
VAHDAT, Tajikistan: Pointing to the leaden
waters of the river, Manzura Borbieva recalls
the horror of seeing her 21-year-old col-
league commit suicide with her baby. “That’s
where she jumped in,” she said. Borbieva, a
pot washer at the bazaar in the provincial
town of Vahdat in ex-Soviet Tajikistan, saw
trader Maftnuna Rakhmonova plunge into
the swollen river with her three-month-old
son. In the Central Asian country where a
region-wide economic crisis has exacerbated
grinding poverty and social tensions, some
women are choosing a terrible way out. 

“We told her to at least spare the child,
but she would not listen,” recalled Borbieva,
who scrapes by on less than $100 per month
as a sweets seller in the town around 20 km
from the capital Dushanbe. “She told us, cry-
ing: ‘Whatever my destiny is, that will be the
destiny of my child’.” Rakhmonova commit-
ted suicide in April along with her son,
whose body was never found. 

Her death is one of at least four such
recent suicides that have shocked the con-
servative mainly Muslim country. Up to half
of working-age men in the impoverished
republic head to Russia to find work, often in
construction. But such jobs are increasingly
scarce due to the recession in Russia and
families are struggling without the men’s
contributions. Rakhmonova’s family attrib-
utes her suicide and infanticide to regular
domestic violence and abuse at the hands of
her in-laws, but Borbieva says such tragedies
are also rooted in the economic situation.

“Our men cannot find work to feed their
large families. Quarrels start inside the
home,” Borbieva said as traders from the
bazaar where Rakhmonova works gath-
ered to listen. “This is what drives people to
do such things,” Borbieva added. “This is
our Tajikistan.”

Violence Rising 
The landlocked country has been clob-

bered by the wider economic crisis sweep-
ing through the Central Asian region close-
ly linked to Moscow. The national currency
has fallen 40 percent against the dollar
since January 2014 and the government
has sought help from international finan-
cial institutions to keep its battered bank-
ing system afloat. According to the World
Bank, it is the world’s most remittance
dependent country, but these cash trans-
fers - mostly from Russia - fell by around
two thirds in 2015.

“If before our social problems were con-
nected with men going abroad and spend-
ing long periods without their families, now
the issue is that they are sitting at home
without income,” said Alla Kuvatova, a gen-
der expert and director of the Dushanbe-
based NGO Women with Higher Education.
“Violence against women is rising. The level
of aggression and cruelty in society as a
whole is growing,” Kuvatova said. There
were 325 registered suicides and attempted
suicides among women in 2015, a
spokesman for the state prosecutor told
AFP by telephone. The spokesman could
not provide data for previous years. Many
such suicides go unregistered because of
the stigma surrounding them.

‘Bad Family’ 
Experts like Kuvatova say that a tenden-

cy for early marriages and large families
places a heavy burden on young women,
who often suffer from excessive demands
of in-laws. Last summer, a provincial court
found two young women guilty of conspir-
ing to murder their common mother-in-law
and burn her remains. Maftnuna
Rakhmonova’s grandmother Harimbibi
Rakhmonova, 59, who raised her and saw
her married to a man from a neighboring
village, said that her in-laws were abusive.
“They were a bad family. They beat her
almost every day,” she said.  — AFP 

MANILA: The bodies of dozens of suspected drug
peddlers have turned up in the Philippines in recent
weeks, providing an eerie backdrop to the swearing-
in on today of Rodrigo Duterte, who has warned of a
bloody presidency in his bid to eradicate crime.
Some of the dead were killed in gunfights with
police; others mysteriously turned up on the street.
One was dumped with sign: “Don’t follow me or
you’ll die next.” The numbers of bodies have spiked
since Duterte swept the May 9 elections on promis-
es to wipe out crime and corruption within six
months. That bold pledge won him huge support
but also sparked concerns about vigilante justice
and a lack of due process.

Nicknamed “Duterte Harry” after a Clint
Eastwood character with little regard for rules, he
says he plans to fulfill his promise despite criticism
from human rights advocates and church officials
and dares his critics to impeach him. “If I couldn’t
convince you, I’ll have you killed. Just imagine if I kill
10 persons a day for the next six years,” he was quot-
ed as saying by Cebu Daily News in his native
Visayan language, referring to drug suspects. “If
you’re into drugs, I’m sorry. I’ll have to apologize to
your family because you’ll surely get killed.”

So far, the threats seem to be working to some
extent: Hundreds of drug pushers and addicts have
surrendered to police in recent days, signing
pledges to reform. National police data show 39
mostly drug peddler suspects were killed since the
start of the year until the election. But since then, 72
killed have been killed, bringing the yearly total so
far to 111 deaths.

