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Pope urges conservatives to be 
open to changes in the Church

GUWAHATI: Abanti Deka had no idea when she mar-
ried her husband that taking his name would jeopard-
ize her Indian citizenship. That was before authorities
in the northeast Indian state of Assam, where she has
lived all her life, launched a vast and highly contentious
exercise to register all its citizens as part of a cam-
paign against illegal immigration.

When the register was published at the end of
August, the names of nearly 2 million of the state’s
about 33 million people were missing, plunging them
into a bureaucratic nightmare that human rights
experts fear could render some stateless. Abanti was
one of the unlucky ones. “The notice came suddenly,”
she told the Thomson Reuters Foundation at her
lawyer’s office. “I don’t understand. I was born here, I
have voted here before, but suddenly none of that mat-
ters any more.” Resentment against illegal immigrants
has simmered for years in Assam, one of India’s poor-
est states, with residents blaming outsiders for taking
their jobs and land.

To be included on the register, residents had to
produce documents proving their families lived in India
before March 24, 1971, when hundreds of thousands of
people began fleeing conflict across the border in what
is now Bangladesh. Lawyers and campaigners dealing
with such cases say they present particular challenges
for women. About one in three women in Assam is illit-
erate - a higher proportion than for men - and many
marry young, moving away from home and losing
access to any documents that might prove their origins.

They also take their husbands’ names, a move that
has complicated things further for many married
women in a region where family names are markers of
ethnic and religious affiliation. “The women have had
to pay a higher price,” said Tanya Laskar, a lawyer
working on such cases. “They have struggled the hard-
est to get relevant documents and many failed because
they were child brides or the family did not put their
names on a land document because women are not
entitled to property in many homes.”

Pressure
India is expected to face pressure at a major inter-

governmental meeting in Geneva on Monday to assess
progress in a global decade-long campaign aimed at
eradicating statelessness by 2024. On Wednesday, the
UN High Commissioner for Refugees Filippo Grandi
expressed concerns that the Assam exercise could
result in some people being made stateless. There are
an estimated 10-15 million stateless people worldwide
who are not recognized as nationals of any country
and are deprived of basic rights most people take for
granted such as education and healthcare. Those
excluded from India’s register will have 120 days to
prove their citizenship at hundreds of regional quasi-
judicial bodies known as foreigners’ tribunals. If that
goes against them, they can appeal all the way up to
India’s Supreme Court.

‘Lonely battles’
From land deeds to school leaving certificates, voter

lists and birth certificates, residents of Assam have had
to spend thousands of rupees to access their docu-
ments from government offices. Laskar, who runs
awareness campaigns on the process, said poorer fam-
ilies often spent their limited resources on the men.

“In poor families, a woman’s right to justice comes
at the end,” she said. “We have had women fainting in
our awareness meetings because they are so worried
of what lies ahead. Many know that they will have to
fight lonely battles.” Education is another factor, said
Digambar Narzary, head of the Nedan Foundation, a
human rights charity that works in a remote
autonomous region inhabited mostly by tribal people.

“In many parts of the state, access to education for
girls has been a challenge,” she said. “Since they
haven’t been to school or dropped out early, they do
not have essential school leaving documents that
establish one’s age and other details.” State authorities
have not provided a breakdown of men and women
omitted from the register. But many married women
like Abanti say they have been left off even though
their siblings and parents were included. — Reuters
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Conservatives see heresy in synod’s working document

Bangladesh troops 
accused of raping 
a Rohingya girl 
DHAKA: The Bangladesh military said it has ordered
an investigation after a Rohingya family in a refugee
camp accused army troops of raping a 12-year-old
girl. The inquiry comes as around a million Rohingya
in vast camps in Bangladesh face increasing hostility
two years after fleeing a military offensive in
Myanmar. Mohammad Osman, an elder brother of the
alleged victim, said three soldiers entered their shanty
at the Nayapara Rohingya camp on Sunday evening
and sexually assaulted his sister.

