
Pakistan rejects
US blacklist for
religious freedom
violations
ISLAMABAD: Pakistan yesterday rejected
Washington’s decision to place it on a blacklist of
countries that violate religious freedom, branding
the move “politically motivated” and defending its
treatment of minorities. The US move to designate
Pakistan “among countries of particular concern”
comes at a difficult time for relations between the
nations, with the Trump administration accusing
Islamabad of failing to act against Islamist mili-
tants on its soil.

“Pakistan does not need counsel by any indi-
vidual country (on) how to protect the rights of
its minorities,” a statement from the foreign min-
istry said, adding that Islamabad “rejects” the
designation. US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo
announced the move to blacklist Pakistan in a
congressionally mandated annual report released
Tuesday.

The measure means the US government is
obliged to exert pressure, including imposing sanc-
tions if necessary, to end freedom violations.
However, a spokesman with the US embassy in
Islamabad clarified yesterday that Pompeo had
issued a waiver over potential sanctions against
Pakistan as required by “the important national
interest of the United States”. Blasphemy is an
inflammatory charge in Pakistan, and high-profile
vigilante murders and mob lynchings have been
carried out in the past. In October, a Pakistani court
exonerated Asia Bibi, a Christian woman who had
spent eight years on death row for blasphemy.

She remains in protective custody in an

unknown location after violent protests against her
acquittal, and a hardline cleric has been charged
with terrorism and sedition over the demonstra-
tions. Bibi is currently seeking asylum abroad. Her
family claims her life will be in danger if she
remains in Pakistan.  The foreign ministry statement
did not mention Bibi, or the issue of blasphemy.
“Pakistan is a multi-religious and pluralistic society
where people of diverse faiths and denominations
live together,” it said. It also warned that honesty
would have required Washington to examine the
“exponential rise in Islamophobia and anti-
Semitism in the US”.

‘Particular concern’ 
Pakistan says around four percent of its total

population comprises citizens belonging to

Christian, Hindu, Buddhists and Sikh faiths. Human
rights advocates have long voiced alarm about the
treatment of religious minorities in Pakistan
including Shiites and the Ahmadis, whom
Islamabad forbids from identifying as Muslim. The
State Department had earlier held off on con-
demning Pakistan, a vital gateway for US forces in
Afghanistan.  But it last year placed Pakistan on a
special watch list-a step short of the designation-
and Washington has separately curbed military
assistance. Relations between Washington and
Islamabad have soured in recent years, with US
officials repeatedly accusing Islamabad of ignor-
ing or even collaborating with groups like the
Afghan Taleban, which attack Afghanistan from
alleged safe havens along the border between the
two countries. —AFP 

BEIJING: Chinese authorities are ques-
tioning former Canadian diplomat Michael
Kovrig, who was detained days after the
arrest in Canada of a Chinese business-
woman, on suspicion of engaging in activi-
ties that harmed China’s national security.
The state-run Beijing News said yesterday
that Kovrig, who works for the International
Crisis Group (ICG), had become the subject
of an investigation by the Beijing State
Security Bureau.

He was detained after police in Canada
arrested the chief financial officer of China’s
Huawei Technologies Co Ltd on Dec 1 at
the request of US authorities, infuriating
Beijing. The Canadian government has said
it saw no explicit link to the Huawei case.
“Canadian citizen Michael John Kovrig was
on Dec 10 investigated in accordance with
the law by the Beijing State Security
Bureau on suspicion of engaging in activi-
ties that harm China’s state security,” the
newspaper said in a brief report. The case
is continuing to be investigated, it added
without elaborating.

Accusations of harming state security
could cover a wide range of suspected

crimes, and in China are often very vague
when first leveled. The ICG, a think-tank
focused on conflict resolution, said in an
earlier statement Kovrig was detained by
state security officials in Beijing on Monday
night. Diplomats in China said the apparent
involvement of the secretive state security
ministry, which engages in domestic count-
er-espionage work, among other things,
suggests the government could be looking
at leveling spying accusations. However,
ICG President and Chief Executive Robert
Malley said the group did not engage in
such activity.

