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As Indian election 
dust settles, jobs, 
trade, security high 
on govt’s to-do list

Exit polls after the end of India’s general elec-
tion on Sunday showed Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party

(BJP) and its allies retaining power with an over-
whelming majority. The Hindu nationalist leader
will need to tackle a host of issues ranging from
unemployment to weak economic growth:

Jobs
Creating work for an estimated 1.2 million

young people entering the market each month
will be a key challenge. Economists say the next
prime minister will need to encourage businesses
to step up investment to create job opportuni-
ties. Unemployment rose to 7.6% in April, the
highest since October 2016, and up from 6.71%
in March, data from private th ink-tank the
Centre for Monitoring Indian Economy showed.
An official survey that was withheld by the gov-
ernment showed India’s unemployment rate rose
to 6.1%, the highest level in at least 45 years, in
2017/18, the Business Standard newspaper
reported in January.

Economy
Economic growth, which hit a five-quarter low

of 6.6% in October-December, appears to be
slowing further. Car and motorbike sales have
tumbled and industrial output contracted for the
first time in nearly two years in March. Rural
demand and manufacturing growth have also
weakened. Economists have also questioned the
quality of the official economic data, saying the
on-the-ground situation is far bleaker.

The new government will have limited options
to boost the economy given the prevalent revenue
constraints - it may need to rework its expenditure
plans and deploy more funds to schemes that can
help boost weak consumption in rural areas. The
government will also need support through rate
cuts and liquidity measures from the Reserve Bank
of India to help bring down cost of funds for banks
and make loans cheaper for consumers.

Trade
India’s trade relationship with major partners,

including the United States and China, remains on
a shaky footing. US President Donald Trump’s
administration has called out India on its high tar-
iffs, price caps on imported US medical devices
and rules around e-commerce trade. Indian gov-
ernment officials say they fear Trump’s administra-
tion will soon end preferential trade treatment for
India, which allows duty-free entry for up to $5.6
billion worth of its exports to the United States.
Adding to India’s troubles is the ongoing trade
dispute between the United States and China,
which is likely to benefit countries such Japan and
South Korea. India remains vulnerable to dumping
of cheap Chinese imports.

Pakistan
National security issues and relations with

arch-rival Pakistan will be high on agenda. Tension
between the nuclear-armed neighbors has been
high after Modi this year sent warplanes into
Pakistan to avenge the killing of 40 Indian police
officers in a militant attack which was claimed by a
Pakistan-based group. In recent weeks, Pakistani
leaders have suggested that they are tired of con-
flict, opposed to extremism and open to peace
talks with India, but those offers have been met
with scepticism. India is steadfast in its demand
that Islamabad stop its support for militant groups,
particularly those operating in the disputed
Kashmir region, and has said it isn’t open to talks
until then.

Religion
Allies of Modi’s BJP will likely renew their con-

troversial demand to build a Hindu temple on the
ruins of a 16th century mosque in the northern
town of Ayodhya. A violent Hindu mob destroyed
the mosque in Ayodhya in 1992, triggering riots
that killed about 2,000 people in one of the worst
episodes of sectarian violence since independ-
ence from colonial rule in 1947. India’s Supreme
Court has set up a panel to arbitrate the decades-
long dispute. Modi could also end the special
constitutional status given to India’s only Muslim-
majority state, Jammu and Kashmir, as the BJP
believes the status prevents outsiders from buying
property there and hinders its integration with the
rest of India. — Reuters

Ayear ago, physicist Ruben Aidinyan was one of the
tens of thousands who packed the main square of
Armenia’s capital as outraged protesters forced vet-

eran leader Serzh Sarkisian to resign in the face of a popu-
lar uprising against corruption and poverty. The heady days
of the 2018 revolt in Yerevan’s Republic Square may be
over but for many Armenians like Aidinyan hope endures
that their new leaders have set the impoverished Caucasus
country on the right path. “What we expected from the
revolution is now coming true,” said Aidinyan, 66, standing
in the square - the epicentre of mass protests that swept
Armenia’s corrupt elites from power.

The revolt erupted in April 2018 after Sarkisian tried to
switch to become elected prime minister after serving ten
years as president in a bid to stay in power. The move
proved the last straw for Armenians, long frustrated over
the country’s sluggish economy, entrenched poverty, and
deep corruption. Spearheaded by hugely popular opposi-
tion MP Nikol Pashinyan, weeks of street protests led to
Sarkisian’s resignation and the demise of his ruling party,
drastically reshaping the country’s political landscape.