“She was raped as one of them tightly held her
mouth,” he told AFP by phone, referring to the border
district where the refugee camps are located. A
spokesman of the Bangladesh Armed Forces,
Lieutenant Colonel Abdullah ibn Zaid, said they were
investigating. “We have formed a probe committee to
investigate the incident and find out the facts. If (they
are) found guilty, exemplary punishment will be giv-
en,” ibn Zaid told AFP.

Doctor Shaheen Abdur Rahman said the girl was
examined at the central hospital in Cox’s Bazar but he
refused to comment on the findings due to court
restrictions. A spokesman of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees said they were also inves-
tigating the incident. “We are aware of the reports. In
such cases, individuals are entitled to medical, physi-
cal and psychological support, as well as access to
due process,” UNHCR spokesman Joseph Tripura
said in a statement to AFP.

Tensions 
Tensions have risen in recent weeks with an

increasingly frustrated Bangladeshi government
enacting several measures making life harder for the
refugees. These include blocking mobile internet, con-
fiscating SIM cards and mobile phones and filing hun-
dreds of cases for illegally obtaining citizenship cards.
UN experts have expressed “serious concerns” about
the restrictions. Last week Bangladesh’s home minis-
ter said that barbed-wire fencing, guard towers and
cameras would be erected around the Rohingya
camps, sparking criticism from rights groups.
Checkpoints set up on the main highways leading to
the camps have stopped Rohingya and sent them
back to the settlements when they try to travel to oth-
er parts of Bangladesh. Hundreds of Rohingya found
elsewhere in the South Asian nation have also been
detained and returned to the camps. Authorities say
the internet ban was sparked by security fears after
the Rohingya were blamed for the murder of a local
politician and drug smuggling. — AFP

VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis appealed to
conservatives yesterday not to be bound by
the status quo as he opened an assembly of
bishops to discuss the future of the Roman
Catholic Church in the Amazon, including the
possibility of introducing married priests. At a
Mass in St Peter’s Basilica opening the synod,
Francis also denounced past and present
forms of colonialism and said some of the
fires that devastated forests in Brazil in recent
months were set by special interest groups. 

In his sermon, Francis said some Church
leaders risked becoming “bureaucrats, not
shepherds”, and urged them to have the
courage of rekindling what he called the fire
of God’s gift by being open to change. “If
everything continues as it was, if we spend
our days content that ‘this is the way things
have always been done’, then the gift van-
ishes, smothered by the ashes of fear and
concern for defending the status quo,” he
said. One of the most contentious topics of
the synod, whose some 260 participants
are mostly bishops from the Amazon, is
whether to allow older married “proven
men” with families and a strong standing in
local communities to be ordained as priests
in the Amazon.

This solution to the shortage of priests,
backed by many South American bishops,
would allow Catholics in isolated areas to
attend Mass and receive the sacraments regu-
larly. At least 85% of villages in the Amazon, a
vast region that spans eight countries and the
French territory of Guiana - cannot celebrate
Mass every week. Some see a priest only once
a year. Conservative opponents fear it would
be a doctrinal Trojan horse that would then
spread to the entire Church in the West.

Heresy and error 
They have attacked the synod’s working

document as heretical, including what they
say is an implicit recognition of forms of
paganism and pantheism practiced by indige-
nous people, such as nature worship. The
three-week synod will discuss spreading the
faith in the vast region, a greater role for
women, environmental protection, climate
change, deforestation, indigenous people and
their right to keep their land and traditions. 

Bill Donohue, president of the US-based
Catholic League, a conservative group, drew
criticism for what was perceived as a conde-
scending attitude toward native cultures
when he said this week that a dilemma in the

Amazon was “how to respect the culture of
indigenous peoples while at the same time
acknowledging inherent deficiencies in it.”