“I don’t want to speculate as to what’s
behind it but I am prepared to be categori-
cal about what’s not behind it, and what’s
not behind it is any illegal activity or endan-
gering of Chinese national security,” Malley
told Reuters, before the state media report
came out. “Everything we do is transparent,
it’s on our website. We don’t engage in
secretive work, in confidential work.”
Chinese foreign ministry spokesman Lu
Kang, also speaking earlier in the day, said
he had nothing he could say on the details
of the case. He said the ICG was not regis-

tered in China as a non-government organi-
zation (NGO) and Kovrig could have bro-
ken Chinese law.

“If they are not registered and their
workers are in China undertaking activities,
then that’s already outside of, and breaking,
the law, revised just last year, on the man-
agement of overseas non-governmental
organizations operating in China,” Lu said.
The Ministry of Public Security, which has
oversight over foreign NGOs, did not
respond to a request for comment. China’s
Ministry of State Security has no publicly
available contact details. The foreign NGO
law, which took effect in January, is part of
a raft of new national security measures
introduced under President Xi Jinping. “All
foreigners that come to China, so long as
they respect the law, have nothing to worry
about,” Lu said.

‘No coincidences’
William Nee, China Researcher for

Amnesty International’s East Asia Regional
Office in Hong Kong, said Kovrig’s deten-
tion was alarming, especially as it appeared
to be the first time the law has been used to

detain a foreign NGO worker. “We need to
wait for the official explanation from the
Chinese side, but this detention could have
a chilling effect on the foreign NGO and
business communities in terms of their feel-
ing safe while travelling in China,” he told
Reuters. 

Guy Saint-Jacques, Canada’s former
ambassador to China, was asked by the
Canadian Broadcasting Corp on Tuesday
whether the Kovrig detention was a coinci-
dence after the arrest of Huawei executive
Meng Wanzhou. “In China there are no
coincidences ... If they want to send you a
message, they will send you a message,” he
said. A Western diplomat in China, who
asked not to be identified, was even more
blunt: “This is a political kidnapping.”

China had threatened severe conse-
quences unless Canada released Meng
immediately and analysts have said retaliation
for the arrest was likely. Meng was granted
bail by a Canadian court on Tuesday, 10 days
after her arrest in Vancouver on US claims
that she misled multinational banks about
Iran-linked transactions caused a diplo-
matic dispute. Malley said Kovrig, who was

based in Hong Kong, had been working on
issues related to Chinese foreign policy in
Asia and Africa. “I’m just going to hope
that whatever process is under way is
going to be a fair one and one that will
quickly show that there’s nothing against
him,” he said. — Reuters
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India extends 
controversial citizens
register deadline
NEW DELHI: India’s Supreme Court extended yesterday by two
weeks a deadline for millions of people left off a citizens register
in Assam state to provide the necessary documents to be includ-
ed. A new draft Register of Citizens (NRC) in the northeastern
state announced in July left off four million people, leaving them
potentially stateless and facing an uncertain future. With many of
these lacking the necessary papers, only around 1.5 million people
have filed claims for inclusion in the last two weeks, according to
the state government. 

But it appealed to the Supreme Court seeking more time, say-
ing it could not process all the claims before the previous deadline
of December 15. The new deadline is December 31. The current
register includes only those who were able to prove they were in
the state before 1971, when millions fled Bangladesh’s war of inde-
pendence into the state, and their descendants. The policy was
introduced by the state government, which is controlled by the
same BJP party in power nationally.

Critics say it is the latest move by the right-wing party of
Prime Minister Narendra Modi to bolster India’s Hindu majority at
the expense of minorities. India will hold a national election next
year. Assam, a state of 33 million people known for its lush tea
estates, has for decades been racked by violence between indige-
nous tribes and settlers. The Assam controversy comes as the
central government looks at amending the citizenship law to allow
certain “persecuted minorities”, including Hindus and Christians
from neighboring countries, to obtain legal status after six years
of residency in India.  — AFP 

ISLAMABAD: Pakistani Christian girls look on from a roadside shop in a Christian colony in Islamabad
yesterday. The United States yesterday added Pakistan to its blacklist of countries that violate reli-
gious freedom, ramping up pressure over the uneasy ally’s treatment of minorities. -— AFP 

Former Canadian diplomat Michael Kovrig

Western diplomat calls it ‘political kidnapping’

China detains Canadian ex-diplomat 
Kovrig for ‘harming state security’


