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BHUBANESWAR: Indian devotees roll on sand as they offer prayers to the Hindu God Shiva during a ritual as part of The Danda Festival which
coincides with The Oriya New Year in the village of Mendhasala Village yesterday. Devotees inflict physical pain on themselves as they perform
rituals of penance to appease Shiva, the Hindu God of destruction during the Danda festival, or the festival of self-punishment. — AFP 
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NEW DELHI: India’s crucial monsoon
rains are expected to be above average
in 2016, the weather office said yester-
day, easing fears over farm and economic
growth after two straight droughts hit
rural incomes and agricultural output.
Rains in 2016 would be 106 percent of
the long-term average, Laxman Singh
Rathore, chief of the India Meteorological
Department, told a news conference.

Rathore said the monsoon rains could
be above average as El Nino - a warming

of the eastern Pacific Ocean that can lead
to dry spells in South Asia - is fading and
giving way to La Nina in which the same
waters cool. 

The July-to-September monsoon
delivers 70 percent of India’s annual rain-
fall. It is critical for the country’s 263 mil-
lion farmers and their rice, cane, corn,
cotton and soybean crops, as nearly half
of its farmland lacks irrigation. Bumper
rains can spur farm and economic
growth and boost rural demand for gold,

cars, motorcycles, refrigerators and fertil-
izer. Two-thirds of India’s population
depends on farming for its livelihood.

Plentiful rains could also encourage
the Reserve Bank of India to cut interest
rates after the central bank this month
eased its repo rate by 25 basis points to
its lowest in more than five years. “If
indeed we end up having a better-than-
normal monsoon, and spatial distribu-
tion of monsoon and production indica-
tors point to a normal year, then the RBI’s

comfort for another rate cut will
increase,” said Gaurav Kapur, senior econ-
omist at Royal Bank of Scotland in
Mumbai. A normal or average monsoon
means rainfall between 96 percent and
104 percent of a 50-year average of 89
cm during the four-month season from
June, the weather office says.

Two straight years of drought in India
- for only the fourth time in over a centu-
ry - have sparked anger among farmers
against Prime Minister Narendra Modi. 

They blame his government for being
slow in reaching out to them after
drought ravaged their crops in 2014 and
2015, making a mockery of his election
promise that they would make a 50 per-
cent profit on their cost of cultivation.
The farm vote will be critical in determin-
ing the fortunes of Modi’s nationalist
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) when the big
rural states of Uttar Pradesh and Punjab
go to the polls in the first half of next
year. — Reuters

India monsoon rains seen ‘above average’ 

NEW DELHI: India and the United States have
agreed in principle to share military logistics, the
countries’ defense ministers said yesterday, as both
sides seek to counter the growing maritime
assertiveness of China. Washington has for years
urged New Delhi to sign a Logistics Support
Agreement that allows the two militaries to use
each other’s land, air and naval bases for resup-
plies, repair and rest. 

India has had concerns that a logistics agree-
ment would commit it to hosting US troops at its
bases, or draw it into a military alliance with the
United States and undermine its traditional auton-
omy. But after years of delays, the two sides said an
agreement was in hand, although not yet ready for

signing. “We have agreed in principle that all the
issues are resolved,” US Defense Secretary Ashton
Carter told reporters in New Delhi after talks with
his Indian counterpart, Manohar Parrikar.

The two sides would finalize the text of an
agreement in coming weeks, Carter said. Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s administration, faced
with an assertive China expanding its influence in
the South China Sea and into the Indian Ocean, has
signaled its desire to draw closer to the United
States. China is also a close ally of India’s arch rival,
Pakistan. Modi is also keen to access US technology
for his “Make in India” plans to build a domestic
industrial base and cut expensive arms imports.
The US military has made clear it wants to do more

with India, especially in countering China. Carter is
on his second visit to India in less than a year,
aimed at cementing defense cooperation in the
final months of Barack Obama’s presidency.

Washington’s desire for deeper security coopera-
tion with India has been tricky without the signing of
the logistics agreement, as well as two other pacts
that would allow for secure communications and the
exchange of nautical and other data. The agree-
ments are considered routine between the United
States and its other defense partners. Reaching the
logistics agreement would make it easier to conclude
the other two pacts, a senior US defense official said.
“There’s increasing recognition on the Indian side
that there’s real mutual benefits to doing them, so I
do think that the prospects are good,” the official
said, on condition of anonymity. Carter said the two
countries would also soon conclude an agreement
on exchanging information on commercial shipping.

