri Lanka has won praise for starting to

hand back land seized by the military after the
end of one of South Asia’s longest and bloodi-
est ethnic wars that claimed over 100,000 lives
between 1972 and 2009. But President Sirisena
is under international pressure to do more to
restore normality and ensure reconciliation in
an ethnically divided nation. “We’ll do all we
can to support the (Colombo) government as it
makes progress in such areas as returning land,
limiting the role of the military in civilian life,
and trying to provide the answers on disap-
peared people,” said US Secretary of State John
Kerry during a May visit to Colombo. Sirisena
has dissolved parliament and called a general
election for August in an attempt to consoli-
date power and carry out his promise of more
reforms.  

The top civil administrator in Jaffna,
Nagalingam Vethanayahan, says resettling
internally displaced people is key to the suc-
cess of any reconciliation process. “We have
had discussions with the security forces and we
expect, with time, more land will be made
available,” Vethanayahan said at his district sec-
retariat office in Jaffna. —AFP 


