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30 years on, ‘new age militancy’ 
stokes on-going Kashmir conflict

Indian troops are now also fighting a social media war 
SRINAGAR: A home-made bomb set off the
insurgency against Indian rule in Kashmir 30
years ago, but “new age” fighters using social
media assaults alongside guns are taking the
battle to new heights of bitterness. The explo-
sion at the Srinagar telegraph office doorway on
July 31, 1988 caused no casualties but lit the fuse
on a conflict that rights groups say has since left
more than 70,000 dead.

Public support for the act surprised the
attackers and India, which has struggled in
Kashmir ever since it was divided with rival
Pakistan in 1947 in the turmoil of independence.
But while Kashmir remains one of the world’s
most heavily militarized zones, the 500,000-plus
Indian troops in Kashmir are now also fighting a
social media war. Hundreds of young men post
images of themselves with AK47 guns on
Facebook and other social media sites after join-
ing underground groups, seeking to build large,
sympathetic followings and attract new recruits.

When the army surrounds militant hideouts,
they are often impeded by crowds of civilians
rallying to the separatists’ cause, ready to risk
their lives in a hail of bullets. Indian police
respond by hauling in people who make pro-
militant social media comments and by blocking
mobile internet during demonstrations. Social
media sites were blocked for a month last year.

Abdul Ahad Waza, 50, who clandestinely
organised some of the first groups to get arms
training in Pakistani Kashmir, said the Jammu

Kashmir Liberation Front (JKLF), which planted
the first bomb, had not expected such support.
“All we wanted was to let the world know that
Indian rule of Kashmir was not acceptable,”
Waza, who spent 11 years in jail, told AFP. He
now lives a quiet life with his wife and two chil-
dren. “That explosion in Srinagar quickly turned
into an explosion of public support for our
cause.” Waza said “new age militancy” was now
carrying on the fight.

A case in point is Manan Wani, a PhD scholar
who went missing in January having abandoned
geology research at an Indian university to join
the banned Hizbul Mujahedeen group. In a
recent letter sent to Kashmir media justifying his
move, Wani said: “There was a time when the
fight was between an armed militant and a thou-
sand Indian troopers but now Indian army has to
get through thousands of unarmed freedom
fighters before getting the gunman. “The people
who come to rescue the militants at encounter
sites, unarmed, without caring about their lives
give us an idea about the aspirations and emo-
tions of the people.”

For more than a decade after the 1988 bomb,
Kashmir convulsed with street protests. An
Indian military crackdown left tens of thousands
dead, mainly civilians. Separatists say they want
independence or a merger with Pakistan. The
JKLF ended its armed struggle in 1994. But oth-
er armed groups with thousands of fighters took
their place. Indian peace initiatives and a 2001

India-Pakistan summit on Kashmir failed.
Kashmiris then turned to peaceful self-determi-
nation protests that brought hundreds of thou-
sands of people onto the streets between 2008
and 2010. Another 300 civilians were killed as
security forces countered the protests.

Fearless protests 
The rebellion seemed to be waning when in

July 2016, Indian troops killed a renowned mili-
tant commander. The death of 23-year-old
Burhan Wani, who had built up a big following
on social media, acted as a new fuse. Now
Indian troops find entire communities at the
scenes of their sieges of rebel hideouts, hurling
stones at soldiers to help militants escape.

According to DS Hooda, a retired lieutenant
general who served in Kashmir for more than
two decades, it is this public anger that is now
the real “challenge” for the government. “This
militancy is not a problem. Civilian killings, and
this confrontation, sustains a vicious cycle.
Social media is reinforcing hardened views and
positions,” Hooda said. “The middle ground has
disappeared.” Wani’s death sparked months of
protests that left nearly 100 dead and at least
10,000 injured. Some 500 militants have been
killed across the territory since 2016.

A top police officer, part of the Indian coun-
terinsurgency campaign for many years, said it is
“infinitely more difficult” for India now than at
any time in the past. “People coming to rescue

militants is a huge new development. None of it
is planned or orchestrated, it’s all spontaneous,”
the former police officer told AFP on condition
of anonymity. The mood on the street is also

hardening. “It feels like we’re back to the ‘90s,
even worse. What we have seen and what has
been done to us, it is now a point of no return,”
said Bashir Ahmed, a businessman. — AFP 

COTABATO: Ten people, including troops and
civilians, were killed when a bomb in a van blew
up at an army checkpoint in the southern
Philippines yesterday. The powerful explosion,
claimed by the Islamic State group, occurred
after soldiers and pro-government militiamen
stopped the vehicle just after dawn to search it.
One soldier, five militiamen and four civilians
were killed on the outskirts of the mainly
Christian city of Lamitan, which is on the pre-
dominantly Muslim island of Basilan.

