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ISLAMABAD, Pakistan: Ashiq Masih,(center), husband of Christian woman Asia Bibi who faces the death
sentence for blasphemy, leaves the Supreme Court in Islamabad yesterday. — AFP

ISLAMABAD: Pakistan’s Supreme
Court delayed an appeal into a notori-
ous blasphemy case against a Christian
mother on death row yesterday after
one of the judges stepped down, with
thousands of security forces deployed
following threats from Muslim clerics.
Police and troops had been stationed
across Islamabad as the court readied
to hear a final appeal in the case of
Asia Bibi, who has been on death row
since 2010. Observers had warned of
“tremendous” repercussions in the
case.  But one of the three-judge
bench, Justice Iqbal Hameed ur
Rehman, told the court he had to
recuse himself, claiming a conflict of
interest.

“I was a part of the bench that was
hearing the case of Salmaan Taseer,
and this case is related to that,” he told
the court, which was overflowing with
journalists, lawyers, activists and cler-
ics. Taseer, a liberal provincial gover-
nor, was gunned down in Islamabad in
2011 after speaking out for Bibi. His
assassin, Mumtaz Qadri, was hanged
earlier in 2016 in a step liberals hailed
as progressive, but which brought
hardliners into the streets calling for
Bibi’s death. 

Rehman was chief justice on the
Islamabad High Court which heard
Qadri’s appeal in 2011, according to
local media. The Supreme Court did
not immediately set a new date for
Bibi’s appeal.  Observers have called
the case a battle for Pakistan’s soul as
the state walks a line between uphold-

ing human rights and appeasing hard-
liners. Clerics at the influential Red
Mosque in Islamabad warned they
would launch a nationwide protest if
Bibi is released.

“Anyone who defends or protects a
blasphemer of the Prophet will them-
selves be considered guilty of blasphe-
my,” spokesman Hafiz Ihtesham
Ahmed said. He warned against for-
eign diplomats lobbying for Bibi’s
release, saying in a statement that cler-
ics would mobilise the public if she
was freed and “everyone will become
Qadri”. “All the foreign powers should
keep in mind that we won’t let them
succeed in their nefarious designs,”
Ahmed told AFP at the court yesterday.
Police said up to 3,000 security forces
had been sent out across the capital.
Bibi’s lawyer Saif-ul-Mulook called the
Red Mosque threat “big”. “I hope the
government takes it very seriously and
takes care of our security,” he told
media outside the court yesterday.

‘A sensitive case’ 
Blasphemy is a hugely sensitive

issue in Pakistan. Anyone even accused
of insulting Islam risks a violent and
bloody death at the hands of vigi-
lantes. Rights groups complain the
controversial  legislation is often
abused to carry out personal vendet-
tas, mainly against minority Christians.
Bibi was convicted and sentenced to
hang in 2010 after an argument with a
Muslim woman over a bowl of water.
Her supporters maintain her innocence

and insist it was a personal dispute,
and the Vatican has called for her
release.

But successive appeals have been
rejected, and if the Supreme Court
bench eventually upholds Bibi’s con-
viction her only recourse will be a
direct appeal to the president for
clemency. If  that fails ,  she could
become the first person in Pakistan to
be executed for blasphemy.  The reper-
cussions for minorities, human rights
and the blasphemy laws in Pakistan
would be “tremendous”, said Shahzad
Akbar, a human rights lawyer.  Zohra
Yusuf,  chair of the independent
Human Rights Commission of Pakistan,
told AFP the appeal delay was “regret-
table”, noting that Bibi was already
being held in solitary confinement due
to security concerns.

The judges may be “apprehensive”,
she said,  adding that after the
Supreme Court announced its decision
to uphold Qadri’s death sentence, jus-
tices had to sneak out the back door of
the court. “It’s a sensitive case. I think
they (the judges) have realized that if
Asia Bibi (is) acquitted, they may be
putting their own lives on the line,”
Yusuf said. Prosecutor Ghulam Mustafa
Chaudhry told AFP Thursday that he
wanted the case to be decided “on
merit and not any foreign pressure”.
“Asia Bibi has been convicted and
proven guilty not by one court but two
courts, and I hope things will remain
the same in the Supreme Court of
Pakistan,” he said. — AFP
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Pakistan defends travel
ban on leading journalist
ISLAMABAD: Pakistan’s top law enforcement official yes-
terday defended a travel ban imposed on a leading journal-
ist for reporting that civilian officials had clashed with the
country’s powerful military over its alleged covert support
for militants. Interior minister Chaudhry Nisar Ali Khan
branded the report, which sparked an uproar with its claims
that top officials had warned the army to stop supporting
proxy fighters abroad, the “narrative of our enemies” and
said an inquiry was being held that would determine
whether journalist Cyril Almeida should be prosecuted.

Amnesty International slammed the ban as “crude” and
called on Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif to “remember his
promise” to improve conditions for journalists. Addressing
a press conference yesterday, Khan said the government
had little choice but to prevent Almeida from leaving the
country after it learnt he was booked on a flight earlier this
week, but added he was a “free man” for now. “This inquiry
will be finished in... maybe four days.” But, he added: “If the
committee feels there is enough evidence to prosecute,
then a formal (law enforcement) committee will be made.”

For years Pakistan has been accused of cracking down
on only those Islamist groups which have turned their
guns inward towards the state, while harboring those who
fight abroad for its strategic ends. In his report, Almeida
said leading civilian officials had warned the army  which
has ruled the country for half its existence and controls for-
eign and security policy-to renounce covert support for
proxy fighters such as the Haqqani network allied to the
Afghan Taleban and Lashkar-e-Taiba, blamed for the 2008
Mumbai attacks.

Citing sources present at a high-level meeting, Almeida
said the civilian government had issued a blunt warning to
the military as part of a new high-stakes strategy: do not
interfere with the police when they take action “against
militant groups that are banned or until now considered
off-limits for civilian action”. Pakistan is routinely ranked
among the world’s most dangerous for journalists, and
reporting critical of the military is considered a major red
flag, with journalists at times detained, beaten and even
killed. Almeida’s article also came at a sensitive time for the
military after its arch-rival India claimed it had crossed into
Pakistani territory in Kashmir to carry out “surgical strikes”
in September, a claim which-if true-would be a stinging
blow for Pakistan. — AFP

ISLAMABAD, Pakistan: An ambulance that brought the
body of a Spanish diplomat is parked at a clinic in
Islamabad, Pakistan, yesterday. — AP

Pakistan: Spanish diplomat
found dead in home

ISLAMABAD: A Spanish diplomat was found dead yesterday
in his Islamabad home in  what authorities suspect is a suicide,
Pakistani police said. The 60-year-old man was found in his
bedroom by a domestic servant with a revolver by his side,
said police officer Iftikhar Chatha. A doctor at Islamabad’s
Federal Government Services Hospital said the man died of a
gunshot wound to the head.

But the doctor, who spoke on condition of anonymity
because he wasn’t authorized to brief the media, said there
would be no ruling on whether the death was suicide until an
autopsy had been performed. There was no immediate reaction
from the Spanish embassy. Catha said the embassy had been
informed and embassy officers had visited the scene. — AP


