
India’s top court 
expected to rule 
on LGBT rights 
NEW DELHI: India’s Supreme Court is like-
ly to deliver today an eagerly awaited judg-
ment on colonial-era legislation criminalizing
homosexuality, lawyers said. Section 377 of
the Indian penal code, a relic from 1860s
British legislation, bans gay acts as “carnal
intercourse against the order of nature” pun-
ishable by jail terms of up to life.

The top court began hearing petitions
against the ban in July, beginning an emotion-
al debate in the world’s largest democracy
over the right to freedom and privacy. Tripti
Tandon, a lawyer for one of the petitioners in
the case, confirmed to AFP the judgement
was listed for today. Her client Aris Jafer was
arrested and sent to prison for 50 days in
2001. “We have high hopes from the Supreme
Court,” said Rituparna Borah, a co-director of
Nazaria, which describes itself as a queer
feminist advocacy group.  

“This law should not have been there in
the first place. This should have gone long
back. We are asking for our basic human
rights, nothing more,” she told AFP. Utsav
Maheshwari, a 20-year-old gay college stu-
dent, said he was “super excited” and hoping
the “court will legitimize the community by
acknowledging their existence”.

The Delhi High Court effectively decrimi-
nalized gay sex in 2009, but the Supreme
Court reinstated legal sanctions in 2014 after
a successful appeal by religious groups. Gay
sex has long been taboo in conservative India

— particularly in rural areas where nearly 70
percent of people live — and homophobia is
widespread. Some still regard homosexuality
as a mental illness.

According to official data, 2,187 cases
under Section 377 were registered in 2016
under the category of “unnatural offences”.
Seven people were convicted and 16 acquit-
ted. Section 377 “is a law that propagates
homophobia”, said Keshav Suri, one of the
petitioners, who has used his family’s luxury
hotel chain to promote gay rights by improv-
ing conditions for staff. “In rural areas it is a
harassment tool, used by cops, used by
authorities for extortion for glorifying rape

and molestation,” said Suri. A transgender
man was killed in Hyderabad in June by a mob
who accused him of being a child kidnapper. 

A lesbian couple committed suicide in
Gujarat the same month, leaving a note stat-
ing: “We are leaving this world to live with
each other. The world did not allow us to stay
together.” About a third of lesbian women
have reported physical abuse including rape
by their own relatives, according to a recent
survey. “Because of this law, there are a lot of
people in the LGBT community outside of
India who are afraid to travel to India
because of this sense of paranoia that they
might get arrested,” said Suri. —AFP 
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SURMAN: Syrian children stand outside a tent next to a metal crib at a camp for displaced civilians fleeing from advancing Syrian government forces, close to a Turkish military observation point near the village of Surman in the
rebel-held northwestern Idlib province. — AFP 

BEIRUT: International calls mounted yesterday to
avoid a “massacre” by regime forces in Syria’s last
rebel-held province of Idlib, two days before a summit
between key powers backing the government and
opposition. Troops have been massing on the edges of
the northwestern province on the border with Turkey
for weeks, raising fears of a humanitarian disaster on a
scale not yet seen in Syria’s seven-year conflict.

Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan on yester-
day was the latest to warn Damascus against an all-out
offensive against a region the United Nations says is
home to nearly three million people. “God forbid, a
serious massacre could take place if there is a rain of
missiles there,” said Erdogan, whose country has sup-
ported Syrian rebels.

He spoke two days before he is set to meet the pres-
idents of regime backers Iran and Russia in Tehran to
discuss the future of the province. Global concern has
risen in recent days over a threatened regime assault to
oust rebels and jihadists from Idlib province and sur-
rounding areas, the last major chunk of Syria still in
opposition hands. On Tuesday, the UN peace envoy for
Syria urged Erdogan and Russia’s President Vladimir
Putin to speak on the phone before Friday’s summit.
Staffan de Mistura called for efforts “to avoid that the
last probably major battle of the Syrian territorial con-

flict... ends in a bloodbath”.

‘Human tragedy’ 
More than half of Idlib is controlled by jihadists from

Syria’s former Al-Qaeda affiliate, Hayat Tahrir al-Sham
(HTS), while much of the rest is held by rebels backed
by Turkey. The regime holds
a small southeastern sliver.
The United Nations and aid
groups have warned a mili-
tary campaign could spark
one of the worst humanitari-
an catastrophes in a war
that has already killed more
than 350,000 people and
displaced millions.