Pashinyan was elected prime minister last May, promis-
ing democratic and economic reforms in the country of
some three million people. After a year in office, the 43-
year-old former journalist has achieved “radical change,”
said Aidinyan. “I am now a free citizen of a free country, I

can freely express my political views.” For another
Yerevan resident, 30-year-old archaeologist Avetis
Grigoryan, “one of the most important achievements since
the revolution is that old corrupt officials have been
replaced by honest and competent people.”

“Every time I pass the (Republic) Square, I am over-
whelmed with memories of the revolution,” he said.
Grigoryan also took part in the weeks of protests last
year to oust the old guard. “I dreamed of a positive
change in my country. That change is now taking place,”
he said. At a press conference last week, Pashinyan listed
51,000 new jobs, rising wages and arrests of corrupt
officials as among the “hundred achievements” of his
cabinet over the last year.

‘He has political will’ 
Shortly after coming to power, Pashinyan launched a

sweeping crackdown on corruption among former elites
that led to the arrests of prominent figures including for-
mer president Robert Kocharyan. Yet while his all-out
anti-graft crusade continues to keep Pashinyan’s approval
ratings high, some say they are disappointed by his efforts
to reduce the country’s widespread poverty.

As many as 30 percent of Armenians live in poverty,
and the unemployment rate is 18 percent, according to
the World Bank. Sipping red wine at an outdoor cafe on

Yerevan’s central Abovyan street lined with flowering
chestnut trees, 70-year-old dentist Marine Bagyan com-
plained of “a hike in food prices that began right after
the revolution.” “Elderly people can’t afford to visit a
doctor or buy medicines. Students have no money for
tuition,” she said. 

“How is it possible to live on a pension of 45,000 drams
($93, 83 euros)?” she asked, referring to the maximum
monthly state pension. But many Armenians appear more
patient when it comes to the speed of Pashinyan’s eco-
nomic reforms. “Some people may feel disappointed, but
that feeling isn’t widespread,” said Lilit Nazaryan, a 26-
year-old bookshop sales assistant. “I don’t understand the
people who are complaining. It’s foolish to expect that the
economic situation can improve as if by magic.”

A landlocked, ex-Soviet country, Armenia has in the
past been economically isolated because its borders with
Turkey and Azerbaijan had long been closed owing to
political disputes. “We don’t expect economic miracles
from Pashinyan,” said maths teacher Anahit Abramyan. “It
will be many years before people can see serious improve-
ments in their living standards.” “What (Pashinyan) can do
very quickly is to wipe out the corruption which has
become a norm of life under Sarkisian,” she said. “It looks
like he has the political will to deliver on the main promise
he has given to Armenians.” — AFP 

A year on, revolutionary hopes endure for Armenians

In this file photo, supporters of Armenia’s popular opposition leader attend a rally in downtown Yerevan. “What we expected from the revolution is now coming true,” said Ruben
Aidinyan, a 66-year-old physicist standing in Yerevan’s Republic Square-the epicenter of mass protests that last year swept Armenia’s corrupt elites from power. — AFP 

Bomb blast
near Egypt’s
pyramids

Just a month before the African
Cup of Nations, Egypt was hit
by a bomb blast that under-

mined efforts to burnish its image as
a bulwark of stability after years of
turmoil. The attack on Sunday near
the famed pyramids of Giza is
another setback to the North
African country’s efforts to revive
its key tourism industry after years
of turmoil.

What happened? 
A roadside bomb explosion hit a

tourist bus driving on a road close
to a lavish new museum under con-
struction overlooking the Giza
plateau. The blast shattered many of
the bus’s windows, injuring several
of its passengers as well as those of
a nearby car. At least 17 people
were wounded in the explosion
including foreigners. South Africa’s
foreign ministry said three of its
nationals were hospitalized. No
group has claimed responsibility for
the attack yet.

Possible scenarios?
A day later, Egypt announced

that its security forces had killed 12
suspected militants in police raids
near Cairo. The interior ministry
said the militants belonged to the
Hasm movement which is believed
to be a splinter faction of the out-
lawed Muslim Brotherhood group.
Hasm has previously claimed
responsibility for attacks targeting
security personnel and high-profile
figures in Egypt including judges.
“The pyramids area is known to be
a bastion for the Muslim
Brotherhood. Groups like Hasm and
Lewaa al-Thawra (believed to be
affiliates of the Brotherhood) have
previously claimed responsibility for
attacks in this area,” said political
science professor Mostafa Kamel
al-Sayed.

Hassan Nafaa, another political
science professor at Cairo
University, said the authorities’
announcement about the killing of
militants was meant to give a sem-
blance of order. “The security
establishment wants to prove it’s

effective and successful.. . by
announcing it killed 12 members of
the Hasm movement to give the
impression it is behind the attack,”
he said. The ministry’s statement did
not directly link the raids to the bus
attack.

