
I n t e r n a t i o n a l Friday, February 22, 2019

Friday 17

CHAKOTHI: Bunkers are being rebuilt and a
blackout has been ordered, but schools and
bazaars remained open yesterday in Chakothi, a
border village in Pakistani-held Kashmir, after a
deadly attack sent tensions with neighboring
India soaring. Residents were worried but life
was going on in the village of some 3,000 in-
habitants just three kilometers (two miles) from
the “Line of Control”, the de facto border which
divides Kashmir between India and Pakistan.

Schoolchildren attended classes as usual and
customers crowded the markets and stalls of the
bazaar. India and Pakistan, both nuclear powers,
have been fighting for seven decades over the
Himalayan region of Kashmir, now one of the
most militarized zones in the world. 

Tensions have spiraled in recent days follow-
ing a suicide attack in Indian-held Kashmir that
killed 41 Indian paramilitaries and was claimed
by Islamist group Jaish-e-Mohammed (JeM),
based in Pakistan.

Many observers expect Indian retaliation in
the coming days. Pakistan has promised to fight
back if it is attacked. Shabbir Ahmed Pirzada, a
resident of Chakothi, decided to rehabilitate an
old bunker next to his house that was first built
in 2000, when the Indian army frequently bom-
barded the area. 

Chakothi has not been touched since a
ceasefire was declared in 2003.

“God forbid, if such situation develops, we
can save ourselves in the bunker. We are not
afraid, as we have seen Indian shelling in the
past,” he said.

‘Mischievous action’ 
Local authorities have encouraged residents

in areas near the Line of Control to take addi-
tional precautions against the risk of “mischie-
vous action” by the Indian army. “Bunkers
should be constructed in areas where they don’t
exist. Unnecessary lighting should be avoided
after sunset and people should refrain from trav-
elling on roads located close to LoC,” the local
disaster management agency has warned resi-
dents. “We are scared for our children when they
go to school,” said Jamila Kathoon, a housewife,
pointing out that the local school had been hit
by shelling in the past.

“We had built bunkers in our mud houses in
the past, for our safety. Now we have houses
with tin roofs, which are not safe. There will be
more loss if there is shelling in the area,” added
another resident, Zaheer Ahmed.

“We are very worried,” he said. Others are
worried about the economic consequences of
the crisis. The cross-border bus service serving
both sides of Kashmir since 2005, as well as
modest barter operations implemented in 2008
as part of peace efforts, were partially halted this
week by Delhi. “There will be huge losses to the
traders... The two countries should find a politi-
cal solution to the Kashmir issue,” said Jan
Muhammad, a Kashmiri trader. 

Afghanistan response
Afghanistan’s Foreign Ministry summoned

the Pakistani ambassador on Wednesday over
his remarks that Afghan peace talks could be af-

fected if India resorted to violence after last
week’s attack on Indian paramilitary police in
Kashmir. In a statement issued after the meeting
with Ambassador Zahid Nasrullah, the Foreign
Ministry said it deemed his comments to be “in
contradiction with Pakistan’s commitments with
regards to realizing peace in Afghanistan”.

Tensions between India and Pakistan have
risen sharply since the suicide bomb attack in
the disputed Kashmir region, which the Pak-
istan-based Jaish-e-Mohammad militant group
claimed responsibility for. India has blamed Pak-
istan, saying Islamabad has not done enough to
control militants based on its soil.—Agencies

Pakistani-held Kashmir on alert 
as tensions with India rise 
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SRINAGAR: A Kashmiri girl makes her way back to home from school in the border town of Chakothi in
Pakistan-administered Kashmir, some 3 km from Line of Control (LoC). — AFP

Aung San Suu Kyi 
expected at UN in 
Geneva next week
GENEVA: Myanmar’s de facto leader Aung San Suu Kyi, who has
been criticized by the West over the government’s treatment of
Rohingya Muslims and other human rights concerns, is scheduled
to speak at the United Nations in Geneva next week, a UN official
said yesterday. Her itinerary has not been made public but it could
coincide with that of UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres, who
will open the UN Human Rights Council session on Monday, pre-
senting the chance of a rare meeting. Suu Kyi is a former political
prisoner who was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1991 but her
reputation has suffered badly in recent years.

Her government’s relations with the United Nations are tense
following the Rohingya crisis. It has banned the UN special rap-
porteur on human rights in Myanmar, Yanghee Lee, from coming
to the country and Suu Kyi’s administration has opposed raising
the profile of the UN resident coordinator in Myanmar.

She has largely shunned travel to the West since the Rohingya cri-
sis broke out in 2017 but she and senior officials in her administration
travel regularly within Asia. Suu Kyi is listed as a speaker at the Con-
ference on Disarmament in Geneva next Wednesday, but UN officials
were not immediately able to confirm any other details of her trip.
About 730,000 Rohingya Muslims have fled from Myanmar’s
Rakhine State into Bangladesh since a military crackdown in 2017
after Rohingya insurgents attacked security posts.—Reuters 

SRINAGAR: Junaid Ayub Rather cowered alongside 30 other
students in a small room for two nights while mobs chanted for
their blood outside, before finally escaping an angry backlash
over a suicide bombing in Kashmir. Similar scenes have played
out across the nation as Kashmiris living away from home flee
violent reprisals following the latest attack in the restive Hi-
malayan region, which killed at least 40 Indian paramilitary sol-
diers. Rather said angry crowds gathered outside hostels and
apartments rented by Kashmiri students in Dehradun, north of
New Delhi, shouting for the “traitors” and “terrorists” inside to
be shot.

“It took us four days to reach home in Kashmir with some
help from police and a Muslim businessman,” Rather, who had
lived in the northern city for two years, told AFP after reaching
his home south of Srinagar. “Thirty of us slept in one room for
two nights before we could mobilize help to flee.” The business-
man let them take refuge in his home until buses could be or-
ganized to get them to safety.

Around 11,000 Kashmiri students enrol at Indian universities
outside their home state each year. Many are now clamoring to
return home to a region battle-scarred by 30 years of brutal

armed insurgency, fearing violent attacks if they stay. Video
footage of Kashmiris being beaten and taunted in Indian cities
has been widely shared on social media, while rightwing Hindu
groups and pundits on TV news channels have encouraged
reprisals. A professor from New Delhi’s Jawaharlal Nehru Uni-
versity this week publicly called for the execution of 40 Kash-
miris to avenge the suicide bombing, while two other colleges
announced they would no longer accept students from the
territory.

More than 500 students, along with 100 businessmen, have
already arrived back in Kashmir to flee a “climate of fear and
intimidation across India”, said Kashmir Traders and Manufac-
turers Federation chief Mohammad Yasin Khan. More were on
their way, he said. “We are continuously receiving distress calls
from all kinds of people asking for help,” Khan said.

Some Kashmiri students have also been suspended by In-
dian universities for allegedly posting insensitive comments on
social media about the suicide attack, while others have been
arrested on sedition charges. India’s interior ministry has or-
dered state governments to protect Kashmiri students-but sev-
eral political leaders have also stoked aggressive anti-Kashmir
sentiment since the bombing.

“Don’t visit Kashmir... Boycott everything Kashmiri,”
Meghalaya state governor Tathagata Roy wrote on Twitter.
More than 500,000 Indian troops are stationed in Kashmir, a
territory administered by New Delhi but also claimed by neigh-
boring Pakistan. The two countries have battled three wars for
control of the region, while an assortment of local insurgent
groups have fought for a merger with Pakistan or outright in-
dependence.—AFP

Kashmiri students
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