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THIRUVANANTHAPURAM: Clashes broke out
in southern India for a second day yesterday as
Hindu hardliners went on the rampage, seeking
to enforce a general shutdown in protest at two
women entering one of the country’s holiest
temples. A day after violence among rival groups
and with police left one man dead and 15 people
injured, authorities said that 266 protestors had
been arrested across the state of Kerala.

Anger erupted among Hindu traditionalists
on Wednesday after news that the two women
in their 40s, escorted by police and dressed in
black, wrong-footed devotees to sneak into the
Sabarimala temple via a side entrance before
dawn to pray. This was the first time that any
woman of menstruating age-deemed as those
aged between 10 and 50 — had set foot in the
gold-plated temple, located on a hilltop in a tiger
reserve, since India’s Supreme Court overturned
a ban in September.

Thousands of Hindu devotees, many of them
female, had previously succeeded in preventing
women from accessing the site in the weeks fol-
lowing the landmark ruling, with some hardliners
throwing stones at police and assaulting female
journalists. On Tuesday, tens of thousands of
women, in a local government-backed initiative,
had braved harassment to form a huge human
chain called the “Women’s Wall” across Kerala
to back the demand for access to the temple.

Kerala police told AFP that the man who died
on Wednesday was part of a demonstration or-
ganized by Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). Kerala’s chief min-
ister said later that the man, Chandran Unnithan,

died from a heart attack after being taken in-
jured to hospital, but a later post mortem report
said he died from injuries sustained to the head.

Police on Wednesday had used tear gas and
water cannon, including in the state capital
Thiruvananthapuram, as protestors set fire to
tyres and blocked roads. Yesterday, police
clashed with protestors pressuring shop owners
to comply with a call by the Sabarimala temple
hierarchy for a dawn-til-dusk “hartal” shutdown.
Most shops remained shut in the state, while bus
services came to a standstill.

Four people were stabbed, media reports
said, with stone-throwing protestors smashing
the windows of 99 buses and causing an esti-
mated 33.5 million rupees ($480,000) worth of
damage. In the coastal city of Kozhikode police
used tear gas to disperse protestors. Twenty of-
fices of the Communist Party of India (Marxist),
which governs Kerala in a left-wing alliance,
were attacked, said Kodiyeri Balakrishnan, state
party secretary. Journalists were assaulted in the
city of Palakkad during a march organized by
the BJP and the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh
(RSS), a hardline Hindu group and ideological
mentor of Modi’s party.

Battle zone
Kerala’s Chief Minister Pinarayi Vijayan ac-

cused the BJP and the RSS of trying to turn
Sabarimala into a “battle zone”, saying that more
than 100 people including 38 police officers had
been injured. Vijayan also slammed the head
priest of the Sabarimala temple for carrying out
a “purification ritual” after the two women en-

tered the site, saying he should quit if he is not
prepared to accept the Supreme Court verdict.
The restriction on women at the temple, atop a
3,000-feet (915-metre) hill that takes hours to
climb, reflects a belief-not exclusive to Hin-
duism-that menstruating women are impure.

September’s verdict was the latest progres-
sive ruling from India’s top court, with judges

also overturning bans on gay sex and adultery
last year. The Supreme Court is to start hearing
a legal challenge on its ruling to allow women
into the temple from January 22. Women are still
barred from a handful of Hindu temples in India.
The entry of women at Sabarimala was taboo for
generations and formalized by the Kerala High
Court in 1991.—AFP 
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One dead, 15 injured after women enter temple

KOCIH: Indian supporters of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) march during a protest rally over
two women entering the Sabarimala Ayyapa temple, in Kochi. — AFP

NEW DELHI: India’s Supreme Court yesterday
slammed authorities for their failure to rescue 15
workers trapped for 21 days in a flooded coal
mine in the country’s remote northeast.  The so-
called “rat-hole” miners have been missing since
December 13 when water gushed into the nar-
row pit from a nearby river in the state of
Meghalaya. The incident has been making head-
lines amid increasingly desperate efforts to save
the group.

Multiple teams from the National Disaster
Response Force, Coal India and the Indian Navy
have been trying to reach the miners but in vain.
In response to a petition demanding that rescue
efforts be stepped up, the top court said the
government should ask the army to join rescue
attempts, and asked why it had not yet done so.
“We’re not satisfied with the rescue operations...
We pray to God that all are alive. Whether they
are alive or dead, they need to be taken out,” the
court said in its remarks. 

Engineers with heavy-duty machines and divers
were trying again yesterday to pump out water
from the 115-metre deep tunnel. A police
spokesman said the water level had receded briefly

on Wednesday but rose again, hampering the res-
cue work. “To tackle this problem the fire service
is using one more pump to boost the discharge,”
local police superintendent Sylvester Nongtnger
said in a text message shared with reporters. Most
mines in mineral-rich Meghalaya are barely more
than rudimentary holes-some less than four feet
in height-dug into the sides of the Jaintia Hills. A
federal environment court banned rat-hole min-
ing in 2014 after local communities complained
it was polluting water sources and putting the
lives of miners at risk. But the practice continues
with thousands of impoverished migrants risking
their lives as rat-hole miners. —AFP

YANGON: Weeks of fighting between ethnic
Rakhine rebels and Myanmar’s military has
driven thousands of civilians from their homes,
the UN said, as conflict intensifies in a state al-
ready ravaged by violence against the Rohingya
Muslim minority. The army led a crackdown
against the Rohingya in western Rakhine state in
2017, justifying the violence as necessary to flush
out militants from the stateless minority. Those
operations prompted a mass exodus of Rohingya
to Bangladesh.

But that conflict largely overshadowed the
army’s simmering fight with the Arakan Army
(AA), who want greater autonomy for Rakhine’s
Buddhist population in one of Myanmar’s poorest
states. The UN’s humanitarian agency on January
1 said it was “concerned” by the recent surge in
violence which has displaced around 2,500 peo-
ple “who are sheltering in monasteries and other
communal spaces”. The rebels accuse the mili-
tary, known in Myanmar as the Tatmadaw, of de-
ploying heavy artillery against villagers.

“People are trapped by the fighting,” a
spokesman for the Arakan Army Khine Thukha
said, accusing the army of commandeering
churches, schools and monasteries. There have

been a flurry of murky, unclaimed attacks and
murders in the past two weeks in northern
Rakhine, which remains deeply fractured along
ethnic and religious lines. A policeman was mur-
dered in an ambush by unknown assailants near
the Bangladesh border, while two ethnic Rakhine
were found with their throats slit, prompting the
army to launch localized “clearance operations”.

This week a remote-controlled mine attack hit
a convoy carrying the western territory’s chief
minister, who escaped unharmed. Rakhine state
was notably sidelined in an unexpected unilateral
ceasefire announced by the military in December
that only covered conflicts in the northeast of the
country. The AA said the army was using the truce
elsewhere to focus efforts on Rakhine, a theory
Min Zaw Oo from the Myanmar Institute for Peace
and Security dismissed as “not very plausible”. 

No troop redeployments had yet taken place,
he said, adding that the aim of the military offen-
sive was to prevent the militants gaining a
foothold in Rakhine. “The Tatmadaw’s strategy is
very similar to other parts of the country,” he
said.  “When they see militant bases, they put
them under siege and bombard them with heavy
artillery.”—AFP 
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army, Rakhine rebels clash
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KSAN, India: In this file photo Indian Navy divers
are lowered into a mine with a pulley during
rescue operations to help 15 miners trapped by
flooding in an illegal coal mine in Ksan village
in Meghalaya’s East Jaintia Hills district. — AFP