Precedents?
Egypt’s tourism sector has been

hit by a string of previous attacks,
most recently in December when
three Vietnamese nationals and an
Egyptian tour guide were killed in
an explosion. Back then, a home-
made explosive device struck their
bus which was also driving near the
site of the pyramids. It followed a
lull in attacks since the 2017 stab-
bing of two women on a beach in
the seaside resort of Hurghada. The
heaviest blow to Egypt’s tourism
sector was in October 2015 when a
bomb attack claimed by the Islamic
State group downed a Russian air-
liner shortly after take off from the
resort city of Sharm el-Sheikh,
killing 224 people on board.

Impact on tourism?
Sunday’s attack follows signs of a

recovery in the long-suffering
tourism industry. Egypt is set to
host the African Cup of Nations
from June 21 to July 19 which it
sees as an opportunity to show
that the country is safe and able to
handle an inf lux of  tourists .
Tourism has been reeling from tur-
moil since the 2011 overthrow of
longtime ruler Hosni Mubarak in a
popular uprising. In 2010, Egypt
welcomed a record 14.7 million
tourists. But by 2016 that figure
had plunged by nearly two-thirds,
to 5.3 million. 

The following year witnessed a
rebound with arrivals reaching 8.3
million, according to the official
statistics agency. Earlier this
month, Tourism Minister Rania al-
Mashat said the key industry
accounts for about a fifth of the
country’s gross domestic product
(GDP). Despite the high stakes,
some believe Sunday’s attack is
unlikely to have a significant
impact on tourism.  “It is a minor
incident and it has become com-
mon that similar occurrences take
place in other areas around the
world,” said Sayed. — AFP 

Will US Supreme 
Court reconsider 
abortion rights?

American evangelicals have high hopes that the US
Supreme Court, with its newfound conservative
majority, will be tempted to chip away at its historic

decision to legalize abortion. Forty-six years after its land-
mark Roe v Wade decision, the high court is at the heart of
a heated offensive led by states with conservative majori-
ties who oppose the voluntary termination of pregnancy.
This week alone, Alabama passed a law banning women
from having an abortion even in cases of incest or rape
and the Missouri legislature made illegal abortions from
eight weeks of pregnancy. 

Both states have vowed to prosecute doctors who per-
form the procedure. Georgia, Ohio, Mississippi, Kentucky,
Iowa and North Dakota have enacted laws banning abor-
tion from the moment a fetal heartbeat is detected, around
six weeks of gestation, before most women know they are
pregnant. All of these laws flagrantly go against Roe v
Wade, which guarantees women’s rights to abortion as long
as the fetus is not viable - around 24 weeks of pregnancy.

The new pieces of legislation are therefore widely
expected to soon be blocked in court. But their backers
seek to go beyond that step, planning to appeal such deci-
sions until they reach the Supreme Court in hopes this will
lead to the long-sought conservative goal of overturning
the abortion ruling. “All the conservative states across the
US are testing the limits, they see it’s a sympathetic court
to the conservatives,” Lawrence Gostin of Georgetown
Law told AFP.

“(President Donald) Trump has changed the balance of
the Supreme Court, so that he now has a Supreme Court
that is decisively conservative and unfriendly to women’s
reproductive rights, that’s unquestionably true.” During the
2016 campaign, Trump secured the evangelical vote that
had been initially hesitant to cast ballots for the bombastic,
twice-divorced billionaire by promising to appoint anti-
abortion justices at the highest court in the land.

Since his election, the president has brought two
appointees to the high court - Neil Gorsuch and Brett
Kavanaugh — and the progressives are now a minority of
four on the nine-person bench. “We know who put them in
the court and why, we know that Trump and (president
George W.) Bush are expecting them to vote to overturn
Roe. But in the past, presidents have been wrong in their
selection,” said Mary Ziegler, a law professor at Florida
State University. 

“There are a lot of uncertainties, so we don’t know
where the conservative justices stand exactly.” She noted
that during his confirmation hearings, Brett Kavanaugh
insisted he supported upholding past rulings. “Chief
Justice John Roberts is very aware of how the public per-
ceives the Supreme Court. He likes the idea that people
have respect for the court,” said Sherry Colb of Cornell
Law School. In February, Roberts joined liberal justices in
freezing the Louisiana law that critics say imposed such
drastic conditions on doctors who perform abortion pro-
cedures that only one of them was left able to provide the
service in the entire state. — AFP

Photo shows vehicles damaged during a bomb blast near Egypt’s
famed Giza pyramids. A bomb blast hit a tourist bus wounding at least
17 people, including South Africans, in the latest blow to the country’s
tourism industry. — AFP 


