
DHADING, Nepal: Nepali Christians take part in a church service in Lapa village in Dhading, some 100 kms northwest of Kathmandu. Despite strict laws that ban religious conversion, Christianity has spread rap-
idly over the last two decades in Nepal, where many see it as an escape from the deeply entrenched caste system. —AFP

RICHET: More than two years after an earthquake flattened
the Nepali village of Richet, most residents are still living in
makeshift shelters. Only the church has been rebuilt-paid for
by Christian missionaries whose influence in the mainly Hindu
country is growing. Despite strict laws that ban religious con-
version, Christianity has spread rapidly over the last two
decades in Nepal, where many see it as an escape from the
deeply entrenched caste system. The Himalayan nation was
ruled by a Hindu monarchy for over two centuries until the
overthrow of the monarchy in 2008 and also has a strong
Buddhist tradition, particularly in the mountainous north.

But the remote Lapa Valley where Richet is located is
now predominantly Christian. Many residents are recent
converts to the faith, among them Rika Tamang, who became
a Christian after his mother fell ill and the family struggled to
pay for the animal sacrifices a local shaman encouraged
them to make.  “Whatever I had, I had to offer as a sacrifice
to god,” said Tamang, now the pastor of his village in the
Lapa Valley. “Once I converted to Christianity I didn’t have
to make sacrifices. I was relieved of that burden.”

According to the 2011 government census, Christians
make up less than 1.5 percent of Nepal’s population of 29

million. But Christian groups estimate the number at more
than 3 million. Locals said the census tended to classify peo-
ple by the faith associated with their family name, meaning
many converts were
excluded. Richet is in the
northern district of
Dhading, one of the first
areas where Christianity
took hold. It has since
spread throughout the
country through an active
network of evangelical
churches. But some say
well-funded foreign mis-
sionaries are using aid to
convert people in the
impoverished country.

Community tensions
In Richet the dust had only just begun to settle from the

powerful earthquake in April 2015 when a group of South
Korean and Singaporean missionaries turned up. They sur-

veyed the damage and left. A few months later bags of
cement arrived to rebuild the village’s church. It was the
same story in the nearby village of Kachet, where a new

church paid for by South
Korean missionaries was
nearing completion when
AFP visited recently.

“We are happy that we
don’t need to be under the
sky when we go to church
for prayers,” said Richet res-
ident Aman Tamang. “But we
would be happier if we had
got grants for rebuilding our
homes as well.” Prashant
Tamang, a community leader
in the nearby village of
Borang that has clung to its

Buddhist heritage, said the selective distribution of aid had
created tensions between communities. “Dispute arises
sometimes when Christians pressure poor people to adopt
their religion by helping them in the time of need,” he said.

Jail for proselytizing 
Proselytizing has long been illegal in Nepal. But a new

criminal code that will come into force in August 2018
increases the potential jail sentence from three to five
years and states that foreigners sentenced of the crime
will be deported after serving their time.  Activists say it
seeks to curb the rapidly growing Christian community,
and have drawn parallels with Pakistan’s strict blasphemy
laws, which are often used to stir mob violence against
minority groups.

“We have seen how that has played out in Pakistan. If
you have inadequate safeguards then the laws in Nepal can
be misused as well,” said Steven Selvaraj, South Asia expert
with the UK-based Christian Solidarity Worldwide advoca-
cy group. Nepal’s growing network of evangelical churches
continues to draw people, and many are concerned that the
new law could be used against them.  “The church in Nepal
is taught in a way that all believers are taking the command-
ment of Jesus Christ to go out and tell others about Jesus,”
said Tanka Subedi, a Kathmandu pastor. “So there is quite a
big risk that they may be arrested and given trouble, put in
jail and also fined.”—AFP

Christianity spreads despite conversion ban
An escape from Nepal’s deeply entrenched caste system

Religion: France 
fights jihadists 
who recruit 
through sport
GENTILLY: Boxing, football, bodybuilding and jihad: most of
those who have carried out terrorist attacks in France also
played organized sport, and clubs, particularly in the Paris
region, are worried.  The problem might still be rare, but clubs
are training their staff to detect radicalization on the playing
fields in a country which has been frequently targeted by
jihadists. “Leo, a young footballer, has changed recently. He is
late to training because he says he has to go to the mosque to
pray beforehand, and he refuses to shake hands with women.
What do we do?”

Faced with this question from an instructor, the eight club
officers from different sports round the table think hard. At the
start of this training day, the only one of its kind in France, at
the headquarters of the Ile de France sports committee in
Gentilly, a suburb south of Paris, the regional vice-president,
Patrick Karam, had exhorted those present to be “intransigent”
in the face of radicalization. According to French government
figures, of the 8.7 million registered members of sports clubs in
France, some 829 individuals had been flagged as radicalized
by November, 147 of those in the Ile de France. The proportion
might be small, but sports club, led by martial arts, football and
bodybuilding are-the government says-the number one place
of radicalization in France, ahead of places of worship. In
Lagny-sur-Marne, in the eastern suburbs of Paris, the local
government banned two coaches suspected of radicalisation at
a football club in November.

