
Friday, November 9, 2018I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Friday 17

NEW DELHI: Indian police arrested hundreds of
revelers after a frenzied night of festival fireworks
turned city air toxic nationwide yesterday despite a
preemptive court ban on the smog-fuelling party.
More than 300 people were arrested in Delhi, the
world’s most polluted major city, where the Supreme
Court had restricted public fireworks to two hours in
the evening and insisted on use of cleaner “green”
firecrackers to mark the Hindu festival of Diwali. But
the choking capital’s 20 million residents largely ig-
nored the court’s ruling and staged a free-for-all
night of colorful, deafening pyrotechnics that left the
megacity’s air more than
five times over safe limits. 

Firecrackers are tradi-
tionally let off during the
Diwali week but worsening
air quality at the onset of
winter in Delhi and most of
northern India has forced
authorities to call for des-
perate measures, including
banning use of private cars.
Major Delhi monuments including India Gate and the
Red Fort were shrouded in a noxious grey haze yes-
terday. Commuters donned masks as visibility on
major roads was reduced to barely 50 meters. Am-
bient air quality touched 595 yesterday morning, ac-
cording to the US embassy in Delhi which
independently monitors pollution levels. Cities like
London and Paris by comparison recorded 41 and 52.
Any reading over 100 is considered hazardous and
a danger even to healthy people.

Hindu hardliners
Many Hindu hardliners, who have been embold-

ened since Prime Minister Narendra Modi came to
power in 2014, have criticized the Supreme Court
over the ban, terming it an attack on their faith.  In-
habitants of other cities such as Kolkata in the east
and Mumbai in the south also flouted the restrictions,
pushing up pollution levels. In Kolkata more than 200
people were arrested, police told AFP. “For a few mo-
ments of enjoyment people are willing to endanger
the planet. It is insane,” Pranav Yadav, a 19-year-old
student in Delhi wearing a pollution mask, told AFP.

“I expected people to
show some concern but at
this rate it won’t be long till
every child in Delhi has a
respiratory disease,” he
added. Mustafa Mo-
hammed, a student and cy-
cling enthusiast, said he
could feel the air quality dip
drastically as he set out yes-
terday to India Gate in the

heart of the city. “I regularly cycle around here and
what I can (see) today the pollution has really gone up
after Diwali,” he said. Last year the Supreme Court
completely banned the sale and use of the smoke-
spewing crackers in Delhi after an 2016 “airpocalypse”
at Diwali saw pollution levels rocket off the scale.

Last month Delhi’s air quality was oscillating be-
tween “poor” and “severe” levels but had seen some
improvement this week after mild winds swept the
region, clearing up the dirty air.  The city’s air qual-

ity typically worsens in winter, due to pollution from
the burning of rice stubble, diesel engines, coal-
fired power plants and industrial emissions, all
trapped by colder air. Levels of PM2.5 — fine par-
ticles linked to higher rates of chronic bronchitis,
lung cancer and heart disease-have soared since
last month when farmers in nearby states started to
burn crop residue.

‘Killer air’
Sunil Dahiya, a senior campaigner with Green-

peace India, said religious fervor was one of the rea-
sons why people still let off fireworks despite
mounting health concerns. “They also think the pol-
lution is high all the year round so one day of festiv-
ities is not going to make much of a difference,” he
said. Dahiya called for long-term solutions and mass
awareness campaigns instead of focusing only on a
few days in the year. In 2016, Diwali festivities in
Delhi raised pollution levels to their highest in nearly
two decades-forcing the closure of schools and
other emergency measures. —AFP
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New Delhi, the 
world’s most 
polluted city NEW DELHI: A sweeper cleans a road amid heavy smog in New Delhi yesterday - a day after the Diwali festival.

