
Warplanes strike 
Ghouta despite a
five-hour truce
BEIRUT: Syrian government warplanes struck
the eastern Ghouta region yesterday and
Damascus accused rebels of shelling a safe
route out, despite a Russian call for a five-
hour truce that failed to halt one of the most
devastating campaigns of the war. Two resi-
dents in the region told Reuters warplanes and
helicopters were still launching strikes despite
the Russian truce. Air strikes were also report-
ed by a war monitoring group, although a
Syrian military source denied them.

The United Nations said ongoing combat
had made it impossible to bring in aid or res-
cue the wounded. “We have reports this
morning there is continuous fighting in eastern
Ghouta,” UN humanitarian spokesman Jens
Laerke said. “Clearly the situation on the
ground is not such that convoys can go in or
medical evacuations can go out.” Hundreds of
people have died during 10 days of govern-
ment bombardment of the eastern Ghouta, an
area of towns and farms on the outskirts of
Damascus. The assault has been among the
most devastating air campaigns of a war now
entering its eighth year.

Russia declared yesterday’s unilateral five-
hour truce to open what it describes as a
humanitarian corridor to evacuate wounded
and let civilians escape from the besieged
rebel-held enclave. Yesterday its military said
it would guarantee the safety of any civilians
who wished to leave. Residents in several
towns in the district described a brief pause in
fighting, but said bombardment swiftly
resumed. In the town of Hammouriyeh a man
who identified himself by his first name
Mahmoud told Reuters helicopters and war-

planes were in the sky and conducting strikes.
Siraj Mahmoud, a spokesman for the Civil

Defence rescue service, which is funded by
Western governments and operates in rebel
areas, said artillery and air strikes had hit the
region. Syrian state media and Russian offi-
cials accused the rebels of shelling the evacu-
ation corridor to stop civilians leaving eastern
Ghouta, which rebel groups denied. The
Britain-based Syrian Observatory for Human
Rights monitoring group said helicopters and
warplanes had struck four towns and artillery
shelling killed one person. 

UN calls for ceasefire 
A UN Security Council resolution passed

on Saturday called for a 30-day ceasefire
across the entire country, but it did not specify
when it should come into effect. It also
excludes some militant groups, which Syria’s
allies say are among the rebel fighters in east-

ern Ghouta. That has meant the ceasefire has
not been observed in practice. UN spokesman
Larke declined to comment on the Russian
proposal for a five-hour truce, but called
instead on all sides to obey the full 30-day
ceasefire.

“It is a question life and death - if ever there
was a question of life and death - we need a
30-day cessation of hostilities in Syria as the
Security Council demands,” Laerke, spokesman
of the UN Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Assistance (OCHA), told a
Geneva briefing. A rebel spokesman said peo-
ple in eastern Ghouta did not want to leave the
area despite the bombardment, because they
feared arrest, torture or conscription by the
government. Eastern Ghouta, where the UN
says around 400,000 people live, is a major
target for Assad, whose forces have clawed
back numerous areas with military backing
from Russia and Iran. — Reuters
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BANDA ACEH: People watch as Tjia Nyuk Hwa, 45, an Indonesian Christian, is publicly flogged outside a mosque in Banda Aceh yesterday, for playing a children’s entertainment game seen as violating Islamic law. — AFP photos

BANDA ACEH: Two Indonesian Christians were pub-
licly flogged in conservative Aceh province yester-
day for playing a children’s entertainment game seen
as violating Islamic law, as hundreds of onlookers
ridiculed them and took pictures. The pair were
among five people-including a couple whipped two
dozen times each for showing affection in public-
who were lashed with a rattan stick. Aceh is the only
province in the world’s most populous Muslim-
majority country that imposes sharia law and people
can be flogged for a range of offences-from gam-
bling, to drinking alcohol to having gay sex or rela-
tions outside of marriage.

