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PARIS: Firefighters douse the flames of burning motorcycles in Paris on January 5, 2019, which were set alight during an anti-government demonstration called by the yellow vest “Gilets Jaunes” movement. —

PARIS: “Yellow vest” protesters returned in force to
the streets of France this weekend, clashing with police
in several cities and smashing their way into a govern-
ment ministry in Paris with the help of a forklift truck.
The interior ministry put the number of protesters who
took to the streets on Saturday at 50,000, compared
with 32,000 on December 29 when the movement
appeared to be weakening after holding a series of
weekly Saturday protests since mid-November. 

Government spokesman Benjamin Griveaux, who
was evacuated from his ministry in central Paris when a
handful of protesters in high-visibility vests smashed
down the large wooden door to the ministry compound,
denounced the break-in as an “unacceptable attack on
the Republic”. “Some yellow vest protesters and other
people dressed in black ... got hold of a construction
vehicle which was in the street nearby and smashed
open the entrance gate to the ministry,” he told AFP.

They briefly entered the courtyard where they
smashed up two cars, broke some windows then
escaped, he added, saying police were trying to identi-
fy them from security footage. President Emmanuel

Macron did not specifically refer to the incident, but
tweeted his condemnation of the “extreme violence”
against “the Republic, its guardians, its representatives
and its symbols”.

‘Agitators’ strike back 
Griveaux had on Friday criticized the yellow vest

movement, describing those still involved as “agitators”
who were seeking “to overthrow the government”.
Police said some 3,500 demonstrators turned up on the
Champs-Elysees on Saturday morning.  Some then
made their way south of the river to the wealthy area
around Boulevard St Germain, where they set light to a
car and several motorbikes and set up burning barri-
cades, prompting police to fire tear gas to try and dis-
perse them. Police said 35 people were arrested.

Demonstrators took to the streets of several other
cities across France, with up to 2,000 people in Rouen
northwest of Paris, where some set up burning barri-
cades. One protester was injured and at least two oth-
ers were arrested, police said. Some 4,600 protesters
hit the streets of the southwestern city of Bordeaux,

with some hurling stones at police who answered with
tear gas and water cannon. Five police were hurt and 11
people arrested, local authorities said, adding that sev-
eral cars were torched and shop windows broken.

Further south in Toulouse, 22 people were detained
following clashes that erupted after 2,000 people
turned out to demonstrate. And in the central-eastern
city of Lyon, several thousands took to the streets,
blocking access to the A7 motorway and causing traffic
jams for those returning from Christmas holidays in the
mountains.

Brigitte Bardot backs protesters 
The yellow vest movement began in rural France

over plans to increase fuel taxes. But it later ballooned
into a wider revolt against Macron’s pro-market poli-
cies and governing style, with 282,000 people joining
the first Saturday rally on November 17. Macron initial-
ly refused to make any concessions, but in mid-
December, after weeks of violence, he scrapped the
planned fuel tax hike and promised extra cash for mini-
mum wage earners as well as tax cuts for pensioners.

The protests have turned into the biggest political
crisis of Macron’s 20-month presidency and brought
his popularity ratings to an all-time low. Although pub-
lic anger appeared to abate following his concessions
and over the holiday period, the brief arrest on
Wednesday of Eric Drouet, one of the leaders of the
movement, appeared to rekindle resentment among his
supporters. 

The latest opinion poll, published on Thursday by
Odoxa Dentsu, indicated 55 percent support the
protests — a figure which, although lower than the 75
percent back in November, is still important enough to
suggest the anti-austerity movement retains political
clout. Former cinema icon Brigitte Bardot, who is
known today for her rightwing views and animal rights
activism, yesterday said she understood what motivated
the yellow vest movement. “When I see the millions
spent on incredibly trivial things, when I see politicians
using private planes and chauffeur-driven cars to get
around (...) all this money spent is unacceptable,” she
told the Midi Libre newspaper. “It should be given
instead to people in need.” — AFP 

‘Yellow vests’ storm French ministry 
‘The break-in an unacceptable attack on the Republic’
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KUNDUZ: At least 30 people were killed
when a gold mine collapsed in northeastern
Afghanistan yesterday, officials said, in the
latest tragedy to strike the war-torn country.
Another seven were injured in the incident
in Kohistan district of Badakhshan province,
district governor Mohammad Rustam Raghi
told AFP.

