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MUMBAI: Amazon.com faced a social media
backlash in India yesterday after toilet seat cov-
ers and other items with images of Hindu gods
were spotted on the US retailer’s website, mak-
ing #BoycottAmazon the country’s top trending
topic on Twitter. Thousands of Twitter users
backed the call for the boycott, with some tag-
ging Indian Foreign Minister Sushma Swaraj and
urging her to take action against the world’s
biggest online retailer.

Amazon did not immediately respond to a re-
quest for comment. The episode is reminiscent of
an incident in 2017 when New Delhi took the
Seattle, Washington-based company to task after
its Canadian website was spotted selling door-
mats resembling India’s flag. Swaraj at the time
threatened to rescind visas of Amazon employees
if the doormats were not removed from its site.

Reuters found several listings of toilet seat
covers, yoga mats, sneakers, rugs and other
items depicting Hindu gods, or sacred Hindu
symbols, on Amazon’s US website. Some of the
items were no longer available for purchase,
suggesting that Amazon may have been with-
drawing some of the items, as it did in 2017.
“Until you hit these Hinduphobics Business hard
they will keep on insulting your gods, your be-
liefs & your entire civilization,” tweeted Sumit
Kandel, whose profile describes him as a film
trade analyst. 

‘Cow lynching’
In another development, Indian police said

yesterday they are probing a suspected fresh case
of a Muslim man being killed by so-called Hindu
cow vigilantes. Cows are revered by Hindus and
according to Human Rights Watch some 44 peo-
ple died in cow-related violence by Hindu vigi-
lantes between May 2015 and December last year.

Police said that a group of Muslim men trans-
porting horses became involved in an altercation
in a remote mountainous area of Indian-admin-
istered Kashmir before dawn. Nayeem Ahmed
Shah, thought to be 50, was shot in the head and
died on the spot, police said, while another man
Yasin Hussain accompanying him was injured.
The attackers fled the scene after the firing, Hus-
sain told reporters. “We are investigating the
angle of cow vigilantism,” inspector general of
police for the region, M K Sinha said, adding
seven suspects were taken into custody for
questioning.

Angry locals, who say the shooting was car-
ried out by Hindu vigilantes, protested and threw
stones at police and damaged several vehicles,
demanding the attackers be handed over to
them. Police fired tear gas before authorities im-
posed a curfew in the area and deployed hun-
dreds of government forces personnel to
prevent religious clashes and the violence from
spreading. Hindus consider cows sacred and

their slaughter is banned across much of India,
including the Muslim-majority state of Jammu
and Kashmir.  But beef is openly sold across
many parts of the state where resentment
against Indian rule is widespread. Critics say
that extremists have been emboldened by the

Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
coming to power nationally in 2014 under Prime
Minister Narendra Modi. In 2017 his govern-
ment tried to ban the cattle trade for slaughter
nationwide, only for it to be rejected by the
Supreme Court. — Agencies
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PULWAMA: A nomadic Bakarwal family members walk with livestock in Pulwama, south of Sri-
nagar. Nomads travel with their livestock and trek through the state’s rugged terrain to reach
pasture areas where they spend the summer months in the mountains and the winter in the shel-
ter of valleys. — AFP 

Suu Kyi tries to save 
face with Myanmar 
reporters’ release
YANGON: After relentless diplomatic pressure and global out-
rage, fallen democracy icon Aung San Suu Kyi finally decided that
a pardon for two Myanmar journalists jailed for reporting on a
Rohingya massacre was the only way to resolve an issue that has
dogged her government for nearly 18 months. Observers say the
unexpected release of the two Reuters reporters was a political
decision timed to save face for the country’s civilian leader, after
a vigorous international campaign that saw Amal Clooney join
their legal team, Time magazine put the pair on their cover, and
journalism awards and honors pile up-including the prestigious
Pulitzer Prize.

