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Simmering anger over India’s crack-
down on 10 weeks of protests in
Kashmir risks drawing more young

people to radical rebellion, demonstrators
and security officials warn, as the sense of
despair and alienation from New Delhi
deepens. In the worst unrest in the disput-
ed Himalayan region for six years, more
than 80 civilians have been killed and thou-
sands wounded, a widespread curfew is in
place and suspected ringleaders are being
held without charge.

“They are treating us like ‘dons’, like we
are criminals,” said Bilal Bhat, a 27-year-old
journalist who is active in a local youth civil
rights movement. Bhat was taken in by
police in August and told to stop posting
articles on Facebook. It was the second
time he has been held. “When I was beaten
by the cop, I cursed myself for taking a pen
- I should have taken a gun instead,” he told
Reuters. A conflict that has seeped for
decades and spilled into war twice
between nuclear-armed rivals India and
Pakistan usually passes little noticed by the
international community.

But the scale of the violence and securi-
ty crackdown, and, more recently, a sharp
escalation in tension between the neigh-
boring countries, have made the outside
world sit up and pay attention. India’s secu-
rity forces have also reinforced their already
large presence in Kashmir, drafting in
20,000 paramilitaries and 10,000 more sol-
diers. A senior Home Ministry official said
India’s security forces had reduced their use
of pellet ammunition, which has drawn
widespread condemnation, and had been
instructed only to fire when they felt direct-
ly threatened.

“It is clear that the local Kashmiri youths
were being used by Pakistan to attack
Indian forces,” the official said, responding

to questions from Reuters about the use of
force and risk of youth radicalization. “It is
true that there is a lot of anger among the
Kashmiris, but we cannot legitimise their
anger if it is for all the wrong reasons.”

Root of the Problem?
India blames Pakistan for a raid earlier

this month on a base that killed 18 soldiers,
in the deadliest attack on its army in 14
years, prompting Hindu nationalist sup-
porters of Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
government to call for revenge. Several
countries, alarmed at the prospect of a mili-
tary response by India, condemned the
attack, while Pakistan denied any involve-
ment. Journalist Bhat and others see the
start of the latest crisis in Kashmir not as
the attack on the army camp in Uri on Sept
18, but the killing by Indian security forces
of Burhan Wani, a popular separatist mili-
tant leader, on July 8.

Stone-throwing protesters took to the
streets in a display of support for the slain
insurgent that also reflected deep-rooted
unease about a central government they
say is pursuing a Hindu-nationalist agenda
to pacify and assimilate India’s only
Muslim-majority region. Many of those
killed in the clashes died from shotgun pel-
lets or rifle bullets fired by police and para-
military troops, and the supposedly non-
lethal pellet rounds have blinded hundreds
of bystanders, including children and
women.

“The police are using brute force,” said
one protester, a 27-year-old university
graduate who works in the private sector
and spoke to Reuters at a safe house in the
old town of Srinagar, the summer capital of
India’s northernmost state. “They are leav-
ing local boys with no choice but to take up
arms. You are creating home-grown rebels
by your actions - and then you are labelling
them as terrorists.”

Hospital Ward Full
The ophthalmology ward of Srinagar’s

main SMHS hospital is still overflowing with
patients either partly or fully blinded by pel-
let rounds fired by police or paramilitary
troops. Some, like Mushtaq, a 22-year-old
student from the restive district of
Pulwama, say they were demonstrating
when they were shot at. Despite being
blinded in his right eye, which was swathed
in a bandage, Mushtaq said: “I would go out
again and protest once I recover.”

Others, like an 18-year-old high school
student who gave his name as Muhsin, say
they were bystanders caught in the cross-
fire. Four young boys tried to escape by
jumping into the nearby Jhelum river but
were fired on by police. Muhsin dived in to
try and rescue one boy who had been shot,
only to be hit himself in the left eye and
blinded. He was unable to save the boy,
who drowned.

The 850-bed hospital has received hun-
dreds of casualties from street clashes,
which have died down for now. “I don’t
know how we managed,” said Dr Nisur Al-
Hassan, a consultant at the hospital and
president of the Doctors Association of
Kashmir. Hassan said he had seen patients
“with eyes gone, spleens gone, kidneys
gone. These pellets have pierced their
hearts, their abdomens, their brains. We can
only operate on three to five patients at a
time. You can only imagine.”