A number of conservatives have tweeted
their disapproval of a three-planting ceremo-
ny in the Vatican on Thursday in which people
from the Amazon used native symbols and
gestures, such as blessing the earth. In his
sermon, Francis said indigenous cultures had
to be respected. “When peoples and cultures
are devoured without love and without
respect, it is not God’s fire but that of the
world. Yet how many times has God’s gift
been imposed, not offered; how many times
has there been colonization rather than evan-
gelization!” he said.

The synod is taking place at a time when the
Amazon is in the world spotlight because of the
devastating fires in Brazil. Francis implied that
he believed at least some of the fires were
intentionally set. “The fire set by interests that
destroy, like the fire that recently devastated
Amazonia, is not the fire of the Gospel (which
is) fed by sharing, not by profits,” he said. The
synod does not make decisions. Participants
vote on a final document and the pope will
decide which recommendations to integrate
into his future rulings. — Reuters

In Morocco, heroin 
addiction sweeps 
cannabis corridor
TETOUAN: In a filthy squat in a beach town in northern
Morocco, drug users inject and smoke heroin, a relatively
recent scourge plaguing a region long known for cannabis
and contraband. Rachid says he does nothing with his life,
except heroin. “I shoot up four or five times a day,” the 34-
year-old said, breathing raggedly. He shows his arms,
scarred from a decade of injecting, before taking a sniff of
glue to “prolong the high”. 

Half a dozen others are shooting up or smoking heroin
alongside Rachid in the squat, located behind a police sta-
tion in M’diq, a Mediterranean resort near the city of
Tetouan. A dose of the powerful opiate they heat on alu-
minum foil sells for between 2.8 and 6.5 euros ($3-7) for a
tenth of a gram. Every week, a team from the Association
for the Fight Against AIDS (ALCS) comes to the squat to
hand out syringes to prevent the spread of diseases like
HIV and hepatitis.

The sale and consumption of heroin is illegal in
Morocco, but thanks to the efforts of ALCS in Tetouan, “it is
very rare that users are arrested for their own personal con-
sumption”, said Dr Mohamed El Khammas. He runs the harm
reduction program launched by ALCS in 2009, which com-
bines awareness raising, distribution of materials like clean
needles and screening. “The idea is not to moralize, but to
help the user to reduce negative effects,” Khammas said. 

Cannabis routes
In this region, known worldwide for its hashish pro-

duced in the Rif mountains, heroin use is a relatively recent
development that is growing exponentially, experts say.
“It’s a public health priority, especially as the heroin being
sold is very bad quality: it is mixed with talcum powder,
paracetamol and glue,” Khammas said. The typical user is
a “single man, aged 30-35 with little or no education who
has never worked or works on an occasional basis,”
according to a 2014 report from the National Observatory
on Drugs and Addiction (ONDA). The northern urban cen-
ters of Tetouan, Tangier and Nador are Morocco’s worst
affected areas.

The spread of heroin is facilitated by the “great popu-
lation mobility” between southern Europe and northern
Morocco, and the increased use of “well-established
cannabis routes” by traffickers from Latin America to
smuggle cocaine and heroin to Europe, ONDA said. Those
drug barons also barter heroin for cannabis in the Rif,
according to ALCS staff. The number of heroin users in
Morocco is unknown. According to ALCS, there are likely
several thousand heroin users in Tetouan alone, a city of
380,000 people, which was once the seat of the Spanish
administration under the dictator Francisco Franco. 

‘Rock bottom’ 
Hassna, a 46-year-old ALCS caseworker, distributes

clean drug paraphernalia from her backpack to users
gathered in the M’diq squat. “We urge them not to share
syringes, we accompany them to health centers and we try
to convince them to take care of themselves,” she said.
Rachid said he is “incapable of quitting”. But he does want
access to methadone: “That’s all we ask,” he said. This opi-
oid substitute is distributed by addiction treatment centers
in Tetouan, but in “insufficient amounts”, Rachid said.
“Withdrawal is terrible, you have cramps, anxiety,” said his
companion Mohamed, a waxen-faced 24-year-old with a
syringe buried in his tattooed arm.

