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Indian nuns from the Mother Teresa Missionaries of Charities queue to cast their votes as a paramilitary force personnel stands guard at a polling station at St Mary’s School in Kolkata yesterday. (Inset) Indian voters pose for a picture as they show their
ink-marked finger after casting their vote at a polling center on the outskirts of Amritsar yesterday.  —AFP

KOLKATA: Voting ended yesterday in India’s most
acrimonious election in decades that will decide
whether Hindu nationalist Prime Minister Narendra
Modi gets a second term in power. As the final polling
booths closed, a huge security cordon was thrown
around the voting machines and boxes of paper votes
used in the 542 seats for the world’s biggest election
before the official count starts on Thursday.

Tens of thousands of police and paramilitaries on
duty in West Bengal state were a symbol of the mount-
ing tensions between Modi’s right wing Bharatiya
Janata Party and the opposition during the six weeks of
voting. Long queues formed outside polling stations in
the eastern state but the BJP and its rivals again
accused each other of using violence, fraud and intimi-
dation. An improvised bomb was thrown at one Kolkata
polling station and security forces intervened to stop
BJP, communist and other groups blocking different
booths across the state capital that was hit by two days
of street battles last week.

Modi’s constituency in Varanasi, the holy city in Uttar
Pradesh state, was also among those to vote. Conjoined

twins Sabah and Farah twins voted in the Bihar capital
of Patna and 102 year old Shyam Saran Negi, who has
taken part in every Indian vote since independence in
1947, cast his ballot in mountainous Himachal Pradesh
state, highlighting the huge diversity of the exercise. But
most attention has focused on the BJP campaign to
project Modi’s strongman image, playing up recent
cross-border air strikes against Pakistan. The opposi-
tion, led by the Congress party and its leader Rahul
Gandhi, have accused him of pursuing divisive policies,
neglecting the economy and leaving many farmers in
ruin. Modi and Gandhi have hurled insults at each other
on a near daily basis with the prime minister calling his
rival a “fool” while Gandhi derides Modi as a “thief”.

Jaded voters 
The animosity has taken a toll on voters. “All the

abuse and misconduct claims suggest that standards in
Indian politics have slipped badly,” Asit Banerjee, a his-
tory teacher in Kolkata, said as he queued to vote.
“Endless mudslinging and bitter comments pervaded
the campaign. We are losing hope in a democracy, it is

time for a reset,” the 60-year-old told AFP. Writing in
the Hindustan Times, political commentator Karan
Thapar said Modi’s message “played on our insecurities
and strummed upon our deep inner fears”. He also criti-
cized Gandhi’s campaign.

Pollsters say Modi remains personally popular but
his party’s overall majority is at risk from a backlash
against the government. The 68-year-old Modi has held
142 rallies across India during the campaign, sometimes
five a day, but pollsters say the BJP could lose dozens
of the 282 seats it won in its 2014 landslide.

$7 billion vote 
On Saturday Modi, dressed in a long robe and saf-

fron sash, trekked to a Himalayan shrine to meditate,
with images showing him seated on a bed inside a holy
cave in the country’s north. Hoping to become the
fourth member of Nehru-Gandhi dynasty to lead India,
Rahul Gandhi has struggled to make himself heard
above the din of the BJP’s campaign juggernaut. The
Delhi-based Centre for Media Studies estimates that
the outlay on this election could top $7 billion, making

it one of the priciest contests globally - with the lion’s
share of the spending by the BJP trying to woo India’s
900 million eligible voters.

Lots of it has been spent on social media, with the
parties using armies of “cyber warriors” to bombard
India’s hundreds of millions of Facebook and WhatsApp
users with messages. Fake news and doctored images
have abounded, including of Gandhi and Modi having
lunch with Imran Khan, prime minister of arch rival
Pakistan, or of a drunk Priyanka Gandhi, a politician
and the sister of Rahul. Violence has also broken out.
Maoist rebels killed 15 troops and their driver in the
western state of Maharashtra on May 1, the latest
attack in a decades-long insurgency.

Gandhi, 48, has tried several lines of attack against
Modi, in particular over alleged corruption in a French
defense deal and over the plight of farmers and on the
economy. Modi’s government has fallen short on creat-
ing jobs for the million Indians entering the labour mar-
ket every month, the shock introduction of a cash ban
in 2016, while Indian banks are struggling with huge
bad debts.  —AFP

India’s acrimonious election comes to an end
Modi on tenterhooks over second term

Amash first GOP
lawmaker to call for 
Trump impeachment 
WASHINGTON: Republican lawmaker Justin Amash
said Saturday that he believed Donald Trump has
engaged in “impeachable conduct,” becoming the first
politician of his party to call for removing the president
from his party. The Michigan representative also
accused Attorney General William Barr of “deliberately”
misleading the public over the actual content and tenor
of Special Counsel Robert Mueller’s report on Russian
interference aimed at tipping the election to Trump.

In a series of tweets, Amash - a member of the ultra-
conservative Freedom Caucus - said “few members of

Congress even read Mueller’s report,” which identified
“multiple examples of conduct satisfying all the ele-
ments of obstruction of justice”. “Undoubtedly any
person who is not the president of the United States
would be indicted based on such evidence,” he added.
“Contrary to Barr’s portrayal, Mueller’s report reveals
that President Trump engaged in specific actions and a
pattern of behavior that meet the threshold for
impeachment.”