‘Failure to Anticipate’
Human rights activist Khurram Parvez, a

vocal critic of the security crackdown, was
on the way to present his findings to a UN
rights meeting in Geneva when he was
turned back at Delhi’s international airport
on Sept 14. After Parvez returned home to
Srinagar he was briefly detained, and then
re-arrested under a public safety law that
allows suspects to be held for six months

without being charged. Parvez is not alone:
In jail is moderate separatist leader Mirwaiz
Umar Farooq, while hundreds more suspect-
ed protest ringleaders have been detained
over the past month in raids on towns and
villages across the Kashmir Valley.

Schools in Srinagar have been comman-
deered and turned into barracks and, even
in quieter parts of the city of 1.3 million
where the curfew has been lifted, there is a
heavy security presence. Most shops remain
shut. A senior army officer said the outbreak
of protests in Kashmir had at first been
overwhelming. “Our failure was in not being
able to anticipate the extent of the protests,”
the officer said, on condition of anonymity
because he was not authorized to speak on
the record. “We were unable to stabilize the
cycle of violence and killing. Some lives
were lost because the use of force was
required. Our crowd control methods are
primitive, but in this part of the world noth-
ing else would have worked.”

In the meantime, the protests have given
a new lease of life to militants who have
been sighted among the crowds and are
believed by the authorities to be playing an
active role in organizing them. “It’s a very
organized hoodlum element that works
with the militants,” said a senior police offi-
cer with long experience of the insurgency
in Kashmir that first broke out at the end of
the 1980s. The officer pulled a smartphone
out of his pocket and showed a video circu-
lated by Zakir Rashid Bhat, named to
replace Wani as Hizbul Mujahideen’s com-
mander in South Kashmir.

The video shows men in uniform beating
protesters and is accompanied by a sound-
track of rhythmic chants urging people to
be faithful and to take revenge against the
police. “This is the imagery of ISIS,” the
police officer said, referring to the extremist
group Islamic State. “The radicalization is
growing stronger.” — AFP 
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Issues

Renzi’s reforms 
leave economy 

and voters flat

India crackdown turning some to militancy

By Andrew Osborn

Vladimir Putin appears politically
invincible after Russia’s ruling party
won its biggest ever parliamentary

majority this month. But he faces an
increasingly pressing dilemma: How best to
ensure the survival of a system built around
himself. With a presidential election due in
March 2018, Putin, 63, must decide whether
or not to run again. He must also decide
whether to bring that vote forward to 2017
to reset the system early to hedge against
the risk of a flat-lining economy.

Few outside his tiny coterie know what
he will do. Most Kremlin-watchers are sure
he will run again and win, delaying the suc-
cessor question until 2024. Others say he
may surprise. On the face of it, staying on
looks to be an obvious choice. Polls give
Putin an approval rating of about 80 per-
cent, the ruling United Russia party just
won 76 percent of seats in parliament, and
his annexation of Ukraine’s Crimea sealed
his savior-of-the-nation image in many
Russian eyes.

But beneath the surface, Putin’s prob-
lems are piling up. They include what is
forecast to be an anemic economic recov-
ery, the lack of an obvious successor, voter
apathy, his own complaints about the phys-
ical demands of the job, and the risk of
destabilising clan infighting inside the sys-
tem. Increasingly, it also seems that the only
way Moscow can reset ties with the West
would be for Putin to stand aside. The
United States and European Union imposed
economic sanctions over Russia’s actions in
Ukraine in 2014 and thus far there has been

little sign of a lifting of trade restrictions.
Nikolai Petrov, a political analyst at

Moscow’s Higher School of Economics,
believes Putin could preserve the system’s
legitimacy if he handed over to a hand-
picked successor in 2018. “It’s a possible sce-
nario,” Petrov told Reuters. He said he was
sceptical Putin would choose that path,
however, despite being under pressure to
find alternative ways of maintaining broad
support for the system beyond nationalism
and foreign military adventures. “Putin is a
hostage of his own popularity,” said Petrov.

