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Hindu groups to double down on 
demands as Modi set for big win

RSS, VHP, Bajrang Dal to push temple, cow, Kashmir issues
NEW DELHI: A Hindu temple on a disputed
site, life in jail for killing cows and ending the
autonomy of India’s only Muslim-majority
state are some demands Hindu groups plan to
push Prime Minister Narendra Modi on if he
wins the general election as expected. The
ruling coalition led by Modi’s Hindu national-
ist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) is likely to win
an even bigger majority in parliament than
the massive mandate it got five years ago, exit
polls showed after the country’s massive elec-
tion ended on Sunday, cheering his conserva-
tive base.

Votes will be counted on Thursday. The
BJP will meet its coalition partners today to
discuss a new government. BJP parent
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), the
Hindu-first group, said it would hold a three-
day dharm sansad, or religious parliament, in
the northern city of Jammu starting June 21 to
press the government on many of their main
demands that had been put on the backburn-
er around the election. “We did not want the
opposition to make it an issue against the
BJP, so had stopped our agitation,”
Mahendra Rawat, the Delhi head for RSS,

said. “The Ram temple is the biggest issue
for us Hindus.”

Many Hindus believe a mosque razed in
1992 was built in the same place where Lord
Ram, a physical incarnation of the Hindu god
Vishnu, was born. They also point to evidence
there was a temple there before the mosque
was built in 1528. The destruction of the
mosque by a Hindu mob had led to riots that
killed about 2,000 people across the country.
The BJP said in its election manifesto it would
“explore all possibilities within the framework
of the constitution and all necessary efforts to
facilitate the expeditious construction of the
Ram temple in Ayodhya”.

The Supreme Court this month gave a
panel arbitrating the decades-long dispute
until Aug 15, raising hopes for an amicable
settlement. Rawat and officials of two other
RSS affiliates, the Vishva Hindu Parishad
(VHP) and the Bajrang Dal, said their other
main demand is the abolishment of decades-
old special rights for the people of Jammu
and Kashmir, a northern state dominated by
Muslims in the Hindu-majority country.

The BJP has consistently advocated an

end to Kashmir’s special constitutional status,
which prevents outsiders from buying prop-
erty there, arguing that such laws have hin-
dered its integration with the rest of India. In
its election manifesto, the party also reiterat-
ed its long-held desire to abolish Kashmir’s
autonomous status. Kashmiri political leaders
have warned a repeal would bring wide-
spread unrest. VHP and the Bajrang Dal said
they also want the cow, considered sacred by
many Hindus, to be declared a national animal
whose killing would be an offence punishable
with life in jail.

Cow slaughter is banned in most Indian
states, and many BJP-ruled states have tight-
ened regional laws on it in the past few years
and launched a crackdown on unlicensed
abattoirs in the country’s most populous state,
Uttar Pradesh. Penalties for killing a cow differ
from state to state, with most ranging from six
months to five years in prison. “We are happy
with the projections for the BJP,” said
Bholendra, a leader of the Bajrang Dal in Uttar
Pradesh, who goes by one name. “Now all
attempts should be made to protect and pre-
serve Mother Cow.” — Reuters 

KABUL: Minutes before Mena Mangal, a prominent
Afghan journalist and parliamentary adviser, was shot
dead by two men in Kabul, she had slammed the door
of her parent’s home after reminding them to pay the
neighborhood shopkeeper 15 Afghanis (20 cents).
“Mena never forgot her duty towards our home and
work. After years of struggle she had achieved success
and happiness,” said Anisa Mangal, Mena’s mother,
told Reuters, as she sat surrounded by her husband,
four daughters, a son, grandchildren at her two-story
home in eastern Kabul.. “She did the right things ...
worked very hard to become a professional woman.”

No-one has been arrested over the broad daylight
killing, but police officials said Mangal’s family had
filed a case against four men, including her ex-hus-
band. “These four people are on the run but the police
are trying to arrest them,” said Kabul police
spokesman Firdaws Faramarz. Mangal’s mother
believes it was her dedication to home and career that
got her killed. She accuses her daughter’s ex-husband
of involvement in the murder because Mangal would
not give up her job and continued to appear on televi-
sion. Reuters was unable to contact Mangal’s former
husband. Calls to family members went unanswered.

