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For Pakistan
Kashmiris, a sense 
of the grave 
inside their bunkers
DHANNA: Chaudhry Hakam Deen has a bunker - a cold,
damp hole dug in the ground - next to his home where he and
his family have often taken refuge amid soaring tensions with
India. Spending the night inside, he said, “feels like sitting in a
graveyard”. The shelter dates from the Kargil conflict, a skir-
mish between India and Pakistan in disputed Kashmir in 1999.
Twenty years later, the nuclear-armed neighbors are again at
loggerheads. The latest crisis was sparked by a February 14
suicide bombing in Indian-administered Kashmir that killed 40
Indian paramilitaries, and was claimed by a Pakistan-based
militant group.

In its aftermath, New Delhi and Islamabad launched tit-for-
tat air strikes on each other’s territory, igniting fears of fresh
conflict in South Asia. The nuclear-armed neighbors regularly
send shells and gunfire across the de facto border in Kashmir,
known as the Line of Control, or LoC. But as they stumbled to
the brink of war in recent weeks, there was a surge in the

already-heavy firing, and families such as Deen’s found the
bunkers a miserable refuge.

Deen’s shelter, a stone’s throw from his house in the vil-
lage of Dhanna some five kilometers from the LoC, is as tiny
as it is uncomfortable: just four feet long and three feet wide.
Most adults cannot stand beneath its low ceiling, forced to
sit or squat on cardboard or carpets, huddled around a mud
stove whose smoke makes the inhabitants cough. “When
shelling starts we take our children... inside the bunker,” Deen
says, looking down. “They don’t have strength in their legs to
even walk to the bunker, they don’t eat anything inside out of
fear,” he adds.

For his older brother Chaudhry Maqbool, being in the bunker
is worse than just being in a cemetery: it feels like sitting in a
grave itself. The white and blue walls of Deen’s home are studded
with holes, some the size of a fist. One shell landed in his kitchen,
while another broke an outside door. He has piled sandbags at
the entrance to his bunker. But in the event of an explosion, the
packed earth walls and the roof of branches and plastic sheets
may not be enough to protect those huddled inside.

‘Valley of fear’  
Several civilians and soldiers died in the recent shelling on

both sides of the LoC. In Dhanna, the shelling was so intense that
most of the 2,000 villagers fled. Only a handful stayed to protect
their property. An AFP correspondent saw a dozen houses, a
health centre and a service station that had been hit by the
Indian strikes. The women and children of Deen’s family were

finally evacuated to the nearby town of Kotli, which was less
exposed. Tensions may have eased for now, but overall the
shelling has increased dramatically since 2016, and locals fear
worse is to come. “This is a valley of fear. Life is at a standstill
here,” said Sardar Javed, a local journalist. “When people hear a
sound they become nervous. They don’t know what will happen
to them the next moment.” —AFP

Democracy, DPRK style: 
N Korea holds election
PYONGYANG: North Koreans went to the polls yes-
terday for an election in which there could be only one
winner. Leader Kim Jong Un’s ruling Workers’ Party has
an iron grip on the Democratic People’s Republic of
Korea, as the isolated, nuclear-armed country is offi-
cially known. Every five years it holds an election for
the rubber stamp legislature, known as the Supreme
People’s Assembly. The exercise has all the trappings of
votes elsewhere, from electoral rolls to sealed ballot

boxes to scrutineers for the count.
But in keeping with one of Pyongyang’s most endur-

ing slogans - “Single-minded unity” - there is only one
approved name on each of the red voting slips. With
portraits of the leader’s father Kim Jong Il and grandfa-
ther Kim Il Sung looking down on every ballot box,
voters lined up to drop their slips inside. There is a
pencil in the paneled voting booths for anyone who
might wish to register dissent by crossing out a candi-
date’s name. But no one does.

By 6pm, the official KCNA news agency reported,
all electors in all constituencies had voted, “except for
those abroad or working in oceans”. Turnout in 2014
was 99.97 percent and the vote was 100 percent in

favor of the named candidates, a result unmatched any-
where else in the world. “Our society is one in which
the people are gathered around the respected Supreme
Leader with a single mind,” election official Ko Kyong
Hak told AFP outside a polling station at the 3.26
Pyongyang Cable Factory.

