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As Mexico goes to
the polls, indigenous
enclaves go their
own way
CHERAN, Mexico: As Mexicans prepare to cast their
ballots today, the people of Nahuatzen, an indigenous
village tucked into the country’s western mountains,
are busy blocking the street with bonfires to keep out
electoral authorities. Similar scenes have played out in
several states across the country-a rejection of a sys-
tem that indigenous Mexicans say only serves to pick
the next batch of corrupt politicians who will plunder
their communities.

The indigenous Purepecha people of Nahuatzen sip
coffee as they warm themselves by the large bonfires,
standing guard against any attempt by the National
Electoral Institute to set up a polling station in the village.
“We’re ready for them if they come,” said one man on
night watch, after the Michoacan state government
announced it would launch a military and police operation
to guarantee the vote statewide, by force if necessary.

Thousands of indigenous Mexicans have blocked
highways and protested against the elections in recent
weeks, angry over corruption, drug cartel violence and
the pillaging of their ancestral lands. Their inspiration
is the village of Cheran, a Purepecha community in
Michoacan that made history by suing for the right
abolish elections and set up its own system of govern-
ment, complete with its own police force. 

They took their case all the way to the Supreme
Court, and won in 2011 — essentially becoming a tiny
state within a state. Instead of a mayor and city coun-
cil, Cheran now has an Assembly that includes the
entire community, and 12 representatives who form a
so-called Great Communal Council-chosen without
campaigns, parties or ballot boxes.

Women take control    
Instead, Cheran’s 5,000 inhabitants crowded into a

village schoolyard last month to elect their 12 “keris”
(great ones). Just like their ancestors, women in tradi-
tional “rebozo” shawls and men in huarache sandals
raised their hands to cast their votes for their chosen
leaders. “No to servitude and slavery! Yes to victory!”
shouted a woman trying to organize the chaotic event-
the third such vote the village has held since winning
its court case. Cheran brought the lawsuit after the
chronically corrupt Institutional Revolutionary Party
(PRI) — Mexico’s current ruling party-won the elec-
tions to govern the municipality where the village is
located in 2008.

As happens all too often in Mexico, the new mayor,
Roberto Bautista, proceeded to fill his government
with cronies and strike a dirty deal with a local mafia-
in this case, illegal loggers armed with machine guns
who sowed terror in Cheran. “There were daily
shootouts, right in the middle of the street,” recalled
Irma Campos, a retired teacher. The first ones to rise
up were village women. Offended by the destruction of
their forest, they started a protest movement that ulti-
mately led the village to banish all politicians, disband
the corrupt police, launch a new community police
force, and reforest more than 8,000 pillaged hectares.

Rotten power 
“I’m happy with this new government, and our

struggle to use our own customs. Now we don’t have
to walk around in fear,” said Campos, 59. Not every-
one agrees. “It’s the same as it was with the political
parties, only worse,” said Salvador Queandon, a farmer
in a straw hat who alleged that logging cartel thugs
have now infiltrated the community police force. Other
indigenous communities embraced the national elec-
tions this year, after a reform that allowed independ-
ents to run. That cleared the way for an indigenous
Nahuatl woman named Maria de Jesus Patricio, or
Marichuy, to launch a presidential bid. —AFP

Military’s shadow darkens media 
coverage of Pakistan elections

Foreign envoys air concerns fearing stability in the country
ISLAMABAD: Facing abductions, censorship and financial
ruin, journalists in Pakistan say they are under unprecedented
pressure from authorities ahead of nationwide polls, sparking
allegations the military is overseeing a “silent coup”. Media
houses describe a sustained campaign by the security estab-
lishment ahead of the July 25 election to curb their coverage.
Those who refuse to toe the line are increasingly targeted
while their employers face financial blowback, sparking wide-
spread self-censorship.

“We have never witnessed the censorship which we are
facing today,” said Afzal Butt, president of the Pakistan
Federal Union of Journalists. Pakistan is one of the most dan-
gerous countries in the world
for journalists and activists, and
there have long been red lines,
but the uptick in pressure is
seen as brazen and extraordi-
nary. The country’s largest
broadcaster Geo TV was par-
tially forced off air for weeks
this year until it reportedly cut a
deal with the military to adjust
its coverage, according to local
and international media.

And Pakistan’s oldest news-
paper Dawn complains its sell-
ers are being “threatened and coerced by state institutions”
following an interview with former Prime Minister Nawaz
Sharif in May, where he suggested Pakistani militants were
behind the 2008 Mumbai attacks which killed 166 people.
Such pressure on two of Pakistan’s most powerful media
houses is a clear message, says Waseem Abbasi, a correspon-
dent for The News: “Other outlets have no chance. So basi-
cally they’re also falling in line.”

Foreign envoys have also privately aired concerns, fearing
for stability in the polarized country as polls approach.
“There is clearly a concerted effort to muzzle the media in

Pakistan,” a diplomatic source requesting anonymity said.
“This is deeply concerning.” 