A presidential pardon freed Wa Lone, 33, and Kyaw Soe Oo,
29, from prison on Tuesday to a media frenzy and messages of
congratulations from the White House to UN Secretary-General
Antonio Guterres. The pair spent more than 500 days behind bars
under colonial-era state secrets convictions after probing the ex-
trajudicial killing of 10 Rohingya Muslims during a military crack-
down. Global attention on the reporters and the damage already
done to the country’s reputation were “potentially costly” to the
government, said independent analyst Richard Horsey.

Nobel Laureate Suu Kyi-already seen as a pariah by many for
perceived complicity in the Rohingya’s plight-provoked outcry
when she refused to intervene, insisting “rule of law” must be fol-
lowed. The abrupt decision to release the pair this week was made
because Myanmar’s leaders had “taken into consideration the
long-term interest of (the) country”, said government spokesman
Zaw Htay. Retired Thai diplomat Kobsak Chutikul, who has

worked in an advisory capacity to Suu Kyi’s government, told AFP
that senior officials had all known a pardon must be granted at
some point but “nobody felt they could bring this up with her”.
Political timing was also a factor, observers say. Myanmar is due
to go to the polls next year and this was a chance to “get it out of
the way” beforehand rather than risk overshadowing the vote,
Kobsak said.

Albatross round their necks   
Behind the international condemnation, backroom diplomacy

appears to have played a key role in convincing Suu Kyi to pardon
the reporters. One man waiting among the crowds outside the
gates of Yangon’s notorious Insein Prison was British health ex-
pert Lord Ara Darzi, whose name barely came up during regular
media coverage of the saga. A close confidant of Suu Kyi, he has
regularly visited the country over the past two years in an advi-
sory role on a Rakhine state commission.

But he has known the leader for years, and hosted her in Lon-
don after her release from house arrest. “From what I hear, he fi-
nally found the opportunity to convince Suu Kyi this was an
albatross hanging round their necks,” said Kobsak, who served
alongside Darzi on another Myanmar government commission.
The discussion would have taken place “behind the scenes, in
quiet conversations in her house”, he added.

Darzi later hinted about his role to reporters at a press con-
ference following the journalists’ release. “The lesson is simple:
dialogue works even in the most difficult of circumstances,” he
said. Presidential pardons are traditionally granted around the
Myanmar new year in April. Wa Lone and Kyaw Soe Oo were
freed in the third amnesty in just over a week that saw a total of
23,000 prisoners released. The pair were handed a seven-year
jail sentence last September, upheld first by Yangon’s High Court
and then the country’s Supreme Court last month.

Reuters maintained the duo were imprisoned in retaliation for
their expose, while legal experts argued the case was riddled with
irregularities. — AFP

WhatsApp will 
never be secure: 
Russian rival
MOSCOW: The Russian founder of popular messaging app
Telegram has warned that WhatsApp, the world’s top mes-
saging app, will continue to be open to surveillance after the
Facebook-owned platform had to tell users that their phones
could be infected with spyware. Pavel Durov, a maverick pro-
grammer who created Telegram to offer securely encrypted
communications, late Wednesday posted a blog titled “Why
WhatsApp will never be secure.”

Telegram has repeatedly come under fire from authorities
in Russia over its strong encryption and it is officially blocked
in the country.  “WhatsApp has a consistent history — from
zero encryption at its inception to a succession of security
issues strangely suitable for surveillance purposes,” Durov
wrote. WhatsApp on Tuesday told more than 1.5 billion users
around the world to upgrade the app to plug a security hole. 

The flaw allowed for the injection of sophisticated mal-
ware that could be used to spy on journalists, activists and
others. “Every time WhatsApp has to fix a critical vulnera-
bility in their app, a new one seems to appear in its place,”
Durov said. He suggested the FBI could have forced What-
sApp or Facebook to include “backdoors” or secret ways to
bypass security systems in their programming. 

“For WhatsApp to become a privacy-oriented service, it
has to risk losing entire markets and clashing with authorities
in their home country,” he wrote. Telegram was founded by
brothers Pavel and Nikolai Durov, who previously created
Russia’s popular VKontakte social networking site.  — AFP


