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INDORE, India: Naveen Gadke was arrested on April 20
and charged with the rape and murder of a baby girl in
central India. Three weeks later a court sentenced the 26-
year-old odd-job man to death in the fastest such trial
known to have happened in modern India, a nation where
public outrage is running high because of a series of rapes
and related killings. Police, prosecutors and the district
court in the city of Indore worked at a furious pace to get
the conviction quickly, amid a backlash on the streets,
including marches in this city of about 2 million, 550 miles
south of Delhi.

This is in a country where Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s government last month introduced the death penal-
ty for rapes of girls under 12 years in response to public
pressure but which has a notoriously slow court system,
with cases taking at least six years on average to final rul-
ing, according to governance tracking group Daksh. But
the pace of the trial, the intensifying push for speedy hear-
ings in rape cases, and questions about the legal defense
provided to Gadke - who pleaded not guilty - have raised
concerns among some legal rights advocates.

They are fearful there will be wrongful convictions and
hangings when a defendant cannot afford to hire a good
lawyer. “While expeditious trials are ideal, these should not
be at the cost of fair trial safeguards like the right to ade-
quate time to prepare a defence and the presumption of
innocence,” said Leah Verghese, senior campaigner at
human rights group Amnesty International India, in an
email response to questions.

Senior Supreme Court lawyer Rebecca John said she
was concerned. “As a principle, I am opposed to rushing
through investigative processes and trial processes” she
said. But reflecting the mood of the nation, well-known
Supreme Court lawyer Dushyant Dave, a vocal supporter
of capital punishment, said India “needs to send at least

500 people to death in the next one year to end this
endemic” of rape. “Our system is archaic and extremely
inefficient,” he added.

Such views have resonated with the mother of the dead
three-month-old girl as she sat on the front yard of a 200-
year-old palace where her homeless family sleeps in the
open. She told Reuters she was happy with the swift ver-
dict but her daughter would get justice only when Gadke is
hung to death, just as quickly. “Once such men are hanged,
no one will dare to do anything like this to any girl,” she
said. Sachin Verma, Gadke’s lawyer, said his client told him
that his estranged wife
“framed” him, but said little
else. Reuters could not trace
Gadke’s wife to seek comment.

Slapping and shoving
At trial, the mother, police

officers and the prosecution
lawyer said security cameras
showed Gadke taking away the
infant as she lay asleep by her
parents. Fifteen minutes later,
he was seen coming out of the
basement of a nearby building,
where her blood-smeared
body was found, police said. Medical tests, completed
quickly under instructions from government officials, con-
firmed she was raped, and the semen from a vaginal swab
was found to be a DNA match with Gadke, according to
court documents reviewed by Reuters.

Gadke’s lawyer Verma, who specializes in matters relat-
ed to crimes against children, said he reluctantly took the
case on state government orders. That was after four other
lawyers refused to defend Gadke, Verma said. In a sign of

how high temperatures were rising in the community,
around a dozen lawyers attacked the defendant outside the
court when he first arrived, slapping and shoving him,
according to police.

Prosecutors presented 29 witnesses, including police
and shopkeepers who found the victim’s body, and “every-
body supported the prosecution”, said Verma. He present-
ed no witnesses for Gadke’s defense. Verma said he could
have done better if he had more time to prepare for the
case. “They had to create a story and they had to decide
quickly,” said Verma, who is expecting to receive 4,000

rupees ($58) from the state
government for representing
Gadke. “My client told me:
‘Everyone has already decided
I am guilty. What’s the point of
all this?’”

Special prosecutor
Mohammad Akram Shaikh said
that they had “conclusive evi-
dence” against Gadke. Judge
Varsha Sharma, who deals
with matters related to crimes
against children and ruled on
the case, declined to comment.

Sending a message
Police pressed charges against Gadke within seven days

of the crime, said Police Inspector Shivpal Singh Kushwah.
“All of us wanted to send a message that the law can work
fast, and we succeeded,” he said. The court sat for seven
straight working days to hear the case, unusual in India
where one court is often dipping in and out of several cases
on the same day. A government-run laboratory conducted
tests on forensic evidence within four days of a police

request. This usually takes more than a month, Kushwah
said. After hearing details of his crime from Shaikh and the
witnesses, Judge Sharma found Gadke guilty and ordered
his death by hanging. “This falls under the rarest of rare
case and it would be appropriate to hand such a criminal
the toughest punishment,” the judge declared. The sen-
tence has to be confirmed by a higher court, for which
Gadke will be provided a different lawyer by the state gov-
ernment. The court’s decision can be challenged in the
Supreme Court. An appeal to India’s president is the last
resort. The entire process can take years.

