
I N T E R N AT I O N A L
MONDAY, JULY 13, 2015

MUMBAI: India’s mass Hindu pilgrimage,
the Kumbh Mela, officially starts in
Maharashtra state Tuesday, with organis-
ers desperate to avoid a repeat of a
deadly stampede at the same venue 12
years ago.

Thirty-nine pilgrims were trampled to
death and dozens injured when the reli-
gious festival was last held on the banks
of the Godavari river in the city of
Nashik, around 160 kilometres (100
miles) northeast of Mumbai, in 2003.

“We have learnt lessons from that
stampede and have changed the route
for the ‘Shahi Snan’ (main dip) to avoid

tight alleys and steep slopes to the
bathing ghats (steps leading to the riv-
er),” Nashik district information officer K.
Moghe told AFP.

“We have also widened the bathing
ghats in Nashik and Trimbakeshwar to
provide more space and avoid over-
crowding. That should prevent the major
triggers for a stampede,” he added.

The deadly crush at Nashik was
believed to have been triggered when a
sadhu, or holy man, threw coins into a
crowd of pilgrims who were waiting on
the river banks.

Tens of thousands of the devotees,

forced to stand behind barricades, were
reportedly getting increasingly restless
while having to wait for their holy dip.

When the coins were thrown they
scrambled to gather them resulting in
dozens of people suffocating, according
to reports at the time.

Millions of pilgrims
A flag hoisting at 6:30 am (0200 GMT)

on Tuesday marks the official opening of
the 2015 Kumbh Mela, which is held
every third year and is rotated between
four holy sites.

The Kumbh Mela is held at Nashik

every 12 years and although it isn’t on
the same scale as the editions on the
Ganges at Haridwar and the Saraswati at
Allahabad, it still draws millions of pil-
grims. Nashik, situated around 160 kilo-
metres (100 miles) north of Mumbai, is
also unique out of the four venues in
that it has two main bathing sites,
stretching the emergency services
across a wide area. “We expect some-
where between eight million to ten mil-
lion in total to attend the three key
bathing dates and 20,000 police person-
nel are being deployed,” said Moghe.
“There will be clearly marked staging

areas for the emergency services at key
points during the ceremonies and a ded-
icated road will be kept clear to allow
them to respond quickly.

“We’re also setting up a temporary
intensive care unit to provide on-the-
spot emergency care,” he added. The
three main bathing dates fall on August
29, September 13 and September 18.

The Kumbh Mela has its origins in
Hindu mythology, which describes how
a few drops of the nectar of immortality
fell on all of the places that host the fes-
tival, the fourth being Ujjain in central
India. — AFP

India’s Kumbh Mela festival to open amid stampede fears

DENPASAR: The airport on the Indonesian resort
island of Bali reopened yesterday after an erupting
volcano forced its closure for the second time in
just a few days and caused fresh travel misery for
stranded holidaymakers. 

Mount Raung on Indonesia’s main island of Java
has been erupting for weeks, and on Thursday a
cloud of drifting ash forced the closure of Bali air-
port during peak holiday season, and four others. 

The airport on the resort island, a top holiday
destination that attracts millions of foreign tourists
every year, reopened two days later as the ash drift-
ed away, allowing some passengers to board
flights home and others to arrive.

However the cloud returned yesterday morning,
forcing authorities to shut the airport again. But
the new closure lasted just a few hours and the air-
port was reopened in the afternoon as the ash
shifted, the government said.  “Full, normal opera-
tions have resumed, however planes are to fly in
and out from a westerly direction to avoid the ash,”
transport ministry spokesman J. A.  Barata told AFP.

Thousands of tourists who were visiting the
tropical island famed for its palm-fringed beaches
found themselves waiting for days at Bali’s Ngurah

Rai airport, near the island’s capital Denpasar, anx-
iously watching departure boards, sitting and
sleeping on the floor.

The second closure added to the sense of chaos
as many holidaymakers had headed to the airport
to catch flights which had been delayed by the first
shutdown.  “Someone just said the airport was
closed for at least six hours ... gotta be kidding,”
said one stranded tourist, Steve Dunthorne, on
Twitter, after hearing the news about the second
closure. “Standing in queue for check-in like a
lemon. Staff look as confused as passengers.”

Bad timing 
The disruption comes at a bad time, with many

Australians stuck in Bali after heading there for the
school break and millions of Indonesian tourists
setting off on holiday ahead of the Muslim celebra-
tion of Eid next week.

Another airport on Java serving domestic
routes remained shut Sunday, Barata said. The oth-
er three originally closed Thursday, including the
international airport on popular Lombok island,
east of Bali, had reopened earlier.

After Bali airport reopened Sunday, Indonesian

national flag carrier Garuda said that flights divert-
ed due to the ash cloud would head back, while
budget airline AirAsia announced services from the
island were resuming. Australian carriers Jetstar
and Virgin earlier said they were cancelling all their
flights in and out of Bali yesterday due to the new
shutdown. About 300 flights to and from Bali were
cancelled Friday after the first closure. Airport offi-
cials could not give a figure for the number of
flights affected by yesterday’s closure.

