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India’s ruling party picks new 
president as challenges mount

Nadda a long-time associate of Modi
NEW DELHI: India’s Hindu nationalist ruling party yester-
day elevated a veteran lawmaker and long-time associate
of Prime Minister Narendra Modi to become its president
ahead of a string of state elections. Jagat Prakash Nadda,
who rose through the ranks after cutting his teeth as a stu-
dent leader in the 1970s, will become the new president of
the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), replacing Amit Shah, cur-
rently India’s Home Minister.

Nadda was elected unopposed, the party said.
Led by Modi and Shah, the BJP returned to power, win-

ning in a general election in 2019 by a landslide majority,
but the party has failed to keep its hold on a number of
key Indian states amid growing criticism over some of its
recent moves. Since late 2018, the BJP has lost control of
the western states of Rajasthan and Maharashtra,
Jharkhand in the east and Chhattisgarh in central India -
shrinking its national footprint, even though Modi’s popu-
larity seems largely undiminished.

A wave of countrywide protests over a new citizenship
law that has continued for more than four weeks has also
caught the party on the wrong foot, adding to concerns
about a flagging economy and rising inflation.

With some of India’s largest states going to the polls
in the next two years, Nadda will have to balance the
outsized influence of Modi and Shah alongside crafting

an electoral strategy to improve the BJP’s performance.
“Electorally, the BJP is going to have a tough cycle,”
said Rahul Verma, a fellow at New Delhi think-tank
Centre for Policy Research. Next month, Delhi elects a
new state assembly and the BJP is widely seen to be
trailing behind an incumbent local group headed by a
feisty leader.

Nadda first joined the student wing of the Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) - the nationalist group that
spawned the BJP - before moving into electoral politics
in the 1980s, and subsequently working alongside Modi
in the early 1990s. During Modi’s first term, Nadda
served as the federal health minister. He was then left out
of Modi’s cabinet, after the prime minister returned to
power, and moved back to the party full-time as its work-
ing president last June.

Since then, Modi’s government has moved quickly to
fulfil a number of electoral promises, including removing
special provisions on the disputed Kashmir region, gaining
legal approval for building a temple at a contested site in
the northern city of Ayodhya, and introducing a new citi-
zenship law.

But the moves have hardened opposition against the
party, with many Indians, including a section of Muslims,
accusing Modi of pushing a Hindu-first agenda. — Reuters

Top Pakistani 
activist says 
prevented from 
leaving country
LAHORE: Pakistani authorities refused to
let a top human rights lawyer leave the
country, citing her “anti-state activities”,
she told AFP yesterday, in what appeared
to be the latest example of an ongoing
rights crackdown. 

Jalila Haider, who last year featured on
a BBC list of 100 inspiring and influential
women for her work defending women’s
rights in Pakistan, was briefly detained by
immigration officials in Lahore as she tried
to fly to Britain to attend a workshop on
women’s issues. They released her after
several hours, she said, but barred her
from leaving the country, telling her that
her name was on a no-fly list.  “One of the
immigration officials told me that my name
was placed on the ECL (Exit Control List)
as I am involved in anti-state activities. I
have no idea what anti-state activities he
was referring to,” Haider said.

“I address the issues related to women,
minorities, enforced disappearances and
problems Balochistan is facing today,” the

32-year-old said, adding that authorities
confiscated her passport and national
identification card.  Pakistan has a history
of enforced disappearances over the past
decade-mainly confined to conflict zones
near the Afghanistan border or to restive
southwestern Balochistan province, where
Haider lives and works.

The military routinely denies being
involved, and criticism of the powerful
security forces, including over such disap-
pearances, is largely seen as a “red line” in
the country.  Pakistan’s interior ministry
did not immediately respond to requests
for comment by AFP. The incident fuelled
fears around an ongoing crackdown on
rights and freedom of speech in Pakistan.