The van driver, a suspected member of the
Abu Sayyaf militant group, also died, Philippine
military spokesman Colonel Edgard Arevalo told
reporters in Manila. He said government forces
had been on heightened alert after receiving
reports that extremists planned to plant impro-
vised explosives around the island. “We can just
imagine the tragedy that this would bring to the
people of Basilan had we not stopped them at the
checkpoint,” he said. Authorities earlier said at
least five people died in the blast. Basilan is a
stronghold of the notorious Abu Sayyaf kidnap-
for-ransom group. 

‘War crime’ 
It is one of several armed groups fighting

troops and police in the southern Philippines,
where a decades-long Muslim rebellion has

claimed more than 100,000 lives by government
count. Roderick Furigay, the Lamitan vice mayor,
speculated that the explosives could have been
intended for a parade yesterday morning by
4,000 children in the centre of the town to mark
the country’s “nutrition month”.

“That could have been (the target),” he said
on ABS-CBN television. “It’s a good thing they
were stopped at the checkpoint.” President
Rodrigo Duterte recently signed a law to create
an autonomous region in the south to help end
the conflict. Duterte put the southern Philippines
including Basilan under martial rule until the end
of this year after Abu Sayyaf members based on
the island joined pro-IS  militants who seized the
southern city of Marawi last year.

The five-month siege killed 1,200 people and
destroyed much of the centre of the city. Duterte
said the militants planned to turn Marawi into the
capital of a Southeast Asian Islamic caliphate.
IS’s propaganda arm Amaq, claiming responsibil-
ity for yesterday’s blast, said “a suicide attack
has killed around 15 from the Philippine army” in
Lamitan. Duterte spokesman Harry Roque con-
demned the Basilan blast, describing it a “war
crime” apparently aimed at civilians. “We con-
demn in the strongest possible terms the latest
terrorist attack in Basilan perpetrated in violation
of our laws,” Roque said in a statement. — AFP 

SRINAGAR: Indian paramilitary troopers stand during a random search operation in
central Srinagar on July 27, 2018. Security has been in on high alert after recent attacks
by suspected militants. — AFP 

Van bomb in south 
Philippines kills 10 YANGON: A new commission set up by

Myanmar to look into human rights abuses in
Rakhine state has been criticized by observers
yesterday as a “political gimmick”, as the
country tries to stave off further censure over
its treatment of its Rohingya Muslims. The
government announced Monday evening that
an “independent” commission of inquiry had
been established but gave no details about its
remit, powers or the timeframe given to com-
plete its report.

The military tore through Rohingya vil-
lages in a campaign that started last August
following a spate of insurgent attacks, forcing
some 700,000 to flee over the border en
masse to Bangladesh. The Rohingya have
recounted testimony of widespread murder,
rape, torture and arson at the hands of the
army and ethnic Rakhine Buddhist mobs, in
violence the UN has branded as ethnic
cleansing. In the decades before that the
Rohingya systematically had their rights
stripped away by a country that widely
regards them as illegal immigrants from
Bangladesh. Yangon-based analyst David

Mathieson called the new commission a
“political gimmick”.

“Given the weight of evidence collected by
Amnesty International, the UN and the media,
this CoI (Commission of Inquiry) is tanta-
mount to a rude gesture, not a genuine
inquiry,” he said, adding that it can only “col-
lide with a military covering up ethnic cleans-
ing”. Members of the new commission include
two foreign and two Myanmar nationals: for-
mer Philippine deputy foreign minister
Rosario Manalo, Japan’s UN representative
Kenzo Oshima, the former chair of Myanmar’s
constitutional tribunal U Mya Thein and Aung
Tun Thet, who heads up the Myanmar govern-
ment body dedicated to the Rohingya crisis.

No tangible result
In an interview with Bangladeshi newspa-

per The Daily Star in April, Aung Tun Thet
denied that any ethnic cleansing of the
Rohingya had occurred in Rakhine.
International Commission of Jurists (ICJ) legal
advisor Sean Bain pointed out that previous
inquiries on Rakhine had produced no tangible

result. They “tend to be ad hoc, rarely if ever
lead to prosecution & fail to provide redress,”
he tweeted. “Impunity results, undermining
justice & emboldening perpetrators.”