Every evening, an ALCS medical vehicle is parked in a
different location, with a doctor, nurse and field workers
on hand. Once a week, the team parks near a cemetery
overlooking Tetouan, a common spot for users. One of
them, a 56-year-old named Said, said he “lost everything”
because of heroin. “I am at rock bottom,” he said. “The
hardest part is on the social level,” 37-year-old Abdelilah
said. “I lost 30 kilos because of this crap. When an old
friend sees me in the street, he looks away.” — AFP 

Kosovo votes amid 
pressure to reboot 
Serbia talks 
PRISTINA: Kosovo went to the polls yesterday in an elec-
tion that could usher in new leadership at a time when
stalled talks with former war foe Serbia are a source of
instability in Europe. Whoever takes the reins will be
under heavy pressure from the West to renew dialogue
with Belgrade, which still rejects the independence its for-
mer province declared in 2008.

However, for many of Kosovo’s 1.8 million citizens, high
unemployment, widespread corruption and poor health-
care are more pressing concerns than the talks. “We need
freedom, a state governed by the rule of law, prosperity,
economic development,” voter Mentor Nimani, 47 said in
the capital Pristina shortly after polling began at 0500
GMT. For the past decade Kosovo has been dominated by
members of the guerrilla forces who waged an insurgency
against Serbian repression in the late 1990s-a war that
cost 13,000 lives, mostly Kosovo Albanians.

Yesterday’s snap poll was called after then prime minister
Ramush Haradinaj resigned in July to face questioning by a
special court in The Hague investigating war crimes from that
era. Opposition parties hope to block him and other ex-fight-
ers from regaining power by harnessing public frustration
with the graft and poverty that have blighted Kosovo’s first
decade of independence. Brussels and Washington will be
watching closely to see whether a change of power can thaw

the frozen dialogue and ease tensions. Kosovo needs Serbia-
and its allies Russia and China-to accept its statehood so it
can get a seat in the United Nations. Serbia is also under pres-
sure to make peace with Kosovo, so it can move forward with
its EU accession process. But the EU-led talks have been at a
standstill for nearly two years, with frequent diplomatic provo-
cations souring efforts to build goodwill. Ahead of the vote,
the US and four European countries made clear the poll
offered an important “chance to urgently restart talks”.

‘Fed up’ with dialogue
Polls will close at 1700 GMT, with official results not

expected until today. “I am fed up with this story of the
dialogue” with Serbia, shop owner Salih Mehana, 39, told
AFP in Pristina. But analyst Krenar Shala expects the issue
to top the agenda of any new government. “It is clear that
the future government will focus almost its entire energy
on the dialogue with Serbia and very little on the issues
discussed with the citizens during this election campaign,”
he said.  One of the core obstacles to resuming talks is the
100-percent tariff that Haradinaj slapped on Serbian
goods a year ago. Having resisted heavy Western pressure
to remove the tariff, the former commander is hoping vot-
ers will reward his tough stance with re-election. All the
other top candidates, however, have shown a willingness to
reconsider the tariff for the sake of dialogue.

Kadri Veseli, leader of the PDK, which was part of the
outgoing coalition with now-rival Haradinaj, has con-
demned the tariff move as “amateur”, and said he would
honor Washington’s calls to remove it. Opposition party
candidates Vjosa Osmani, from the centre-right LDK, and
Albin Kurti, from the left-wing and nationalist
Vetevendosje, also seem willing to lift the trade barrier to
resume talks.  — AFP

VATICAN CITY: A representative of one of the Amazon Rainforest’s ethnic groups walks past Pope
Francis as he takes part in a mass yesterday at St Peter’s Basilica in the Vatican, for the opening
of the Special Assembly of the Synod of Bishops for the Pan-Amazon Region. —  AFP 

MDIQ: A Moroccan addict injects another with heroin in a
squat behind a police station in the Moroccan city of
M’diq near Tetouan.  —  AFP 

PRISTINA: Kosovo Albanians vote for the parliamentary election at a polling station in Pristina yesterday.  — AFP


