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SOPORE: A woman inspects the rubbles of the houses of her relatives that where blasted by mortars fired by Indian soldiers during a firefight with rebels, at Sopore north of Srinagar. — AFP 

Himalayan territory is a flashpoint between bitter nuke-armed rivals 
SRINAGAR: The year-long clampdown in Indian-
administered Kashmir imposed to tighten New
Delhi’s grip on the disputed region has shattered its
economy and deepened the desperation of its peo-
ple. Hundreds of thousands of jobs have been lost as
the military-enforced measures - compounded by a
second wave of restrictions related to the coron-
avirus pandemic-turned daily life in the Muslim-
majority region into an obstacle course of razor-
wire roadblocks.

Medical workers say the relentless restrictions
have exacerbated a mental health crisis among
Kashmiris, already scarred by decades of conflict,
while the death toll from military operations against
separatist fighters is heading for a 10-year high.
And as the first anniversary approached of the
August 5 decision by Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s Hindu nationalist government to strip Indian
Kashmir of its semi-autonomous status, the pres-
sure was renewed with a two-day curfew imposed
across the entire region.

Police vehicles fitted with megaphones patrolled
the city of Srinagar, with officers ordering residents
to remain indoors. The Himalayan territory is a long-
running flashpoint between bitter nuclear-armed
rivals India and Pakistan, which control parts of it
but claim it in full. Modi’s move to strip Indian
Kashmir’s special status was backed by a massive
security operation that poured troops into city
streets, imposed an internet blackout for months
and saw the arrest of hundreds of politicians and
activists.

The impact on Kashmir’s already fragile econo-

my was enormous, shuttering shops and small busi-
nesses that then took another hit as the coronavirus
hit India hard and triggered a nationwide lockdown.
Nazir Ahmed Sheikh was one of the victims. He has
not worked since losing his job as a bus conductor
when the region’s economy ground to a near-halt.

And despite Kashmir’s long and brutal experience
with conflict, the 50-year-old says it was never this
bad. “I have been through many curfews and shut-
downs,” Sheikh said. “But this lockdown is the most
crushing shock I have known.”

Coronavirus crisis 
Half a million jobs were lost in Indian Kashmir by

the end of 2019, according to the Kashmir Chamber
of Commerce and Industry. Harris Dullo, who runs
an outdoor advertising and branding business, said
he is struggling to keep his 25 employees on the
payroll by selling sanitizers and other coronavirus-
related products. “Uncertainty is increasing by the
day and I might have to lay off my workers,” he said.

“The bank interest burden is mounting and it will be
difficult to cope.” Indian Kashmir has reported
more than 20,000 infections since March, with
nearly 400 deaths. A spike in cases last month trig-
gered another temporary lockdown.

The communications blackout has been eased
only partially, and doctors in Kashmir say the restric-
tions are hurting efforts to counter the pandemic by
impeding access to virus information shared online.
Indian authorities had promised stability and devel-
opment last year when they stripped Kashmir of its
semi-autonomous status, but analysts say there is lit-
tle sign of progress or injection of resources to help
the economy. “Without investment... it is hard to see
how the promise of development can be kept,” said
Ashutosh Varshney, a specialist on South Asian
affairs and security at Brown University.

‘Pushed to the wall’ 
Separatist militants launched a full-blown revolt

against Indian rule in 1989, a conflict that has left
tens of thousands dead, and prompted the deploy-
ment of hundreds of thousands of Indian troops.
The Modi government insists that the action last
year was needed to halt the conflict, boost develop-
ment and give justice to the minorities forced to
leave Kashmir. But many Kashmiris say they are
being punished for their defiance of Indian rule and
the broad support enjoyed by separatists who seek
independence or a merger with Pakistan. 

A civil society panel that visited the region said
Monday that the people of Kashmir had “lost faith”
in India’s political leadership. Nearly half of Kashmir

adults suffer from some form of mental illness,
according to surveys, and doctors-banned from
speaking publicly-say the situation has worsened
since August last year because of the crackdown
and the virus lockdown. A psychiatrist at a govern-
ment-run hospital in Srinagar said his team had
seen an “exponential increase” in suicidal tenden-
cies, panic attacks and post-traumatic stress disor-
der in recent months. — AFP
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UK’s care homes
to get a million
masks
LONDON: Care homes in Britain will
receive one million free surgical masks this
week courtesy of two NHS doctors and a
Hollywood actress. The two doctors -
Sanjay Purkayastha and GP Anu Patel -
launched a new organization called 1 World
Medical that aims to support healthcare in
London and provide necessities like PPE
masks, hospital gowns and other medical
equipment. 