Two prominent members of previous com-
missions — former Thai ambassador Kobsak
Chutikul and US diplomat Bill Richardson —
publicly quit their posts after expressing frus-
tration with the government.  Human Rights
Watch Myanmar researcher Rich Weir said
the new body would be used like previous
commissions “as distractions and shields from
criticism and pressure”. Myanmar political
analyst Soe Myint Aung said the creation of
the new commission will not play well inside
the country either.

“Some think she is not tough enough.
Others think she is conceding too much by
internationalizing a domestic problem,” he
said of civilian leader Aung San Suu Kyi, who
has been globally lambasted over the crisis
but remains a heroine domestically. The mili-
tary have denied nearly all allegations of
human rights abuses, justifying their “clear-
ance operations” as a way of flushing out
Rohingya militants who killed around a dozen
border guard police last August. Doctors
Without Borders (MSF) estimates that at least
6,700 Rohingya were killed in the first month
of the army’s campaign alone. — AFP 

ISLAMABAD: A relatively new anti-blasphemy
party whose leader has reportedly vowed to nuke
the Netherlands should he ever come to power did
surprisingly well in Pakistan’s elections last week,
which were tainted by the rise of extremist groups.
Islamic fundamentalist parties fielded more than
1,500 candidates in Pakistan’s provincial and
national elections that were won by cricket hero
turned politician Imran Khan. Extremists were a
major talking point going into the contest with
politicians, including Khan, accused of pandering to
their vote base by trumpeting hardline issues such
as blasphemy. Here AFP looks at how the main
extremist parties fared during Wednesday’s polls.

Anti-blasphemy party 
The performance of Tehreek-e-Labaik Pakistan

(TLP), led by radical preacher Khadim Hussain
Rizvi, will worry mainstream politicians and human
rights activists the most. The group, founded in
2015, entered the national consciousness last year
when it blockaded the capital Islamabad for several
weeks calling for stricter enforcement of Pakistan’s
controversial blasphemy laws.

It wants the automatic death penalty for anyone
deemed to have insulted Islam or the Prophet
Muhammad (PBUH). Rizvi reportedly told journal-
ists recently that if he took power in the nuclear-
armed country he would “wipe Holland off the face
of the earth”, over cartoons of the Prophet
Mohammed published there. Fortunately for the
Netherlands, TLP failed to win any of the 272 seats
up for grabs in Pakistan’s National Assembly. It did,
however, capture two seats in the provincial assem-
bly of Sindh. TLP polled over 2.23 million votes in
the national assembly elections, its first general
election, and more than 2.38 million provincial
votes, election commission website data shows.
“Their overall number of votes is very surprising.
It’s a really spectacularly rapid rise,” political com-
mentator Fasi Zaka told AFP. TLP’s strong showing
is of particular concern to Pakistan’s Ahmadi com-
munity, which has long been targeted by extremists.
They consider themselves Muslims but their beliefs
are seen as blasphemous in most mainstream
Islamic schools of thought.

Group linked to Mumbai attacks 
Allah-o-Akbar Tehreek was backed by Hafiz

Saeed, the man accused of masterminding the 2008
Mumbai attacks that killed 166 people. Saeed has
been designated a terrorist by the United Nations

and has a $10-million bounty on his head. Allah-o-
Akbar Tehreek was formed after Pakistan banned
the Milli Muslim League — the political party of
hardline militant group Lashkar-e-Taiba, which is
headed by Saeed — from the election.

None of the party’s candidates won seats but
they did register more than 435,000 national and
regional votes. Zaka said he had expected work
done in Punjab by LeT’s long-established charita-
ble arm — Jamaat-ud-Dawa — to have translated
into more votes. “They have been in the business of
service delivery where the state has not fulfilled its
remit ... I think they have underperformed,” he said.

Sunni hardliners 
Ahle Sunnat Wal Jamaat (ASWJ) is a radical

Sunni group that frequently spouts hatred against
Pakistan’s Shiite minority community, considering
them heretics. “If we get power in the evening and if
a single Shia is alive by the morning in Pakistan then
change my name,” leader Muhammad Ahmed
Ludhianvi told an election rally. ASWJ is considered
to be the political face of sectarian militant group
Lashkar-e-Jhangvi (LeJ), which has been behind
numerous bloody attacks on Shiite Muslims in
Pakistan. Its candidates ran as independents and
were known to have won at least one seat, in the
Punjab assembly. Zaka, the analyst, said that while
votes for extremist parties did not translate into
many seats in a first-past-the-post system, their siz-
able vote banks will give them clout in an increas-
ingly competitive political landscape. — AFP