Outgoing national police chief Ricardo
Marquez dismissed speculation that the spike in
deaths was timed to the beginning of Duterte’s
presidency, saying he already promised an intensi-
fied anti-drug campaign when he took over last
year. “There is no truth to what is being said that it
is only now that the police have stepped up the
fight against drugs,” he said. So far this year, 183
have been killed in clashes between police and
clandestine drug lab workers, dealers and users,
he added. The reason for the discrepancy in the
totals wasn’t immediately clear.

Alarm
In one television report, a mother wailed as she

saw the body of her son sprawled on a roadside in
eastern Camarines Sur province, apparently shot
with four wounds and a slash on his neck. “What
they have done is too much,” she said, sobbing on
the shoulder of another woman. Nearly 5,000 sus-
pects have been arrested in anti-drug operations
after the election, bringing the number of arrests in
a nationwide drive to nearly 19,000 since January,
according to police records.

“We are alarmed about the rate of almost every-
day killings of suspected criminals and members of
drug syndicates,” said Wilnor Montilla Papa, a human
rights campaigner for Amnesty International in the
Philippines. “Our concern is on the lack of due
process, the seemingly abusive stance” of authorities.

Last week, the head of the influential Catholic
Bishops’ Conference of the Philippines issued a letter
saying the group was disturbed by the reports of
growing numbers of drug suspects being killed as
well as the spike in vigilante killings. The letter
reminded law enforcers that one can “shoot to kill”
solely on the ground of legitimate self-defense or

the defense of others. “To kill a suspect outright, no
matter how much surveillance work may have
antecedently been done on the suspect, is not
morally justified,” Archbishop Socrates Villegas said.

Praise
Others praised Duterte’s drastic approach to

combatting crime. Arsenio Evangelista, whose son
was kidnapped and killed 5 years ago, supports the
incoming president’s plan to restore the death
penalty and promise to eradicate all major crimes,
especially drug-related offenses in three to six
months. But he said the recent increase in drug deal-
er deaths could not have been on orders of Duterte
because he isn’t in office yet.

“We want results out of frustration, dismay” with
a criminal justice system that is corrupt and does
not work, said Evangelista, who is also a
spokesman for a group called Volunteers Against
Crime and Corruption. He said his group believes
the deaths could be part of an effort by police offi-
cials to burnish their accomplishments in the face
of Duterte’s plans to revamp the police force.
Under pressure to step up efforts, police have
clamped down on mostly small-time drug pushers
who are easier to find and apprehend, he added. In
the past, such peddlers would rather bribe officers
than engage in a shootout, Evangelista said. “It’s
not believable that street-level drug peddlers’
behavior changed totally,” he said. — AP 
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BHOPAL, India: Imrat Namdev and her younger sister
Pushpa Namdev were neighbors in Chhatarpur district,
in the drought-hit Indian region of Bundelkhand. Both
relied on the same well for water and, according to
police, frequently quarrelled over how much the other
was using. In May, during one fight over water, Pushpa,
42, beat Imrat, 48, with a stick, police say. The injured
sister was rushed to a hospital, but died there, and
Pushpa was charged with murder. “Our village faces a
severe shortage of potable water,” Imrat’s son, Jitendra,
told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.  “Pushpa always
felt my mother drew more water from the well.”

As northern and central India continue to suffer
thorough severe drought and oppressive heat, police in
Bundelkhand and several other regions are reporting a
rise in violent - and often deadly - clashes over water.
After almost 10 years of below-average rainfall and sev-
eral consecutive years of drought, the region’s rivers,
lakes, reservoirs and wells are drying up. Disputes are a
common problem in many places in India that face
water shortages. But Indian police report that the fight-
ing is getting more frequent and bloody. In many parts
of the country, neighbors, friends and family are turning
on each other, desperate to protect what little water

they have left, police records suggest.
Last month, in the tribal-dominated Alirajpur district

of Madhya Pradesh, 13-year-old Surmada, her brother
and her uncle used a neighbor’s hand-pump, without
permission, to get water for the family’s houseguests.
According to police, the owner of the pump and his son
attacked the group with arrows. One pierced Surmada’s
eye, killing her. And in the village of Kanker, in Shivpuri
district, a large-scale argument broke out after two
motorcyclists got into an accident, causing one to spill
the 15-litre (4 gallon) container of water he was carry-
ing. “The two later called their family members and
friends and attacked each other with spears, axes and
sticks,” said investigating officer Jaisingh Yadav of
Sathanwada police station. Fifteen people were injured,
five of them women, he said.