Unfair elections   
Much of the tension centers around the stand-off between

Sharif and the powerful military, which has ruled Pakistan for
roughly half its 70-year history. Sharif, who at times appeared
to seek a better relationship with arch-enemy India, was
ousted by the Supreme Court last year following corruption
charges and banned from politics for life. He has since repeat-
edly accused the military of wanton political interference. His
quotes on the Mumbai attacks during an interview with Dawn

journalist Cyril Almeida
approached a widely acknowl-
edged taboo in Pakistan: criti-
cism of the armed forces’
alleged policy towards militant
proxies in India and
Afghanistan.

Journalists now face pres-
sure to cease favorable cover-
age of Sharif and his incumbent
Pakistan Muslim League-
Nawaz (PML-N), said Abbasi.
It is hard to quantify the extent
of censorship, and how it might

hamper voters’ ability to make informed choices between the
PML-N and other parties-namely the Pakistan Tehreek-e-
Insaf, led by former cricketer Imran Khan. The Pakistan
Institute of Legislative Development and Transparency, a
think tank, said the electoral process appeared “unfair”. 

Journalists believe they are “facing restraints at the hands
of a silent coup in place by the military and its intelligence
affiliate, the ISI,” it reported recently. Omar Waraich, deputy
South Asia director at Amnesty International, said:
“Elections aren’t manipulated on the day in Pakistan. The
question is: do you have a level playing field before, leading

up to the elections?” For news anchor Matiullah Jan the
answer is simple. 

“I think the judiciary and the armed forces are doing it
... nobody might be saying it so openly but everybody

knows it,” he said, likening it to “a fixed cricket pitch”.
The military did not respond to requests for comment from
AFP and has previously said it does not interfere with
media coverage. —AFP

Never witnessed 
the censorship,
we are facing

today

Afghan forces resume 
offensive operations 
after govt ceasefire ends
KABUL: Afghan security forces resumed offensive opera-
tions yesterday after President Ashraf Ghani declared an
end to the government’s unilateral ceasefire with the
Taleban. Ghani said the ceasefire, which lasted 18 days
after it was extended once and overlapped with the
Taleban’s unilateral three-day truce for Eid, had been “98
percent successful”. “The ceasefire is over. The Afghan
security and defense forces are allowed to restart their
military operations,” Ghani told reporters.

The three days of no fighting were unprecedented in
the nearly 17-year conflict and triggered jubilant scenes
across the war-weary country. Taleban fighters and secu-
rity forces spontaneously celebrated the holiday that caps
the holy month of Ramadan, hugging each other and tak-
ing selfies. The militants were also mobbed by relieved

civilians, who have borne the brunt of the war, raising
hopes of a renewed push for peace talks.  Ghani said the
ceasefire had shown that the majority of the insurgents
wanted peace and it was the “Taleban’s turn to give a pos-
itive response”.

“I am ready to extend the ceasefire anytime when the
Taleban are ready,” he said at a press conference. But the
sight of its fighters openly mingling with security forces
and civilians over Eid appeared to alarm the Taleban’s
leaders, who on Sunday ordered their men back to their
posts. The Taleban vowed Tuesday to continue their
bloody fight against the government and their foreign
backers, brushing aside rising civilian casualties.

The insurgents returned to the battlefield last week
after refusing a government request to extend their cease-
fire, launching attacks across the country that have seen
scores killed or injured. The renewed violence has poured
cold water on hopes the truce would provide a clear path
to peace talks, with the Taleban refusing to bow to pres-
sure to lay down their arms until foreign forces withdraw
from Afghanistan. The truces did not extend to the Islamic
State group, which has a relatively small but potent pres-
ence in Afghanistan, and launched two deadly attacks on
ceasefire revelers during Eid.—AFP 

Malaysia to amend 
human trafficking 
law after US report 
KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia’s new government said
yesterday it is considering amending laws on human
trafficking and migrant smuggling just days after the
US State Department reported a lack of progress in
the country’s efforts to counter trafficking in the past
year. The Home Ministry said proposals under dis-
cussion focused on protecting victims, by giving
them more freedom of movement and work, and
introducing stiffer penalties for traffickers. 

On Thursday, the US State Department released
its annual Trafficking In Persons (TIP) report, in
which downgraded Malaysia to the Tier 2 Watch
List, a category denoting nations that deserve spe-
cial scrutiny, noting that the Southeast Asian country
had failed to demonstrate stronger efforts than the
previous year. The report said victim protection
efforts by the government remained largely inade-
quate and that complicity among law enforcement
officials hampered some anti-trafficking efforts.

“The Malaysian government... takes note of the
report on human trafficking and is fully committed to
eradicating human trafficking crimes,” Home
Ministry said in a statement. A new government, led
by Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad, was formed
last month, as Malaysians voted for change after
nearly ten years of being led by Najib Razak’s scan-
dal-tainted administration.  

