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India blows up luxury high-rises 
over environmental violations

Two more apartment complexes to be demolished today
KOCHI: Two luxury waterfront high-rises in southern
India were reduced to rubble in controlled explosions yes-
terday in a rare example of authorities getting tough on
builders who break environmental rules. The 19-floor H2O
Holy Faith complex of 90 flats-overlooking Kerala state’s
famous lush backwaters-was the first to go down, collaps-
ing in just a matter of few seconds.

A thick grey cloud of dust and debris cascaded down
after officials detonated explosives drilled into the walls of
the building, which had been occupied for several years until
the Supreme Court ruled last May that it was constructed in
violation of coastal regulations. Minutes later, the twin tow-
ers of Alfa Serene tumbled down with an ear-splitting noise.
The remaining two complexes will be razed today.

A crowd of onlookers who flocked to nearby terraces
and roads watched the demolition, after officials in heli-
copters conducted aerial surveys. India has seen a con-
struction boom in recent years but developers have often
ridden roughshod over safety and other regulations, with
the connivance of local officials.

The inhabitants of the apartment blocks in the well-off
Maradu district of Kochi city had bought their 343 flats in
good faith and now face a lengthy legal fight to recoup
their money. Some had invested their life savings. Sirens
went off yesterday warning people gathered for the demo-
lition to remain at a safe distance while ambulances and
fire engines stood on standby. Ahead of the work, nearby
residents told AFP they were worried about the impact of
the demolition on their homes.

“When they were demolishing the swimming pool,
some of the houses in our neighborhood developed cracks,
we are really worried,” said Divya, who has moved into
temporary accommodation. Over 2,000 residents living in
the neighborhood were evacuated as a part of safety
measures.

Scenic and fragile 
The demolition capped a saga that began in 2006 when

a local governing body granted permission to private
builders to erect the high-rises. But last year, the Supreme
Court ruled that the builders were in breach of rules about
construction in an ecologically sensitive coastal zone, call-
ing it a “colossal loss” to the environment. “It’s a high-tide
area and hundreds of illegal structures have come up in
the coastal zone,” the court ruled as it ordered the build-
ings razed.

On Friday the court also ordered the demolition of a

resort in neighboring Alappuzha district after its owners
lost the appeal of a 2013 ruling that said the structure vio-
lated environmental regulations and must be demolished.
Kerala is famed for its brackish lagoons and lakes that run
parallel to the Arabian Sea-creating an environmentally
fragile region.

In 2018, the state was battered by its worst floods in
almost a century that killed more than 400 people. Experts
blamed the disaster on the government’s eagerness to
build houses, hotels and resorts with little regard for
coastal planning regulations.

The residents of the Maradu apartments initially
refused to vacate but moved out after local authori-
ties cut water and power supplies. They have been
given interim partial compensation by the state gov-
ernment while the builders are in the process of pro-
viding a refund.

Shamshudeen Karunagapally, who bought a flat for
$145,000, said his wife and children did not watch the
buildings go down as it was “too painful for them to see
their dreams shatter before their eyes”. “We are suffering
without any fault,” he said. — AFP

India’s top court 
says indefinite 
Kashmir Internet 
shutdown illegal
NEW DELHI/SRINAGAR: India’s
Supreme Court said on Friday that an
indefinite shutdown of the internet in
Kashmir was illegal, rebuking the govern-
ment for the communications lockdown
imposed after it withdrew the majority
region’s autonomy in August. Internet sus-
pensions can be imposed only for “tempo-
rary duration” and an indefinite suspension
violated India’s telecoms rules, the court
said in an order published on its website.

It also ordered authorities to review all
such curbs in Kashmir immediately.
Authorities must consider immediately
allowing the functioning of essential internet
services such as for hospitals and limited e-
banking in regions where internet cannot be
restored right away, the court added.

“Freedom of Internet access is a funda-
mental right,” Supreme Court justice N V
Ramana said. Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s Hindu-nationalist government has
frequently used internet shutdowns as a
tool to quell dissent in troubled parts of the
country. Last month, authorities imposed
an internet clampdown in parts of the capi-
tal and in areas of the eastern state of

Assam and Uttar Pradesh in the north as
protests raged against a new citizenship
law that Muslims see as discriminatory.

The shutdown in Kashmir, which has been
on for more than 150 days, is the longest
such outage in any democracy, according to
digital rights group Access Now.

