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UAE joins Washington-led call 
against ‘abuse of blasphemy’

WASHINGTON: The United Arab Emirates has joined a
US-led call to prevent the abuse of blasphemy laws,
which are on the books in much of the Islamic world.
The United Arab Emirates was one of only three
Muslim-majority nations along with Albania and
Kosovo, both known for moderation, that signed a
statement on blasphemy and apostasy laws at the end
of a ministerial-level meeting on religious freedom in
Washington. 

The statement noted that the laws “are often used as
a pretext to justify vigilantism or mob violence in the

name of religion, or as a pretext to pursue retribution
related to personal grievances.” “We see governments
using such laws to wrongfully imprison and punish indi-
viduals whose views on matters of religion or belief may
differ from official narratives or the views of majority
populations,” it said. 

“We call on governments that utilize these laws to
free any individuals imprisoned on such grounds, and to
repeal blasphemy, apostasy and other laws that impede
the exercise of freedoms of expression and religion or
belief, in a manner inconsistent with international law.”

Blasphemy remains a punishable offense in the United
Arab Emirates. The latest State Department report on
religious freedom said, quoting local press, that a court
in July 2018 sentenced a man to seven years in prison
followed by deportation for a phone message deemed
to be blasphemous. But the United Arab Emirates, a
close US ally, has won international praise for recent
steps including welcoming Pope Francis in February on
the first-ever papal visit to the Arabian Peninsula. 

The United Arab Emirates also held a conference
as part of the US religious freedom initiative, a key

priority for Secretary of State Mike Pompeo.
Blasphemy is an especially explosive issue in Pakistan,
where Christian woman Asia Bibi was sentenced to
death and two of her high-profile defenders assassi-
nated before she was able to leave for Canada in May.
Vice President Mike Pence, addressing the ministerial
earlier on Thursday, urged Pakistan to free another
person jailed for blasphemy, university lecturer Junaid
Hafeez. A total of 20 countries signed the joint state-
ment on blasphemy including the United States,
Britain, Italy and Poland. — AFP 

20 countries sign the joint statement on blasphemy 

DUBAI: Tensions in the Gulf have escalated in recent
months amid a deepening standoff between Iran and
United States over Tehran’s nuclear program, with a
string of incidents involving tankers and drones. Here is
a recap:

‘Credible threat’ 
On May 5, the United States says it is sending an

aircraft carrier strike group and a bomber task force to
waters near Iran in response to “indications of a credi-
ble threat by Iranian regime forces”. The Pentagon also
sends B-52 bombers to the region and, later, an
amphibious assault ship and Patriot missile defense
battery. 

US officials do not give more details on the threats,
but the move comes amid heightened tensions over
Iran’s nuclear program. Washington reimposed sanc-
tions on Tehran last year after quitting a multilateral
2015 deal meant to control its nuclear drive. On May 8,
Iran announces it will drop certain commitments under
the agreement, including increasing enriched uranium
and heavy water production. US President Donald
Trump responds with new sanctions on Iran’s steel and
mining sectors.

Tanker ‘sabotage’ 
On May 12, the United Arab Emirates says four com-

mercial oil tankers had been targeted by “acts of sabo-
tage” in Gulf waters off its coast. Saudi Arabia says lat-
er two of its tankers suffered “significant damage” but
no casualties or oil spill.  The other vessels were
Norwegian and Emirati. Washington and Riyadh blame
Tehran, which denies involvement. A UAE investigation
finds later that a “state actor” was likely responsible for
the attacks, probably using limpet mines, but does not
specifically blame Iran.

Tankers in flames 
In the early hours of June 13, two fuel-loaded

tankers passing through the Strait of Hormuz towards
the Indian Ocean are hit by mysterious blasts that
cause major fires. One is a Norwegian vessel and the
other is Japanese-owned. Their crews are rescued. The
Strait is a vital corridor connecting the petroleum-rich
states of the Middle East with markets around the
world. Washington, London and Riyadh accuse Tehran
of being behind the attacks, which it denies.

Rocket attacks on Iraq 
On June 18, rockets strike an oil field in Iraq’s Basra

region, near a camp used by a company of US industri-
al conglomerate General Electric. It is the latest in a
nearly week-long barrage of anonymous shelling
attacks on American interests across Iraq. The incidents
are not claimed, but largely originate from areas where
Shiite-dominated armed groups loyal to Tehran have
free rein.

US drone downed 
On June 20, Iran’s Revolutionary Guards say they

shot down a US drone which violated Iranian airspace.
The Pentagon says the drone was in international air-
space and denounces an “unprovoked attack”. Trump
says he approved a retaliatory strike the next day but
cancelled it at the last minute. On June 24, he
announces “hard-hitting” financial sanctions against
Iran’s supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and sen-
ior Iranian military leaders.