The brazen attack on Mangal has drawn wide-
spread condemnation - including from US officials and
Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau - and high-
lighted what activists say is the continuing plight of
Afghan women, who still suffer high levels of sexual
and domestic violence and discrimination. Educated
Afghan women, the torchbearer’s of a drive to improve
women’s rights since the overthrow of the Taleban in
2001, say they still face hostility, be it from conserva-
tive family members or hardline Islamist groups, for
pursuing professional and financial independence.

Earlier this month, for example, the Taleban,
launched a deadly attack on the head office of US-
funded aid group Counterpart International in Kabul,
citing the “intermixing” of women and men working at
the site and its promotion of “western activities”. At
least nine people were killed and 20 were wounded in
a siege that lasted for more than seven hours. “The
Taleban want to kill women who work with men. If I
die, there will be no one to feed my parents and sib-
lings,” said an Afghan woman who has worked at
Counterpart for more than three years, speaking on
condition of anonymity. “If I sit at home will the Taliban
come to pay the bills?”

Taleban spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid said its
fighters targeted Counterpart because it was funded
by US aid agencies. Women could study and work, he
said, but the intermingling of the genders ought to be
kept in check in Afghanistan.

Price of freedom
Though many hardships remain, access to public

life has improved for Afghan women since US-backed
forces ousted the Taleban, especially in cities such as
Kabul, where tens of thousands now work outside the
home. But for many, concerns about the hazards of
going out to a job extend beyond their own safety.
Until April, thousands of Afghan women now working
for the government were happy to bring their children
to the office. The daycare center attached to every
government building provided reassurance their chil-
dren were close by and safe.

The centers were originally established in 1945 to
encourage women into the workforce, but closed under
the Taleban, who ruled from 1996 to 2001 and did not
allow women to go to school or work, nor walk on the
street without being accompanied by a male relative
and wearing the all-enveloping burqa. Now reopened,
the government runs more than 370 creches where
around 17,000 children aged from 3 months to 5 years
are provided with milk, food, cots, toys and education
at subsidized rates. “Having a daycare center next to
my office is a blessing, I feed my child after every two
hours and get back to work without any stress,” said
Sadia Seddiqi, an HR official at a government ministry.

But this sense of security changed in April, after a
suicide bomber and gunmen belonging to the Islamic
State group attacked the Afghan communications min-
istry in central Kabul. About a dozen people were
killed during the attack. Police evacuated about 100
children along with 2,800 employees from the com-
plex. Harrowing TV pictures of children, teachers, and
mothers screaming for hours after every gunshot
inside the ministry building has forced hundreds of
mothers to re-think their childcare. — AFP

Afghan working 
women face perils 
at home and office

Rights groups 
seek probe into 
Kashmir torture
SRINAGAR: Tens of thousands of people
in Indian Kashmir have been subjected to
torture in the past three decades, accord-
ing to a report released yesterday by two
prominent human rights groups which
called for a UN investigation. The report
said at least 40 people in 432 case studies
researched died “as a result of injuries
received during torture”. The Indian gov-
ernment declined to make an immediate
comment on the claims by the Association
of Parents of Disappeared Persons and the
Jammu Kashmir Coalition of Civil Society.
Officials said authorities would study the
allegations first.

Kashmir is marking the 30th anniver-
sary of an uprising which has left tens of
thousands dead, mainly civilians. The
Muslim majority Himalayan region has
been divided between Pakistani and Indian
sectors since their independence in 1947
and both claim it in full. Kashmir civilians
have been systematically tortured by the
Indian state to curb dissent, said the report
titled: “Torture: Indian State’s Instrument
of Control in Indian Administered Jammu
and Kashmir.”

While past scandals involving US pris-
ons at Guantanamo Bay and Abu Ghraib in
Iraq had received international attention,
“torture remains hidden in Jammu and
Kashmir, where tens of thousands of civil-

ians have been subjected to it,” said a
statement issued by the groups. The report
said the 432 individuals investigated had
been subjected to water-boarding, beat-
ings with iron rods and leather belts and
electric shocks to the genitals.

It said the latest death was in March
when a school principal, Rizwan Pandith,
died while being held by a police special
counter-insurgency group. Police alleged
the 29-year-old died while “he was trying
to escape from police custody,” the report
said. The rights groups called for an inter-
national investigation led by the UN High
Commissioner for Human Rights. They
urged India to ratify the UN Convention
Against Torture.