Villagers had dug a 60-metre deep shaft
in a river bed to search for gold. They were
inside when the walls fell in. “The people
were using an excavator to dig a big hole in
the river when it collapsed, trapping dozens
of workers,” Raghi said. “At least 30 people
have been killed and seven wounded.” It was
not clear why the shaft collapsed, but the
provincial governor’s spokesman Nik
Mohammad Nazari told AFP the miners
were not professionals.

“The villagers have been involved in this
business for decades with no government
control over them,” Nazari said. “We have
sent a rescue team to the area, but villagers
have already started removing bodies from
the site.” Defense ministry helicopters have
been dispatched to deliver cash to the fami-
lies of the victims and airlift the wounded to
hospitals, said Hashmat Bahaduri,
spokesman for the National Disaster
Management Authority.

Bahaduri confirmed the casualty toll, but
warned the figures could change. Families of
the wounded will receive 10,000 afghanis
(about $130) in compensation, while those
of the dead will get 50,000 afghanis, he
said. Badakhshan is a remote, mountainous
province in northeast Afghanistan bordering
Tajikistan, China and Pakistan. The impover-
ished region is prone to landslides, particu-
larly in the colder months when heavy snow
blankets the province. Illegal mining is com-
mon in resource-rich Afghanistan, with the
Taleban relying on the sector for much of its
revenue. But most of the country’s minerals
remain untapped as the raging conflict and
lack of regulation deter international miners
from exploiting the huge reserves. — AFP   

30 killed in
Afghan gold
mine collapse

NEW DELHI: The organizers of a major
Indian science conference distanced them-
selves yesterday from speakers who used
the prestigious event to dismiss Einstein’s
discoveries and claim ancient Hindus invent-
ed stem cell research. The Indian Scientific
Congress Association expressed “serious
concern” as the unorthodox remarks aired
by prominent academics at its annual con-
ference attracted condemnation and
ridicule.

The distinguished gathering of Indian
researchers and scientists hosts Nobel lau-
reates, but in recent years has seen Hindu
mythology and faith-based theories edging
onto the agenda. At this year’s congress, the
head of a southern Indian university cited an
ancient Hindu text as proof that stem cell
research was discovered on the subconti-
nent thousands of years ago.

“We had 100 Kauravas from one mother

because of stem cell and test tube technolo-
gy,” said G. Nageshwar Rao, Vice
Chancellor at Andhra University, referring to
a story from the Hindu epic Mahabharata.
Rao, who was addressing school children
and scientists at the event, also said a
demon king from another centuries-old
Hindu epic had two dozen aircraft and a
network of landing strips in modern-day Sri
Lanka. “Hindu Lord Vishnu used guided
missiles known as ‘Vishnu Chakra’ and
chased moving targets,” added the profes-
sor of inorganic chemistry.

Event organizers tried to hose down the
remarks, saying it was “unfortunate” the
prestigious event had been derailed by con-
troversy. “We don’t subscribe to their views
and distance ourselves from their comments.
This is unfortunate,” Premendu P. Mathur,
general secretary of Indian Scientific
Congress Association, told AFP. “There is a
serious concern about such kind of utter-
ances by responsible people.”

Another speaker, a scientist from a uni-
versity in southern Tamil Nadu state, also
raised eyebrows by questioning the break-
throughs of Isaac Newton and Albert
Einstein. India is no stranger to prominent
figures debasing science or citing ancient
Hindu texts like the Puranas and Vedas as

ironclad evidence of the country’s techno-
logical prowess.

India’s minister for higher education
Satyapal Singh last year said Darwin’s theo-
ry of evolution was wrong, and vowed to
change the national school curriculum to
reflect that. The minister hails from the
Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP), which rules 17 of India’s 29 states and
territories outright or through alliances. BJP
leader and Prime Minister Narendra Modi
in 2015 pointed to Hindu scriptures as proof
that plastic surgery existed in ancient India. 

Science minister Harsh Vardhan last year
said ancient Greeks took credit from India
for early mathematical principles and mis-
quoted Stephen Hawking as praising the
Vedas for discoveries greater than Einstein’s
theory of relativity. The Breakthrough
Science Society, an Indian-based educa-
tional charity, said it was “astounded and
even horrified” at the remarks made at an
academic summit. “Puranic verses and epics
are poetic, enjoyable, contain moral ele-
ments and rich in imagination but not scien-
tifically constructed or validated theories,”
the group said in a statement Sunday. “Such
a hallowed assembly of scientists has been
misused to make false and chauvinistic
claims about ancient India.” — AFP 

Scientists slam 
Hindu ‘stem
cell’ claim