Tankers seized and searched 
On July 11, Britain says three Iranian military vessels

had tried the previous day to “impede the passage” of a
UK oil tanker in Gulf waters but were warned off by a
British warship. Iran’s Revolutionary Guards deny there
was any confrontation, but warn that US and Britain
will “strongly regret” the seizure in early July of a
tanker off Gibraltar, a British overseas territory in the
Mediterranean. On July 18, Iran’s Guards say they have
detained a “foreign tanker” and its crew for allegedly
smuggling fuel. The tanker was seized south of the
Iranian island of Larak, according to the Guards, who
do not detail the name or provenance of the vessel.

US shoots down Iranian drone
On July 18, Trump says the US military has taken

down an Iranian drone that came within 1,000 yards of
one of its naval vessels in the Strait of Hormuz. The USS
Boxer “took defensive action” against the Iranian drone
as it was “threatening the safety of the ship and the
ship’s crew,” Trump says. Iran denies the claim and sug-
gests American forces may have shot down their own
drone by mistake.

UK-flagged tanker seized 
On July 19, Iran’s Guards seize British-flagged tanker

Stena Impero in the Strait of Hormuz for “failing to
respect international maritime rules”. Following the
seizure, UK Foreign Secretary Jeremy Hunt warns of
“serious consequences” unless the situation is resolved.

Saudi to host US forces again
Tehran’s arch-foe Saudi Arabia announces that it will

host US troops on its soil in a joint move with
Washington to “preserve the security of the region and
its stability”. Saudi Arabia has not hosted US forces
since 2003, when they withdrew following the toppling
of Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein. —AFP 

The timeline of 
Gulf escalation 

‘My entire world is
gone’: Floods wreak 
havoc in N Pakistan 
LASWA VALLEY: Once a small cluster of houses stood
along a gentle stream in Pakistani Kashmir. Now only
jagged rocks and a few damaged homes remain after tor-
rential rains wreaked havoc on the picturesque mountain
village in the Laswa Valley. More than 270 people have
been killed in recent days across South Asia as monsoon
rains deluged large swathes of the subcontinent, flooding
waterways and destroying communities. 

On Sunday evening, the normally quiet stream running
through the valley morphed into a raging current - uproot-
ing everything in its path. Twenty-three people are miss-
ing, presumed dead by officials. Seven others were injured,
while 150 houses and businesses were destroyed and
about 50 buildings damaged in the seven hamlets spread
across Laswa. 

“I was holding the hand of my mother trying to save
her, but unfortunately I lost her hand and she was swept
away by the floodwater,” says Amin Butt, who was visiting
his family in Kashmir. “Within a minute my entire world
was gone, my mother was gone and my home,” Butt said,
his eyes misting over. “We have nothing left here now
except for the stones.”

Hard rain
Kashmir has been divided since the end of British colo-

nial rule in 1947 and both New Delhi and Islamabad claim
the former Himalayan kingdom in full. Located just a few
kilometers north of the Line of Control - the heavily milita-
rized de-facto border dividing the disputed Himalayan ter-
ritory - Laswa has been frequently shelled during bouts of
fighting between Pakistan and India. But in recent years it
had been largely spared despite increasing tensions. On

Sunday, the tragedy brought by the floods reminded resi-
dents of the horrors of war from the past.

Shahnawaz Butt lost his wife and three of his six chil-
dren in the disaster. “I was unable to see their faces again
because their bodies were not found,” he sighs. “I would
like to appeal to whoever hears my voice, to provide us
with the basic necessities of life like electricity and
water,” he pleads. Several residents interviewed by AFP
criticized the slow response by officials, saying supplies
arrived slowly by the single road that enters the valley

rather than being flown in. White tents provided by the
Pakistani army now stand in place of the homes that
resided there just days ago, where survivors receive con-
dolences from their neighbors. 

Raging from June to September, the monsoon is essen-
tial for irrigating crops and replenishing vital water
sources across the subcontinent that approximately one-
fifth of the global population depends on. But the yearly
rains often turn deadly, as floods wash away communities
and destroy farmland. — AFP 

LASWA VALLEY: A Pakistani Kashmiri flood-affected victim holds her belongings near her damaged house in
Laswa Valley, near the Line of Control in Pakistan-controlled Kashmir. — AFP 

Thousands rally in 
support of police 
in Hong Kong
HONG KONG: Tens of thousands of people rallied in
support of Hong Kong’s police and pro-Beijing leader-
ship yesterday, a vivid illustration of the polarization
coursing through the city after weeks of anti-govern-
ment demonstrations. Hong Kong has been rocked by
more than a month of huge and largely peaceful
protests-as well as a series of separate violent con-
frontations with police-sparked by a proposed law that
would have allowed extraditions to mainland China and
other countries.