The government has argued that the
blackout in Kashmir was needed to main-
tain order in a Himalayan region where
security forces have been fighting a long-
running separatist insurgency encouraged
by neighboring Pakistan. The Supreme
Court’s decision, which also asks authori-

ties to make public all orders on internet
shutdowns, should enable more scrutiny of
suspensions, internet freedom activists
said. “This sheds light on the rationale
behind internet shutdowns which then can
be challenged as being constitutional or
proportionate or not,” said Nikhil Pahwa,
digital rights activist and editor of
MediaNama, a Delhi-based publication.

“So if the state is forced to be transpar-
ent, they will be more accountable.” In
2019, India’s documented internet black-
outs lasted for more than 4,000 hours,
costing Asia’s third-biggest economy $1.3

billion, according to a report by website
Top10VPN. India’s home ministry and
department of telecommunications did not
respond to requests for comment.

Disrupting life
In Kashmir, the blackout has severely

disrupted the lives of millions and has had
an impact on everything from college
admissions to businesses filing tax returns.
For Yasin Tuman, who runs a travel agency
in Kashmir’s main city Srinagar, the loss of
internet access has hit his business hard, as
tourists stay away. “I’ve suffered losses of 7
million rupees (nearly $100,000) in the past
five months,” he told Reuters. The govern-
ment says it was necessary to block the
internet to stop agitators orchestrating
mass, potentially violent, protests against its
decision to revoke Kashmir’s special status.
It also ordered a massive deployment of
security forces, and after some protests in
the initial days anti-government demonstra-
tions have died down. Gouhar Geelani, a
journalist and writer from Kashmir, said
Modi’s Hindu nationalist party had used the
internet clampdown “to control the Kashmir
narrative by placing restrictions on main-
stream media and social media platforms.”

Stricter regulations are necessary to
safeguard users and the nation’s security
as the internet has emerged as a “potent
tool to cause unimaginable disruption to
the democratic polity,” India’s technology
ministry has previously said. India is the
biggest market for social media such as
Facebook and its WhatsApp messenger,
and with 450 million smartphone users it is
second only to China. — Reuters

US appeals court 
upholds dismissal 
of lawsuits over 
Malaysia Air flight
WASHINGTON:  A US appeals court on Friday upheld
a lower court decision to dismiss nationwide litigation
over the disappearance of Malaysia Airlines Flight
MH370 in which victims’ families sought to hold the
carrier, its insurer Allianz SE and Boeing Co liable for
the still-unexplained disaster.

A three-judge panel of the US Court of Appeals in
Washington affirmed a November 2018 ruling from US
Judge Ketanji Brown Jackson that found 40 wrongful
death and product liability lawsuits “do not belong in
the United States.” Judge Neomi Rao, writing for the
unanimous panel, said that while the court “has great
sympathy for the victims of this tragedy and their fami-
lies” she found no reason to reverse the decision. “We
conclude that the district court did not clearly abuse its
discretion in dismissing appellants’ lawsuits,” she wrote.
Jackson said the case belonged in Malaysia, which has
an “overwhelming interest” in and “substantial nexus” to
the March 8, 2014 disappearance of Flight MH370, a
Boeing 777 heading to Beijing from Kuala Lumpur with
239 people on board.

The decision is a new setback for plaintiffs from the
United States, Australia, China, India and Malaysia who
represented more than 100 Flight MH370 passengers,
including from Japan.

The plane is believed to have crashed in the south
Indian Ocean after veering far off course, but no
remains or large pieces of wreckage have been found.
Flight MH370’s disappearance remains one of the
world’s greatest aviation mysteries. A Malaysian report
concluded that its investigative team was “unable to
determine the real cause for the disappearance of
MH370,” human interference or error were more likely
the cause of the plane’s disappearance than aircraft or
system malfunction.

The plaintiffs sued under the Montreal Convention,
an international treaty governing air transportation inci-
dents, and various US state laws. — Reuters 

Suu Kyi visits China
border state as Xi 
visit looms
MYITKYINA, Myanmar: Myanmar leader Aung San Suu
Kyi made a rare trip to a region bordering China days
before President Xi Jinping is expected to push for con-
troversial port and dam projects during a visit to the coun-
try. Wearing traditional ethnic attire Suu Kyi danced with a
street procession on Friday in northern Kachin state’s cap-
ital Myitkyina, a day after supporters cheered her arrival
at the airport.

She urged a crowd of thousands to “focus on the pres-
ent” and called for peace in the remote region, where
insurgents have clashed with the army over autonomy and
resources. She did not mention the China-backed
Myitsone dam, a $3.6 billion project halted in 2011 in the
face of widespread opposition. A proposal to reinstate the
dam drew thousands of protesters onto the streets last
year. Myanmar is a vital piece of China’s Belt and Road
Initiative, Xi’s $1 trillion vision for maritime, rail and road
projects across Asia, Africa and Europe.

