
I N T E R N AT ION A L
SUNDAY, JANUARY 3, 2016

NEW DELHI: Hindu temples in southern
India began turning away devotees
wearing western clothes Friday after a
court order banning jeans and shorts as
“inappropriate” for spiritual worship
came into effect.  In December the
Madras High Court ordered temple
authorities in Tamil Nadu state to refuse
entry to anyone wearing jeans, bermu-
da shorts, skirts, short-sleeves or tight
leggings to “enhance spiritual
ambiance.” 

Hundreds of staff members in the
coastal state’s 6,000 temples, ranging
from small shrines to major religious
sites, remained on alert Friday for peo-
ple flouting the ban, which came into
force on January 1. “We have enforced

the court order from today. A few peo-
ple were politely turned back for not
wearing the prescribed dress,” a superin-
tendent at the Arulmigu Ramanatha
Swami Temple in Rameswaram district
said, asking not to be named.

The dress code applies to both locals
and foreigners visiting the temples,
some of which are major tourist attrac-
tions. Arulmigu Ramanatha Swami tem-
ple alone receives more than four mil-
lion visitors each year, the official said.
Men are allowed to wear dhoti-a tradi-
tional long lower garment-or pyjamas
with a cloth top or formal pants and
shirts, while women are allowed to wear
sarees or half sarees with a blouse. “We
should dress for public worship in a way

that is generally considered appropri-
ate,” the court said in the order.

Several Hindu temples and other reli-
gious sites in India restrict devotees
from entering the premises on pretext
of dress, eating habits-some do not
allow non-vegetarians to enter-as well
gender. In Mumbai a women’s rights
group is fighting a legal battle to over-
turn a four-year ban on entry of women
to Haji Ali Dargah, a Muslim shrine,
where menstruation was cited as the
reason for the restriction. While in urban
centres such as New Delhi and Mumbai
many people, especially men, wear
western clothes, in the southern states
of Tamil Nadu and Kerala traditional gar-
ments are more popular.— AFP

Jean-wearing devotees barred from south India temples

KABUL: Afghan residents gather in front of the wreckage of an entrance gate, the day after a suicide car bomb attack at a French restaurant- Le
Jardin in Kabul yesterday. —AFP 

KABUL: Emotions ran high yesterday in a
Kabul neighborhood where a Taleban suicide
bomber struck a French restaurant popular
with expats, killing two people including a 12-
year-old boy hit by flying shrapnel. Friday’s
powerful bombing of Le Jardin, the second
Taleban attack in Kabul in a week, reduced a
building to smoldering rubble and left the
residential neighborhood strewn with debris
and wrecked cars. Shopkeeper Ahmed
Massoud’s cousin, a guard at the Afghan-
owned restaurant, was killed as the bomber
detonated his suicide vest when he stopped
to frisk him. The intensity of the blast blew out
windows and left a 12-year-old Afghan boy
dead on the doorstep of an adjacent grocery
shop. “I saw a huge flame and was knocked
unconscious for a few minutes,” said Massoud,
21, pointing at a pool of dried blood on the
floor. “Everyone in this neighborhood knew
this restaurant was a high-value target. And
we paid a huge price for it.” His comment typi-
fies what many in Afghanistan feel, seemingly
trapped in a hopeless quagmire after 14 years
of war, with civilians increasingly caught
between the government and a resurgent
Taleban. The Taleban, who vowed to safe-
guard lives of ordinary Afghans before
launching their annual summer offensive last
year, typically attack places with a high densi-
ty of civilians.

The Taleban were unable to breach Le
Jardin-a popular hangout for foreigners and
wealthy Afghans-but the bombing at the
entrance left the working-class neighborhood
of Qala-e-Fathullah reeling in shock. “High-
ranking officials came to the restaurant in
their big cars with body guards in tow,” fumed
40-year-old taxi driver Mohammed Haidar.
“The blast devastated my taxi, left my house
badly damaged and my wife and daughter are
injured. Now where should I go? If Le Jardin’s
owner was here I would grab him by his collar
and demand an answer.” The owner of Le
Jardin, which sports a large garden festooned
with rose bushes, is said to be Hamid Akram,
the powerful governor of Kabul, who was not
available for comment.

