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Court battles underline complexity 
of India’s myriad land laws

BANGKOK: Recent court rulings have underlined the
complexity of India’s numerous land laws, which have
sparked conflicts and made it harder for poor farmers and
indigenous people to access justice, analysts and lawyers
said. Last week, the Supreme Court ruled that indigenous
people in Meghalaya state owned their land and its
resources, and that only they could permit mining, after
years of illegal mining devastated the environment and
their livelihoods.

Also last week, the Madras High Court ruled that all
land acquisitions by Tamil Nadu state after September
2013 under state laws were illegal and the land must be
returned - unless already in use - as the laws bypassed the
federal land acquisition law. “Finding a solution to land
conflict is one of the foremost policy challenges for India,”
said Namita Wahi, who heads the Land Rights Initiative at
New Delhi-based think tank Centre for Policy Research.

“Competing historical and policy narratives of property
rights have resulted in numerous, conflicting laws, leading
to legal disputes,” she said. “The problem is compounded
by administrative failure to comply with the rule of law.” A
study of eight of India’s 29 states by CPR showed there

are more than 1,200 laws related to land. Some dated back
to the colonial era more than a century ago, said Wahi.
“No government has ever attempted to rationalize existing
land laws. But this is the need of the hour,” she said.

Long wait
With a population of about 1.3 billion people on a land

mass less than half the size of Australia, rising pressure on
land in India for homes, highways, airports and industry is
triggering conflicts. Across India, more than 700 land dis-
putes affect nearly 8 million people, according to research
firm Land Conflict Watch. Many of these cases end up in
court. Matters related to land and property made up
about two-thirds of all civil cases in the country, accord-
ing to a 2016 study by Bengaluru-based legal advocacy
group Daksh.

About a fourth of all cases decided in the top court in
the past 70 years were related to land, CPR’s research
showed. But anyone approaching the court must be pre-
pared for a long wait, as a land acquisition dispute in the
Supreme Court can take up to 20 years to resolve, accord-
ing to CPR’s research. One of the biggest tests of India’s

land laws and states’ compliance with the rule of law is the
ongoing case against the Forest Rights Act (FRA) in the
Supreme Court.

Millions of forest dwellers and indigenous people
whose land claims were rejected under the 2006 law may
be evicted because of a failure to implement the law that
recognized their right to inhabit and live off forests where
their ancestors had settled. Conservation groups say the
law hurts wildlife and causes deforestation. Meanwhile, the
Narendra Modi-led government has drafted a new forest
policy that would make the FRA ineffective, according to
land rights groups.

The top court is set to resume hearings on the FRA on
July 24. “The Ministry of Tribal Affairs is committed to
defending the constitutional validity of FRA and safe-
guarding the interests of tribals,” said a senior ministry
official who asked not to be named as the matter is in
court. “We have seen the draft of the new forest policy,
and we have offered feedback, so that it does not negate
the FRA,” the official told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation on the phone.

Only option
India’s Land Acquisition, Rehabilitation and

Resettlement Act (2013), passed by a previous government
led by the Congress party, replaced a colonial-era law
with an aim to safeguard farmers. But land is a state issue,
and several states have amended provisions of the law that
require consent from farmers, a social impact assessment,
adequate compensation and rehabilitation. State officials
say the law delays land acquisitions for industrial projects
that are key to generating jobs and improving livelihoods
of tens of millions of people.

Last year, the top court issued notices to five states, on
the basis of a plea filed by land rights activists who said
the amendments went against the federal law. “Given how
brazen various state governments have been in diluting the
provisions, a challenge in the courts is the only realistic
option,” said Suhrith Parthasarathy, a lawyer who argued
against Tamil Nadu state’s land laws. “There cannot be dif-
fering standards employed by the state to acquire land.
Ultimately, at some point the Supreme Court will need to
settle these questions,” he said. — Reuters

BEIJING: A Chinese anti-corruption activist who
had urged officials to disclose their wealth was
arrested for allegedly “promoting terrorism”, as
Beijing clamps down on Communist Party critics.
Zhang Baocheng, 60, was a member of the now-
defunct New Citizens Movement, which cam-
paigned for democracy and government trans-
parency. It is unusual in China for members of
civil society or human rights activists to be
accused of terrorism, and his wife told AFP that
she fears it suggests Zhang might receive a heavy
prison sentence.