During his two-day visit to the country starting January
17, Xi and top Myanmar political and military leaders are
expected to discuss the initiative, according to a Friday
briefing by China’s Vice Foreign Minister Luo Zhaohui.
Asked about the dam in Kachin, Luo said the two sides
“are still maintaining close communication on this”.

Suu Kyi was an opponent of the project before her
party swept to power in 2015 elections, but in March last
year she called on people to consider it “from a wider
perspective”. — AFP

KOCHI: An apartment complex is pictured during a controlled implosion ordered by the Supreme Court for violating coastal construction regulations in Kochi yesterday. — AFP

Bushfires bring fears
of ‘new normal’ to life 
Down Under
SYDNEY: A grim summer of fire and smoke has sullied
Australia’s outdoorsy and healthy image, and left many
fearful for the future. For the unfortunate few, three long
months of bushfires have brought almost unfathomable
pain-homes lost, lives destroyed, families ripped apart.

But for many millions more the crisis has also shattered
the  long sunny days typically filled with beaches, barbe-
cues and backyard cricket. Sporting events were cancelled,
windows shuttered against weeks of menacing toxic haze
and barbecues banned to prevent even more fires.

Famed beaches like Bondi were partially blackened, as
the tide washed the ash of incinerated eucalypts back to
shore. Holidays were cancelled as entire towns were shut
off, highways were bumper-to-bumper with fleeing
tourists and petrol stations mobbed as fuel ran out during
the largest peacetime evacuations the country has ever
seen. “We’ve seen the whole Australian way of life over
summer across the continent upended,” social researcher
Rebecca Huntley, who has surveyed Australia’s attitudes to
the changing climate, told AFP.

“Instead of looking at the end of the year as a time to
relax, (Australians) are getting quite anxious.”

Images of military evacuations and frightened families
huddled on beaches under red skies have challenged many
people’s previously idyllic idea of the continent. Huntley
said the severity of the fires was challenging the percep-
tion that living in Australia meant having a high quality of
life, with Sydney and Melbourne long-ranked as among
the most liveable cities in the world.

Now residents have become expert at reading wind
forecasts and fire maps to predict whether their kids will
be able to play outside tomorrow. The Christmas dinner
table featured debates about specific anti-pollution masks
and air purifiers, topics often associated with daily life in
New Delhi or Bangkok.

Kate Noble-Judge, whose parents were evacuated from
their small New South Wales town over New Year, said the
festive season turned into days of dread and worry.

“It wears you down because you feel so helpless. You
can’t visit because the roads might close or the fires might
worsen,” the Sydney resident said. “You can’t even just go

for a walk to take your mind off it because the city is
always full of smoke and that eerie orange glow. All you
can do is stay at home and worry.”

The nature of adaptation 
All the while, the warnings from scientists have been

stark. Australia is warming as a result of climate change, with
new record temperatures set almost every year. Catastrophic
fire conditions that usually occur once in several decades are
becoming the new normal. “Those sort of conditions will
become more frequent under the climate change scenario
that we are looking at,” Richard Thornton, from the Bushfire
and Natural Hazards Cooperative Research Centre, said. “So
while they used to be spread many years apart, they’ll
become more regular. There’ll be things we’ll need to do to
live through the frequent arrival some these sorts of condi-
tions.” Many doctors say they cannot know what the impact

of prolonged exposure to bushfire smoke will be. With vol-
unteer firefighters-the main service battling the blazes-
already exhausted from months of work as climate change
extends the fire season, Huntley said tackling emergencies
rather than enjoying a vacation could define future summer
seasons. “It may be that Christmas might not be a time where
you relax. You may have a posting in the country where you
help with bushfire support,” she said.

David Bowman, a pyrogeography and fire science
expert at the University of Tasmania, recently speculated
how Australians’ daily life may change. He called for
rescheduling the peak holiday period to March-April
instead of December-January, suggesting it was “absurd”
to send thousands of tourists to bushfire prone coastal
areas each year. “It’s easy to dismiss this idea as stupid but
that’s the nature of adaptation. Things that once seemed
absurd will now need serious consideration.” — AFP

LIMA: Climate activists and members of the environmentalist groups Citizen Movement Against Climate Change and
Fridays For Future, protest outside the Australian embassy in Lima on Friday against the Australia’s energy and cli-
mate policy as deadly climate-fuelled bushfires burned out of control. — AFP

BANIHAL, India: Commuters board a train to go back home in Banihal, India.— Reuters


