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LASHKAR GAH, Afghanistan:
Taleban militants ambushed and
killed around 100 Afghan police and
soldiers earlier this week as they tried
to retreat, the heaviest losses suf-
fered by government forces during
months of fierce clashes near the
capital  of  southern Helmand
province. On Tuesday, dozens of
Afghan police and soldiers were cut
down as they withdrew from their
positions in Chah-e-Anjir, about 12
km outside the city of Lashkar Gah,
having been surrounded and
besieged for days. “We were one bat-
talion there and, except me and two
others, no one came out alive,” Faiz
Mohammad, an army soldier who
survived the ambush, told Reuters in
Lashkar Gah, a bloodied bandage
wrapped around his head.

Afghan Taleban f ighters have
pushed into some areas of Lashkar
Gah, firing rockets at government
buildings and sparking a new wave
of residents fleeing the city. The sus-
tained assault is the most serious
threat to security in Afghanistan
since the brief capture of the north-
ern city of Kunduz a year ago, and
underlines the government’s precari-
ous defenses despite support from
US-led foreign forces. One senior
security official put the death toll
from the Chah-e-Anjir incident at
around 90, while other sources said it

was likely to be higher. “As they (gov-
ernment forces)  were coming
towards Lashkar Gah,  they were
ambushed in three locations,” the
official said.

Dozens of other security person-
nel surrendered during the debacle,
while Taleban gunmen seized at least
22 armored Humvees,  dozens of
trucks, and hundreds of rifles, he said.
Taleban spokesman Qari  Yousuf
Ahmadi said that account was accu-
rate, and that militants killed and
captured dozens of  troops.
Mohammad Rasool Zazai, spokesman
for the army’s 215th Corps in
Helmand, said reinforcements had
been working on a plan to relieve
police and soldiers in Chah-e-Anjir,
but they left their positions before an
operation was launched. “We were in
contact with the troops there and the
plan was to bring them back to
Lashkar Gah to protect the city, but
they decided to move without coor-
dinating with us and they were
ambushed by the Taleban.”

Heavy losses, desertions
Afghan officials say security forces

are losing as many as 5,000 people
each month through casualties and
desertion, while only about 3,000
new soldiers and police are recruited
over the same period. With the
Taleban on the offensive in several

parts of Afghanistan, many new
recruits are deployed to the front
lines with only a few weeks of train-
ing, putting extra burden on elite spe-
cial forces to do much of the fighting.

General  Wali  Mohammad
Ahmadzai, who took command of
the 215th Corps at the beginning of
the month, confirmed that his forces
had sustained “a lot” of casualties in
this week’s fighting, but could not
provide an exact number. Army offi-
cials said at least 400 new troops
have been sent to the Lashkar Gah,
including special forces.

The NATO-led military coalition
has hundreds of advisers in Helmand
province, while U.S. troops and air-
craft have been dispatched to help
the Afghans.  Ahmadzai  made “a
deliberate decision to withdraw
some of his forces back into Lashkar
Gah so that they can have mass and
so they can help defend Lashkar Gah,
and then be prepared to the
offense,”  US mil itary spokesman
Brigadier General Charles Cleveland
said at a briefing on Wednesday.

Since the beginning of October,
US aircraft have conducted at least
15 airstrikes in Helmand in support of
Afghan troops, he said. “Helmand
continues to be the Taleban’s main
effort,” Cleveland said. “So they com-
mit a lot of effort and a lot of capabil-
ity into Helmand.” — Reuters
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MUMBAI: Two years after unveiling a
comic about a rape survivor-turned-
superhero who takes on her abusers,
filmmaker Ram Devineni is using a
sequel to highlight the acid attacks
that maim and scar hundreds of
women in India every year. “Priya’s
Shakti” was the first Indian comic book
of its kind, using augmented reality
technology to tell the story of a young
rural woman who is gang-raped and
consequently shamed by her family
and community. After praying to the
Hindu goddess Parvati, Priya gains the
strength, or “shakti”, to fight sex
crimes, and flies around India on a
tiger, helping other victims win justice.