Pakistan election sees the rise
of anti-blasphemy party

ISLAMABAD: Pakistani opposition leader and
head of Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal (MMA), a
religious parties alliance, Maulana Fazalur
Rehman (R) speaks to media after attending a
meeting. — AFP 
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Gunmen storm
Afghan govt
building, 11 die
in bus bombing
JALALABAD: Gunmen stormed a government
building after multiple explosions in an ongoing
attack in Jalalabad yesterday that has left at least
11 people wounded, the latest in a series of
assaults in the eastern Afghan city. On the other
side of the country a roadside bomb apparently
intended for security forces hit a passenger bus
and killed at least 11 people, as civilians once
again bear the brunt of violence in Afghanistan.

In the attack in Jalalabad at least two blasts
were heard before the attackers entered the
compound of the refugees and repatriations
department, said Attaullah Khogyani, spokesman
for the governor of Nangarhar province. Several
foreign organizations are also in the vicinity. As
the attack began, representatives of foreign
donors and agencies were wrapping up a meet-
ing with department employees inside the build-
ing, Khogyani said.

“All the partner agency representatives
attending the meeting were Afghans and those
who were stuck inside, including the director of
refugees and repatriations department, were
rescued,” Khogyani said. “The operation to res-
cue more people possibly stuck in the building is
also ongoing,” he added. Several people have
been taken hostage by the attackers, said
Zabiullah Zmarary, a provincial council member.
“We don’t know the exact number,” he added. At
least 11 people have been wounded and a “large
number” of employees had been rescued,
Khogyani said. “I saw a black Corolla car drop
three armed men at the gate of the refugees and
repatriations department,” a witness said. 

At least one of the men blew himself up at the
gate and two others entered the building, the
witness said. Khogyani said one of the two
attackers had been killed. An AFP reporter could
hear gunfire as security forces swarmed into the
area, and a plume of thick black smoke rose into
the sky above the compound. The Taleban
denied involvement in the attack in a WhatsApp
message sent to journalists.  There was no imme-
diate claim of responsibility for the attack, which
comes three days after militants raided a mid-
wife training centre in Jalalabad. The Islamic
State group claimed responsibility for Saturday’s
attack, which left at least three people dead and
several wounded. Jalalabad has been the scene
of multiple attacks in recent months that have

killed dozens, as US and Afghan forces continue
offensives against militants.

Civilians under attack 
In the western province of Farah yesterday

the bomb which hit the bus killed at least 11 peo-
ple and wounded 31. “It was a bomb planted by
the Taleban to hit security forces but... it got a
passenger bus,” Farah provincial police
spokesman Muhibullah Muhib told AFP. There
was no immediate confirmation from the Taleban
that they were responsible. In a separate inci-
dent, 22 passengers travelling on a Kabul-bound
bus in the eastern province of Paktia were kid-
napped by gunmen on Monday night. Officials
blamed the Taleban for both incidents. — AFP

HERAT:  Afghan medical staff treat a wounded man in a hospital after roadside bomb hit
a passenger bus. — AFP

Vigil held 
for idolized 
Indian politician
CHENNAI: Thousands of followers of an
Indian politician held in almost god-like rever-
ence thronged the streets yesterday outside
the hospital where the 94-year-old was in
intensive care. Muthuvel Karunanidhi, a
charismatic self-styled champion of the poor,

was chief minister of the southern state of
Tamil Nadu five times and successfully con-
tested 12 state elections.

The crowd, 4,000-5,000-strong accord-
ing to an AFP journalist, chanted “Come, rise
up my leader!” outside the hospital in Chennai
where Karunanidhi has been since Saturday.
Police struggled to contain the crowds, many
carrying photos of their “savior” in his trade-
mark white shirt and oversized black glasses.
Many women kissed the photos and wept.
Karunanidhi was admitted for a urinary tract
infection with complications. Doctors say he is
being closely “monitored and treated”.

Once one of India’s most powerful leaders,

Karunanidhi has taken a back seat in recent
years, handing over the reins to his son MK
Stalin. The scenes in Chennai were reminis-
cent of the mass outpouring of 2016 when
another local powerful leader J Jayalalithaa
was hospitalized. She died later of cardiac
arrest. Affectionately called “Kalaignar” or
scholar, Karunanidhi has written reams of
poems, lyrics and books and is a prolific
screenwriter for the Tamil film industry. The
school dropout became involved in politics at
a young age, spearheading the Dravida
Munnetra Kazhagam party which was allied
for many years to the Gandhi dynasty’s
Congress party. — AFP 


