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GUWAHATI: Protesters attacked train
stations in India’s northeast, authorities
said yesterday, angry over a new federal
law that would make it easier for non-
Muslim minorities from some neighboring
countries to seek Indian citizenship.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s Hindu
nationalist government has said the Citi-
zenship Amendment Bill, approved by par-
liament on Wednesday, was meant to
protect minorities from Bangladesh, Pak-
istan and Afghanistan.

Protesters in the northeastern state of
Assam, which shares a border with
Bangladesh, say the measure will open the
region to a flood of foreigners. Others
said the bigger problem with the new law
was that it undermined India’s secular
constitution by not offering protection to
Muslims.

Police fired tear gas in Assam’s main
city of Guwahati to break up small groups
of people who were demonstrating in the
streets, defying a curfew imposed on
Wednesday. “This is a spontaneous public
outburst,” said Nehal Jain, a masters stu-
dent in communications in Guwahati. “First
they tell us there are too many illegal im-
migrants and we need to get rid of them.
Then they bring in this law that would
allow citizenship to immigrants,” she said.

A movement against illegal migrants has
simmered in tea-growing Assam state for
decades. The citizenship amendment law

grants Indian nationality to Buddhists,
Christians, Hindus, Jains, Parsis and Sikhs
who fled Afghanistan, Bangladesh and
Pakistan before 2015.

Protesters vandalised four railway sta-
tions in Assam and tried to set fire to them,
a railway spokesman said. Train services
were suspended, stranding scores of pas-
sengers. IndiGo said it had cancelled
flights because of the unrest in Assam.

The turmoil in Assam comes days ahead
of a summit Modi plans to host for Japan-
ese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe there as
part of his campaign to move high-profile
diplomatic events outside of Delhi to
showcase India’s diversity.

Modi urged calm and said the people of
Assam had nothing to fear. “I want to as-
sure them - no one can take away your
rights, unique identity and beautiful cul-
ture. It will continue to flourish and grow,”
he tweeted. More troops have been de-
ployed to Assam to restore peace and mo-
bile internet was suspended in 10 districts,
the government said.

The new law is also raising concerns
that Modi’s government is pushing a
Hindu-first identity for India and fanning
fears for the future of Muslims, the biggest
minority group. The Indian Express said
the law, which requires presidential assent,
unfairly targets India’s 170 million Muslims.

“It is a political signal of a terrible nar-
rowing, a chilling exclusion, directed at In-

diaís own largest minority. India is to be
redefined as the natural home of Hindus, it
says to Indiaís Muslims. And that they
must, therefore, be content with a less nat-
ural citizenship.”

The government has said the new law
will be followed by a citizenship register

that means Muslims must prove they
were original residents of India and not
refugees from these three countries, po-
tentially rendering some of them state-
less. Members of other faiths listed in
the law, by contrast, have a clear path to
citizenship. —Reuters

Protesters set fire to train stations
in India over citizenship law

GUWAHATI: People walk past the wreckage of a vehicle which was set on fire by demonstrators during a
protest against the government’s Citizenship Amendment Bill (CAB) in Guwahati yesterday. —AFP

Delhi’s air quality
turns ‘severe’ as
toxic haze lingers
NEW DELHI: India’s capital New Delhi was
shrouded in a toxic haze for the second
straight day yesterday, and visibility
dropped due to cooler temperatures and
lower wind speeds that let deadly pollutants
hang in the air. The air quality index crossed
400 on a scale of 500, indicative of “severe”
conditions that pose a risk for healthy peo-
ple and can seriously impact those with ex-
isting diseases.

The index measures the concentration of
deadly pollutant PM2.5 - tiny particles that
can enter the bloodstream. Chronic exposure
to such pollutants can contribute to the risk
of developing diseases such as lung cancer,
according to the World Health Organization.

Federal pollution control officials were
tracking the air quality status, Prashant Gar-
gava, member secretary at the Central Pol-
lution Control Board, said. The board falls
under the federal environment ministry.

Under an emergency action plan, author-

ities shut down brick kilns and halted all
construction activity during the day. During
the last two months, the capital’s 20 million
residents have breathed “moderate” to “sat-
isfactory” air only for four days, according
to a record of official data compiled by
Reuters. The air quality index was “very
poor” on most days this month.

Air quality levels have crossed 400 for a
second time this month despite farm fires from
Delhi’s neighboring states - blamed by author-
ities as the primary cause for poor air quality
in recent weeks - coming to an end with the
onset of winter. “Now fire counts are almost
stopped except in a few routine incidences
and hence no contribution to Delhi’s air quality
is expected now onwards for the season,”
government-run monitor SAFAR said.

The relentless focus on stamping out
farm fires every year tends to deflect
scrutiny from authorities that are falling be-
hind on cleaning up industry or improving
public transport, critics say. Vehicular ex-
hausts, along with emissions from industry,
contribute more than 50 percent of Delhi’s
air pollution on most days through the year,
according to official estimates. SAFAR fore-
cast said that Delhi’s air quality was likely to
deteriorate next week due to foggy condi-
tions. —Reuters

Bangladesh 
plastics factory 
blaze kills 13
DHAKA: At least 13 people were killed and
nearly 20 people were critically injured when a
fire swept through an illegal plastics factory
outside the Bangladeshi capital Dhaka, police
said yesterday. Factory fires are common in
Bangladesh, especially in the dry winter season,
due to lax enforcement of safety codes.

The blaze started on Wednesday afternoon
and quickly ripped through the ground floor
of the Prime Patent Plastic factory in Kerani-
ganj, just southwest of Dhaka, police said. “So
far 13 people were killed. Twelve of them died
while being treated at the Dhaka Medical Col-
lege Hospital and and another died at the
scene,” police inspector Bacchu Mia said.

Police said some 150 people were working in
the tin-shed ground floor factory when fire
broke out with a loud bang in one of the rooms.
“The workers who were in that room were the
ones who were burnt. We immediately shifted
them to hospital in critical conditions,” local po-
lice chief Shah Zaman said. —AFP

Hopes in ashes for
grieving Indian family
after deadly factory fire
NEW DELHI: When Mohammed Faisal Khan
perished in a fire that killed 43 workers sleeping
in a small factory in New Delhi on Sunday his
parents back in the impoverished eastern state
of Bihar lost their eldest son and the family’s sole
breadwinner. A victim of the Indian capital’s
deadliest fire in two decades, Khan was one of
eight migrant workers from Narayanpur village
whose charred bodies were found in the doomed
leather processing factory.

“My husband is too unwell to work and my
son was our only hope. We’re completely shat-
tered,” Rubina Khatoon, his mother, told Reuters
by telephone from the family home. A neighbor,
who died alongside him, had helped Khan get
the job. Like thousands of migrant workers
swarming Delhi, the victims earned as little as $2
to $3 a day.

Khan, 23, was using the pittance he made to
support his sister and brother’s education and
buy medicine for his father, a diabetic, his mother
said. “My son would have only two meals a day
to save money and send 3,500-4,000 rupees
($49-56) to us every month. He would hardly
keep 500-1,000 rupees for his day-to-day ex-
penses,” she recounted. —Reuters