“Yet another #humanrightsdefender
placed on Pakistan’s mysterious no-fly
list,” tweeted Rabia Mehmood, a Pakistan
researcher for Amnesty International.
“@Advjalila is a fierce defender of the
rights of the marginalized, her name must
be immediately removed from the Exit
Control List. #istandwithjalila”.  Haider’s
lawyer Asad Jamal, who said he was not
allowed to meet her while she was being
detained, called it “an act of harassment”.
In addition to her work on women’s rights,
Haider is a member of Pakistan’s persecut-
ed Hazara community, who are often tar-
geted by sectarian militants in Pakistan and
Afghanistan. In 2018 she went on a hunger
strike demanding protection for the Hazara
community. — AFP

South Korean 
court acquits 
man executed 
in 1948
SEOUL: A South Korean court yesterday posthumous-
ly exonerated a man executed more than 70 years ago
for assisting rebel forces, saying he had been wrongly
convicted.

Chang Hwan-bong, then 29, was among hundreds of
people who were accused of helping left-leaning sol-
diers in an armed uprising against the government in
the southwestern cities of Yeosu and Suncheon in 1948.
They were sentenced to death just 22 days after their
arrest for rebellion and were executed immediately. But
in 2009, a government truth panel found that around
438 civilians-including Chang-had been unjustly con-

victed and kil led for collaborating with the rebel
troops. Historical issues often remain contentious in
South Korea, which emerged from the turmoil of the
Korean War and where politics are deeply divided
between left and right.

Chang’s daughter filed for a retrial in 2013, which was
approved by the Supreme Court in March last year. The
Suncheon branch of the Gwangju District Court acquit-
ted Chang on Monday, saying that the facts of his crimes
cited in 1948 had not been proven.

“As a member of the judiciary, I want to make it clear
that the execution of the ruling was by illegal power of
the government and I make a deep apology,” said Judge
Kim Jung-ah.

The dead man’s daughter Chang Kyung-ja said after-
wards: “I am happy that my father’s undeserved death
has been proven.” Yesterday’s decision was the first
acquittal for civilians convicted in the 1948 incident,
according to local reports. The Committee for the Retrial
of the Yeosu-Suncheon Incident-an activist group cam-
paigning for the victims-welcomed the “historic ruling”,
saying it was “only the beginning” and as many as 5,000
civilians had been wrongly convicted. —AFP

Chinese travellers 
unfazed as 
SARS-like 
virus spreads 
BEIJING: An outbreak of a mysterious virus has not
deterred millions of people in China from packing into
crowded trains as they head home for the Lunar New
Year-but some are donning masks as a precaution. The
world’s biggest annual travel rush comes as a SARS-like
coronavirus has spread from the central city of Wuhan
to Beijing, southern Guangdong province and three
Asian countries, with more than 200 people stricken
including three fatalities.

Scientists have yet to determine if the disease can be
transmitted from human to human, which would raise
the risk of more people getting sick as they sit next to
each other on long rides to their hometowns. But going
back to the countryside or other parts of the country to
gather with family is an annual ritual that is impossible
to miss-the country will come to a grinding halt from
Friday until Thursday next week as it celebrates the
incoming Year of the Rat.

More than 100 million train trips have already been
taken since the mass migration began about 10 days
ago, the national railway operator said Sunday.

Lines formed yesterday at ticket booths outside
Beijing Railway Station, where commuters-young and
old-gathered with their luggage and souvenirs. Li Yang,
28, an account manager from northern Inner Mongolia
region, said it had been five to six years since she
returned to her hometown from Beijing. “It’s hard to
guard against such viruses,” she told AFP.

“Watching the news, I do feel a little worried. But I
haven’t taken precautionary measures beyond wearing
regular masks,” she added. “Even if I remained in
Beijing, I would have to visit public spaces.”

A worker in the finance sector surnamed Guo added
that she and her friends had been reminding each other
to wear masks as a precaution.