Trapped by fundamentalists 
In Paris, a former junior judo star was thrown off a coaching

course because “he refused to salute the mat, saying that he
could only bow his head before the Prophet and that he did not

wish to speak to women,” one of the officials who tried in vain
to persuade the trainee to change said. The home-grown ter-
rorists who have carried out attacks in France have frequented
sports clubs, and several were linked to each other in this way,
said one of the speakers at Gentilly, Mederic Chapitaux.

“We are not asking you to be informers but to play your
role as educators and to protect these youngsters,” said
Karam, assuring the participants of “absolute confidentiality”
in the reporting process to protect them from possible retali-
ation in their neighborhoods. These are risks that one of the
participants at Gentilly, Corinne-not her real name-knows
well. Her son “was beaten up one night by a gang” who did
not want the sports association she runs on their turf in the
eastern suburbs of Paris. Corinne is angry with the local may-
or who ended up closing the sports hall.  “The unemployed
young people have been trapped by drug trafficking or the
Muslim fundamentalists. Several went to Iraq or Syria, two
are in prison for planning a terrorist attack.” As for the case
of Leo, a dialogue with his brother and the support of social
services allowed the young footballer to resolve his family
problems which had pushed him to breaking point.

“We kept the channel with him open, which is essential,”
said the instructor who had come from National Committee
of Liaison and Prevention (CNLAPS), which serves as a
resource for clubs and associations. The CNLAPS instructor
offered another case study based on real characters.  “Dany
and Robin, 24-year-old twins who had served time in prison
for drug trafficking and had become very religious, divide
their time between the mosque and sport. They have married
and envisage going with their wives to Egypt to learn Arabic.
They hang out with two youngsters from your boxing club.” 

In the face of a “strong signal” of the departure of a fami-
ly member who might be going to Iraq or Syria and the risk
of “infection” of the two young men, the majority of partici-
pants choose to signal the case to the  authorities.  “You
must not hesitate. The recruiters move very fast,” the
instructor emphasized. After the session, a number of those
present expressed their satisfaction.  Corinne said she “feels
less isolated” and that she sees that there are mechanisms
“to help us.” “This gives us guidelines and tools just in case,”
said Christine, who helps run a football club in the outskirts
of Paris. —AFP
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Catalonia: 
What next?
BARCELONA: The victory of the separatist camp and par-
allel success of an anti-secession party in Catalan elections
highlights the region’s stark division and leaves it exposed
to huge political and economic uncertainty, analysts say.

Divided
Voters in the wealthy Spanish region on Thursday hand-

ed three separatist groupings a new absolute majority in
parliament. Their supporters were uncowed by turmoil
over their failed bid for secession, which has seen Madrid
impose direct control on the region. Anti-secession party
Ciudadanos also scored high, winning the biggest result of
any individual party with 37 out of 135 seats. That was a
sign of division in the region, despite widespread outrage
at Madrid’s hardline stance on the crisis. “We’re now in a
more polarized society that is at loggerheads,” said Oriol
Bartomeus, pol i t ics professor at  the Autonomous
University of Barcelona.  “The possibility of agreeing on a
solution is more remote now than a year ago.”

Puigdemont home?
While Ciudadanos won the most votes and seats, it

remains far behind the three separatist groupings com-
bined and lacks suitable coalition partners.  So the onus is
on the three separatist groupings to join forces to form a
regional government-seen as a likely outcome despite the
divisions among them. The l ist headed up by Carles
Puigdemont, who was sacked as Catalan president by
Madrid, came second. But he is in self-imposed exile in
Belgium, wanted in Spain on charges of rebellion, sedition
and misuse of public funds.

His former deputy Oriol Junqueras and other Catalan
leaders are in jail pending a probe into the same charges.
Rafael Arenas, law professor at the Autonomous University
of Barcelona, says Puigdemont could choose to come back,
which would mean immediate detention.  He could still be
sworn in as an MP but would be unable to attend parlia-
mentary sessions, says Arenas, a scenario that would bode
“confrontation” and “scandal.” The other option would be
for Puigdemont to remain in Belgium, and he and his jailed

deputies hand over their seats to their number-two candi-
dates and let them form a government.

Other secession bid?
Whether separatists will attempt another push for inde-

pendence remains a mystery. For Ines Arrimadas,
Ciudadanos’ candidate in Catalonia, the region’s stark divide
doesn’t give them a mandate to do so. “The independence
drive didn’t make sense yesterday, and today it makes even
less sense,” she said Friday. There will be fresh pressure for
negotiations between Madrid and the separatist camp. But
Spanish Prime Minister Mariano Rajoy on Friday rejected a
call by Puigdemont to meet him face to face.

Economic consequences 
The independence drive has hit Catalonia’s dynamic

economy. As uncertainty persists, tourism has cooled, as
have employment and spending.  More than 3,100 compa-
nies have moved their legal headquarters away, and the con-
tinued uncertainty won’t help. “The regional economic out-
look is expected to deteriorate further, with knock-on
effects for the national economy unless growth in other
regions can compensate,” ratings agency Moody’s said. “No
one is going to invest in Catalonia until the situation clears
up,” added economist Jose Carlos Diez.—AFP

BRUSSELS: Axed Catalan president Carles Puigdemont smiles
during a press conference in Brussels, days after the Catalonia’s
regional election.  —AFP