Lal Singh Arya, Madhya Pradesh’s urban administration
and development minister, said the government is using
all its resources to try to make sure everyone has water. But
he predicted tensions will remain high until monsoon
rains - which began recently in some areas - take hold.
“There have been disputes over water in many parts of the
state because of two consecutive droughts,” he said. “The
situation will improve with the monsoon rains.”

Only Drinking Water
Activists say the government’s failure to act to bet-

ter manage water is partly to blame for the rise in vio-
lence. “The present crisis is the fallout of over-con-
sumption, wasteful use and inefficient water gover-
nance systems,” said Ajay Dubey, an activist with the
environmental non-governmental organization
Prayatna, based in Madhya Pradesh. “People are going
to any lengths for the sake of water.  They’ve lost hope
that the situation will ever improve. Things were never
so bad,” Dubey said.

According to the Madhya Pradesh water resource
department, out of the state’s 139 main reservoirs, 82
are at only 10 percent capacity and 22 are empty. As
authorities try to make the remaining water last until
monsoon rains help refill the reservoirs, the measures
they have implemented have only exacerbated the
sense of desperation. Across much of the region,
authorities have banned the use of water for washing
cars or trucks, bathing cattle or irrigating crops. In
most cities in Madhya Pradesh, the local government
only supplies drinking water on one out of every two
to seven days.

The district administration of Sehore in Madhya

Pradesh has temporarily taken charge of all water
sources, whether government or privately owned, so
that it can manage use of the dwindling resource. And
in three towns in Madhya Pradesh, the use of water for
anything other than drinking is banned. Lokesh Kumar,
sub-divisional magistrate of Ichhawar town, said water
can’t be used for farming or industrial purposes until
July 5, when the monsoon is underway and authorities
hope water sources will be replenished.

For many in rural India, the struggle to survive
with very little water is proving too difficult. In areas
like Bundelkhand, a growing number of people are
leaving their homes and abandoning their work in
hopes of finding water - even just a little more -
somewhere else. Asandi Das, who lives in a village in
Chhatarpur district, plans to take his family to Agra,
where the famous Taj Mahal is located, in the north-
ern state of Uttar Pradesh. He said that right now his
family has neither food nor water. He knows it won’t
be easy even in Agra - or anywhere else - but hopes
to get enough work to make ends meet. “We’ll not be
able to survive in our village,” Das said.  “There’s just
no water. We’ll have to go to some other place if we
want to live.” — Reuters 

MANILA: In this June 8, 2016 photo, police conduct an overnight curfew for minors. — AP 

Drug pusher deaths jump 

as Duterte takes office
Concerns about vigilante justice, lack of due process

NEW DELHI: India’s Supreme Court said it will
examine how far it could interfere in Muslim
laws governing family-related issues as it
heard a plea to end a practice allowing Muslim
men to divorce their wives by saying “talaq”
three times. The Indian constitution allows
Muslims, the biggest religious minority group,
to regulate matters such as marriage, divorce
and inheritance through their own civil code.

A Supreme Court bench said Muslim per-
sonal law affected a large number of people
and asked the federal government to weigh
in on the debate as to whether intervening in
the law would violate the Muslim communi-
ty’s fundamental rights. “It is a serious issue
and it has to be examined within the frame-
work of the Constitution,” Chief Justice of
India, Tirath Singh Thakur, said of the petition
yesterday. “We have to hear all of the views
and take a call as to what extent courts can
interfere in Muslim personal laws,” he said. The
next hearing is on Sept 6.

Muslims make up 13 percent of the coun-
try’s 1.2 billion population, yet government
data show they are among some of the most
excluded and marginalized communities.
Women’s rights activists have long called for
reform of the Muslim personal law which
they say discriminates against women.  What
they want instead is a well-defined law that
criminalizes polygamy, unilateral divorce and
child marriage. Campaigners say the “triple
talaq” practice - which allows Muslim men an
instant divorce with Muslim women being
divorced via Facebook, Skype and text mes-
sage - is unconstitutional because it violates
the right to equality.

Aware of Rights
The petition being considered by the

Supreme Court also seeks an end to
polygamy and ‘halala’, which mandates that
if a woman wants to go back to her husband
after a divorce, she must first consummate
her marriage with another man. “Triple talaq
is not valid as per the Quran, which stresses
mediation and reconciliation before the
decision to divorce,” said Zakia Soman, co-
founder of Bharatiya Muslim Mahila Andolan
(BMMA), which campaigns for Muslim
women’s rights and is a co-petitioner in the
case. “The Supreme Court needs to be guid-
ed by the Constitutional mandate,” she told
the Thomson Reuters Foundation.