Zhang was given a two-year prison term in 2014
for “disrupting public order” after holding a banner
in a crowded shopping area in Beijing urging offi-
cials to disclose their assets as a check against cor-
ruption. He has continued to be a vocal critic of the
Communist Party even after the movement was
suppressed and at least 20 of its members were
detained in a year-long crackdown starting in 2013.
But what led to his latest arrest is unclear.

Zhang was arrested by Beijing police on July 4,
suspected of “picking quarrels, promoting terror-
ism, extremism, and inciting terrorism,” according
to an arrest warrant shared by his wife, Liu Juefan.
“After his release from prison... he never stopped
fighting, so they are now using this charge of ter-
rorism and extremism to condemn him to a heavy
sentence,” Liu said on the phone from New York.
“Since his arrest, I have not been able to reach him,
but his lawyer has met him twice,” she said, adding
that her husband “has been framed”.

Living in fear   
Zhang’s arrest comes over a month after he was

detained on May 28 — days before the politically
sensitive anniversary of the Tiananmen crackdown
that falls on June 4. Authorities crack down on
activists and further tighten internet censorship to
prevent any mention of the killing of hundreds,
possibly more than 1,000, of pro-democracy pro-
testers by soldiers and tanks in 1989.

Zhang was also detained for over a month in
2016 for participating in a private commemoration
of the taboo incident, but it is unclear whether he
had planned for something similar this year. “On
May 28, Zhang Baocheng called his daughter and
told her that police had detained him and were
searching his apartment,” Liu said. “The police had
told him they were looking for a gun.”

Beijing police did not answer AFP calls to clarify
whether Zhang was in possession of an illegal
firearm. China’s leadership under President Xi
Jinping has cracked down on student groups, labor
movements and rights activists in recent years in a
bid to silence dissent. 

“Everyone in China is living in fear and with
lies,” Zhang told AFP in December, when he went
outside a courthouse to show support for a promi-
nent lawyer critical of the party who was on trial.
“When there’s more people willing to stand up
(against bad government),” he said, “it will allow
more people to get rid of their fears.” —AFP 
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Indian workers toil 
at one of world’s 
highest roads
TANGTSE, India: Hundreds of miles from their homes, a
group of laborers are toiling in a cold Indian Himalayan
desert to repair some of the world’s highest roads.
Stationed near Chang La pass which is perched at a
height of 5,360 meters, the 13 men, whose home is the
low-lying eastern state of Jharkhand, have little experi-
ence of cold climes. They have been hired for four
months in the Tangtse district of Ladakh, where blizzards
can rage throughout the year, to ensure that the key
tourist route to the picturesque Nubra Valley and
Pangong lake is in good condition.

Their back-breaking stint will fetch them 40,000
rupees each-a considerable sum in a country where more
than 21 percent of the 1.3 billion population lived on less
than two dollars a day in 2011. “There is not much work
there (back home). I don’t find any work difficult,” said
Sunil Tutu, 30. They toil six days a week, using only their
bare hands, shovels and old sacks to move rocks and
sand, with the help of local Ladakhi workers, some of
them women. 

Sundays are the only days they can do their laundry
as well as bathe and shave. Each morning the group
hops on a truck to reach the work site after a breakfast
of tea and bread. They return to their basic housing
tents after sunset and have a meal of rice and lentils.
The tents do not have electricity and workers rely on
kerosene stoves to cook and heat up the icy water. But
they are undaunted.

“If given a chance I will come back here again,” said
Sushil Tutu, 35. “I like the road work.... I like it anywhere.”
Another worker Rajshekhar, 33, said the inhospitable
conditions helped him save more for the future. “Back
home we are unable to save money, we eat and drink and
the money gets over. The work is good (here), I like the
snow and the mountains. I don’t like the cold though.”