Acceleration demanded
Even before Gadke’s trial, there were growing calls to

speed up child rape trials. Lower courts take an average
of five years to complete cases of prisoners sentenced to
death, high courts one year and four months, and the
Supreme Court two years and one month, according to a
2016 report by the Centre on the Death Penalty in the
National Law University of Delhi. The university study
found that 74 percent of 373 death row prisoners they
interviewed were economically vulnerable. The majority
were from low castes and religious minorities. In the
Indore case, Gadke did various jobs like cleaning utensils
in eateries.

By contrast, trials involving India’s rich and powerful
sometimes take more than 10 years. Gurmeet Ram Rahim, a
wealthy self-styled godman who had many followers, was
convicted last year on charges of raping two followers - 15
years after the case was registered. Government statistics
show that since 2012, when a young woman was gang
raped in a moving bus in Delhi igniting national uproar,
reported rape cases have climbed 60 percent to around
40,000 in 2016 - about one every 15 minutes - with child
rape accounting for about 40 percent. — Reuters 

Indian child killer sentenced 
to death 23 days after arrest

Police probe completed in a week, court trial in 7 working days

SRINAGAR: A mortar and gunfire battle
between Indian and Pakistani forces
along their Kashmir frontier killed five
civilians yesterday, taking the death toll
in the six-day confrontation to 16, offi-
cials said. At least 80,000 people from
dozens of villages along the 200-km
long border between the Jammu region
in Indian-administered Kashmir and
Pakistan’s Punjab province have fled
their homes since Friday, an Indian gov-
ernment official said. “Some have gone
to their relatives and for others we are
arranging shelter, food and water,” local
divisional officer Hemant Kumar Sharma
told AFP.

Indian authorities have closed all
schools within five kilometres of the bor-
der and government forces used

armored vehicles to evacuate panicked
residents who left behind homes and
cattle. The Indian and Pakistan militaries
held talks this week but failed to calm
one of the deadliest flare-ups this year.
“Five residents have died in the cross
border shelling so far,” Sharma said.
Indian Kashmir’s director general of
police, Shesh Paul Vaid, had earlier said
that 30 were wounded overnight in
Pakistani firing. 

On Tuesday an Indian soldier and an
eight-month-old baby were killed.
Another nine people died on the first day
of hostilities on both sides of the border,
just before a visit to Kashmir by India’s
Prime Minister Narendra Modi. “People
are helping each other to flee. Police are
also helping in evacuating vulnerable bor-
der residents,” Vaid said. Another police
officer, speaking on condition of anonymi-
ty, described the flare-up as a “war-like
situation” in the affected districts of
Samba, R S Pura, Akhnoor and Arnia.

The border where the clashes broke
out is not disputed between the two
nations, even though both lay claim to all
of Kashmir. The Himalayan territory has

been divided between India and Pakistan
since the end of British colonial rule in
1947. Pakistan Rangers and Indian
Border Security Force officers spoke by

telephone on Monday. The rival mili-
taries often accuse each other of initiat-
ing battles in violation of a 2003 border
ceasefire. — AFP 

5 killed on sixth 
day of India-Pak 
border clashes

TUTICORIN, India: A protester was killed by a
rubber bullet in southern India yesterday, a day
after 10 were shot dead when police opened fire on
a rally demanding the closure of a copper plant,
officials said. Tuesday’s police firing, which also left
about 80 people injured, sparked intense criticism.
Amnesty International said police had “many ques-
tions to answer” and those responsible should be
brought to justice.

Yesterday, police fired rubber bullets at the crowd
and sent volleys of live ammunition overhead, officials
and witnesses said, after protesters in the port city of
Tuticorin hurled home-made bombs and pelted them
with stones. “We fired live ammunition in the air to dis-
perse the protesters. But the mob continued to pelt
stones and bombs. They were setting fire to vehicles,” a
police officer told AFP. “We were forced to fire rubber
bullets which unfortunately hit one man in the spine and
he died,” he added. Another police officer at the scene
also said a 22-year-old man had died.