The bombing evokes painful memories of
an attack in January 2014 on a Lebanese
restaurant in Kabul that left 21 people dead.
The raid on Taverna du Liban saw gunmen
mowing down diners and staff, including 13
foreigners enjoying an evening out at a low-
key social venue. The latest bombing comes
despite a renewed international push to
revive peace talks with the Taleban. President
Ashraf Ghani on Thursday announced a first
round of dialogue between Afghanistan,
Pakistan, US and China on January 11 to lay
out a comprehensive roadmap for peace.
Pakistan-the Taleban’s historic backers-hosted
a milestone first round of talks in July but the
negotiations stalled when the insurgents
belatedly confirmed the death of longtime
leader Mullah Omar.

Prisoners freed
In another development, Afghan Special

Forces freed 59 prisoners from a Taleban jail in

Helmand, officials said yesterday, as govern-
ment troops redouble their efforts to drive
back the insurgents who have seized large
parts of the volatile southern province.
Islamist militants have launched a series of
attacks in the capital, Kabul, in recent weeks
and a tough fight is underway in key districts
in the south, just as attempts have been made
to revive a stalled peace process.

Afghan Defense Ministry spokesman
Dawlat Waziri said 37 of the captives freed
from the jail, which was just to the north of
the Helmand provincial capital of Lashkar
Gah, were soldiers.  Another seven were
policemen and the rest civilians. The opera-
tion to free the prisoners followed months of
fighting in which the Taleban has seized sev-
eral district centers in Helmand, a major cen-
tre of opium cultivation and one of its tradi-
tional strongholds.

Waziri dismissed suggestions that
Helmand could fall to the Taleban entirely but
said government forces faced a serious battle
against insurgents who have grown in

strength since foreign troops ended most
combat operations a year ago. “We have to
accept that there is a fight going on in
Afghanistan,” he told reporters in Kabul. The
Helmand operation unfolded late on Friday
night, just as a Taleban suicide bomber
attacked a French restaurant in Kabul popular
with foreigners and government officials,
killing two people and wounding 18.

The Taleban claimed in a statement that
“dozens of foreigners” had been killed or
wounded, although the Islamist group often
exaggerates casualty figures in attacks on
foreign or government targets. That attack,
and an all-night battle at a Spanish embassy
guest house in Kabul last month, highlight-
ed the Taleban’s strategy of seeking high-
profile targets in the capital while at the
same time stepping up its campaign to seize
district  centres in provinces such as
Helmand. It is also a stark reminder of the
diff iculty Afghan officials face in their
attempts to revive the stalled peace process,
which broke down in July.—Agencies 
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Putin names US ‘among threats’ 

in new Russian security strategy

MOSCOW: A new appraisal names the
United States as one of the threats to
Russia’s national security for the first time, a
sign of how relations with the west have
deteriorated in recent years. The document,
“About the Strategy of National Security of
Russian Federation”, was signed by
President Vladimir Putin on New Year’s Eve.
It replaces a 2009 version, endorsed by
then-President Dmitry Medvedev, the cur-
rent prime minister, which mentioned nei-
ther the United States not NATO.

It says Russia has managed to heighten
its role in solving global problems and
international conflicts. That heightened
role has caused a reaction by the West, it
says. “The strengthening of Russia happens
against the background of new threats to
the national security, which has complex
and interrelated nature,” the document
says. Conducting an independent policy,
“both international and domestic” has
caused “counteraction from the USA and its
allies, which are striving to retain their
dominance in global affairs.”

That in turn is likely to lead to “political,
economical, military and informational
pressure” on Russia, the document says.”
Relations between Russia and the West

reached a low after Russian forces annexed
the Crimean peninsula from Ukraine in
March 2014, after protests in Ukraine forced
its pro-Moscow president to flee to Russia.
Since then, the West has accused Russia of
aiding insurgents in eastern Ukraine.
Moscow denies actively assisting the rebels.
The United States and the European Union
have since imposed wide-ranging sanctions
against Russian individuals and companies.
Moscow has reacted by restricting food and
other goods from the EU.

