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Modi versus Wild: 
PM to join Grylls 
in the wilderness
NEW DELHI: Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi is teaming up with
British TV adventurer Bear Grylls to
venture into India’s wilderness to raise
awareness about protecting nature, the
show’s host said. India is struggling to
protect its environment and its wildlife,
as a huge and growing population puts
ever more pressure on its wild spaces.

“People across 180 countries will get
to see the unknown side of PM @naren-
dramodi as he ventures into Indian
wilderness to create awareness about
animal conservation & environmental
change,” Grylls, star of survival show
“Man vs. Wild” on the Discovery
Channel, said on Twitter. A trailer for the
program shows Modi, 68, driving into
the Jim Corbett National Park in north-
ern India guided by Grylls, with images
of a tiger, a herd of elephants and deer
running in the distance. “You are the
most important person in India, it’s my

job to protect you,” Grylls tells Modi.
Modi said he had grown up in nature

and the program with Grylls was a
chance to showcase India’s rich wildlife.
“For years, I have lived among nature, in
the mountains and the forests,”
Discovery quoted Modi as saying in a
statement. “These years have a lasting
impact on my life. So when I was asked
about a special program focusing on life
beyond politics and that too in the midst
of nature I was both intrigued and
inclined to take part in it.”

The show, which airs on Aug. 12, is
stirring some excitement among fans of
Modi, who led his party to a second
straight general election victory this
year. “This is unbelievable. PM Modi
knows how to do it,” said one Twitter
user, Akash Jain. India, which stretches
from snow-bound Himalayan heights in
the north to steamy tropics in the south,
is home to most of the world’s remaining
wild tigers. India’s tiger count rose to
2,967 in 2018, up a third from 2014, new
estimates released by Modi on Monday
showed.

More than 3.8 million sq km (1.5 mil-
lion sq miles) of forest were surveyed in
2018 and 2019, with cameras in about

26,000 locations and hundreds of thou-
sands of kilometers covered on foot.
“India is committed to doing whatever it
can to further animal protection and
conservation,” Modi said, releasing the
census report. In recent years, endan-

gered wild cats, including leopards, have
come into more frequent conflict with
villagers as the animals’ habitat shrinks.
Last week, villagers in northern India
beat a tiger to death with sticks after it
mauled a man, media said.  —Reuters

‘Brownface’ ad
sparks anger 
in Singapore
SINGAPORE: An advertisement featuring an actor of
Chinese origin with his skin darkened to portray dif-
ferent races has sparked anger in multi-ethnic
Singapore, prompting an apology from the country’s
state-owned broadcaster. Race is a sensitive issue in
Singapore, home to ethnic Chinese, ethnic Indians
and Muslim Malays, as well as a large number of
expatriates from all over the world. The ad, part of a
government-initiated campaign for cashless transac-
tions in the tech-savvy city-state, featured actor
Dennis Chew from broadcaster Mediacorp as four
characters.

His skin was darkened to depict an Indian man, he
put on a headscarf to act the part of a Muslim woman,
and he also portrayed a Chinese man and a Chinese
woman. Each character was shown holding a plate of
food paid for electronical ly. “Brownface in a
Singaporean ad in 2019. I thought we already went
over this,” magazine editor Ruby Thiagarajan said on
Twitter, in a post that had been retweeted nearly
3,000 times yesterday. “Brownface” or “blackface”
are terms referring to the practice of darkening an
actor’s skin to portray a person of a different race.

Mediacorp, through its celebrity management arm
The Celebrity Agency, apologized “for any hurt that
was unintentionally caused”. “The message behind
this advertising campaign is that e-payment is for
everyone”. The broadcaster, in a statement issued
jointly with advertising agency Havas Worldwide,
added the actor was chosen as he was “well-known
for his ability to portray multiple characters in a sin-

gle production in a light-hearted way”. They would
not confirm whether the ad had been pulled but it had
disappeared from a website as well as some public
places where it was displayed last week.

Most of the criticism centered on how the ad had
used just one actor from the country’s main ethnic
group, rather than getting other performers to play

the different roles. “They could have hired an artist
for every single race?? Is it really hard?” one Twitter
user said. However other social media users said they
thought there was nothing wrong with it, and people
should not be oversensitive. “This ad reflects Chew’s
creativity immensely... There is definitely no tinge of
racism here,” one person wrote on Facebook.  —AFP

SINGAPORE: Tourists walk along an alley in Chinatown district in Singapore.  —AFP 

Afghan presidential 
candidates fear for 
safety after attack
KABUL: Candidates jockeying to
become Afghanistan’s next president
lashed out at the incumbent Ashraf
Ghani yesterday after deadly violence
cast a shadow over the first official day
of campaigning. At least 20 people-
most of them civilians-were killed and
50 others wounded Sunday when a sui-
cide attacker and gunmen targeted the
Kabul office of Ghani’s running mate,
Amrullah Saleh. 