Indian governments have for decades
denied access to Kashmir for UN investi-
gators. Juan Mendez, a UN special rappor-
teur on torture from 2010 to 2016, said he
made repeated requests for the Indian UN
mission in Geneva to issue an invitation but
got no response. The report said torture
has been used since Kashmir’s division in
1947. The practice “attained an unprece-
dented magnitude post 1990” after the
current insurgency erupted.

A top security official in Kashmir told
AFP, speaking on condition of anonymity,
that the government would respond only
after examining the document. In 2010, the
whistleblower website Wikileaks told how
the United States had evidence of torture
of civilians in Indian Kashmir following
briefings by the International Committee of
the Red Cross. In 2018, India rejected the
first ever UN report on human rights abus-
es blamed on government forces in
Kashmir, calling it “fallacious, tendentious
and motivated”. — AFP 

AMRITSAR: Indian Border Security Force personnel stand guard outside a sealed room
where electronic voting machines (EVM) are kept after the 7th and final phase of the India’s
general election at Khalsa College yesterday. — AFP 

SRINAGAR: In this file photo taken on March 10, 2019, Kashmiri members of the
Association of Parents of the Disappeared (APDP) take part in a protest demanding
information on their missing loved ones. — AFP 

CHENNAI: From the safety of a relative’s
house, Mohammed Tazmul Hussein
watched coconut trees crashing onto the
roof of his home as Cyclone Fani barrelled
into eastern India. Two weeks after the
cyclone struck Odisha state on India’s east
coast, travelling at 200 km an hour and
forcing the evacuation of more than one
million people, Hussein is struggling to pick
up the pieces and rebuild his home. As well
as having no electricity, not enough clean
drinking water and no tree cover, thou-
sands like Hussein are now exposed to
heatwave conditions with temperatures of
40 degrees Celsius.

“We live by the coast and have never had
to bear the intensity of summer like those in
western parts of the state,” Hussein, 53, told
the Thomson Reuters Foundation over the
phone from Bhagwanpur village near the
temple town of Puri. “But the cyclone took
away all our shade giving trees and

uprooted electricity poles. And with elec-
tricity yet to be restored, the heat is sap-
ping. I feel helpless.”

Fourteen districts of Odisha felt the
impact of Cyclone Fani on May 3. More
than 10 million have been affected by the
worst summer cyclone in the state in 43
years, according to government data.
Hussein’s house is one of the more than
500,000 that were damaged in the
cyclone, that destroyed crops, contaminat-
ed water bodies and snapped communica-
tion and power lines. 

“There are people who stood near the
rubble, unable to recognize what was left
of their homes,” said Tushar Kantidas, sen-
ior manager for disaster risk management
with charity Plan India. “People have lost
everything and there is an urgency to
rebuild, with food and shelter being a pri-
ority. But the rising temperatures have
become the new challenge.” — Reuters

Slavery and gang 
rape in Chinese 
cybersex dens
LONDON: Thousands of North Korean
women and girls - some as young as nine -
are being trafficked into sexual slavery in
China as they try to flee poverty and
oppression in their homeland, experts on
the reclusive state said yesterday. The sex-
ual exploitation of North Koreans gener-
ates at least $105 million in annual profits
for the Chinese underworld, according to a
report by the non-profit Korea Future
Initiative, which includes harrowing
accounts from trafficked women.

“Victims are prostituted for as little as 30
Chinese yuan ($4.30), sold as wives for just
1,000 yuan, and trafficked into cybersex
dens for exploitation by a global online audi-
ence,” the report’s author Yoon Hee-soon
said. “Many are sold more than once and are
forced into at least one form of sexual slav-
ery within a year of leaving their homeland.”

An estimated 60 percent of North
Korean girls and women in China are traf-
ficked into the sex trade, according to the
report to be launched at an event at Britain’s
parliament yesterday. Nearly half are
pressed into prostitution, about a third sold
into marriage and most others pushed into
cybersex, researchers said. No one at the
Chinese embassy in London was immediate-

ly available for comment. Gathering informa-
tion in North Korea is notoriously difficult.
Many North Koreans are enslaved in broth-
els in districts in northeast China with large
migrant worker populations, the report said.