Air pollution in New Delhi hit hazardous levels yesterday after a night of free-for-all Diwali fireworks, despite
Supreme Court efforts to curb partying that fuels the Indian capital’s toxic smog problem. —AFP

Fears of ethnic 
violence; Afghan 
Taleban target 
Hazara district
GHAZNI: Afghan special forces were deployed
yesterday to beat back Taleban fighters in a dis-
trict heavily populated by minority Hazaras, that
has raised fears of ethnic and sectarian violence.
The flare up in fighting in Afghanistan’s restive
southeast comes as the resurgent Taleban ratchet
up attacks against Afghan security forces, which
are suffering record-high casualties. 

Heavy fighting in the Jaghori district of Ghazni
province has been ongoing since the Taleban
launched a pre-dawn attack on two checkpoints
manned by local pro-government forces on
Wednesday.  “The Taleban fighters have burned
civilian houses, but we don’t have precise infor-
mation about the number of dead and wounded,”
provincial deputy police chief Ramazan Ali
Mohsini said. Most Hazaras belong to the Shiite
branch of Islam. The Taleban, which are Sunni and
largely ethnic Pashtuns, have been accused of

committing human rights violations against the
group during their oppressive 1996-2001 rule.

Members of Afghanistan’s elite special forces
flew into the Jaghori district centre yesterday
and were “on their way to the frontline”, Presi-
dent Ashraf Ghani’s deputy spokesman said on
Facebook.  The Taleban denied they were tar-
geting “any specific race, ethnicity or sect”, in a
statement posted on their website. The attacks
were against the “Kabul regime and American
hireling positions in Jaghori”, spokesman Zabi-
ullah Mujahid said. Afghans took to Facebook to
express concerns about the apparent deliberate
targeting of Hazaras. It could “result in horrible
massacres if reinforcements do not arrive in
time,” Aziz Hussaini posted on the site.

“My dear Hazara brothers, until the security
forces arrive, use anything you have at hand to
defend yourselves.” The latest fighting comes
after a days-long battle between Taleban fight-
ers and a Hazara militia group in the central
province of Uruzgan that reportedly sent terri-
fied families fleeing into neighboring Ghazni
province. On Wednesday night, the Taleban also
attacked an army base in the border area be-
tween the northern provinces of Takhar and
Kunduz. Twelve members of the Afghan security
forces were killed and eight wounded in the raid,
Takhar provincial police chief Abdul Rasheed
Bashir said. —AFP

Maoist rebels 
kill 5 in India 
bus explosion
RAIPUR: Indian Maoist rebels yesterday
killed five people including a policeman
by detonating a landmine under a bus in
a restive central state that goes to the
polls this month, police said. It was the
second attack in Chhattisgarh inside 10
days and came just a day ahead of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s visit to the
state where he will be campaigning for
the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).

The mineral-rich state goes to the
polls on Monday with a second round on
November 20, the election staggered be-
cause of the security situation. The attack
occurred in Dantewada district, a Maoist
stronghold where the guerillas killed two
policemen and a journalist on October
30. The Maoist rebels, who say they are
fighting for the rights of landless laborers
and poor farmers, have urged voters to
boycott the polls.

In the latest incident, police said the
victims were returning from picking veg-

etables and other rations for paramilitary
forces deployed in the area. “The bus was
coming down a hill when it hit a land-
mine,” police superintendent D.
Raghushankar told AFP. “Four civilians
and one CISF (Central Industrial Security
Force) personnel have lost their lives.”
The state has been governed by the
Hindu nationalist BJP for 15 years, and
Chief Minister Raman Singh who is seek-
ing a fourth term has blamed the rebels
for impeding development projects in the
state.

The Maoists are believed to be pres-
ent in at least 20 states across India but
are most active in remote parts of Chhat-
tisgarh, Odisha, Bihar, Jharkhand and
Maharashtra, where much of the popula-
tion remains mired in poverty and lacks
access to critical services. The decades-
old insurgency is believed to have cost
tens of thousands of lives. Critics say the
government’s attempts to end the revolt
through a no-holds-barred military of-
fensive are doomed to fail. Maoists are
known to step up attacks in the lead up
to elections, targeting railway lines and
stalling mining operations. In early Octo-
ber, the left-wing insurgents blew up a
military vehicle in Chhattisgarh’s Bijapur
district, killing four soldiers. —AFP


