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time of the bombings was still called Bombay, rejected
an appeal for mercy, leaving the final say on Memon’s fate
to Mukherjee. Memon has exhausted all legal remedies. 

It is President Pranab Mukherjee rather than the more
powerful prime minister, Narendra Modi, who is empow-
ered to pardon condemned criminals under India’s consti-
tution. By yesterday, yet another appeal was awaiting a
decision by the president. Also, Mukherjee had yet to
respond to appeals from citizens including political leaders,
journalists, artists and academics over Memon’s death sen-
tence.

Memon, an accountant, was convicted of providing
financial and logistical support in the series of bombings
that shook India’s business and entertainment hub in 1993.
Those appealing for a commutation highlighted the time
he has already spent in jail, that the main conspirators of
the terror attacks on Mumbai were living freely in Pakistan
and Dubai and that the death sentences of convicts in oth-
er terror-related cases had been commuted.

Memon’s last appeals for clemency come at a time when
a government-appointed panel that frames laws for the
country has held a rare debate, seeking the views of law-
makers, social scientists, journalists, lawyers and opinion
makers across the country on the death penalty and
whether it is time to do end it.

Amid evidence that capital punishment has failed to
serve as an effective deterrent against terror or crime, the
objective of the Law Commission’s discussions was to rec-
ommend whether to retain the death penalty or modify the
conditions under which it would be applied. It’s expected
to make recommendations to the Supreme Court by the
end of the year; any changes would eventually have to be
approved by Parliament.

The number of countries that use capital punishment
has steadily declined. Today, more than two-thirds of
nations have abolished the death penalty in law or in prac-
tice. Last year, Indian courts sentenced 64 people to death,
making the country one of the top 10 out of 55 where capi-

tal punishment still exists. According to recent research by
the National Law University in New Delhi, since the year
2000 more than 1,600 people have been sentenced to
death. A joint study conducted by the university and the
Law Commission also found that three-fourths of prisoners
on death row are poor people who cannot afford to hire
lawyers who can argue their case and often go without
legal representation.

For nearly a decade, however, India had an unofficial
moratorium on executions. That ended in Nov 2012 with
the hanging of Mohammed Ajmal Kasab, the lone surviving
gunman in the 2008 Mumbai terror attacks. Two months
later, Mohammad Afzal Guru, convicted in a deadly 2001
attack on India’s Parliament complex, was also hanged.
Both executions were done secretly, without any public
notice.

The relatively low number of actual executions in India
may reflect the Supreme Court’s 1980 directive that the
punishment be resorted to sparingly, and only in the “rarest
of rare” cases. “The death penalty is inherently cruel. It is
also irreversible. India should join the many countries that
have committed to the United Nations General Assembly
resolution in 2007, calling for a moratorium on executions
and to work toward complete abolition of the death penal-
ty,” said Meenakshi Ganguly of Human Rights Watch.

In recent years India’s death penalty has effectively been
reserved for the most devastating killings, and sometimes
not even then. Last year, the Supreme Court commuted the
death sentences for three inmates convicted of assassinat-
ing former Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi in 1991, citing an
11-year delay in deciding on their appeals for mercy.

A leader of the BJP, Subramanian Swamy, said he oppos-
es such leniency. “You can’t go on having mercy for people
who have no mercy for the people of India,” he said. “We
have capital punishment; we must use it when people com-
mit crimes against society.” Ganguly, however, said a better
deterrent against crime or acts of terror would be “reforms
to the criminal justice system, proper investigation and
timely prosecution that ensures that criminals are convict-
ed and punished.”  — Agencies 

Impending execution brings out mixed...

JERUSALEM: An analysis of an Israeli assault in the Gaza Strip
following the capture of one of its soldiers during last year’s
war in the Palestinian territory shows “strong evidence” of war
crimes, Amnesty International said yesterday. The London-
based rights group called for those responsible for the
alleged offences to be prosecuted as it published a detailed
analysis of the Israeli military operation using eyewitness
accounts, satellite imagery, photos and videos.

“There is strong evidence that Israeli forces committed war
crimes in their relentless and massive bombardment of resi-
dential areas of Rafah in order to foil the capture of
Lieutenant Hadar Goldin, displaying a shocking disregard for
civilian lives,” Philip Luther, director of the Middle East and
North Africa Programme at Amnesty International, said in a
statement. “They carried out a series of disproportionate or
otherwise indiscriminate attacks, which they have completely
failed to investigate independently.”

Israel strongly denied the accusations, calling Amnesty’s
report “fundamentally flawed in its methodologies, in its
facts, in its legal analysis and in its conclusions”. “When one
reads the report, the impression is given that the (Israeli mili-
tary) was fighting against itself - as there is almost no men-
tion of the military actions of Hamas and other Palestinian
terrorist organizations,” the foreign ministry said in a state-
ment. The incidents addressed in the report centred on Aug
1, 2014, which has become known as “Black Friday,” when
Goldin was captured shortly after a ceasefire was announced.
He was later declared dead.