“We’re not sure how else we can protect ourselves,
but I am generally vigilant,” said the 26-year-old.
“What else can we do? We still have to go home over
the Spring Festival.” President Xi Jinping weighed in
yesterday, instructing authorities to contain the spread
of the virus, release information on the epidemic “in a
timely manner”, and “ensure that the masses have a sta-
ble and peaceful Spring Festival”. 

‘Avoid public places’ 
The new coronavirus has caused alarm because of

its connection to Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome
(SARS), which killed nearly 650 people across mainland
China and Hong Kong in 2002-2003.

Authorities in Wuhan, a city of 11 million people that
also serves as a major transport hub, said Monday a
third person was confirmed to have died and 136 new
cases were found over the weekend.

A Wuhan seafood market is believed to be the epi-
centre of the virus, and the World Health Organization
said an animal source seemed most likely to be the “pri-
mary” culprit. In Hong Kong, 106 people were being
monitored with authorities keeping a close eye on
developments-especially given the proximity of
Guangdong to the densely packed financial hub.

Passengers arriving at the city’s airport and high-
speed train terminals have been subject to increased
monitoring, including temperature checks. Health offi-
cials said yesterday they were expanding their
enhanced checks to include anyone coming in from
Hubei province, not just Wuhan. All passengers flying in
from Wuhan will also be asked to fill out a health decla-
ration form.

At Shanghai’s busy Hongqiao Railway Station, some
in the crowd wore masks, but not significantly more
than usually seen in the eastern city. No flu screening
stations or signs were seen.

A 25-year-old woman surnamed Jiang, who works
for a medical device company, was heading to her
hometown in Hubei, the province where Wuhan is locat-
ed. “Previously, I had many plans in Wuhan, like hanging
around for one to two days. But now I think I will just
transfer there instead of staying,” she said.

A woman surnamed Xia, a 29-year-old auto industry
employee, was wearing a mask because she was head-
ing home to Wuhan. She said one cousin who lives in
southern China was “very worried” about the virus and
“doesn’t dare go back to Wuhan”.

“I think the pneumonia situation is controllable,” Xia
said. “But after I go home, I’ll avoid public places,
seafood and live poultry.” — AFP

NEW DELHI: Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) new president Jagat Prakash Nadda (right) shakes hand with Indian
Prime Minister Narendra Modi during an event at the BJP headquarters in New Delhi yesterday. — AFP

POKHARA: Rescue workers prepare to go on the avalanche site in Annapurna mountain region for
searching the missing trekkers in Pokhara, some 200km west of Kathmandu yesterday. — AFP

Guide saw wall 
of snow carry 
away Korean 
trekking team 
POKHARA, Nepal: Rescuers intensified an
increasingly desperate hunt yesterday for
four South Korean trekkers and three
Nepalis swept away by an avalanche in the
Himalayas as a guide told how he saw peo-
ple carried off by the snow.

Krishna Hari Subedi was helping a
Chinese trekker on the trail near the
Annapurna base camp when the wall of
snow hit on Friday. “We were descending
when an avalanche came rumbling down.
Three people were swept down by it in
front of my eyes,” Subedi told AFP.

“I ducked down and my guest followed,
we were safe. If we had moved forward,
there was a cliff edge, we would have been
swept down.” Subedi said he saw three
people carried away but did not know how
many others had been hit in the line of
trekkers on the route.

“When we began heading down again,
we heard a cry for help,” he added.

“One of them survived and was walking
up. It was nearly 300 meters down. When
he saw us, he fainted... he was taken to a
hospital.” The fate of the other two remains
uncertain.

Families’ anxious wait 
Soldiers have joined a team using

drones and helicopters and digging in deep
snow at 3,230 meters (10,600 feet) where
the avalanche struck. Small helicopters

were being used to drop rescuers at the
site, Shanta Bir Lama, president of the
Nepal Mountaineering Association, told
AFP.  “The narrowness of the area makes
the search difficult,” explained Lama.