Migration for work is common in rural India.
According to the non-government Aajeevika Bureau
agency, millions work in hazardous conditions with little
legal or social protection. India’s unemployment rate has
been worsening. In 2017-2018 it was 6.1 percent, the
worst since the 1970s, posing a major challenge for newly
re-elected Prime Minister Narendra Modi. — AFP

TANGTSE, India: In this picture Chota Montu, 25, a road maintenance worker from India’s low-lying eastern
Jharkhand state, takes a bath on his day off at his campsite near Tangtse village in northern India’s Ladakh
region of Jammu and Kashmir state. — AFP

Aircraft technician 
crushed by 
landing gear
KOLKATA: A trainee technician in India was crushed to
death yesterday by the landing gear flaps on an aircraft
while conducting maintenance work, airline SpiceJet said.
“Inadvertently, the main landing gear hydraulic door
closed and he got stuck in between the hydraulic door
flaps,” SpiceJet said after the incident at Kolkata airport in
eastern India. “The hydraulic doors were broken to rescue
(Rohit) Pandey but he was declared dead,” the airline said.
“The entire SpiceJet family stands together in grief in this
unfortunate incident.” Airport director Kaushik
Bhattacharya said that Pandey, 26, was “sucked into the
lower end of the aircraft due to hydraulic pressure. His
body had to be cut out of it”. The aircraft was a Canadian
Bombardier Q400. — AFP 

Filipino ‘suicide 
bomber’ behind 
last month’s attack
MANILA: Philippine security forces con-
firmed yesterday the first Filipino “suicide
bomber” attack in the Asian country, warn-
ing Islamic militants were grooming other
local prospects for more such actions in
the future. Norman Lasuca and one other
yet to be identified suspect blew them-
selves up outside a military camp on the
remote southern island of Jolo on June 28
in explosions that also killed three soldiers
and two civilians, authorities said.

“We can now confirm... the incidence of
the first suicide bombing in the Philippines,
perpetrated by a Filipino in the person of
Norman Lasuca,” military spokesman
Brigadier-General Edgard Arevalo told a
news conference. The Islamic State group
claimed the attack that marked a serious
escalation of militancy driven by the influ-
ence of IS in Southeast Asia. A decades-old
Islamist insurgency in the southern
Philippines has killed tens of thousands, but
suicide attacks have been used extremely
rarely, with foreign fighters blamed for the
few that have been carried out.

The region’s military commander gave
a somber outlook. “Based on our moni-
toring, they (IS militants) are training oth-
ers,” Lieutenant-General  Ciri l i to
Sobejana told reporters. “The probability
is high,” Sobejana said when asked about

the likelihood of future suicide attacks by
local militants. He said suicide bomber
recruits were training in the south of the
mainly Catholic country where IS-linked
outfits operate.

Police spokesman Bernard Banac said
the Jolo bombing was “organised by the
Abu Sayyaf group”-Filipino militants
engaged in kidnappings and bombings and
who look to IS as a “model”. A local
woman and member of Jolo’s dominant
Tausug ethnic group claimed one of the
attackers was her son, allowing the author-
ities to match their DNA samples. “The
security environment in our country has
changed,” Arevalo said, requiring military
and police “adjustments in techniques, tac-
tics and procedures”.

“Before, we only heard of IED (impro-
vised explosive device) attacks, remote-
controlled attacks but this time an individ-
ual blew himself up as a full-fledged sui-
cide bomber.” The June 28 attack came
months after explosions described by
Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte as a
“suicide bombing” killed 21 people in Jolo’s
Catholic cathedral in January. Banac, the
police spokesman, said authorities had no
way of knowing whether the feet of a man
and a woman recovered after that attack
belonged to Filipinos or foreigners.