In response, the military was said to have implemented
the so-called Hannibal Directive - a controversial procedure
which allows for an intensive military response to secure the
rescue of a captured soldier. Israel bombed the city of Rafah
and the surrounding area in the southern Gaza Strip near the
border with Egypt. According to Amnesty, at least 135 civil-
ians were killed in the air and ground assault.

Civilians had begun to return home due to the ceasefire

announcement, Amnesty said. “Massive and prolonged bom-
bardment began without warning while masses of people
were on the streets, and many of them, especially those in
vehicles, became targets,” Amnesty said. “Eyewitness accounts
described horrifying scenes of chaos and panic as an inferno
of fire from F-16 jets, drones, helicopters and artillery rained
down on the streets, striking civilians on foot or in cars, as
well as ambulances and other vehicles evacuating the
wounded.”

A UN report in June said both Israel and Palestinian mili-
tants may have committed war crimes during the Gaza war,
while decrying “unprecedented” devastation and human suf-
fering. The UN report condemned the “indiscriminate” firing
of thousands of rockets and mortars at Israel by Palestinian
militants as well as the “huge firepower” Israel used in Gaza.
The Palestinian enclave of 1.8 million people, under an Israeli
blockade, has seen three wars in six years. Hamas, the Islamist
movement that runs the Gaza Strip, is considered a terrorist
organization by Israel, the United States and the European
Union. Amnesty partnered with researchers from Forensic
Architecture, based at Goldsmiths, University of London, for
its report. Israel accused Amnesty of “a false narrative - claim-
ing that four days of military operations by the IDF were in
direct response to the killing and kidnapping of one IDF sol-
dier,” the foreign ministry said, referring to the Israel Defence
Forces. “It seems that Amnesty forgot that there was an ongo-
ing conflict - during which the IDF was operating to stop
rocket fire and neutralise cross-border assault tunnels, and
Palestinian terrorist organizations were actively engaging in
intensive conflict against the IDF from within the civilian envi-
ronment.” Deborah Hyams from Amnesty told journalists
however said the Hannibal Directive “is a policy and those
who ordered it should be prosecuted”. Last summer’s 50-day
war took a heavy toll on Gaza, killing 2,251 Palestinians,
including more than 500 children. Seventy-three people were
killed on the Israeli side, including 67 soldiers. — AFP 

ISMAILIYA, Egypt: Egypt said yesterday that the “new Suez
Canal” was ready for navigation for all kinds of ships, as authori-
ties geared up to launch the shipping route officially next month.
Dubbed the Suez Canal Axis, the new 72-km section built by the
Egyptian army is aimed at speeding up traffic along the existing
waterway by reducing the waiting period, as well as boosting
revenues. It runs part of the way along the existing canal con-
necting the Red Sea to the Mediterranean. “We declare that the
new Suez Canal is safe for all kinds of vessels,” Suez Canal
Authority chief Mohab Mameesh told a news conference in the
canal city of Ismailiya. “We call on all the international maritime
carriers to use the current and the new Suez canal. Your naviga-
tion is safe.”

A ceremony will be held on Aug 6 to inaugurate the project.
The authorities held the first trial run of the new waterway on
Saturday. Preparations for the inaugural ceremony were in full
swing in Ismailiya amid a widespread campaign to clean the city,
an AFP correspondent reported. Three large tents were being put
up for invitees, and hundreds of Egyptian flags were seen in the
streets as security forces deployed around the entrances to the
canal city. The new waterway involved 37 km of dry digging and
35 km of expansion and deepening of the existing canal. “By
reducing the navigation time in the Suez Canal, your food, your
medicine and your fuel will arrive faster. It will be Egypt’s gift to
the world,” Mameesh said. Officials say the new waterway will
help cut the waiting period from 18 hours to 11. President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi launched the project in Aug 2014 and set an ambi-
tious target of digging the expanded canal within a year.

The canal is part of a plan to develop the surrounding area
into an industrial and commercial hub that would include the
construction of ports and provide shipping services. The new
route is considered a “national project” that aims to kick-start an
economy battered by years of political turmoil since the ouster of
president Hosni Mubarak in 2011. Authorities raised $9 billion to
build the new canal by selling shares in the project to domestic
investors. It is expected to more than double Suez revenues from
$5.3 billion expected at the end of 2015 to $13.2 billion in 2023,
officials say. Built 146 years ago, the Suez Canal is one of the
world’s most heavily used shipping lanes and a key focus of inter-
national trade. — AFP 

‘New Suez Canal’ ready for business

A bulldozer and construction workers are seen at the New Suez Canal in the Egyptian port city of Ismailia, east of Cairo. — AFP 
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