A video on social media yesterday showing a police
officer atop a bus pointing an assault rifle at the crowds
has fuelled fresh anger. The demonstrators are demand-
ing the closure of a copper plant on the outskirts of
Tuticorin in the southern state of Tamil Nadu owned by
British-based mining giant Vedanta Resources, which
they say is causing environmental damage. Witnesses
said demonstrators set fire to a police bus yesterday
and ransacked a liquor shop. TV footage showed police
in riot gear patrolling streets littered with stones and
burnt tyres. Traders shut down shops as authorities
imposed a curfew in parts of the city.

‘Mass murder’ 
Tamil Nadu chief minister Edappadi K Palaniswami

ordered a judicial inquiry into Tuesday’s shootings but
defended the police response. M K Stalin, leader of the
main Tamil Nadu opposition party the DMK, said
police were guilty of “atrocities”. “Mass Murder of
Innocent People,” he tweeted yesterday. “Who ordered
the police firing on protesters? Why were automatic
weapons used to disperse the crowd and under what
law is this permitted?”

Rahul Gandhi, the national leader of the opposition
Congress party, on Tuesday described the deaths as “a
brutal example of state-sponsored terrorism”. “These
citizens were murdered for protesting against injus-
tice,” he said. Police said Tuesday that 12 people had
died but later revised the toll. P Mahendran, superin-
tendent of Tuticorin district police, said 18 officers were
wounded in the clashes. The Madras Union of
Journalists complained of police heavy-handedness. “A
group of policemen and rogue elements snatched and
damaged the cameras,” said journalist S Raghunathan.

The plant is currently closed as Vedanta’s Sterlite
Copper subsidiary seeks a new license so it can be
expanded. The deaths came on the 100th day of
demonstrations against the plant, which environmental-
ists and residents say is contaminating water sources -
a charge the company denies. The protests intensified
after Vedanta, owned by Indian billionaire Anil Agarwal
but with its head office in London, sought to double the
400,000-tonne annual capacity of the plant. It was
shut briefly after an alleged gas leak in March 2013 that
left hundreds with breathing difficulties, nausea and
throat infections.

The company maintains that it adheres to environ-
mental standards and said it was the victim of “false
propaganda” about its operations. Tamil Nadu is one of
India’s most industrialized states and similar protests
over environmental concerns have turned deadly in the
past, including in Tuticorin. Vedanta’s share price closed
at 250 rupees ($3.65) after losing more than seven per-
cent on the Bombay Stock Exchange. The stock had
opened at 263 rupees per share. —AFP 
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over trial’s 

fairness 

An Indian villager stands next to the damaged ceiling of his home following cross-
border firing between India and Pakistan in Arnia sector about 35km from Jammu
yesterday. — AFP 

KUALA LUMPUR: Ninety-two-year-old Malaysian
Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad held his first cabi-
net meeting yesterday as officials widen a probe into
corruption linked to the previous government with
raids on sites linked to the head of a Muslim pilgrimage
fund. Mahathir led an opposition coalition to a shock
victory in elections this month after campaigning on
rising living costs and a promise to clean up corruption
and yesterday vowed to cut the national debt of 1 tril-
lion ringgit ($251.67 billion).

Police on Tuesday raided five sites linked to Abdul
Azeez Abdul Rahim, the former government-appointed
chairman of Tabung Haji, a fund for Muslim pilgrims to
Makkah, an MACC official told Reuters. A number of
documents, jewellery and cash were confiscated, said
the source, who declined to be identified due to the
sensitivity of the issue. The Star newspaper reported
on its website that the cash found totalled 120 million
Malaysian ringgit ($30 million). Abdul Azeez Abdul
Rahim was not immediately available for comment. 

Mahathir, who was also prime minister for 22 years
from 1981, said after his first cabinet meeting his govern-
ment would try to cut the national debt, which he put at
65 percent of GDP, by reviewing projects and a 10 per-
cent reduction in cabinet ministers’ salaries. The previ-
ous government had said the national debt had been
below its self-imposed ceiling of 55 percent of GDP. 

