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India gang-rape
shootings revive 
‘encounter’ fears 

The shooting of four gang-rape and murder sus-
pects by Indian police has highlighted the
scourge of extrajudicial killings in a nation grap-

pling with high levels of sexual crimes and a notoriously
slow judicial process. Authorities claimed the four men
were killed in a “shootout” during a re-enactment of
the attack, carried out just under two weeks ago, in
which a 27-year-old veterinarian was raped and mur-
dered, before her body was burnt. Police were feted
with rose petals, and crowds took to the streets cheer-
ing the men’s deaths, saying “swift justice” had been
meted out. “The law has done its duty,” local police
chief V C Sajjanar told reporters.

These kind of deaths - dubbed “encounters” in
South Asia - where police claim suspects were killed
trying to resist arrest or while escaping from custody,
are part of a well-worn script trotted out by authori-
ties. But human rights campaigners warned of a deep-
ening culture of impunity as police take the law into
their own hands. “Over the decades extrajudicial
killings and custodial torture have assumed legal sanc-
tity in India,” leading Supreme Court lawyer and
founder of the Human Rights Law Network, Colin
Gonsalves, told AFP. “It’s worrying that criminality of
the police is now getting public approval.” After the
killings, Chief Justice Sharad Arvind Bobde of the
Supreme Court said he had concerns about the use of
“instant” justice. “Justice never ought to be instant.
Justice must never ever take the form of revenge. I
believe justice loses its character when it becomes
revenge,” Bobde said at an event on Saturday.

‘No mercy’ tactics 
The “staged shootouts” were for decades used to

bypass India’s cumbersome judicial processes when
police battled armed separatist movements in West
Bengal, Punjab, Kashmir and remote northeastern
states. More recently, the encounters have been
deployed against those accused of violent crimes. In
India’s film-loving culture, “encounter specialist”
police officers have been idolized by Bollywood.
Scores of movies depict them as tough men and glo-
rify their “kills”, particularly relating to the deaths of
hundreds of alleged gang members in Bollywood’s
capital Mumbai in the 1990s.

Rights activists say “encounters” are carried out
as retribution by police, or used to cover up botched
investigations, win awards and rewards, or to pacify
a furious public. According to a government report,
100 suspects were killed in police custody in 2017.
None of the 33 policemen arrested for the killings
was convicted, it said. Campaigners say the number
of those who actually die at the hands of the police is
far higher, with many deaths categorized as suicide
or from natural causes.

The Supreme Court attempted to clamp down on
the killings in 2014, ordering mandatory probes and
barring governments from rewarding officers before
determining how and why the shootings occurred.
The court is currently monitoring probes into cases
from northeastern Manipur state where rights
groups allege that 1,530 suspects have been killed by
police since 2007.

It  is  also hearing a petit ion on the “staged
killings” of at least 58 suspects in Uttar Pradesh
since 2017 after the state government adopted what
it called “no-mercy” tactics to battle crime. Home
Minister Amit Shah has said his government would
not tolerate police atrocities. He himself was cleared
of charges relating to the 2005 extrajudicial killing of
a gangster and his wife when he was Gujarat state’s
home minister.

Slow or no justice 
Police have long been criticized for not preventing

violent crimes or for failing to bring cases, particular-
ly sexual assaults, to the courts. The justice system is
also cumbersome and slow, with some rape and mur-
der cases taking years or even decades to reach their
conclusion. India has a backlog of some 30 million
cases, of which nearly 150,000 relate to sexual
assault. The conviction rate for rape stands at 32 per-
cent, and victims also have to endure bungled police
investigations and threats by perpetrators.

Analysts say the lack of justice for victims has
fuelled public acceptance of extrajudicial executions.
Activist Mihir Desai said rape cases have become sym-
bolic of the rot in the criminal justice system, where
constitutional rights of both victims and offenders are
violated. “This somehow reflects the justice delivery
system and how the state is failing its citizens,” said
Desai, whose rights group the People’s Union for Civil
Liberties has mounted several court cases against arbi-
trary police killings. “The young woman didn’t get jus-
tice and the slain men won’t get it too.” — AFP 

Algeria’s army, the heart of an opaque regime, exer-
cised power from the shadows until it was thrust
into the limelight with mass protests and the April

departure of president Abdelaziz Bouteflika. Eight months
later, commanders are hoping to use Thursday’s con-
tentious presidential vote to create a “civilian facade” and
return to pulling the strings backstage, analysts say. The
“Hirak” movement of massive street rallies that brought an
end to veteran Bouteflika’s two decades in power had an
unintended effect. 

“The military high command found itself, against its will,
in centre stage,” said Moussaab Hammoudi, a PhD candi-
date at the School for Advanced Studies in the Social
Sciences (EHESS) in Paris. “That put it in a very uncom-
fortable position, because it prefers to stay hidden.”
Bouteflika’s departure focused the spotlight on one man in
particular: army chief of 15 years, General Ahmed Gaid
Salah, who overnight became the North African country’s
de facto strongman.