The document says that the United
States and the EU have supported an “anti-
constitutional coup d’etat in Ukraine”,
which led to a deep divide in Ukrainian
society and a military conflict. It also names
the expansion of NATO as a threat to
Russia’s national security and said that the
United States has expanded its network of
military-biological laboratories in neigh-
boring to Russia countries. The document,
which serves as a basis for planning strate-
gy related to national security by different
state bodies, does not mention Syria. On
Sept 30, Russia began air strikes against
anti-government rebels opposed to the
government of Syrian President Bashar Al-
Assad, a Russian ally.— Reuters

ALBERDI: Residents of a Paraguayan vil-
lage that risks being submerged in flood-
water were defying authorities’ calls to
evacuate as a nearby dike threatened to
burst, officials said. The Paraguay River bor-
dering Argentina has broken its banks at
various points in recent rainstorms, forcing
130,000 people from their homes. But in
the southeastern village of Alberdi, many
of the 10,000 locals were hunkering down
rather than shipping out. Floodwater has
transformed the village into an island. “The
dike is leaking. Water is gushing out of it
and our experts say there is a big risk that it
will burst open like a tsunami,” the coun-
try’s emergencies minister Joaquin Roa
said. “There is a wall of water heading
south. We cannot wait any longer. We have
to evacuate.”

Experts say the tropical extreme weath-
er phenomenon known as El Nino and
unseasonably hard rain are to blame for
widespread flooding in South America in
recent weeks. Floods have displaced
170,000 people overall in Paraguay, neigh-
boring Brazil and Argentina, and Uruguay,
officials say. At least 12 people have been
killed by flooding in Paraguay, Brazil and
Argentina. Despite the risks, Alberdi’s may-
or, Federico Centurion, said about 50 fami-
lies were not heeding his calls for them to
evacuate. “We are in the hands of God and
the Virgin.”

Fearing a flood ‘tragedy’ 
Instead of fleeing, residents were piling

up sandbags to protect their homes.”The
inhabitants of Alberdi do not want to
believe that the dike can collapse,”

Centurion said. “The speed of the water is
strik ing. Added to that are the waves
caused by big container boats that are con-
stantly passing along the river. All of that is
putting pressure on the dike.” One resident,
shopkeeper Gabriela Gonzalez, reckoned
however that “the authorities are exagger-
ating.”Disembarking from a boat in Alberdi
with bags of merchandise, she said the
water will not burst through the dike.

One of the soldiers helping evacuate vil-
lagers, Lieutenant Colonel Catalino Benitez,
said they were meeting resistance among
locals. “They tell us, ‘What happened in
such-and-such a year was worse. That is
their consolation,” he said. “They don’t even
like us to be here, although we have come
to help.” Among those who did heed the
warnings was Juana Vargas, who agreed to
flee with her family across the river to the
Argentine city of Formosa.  “We have not
had a good Christmas,” she said.

“We have children. They are playing in
the mud. There are mosquitoes. It’s not safe
to drink the water so they are getting sick,”
she said.  “I’m afraid there’ll be a flood in
the night while we are sleeping.” Roa said
that if the river kept rising, he would “be
obliged to apply to state prosecutors to
order the use of force” to evacuate resi-
dents.  “If the dike breaks during the night,
there will be a tragedy.” El Nino strikes
every few years, associated with a sus-
tained period of warming in the central
and eastern tropical Pacific. Last month, the
UN’s World Meteorological Organization
warned the current El Nino was the worst
in more than 15 years, and one of the
strongest since 1950.—AFP 
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TAMIL NADU: An Indian Hindu Sadhu (Holy man) prays at the Meenakshi Temple
in Madurai, some 475 kms southwest of Chennai. Hindu temples in southern
India began turning away devotees wearing western clothes on January 1, 2016,
after a court order banning jeans and shorts as ‘inappropriate’ for spiritual wor-
ship came into effect. — AFP 

