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Indian MPs face 
charges including 
for rape, murder
NEW DELHI: More than 40 percent of lawmakers in India’s
new parliament face criminal charges - some as serious as
murder and rape - and the list is growing, an electoral
reform group said yesterday. One member of parliament for
the opposition Congress party is battling 204 cases includ-
ing manslaughter and robbery, the Association of
Democratic Reforms (ADR) said. At least 233 of the 543
members named as winning seats on Thursday face criminal
proceedings, according to the ADR, whose election chief
Anil Verma said there is a “disturbing trend” in parliament
that “is bad for the democracy”.

The ADR said it studied the records of 539 of the winners
and found that the number facing criminal cases was the
highest since it started studies in 2004. The report said 116 of
the 303 lawmakers from Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) landslide win face charges,
including one for terrorism. Twenty-nine of the 52 Congress
MPs face cases. Dean Kuriakose from Idukki, in Kerala state,
faces 204 criminal cases.

The ADR said the number of lawmakers facing grave
criminal cases had more than doubled in a decade - includ-
ing 11 murder cases, 30 manslaughter charges and three
accused of rape. Indian laws bar people from contesting an
election if they have been convicted while in office for crimes
that carry jail terms of two or more years, with some excep-
tions depending on the crime. Candidates standing for office
for the first time are allowed to have a conviction. 

None of the 185 lawmakers from the previous parliament
who faced criminal cases was convicted. Many have
returned for a new term. Firebrand Hindu nationalist nun
Sadhvi Pragya Thakur, a newly elected BJP MP, faces a ter-
rorism charge over a 2008 attack near a mosque that killed
six people. She denies the charges and says she was framed
by a previous Congress government. Parties often brush off
charges against their candidates by saying they were victims
of political vendettas. 

This year India’s election commission made it mandatory
for candidates to publish details of their criminal records
during the campaign period. The ADR campaigns to bring
accountability into Indian politics and successfully petitioned
the Supreme Court to make candidates file their educational,
financial and criminal records. Verma said the political class
sought to avoid reform. But he added: “We will continue to
legally fight this menace and demand that courts bar candi-
dates facing criminal charges.”  —AFP

PRETORIA: A South African woman wearing a dress depicting newly-elected South African President Cyril Ramaphosa (seen inset) sings and dances during his inauguration ceremony at the Loftus Versfeld Stadium yesterday. —AFP

PRETORIA: Cyril Ramaphosa yesterday took the oath
of office as president of South Africa at a colorful cere-
mony, vowing “a new era” amid expectations he will
revive the economy and fight corruption. Foreign heads
of state from more than 40 countries were among
36,000 people who witnessed the event replete with
pomp, military honors and an air force flyover at a rugby
stadium in Pretoria.

The 66-year-old leader was unanimously elected by
parliament to a five-year term after his African National
Congress (ANC) won legislative elections on May 8,
taking 230 of the 400 seats. The ANC garnered 57.5
percent of the vote, its weakest result since apartheid
was overturned 25 years ago. Ramaphosa is a trade
unionist who played a prominent part in the struggle to
end white-minority rule before becoming a successful
businessman.

He faces a herculean task to tackle the country’s many
problems - from a sickly economy in which more than a

quarter of the workforce is jobless, to entrenched crime
and corruption and land ownership that remains over-
whelmingly in the hands of whites. Many solutions will
require him to inch his way along a high wire, balancing
leftwing calls for radical change with investors’ demands
for caution. “A new era has dawned in our country. A
brighter day is rising upon South Africa,” Ramaphosa
said in his inaugural address.

“This is a defining moment for a young nation like
ours. It is a time for us to make the future that we yearn
for. “I pledge here today that I will serve you ...to build
the South Africa that we all want and deserve. “Let us
declare that when we gather to celebrate the 50th year
of our freedom there shall no longer be any person in
this land who is unable to meet their basic needs”.

Cabinet tensions 
Ramaphosa’s first test will be choosing a cabinet - a

task beset by rival factions within the ANC. He is

expected to name his new team within days, but the
choice of vice president hangs in the balance after
deputy David Mabuza said Wednesday he would defer
taking his seat in parliament. An ANC integrity com-
mission report has alleged that Mabuza - the party’s
No. 2 - “prejudiced the integrity of the ANC and
brought the organization into disrepute”. Ramaphosa
first took power last year when the ANC forced scan-
dal-plagued Jacob Zuma to resign after nine years in
office, and vowed to root out corruption.

Zuma a no-show 
Breaking with tradition Ramaphosa’s swearing-in cer-

emony was moved from the amphitheatre of the Union
Buildings - the seat of government, where Nelson
Mandela was inaugurated as the country’s first black
president in 1994. All other leaders after Mandela have
taken their oaths at the Union Buildings, whose grounds
can accommodate only up to 4,500 people. But this year

the event was moved to the 52,000-seater Loftus
Versfeld rugby stadium to allow more people to attend.

All of the country’s former presidents were at the cer-
emony except for Zuma, who on Friday attended a court
hearing on corruption charges in the southeastern city of
Pietermaritzburg. He told supporters afterwards he was
too busy to go to Pretoria for Rhamaphosa’s inaugura-
tion. “There is no time. I am fighting to stay out of jail,”
Zuma said. One of his several wives was to attend the
ceremony however.