In July last year an explosives-laden van
driven by a Moroccan man killed 11, includ-
ing the driver, when it blew up at a security
checkpoint on the southern island of
Basilan. “The Moroccan... was the first sui-
cide bomber but a lot has happened since
then. In a way, they have leveled up and are
now using our locals for suicide bombings,”
Sobejana said yesterday. — AFP

MANILA: Philippine Armed Forces spokesperson Brigadier General Edgard Arevalo,
left, speaks beside Philippine National Police (PNP) spokesperson Bernard Banac
during a joint press conference at the military headquarters in Manila. — AFP

ISLAMABAD: A global media watchdog
has slammed Pakistani authorities over the
removal of three television channels from
the country’s airwaves, saying the move was
“indicative of disturbing dictatorial tenden-
cies” as pressure mounts on journalists in
the South Asian nation.  The statement from
Reporters Without Borders (RSF) comes
days after AbbTakk TV, 24 News, and
Capital TV all had their broadcasts cut, after
screening a press conference with opposi-
tion leader Maryam Nawaz.

Pakistani authorities say the channels
were unavailable due to “technical issues”,
but RSF described the outage as an act of
“brazen censorship”. “Reporters Without
Borders (RSF) is appalled to learn that three
Pakistani TV news channels have been sus-
pended from cable networks at the behest
of the authorities in reprisal for broadcast-
ing an opposition leader’s news confer-
ence,” the watchdog said late Tuesday. 

It went on to pin the removal of the
channels on the Pakistan Electronic Media
Regulatory Authority, saying “the all-pow-
erful broadcast media regulator” takes its
lead from the country’s “military establish-
ment”. A senior official with knowledge of
the case confirmed the move against the

channels, saying the broadcasters had vio-
lated Pakistan’s “code of conduct” and
been warned against airing the press con-
ference with Maryam Nawaz.

Nawaz is the daughter of former prime
minister Nawaz Sharif-who is currently
behind bars for corruption-and her press
conference featured a judge claiming he
had been blackmailed into convicting the
former premier. The move came as Prime
Minister Imran Khan’s administration
vowed to block any media coverage and
interviews of politicians “who are convicts
and under trial”, according to leading
English-language daily Dawn.

Just last week, Pakistan’s largest pri-
vate broadcaster Geo News TV abruptly
took an interview with former president
Asif Ali Zardari off air shortly after it
began. There have been accusations in
recent years of the country’s powerful
military putting pressure on the media to
stop coverage critical of its policies-alle-
gations it denies. Pakistan routinely ranks
among the world’s most dangerous coun-
tries for media workers and reporters
have frequently been detained, beaten and
even killed for being critical of the gov-
ernment or powerful military. — AFP

BANGKOK: Thailand’s new civilian gov-
ernment will retain the power to arbitrarily
detain critics despite the imminent easing
of junta-era security controls, prompting
warnings from rights groups of enduring
“martial law”. Nearly 2,000 people have
been tried in military courts since now-
prime minister Prayut Chan-O-Cha seized
power in a 2014 coup.

The junta eased a ban on political activ-
ities last year in the run-up to national
elections and the former army chief phased
out dozens of additional junta-enacted
orders Tuesday, transferring military cases
to civilian courts. But the government
retained over 100 orders, including the
right for the military to detain suspects for
seven days on national security grounds.

“This is martial law used during an
emergency crisis, but we’ve had elections
and a new government so why is it still
imposed?” said Anon Chalawan of legal
monitoring group iLaw. Prayut on Tuesday
defended his original invoking of junta-era

powers as a way of “solving problems”.  But
political analyst Titipol Phakdeewanich said
the continuing restrictions showed that full
democracy remained a distant prospect for
Thais. “I think they know people will be
more critical of this government,” he said.

Thailand held elections in March and
Prayut holds a slim majority in the lower
house through a coalition of almost 20 par-
ties, which-together with a military-
appointed Senate-installed him as civilian
prime minister. Prayut’s political opponents
slammed the process, which included the
temporary suspension from parliament of
his biggest rival. But despite questions over
his legitimacy the ex-army chief is pressing
ahead and is expected to form a cabinet in
the coming days. Tuesday’s announcement
came after a rash of attacks on pro-
democracy activists that remain unsolved.
In late June, activist Sirawith Seritiwat-
known for staging anti-junta protests-was
set upon with sticks by men on motorcy-
cles and put in hospital. — AFP
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