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GENEVA: Even as the number of migrants and refugees
crossing the Mediterranean to Europe has fallen sharply, the
likelihood of dying during the dangerous voyage has risen
significantly, the UN said yesterday. Between January and
July, more than 58,000 asylum seekers and migrants
reached Europe’s shores after crossing the Mediterranean
Sea - 41 percent fewer than during the same period in 2017,
the UN refugee agency said. The number of people taking
the particularly dangerous central Mediterranean route to
Italy fell to just 18,500, down from over 95,000 during the
first seven months of last year, the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said in a fresh report.
But the agency warned that Mediterranean crossings were
now “deadlier than ever”, with the rate of deaths at sea ris-
ing sharply. During the first seven months of the year, nearly
1,600 people perished trying to make the treacherous jour-
ney. Around 1,200 of those deaths occurred along the cen-
tral Mediterranean route-around half the number seen last
year when there were five times as many arrivals in Italy.

One in 18 died
That means that one person died for every 18 who

attempted to make the journey along that route, compared
with one in 42 who crossed during the same period in 2017.
“This report once again confirms the Mediterranean as one
of the world’s deadliest sea crossings,” Pascale Moreau, who
heads UNHCR’s Europe operations, said in a statement.
“With the number of people arriving on European shores
falling, this is no longer a test of whether Europe can man-

age the numbers, but whether Europe can muster the
humanity to save lives,” he said. Despite the dramatic drop
in arrivals, Europe is facing a large-scale political crisis over
the migrants and refugees who continue to arrive from
Africa and the Middle East.

Italy’s recently-installed populist government has vowed
to stop taking in migrants rescued off Libya, and along with
Malta has repeatedly closed its ports to NGO ships criss-
crossing the Mediterranean to help those in need. Spain,
which has opened its ports to several rescue ships run by
charities which were turned away from Italy, has meanwhile
seen the number of arrivals during the first seven months of
this year more than double to 27,600, UNHCR said.

In recent months, UNHCR and the International
Organization for Migration have been calling for a “pre-
dictable, regional approach” to the rescue and disembarka-
tion of people in distress in the Mediterranean. Yesterday’s
report was released three years after photos of the limp,
lifeless body of Syrian boy Alan Kurdi washed up on Turkish
shores brought into sharp relief the dangers faced by
migrants and refugees trying to reach safety in Europe. 

Afghan author and UNHCR Goodwill Ambassador
Khaled Hosseini warned that Europe had not heeded the
lessons present in those shocking pictures. “When I saw
those devastating images of the body of Alan Kurdi, my
heart shattered,” Hosseini said in the statement. “Yet, just
three years on and despite thousands more people losing
their lives at sea, our collective memory and urgency to do
better seems to have faded.”— AFP 
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MUMBAI: Indian Hindu devotees take a vow before forming a human pyramid in a bid to reach and break a dahi-handi (curd-pot) suspended in the air during celebrations for the Janmashtami festival, which
marks the birth of Hindu God Lord Krishna, in Mumbai yesterday. — AFP
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There is also a political motive to the mega project,
with India heading into a campaign for a national elec-
tion early next year. Patel was deputy to India’s first
Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru after independence in
1947 and Modi’s nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party says
his name has been unfairly overshadowed by the domi-
nant Nehru dynasty. Patel became known as the “Iron
Man of India” by persuading - through talks and a hint
of force - some 550 princely states to become part of

India after independence from Britain in 1947. He died
three years later. Many Hindu nationalists feel it was a
slight when Patel was asked to step aside to let the sec-
ular Nehru become the country’s first leader. “Every
Indian regrets Sardar Patel did not become the first
prime minister,” Modi said while campaigning in 2013. 

“Modi has used Patel’s legacy a lot in his election
campaigns,” said Ghanshyam Shah, a former professor
of class politics at Jawaharlal Nehru University in New
Delhi. “He is very likely to use the Statue of Unity dur-
ing the upcoming campaign but I am worried about
how it will influence voters,” Shah added. The opposi-
tion Congress party says that a plan to change the
Nehru Memorial museum in New Delhi into a centre
devoted to all of India’s prime ministers is another bid
to taint Nehru’s name.

