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SRINAGAR: A month after India withdrew con-
tested Kashmir’s autonomy, locked it down with
thousands of additional troops and made mass
arrests, residents are resisting attempts by
authorities to show some signs of normalcy
returning in the Muslim-majority valley. On
August 5, Prime Minister Narendra Modi
revoked special rights for Jammu and Kashmir
state, striking down long-standing constitutional
provisions for the Himalayan region, which is also
claimed by neighboring Pakistan.

To dampen the possibility of widespread
protests, India flooded Kashmir - already one of
the world’s most militarized zones - with troops,
imposed severe movement restrictions, and
snapped all telephone, mobile phone and inter-
net connections. Thousands of people were
arrested. New Delhi has since eased some of the
curbs although no one detained has been freed
and mobile and internet connections remain
suspended.

Officials in Jammu and Kashmir’s summer cap-
ital Srinagar say that 90 percent of the Kashmir
valley is free of restrictions on daytime move-
ment, some landline phone connections have
been restored and thousands of schools have re-
opened. However, checkpoints remain in place
and communication restrictions make reporting
from the region difficult. Despite the partial relax-
ation, an informal but widespread boycott by stu-
dents, shopkeepers and public and private sector
workers is taking place across the valley, aimed at
protesting against New Delhi, according to inter-
views with seven government officials and dozens
of residents of the valley.

“For us, our identity at stake and its safe-
guarding is our priority,” said Shabir Ahmad, a
shopkeeper from the old quarter, or downtown,

Srinagar. “Let them restore it and we will re-start
our businesses.” The informal civil disobedience
movement has sprung up alongside small but
regular street protests by stone-throwing crowds
that have been quickly quashed by security
forces with tear gas and pellet guns.

Self-imposed strike
In previous phases of protests in Kashmir,

separatist groups would issue official calls for
shutdowns and protests. This time, however, sep-
aratist leaders - who either want independence
for Kashmir, or support joining Pakistan - have
been detained alongside mainstream politicians,
including three former chief ministers and hun-
dreds of other civil society leaders. In posters
across Srinagar, which began appearing in late
August, shopkeepers have been asked to only
open late in the evenings and early in the morn-
ings to enable locals to buy essentials.

In the commercial areas of downtown
Srinagar, the vast majority of shops remain shut-
tered. Despite security forces asking owners to
return to normal opening hours, many have
refused. “We were opening shops in the evenings
for people,” said Mohammad Ayub, a Srinagar
shopkeeper. “(But) the troops tell us either to
open the shops for the full day or don’t open in
the evenings.” Rohit Kansal, the official
spokesman of the Jammu and Kashmir state gov-
ernment, blamed “anti-national” forces for pre-
venting shops from opening. “Security forces
have taken note of it,” he said.

Schools, government shutdown
Attendance in major government offices in

Srinagar is around 50 percent and those in small-
er, subordinate offices in the city is substantially

lower, a state government official said, declining
to be named as he was not authorized to speak to
the media. At an office of the state housing and
urban development department in western
Srinagar, only 30 out of around 300 staff are in
attendance on most days, another official said. 

“Only those who live nearby report to the
office. The others come in once in a while,” the
official said. Government workers employed to
clean Srinagar’s iconic Dal Lake have not turned
up for work in several weeks, officials said, and
the water’s surface has become clogged with
weeds. Many schools remain empty. “How can I
send my children to school? There is a clamp-

down and we are concerned for the safety of our
wards,” said Javed Ahmad, a Srinagar parent.
Kansal said that 4,000 schools in Kashmir were
now functional, and that attendance is improving,
although it remains low in some areas.

The shutdown and the restrictions still in place
are having an impact across all areas of society.
With tourists avoiding the region, hotel owners
say occupancy rates are close to zero. Srinagar’s
historic Jamia Masjid mosque has been closed for
a month. Kashmir’s postal service is heavily dis-
rupted, and online retailers, including Amazon,
say their operations in Jammu and Kashmir
remain suspended. — Reuters

In Kashmir, shopkeepers refuse to 
open despite India easing curbs

Communication restrictions make reporting difficult 

KARACHI: Pakistani doctors hold placards and shout slogans as they take part in a protest
against India, in Karachi. — AFP

BANGKOK: Small islands and coastal cities in Asia-Pacific
need more funds to assist vulnerable communities and help
them decide whether to relocate or stay and defend against
rising sea levels and extreme weather, climate experts said
yesterday. Indonesia last month said it would relocate its capi-
tal from the sinking city of Jakarta, while Fiji plans to move
dozens of coastal villages inland, and the Marshall Islands is
building sea walls to protect coastal communities.

“As much as possible, we must try to adapt and mitigate in
situ because that’s where people have their homes, land and
livelihoods,” said Harjeet Singh, global climate change lead at
charity ActionAid. “But more places are becoming uninhabit-
able because of land degradation, rising sea levels or other
weather impacts, and there is no choice but to relocate,” he said
at the sidelines of a United Nations climate event in Bangkok.

More than 20 million people are uprooted every year by
floods, storms, landslides and other extreme winter conditions,

with the vast majority of such displacement occurring in the
Asia-Pacific region, according to the International Federation
of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies. Displacement can
have devastating impacts on those who have to move, as well
as on communities that receive them, said Victor Bernard,
Asia-Pacific program officer at human rights advocacy the
Raoul Wallenberg Institute.

“Countries must ensure relocations are not forced, and that
the rights of vulnerable communities are protected,” he said.
Fiji moved its first coastal community inland in 2014, and may
have to move dozens more to higher ground as sea levels rise,
said Nilesh Prakash, the country’s head of climate change and
international cooperation. “Moving them inland means they
lose access to livelihoods. There are also socio-cultural and
traditional ties to consider.”

Fiji, with 900,000 people on hundreds of islands, plans
to set up a fund to pay for loss and damages caused by the
effects of climate change, including relocation, he told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation. Sea-level rise and erosion
are set to make most island atolls uninhabitable by 2050,
and for the Marshall Islands, home to 75,000 people, mov-
ing to higher ground is not an option. The islanders are
already seeing the effects of warming oceans in damaged
reefs and fish stocks, said Angeline Heine, the country’s
national energy planner. — Reuters

Stay or go? Asian 
nations mull options 
as seas rise, cities sink

COX’S BAZAR: Bangladesh yesterday said it has
banned two aid agencies from Rohingya camps in the
country’s southeast, alleging they were telling refugees to
reject repatriation to their homeland in Myanmar. The
move came amid growing impatience from Dhaka about
the presence of the refugees in the country, two years
after some 740,000 were driven over the border by a
military crackdown on the Muslim minority.

The latest repatriation attempt by Bangladesh and
Myanmar two weeks ago, the second in less than a year,
failed with not a single refugee volunteering to cross the
border back home. US-based Adventist Development and
Relief Agency (ADRA) and local organization Al
Markazul Islami were accused by the government’s NGO
Affairs Bureau of “instigating” the stateless minority
against the recent repatriation attempt. —AFP
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