Amash’s comments went even further than those by
most Democratic leaders in Congress. Fellow Michigan
lawmaker Rashida Tlaib, a Democrat, urged Amash to
co-sponsor her impeachment resolution. “@justina-
mash come find me in 1628 Longworth. I’ve got an
impeachment investigation resolution you’re going to
want to cosponsor,” she wrote in response to Amash’s
thread. Trump has proclaimed he was fully exonerated
by Mueller’s report. But some Democrats argue that
the document lays out multiple occasions in which the

president may have
obstructed justice, includ-
ing Senator Elizabeth
Warren, a 2020 presiden-
tial candidate who has
called for impeachment
proceedings. Other senior
Democrats including
House Speaker Nancy
Pelosi have cautioned
against such a move,
stressing it could deeply
divide the nation of about
325 million people. They
warn it could backfire
politically in the run-up to the 2020 election, especial-
ly with the Republican-controlled Senate likely to
acquit the president in the event of impeachment by
the House of Representatives.  —AFP

Lanka president 
vows to eliminate 
extremist threat 
COLOMBO: Sri Lanka’s president marked the 10th
anniversary of the end of a protracted war with Tamil rebels
yesterday by vowing to crush Islamist militants responsible
for Easter bombings that killed 258 people. Maithripala
Sirisena said Sri Lankan security forces and intelligence
units could use their experience in defeating separatist
Tamil guerrillas a decade ago to meet the new challenge
from religious extremists. The government has blamed a
local group for the April 21 attacks against three churches
and three luxury hotels that also left 500 injured and shat-
tered a fragile decade-long peace in the island of 21 million
people. “With experience from a war that lasted over three
decades, we are now compelled to meet a completely dif-
ferent threat,” Sirisena told a commemoration ceremony.
“We have been able to arrest all those who were behind the
Easter attacks. Some have been killed in confrontations,” he
said. “This gives me confidence that we can completely
eliminate the threat from international terrorism.”

Muslims account for 10 percent of the population in
the mainly Buddhist nation, which has been under a state
of emergency since the attacks that were also claimed by
the Islamic State group. Army chief Mahesh Senanayake
said the military was paying tribute to around 28,000 sol-
diers who died in the war that ended on May 18, 2009
with the killing of Tamil Tiger leader Velupillai
Prabhakaran. Some 5,000 government troops and police
are also listed as missing since the end of the insurgency.
Sri Lankan forces have been accused of killing about
40,000 Tamil civilians in the final months of the conflict, a
charge successive governments have denied. Nearly
16,000 others are also reported missing, according to the
newly established Office of Missing Persons. The official
remembrance ceremonies in Colombo took place a day
after members of the 2.5-million-strong Tamil community
mourned their war dead in the northeastern coastal dis-
trict of Mullaittivu where the rebels mounted their unsuc-
cessful last stand. —AFP

Justin Amash

Trump ‘pro-life’ 
with exceptions 
for rape, incest 
WASHINGTON: President Donald Trump has
declared himself “strongly Pro-Life”, days after
two US states passed tough new restrictions on
abortions, but said exceptions should be made
for pregnancies resulting from rape or incest. The
US president spelled out his position on abortion
- set to feature prominently at next year’s elec-
tion - in his first comments on the hot-button
issue since Alabama’s governor signed a near-
total ban on the termination of pregnancy.

“As most people know, and for those who
would like to know, I am strongly Pro-Life, with
the three exceptions - Rape, Incest and protect-
ing the Life of the mother - the same position

taken by Ronald Reagan,” Trump tweeted late
Saturday. Trump, who is seeking to expand on
his conservative support ahead of his re-elec-
tion bid, added: “The Radical Left, with late
term abortion (and worse), is imploding on this
issue. “We must stick together and Win for Life
in 2020.”

Alabama’s governor on Wednesday signed a
near-total prohibition on abortions widely seen
as the country’s most restrictive ban, and the
Missouri legislature on Friday made the proce-
dure i l legal from eight weeks of pregnancy.
Neither make exceptions for rape or incest - only
for cases where the mother’s life is in danger.
Republican-led legislatures in Georgia, Ohio,
Mississippi, Kentucky, Iowa and North Dakota
have also enacted laws banning abortion from the
moment a fetal heartbeat is detected.

Supporters hope that legal battles over the
laws will reach the Supreme Court, as they pur-
sue the long-sought conservative goal of over-
turning its landmark 1973 abortion ruling, known

as Roe v Wade. Roe v Wade guarantees women’s
rights to abortion as long as the fetus is not
viable - around 24 weeks of pregnancy. Trump, a
bombastic, twice-divorced billionaire, won over
the evangelical vote during his 2016 campaign by
promising to appoint anti-abortion justices at the
Supreme Court.

He has  s ince brought  two conservat ive
appointees to the highest court in the land - Neil
Gorsuch and Brett Kavanaugh - shifting the bal-
ance of the nine-person bench. In a series of
tweets on the deeply polarizing issue, Trump said
the US had “come very far in the last two years”
on abort ion , and pra ised “two great  new
Supreme Court Justices”. Yesterday, defenders of
women’s reproductive rights are set to march in
protest against Alabama’s new abortion law in
four of the Southern state’s cities, including the
capital Montgomery. “People should have the
right to make the decisions that are best for their
bodies without state interference,” organizers
said on Facebook.  —AFP


