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in Ayodhya after the court decision was announced.
Thousands of paramilitary force members and police
were deployed in Ayodhya and other sensitive areas
across India. There were no immediate reports of unrest.

“Today’s Supreme Court decision has given the
nation the message that even the most difficult of all
problems falls within the ambit of the constitution and
within the boundaries of the judicial system,” Modi
said in a televised address yesterday evening, calling
for “a new India” free of hatred. He had earlier tweet-
ed that the verdict should not be seen as “a win or
loss for anybody”.

The ruling comes months after Modi’s govern-
ment stripped the Muslim-majority Jammu and
Kashmir region of its special status as a state, deliv-
ering on yet another election promise to its largely
Hindu support base. Neelanjan Sircar, an assistant
professor at Ashoka University near New Delhi, said
the verdict would benefit the BJP, which won re-
election in May, but a slowing economy would ulti-
mately take center stage for voters. “In the short
term, there will be a boost for the BJP,” said Sircar.
“These things don’t work forever ... Ram Temple isn’t
going to put food on the table.”

Hindus believe the site is the birthplace of Ram, a
physical incarnation of the Hindu god Vishnu, and say
the site was holy for Hindus long before the Muslim
Mughals, India’s most prominent Islamic rulers, built
the Babri mosque there in 1528. The five-judge bench,
headed by the Chief Justice Ranjan Gogoi, reached a
unanimous judgment to hand over the plot of just 2.77
acres (1.1 hectares), or about the size of a football

field, to the Hindu group.
The court also directed that another plot of five

acres (two hectares) in Ayodhya be provided to the
Muslim group that contested the case, but that was
not enough to mollify some critics. “The country is
now moving towards becoming a Hindu nation,”
Asaduddin Owaisi, an influential Muslim opposition
politician, told reporters. 

Across the border in archrival Pakistan, the foreign
ministry said the decision “shredded the veneer of so-
called secularism” in India and showed minorities were
no longer safe. India’s foreign ministry responded that
Pakistan’s “pathological compulsion to comment on our
internal affairs with the obvious intent of spreading
hatred is condemnable”.

Modi’s party hailed the ruling as a “milestone”. “I
welcome the court decision and appeal to all reli-
gious groups to accept the decision,” Home Minister
Amit Shah, who is also president of the BJP, said on
Twitter. A lawyer for the Sunni  Musl im group
involved in the case initially said it would likely file a
review petition, which could have triggered another
protracted legal batt le, but its chairman Zafar
Farooqui later yesterday told reporters the verdict
had been accepted “with humility”.

Muslim organizations appealed for calm. The Hindu
group Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh - the parent
organization of Modi’s party - had already decided
against any celebrations to avoid provoking sectarian
violence. The BJP owes its origins to the RSS, a mili-
taristic group that has long espoused “Hindutva”, or
Hindu hegemony in officially secular India. Under
Modi, a former RSS cadre, Islamic-sounding names of
several cities have been changed, while some school
textbooks have been altered to downplay Muslims’
contributions to India. There has been a string of
lynchings of Muslims by Hindu mobs over cows, sacred
for many Hindus, and other hate crimes including
Muslims forced to perform Hindu chants. 

Restrictions were placed on gatherings in some

places and Internet services were suspended.
Elsewhere, police monitored social media to curb
rumors. Streets in Ayodhya were largely deserted and
security personnel patrolled the main road to Lucknow,
the capital of the northern state of Uttar Pradesh. 

Meanwhile, hundreds of Indian Sikhs made a his-
toric pilgrimage to Pakistan yesterday, crossing
through a white gate to reach one of their religion’s
holiest sites, after a landmark deal between the two
countries separated by the 1947 partition of the sub-
continent. Cheering Sikhs walked joyfully along the
road from Dera Baba Nanak in India towards the new
immigration hall that would allow them to pass
through a secure land corridor into Pakistan, in a rare
example of cooperation between the nuclear-armed
countries divided by decades of enmity. 

Some fathers ran, carrying their children on their
shoulders. Buses were waiting on the Pakistani side to
carry them along the corridor to the shrine to
Sikhism’s founder Guru Nanak, which l ies in
Kartarpur, a small town just four kilometres inside
Pakistan where he is believed to have died.