Some 2.9 million people
live in Idlib and surrounding
areas, among them one mil-
lion children. Many are
rebels and civilians who were bussed out of their
hometowns in other parts of the country that have
come back under regime control. Late Monday, US
President Donald Trump also warned against a full
scale assault on Idlib, which he said could trigger a
“human tragedy”. Turkey, Russia and Iran last year des-

ignated Idlib a so-called “de-escalation zone”, but that
deal did not cover former Al-Qaeda affiliate HTS.

On Tuesday, Russian warplanes resumed air strikes
on Idlib after a 22-day pause. Air raids across the
province killed at least 13 civilians, including six chil-
dren, the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights said.

Moscow said four of its jets
“inflicted strikes by high-
precision weapons” on tar-
gets belonging to HTS.
Yesterday, regime artillery
and rocket fire targeted sev-
eral areas of the province
including the HTS-held
town of Jisr Al-Shughur, the
Britain-based war monitor
said. President Bashar al-
Assad’s regime has retaken
large swathes of the country
from rebels and jihadists

since Russia intervened militarily on its side in 2015.

‘Pocket of terrorism’ 
Russian planes are based at the Hmeimim airbase in

Latakia province, a coastal regime stronghold adjacent
to Idlib. Moscow has accused armed groups in Idlib of

sending weaponised drones to attack Hmeimim.
Yesterday, Putin’s spokesman Dmitry Peskov said Idlib
was the “subject of increased concern and worry” and
was the focus of a flurry of diplomacy. 

Just a day earlier, Peskov had slammed Idlib as a
“pocket of terrorism”, and said “Syrian armed forces
are getting ready to solve this problem”. Friday’s
summit in Tehran between key power brokers
Erdogan, Putin and Iran’s President Hassan Rouhani is
expected to determine the scope and timing of any
assault on Idlib.

A UN Security Council meeting is also set to be held
the same day to discuss Idlib, US ambassador to the
United Nations Nikki Haley has said. She warned on
Tuesday against the use of any chemical weapons in
Idlib, after the White House pledged to “respond swiftly
and appropriately” to any such attack. Since the start of
the conflict in 2011, Assad’s regime has repeatedly been
accused of using chemical weapons, including in its
battle this year to retake the former rebel bastion of
Eastern Ghouta near Damascus. Rescue workers
accused regime forces of using “poisonous chlorine
gas” in the town of Douma in April that killed more than
40 people. In response, the United States, France and
Britain unleashed missiles on three regime chemical
weapons facilities.

Calls mount to avert ‘massacre’ in Idlib
Last probably major battle of the Syrian territorial conflict 

Yemen rebels
‘stranded’ 
on eve of
Geneva talks
SANAA: Yemen’s Houthi rebels said
yesterday they were stranded in the
capital Sanaa on the eve of United
Nations-sponsored peace talks in
Geneva with their government rivals.
The Houthis said the UN had been
unable to “secure authorization” from
a Saudi-led coalition backing the
government for a plane to transport
the rebel delegation, along with
wounded insurgents, out of the coun-
try, according to the Houthis’ Al-
Masirah TV. 

While the Houthis control Sanaa
and much of northern Yemen, the
coalition controls the country’s air-
space. Both the government and the
rebels, who are linked to Saudi
Arabia’s arch-nemesis Iran, have said
they expect no breakthrough at the
Geneva talks starting today.  The
meetings, overseen by United Nations
envoy Martin Griffiths, are aimed at
charting a path towards reviving for-
mal UN-backed negotiations. But

government and rebel representatives
will not hold face-to-face meetings in
Geneva, according to Yemen’s foreign
minister Khaled Al-Yamani.

‘Broken promises’ 
The UN Security Council yester-

day urged both sides in Geneva to
“take a first step towards ending a
conflict that has brought severe pain
and humanitarian suffering to the
Yemeni people”.  The Houthis have
hinted that their delegation demand-
ed the evacuation of wounded rebels
to Oman for medical treatment as a
condition for attending the talks, and
accused the UN of stalling. 

Houthi spokesman Mohammed
Abdulsalam tweeted on Tuesday that
the UN had “made promises on facili-
tating the transport of the wounded...
abroad”-pledges the world body had
thus far failed to keep. In 2014, the
Houthis seized Sanaa, driving the
government of Abedrabbo Mansour
Hadi into exile and marking a major
turning point in Yemen’s long-running
conflict. The following year, Saudi
Arabia and its allies formed a power-
ful regional military coalition to back
Hadi’s government in its fight against
the Houthis. The conflict has since left
nearly 10,000 people dead and
pushed the Arab world’s most impov-
erished country to the brink of
famine. — AFP 
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CHENNAI: In this file photo taken on June 24, 2018 an Indian supporter of the lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender (LGBT) community takes part in a pride parade. — AFP 