Collaboration on carrier
He said the two countries were also advancing

collaboration in aircraft carrier design and technol-
ogy, potentially the biggest joint project since they
launched a Defense Technology and Trade
Initiative (DTTI) in 2012. India, which operates a re-
tooled Russian-built carrier, plans to build its
biggest indigenous carrier, for which is it looking at
US technology to launch heavier aircraft. “We have
decided to take forward discussions under DTTI
more aggressively on key areas such as jet engine
technology. We will also continue our very useful
and productive discussions on cooperation ... on
aircraft carriers,” Parrikar said. India is concerned
about China’s growing presence in the Indian
Ocean, traditionally New Delhi’s backyard, and it
said yesterday that it had agreed with the United
States to launch discussions between the countries’
two navies on anti-submarine warfare and subma-
rine safety. — Reuters
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NEW DELHI: US Defense Secretary Ashton Carter meets with Indian Prime Minister Narendra
Modi in New Delhi. — AFP 

NEW DELHI: Indian temples that deny or
restrict women’s entry undermine the fight
for gender equality and have no constitution-
al right to do so, the Supreme Court said, in
the latest boost for women demanding equal
access to places of worship. India’s highest
court told the board which manages the pop-
ular Sabarimala Ayyappa Hindu temple in the
southern state of Kerala to explain why it
bans women. 

“What right does the temple have to for-
bid women from entering any part of the
temple? Can you deny a woman her right to
climb Mount Everest? The reasons for ban-
ning anything must be common for all,”
Justice Dipak Misra, head of a three-judge
bench, said on Monday. “Gender discrimina-
tion in such a matter is unacceptable,” he said,
adding that the temple’s arguments must be
based on the nation’s constitution.

The struggle for equal access to places of
worship in India has triggered a wider debate
on women’s rights in the country, with the
hashtag #RightoPray trending on Twitter. The
Sabarimala temple is one of a few in India
which bars entry to females aged between 10
and 50 years old, saying that menstruating
women are impure. Discrimination against
menstruating women is common in some
parts of South Asia, where they are forbidden
from entering houses or temples and taking

part in festivals and community events.
“Banning on the basis of age is not prac-

ticed in the Hindu religion,” Ravi Prakash
Gupta, of the Indian Young Lawyers’
Association which launched the petition
against Sabarimala temple, told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation. 

The lawyers’ association said it had
received death threats over the petition. The
Supreme Court comments came days after
the Shani Shignapur temple in western
Maharashtra state opened its inner sanctum
to women following a Mumbai court ruling
that it was the fundamental right of women
to enter any place of worship that allows men
access, and that the state should protect this
right.

The Mahalaxmi temple, also in Maharashtra
state, followed suit on Monday and allowed
women entry. In a separate case, two Muslim
women are demanding access to a landmark
mosque in Mumbai. 

Sabarimala temple authorities have said
the ban on women is rooted in a centuries-old
tradition and is essential to the rites related to
the temple’s chief deity, Ayyappan. “You can’t
look at the issue from the angle of worshippers
alone. It has to be seen from the point of the
God being worshipped, a celibate,” senior
counsel KK Venugopal told the court. The next
hearing is on April 13. — Reuters 

TAEZ: A Yemeni fighter loyal to the country’s exiled president walks past a tank on a
road in the southwestern city of Taez. — AFP 

DHAKA: Bangladeshi police said yesterday they sus-
pect a domestic Islamist militant group of being
behind the brutal murder of a secular activist in
Dhaka, days after a branch of Al-Qaeda claimed
responsibility. Nazimuddin Samad, a law student

who criticized Islamism in Facebook posts, was killed
last week near his university in the capital by attack-
ers carrying machetes, the latest in a string of deadly
assaults on secular activists. Ansar Al-Islam, a
Bangladesh branch of Al-Qaeda in the Indian

Subcontinent (AQIS), said on Friday it was behind the
26-year-old’s murder, according to the US monitoring
group SITE. But Dhaka Metropolitan Police officers
said they believe it was the work of Ansarullah
Bangla Team (ABT), a homegrown militant outfit that
has been blamed in similar cases.

“We suspect Ansarullah Bangla Team has carried
out the murder,” Maruf Hossain Sorder, a spokesman
for the force said. “There were some similarities
between the latest murder and the previous killings
of bloggers,” he added. Bangladesh authorities have
consistently denied that international Islamist net-
works such as Al-Qaeda or the Islamic State group
are active in the country. “Al-Qaeda or IS (Islamic
State) do not exist in Bangladesh,” Sorder said. Samad
was the seventh secular activist-the sixth in the past
15 months to have been murdered by suspected
Islamist militants over their writings. Police have pre-
viously arrested several suspected members of ABT
in connection with at least three of these murders.