For up to 30 million Sikhs around the world, the
white-domed shrine is one of their holiest sites.
However for Indian Sikhs, it has remained tantalizing-
ly close - so close they could stand at the border and
gaze at its four cupolas - but out-of-reach for
decades. When Pakistan was carved out of colonial
India at the end of British rule in 1947, Kartarpur
ended up on the western side of the border, while
most of the region’s Sikhs remained on the other side.
Since then, the perennial state of enmity between
India and Pakistan has been a constant barrier to
those wanting to visit the temple, known in Sikhism as
a gurdwara.

Pilgrims on both sides of the border hoped the
corridor might herald a thaw in South Asian tensions.
“When it comes to government-to-government rela-
tions, it is all hate and when it comes to people-to-
people ties, it’s all love,” one of the Sikh pilgrims, who

did not give his name, told Pakistani state TV as he
crossed. Among the first pilgrims was former Indian
Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, who told Pakistani
state media that it was a “big moment”.

The opening even inspired a singular message of
gratitude from Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi
to his Pakistani counterpart Imran Khan for “respect-
ing the sentiments of India”. For his part, Khan said a
day would come “when our relations with India will
improve”. “I am hopeful that this the beginning,” he
told the pilgrims at the shrine.

For years India had been asking Pakistan to grant
Sikhs access to the shrine. Many believe it has hap-
pened now because of the friendship between Khan,
a World Cup winning cricketer-turned politician, and
India’s Navjot Singh Sidhu - another cricketer-
turned-politician. “When Sidhu asked me to open the
border, I kept it in my mind,” Khan told devotees yes-
terday. He compared the situation to Muslims being
able to see holy sites in Madinah, but never visit.

The opening comes just days ahead of the Guru
Nanak’s 550th birthday on Nov 12 - an anniversary of
huge significance for the global Sikh community, and
which may also have played a role in the timing. Sikhs
from around the world have been arriving in Pakistan
ahead of the celebrations for days already. An esti-
mated 7,000 were at the shrine to hear Khan’s
speech, though it was not clear how many had come
via the corridor and how many had arrived from else-
where. Indian officials said just 700 were expected to
cross through the corridor yesterday.

Many were emotional, some in tears. Others posed
for selfies before a giant gold- and silver-colored kir-
pan, the dagger which Sikhs must carry with them at
all times as an article of their faith. There are an esti-
mated 20,000 Sikhs left in Pakistan after millions fled
to India following the bloody religious violence ignit-
ed by partition, which sparked the largest mass
migration in human history and led to the death of at
least one million people. — Agencies 

India’s supreme
court gives...

BAGHDAD: Seven protesters were killed
yesterday in Iraq as security forces cleared
protest sites in Baghdad and Basra after
political leaders agreed to stand by the
embattled government by any means. The
leaders, sources told AFP, also agreed to
put an end to rallies rocking Iraq’s capital
and its south since Oct 1 and demanding an
overhaul of the political system. The crack-
down began in the morning when security
forces wrested back control from demon-
strators of three bridges spanning the River
Tigris in the heart of Baghdad. 

Iraqi forces then moved towards Tahrir
(Liberation) Square, ground zero for the
month-long movement demanding regime
change, firing live rounds and tear gas.
Three demonstrators died from bullet
wounds and a fourth when a tear gas canis-
ter pierced his skull, medics and police
sources told AFP. “The security forces are
getting closer to us, but the protesters are
trying to hold them off by burning tires,” a
doctor in Tahrir told AFP. “We can hear live
fire now and there are so many wounded.” 

Three protesters were killed and dozens
wounded in the southern city of Basra,
medical sources said, as security forces
cleared a protest camp outside the provin-
cial government headquarters. Security
forces also rounded up demonstrators in
Basra. And in the revered Shiite holy city of
Karbala, south of Baghdad, the tents of
protesters were reduced to ashes when
security forces fired searing hot tear gas
canisters at them. 

‘Any means possible’ 
The bloodshed came after political lead-

ers agreed to rally around Prime Minister
Adel Abdel Mahdi, whose embattled gov-
ernment was threatened by the largest and
deadliest grassroots protests in Iraq in
decades. Abdel Mahdi, 77, came to power
last year through a shaky alliance between

populist cleric Moqtada Al-Sadr and Hadi
Al-Ameri, a leader of the Hashed al-Shaabi
paramilitary network.