The violence served as a grim
reminder of Afghanistan’s woeful secu-
rity situation and the sort of mayhem
and murder that have beset previous
polls. “The government has not paid
attention to the candidates’ security,”
said Qadir Shah, the spokesman for
Hanif Atmar, one of the top contenders
looking to stop Ghani securing a sec-
ond term at September 28 elections. 

Shah said that he and 12 other candi-
dates had delayed plans to launch their
campaigns, primarily over security con-
cerns but also because they see Ghani
as using his office for an unfair advan-

tage. Mohammad Hakim Torsan, consid-
ered a long-shot candidate, said his
supporters worry about a repeat of the
kind of violence that marred previous
polls, when insurgents launched fre-
quent attacks.

“Most of the candidates are worried
about the security, but they still have to
campaign. The government must pro-
vide security for us and the people,”
Torsan said. Interior ministry
spokesman Nasrat Rahimi said security
forces had been preparing for the elec-
tions for eight months and taken “seri-
ous measures” to protect candidates,
including the provision of armored
vehicles. No group has claimed respon-
sibility for Sunday’s attack.

Boycott threats
Saleh, who escaped without serious

injury, is the former head of Afghan
intelligence and an outspoken critic of
the Taleban and Pakistan-a country he
blames for backing the insurgents. The
Taleban, along with some Afghan stake-
holders, made a vague pledge this
month to reduce civilian casualties.
Security officials have said the insur-
gent group is now distancing itself from
attacks killing ordinary Afghans.  

A Taleban spokesman did not respond
to a request for comment. Afghanistan’s

presidential election, the fourth since the
Taleban were ousted in a US-led inva-
sion in 2001, is off to a rocky start. The
poll has been delayed twice this year as
the US leads a push to forge a peace
deal with the Taleban, and voters have
little faith in the system following wide-
spread fraud allegations in 2014.

Atmar, who was Ghani’s former

national security advisor, and 12 other
candidates have even threatened to
boycott the election unless the interna-
tional community can help ensure it is
“clean”. There are also doubts the elec-
tion will happen at all, with lingering
questions about whether Afghanistan
should hold a key poll just as the US
and Taleban are negotiating. —AFP

KABUL: An Afghan municipality worker removes a dog killed at the site of
an attack in Kabul, a day after the deadly assault targeting a political cam-
paign office.  —AFP

DHAKA: Bangladesh’s law enforcement agencies have
used systematic torture on detainees to stifle dissent,
an international human rights group said yesterday in
a report that the government dismissed as baseless.
The report, titled “Cycle of Fear”, was jointly pro-
duced by the Geneva-based World Organization
Against Torture (OMCT) - a coalition of NGOs fight-
ing torture and ill-treatment - and the Bangladeshi
human rights group Odhikar.

OMCT said the report was based on an examina-
tion of more than 300 cases of what it called torture
between 2009 and 2017 and information gathered
from alleged victims, members of the executive, the

judiciary, representatives of civil society and of inter-
national organizations. Information it  received
revealed that “Extreme forms of physical violence”
had been used on detainees, the organization said,
citing instances such as shooting in the legs or knees,
the breaking of bones, drilling holes in arms and legs,
and rape, as well as mental abuse, including mock
executions and death threats.

Complaints of torture, enforced disappearances
and extrajudicial killings had increased in recent
years and the government had failed to investigate
and punish the perpetrators, the organizations said.
The government of Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina,

who won a third straight term in a December 2018
election, rejected the report. “We can tell you with
emphasis that there is no single incident of disap-
pearance or extrajudicial killing with the knowledge
of this government,” Home Minister Asaduzzaman
Khan told Reuters.

“For the last 10 years there is no lawlessness in the
country or any application of torture by this govern-
ment to silence dissent with any government machin-
ery,” he added. Gerald Staberock, OMCT secretary
general, said torture was used to instil fear and quash
dissent, to coerce confessions or as a tool for corrupt
law enforcement agents to extract bribes. “We call on

Bangladesh to acknowledge the magnitude of the
problem and start a complete overhaul of its law
enforcement and judiciary systems,” Staberock said.