“There is also a lot of snow. But teams
today will try to remove the snow and
search. Devices are also being used,” he
added. A nine-member army team has
joined the operation while the South
Korean embassy also sent an official to
assist. “The snow from the avalanche is
piled four to five meters (13 to 16 feet)
deep at the site. No signs of the missing
have been reported as of Monday,” an offi-
cial of the South’s foreign ministry said.
Experts say there is a very low chance of
survival for those buried in an avalanche
for more than two hours.

Relatives of the missing Koreans who
arrived in Kathmandu on Saturday have
also visited the avalanche area. Six of the
missing were part of the same expedition,
while one Nepali porter was escorting a
different group. 

The four foreigners-two men and two
women-were part of an 11-member South
Korean team. Others have safely descend-
ed.  Education officials in Seoul said they
were part of a team of volunteer teachers
working with children in Nepal. Helicopters
were sent out on Saturday to rescue about
200 people stranded around Annapurna
and other nearby mountains after the ava-
lanche.

Annapurna is an avalanche-prone and
technically difficult mountain range with a
higher death rate than Everest, the world’s
highest peak. Thousands of trekkers visit
the route every year for its stunning views
of the Himalayas. 

A snowstorm killed about 40 people on
the circuit in 2014, in one of the biggest
trekking tragedies to hit Nepal. — AFP 

Papuans on trial 
in Indonesia 
ordered to 
remove gourds
JAKARTA: Two Papuan activists on trial
for treason in Indonesia’s capital decried
what they described as “racism” after the
court yesterday ordered them to remove
traditional penis gourds.

The Jakarta hearing descended into a
standoff as the panel refused to proceed
until the men put on pants-the second time
their native garb led to delays in the trial of
a total of six activists. After several hours
of negotiations, the pair-also wearing
Papuan headgear with their faces painted
and the words “monkey” scrawled on their
bodies-grudgingly agreed to put on
trousers. One activist, Ambrosius Mulait,
said the outfit was “part of my identity”.

“We have been the victims of racism
outside the court and now we have fallen
victim to racism inside the court,” he said.
Papua has seen several spasms of violence
in recent months, including deadly unrest
partly linked to a fresh push for independ-
ence and racism against Papuans, who have
been called monkeys and other slurs.

Ethnically Melanesian, most Papuans
are Christians who have few cultural links

to Muslim-majority Indonesia. The half-
dozen defendants were arrested in August
after participating in a demonstration at
the presidential palace in Jakarta where
Papua’s Morning Star flag was raised. 

The flag, a symbol of independence, is
illegal in Indonesia. Last month, Indonesia’s
supreme court increased the jail term for a
Polish man convicted over links to sepa-
ratist guerrillas in Papua. Jakarta is deeply
sensitive about its easternmost region,
where a low-level insurgency has simmered
for years. A former Dutch colony, Papua
came under Indonesian control in the 1960s
after a self-determination vote widely
viewed as a sham.  Nine people drowned
and another was missing after a bridge col-
lapsed on Indonesia’s Sumatra island, the
disaster agency said yesterday. Some 30
people, mostly students, were on the bridge
Sunday afternoon in the town of Kaur when
the newly built crossing suddenly collapsed,
hurtling some teens into the water below
while others clutched on to the railing.

The water level in the river below the
bridge was higher than usual with strong
currents after torrential downpours pound-
ed the Bengkulu region at the southern end
of Sumatra. “Some managed to save them-
selves but 10 others could not fight against
the current and drowned, they were swept
away” Ujang Syafiri, head of the disaster
mitigation agency, told AFP, adding that the
bridge may have collapsed due to excessive
weight. A search and rescue team scoured a
20-kilometre radius to find a teenager who
is still missing, he said. — AFP

SUNCHEON: Family members of Chang Hwan-bong, who
was among hundreds of people who were accused of help-
ing left-leaning soldiers in an armed uprising against the
South Korean government in the southwestern cities of
Yeosu and Suncheon in 1948, speak to reporters after the
trial at the Suncheon branch of the Gwangju District Court
in Suncheon yesterday. — AFP