When the protests first erupted in
October, Sadr threw his weight behind them
while the Hashed backed the government.
But they closed rank around the premier
this week after a series of meetings led by
Major General Qasem Soleimani, the head
of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard’s foreign
operations arm. Soleimani, who often plays
a mediating role during times of crisis in
Iraq, met Sadr and persuaded him to return
to the fold, said a source present at the
meetings. “Those meetings resulted in an
agreement that Abdel Mahdi would remain
in office,” the source said. 

Sadr has since gone silent amid reports
he is in Iran. The source also told AFP
Soleimani met Mohammed Ridha Sistani, the
son of Iraq’s top Shiite cleric, Grand
Ayatollah Ali Sistani. But on Saturday
Sistani’s office issued a statement denying
that cleric “was part of a deal for the current
government to stay and the protests to end”.
Another source said political factions
agreed this week to move forward on
reforms and constitutional amendments if
the premier and government stayed in place.
“They agreed to end the protests with any
means possible and to reopen the bridges
and shuttered streets,” said a senior member
of a party represented at the gathering.

Abdel Mahdi met President Barham Saleh
yesterday for the first time in days.
Government sources had told AFP ties
between them had been cut after Saleh pro-
posed the premier be replaced. And yester-
day, parliament convened to discuss reform
proposals, including hiring drives and
increased welfare payouts.

Protesters despair
Meanwhile, the streets around Tahrir

were in chaos. “The security forces told us

the protests are over and everyone should
go home,” one protester shouted. “But we
put up more barricades so they won’t enter
Tahrir. Tomorrow, no one goes to work.”
Protesters are now on the back foot but still
occupy part of Al-Jumhuriyah (Republic)
Bridge, the closest to Tahrir. “Our situation
as protesters is not good, but we’ll stay until
we find a solution,” said another protester.

Oil-rich Iraq is OPEC’s second biggest
producer, but one in five people live in
poverty and youth unemployment stands
at 25 percent, the World Bank says. Those
staggering rates sparked the first wave of
protests on Oct 1, and public anger quick-
ly spiralled into calls for the overhaul of
the entire ruling system. Protesters say
the current framework allows political

parties to dole out government jobs based
on affiliation and bribes, choking out inde-
pendents in a country with a weak private
sector. They are demanding profound
reform and constitutional amendments.
Around 300 people have been killed in
the protests, according to toll compiled by
AFP. The government has stopped issuing
figures. — AFP 

Seven dead as Iraq security 
forces clear protest sites

BASRA: An Iraqi protester lifts a barrel as he takes part in an anti-government demonstration in this southern city yesterday. — AFP 

LONDON: Extinction Rebellion, the grassroots
green movement that has blocked city roads, nursed
babies outside corporate headquarters and put cli-
mate change firmly on the political map in capitals
from London to Madrid, is now gaining ground in the
Middle East. Off-shoots of the group that advocates
peaceful protest as a way to pile on pressure to curb
global warming are sprouting from Beirut to Doha, as
activists in the oil-rich region want governments to
ditch fossil fuels for renewable energy sources.

“Governments are not going to do anything unless
they see that people themselves want that change -
that’s how any movement starts,” said Iman, a mem-
ber of the newly formed Extinction Rebellion (XR)
group in Qatar who declined to give her full name for
security reasons. “There’s a very large number of
Qataris who are very passionate about sustainability
and who want to see change implemented but they
also acknowledge the challenges to it - whether that
be political or simply cultural,” she said.

The gas-rich Gulf State, with a population of about
2.7 million, emits more carbon dioxide per person
than any other nation globally, according to World
Bank data, while across the region, countries suffer
blistering heat and water shortages. As host of the
2022 football World Cup, Qatar is looking at ways to
reduce carbon emissions linked to the event and exe-

cute a 2030 national plan to curb its carbon footprint.
Extinction Rebellion launched in London in 2018,

inspiring waves of disruptive action around the world
pushing for rapid cuts in carbon emissions, with the
protests leading to thousands of arrests. In Qatar - a
country where protests are illegal - the nascent
group acknowledges it will not be able to carry out
large-scale civil disobedience like other XR groups. 