In the sequel, “Priya’s Mirror”, the
superhero holds up a mirror as she
convinces acid-attack survivors that
there is more to them than their scars,
and that they need not hide. “Priya is a
flying superhero. For survivors of rape
and acid attacks, to see characters like
themselves being represented in art
and pop culture is pretty cool,” said US-
based Devineni, a creator of the “Priya”
series. “It’s an alternate narrative, and
it’s a positive message, one that we
hope will help change perceptions,” he

told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.
The comic was inspired by Laxmi,

an Indian acid-attack survivor who has
since become an activist and a fashion
model.  It also draws on the experi-
ences of real-life survivors from India
and elsewhere, Devineni said. “When I
met some of these women, I  was
struck by the fact that they faced near-
ly the same kind of stigma and
ostracism as rape survivors,” said
Devineni, who was visiting India to
launch the book at Comic Con in
Mumbai.

“There is a lot of victim blaming,
and in addition to the emotional trau-
ma, acid-attack survivors also face
tremendous physical trauma because
of the disfiguration,” Devineni said.
Globally, as many as 1,500 acid attacks
are recorded every year, with more
than 1,000 cases estimated to occur in
India alone. However, many attacks go
unreported because victims are too
afraid of reprisals from their abusers.
Most victims are women, who are
blinded or disfigured by jilted partners
or relatives.

Acid attacks became a specific
offence in India in 2013 after the gov-

ernment strengthened gender vio-
lence laws following the fatal 2012
gang-rape of a young woman on a bus
in New Delhi. In a separate effort to
raise awareness about the violence,
another Indian acid-attack survivor
walked the runway at New York
Fashion Week last month to promote a
ban on the sale of corrosive substances
used to maim thousands of women.
“Priya’s Mirror” is the second in a five-
book series created by Devineni, film-
maker Paromita Vohra and artist Dan
Goldman.  The next comic will focus on
sex trafficking, Devineni said.

He said the comic-book format and
augmented reality features, including
an interactive app which brings the
characters alive, are key to getting the
message across. “We’re dealing with
very difficult topics that tend to put
people off, so comic books are a more
accessible way to get their attention,”
Devineni said. “Plus, it’s a very relevant
format for the audience we’re trying to
reach: teenage boys. To challenge
India’s patriarchal setup, you have to
start with teenage boys at a time when
they are discovering sexuality and gen-
der roles,” he said. — Reuters
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AMRITSAR: Indian artisans work on a 45-feet high statue
of Maharaja Ranjit Singh, a part of the government’s ‘83-
crore beautification project’, along the most commonly
used approach road to the Golden temple in Amritsar yes-
terday. — AFP 

Indian Muslims say Modi’s

legal reforms divisive

NEW DELHI: An influential Indian Muslim group yester-
day accused the country’s Hindu nationalist prime min-
ister of triggering an “internal war” with plans to intro-
duce a common civil code for all religions. The Indian
constitution currently allows the country’s 1.2 billion cit-
izens  to be governed by their own religious laws when
it comes to marriage, divorce and property inheritance.
But Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s government wants
bring in a common civil code that it says will enhance
national unity.

Yesterday the All India Muslim Personal Law Board
said they would block any attempt to abolish Islamic
family laws, which many Muslim women say discrimi-
nate against them. “You can’t impose a single ideology
in India. Modi has triggered an internal war in India,”
Maulana Wali Rahmani, head of AIMPLB, told reporters
at a press conference in New Delhi. “A uniform civil code
is not good for India, which has many cultures and reli-
gions. It will divide India,” he said. India’s Law
Commission has sought public feedback on a common
law that would ban controversial practices such as
polygamy and triple talaq divorce, under which a
Muslim man can divorce his wife instantly with just
three words.

The commission said the objective was to “address
discrimination against vulnerable groups and harmo-
nize various cultural practices.” Muslim personal law
has long been a controversial issue in India. Some
Indian Muslim women have in recent years launched
legal challenges to triple talaq, which they say dis-
criminates against them and violates their human
rights. A case in the mid-1980s involving Muslim
woman Shah Bano, who took her rejected demand for
alimony to the Supreme Court, triggered debate
across India over whether the court had authority
over Muslim personal law.

The court upheld her right to alimony, but its ver-
dict was reversed by a law passed by the then-
Congress party government after Muslim groups react-
ed angrily. Any attempt since then to bring a common
civil code has proved deeply divisive in the officially
secular but mainly Hindu country. — AFP