In 2016, Modi laid the foundation stone in

Maharashtra state for the statue of Shivaji, a hero of the
80 million strong Marathi community based in the state.
Hindu nationalists have also adopted Shivaji, who made
his name battling the Muslim Mughal empire. Critics
say the 36-billion-rupee ($515-million) statue is a way
of winning Marathi votes in next year’s election.
Fuelling the fervor, the government announced last
week that the word “Maharaj”, or king, had been added
to the title of Mumbai’s Chhatrapati Shivaji
International Airport.

Statue politics
“The BJP has been appropriating icons for some

time,” said Sudha Pai of the Indian Council of Social
Science Research. “Patel has been used to wipe out the
Nehru legacy. The BJP wants to change the way history
is perceived and show that the right wing was as

important in India’s freedom struggle.” Preliminary
work has started on the controversial project - with a
museum, park and helipad - on reclaimed land two kilo-
meters out to sea. Environmentalists and thousands of
fishing workers oppose the statue because of the threat
to fishing stocks.

The price of the monument is certain to rise, analysts
say and the state government has already changed the
design to bring down costs. How it will eventually look
and when it will be finished remains in doubt. India’s
statue politics often fall victim to “hard economic reali-
ty”, according to Badra Narayan, a professor at the Pant
Social Science Institute in Allahabad. An overrun is
inevitable, according to IC Rao, head of a Mumbai citi-
zens’ group, who has questioned the cost and safety of
the Shivaji design. He said finishing the statue on time,
would be “an impossibility even for the Trojans”. — AFP 

TRIPOLI: Libyans swim to cool off in the Mediterranean Sea in the capital Tripoli. — AFP 

Phone ban rings 
in new school 
year in France 
PARIS: Texting under the table should be a thing of the
past after French children returned to class yesterday
following a nationwide ban on mobile phones in
schools. The new rule, a campaign pledge of President
Emmanuel Macron, was brought in under a law passed
in July which for primary and junior schools also ban-
ishes tablets and smart watches. 

High schools, which teach students aged 15 to 18,

can introduce partial or total bans on electronic devices
as they reopen after the summer break, though this will
not be obligatory. Proponents say the law, which has
prompted vigorous debate, will reduce distraction in
the classroom, combat bullying, and encourage children
to be more physically active during recess. “I think it’s a
good thing,” Marie-Caroline Madeleine, 41, told AFP
after dropping her daughter off for the first day of mid-
dle school in Paris.

“It’s a good signal that says ‘school is for studying’,
it’s not about being on your phone,” she added. “It’s
hard with adolescents, you can’t control what they see
and that’s one of the things that worries me as a parent.”
Nearly 90 percent of French 12- to 17-year-olds have a
mobile phone, and supporters hope the ban will limit the
spread of violent and pornographic content among chil-

dren. Education Minister Jean-Michel Blanquer has
hailed the legislation as “a law for the 21st century” that
would improve discipline among France’s 12 million
pupils. “Being open to technologies of the future doesn’t
mean we have to accept all their uses,” he said in June,
as the bill was going through parliament.

PR ‘stunt’
But critics dismiss the measure as a public relations

exercise, and predicted it will be difficult to apply. The
government has left schools to decide how to imple-
ment the new rules, recommending that they store stu-
dents’ phones in lockers during the day — but some
schools don’t have them. Research shows that in French
schools that have already banned phones, many pupils
admit to breaking the rules. Schools all over the world

have struggled to adapt to the rise of pocket-sized
devices as parents grow increasingly anxious about the
amount of time their children spend glued to the screen.

In 2015 New York Mayor Bill de Blasio lifted a ban
on phones in his city’s schools on security grounds,
saying parents should be allowed to stay in touch with
their children. Macron, a 40-year-old centrist, pledged
widespread reforms when he was elected, and educa-
tion has been no exception.  Along with the mobile
phone ban, he has halved primary school class sizes in
disadvantaged areas to 12 in a bid to narrow a massive
gap in outcomes between children from poor families
and those from wealthy ones. On the other end of the
age spectrum, a shake-up of the higher education sys-
tem to make university access more selective prompted
a wave of student sit-ins this year. — AFP 