But Iman said the plan is to change hearts and
minds through public advertising campaigns and lob-
bying decision-makers. “It’s a little harder to be more
vocal about issues such as sustainability, especially
when you’re in an oil-rich region,” said the 19-year-old
student. “There are constraints.” Despite a social
emphasis on consumer culture, she said, there is grow-
ing public awareness in Qatar around waste - and a
willingness by young people especially to shoulder
more responsibility for the global climate crisis.

Climate peace?
Water scarcity and desertification are major climate

issues in the Middle East and North Africa, the United
Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO)
warned earlier this year. In Israel and the Palestinian
territories, green activists said a 2018 report by the
U.N. climate science panel - which said heat-trapping
emissions must be slashed 45 percent by 2030 to keep
warming to a lower agreed limit - had spurred them to
join XR. “We see ourselves as the noise-makers - the
ones who are saying no more business as usual,”
Michael Raphael, a member of XR Israel, told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation.

Globally, XR tactics center on civil disobedience
such as blocking planes at a London airport and dis-
rupting traffic outside Belgium’s Royal Palace, while in

New York activists glued themselves to a green sail-
boat parked in Broadway. In politically tense places
like Jerusalem, survival is an everyday concern, said
Raphael, but a warming climate may inadvertently
unite factions and help bring peace. “It doesn’t matter
if you’re Palestinian or Jewish - you’re going to face
the same difficulties under climate change,” he said. “If
we don’t take this on together, we’re going to die
together.”

Raphael and his group are most concerned about
the development of off-shore gas rigs, water short-
ages, pesticides and over-fishing in the region, he
added. “There needs to be a big push for more sys-
tematic change.” So far, local XR members have glued
themselves to the windows of the Israeli stock
exchange, blockaded petrochemical factories and
protested outside government buildings.

Creative tactics
In recent weeks, Lebanon has been paralyzed by an

unprecedented wave of protests against what is seen
as rampant corruption among its ruling elite, which led
to the resignation of Prime Minister Saad Al-Hariri.
“The mass protests erupted and are kind of doing our
job... so we’re participating in them,” said Rami
Suleiman, co-founder of XR Lebanon. A rise in tem-
peratures exacerbated forest fires in the country, a
contributing factor to voter frustration over wider gov-
ernment inaction, he added.

“Climate change actually played a huge role in start-
ing these protests,” he said by telephone. “In the
Middle East, we’re suffering a lot from rising sea levels
and changing weather patterns - so I got drawn in.”
The university student set up a Lebanese XR branch in
May, after watching the movement grow abroad and

feeling “astonished” the region had nothing similar. The
group, now around 40-strong, has translated climate
documents into Arabic, disrupted traffic flows and lately
participated in the broader political protests in Beirut.

In Turkey too, the climate movement is growing,
with an XR group in Istanbul and others planned in
Ankara, Bodrum and Izmir, said Elif Unal, an XR coor-
dinator in the country. “I was very anxious about the
climate crisis and I was feeling very hopeless,” said 25-
year-old Unal, who first got involved by translating XR
tweets into Turkish. The group has since put on art
shows and performances in central Istanbul to grab
public attention. They are seeking to use more cau-
tious and creative methods than in other European
cities, she said, not least because “getting arrested is
not something new in Turkey” and would be a less
effective tactic.

Governments across the Middle East are grappling
with how to slow down climate change and cope with
its impacts. Officials are eager to demonstrate their
countries can be effective stewards of the environment,
despite their heavy reliance on fossil fuels. Dubai,
Muscat and Doha, for example, are developing low-
carbon residential areas that aim to reduce emissions
and serve as green living models. Yet while all coun-
tries in the region are signatories to the 2015 Paris
Agreement to tackle global warming, six states - Iran,
Iraq, Lebanon, Libya, Turkey and Yemen - have yet to
ratify the international accord, meaning they are not
legally bound by it.

Unal said there was a tendency in the region to
blame other parts of the world, such as Europe and the
United States, for causing climate change. But, she
added, “the climate crisis is a global problem and the
solution should be global too”. — Reuters 
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