More than 90 percent of Muslim women
surveyed by BMMA last year said they want-
ed an end to polygamy and triple talaq.
There are drives to end other practices as
well. Some women in the Dawoodi Bohra
community, the only South Asian Muslim
community known to practise female genital
mutilation, are calling for an end to the cen-
turies-old custom. In a 1985 landmark judg-
ment, the Supreme Court granted divorcee,
Shah Bano, alimony for life. But following
protests from Muslim leaders and others that
the court was being intrusive, the judgment
was overturned.

“Thirty years after Shah Bano, Muslim
women are more aware of their Quranic
rights and more willing to fight for them,”
Soman said. “We think the Court will strike
the right balance between gender justice
and the right to religious freedom,” she
said. — Reuters 

India top court to consider 

intervening in ‘triple talaq’ 

TAJIKISTAN: A picture taken on March 6, 2016 shows a woman riding a donkey-
drawn cart at a settlement. — AFP 

Murders, violence on rise as India battles for water

MANILA: Two things catch the eye in the office
of Joselito Esquivel, a police colonel enforcing a
national crackdown on drugs in the Philippines’
most crime-ridden district: A pair of boxing
gloves in a display cabinet and an M4 assault rifle
lying beside him. “It’s all-out war,” the Quezon City
officer says of a spike in killings of suspected drug
dealers by police across the country since last
month’s election of Rodrigo Duterte, a tough-
talking city mayor, as the country’s president.
“Duterte has already given the impetus for this
massive operation.”

Duterte has vowed to wipe out drug crime
within six months but, according to Chito Gascon,
head of the Commission on Human Rights (CHR),
the aggressive rhetoric behind his promises has
already instilled a sense of impunity among the
police. “Basically, you have Mr Duterte saying: ‘It’s
okay, I’ve got your back’,” said Gascon. On average,
at least one person has been shot dead by police
or anonymous vigilantes every day since the May
9 election that swept Duterte to power, an escala-
tion from the first four months of the year when
the rate was about two a week. Handwritten
warning signs have been left on some corpses.

Duterte, who will be inaugurated today for a
six-year term, has cheered the police on: After a
druglord was killed in a northern province recent-
ly, he travelled there to congratulate them and
hand over a reward worth about $6,000. Critics,
including leaders of the influential Roman
Catholic Church and human rights advocates,
fear a spiral of violence could lie ahead for the
Philippines if vigilantism and summary execu-
tions become an accepted norm after Duterte
takes office. “My concern is that instead of law
and order, what we will see is lawlessness and
fear,” said Gascon. “What will result is an increase
in the body-bag count.”

On Monday, Duterte branded as “stupid”
human rights groups and lawmakers who have
complained about his draconian plans to crush
crime and re-introduce the death penalty. “When
you kill someone, rape, you should die,” he told
his last public meeting as mayor of Davao City,
where death squads have killed hundreds of

drug-pushers, petty criminals and even street
children since 1998, according to rights groups.
Duterte denies any involvement in the vigilante
killings. A political outsider whose coarse defi-
ance of the traditional ruling class has drawn
comparisons with Donald Trump, Duterte has
even figured in commentaries on Britain’s vote to
leave the European Union as an example of a
global trend towards populism triumphing over
the establishment.

Police Covering Their Tracks?
Duterte’s pick to be the country’s police chief,

Ronald dela Rosa, concedes that some recent
killings may have been carried out by officers
involved in the drugs business who were cover-
ing their tracks so that the new president does
not go after them. “That could be true,” he told
Reuters. “Some police officers are shifting from
drug protectors to drug punishers.” But dela Rosa
added that so much work towards wiping out
drug crime has been accomplished recently that
his job will be easy when he takes over at the
end of this week.

Railing against critics, he said most of the vic-
tims in the recent wave of killings were shot by
police in self-defence. “I have no problem how
many people die in legitimate police operations,
the police have a right to defend themselves,” he
said. “We are police officers, we are not hard
killers.” Only two of the roughly 60 recent killings
took place in Quezon City, a crowded and gritty
part of sprawling Metro Manila that has the coun-
try’s highest crime rate. Most were in areas out-
side the capital that are less intensively policed.

Esquivel, the officer in Quezon City, said his
force has also adopted a softer tack by inviting
drug peddlers and addicts to surrender and go
into rehabilitation. Just last week, over 1,000 gave
themselves up there, he said. Despite that gentler
approach, police in the Philippines are open
about their readiness to use guns. Outside
Esquivel’s headquarters there is a police firing
range and a banner cheerily announces a month-
ly “shoot fest”, a contest for officers where some-
times winners receive a gun. — Reuters 
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