
I n t e r n a t i o n a l Friday, January 18, 2019

Friday16

PESHAWAR: Shahzad Alam has proposed mar-
riage to several women and been rejected each
time for the same reason, he says: their discov-
ery that he is not the Pakistani shoe shop owner
they thought he was, but an Afghan refugee. His
romantic future could be given a boost by Prime
Minister Imran Khan, who has ignited a national
debate with a controversial vow to grant citizen-
ship to Afghan refugees born in Pakistan-poten-
tially creating more than a million new citizens.

Pakistan is one of the largest refugee-hosting
nations in the world, home to an estimated 2.4
million registered and undocumented people
who have fled Afghanistan, some as far back as
the Soviet invasion of 1979. But many Pakistanis
view them with suspicion, accusing them of
spurring militancy and criminality, and calling for
them to be sent home. Under Pakistan’s consti-
tution, anyone born in the country after 1951 has
the right to citizenship. 

But feeling against the refugees is so strong
that no leader has dared take moves to imple-
ment the policy-Khan’s promise is the first time
any Pakistani premier has made such a vow.
Refugees greeted his words joyfully. Twitter
users joked that Khan could now win elections
in Afghanistan. “May God bless Imran Khan,”
Alam said. But the announcement has also
prompted a national outcry, with columnists
claiming he had opened a “Pandora’s Box”.

Heads of Pakistan’s main opposition parties
quickly condemned it. As the debate continues
in the country’s newspapers and on social
media, salesman Alam’s life remains in limbo.
Alam speaks with a Pakistani accent, dresses in
Pakistani fashions, and has lived all his life in the
northwestern city of Peshawar where he was
born after his parents fled Afghanistan in 1979.
Although he says women have asked him to

propose marriage in the past, the relationship
would always “end the moment we introduce
ourselves as Afghan”.

Pandora’s box? 
The United Nations says there are 1.4 million

Afghans registered as refugees in Pakistan, and
estimates that some 74 percent were born there.
Many live in camps, while others have created
lives for themselves in Pakistan’s cities, marrying
and raising children, opening shops and sup-
porting themselves. In one Peshawar bazaar,
thousands of Afghans could be seen running
hundreds of shops bursting with local and Chi-
nese goods, fresh fruits, and vegetables-visible
signs of their economic contributions.

“I feel like I am in my own village, my own
country,” said Ashiqullah Jan, a 43-year-old
refugee. But their status has always been tem-
porary, with deadlines set for them to leave Pak-
istan repeatedly pushed back as the conflict in
Afghanistan worsens.  Many analysts predict se-
curity will continue to deteriorate in 2019 de-
spite a renewed push for peace talks. In 2016 a
wave of forced repatriations from Pakistan to
Afghanistan sparked fears of a humanitarian cri-
sis. The decision by Khan is a significant depar-
ture from such policies.

“When you are born in America, you get the
American passport... so why not here? How
cruel it is for them,” he said when announcing
the measure last September. Much of the outcry
prompted by his words has been centred on se-
curity fears. Pakistan has fought a long and
bloody war with militancy, with the army often
blaming extremists based in Afghanistan and
claiming insurgents hide in refugee camps.  

Khan has reiterated his support for the meas-
ure, but faced with the outcry has not yet for-

mally taken it to parliament.  Analyst Rahimullah
Yusufzai warned that even if the prime minister-
who has developed a reputation for U-turns
since coming to power last July-does push the
policy through, implementing it will take time. “It
won’t be easy to give them citizenship or to de-
velop a consensus on the issue in parliament or
in the country,” he said. 