Malaysia has long been known as a destination
for trafficking victims, including documented and
undocumented workers. It relies heavily on cheap
foreign labor from Bangladesh, Indonesia, Nepal,
and the Philippines, among other countries. It has
nearly 2 million registered migrant workers, but
there are millions more in the country without work
permits.—Reuters

KABUL: Afghan president Ashraf Ghani speaks during a press conference at Presidential Palace in Kabul. —AFP 

Myanmar transit 
camps sit empty as 
Rohingya fear return
MAUNGDAW: The transit camp in Myanmar’s Rakhine
state stands ready to welcome back 150 Rohingya refugees
from Bangladesh every day. But on most days it lies com-
pletely empty, as members of the stateless minority dread
returning to a place they were violently driven from by the
military, and Myanmar makes little effort to reassure them
things will be different this time. “We have been ready to
receive them since January, when we opened,” said Win
Khaing, immigration director at Nga Khu Ra, standing in
the desolate camp with reporters on Friday as part of a
two-day government-chaperoned trip to the area.

The result is a stand-off, as Myanmar immigration offi-
cials wait in empty offices shuffling papers and arranging
biometric equipment but with little to no work to do except
greet visiting delegations and journalists. Fewer than 200
Rohingya Muslims have been resettled in Myanmar’s north-
ern Rakhine state from the 700,000 who fled a violent
army crackdown in August. Rohingya women say they were
raped by security forces, while witnesses described sum-
mary executions and a merciless campaign of violence that
the UN has said amounts to ethnic cleansing. 

Myanmar says it only targeted militants, although the
military has admitted one instance of executing captured
suspects. Even the limited number of Rohingya who have
returned have all done so under murky circumstances. In
April the government trumpeted the arrival of a Rohingya
family of five, but it was later slammed as a PR stunt as it
emerged they had come from a buffer area between the
two countries that is technically part of Myanmar.

Local authorities nevertheless created a billboard with
several large photos of the family near the border, heralding
the “photo records of steps of repatriation”. In recent
months, Myanmar says dozens have been repatriated after
crossing over from Bangladesh illegally. It says others who
tried to flee to Bangladesh by boat but accidentally washed
up back in Myanmar have also been sent to live with rela-
tives after being processed at the transit camp. Bangladesh
does not recognise these as legitimate returnees. “The
repatriation process has not begun,” Bangladesh refugee
commissioner Mohammad Abul Kalam said. 

‘We haven’t been to Bangladesh’   
Nine Rohingya purportedly released from prison in

May after crossing back over illegally were brought by
Myanmar officials to meet journalists on Friday. But cracks
quickly emerged in the story, with some saying they had
never even been to Bangladesh and were “repatriated”
from prison in Myanmar. “We were arrested in November
last year (in Myanmar) and sentenced to four years impris-
onment each under the immigration act,” said Yar Sein, 35,
a farmer and father-of-four. “We were arrested from
school and accused of coming from Bangladesh. We
haven’t been to Bangladesh.”

The prolonged delays in repatriation have also strained
relations with Bangladesh, which plans to send a protest
note after a 10-year-old Rohingya boy in the buffer zone
was struck by a bullet from the Myanmar side on Thursday. 

Myanmar says it fired at people attempting to damage
the border fence. As the two countries blame each other
for the delay, Myanmar has embarked on what it says is a
massive development project in northern Rakhine, bulldoz-
ing Rohingya towns and remaking the entire landscape in
the name of reconstruction. The UN has said conditions in
Rakhine are not ripe for a safe, voluntary and dignified
repatriation, but signed an agreement with Myanmar to
assess conditions on the ground to help refugees make an
informed decision. Myanmar has faced global condemna-

tion for its treatment of the Rohingya, and Amnesty
International said this week that several senior military fig-
ures should be tried for crimes against humanity. A US
Trafficking in Persons (TIP) report Thursday downgraded
Myanmar for failing to protect Rohingya Muslims fleeing
the crackdown and leaving them vulnerable to exploitation
and trafficking rings. The Rohingya are loathed by many in
Myanmar, where they were stripped of citizenship and
branded illegal immigrants from Bangladesh despite calling
Rakhine their homeland. Min Aung Hlaing, the army chief,
said last month that Rohingya have nothing to fear as long
as they stay in places “designated” for them, raising con-
cerns that they would be placed back into the apartheid-
like conditions they escaped. —AFP

RAWALPINDI: This picture shows the facade of the leading daily Pakistan’s newspapers ‘The News’ in English
and ‘Jang’ in Urdu languages in the garrison city of Rawalpindi. —AFP 

MAUNGDAW: Rohingya refugees gather near the fence in the
“no man’s land” between Myanmar and Bangladesh border
as seen from Maungdaw, Rakhine state.—AFP 