More than 2,500 police were deployed for security,
while a battalion of soldiers performed ceremonial
parades inside the stadium. The air force put a spectacu-
lar aerobatics display overhead. The opposition
Democratic Alliance (DA) has castigated the government
for what it called a “wasteful” expenditure of 120 million
rand ($8.3 million) for the ceremony. “It is no secret that
the South African economy is in dire straits,” senior DA
lawmaker John Steenhuisen said. —Agencies

Ramaphosa sworn in S African president
All of the country’s former presidents at ceremony except for Zuma

Displaced Libya 
students fearing 
for their future
TRIPOLI: The fight for control of Libya’s capital is depriving
tens of thousands of pupils of their education, with high
school students displaced by the violence fretting about their
future. “We’ve fallen behind... and I don’t even know where
we will sit our final exams or how they will calculate my
grades,” said Mayar Mostafa, a teenager in her last year of
high school. Mostafa said the fighting has forced her and her
family to flee their home in a southern Tripoli suburb, while
her school has shut its doors. All this has left her “psycholog-
ically stressed out”, she lamented.

Mostafa is among those who are living in limbo - not
knowing when they will be able to resume their studies to
salvage the school year, or when life as a whole might return
to normal. On April 4, strongman Khalifa Haftar launched an
offensive to seize the capital Tripoli and unseat the interna-
tionally-recognized Government of National Accord (GNA).
More than 75,000 people have been driven from their homes

in the latest fighting and 510 have been killed, according to
the World Health Organization.  More than 2,400 have also
been wounded, while 100,000 people are feared trapped by
the clashes raging on the capital’s outskirts. Fighting between
Haftar’s self-styled Libyan National Army and forces loyal to
the GNA continues to rage south of Tripoli, and the UN
envoy has warned of a “long and bloody war”.

Schools shelter displaced 
Mostafa remembers the day the fighting erupted, saying

she was woken by “the deafening sound of machine-gun fire
and cannons”. “We had to flee our home in the midst of a
decisive school year,” she said. “I was planning to go to uni-
versity next year... Now I don’t know my fate”. According to
the UN’s agency for children, UNICEF, the fighting is “direct-
ly affecting some 122,088 children”. “The academic year has
been suspended in all schools in conflict-affected areas, and
seven schools are currently sheltering displaced families,”
UNICEF said last month.

It noted that an “attack on an education warehouse
destroyed 5 million schoolbooks and national school exam
results” in April. In many schools classes are suspended
because teachers have been trapped by fighting and are
unable to reach work. According to Rachad Bader, the head
of a crisis cell set up by the Libya’s education ministry, “most
schools in Tripoli have remained open”, despite the violence.

“But that is not the case for schools in Ain Zara and Abou
Slim” in the southern suburbs of the capital, he said.

These “are the areas hardest hit by the military opera-
tions,” Bader added. “I hope that the fighting will stop soon,
otherwise we will have to look for alternatives for displaced
children so that they won’t have to lose their school year,”
he said. —AFP

Owners charged 
as Surat school 
fire toll hits 20
SURAT, India: Indian police yesterday charged the owners
of a private school which turned into an inferno that killed
20 teenagers, some who died jumping from the building in a
desperate bid to escape the flames, officials said. Sixteen of
the dead were young women who had been preparing for
exams at the tuition center illegally set up on the top of a
commercial building in the western city of Surat, the officials
said. Horrifying images of students leaping from upper
floors of the building on Friday afternoon have spread on
social media. A youth died in hospital yesterday, increasing
the toll, as an inquiry revealed that the victims were study-
ing in a plastic dome that was quickly engulfed by flames.
The victims were aged between 15 and 22, police said. More
than 50 students were in classes when the fire erupted.
Government officials said five of the dead had been due to
receive exam results determining their university entrance
on Saturday. All had passed with flying colors, one official
told AFP. Police have charged three owners of the tuition
center at the Takshashila Arcade with culpable homicide not
amounting to murder, and attempted culpable homicide.

Shock and grief 
Surat police commissioner Satish Sharma told reporters

that one of the accused, Bhargav Bhutani, had been
detained. Media reports said the other two were on-the-
run. Sharma appealed for calm after some groups called
for public protests while there were angry skirmishes on
Friday night at the hospital where the injured were taken.
But 22-year-old Ketan Chodvadiya has been hailed as a
hero of the tragedy after he was shown in videos climbing
the side of the flaming building to try to save some of the
teenagers. “I climbed to the spot where I was seen in the
video with the help of a ladder,” he told the Indian Express
newspaper.

“One student fell down and I couldn’t catch her. I could
see her lying dead and I can’t forget the sight and I will
always regret that I couldn’t save her, but I am happy I
could help around eight to ten students escape,” he added.
Widespread safety breaches were found at the center,
officials said. “The fire was caused by a short-circuit in
one of the air-conditioning ducts on the ground floor ...
and spread to the third floor,” said Surat’s fire and emer-
gency services commissioner U Upadhyay. 

The Takshashila Arcade had permission for just one
floor but two additional storeys were illegally constructed,
according to a chief fire official Basant Parekh. “The coach-
ing class owners had illegally occupied the terrace and had
put up a makeshift dome,” he added. Surat city has set up a
team to identify other illegal structures being used for
tuition classes in exam season. Images showing flames and

black smoke billowing out of the building and students
jumping from the upper floors have been widely share.

Widespread public grief and anger has been
expressed at the disaster. Bollywood superstar actor
Amitabh Bachchan said on Twitter that he felt “grief
beyond expression”. R Madhavan another leading actor
and producer, said on Twitter: “Those breaking the
norms should be EXECUTED.” Prime Minister Narendra
Modi, who comes from Gujarat state, also expressed
condolences. —AFP

SURAT: Indian firefighters try to control a major fire in a building
housing a tuition center on Friday.  —AFP 

TRIPOLI: Displaced Libyan students from areas of clashes attend
a lesson at a school on the southern outskirts of the capital on
May 20, 2019. —AFP