A political deadlock in Bangladesh fed “wide-
spread impunity”, the groups said. Several leaders of
the main opposition Bangladesh Nationalist Party
have been jailed on charges the opposition says are
politically motivated. “While the government has
declared at various times a ‘zero tolerance policy’
towards torture and other serious human rights viola-
tions, there is little evidence of such a policy ever
being pursued and transformed into real accountabil-
ity,” the report said.  —Reuters

Report based on 300 cases from 2009 to 2017

Rights group accuses Bangladesh of 
torture; govt calls report ‘baseless’

News in brief

Indian man bites snake

UTTAR PRADESH: An Indian man who was bitten
by a snake got his revenge on the reptile by biting it
back and killing it, the man’s father said yesterday.
The man, Raj Kumar, was relaxing at home, enjoying
a drink on Sunday, when a snake slithered into his
house in the northern state of Uttar Pradesh, and bit
him, said his father. “A snake bit him. So, in turn, he
bit it and chewed it into pieces,” said the father,
Babu Ram. The man’s family took him to hospital
where media said his condition was critical. The
snake that bit him was reported to have been a rat
snake, which experts regard as usually not ven-
omous. “This is definitely weird,” said Raj Kumar’s
doctor, NP Singh. “I’ve seen people coming in with
snakebites, but never somebody who bit a snake and
then brought it with him in a bag.”  —Reuters

Lead risks from Notre-Dame 

PARIS: A French environmental group said yester-
day that it had filed a lawsuit accusing officials of
failing to move quickly to contain the risks of lead
contamination after the fire that ravaged the Notre-
Dame cathedral in Paris last April. Hundreds of tons
of lead in the church’s roof and steeple melted dur-
ing the blaze, releasing toxic particles that settled on
streets and buildings in surrounding neighborhoods.
Authorities have insisted that any contamination
poses no danger, following a media report last week
alleging that they had covered up lead pollution lev-
els in local schools. But last Thursday, city officials
indefinitely shut two schools near the gothic land-
mark after tests revealed high levels of lead pollution
on a shared playground. Cleanup work at Notre-
Dame was also halted after the top government offi-
cial in the Paris region acknowledged that anti-cont-
amination measures were insufficient. —AFP 

Nigeria bans local Shiite group 

ABUJA: Nigeria’s government has banned a Shiite
Muslim group whose followers have been holding
protests to demand the release of their detained
leader, accusing the group of inciting violence. At
least 20 members of the Islamic Movement of
Nigeria have been killed over the past week during
a series of protests that have shown little sign of
abating, raising pressure on the government.
Nigerian police have responded with teargas and
gunfire to the protests and a court on Saturday
granted the government permission to label the
group a terrorist organization. The group, Nigeria’s
biggest Shiite organization, can appeal the ruling. Its
members have been marching in the capital Abuja
calling for the release of leader Ibrahim Zakzaky,
who has been in detention since 2015 despite a
court order to release him. —AFP 

5 Sudanese protesters killed

KHARTOUM: Five demonstrators including students
were shot dead at a rally in Sudan yesterday, a day
before protest leaders and ruling generals meet to
resolve the remaining issues concerning the forming
of a civilian administration. The two sides have
already signed a power-sharing deal that aims to set
up a joint civilian-military ruling body which in turn
would install civilian rule. That is the main demand of
a nationwide protest movement that led to the April
ouster of longtime leader Omar Al-Bashir and has
since demanded that the military council which took
his place cede power to civilians. But ahead of the
talks, five protesters were killed yesterday, includ-
ing four students, in the central town of Al-Obeid,
the capital of North Kordofan state, a doctors com-
mittee linked to the protest movement said in a
statement. —AFP 

Pope deplores ‘evil vice’ 

VATICAN CITY: Prostitution is an “evil vice” that
reduces women to slavery, often carried out by men
who call themselves Christian, Pope Francis wrote in a
book preface published in Italian media yesterday. “All
forms of prostitution amount to slavery, a criminal act,
a disgusting vice which confuses making love with
relieving one’s own instincts by torturing a defenseless
woman,” said the text published in La Repubblica dai-
ly. “A person can never be sold,” the pontiff wrote in
the preface of a book by Aldo Buonaiuto, a priest
attached to the Pope John XXIII Community, a Roman
Catholic charity that looks after the poor, prostitutes
and troubled. “It is a sickness of humanity, an erro-
neous way of considering society. Freeing these poor
slaves is a merciful gesture and a duty for all men of
good will. Their cry of pain cannot leave individuals or
institutions indifferent,” the pope wrote. —AFP

NEW DELHI: India Prime Minister Narendra Modi reads a document during a
Bhartiya Janata Party (BJP) Parliamentary Committee meeting at the Parliament
house in New Delhi. —AFP