“Even though officially he’s just the deputy defense
minister, he’s emerged as the true master of the country,”
said Jean-Pierre Filiu, a professor at Sciences Po university
in Paris who has written a book on the Hirak. “The army
has always been at the heart of the Algerian system.”

Army vs Hirak 
Bouteflika resigned on April 2 after weeks of street

demonstrations and calls from Gaid Salah for his
impeachment. But while the army was key to his downfall,
Bouteflika’s departure brought the military into direct
confrontation with the Hirak and its demands for more
sweeping reforms. While Gaid Salah has championed the
holding of a presidential vote on Dec 12, the protest
movement rejects any vote as invalid until root-and-
branch reforms are passed and regime figures ousted.

Protesters have continued to hold mass demonstra-
tions every week, often shouting: “Gaid Salah, forget the
vote!”  Indeed, their changing slogans have echoed
changing perceptions of the army’s role as protesters
invoke fears of a military state. The early cries of “the
army and the people are brothers!” have been replaced
with “put the generals in the trash” and even “Gaid Salah
is a traitor!”

Since Algeria’s hard-won independence from France in
1962, the army has operated as “a state within a state”,
wielding discreet but vast political influence, said Kamal
Cheklat, Maghreb specialist at the Centre for
Sociological and Political Research in Paris (Cresppa).
“The Hirak wants to question all that,” he said. That
would represent “a real break in the order of things
established by the Algerian military a long time ago.”

But meeting the protesters’ demands is not on the
army’s agenda, he added, noting that the military estab-
lishment has attempted to force through a vote opposed

by “the majority of Algerians”. That constitutes a bid to
create “a civilian facade to its rule and pass on... the polit-
ical, economic and social crisis to the future president,”
Cheklat said. Filiu said the army “is sincerely hoping to
restore the status quo and smother the Hirak by imposing
the reinstatement of a front-line civilian presidency”.

No concessions 
For Flavien Bourrat of France’s Institute for Strategic

Research at the Military School (IRSEM), the army’s
refusal to grant concessions to the protest movement is a
bid to stop Algeria’s political transition escaping its con-
trol. Many in Algeria still harbor dark memories of the
“failed democratic transition” in the early 1990s, when
the army’s cancellation of elections expected to be won
by Islamists sparked a decade-long civil war. “The mili-
tary hierarchy doesn’t want to get (directly) involved in
politics,” Bourrat said.

He recalled the army’s repression of protests in the
late 1980s and then its role during the civil war, which
seriously damaged its image. “Algeria’s economic situa-
tion is extremely difficult and worrying and few people
want to end up in charge of that file,” he said. “Certainly
not the military.” But, Hammoudi warned, the future pres-
ident “will have no power over major issues. He will
receive injunctions (from the army), sometimes implicit -
as has always been the case.” — AFP

Algerian army sees vote as route back to shadows 

Cherry blossoms 
prompt full-blown 
scandal for Abe

It might be the most Japanese of political scandals: A
furore over Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s guest list at a
party to mark the annual cherry blossom season. As

scandals go, it has plenty of juicy elements - alleged
mafia guests, disappearing evidence, even gaffes by Abe,
who appeared to lay blame for shredded documents on a
disabled worker. It’s the latest headache for Japan’s
longest-serving premier, who has already weathered two
cronyism scandals in recent years and has faced an
almost daily drubbing by opposition lawmakers since the
scandal emerged in early November.

The outcry involves a tradition that dates back to
1952 - a publicly funded cherry blossom party intended
to honor the great and the good for their achievements.
The seemingly innocuous gathering become a lightning
rod for criticism after claims Abe stacked the guest list
with some 850 supporters from his local constituency -
with the party costing 55 million yen ($504,000) in
public money.

When the opposition smelled blood, additional allega-
tions piled in: The chairman of a disgraced company was
once a guest, a member of one of Japan’s infamous
yakuza mafia attended in 2019. The opposition bloc
demanded the guest list for this year’s event be pro-
duced, only to be told it had been shredded on the very
same day the request was made. Just a coincidence, Abe
insisted to outraged opposition lawmakers: the docu-
ments were shredded during “the work hours of a part-
time employee with disabilities,” he added, in remarks
that many saw as an attempt to blame the worker.

‘Abe can hold on’ 
The scandal has seen public support for Abe’s gov-

ernment drop six or seven points to around 50 percent
or lower, but experts said Abe is likely to weather the
storm. “Voters are not convinced by the Abe administra-
tion’s explanation of the scandal,” Junichi Saito, a profes-
sor of politics at Tokyo’s Waseda University, told AFP.
“But opinion polls will not likely fall by more than 10 per-
centage points because there is no other candidate for a
prime minister.”

Abe benefits from lingering disillusionment with the
country’s opposition, with voters still leery after the dis-
astrous performance of the centre-left Democratic Party-
led government in 2009-2012. “I’m skeptical at this point
that the opposition will win public support if it manages
to dent Abe’s with this scandal,” Tobias Harris, senior vice

president of consulting firm Teneo, told AFP. “The worst
case scenario for Abe is that (his ruling party) LDP sup-
porters abandon him, which hasn’t happened thus far,
giving him a floor of around thirty percent (support),” he
added. “But even then, without a smoking gun I think Abe
can hold on for a long time.”