Eight ABT members, including a top cleric said
to have founded the group, were convicted late last
year for the murder of atheist blogger Ahmed Rajib
Haider in February 2013. The murders have sparked
outrage at home and abroad, with international
groups demanding that the secular government
protect freedom of speech in the Muslim-majority
country. — AFP
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DHAKA: Bangladeshi secular activists and university students take part in a protest in follow-
ing the murder of 26-year-old law student. — AFP 

MARIB: Loyalists and rebels have clashed on
several fronts in Yemen, officials said yester-
day, the second day of a UN-brokered cease-
fire the insurgents are warning is in jeopardy,
less than a week before peace talks. Forces
loyal to President Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi
fought with the Shiite Huthi rebels in the
province of Marib, east and north of the
rebel-held capital Sanaa, officials said. The
rebels and their allies loyal to ousted presi-
dent Ali Abdullah Saleh advanced overnight
in the area of Sarwah, in Marib, wresting con-
trol of two hills, a military official said.

The Saudi-led coalition, which launched a
military campaign against the Iran-backed
rebels last year, had described violations on
Monday as “minor”. Seven soldiers have been
killed and 15 others wounded in Sarwah in
rebel attacks since the ceasefire entered into
force at midnight between Sunday and
Monday, the official said. There were also
clashes in Nihm, northeast of Sanaa, military
officials said, while rebels said they confront-
ed an attack by Hadi’s forces in the area.

The rebels said Monday that pro-govern-
ment forces were behind 39 violations of the
truce, including attacks in Taez and the cen-
tral province of Baida. They also said war-
planes belonging to the Saudi-led coalition
flew sorties over several areas of Yemen
despite the ceasefire. Meanwhile, a soldier
was killed and nine others wounded in a
rebel attack on an army base near the south-
ern city of Baihan which borders Marib
province.

Rebel spokesman Mohammed Abdul

salam warned in a statement on Facebook
that “continued military action endangers the
peace process and reduce the chances of
holding the forthcoming dialogue” in Kuwait.
But violations did not seem to discourage the
United Nations which is sponsoring peace
talks in Kuwait next week. “The cessation of
hostilities seems to be largely holding,” UN
spokesman Stephane Dujarric said Monday,
although he noted that there were “some
pockets of violence.”

More than 6,300 people have been killed
in the war that has worsened the humanitari-
an crisis, with more than 80 percent of the
population on the brink of famine. The con-
flict in the impoverished Arabian Peninsula
nation has ruined large parts of the country
and raised Middle East tensions, with Saudi
Arabia and its Sunni allies backing the gov-
ernment and Shiite powerhouse Iran support-
ing the rebels.

The peace talks are scheduled to take
place in Kuwait on April 18. Elsewhere, a
Saudi bomber suspected of belonging to Al-
Qaeda killed five soldiers when he detonated
his explosive belt yesterday among army
recruits in Aden, the southern city that serves
as a temporary capital for the government.
Army and government installations have
been the target of several attacks by extrem-
ists since pro-government forces drove out
Shiite rebels in the summer. Al-Qaeda and the
Islamic State group have taken advantage of
the chaos caused by the war between the
government and the rebels to strengthen
their grip on southern Yemen. — AFP 

Loyalists and Yemen rebels 

clash, jeopardizing truce

PHNOM PENH: Cambodia’s prime minister
threatened yesterday to arrest anyone who
repeats opposition accusations that his
government used “fake maps” to demarcate
the country’s border with Vietnam, reviving
a campaign of pressure against his foes and
critics. Opposition lawmaker Um Sam An
was charged Tuesday with two criminal
offenses for having made the accusations
in Facebook posts last year. He faces up to
five years in prison if convicted. 

The lawmaker was arrested a day earlier
in the Cambodian city of Siem Reap after
having returned from a trip to the United
States. He was the latest member of the
opposition Cambodia National Rescue

Party to be criminally charged for making
comments on the politically sensitive topic
and implying that Prime Minister Hun Sen’s
government failed to counter land
encroachment by Vietnam, Cambodia’s tra-
ditional enemy.

“I strongly declare that whoever talks
about fake maps will  be immediately
arrested,” Hun Sen said Tuesday. “Regardless
of who you are - a member of parliament, a
senator - if you are talking about fake maps,
I will arrest you quickly.” The Phnom Penh
Municipal Court charged Um San An with
incitement to commit a criminal act and
inciting prejudice against another country,
said his lawyer, Sam Sokong. —AP
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