Participation in the election was a citizen’s obliga-
tion, he said, “and there are no people who reject a
candidate”. An editorial in the Rodong Sinmun, the
mouthpiece of the ruling party, reinforced the message.
Voters “should cast approval ballots with their loyalty
to the party and the leader, absolute support to the
DPRK government and the will to share their destiny
with socialism to the last”, it said. —AFP

DHANNA: A Pakistani Kashmiri resident prepares food
outside a bunker adjacent to his house in Dhanna village,
near the Line of Control (LoC) in Pakistan-administered
Kashmir. —AFP 

9 police killed in attack 
in Myanmar’s Rakhine
YANGON: Nine policemen have been killed in a militant
attack in Myanmar’s western Rakhine state, police said
yesterday, as tensions ratchet up in a state riven by eth-
nic and religious conflict. A bloody military crackdown
in 2017 forced some 740,000 Rohingya Muslims over
the border into Bangladesh in violence UN investigators
have said warrants the prosecution of top generals for
genocide and crimes against humanity.

But the armed forces are now waging a war against
a militant group claiming to represent the state’s ethnic
Rakhine Buddhists, a population that also stands
accused of aiding soldiers in their expulsion of the
Rohingya. The Arakan Army (AA) has in recent months
mounted several attacks on security forces and officials
in its struggle for more autonomy and rights for
Rakhine people.

The latest attack occurred late Saturday took place in
Yoetayoke village, just an hour north of Rakhine state’s
capital Sittwe. “Nine police were killed, one was injured
and another one is missing,” a senior police officer told
AFP, not wanting to be named. A leaked police report
said weapons were also taken from the police station. No
group has yet claimed responsibility and the AA could
not immediately be reached for comment. A local admin-
istrator confirmed investigations are under way.

Northern Rakhine state is inaccessible outside of
carefully government-chaperoned trips and information
is difficult to verify independently. But swathes of the
state’s north are once again engulfed in conflict. The mil-
itary has brought in thousands of reinforcements and is
bombarding AA positions with heavy artillery. Several
thousand people have been forced from their homes by
the violence. Yet there is widespread support for the
AA’s cause across much of Rakhine, one of the poorest
states in the country, where many feel they have suf-
fered decades of discrimination by the state. —AFP

DHARAMSALA: Huge crowds gathered at the Dalai Lama’s
temple in India yesterday to commemorate 60 years since
the failed Tibetan uprising against Chinese rule that drove the
spiritual leader into exile. Supporters of the 83-year-old
peace icon chanted and prayed at the Buddhist shrine in
mountainous Dharamsala, where the Dalai Lama established
a government-in-exile after fleeing a deadly Chinese crack-
down in Tibet in 1959.

Devotees in the Indian hill station the Dalai Lama has
called home for six decades waved Tibet’s colorful “snow
lion” flag, which China has out-
lawed as a symbol of sepa-
ratism.  Some had “Free Tibet”
painted on their faces along
with the colors and distinct
golden sun of the iconic flag.
“This is a proud day,” Lhakpa
Tsering, a Tibetan living in exile
in India, told AFP in
Dharamsala. “Sixty years we’ve
been in exile. Still, our struggle
is young and fresh and strong,
so we can give a message to
China that until Tibetans remain,
our struggle will never end.”

The Dalai Lama himself was not present at the anniver-
sary ceremony, but chief representatives of the exiled Tibetan
administration and foreign dignitaries gathered for the
solemn occasion. Performers dressed in traditional attire
danced and recited Tibetan songs at the temple for guests,
which organizers said included parliamentarians from 10

nations. A minute’s silence was held at the outset to remem-
ber those killed when China brutally crushed the fledgling
Tibetan revolt, a crackdown the government-in-exile claimed
killed tens of thousands.

Call for dialogue 
Buddhist Tibet, a vast Himalayan area of plateaus and

mountains, declared independence from China in the early
20th century but Beijing took back control in 1951, having
sent in thousands of troops. The Dalai Lama - chosen at the

age of two in 1937 as the 14th
incarnation of Tibetan
Buddhism’s supreme religious
leader - was enthroned as
head of state after the
Chinese invasion.

His co-existence with the
Beijing authorities was tense
and when the Chinese
authorities summoned him to
an event without his body-
guards on March 10, Tibetans
feared a trap that could
endanger their leader.

Thousands of his supporters assembled at his summer
palace to prevent him from leaving; thousands more
demonstrated in Lhasa to demand the Chinese depart, the
Dalai Lama would later say. Beijing sent more troops into
Tibet, and in the bloodshed that followed, refugees poured
over the border into Dharamsala - already then a sanctuary
for Tibetan exiles fleeing Chinese repression. —AFP
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NEW DELHI: An exiled Tibetan activist is handcuffed with chains during a protest marking the 60th
anniversary of the 1959 Tibetan uprising against Chinese rule in the Indian capital yesterday. —AFP 
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