Yesterday, Dahlan Silitonga, 61, and  Tjia Nyuk
Hwa, 45, were flogged six and seven times respec-
tively after being arrested for playing a long-stand-

ing game at a children’s entertainment complex that
lets users exchange coins for prizes or vouchers,
including cash. The pair were accused of gambling
while another man Ridwan MR got 19 lashes for
being involved in the game. “This is to create a
deterrent effect, in order for people not to repeat
violations of Islamic sharia law,” Banda Aceh’s mayor
Aminullah Usman said. “We purposely do it in front
of the public... so it won’t happen again.”

About 300 spectators, including some two dozen
tourists from neighboring Malaysia, jeered the gam-
bling-accused trio as they were whipped on a
makeshift stage outside a mosque. “You are old,
show remorse,” the crowd screamed. Non-Muslim
Tjia Nyuk Hwa tried to hide her face in a specially
provided white cloak with head-covering hijab. The

two Christians are among just a handful of non-
Muslims to be punished under Aceh’s strict religious
law since it was adopted in 2001 as part of a deal
with the central government to end a long-running
insurgency.

In January, an Indonesian Christian was flogged
for selling alcohol in the province at the tip of
Sumatra island, which made headlines recently after
local police publicly humiliated a group of transgen-
der women. About 98 percent of Aceh’s five million
residents are Muslims subject to religious law. Non-
Muslims who have committed an offence that vio-
lates both national and religious laws can choose to
be prosecuted under either system. Christians and
other non-Muslims sometimes choose a flogging to
avoid a lengthy court process and jail term. — AFP 

Two Indonesian Christians flogged publicly
Christians accused of playing sharia-banned child’s game

NEW DELHI: When she began an
online petition from her home in Canada
urging India to remove its three-year
statue of limitations on reporting child
abuse, Purnima Govindarajulu did not
imagine it would resonate with so many
in her home country. A year on, her
change.org petition to end the statute of
limitations has garnered more than
160,000 signatures, and she has been
assured by India’s minister for women
and child development that the govern-
ment will consider the matter.

“I was ready for a lonely fight when I
started this, but the outpouring of sur-
vivors and the sheer number of them
has been truly sobering,” she said. “It is
sad that so many people - men and
women - are affected and did not have
the chance to speak up,” she told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation over the
phone. Govindarajulu, 53, says she was
abused by a male relative from the age
of six to 13, in the southern Indian city
of Chennai where she grew up.

She moved to Canada when she was
21. It wasn’t until years later, while
watching a television show on child
abuse, that repressed memories sur-
faced and she realized she had been
abused. She gathered her nerves and

told her family 20 years ago. No one
doubted her accounts, and another
cousin also spoke of being abused by
the same man, who is now in his 70s,
she said. But she was told she had no
legal options to report him. On a visit to
India about five years ago, seeing young
children in the family home, she was
determined to do something, because
she feared for their safety, she said.

After many discussions with lawyers
and the police in Canada and India,
Govindarajulu decided to launch the
online petition to call for a change in
Indian legislation around sexual crimes.
“Nothing changed for this man, and he
has not faced any legal consequences
for his actions, while I was traumatized
for years,” she said. “There is enough
research to show victims of child abuse
often do not speak up until many years
later. They must have some legal route,
no matter how much time has passed.”

Taboo topic
A total of 106,958 crimes against

children were reported in India in 2016,
an increase of 14 percent from the pre-
vious year, according to the National
Crime Records Bureau. India enacted
The Protection of Children from Sexual
Offences (POCSO) Act in 2012. But
sexual violence against children still
remains a taboo topic, with most cases
going unreported, activists say. Last
year, a 10-year-old rape victim who
was denied an abortion by India’s top
court gave birth, drawing renewed
attention to sexual abuse of children in
the country. She said she had been
raped by an uncle. — Reuters

GHOUTA, Syria: A general view taken from Damascus shows smoke rising from the rebel-held enclave
of Eastern Ghouta following fresh air strikes and rocket fire yesterday. — AFP 

BANDA ACEH: Dahlan Silitonga, 61, an Indonesian
Christian, is publicly flogged outside a mosque in Banda
Aceh yesterday, for playing a children’s entertainment
game seen as violating Islamic law. 
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