Indonesian government vulcanologist Gede
Suantika said that Mount Raung continued to
erupt yesterday, spewing ash up to 1,000 metres
(3,200 feet) into the air, and the wind had in the
morning pushed the cloud of dust towards Bali,
some 90 miles (140 kilometres) away.

Authorities raised the alert status of Mount
Raung, a 3,300-metre volcano, late last month to
the second highest level after it began to spew lava
and ash high into the air.

Air traffic is regularly disrupted by volcanic
eruptions in Indonesia, which sits on a belt of seis-
mic activity running around the basin of the Pacific
Ocean and is home to the highest number of active
volcanoes in the world, around 130. — AFP
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‘Full, normal operations have resumed’

BONDOWOSO: A farm vehicle travels a long dirt road while the 3,300-metre (10,800-foot) Mount Raung volcano emits a column of ash and
steam as seen from Bondowoso district, located in eastern Java island yesterday. Ash spewing from the Indonesian volcano closed the air-
port again on neighbouring Bali yesterday just a day after it reopened, causing fresh travel chaos for weary holidaymakers stranded on the
resort island. — AFP 

HONG KONG: Hong Kong’s journalists faced
an “unprecedented” number of assaults last
year as political tensions surged during a mas-
sive pro-democracy movement in the city, a
press freedom watchdog said yesterday. A rul-
ing by Beijing restricting how Hong Kong
choose its next leader sent discontent surging
in the southern Chinese city last year, sparking
mass street rallies for more than two months.

More than 30 journalists were harassed or
physically assaulted by either protesters or
police during the demonstrations, the Hong
Kong Journalists Association said in its annual
report on press freedom in the city. “It was a
range of assaults from getting hit by water
bottles to being punched and kicked. Some
have got their cameras pushed down and
dragged onto the floor,” the independent
watchdog’s vice chairwoman Shirley Yam told
AFP. “In terms of physical assaults it was defi-
nitely a record (year).” China ruled last summer
that the public could vote for Hong Kong’s
chief  executive for the first time in 2017, but
the move has been derided as “fake democra-

cy” by the opposition as candidates must first
be vetted by a pro-Beijing committee.

The bill enshrining that measure was voted
down by pro-democracy lawmakers in Hong
Kong’s legislature last month.

Hong Kong was a British colony until it was
handed back to China in 1997 and is ruled
under a “one country, two systems” deal that
allows it far greater civil liberties than those
enjoyed on the Chinese mainland, including
freedom of speech and the right to protest.
But there are fears that these liberties are fad-
ing with greater influence from Beijing.

Amnesty International said in November
that Hong Kong police had used “unjustifiable
force against protesters, bystanders and jour-
nalists” when authorities cleared another cam-
paign site in Mongkok, which was also the
scene of some of the most violent clashes of
last year’s rallies. Yam said few perpetrators
were held accountable. “There were cases that
occurred during chaotic situations, and it has
been difficult to get the people responsible to
face the music,” she said. — AFP
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BEIJING: Chinese authorities have widened
a crackdown on human rights groups,
detaining or questioning more than 50
lawyers and activists in a sweep over the
past few days, rights groups say.

Citing the need to buttress national
security and stability, President Xi Jinping’s
administration has tightened government
control over almost every aspect of civil
society since 2012.

In recent years, the government has
detained dozens of Chinese for dissent and
Tibetans and Uighurs have complained of
rights abuses, prompting criticism from the
United States.

Amnesty International said on Saturday
at least 52 lawyers and activists from
Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou had been
detained or questioned over the previous
48 hours.

Those who have been taken away
include the prominent lawyer Wang Yu and
several colleagues at the Fengrui Law Firm,
which has represented high-profile clients
such as Uighur dissident Ilham Tohti and
Zhang Miao, a news assistant at German
newspaper Die Zeit who was recently
detained for over half a year.

The detentions and questionings come
on the heels of a months-long campaign in
state media to discredit human rights
activists for undermining national stability
by using social media.

The People’s Daily, the Communist Party
mouthpiece, said on Saturday that public

security authorities had identified Fengrui
as a “major criminal organisation” that
served as a coordinating “platform” involved
in dozens of sensitive cases since 2012. The
article highlighted the role of former
Fengrui employee Wu Gan, a social media
personality known as “Super Vulgar
Butcher” who blogs about official miscon-
duct and free speech and has been
detained since May. The Fengrui employees
are under “criminal detention,” the paper
said. Other well-known lawyers taken away
in recent days include Li Heping, who repre-
sented the blind dissident Chen
Guangcheng, and Sui Muqing, a lawyer
based in the southern city of Guangzhou.

The Ministry of Public Security did not
immediately respond to requests for com-
ment.

“The government is very concerned
about activists’ growing influence and their
ability to use social media to drum up pub-
lic support,” said William Nee, a Hong Kong-
based China researcher at Amnesty
International. “They see the agenda-setting
process is getting away from them.”

More than 100 Chinese lawyers issued a
joint statement on Friday to protest Wang’s
arrest. Many of them have since been
detained, rights groups said.

Last month, a US State Department
report on human rights said repression and
coercion in China were routine against
activists, ethnic minorities and law firms
that took on sensitive cases. — Reuters
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