‘I do not want to leave’    
The United Nations refugee agency UNHCR

has welcomed the move. “So many of the young

Afghan refugees were born here and they only
know Pakistan,” country representative Ruven-
drini Menikdiwela told AFP. Most Pakistanis who
spoke to AFP in the bazaars of Peshawar, whose
proximity to the Afghan border has made it a
centre for refugees, remained staunchly opposed.
The government should send the refugees home
“as soon as possible”, 42-year-old Rehman Gul
said.  Azeem Khan, a fresh produce seller, was
one of the few Pakistanis supporting the move-
but his stance sparked a heated argument among
his customers.  — AFP

Unwanted Afghan refugees pin 
hopes on Pakistan’s Imran Khan
Pakistan’s PM vows to grant citizenship to Afghan refugees

ISLAMABAD: In this picture Afghan refugees make a roof for a mud house at a refugee camp
on the outskirts of Islamabad. — AFP 

Indian women seek
police protection
after entering 
Hindu temple
NEW DELHI: Two women who enraged conserva-
tives by entering one of Hinduism’s holiest temples
have asked India’s highest court for round-the-
clock police protection, saying their lives are in
danger. Hindu devotees went on a violent rampage
after Bindu Ammini and Kanakadurga entered
Sabarimala in January-a hilltop shrine in southern
Kerala state that for centuries was off-limits to
nearly all women.

The Supreme Court in September overturned
a ban on women of menstruating age from praying
at Sabarimala but temple devotees refused to ac-
cept the ruling and prevented female worshippers
from entering. News that Ammini and
Kanakadurga reached the shrine triggered days
of violent protest, with one person killed and
dozens injured in clashes with police that saw

buses torched and bombs hurled.  The women’s
lawyer, Indira Jaising, told the country’s top court
on Thursday that the pair needed state protection
as their welfare is in jeopardy. Kanakadurga, who
goes by one name, was allegedly attacked by her
mother-in-law on Tuesday after returning home
and was admitted to hospital for her injuries. She
had been on the run for days with Bindu Ammini,
with the pair changing safe houses more than 10
times to avoid being tracked down. 

The Supreme Court is expected to resume hear-
ing their appeal for police protection on Friday, just
days before it is due to start hearing a legal challenge
on its ruling to lift the ban on female worshippers.
The temple-considered among the holiest in Hin-
duism and set on top of a hill in a tiger reserve-
receives millions of pilgrims a year. It is dedicated
to the celibate deity Ayyappa, and followers be-
lieve letting in women of menstruating age goes
against his wishes. After Bindu and Kanakadurga
entered the temple, the head priest shut the tem-
ple doors for an hour-long “purification cere-
mony”, in line with the widespread belief that
menstruating women are impure.

Those wishing to visit Sabarimala undergo a
41-day period of introspection and detachment
known as vratha, abstaining from sex, meat, in-
toxicants and even shaving. — AFP

Body of trapped Indian 
miner found after 36 days
NEW DELHI: Indian emergency workers said yesterday they have found the body
of one of 15 miners trapped inside a so-called “rat hole” mine for over a month. The
illegal and dangerous mine in the remote, mineral-rich state of Meghalaya in India’s
north-east was flooded on December 13. The Indian Navy said they spotted the
body inside the deluged shaft at a depth of 160-210 feet with the help of a remote-
controlled probe. 

“The body has been pulled up to the mouth of Rat-hole mine and shall be ex-
tracted out of the mine under the supervision of doctors,” the Indian Navy said in
a tweet. The breakthrough comes after several attempts by navy divers to reach the
trapped miners inside the treacherous mine. Efforts to pump out water have also
failed. “Our operation is continuing,” S K Singh, in-charge of the national disaster
relief force, said. 

Indian authorities were criticized for being slow to respond to the emergency,
including from the Supreme Court which called for rescue operations to be stepped
up. Rat-hole mines are deep vertical shafts dug mostly into hillsides that branch out
into narrow tunnels to reach and retrieve coal and other substances. A federal en-
vironment court banned wildcat mining in Meghalaya in 2014 after local communities
complained it was polluting water sources and putting lives at risk. But the practice
continues, with mine owners and the state government challenging the ban at India’s
Supreme Court. At least 15 miners were killed after they were trapped in a flooded
rat hole mine in Meghalaya in 2012. Their bodies were never recovered.—AFP 


