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GENEVA: The UN human rights chief yesterday
called for a major investigation into abuses in Kash-
mir, as his office released its first-ever report on vi-
olations committed by both India and Pakistan in the
disputed territory.  Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein said he
would urge the Human Rights Council, which opens
a new session next week, “to consider establishing a
Commission of Inquiry (COI) to conduct a compre-
hensive independent international investigation into
allegations of human rights violations in Kashmir.”

A COI is one of the UN’s highest-level probes, gen-
erally reserved for major crises like the Syrian conflict.
The UN report, which is
particularly critical of India,
highlights “chronic impunity
for violations committed by
security forces”.  India’s for-
eign ministry rejected the
report, blasting it as “falla-
cious” and “tendentious”.

However Islamabad
welcomed Zeid’s request
for a probe, saying in a
statement that it was “consistent with Pakistan’s sev-
eral calls to this effect since 2016”. The findings, de-
scribed as the first-of-its-kind for Kashmir, come after
months of deadly clashes along the border that divides
Kashmir into zones of Indian and Pakistani control.

Zeid said he met with representatives of both
governments following an upsurge of violence in July
2016, triggered by India’s killing of 22-year-rebel
commander Burhan Wani. Concerned by what the
UN termed “large and unprecedented” protests after

Wani’s death, Zeid asked for “unconditional access”
to Kashmir, but neither government agreed. 

His office then began remote monitoring of the re-
gion, producing a report covering alleged abuses be-
tween January 2016 and April of this year. Kashmir has
been divided since the end of British colonial rule in
1947 and both New Delhi and Islamabad claim the for-
mer Himalayan kingdom in full. India has about
500,000 soldiers in the part of Kashmir it controls,
where armed groups are fighting for independence or
a merger with Pakistan.

‘Unlawful’ killings by
India 

The findings accused In-
dian troops of being respon-
sible for some 145 unlawful
killings, far surpassing the 20
people estimated to have
been killed by militant
groups during that period.
Zeid said India needed “to
take immediate and effective

steps to avoid a repetition of the numerous examples
of excessive use of force by security forces in Kashmir”.

The rights office raised particular concern over
the Armed Forces Special Powers Act, in place in In-
dian-administered Kashmir since 1990, which pre-
vents soldiers from facing prosecution without the
consent of the central government. The act has
amounted to “virtual immunity” for troops in Kash-
mir, the UN said, noting that the government has not
approved a single case against an armed forces

member. Zeid also called on India to ward off any fur-
ther escalation in Srinagar, the capital of Indian-ad-
ministered Kashmir.

Crackdown on dissent 
Tensions have spiked there in recent weeks after

police were accused of firing teargas and shotgun
pellets inside the city’s main mosque and two pro-
testers died after being crushed by paramilitary ve-
hicles. Amid fears of further unrest over the
upcoming Eid holiday, the rights office urged Indian

troops “to exercise maximum restraint... when deal-
ing with future protests, including ones that could
well occur this coming weekend.”

Turning to territory under Pakistan’s control, the
report identified “a range of human rights abuses,”
but noted they “are of a different caliber or magni-
tude and of a more structural nature.” The rights of-
fice criticized restrictions on freedom of expression
and assembly that made it difficult to obtain infor-
mation about conditions in Pakistan-administered
Kashmir. —AFP
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Eight killed 
by India 
lynch mobs
NEW DELHI: Eight people have been
murdered by lynch mobs across India in
less than a week, officials said yesterday,
as law enforcement struggles to curb a
recent spate of vigilante killings.  Angry
mobs turned on victims in five separate
Indian states, many motivated by rumors
of child kidnapping or allegations of
thievery or sexual harassment.  

In the capital New Delhi on Wednes-
day, a 32-year-old man was beaten to
death by four men wielding iron bars
who accused the victim of harassing a
woman, police said. Three arrests have
been made.  On the same day in eastern
Jharkhand state, two Muslims accused of
stealing cattle were dragged from their
car and killed by tribes people in the dis-
trict of Godda.

Local police chief Rajiv Ranjan said
four of the attackers-who were armed

with bows and arrows-had been ar-
rested and a search was underway for
the others. In neighboring West Bengal
also on Wednesday, a homeless man ac-
cused of abducting children was tied to
an electricity pylon and beaten to death
with clubs. Police said three arrests have
been made.

The rash of murders followed four
lynchings on Friday, including a brutal as-
sault caught on camera that prompted
outrage and calls for tougher laws on vig-
ilante assailants. The gruesome video shot
in northeastern Assam state showed two
men accused of kidnapping children
pleading for their lives as they were
dragged from their car and murdered.

That same day, two laborers were killed
in Maharashtra state some 2,500 kilometers
away after being accused of theft.  Police
have struggled to douse persistent rumors
on social media about a child kidnapping
ring that motivated six vigilante killings
across India in May. Officials say no such
trafficking network exists. Public awareness
campaigns have been launched urging Indi-
ans to ignore videos circulating on Face-
book and WhatsApp purporting to show
children being abducted by men. —AFP

Delhi reels as
summer smog 
chokes capital 
NEW DELHI: Air pollution soared in New Delhi yes-
terday to hazardous levels rarely seen outside winter
months as sand blown from deserts enveloped the In-
dian capital in a once-in-a-decade phenomenon. Doc-
tors warned the grit carried by hot summer winds
posed serious health risks to the city of 20 million and
there was little to do “but pray for rain”.

Smog spikes during winter in Delhi, already one of
the world’s most polluted cities, where air quality
eclipses the World Health Organization’s safe levels on
any given day. Pollution levels usually ease in summer,
providing some relief from the smog as temperatures
soar to mid-40 degrees Celsius (113 Fahrenheit). But
the city woke up to stifling heat and smog 20 times safe
levels Thursday, as strong winds blew dust from
deserts in western India and beyond across the plains
where Delhi lies.

“It is a very unusual phenomenon seen once in a
decade or so. The dust is not settling down and the sky
is obscure,” said Mahesh Palawat, vice president of
meteorology and climate change at SkyMet Weather,
a private forecaster. “It is quite different from winter
pollution. It is the dust this time that is the culprit. It
may cause breathing problems to many,” he said.

Levels of PM10 — dust and larger particles

with a diameter of 10 micrometers-exceeded 900
per cubic meter in parts of Delhi on Thursday, ac-
cording to the US embassy website. The WHO
considers 50 the maximum safe level for PM10.
Readings from India’s own pollution monitor on
Thursday detected PM10 closer to 1,300 — or 26
times safe exposure levels.

Summer winds have been especially violent this
season, experts say, with hundreds killed by powerful
dust storms and freak winds across India’s north. The
sand blowing into the capital is colliding with dust
from open construction sites and car and factory ex-
haust, compounding the crisis. Usually during winter,
smog chokes Delhi as cool air traps pollutants close
to the ground. During these months it is PM2.5 — mi-
croscopic particles that can lodge deep into the
lungs-that cause the most harm.

Ozone levels, usually a lesser concern given the
magnitude of air pollution woes in Delhi, are also
causing particular grief this summer, according to
a recent report by the Centre for Science and En-
vironment. 

“The surprise this year is the number of days
when the daily air quality index has shown ozone also
as a dominant pollutant along with the particulate
matter,” said the centre’s executive director Anumita
Roychowdhury.

Arvind Kumar, a lung surgeon at a medical facility
in New Delhi, said the smog threatened all, but chil-
dren, the elderly and those with asthma were at par-
ticular risk. “If such a situation was seen in the
western world, cities would have been evacuated but
for us we just need to pray for rain and the dust to
settle down,” he said. —AFP