The bill has since been suspended, but that has done
little to quell public anger which has evolved into a
wider movement calling for democratic reforms, univer-
sal suffrage and a halt to sliding freedoms in the semi-
autonomous financial hub. Yesterday’s rally was a
moment for the establishment to muster their own sup-
porters. A predominantly older crowd was joined by
families and younger residents, waving Chinese flags
and holding banners supporting the police.

“Friends who used violence say they love Hong
Kong too, but we absolutely cannot approve of their
way of expressing themselves,” said Sunny Wong, 42,
who works in insurance. A 60-year-old woman sur-
named Leung said protesters who stormed and van-
dalized the legislature earlier this month must be held
responsible for their acts. “I really dislike people using
violence on others... it was so extreme,” Leung said.
Police estimated a turnout of 103,000 people at the
peak of the rally, while local media cited organizers as
saying 316,000 attended.

Police crisis 
Hong Kong’s police are in the midst of a major repu-

tational crisis. With no political solution on the table
from the city’s pro-Beijing leaders, the police have
become enmeshed in a seemingly intractable cycle of
clashes with protesters who have continued to hit the
streets in huge numbers for six weeks. Demonstrators
and rights groups have accused riot police of using
excessive force, including tear gas and rubber bullets,
and public anger against the force is boiling over.

Police insist their crowd control responses have been
proportionate and point to injured officers as proof that
a hardcore minority of protesters mean them harm.
Some of the most violent clashes occurred last Sunday
when riot police battled protesters hurling projectiles
inside a luxury mall. Some 28 people were injured,
including 10 officers. There is growing frustration
among the police force’s exhausted rank and file that
neither the city’s leaders, nor Beijing, seem to have any
idea how to end the crisis.

Chinese state media and powerful pro-Beijing
groups threw their weight behind the pro-police rally.
Saturday’s edition of Hong Kong’s staunchly pro-
Beijing newspaper Ta Kung Pao ran a front page
encouraging readers to join with the headline: “Kick
away the violence.” It featured a drawing of a large
foot kicking over a pro-democracy demonstrator.
Many of those at the rally held aloft large slogans
printed on the spread of Wen Wei Po, another strident-
ly pro-Beijing newspaper in the city.

Huge rally today 
A rally last month by police supporters saw ugly

scenes, with many participants hurling insults and scuf-
fling with younger democracy protesters as well as
media covering the gathering. While the pro-govern-
ment protests have mustered decent crowds, they have
paled in comparison with the huge pro-democracy
marches that have regularly drawn hundreds of thou-
sands of people. 

Anti-government protesters are planning another
large march today afternoon and say they have no plan
to back down until key demands are met. Tensions were
also raised after police yesterday said they had discov-
ered a homemade laboratory making high-powered

explosives. A 27-year-old man was arrested and pro-
independence materials were also discovered.

Under the 1997 handover deal with Britain, China
promised to allow Hong Kong to keep key liberties
such as its independent judiciary and freedom of
speech. But many say that 50-year deal is already
being curtailed, citing the disappearance into main-
land custody of dissident booksellers, the disqualifi-
cation of prominent politicians and the jailing of pro-
democracy protest leaders. Authorities have also
resisted calls for the city’s leader to be directly elect-
ed by the people. — AFP 

15 killed in dark 
day for Mumbai 
train commute
MUMBAI: Fifteen people were killed in separate
train accidents in a single day in Mumbai, police
said Friday, with the sharp toll underscoring the
dangers of India’s overburdened rail network. Some
of the victims were hit while trying to cross the
tracks illegally while others fell from packed trains
on Thursday, police spokesman SR Gandhi said. 

At least 13 others suffered injuries, with police

blaming the deaths on people attempting to take
short cuts in the monsoon rains battering India’s
financial capital. “Too many people prefer to take
shortcuts,” said Gandhi. About 7.5 million passengers
use the overcrowded trains daily on Mumbai’s colo-
nial-era rail network, a lifeline for the city’s 20 million
residents.

An average of 10 people die on the network every
day, either from falling off crowded trains or while
crossing the tracks. Nearly 50,000 people were
killed in accidents along tracks and on trains across
India from 2015 to 2017, according to Indian
Railways data. In May, three teenagers were killed
while taking selfies on a railway track in Haryana
state. While Indian trains carry nearly 24 million pas-
sengers every day, critics say the ageing network is
inefficient, overburdened and often unsafe. — AFP 

HONG KONG: People attend a pro-government rally outside the government headquarters in Hong Kong
yesterday. — AFP 