Their efforts - backed by Hollywood
star Thandie Newton and the Daily Mail’s
new health focused charity Mail Force -
will result in providing enough masks for
130 care homes across London.  In addi-
tion to providing PPE, the duo are using
the new platform to pool data and new
ideas, ranging from a process for recycling
masks to clothes which kill the virus. 

“We have to look at everything because
COVID-19 is not going away and nor are
we,” Sanjay told the Daily Mail. Sanjay is a
general surgeon with the Imperial College
Healthcare NHS Trust, a senior consultant
in gastrointestinal medicine, a university
lecturer and senior clinical lead for St

Mary’s Lindo Wing (best known as the
birthplace of royal babies).

“It’s so touching to see the passion that
Sanjay and Anu have. The most breathtak-
ing heroes come from unexpected places,
and they’ll never expect an ounce of praise.
They’re always too busy trying to solve the
next problem. We’d be nothing without
them,” Newton told the Daily Mail.

A year of upheaval in 
Kashmir under direct 
rule from New Delhi 
SRINAGAR: Volatile Indian-administered Kashmir has
endured a tumultuous year since Prime Minister Narendra
Modi revoked its autonomy last August. Ahead of today’s
one-year anniversary, AFP examines the background to
the contentious move, the harsh security crackdown and
its aftermath, and a deadly June border clash with China.

Why is Kashmir such a powder keg? 
India and Pakistan have fought two wars over the for-

mer princely state of Jammu and Kashmir since it was
divided in 1947, and both still see it as fully their own-
although China also controls small parts, and claims more.
A referendum mandated by a UN resolution in 1948 has
never taken place. For the past three decades, a revolt
against Indian rule-backed by Pakistan, Delhi alleges-and
a muscular response has left tens of thousands dead, most-
ly civilians. India and Pakistan regularly exchange fire
across their de-facto frontier, and in February last year a
suicide bomber killed 40 Indian troops-pushing the two
nations to the brink of another war.

What did Modi want to achieve?  
Modi’s Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party has long

seen Muslim-majority Kashmir’s special status-with partial
autonomy and its own flag and constitution-as a historical
wrong. That status had “given nothing but terrorism, sepa-

ratism, nepotism and big corruption” Modi said. But his
“historic decision” would bring prosperity and peace. His
change put Kashmir under direct rule from New Delhi and
downgraded the state by splitting it into two union territo-
ries-Jammu and Kashmir, and Ladakh.

What happened on the ground?
An accompanying security operation was swift and heavy,

with New Delhi sending in tens of thousands of troops to
join the estimated half a million already there. Seven million
people in the Kashmir Valley were put under complete secu-
rity lockdown for weeks, with freedom of movement severely
restricted and gatherings banned. Landlines, mobile phones
and internet access were cut for months. Around 7,000 peo-
ple were taken into custody-including three former chief
ministers. Hundreds remain under house arrest or behind
bars, mostly without charge. Young men told AFP and other
foreign media that they were detained and tortured by sol-
diers. Authorities deny the allegations.

What was the reaction abroad? 
India insists the security measures were temporary and

has bristled at foreign criticism of what it calls a purely
internal matter. But beyond sharp words from Malaysia,
Turkey and UN rights chief Michelle Bachelet-and some
unease in Brussels and Washington-international reaction
has been muted. This is despite strenuous efforts by
Pakistan’s Prime Minister Imran Khan-who likened Modi
to Adolf Hitler-to see India criticized at the United
Nations. Pakistan was backed by China, which was irked
by the change to Ladakh’s status, calling it “unacceptable”
and worsening Beijing’s long-prickly ties with India. In
June, 20 Indian troops were killed in a clash with Chinese
soldiers on their Ladakh border, the first combat deaths
there since the 1970s. — AFP

SRINAGAR: People ride at a check point during a curfew
in Srinagar yesterday. — AFP 