Tattoos of ownership
Trafficking survivors said prostitutes in

Shanghai were branded with tattoos such
as lions and butterflies to show ownership
and deter abductions by rivals.
Interviewees told of women dying from
sexually transmitted diseases and abuse.
Girls and women enslaved in cybersex
dens are usually aged between 12 and 29
but sometimes younger, the report said.
They are forced to perform sex acts or
sexually assaulted in front of webcams. A
live-stream featuring a young girl can cost
$110, researchers said, adding that many
subscribers appeared to be South Korean.

One woman, referred to as Ms Choi,
told how she was taken to an apartment
where she was shocked to see pre-pubes-
cent girls. “(There) was a bed in front of a
table with a computer and webcam. Four
men ... gang raped me. When the third man
began raping me (I) was bleeding ... I cannot
remember any more.” The report said women
forced into marriage were mostly sold in
rural areas for 1,000 to 50,000 yuan, and
were raped and abused by their husbands.
Estimates of the number of North Koreans
in China vary between 50,000 and
200,000. China’s policy of detaining and
repatriating North Koreans forces them to
live in the shadows, placing them at high
risk of exploitation, Yoon said. — Reuters

Rising heat scorches recovery
efforts in cyclone-hit Odisha

China trip, son’s 
wedding: Lanka 
leader denounced 
COLOMBO: After coming under fire for
not acting on warnings about Easter bomb-
ings that killed more than 250 people, Sri
Lankan President Maithripala Sirisena is
now facing criticism over his leadership in
the aftermath of the Islamist attacks. On
Monday last week, just as anti-Muslim riots
were spreading in apparent reprisal for the
attacks, Sirisena embarked on a three-day
trip to key financier China, leaving some Sri
Lankans feeling abandoned.

Going ahead with his son’s wedding on
May 9 also struck some as an affront to
families still in mourning after the April 21
bombings, claimed by Islamic State, which
struck churches and hotels. That leaves
Sirisena in a weak position ahead of this
year’s presidential election, voters and
analysts say, potentially paving the way for
former wartime defense chief Gotabaya
Rajapaksa to take over.

Sirisena’s allies say he did the best he
could in a volatile situation, citing meas-
ures like temporarily shutting down social
media and deploying the army to stem vio-

lence in the multi-ethnic, Buddhist-majority
island. But that rings hollow to voters like
56-year-old construction worker Sunil,
who voted for Sirisena in 2015 amid hopes
the career politician would combat corrup-
tion but now feels the president has not
focused on governing. “The president has
no time for this because he is busy going
all over the place,” said Sunil on a recent
morning in Colombo, vowing never to vote
for Sirisena again. Sirisena’s trip to China,
where he met President Xi Jinping, was
pre-planned and beneficial to the nation,
coordinating secretary Shiral Lakthilaka
told Reuters. Sirisena returned to Sri Lanka
on Thursday and only addressed attacks on
Muslim homes and shops on Friday, five
days after the violence erupted. Some dis-
gruntled Sri Lankans were also frustrated
that Sirisena’s son’s wedding went ahead. It
was originally scheduled to be held in the
Shangri-La, which was bombed, and ulti-
mately celebrated at the Hilton Colombo.

Sirisena, one user identified as
@sankadon tweeted, “can’t even postpone
the extravagant wedding at least (for) the
tears and blood of the people who lost their
lives due to his inability”. Spokesman
Ekanayake pushed back at the criticism,
saying the wedding was scaled down and
that Sirisena did not attend all the festivities.

The criticism comes on top of accusations
that government paralysis due to a feud

between Sirisena and Prime Minister Ranil
Wickremesinghe prevented warnings about
the attacks from being disseminated. Both
men, who fell out after a political crisis in
October, say they were not privy to the
warnings. Sirisena was in Singapore with
family when the attackers struck. He returned
to Colombo 15 hours later, appointed a panel

to probe defense lapses and replaced both
the police chief and the defense secretary.

There are no political polls in Sri Lanka,
but analysts said Sirisena was on the back
foot in elections that must be held by
December. “President Sirisena does not
have a fighting chance,” said Eurasia ana-
lyst Akhil Bery.  — Reuters

COLOMBO: Sri Lankan President Maithripala Sirisena lays a wreath for fallen sol-
diers during National War Heroes Day on Sunday. — AFP 