Mahathir also said he would review the search by a
US firm for Malaysia Airlines Flight MH370 which dis-
appeared on its way from Kuala Lumpur to Beijing on
March 8, 2014, with 239 people on board in one of the
world’s biggest aviation mysteries. The new transport
minister later said the search would end on Tuesday.
Grace Nathan, a Malaysian lawyer whose mother Anne
Daisy was on the plane, said the news was not a sur-
prise but said the government should leave the “no
find, no fee” offer on the table in case a company
wants to take on the search in future. “We can’t tell (the
government) what to do but for me and the families...
finding the plane is important for many reasons,” she
told AFP.—Agencies 

Mahathir widens 
graft crackdown, 
MH370 search to 
end next week

TUTICORIN, India: Indian police officials run
towards protestors in this southern Indian city
on Tuesday. —AFP

News in brief

Rohingya militants killed Hindus 

YANGON: Rohingya militants massacred Hindu vil-
lagers during last year’s uprising in Myanmar’s Rakhine,
Amnesty International said yesterday in a report that
sheds fresh light on the complex ethnic rivalries in the
state. The killings took place on Aug 25, 2017, the
report said, the same day that the Rohingya insurgents
staged coordinated deadly raids on police posts that
tipped the state into crisis. Myanmar’s military
responded to the insurgent raids with harsh reprisals
that forced some 700,000 Rohingya Muslims out of
the mainly Buddhist country where they have faced
persecution for years. The UN says the army crack-
down amounted to “ethnic cleansing” of the Rohingya,
with soldiers and vigilante mobs accused of killing
civilians and burning down villages. But the Rohingya
militants have also been accused of abuses. — AFP 

US staffer suffers brain injury 

BEIJING: The US embassy in China issued a health
alert yesterday after a US government employee expe-
rienced an “abnormal” sound and suffered a mild brain
injury - in an incident reminiscent of a mysterious ill-
ness that hit diplomats in Cuba. US and Chinese
authorities are investigating the matter after the
employee, who was assigned to the southern city of
Guangzhou, was diagnosed with mild traumatic brain
injury (MTBI), said embassy spokeswoman Jinnie Lee.
In an alert emailed to US citizens in China, the embassy
said it does not know what caused the symptoms or of
any similar situations in the country. The embassy’s
health alert says the government employee “recently
reported subtle and vague, but abnormal, sensations of
sound and pressure”. Lee said the employee experi-
enced “a variety of physical symptoms” between late
2017 through April 2018. —AFP 

Donor ‘linked to UN bribery scandal’

SYDNEY: A billionaire businessman previously accused
of meddling in Australian politics on China’s behalf was
co-conspirator in a plot to bribe a top United Nations
official, a senior Australian politician has claimed.
Andrew Hastie, who chairs Canberra’s intelligence and
security committee, used the legal protection of parlia-
mentary privilege to say that Chinese-Australian Chau
Chak Wing was a figure codenamed CC-3 by the US
Federal Bureau of Investigation. “CC-3 is Dr Chau Chak
Wing,” Hastie said in a speech on Tuesday evening, fur-
ther fuelling fears about Chinese efforts to shape policy
and opinion in democratic institutions. “The same man
who co-conspired to bribe the UN president of the
General Assembly, John Ashe. The same man with
extensive contacts in the Chinese Communist Party,” he
said. Hastie’s allegation follows recent meetings with US
intelligence and security agency officials, who he said
confirmed the identity.  — AFP 

Nipah feared in Karnataka

KOCHI/MUMBAI: Indian health officials were checking
yesterday if a rare, brain-damaging virus had spread to
a second state after two suspected cases reported in
southern Karnataka, as the death toll in adjacent
Kerala, where the outbreak began, rose to 11. There is
no vaccine for the Nipah virus, carried by fruit bats and
spread through contact with bodily fluids, the World
Health Organization (WHO) says. Treatment for the
virus, which has a mortality rate of about 70 percent, is
supportive care. Symptoms of the virus surfaced in a
20-year-old woman and a 75-year-old man in the port
city of Mangalore after they travelled to neighboring
Kerala and had contact with infected patients, said
Rajesh B V, a health official in Karnataka. “They are not
confirmed Nipah cases yet, so there is no need to pan-
ic,” he said by telephone. — Reuters 