‘Better than lying’ 
Allegations have continued to emerge, including

claims that Abe invited supporters to a dinner at a luxury
hotel and let his political support group pick up part of
the tab in violation of election law. His government denies
that, and a criminal investigation is viewed as extremely
unlikely. Still, Saito said, the allegations risk damaging
public faith in the political system. “This administration is
trying to avert criticism” by withholding documents, and
that “hurts a system (of accountability) that is necessary
for democracy”.

Next year’s cherry blossom party has been cancelled,
with Abe promising to “reflect on” how the gathering has
been organized. That is likely to be enough to tide him
over, Junichi Takase, professor of politics at Nagoya
University of Foreign Studies, told AFP. “The opposition
bloc has nothing else in their arsenal except attacking Mr
Abe for this kind of scandal,” he said. “Mr Abe is good at
handling crises. He admitted there was something wrong,
apologized, and wants to move on - that’s better than
lying.” — AFP 

Beleaguered DR 
Congo rainforest 
attacked on all sides 

Lush rainforest covers millions of hectares of the
Democratic Republic of Congo, a central part of
Earth’s natural defense against global warming - but

it is under severe threat from a perfect storm of misman-
agement and corruption. An array of global and local
NGOs are in a tense fight to save the rainforest, which lost
an area twice the size of Luxembourg last year alone,
according to Global Forest Watch.

But the problems run right through DR Congo society -
from the poor who rely on charcoal for fuel in a country
with meagre supplies of other power, to the senior officials
who profit from illegal logging. “There are lawmakers and
soldiers involved. They don’t pay taxes - it’s unfair compe-
tition,” says Felicien Liofo, head of a wood craftsmen’s
association. Local police say soldiers simply rip apart the
fences around the forest and threaten to shoot anyone
who tries to stop them.

NGOs fight back 
The government faces a daunting challenge to pro-

tect the rainforest. Its 2002 forestry code imposed a
moratorium on new concessions and regulated the num-
ber of trees that could be chopped down under existing
permits, but officials complain of a lack of resources.
Felicien Malu, a provincial environment coordinator, has
roughly 1,200 workers to cover a province twice the
size of Portugal. But his staff, he says, are not paid and

lack even the basic tools of their trade - boats, motor-
cycles or pickup trucks. “We can’t organize control mis-
sions because there are many rivers to cross and
unpaved roads,” he says.

His predecessor in the job was suspended for embez-
zlement, underlining how corruption feeds the problem of
deforestation. NGOs have launched a multi-pronged
attack against the plunder. Greenpeace Africa and a coali-
tion of eight NGOs from DRC and neighboring Congo-
Brazzaville have demanded a halt to all industrial activities
in the millions of hectares of peatland shared by the two
countries. The ancient wetlands store huge amounts of
carbon, but companies are involved in oil exploration, log-
ging and industrial agriculture in the area.

Global Witness investigated the illegal logging trade
and earlier this year accused a general in the Congolese
army of illegally reselling logging permits. However, DRC
remains impoverished and electricity is a rare luxury,
meaning that most Congolese still rely on charcoal as their
main fuel supply. Making charcoal involves chopping down
trees and slow-burning the wood in covered ovens - all of
which comes at a steep price for the environment. “I get
through a $30 sackful every two months. That’s a fair
chunk of what I earn,” says Solange Sekera while shopping
at a market in the eastern city of Goma. “We have no other
means of preparing meals.”

‘Our forests may disappear’ 
The trade in charcoal - known locally as makala - is

worth millions of dollars and it is attracting armed groups
to the Goma area, threatening Virunga natural park, a
sanctuary for endangered mountain gorillas. More than
2,000 km to the west, the reliance on charcoal in Kinshasa
is also causing severe problems. Kinshasa residents con-
sume five million tonnes of wood a year, according to
French research group Cirad, and increasing urbanization

is just raising the pressure on the forests. On the hillsides
around the capital, there are scarcely any trees left. NGOs
and the government are once again trying to respond. The
World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) is trying to minimize
the impact of charcoal burning by introducing “eco
makala” ovens that burn the fuel more efficiently and so
use less wood. And President Felix Tshisekedi is trying to
boost electricity across the country to reduce demand for
wood-based fuel. 

He has championed hydroelectric power - and ground
was broken in early October on a new dam in Goma.
NGOs and locals are not convinced of the viability of the
project, but Tshisekedi is adamant: “Given the current rate
of population growth and our energy needs, our forests
may disappear by the year 2100,” he says.  — AFP

Retired Algerian military men shout slogans calling for elections as they watch an anti-government demonstration in the capital Algiers yesterday. — AFP 

Joseph Bisole, 27, a former child soldier, manufactures
charcoal as part of the WWF Ecomakala project to reduce
illegal charcoal production, in Burungu in northeastern
Democratic Republic of Congo on Sept 28, 2019. — AFP 