Nepal former child soldier 

blazes ultra running trail

KATHMANDU: As a child soldier with
Nepal’s Maoists, Mira Rai learned to fire
guns, disarm opponents and race down
trails, little imagining her guerrilla drills
would help make her one of the world’s top
ultra runners. “It is like a dream, beyond
anything I ever imagined. I was just a girl
from a village,” Rai said. The daughter of a
poor Nepali farmer, Rai was only 14 when
she ran away from home to fight alongside
Maoist rebels seeking to overthrow the
government. “In our society, girls are sup-
posed to behave in a certain way. I didn’t
want to be confined by that,” said Rai, now
aged 26.

She chafed at the rules she was expect-
ed to obey as a teenage girl living in a patri-
archal country and the Maoist call for revo-
lution resonated with her. “The Maoists
gave opportunities to women, they treated
us equally. I saw that women could fight
like men, be brave. I built up my confidence
there,” Rai said.

She practiced firearm drills and compet-
ed with other cadres in running contests
designed to build endurance. “I did very
well, I even used to outrun the boys,” she
recalled. Today, Rai ranks among the
world’s leading ultra runners after a record-
breaking win in the 80-kilometre (50-mile)
Mont Blanc race in Chamonix, France, last
June, when she beat her nearest rival by 22
minutes.

But when the decade-long insurgency
ended in 2006, Rai, like many Maoist foot
soldiers, was left with little in the way of
cash or career prospects. Desperate for
work, she prepared to leave Nepal for a job
in a Malaysian electronics factory before
being scouted by a Kathmandu-based
karate instructor, Dhurba Bikram Malla,
who urged her to stay. Rai gave up her
plans and started training-initially doing
practice runs on the capital’s congested
roads because she could not afford the 15-
cent bus fare to the nearest stadium. “She
was very single-minded. If you told her to
do something, she would just do it,” Malla
said. “She is very consistent in her speed
(and) never seems to get tired.”

Running in $4 shoes
Rai made her racing debut in March

2014, running a steep 50-kilometre course
along the hills overlooking the Kathmandu
valley. Dressed in a cheap t-shirt and shoes
that cost $4, she ran for hours before she
felt dizzy and stopped. “I borrowed money
to buy juice and noodles and started run-
ning again,” she said. Soon, Rai crossed the
finish line, winning her first race and prizes
that included a new pair of running shoes.
Since then, she has notched up an impres-
sive set of victories, bagging gold in 13 of
the 20 national and international races she
has taken part in, including Italy’s 83-kilo-
metre Trail Degli Eroi.

Her victory at Chamonix vaulted her to
second place among female ultra runners
in the Skyrunners World Series which
involves races in five continents. Although
Nepal is considered an ideal spot for trail
running, racing remains a niche activity
with the Himalayan nation hosting just a
handful of events each year, including the
world’s highest marathon held in the
foothills of Mount Everest. Other Nepali
athletes are making their mark in ultra run-
ning, with soldier Samir Tamang crowned
Asian men’s skyrunning champion after
winning this year’s 50-kilometre MSIG Sai
Kung 50 in Hong Kong.

Both Rai and Tamang are supported by
Trail Running Nepal, an organization that
promotes ultra running, but finding spon-
sors is a challenge for local athletes.
“Sponsorship is near impossible,” Richard
Bull, founder of Trail Running Nepal said.
“For trail running to grow in Nepal, we need
people to organize (more) races. If it grows,
then finding sponsors will be easier.” Rai,
now sponsored by the multinational sports
equipment company Salomon, is a rare suc-
cess story, with a recent race yielding $1,500
in prize money, double Nepal’s annual per
capita income. Yet she shrugs off her
accomplishments, insisting she has been
lucky. “I have been fortunate to get oppor-
tunities... I want to inspire other women, tell
them that nothing is impossible if we work
hard,” she said. “There must be so many oth-
er Mira Rais in Nepal.”— AFP 

KATHMANDU: Nepalese athlete Mira Rai stretches before a training session on the
hills surrounding Kathmandu. — AFP 