People who know Putin say he is grow-
ing weary. In an unguarded moment picked
up by microphones last year, he was heard
complaining about how little he slept. One
former high-ranking official close to the
Kremlin said Putin, in power either as presi-
dent or prime minister for nearly 16 years,
was fatigued. “Putin is tired, he’s getting old-
er,” the source, who declined to be named,
told Reuters.

Dmitry Gudkov, a liberal opposition
politician who lost his seat in this month’s
elections, told Reuters Putin looked certain
to run again regardless because he was
afraid stepping down might leave him vul-
nerable to prosecution for his actions in
Ukraine. “With a lot of enemies both inside
and outside the country, he’s starting to feel
less secure. It doesn’t look like a time when
he’d give up control,” said Gudkov. Putin is
fond of a surprise though. Many thought he
would not step down from the presidency in
2008, but he did, albeit to make a tri-
umphant return to the office four years later.

The source close to the Kremlin said the
outcome of the US presidential election and

how the winner dealt with Russia initially
was likely to influence Putin’s decision.
“Putin is rather taken by global politics and
won’t run unless ‘a firm hand’ is needed,”
said the source. “Otherwise he will leave it
to (Prime Minister Dmitry) Medvedev.”
Democratic candidate Hillary Clinton would
take a tough line with Moscow, unlike
Republican contender Donald Trump who
has said he wants to reset ties with Russia,
people close to the Kremlin believe.

The Enemy Within
The economic outlook is bleak. More

than two years after the West imposed
sanctions, their impact appears to be wan-
ing and the economy is expected to return
to modest growth next year. A continuing
dearth of foreign investment, something
that has played a major role in kick-starting
growth in the past, means the recovery is
likely to take years however and growth is
forecast to reach only around 0.5 percent in
2017 and stay that way for a prolonged
period.

Maintaining a semblance of popular
support amid signs that growing numbers
of voters believe their participation in elec-
tions is an empty ritual is becoming harder
too. Turnout at the Sept 18 vote fell to a
post-Soviet low. And while there are no
signs of serious unrest among the elite,
Putin’s allies are starting to worry that a
threat might emerge from within the sys-
tem one day. “Our state is always destroyed
from the top and from inside,” Dmitry
Olshansky, a columnist for the pro-Kremlin
Komsomolskaya Pravda tabloid, wrote after
the election, saying the appearance of the

state’s victory might be deceptive.
Such fears and the need to reshuffle offi-

cials to create the impression that the sys-
tem is renewing itself help explain why
Putin has replaced a slew of senior Kremlin,
security and regional officials in recent
months, a process seen continuing.

Early Elections?
Putin will have to make his mind up

about the timing of the next presidential
election soon. Alexei Kudrin, an economics
adviser to the government and a former
finance minister, suggested bringing the
vote forward to next year from 2018, saying
that would allow the authorities to win a
new mandate to launch tough reforms.
Kudrin, a Putin ally, did not say who he
thought should stand, but the country’s
elite assumed he was talking about Putin.

The finance ministry fuelled speculation
that such a decision has already been taken,
publishing a letter in July talking about a
presidential vote in 2017. The same source
close to the Kremlin said there was now a
more than 50 percent chance of an early
presidential election. Political analyst Petrov
said he thought early elections were highly
likely unless Trump won the US presidency
and lifted sanctions.

A different source close to the Kremlin
said: “By 2018, the economy won’t be any
better and the population will be weary.
There will be more negativity around,
Putin’s rating will be falling, and our finan-
cial reserves will  be running out,” the
source, who also declined to be named,
said. “All this backs the argument for early
elections.” — Reuters 

Putin faces dilemma after vote win

By Crispian Balmer

Prime Minister Matteo Renzi logs the progress of
Italian government projects on big sheets of paper,
keeping track of everything from work on a long-

delayed motorway to simplifying the notoriously com-
plex tax code. “My priority is achieving results. That is the
only reason for being here,” he said recently in the gilded
rooms of Palazzo Chigi, the centre of Italian government.
But for all this attention to detail, he has failed to end
years of endemic economic underperformance, disap-
pointing many who had bought into his image as a
“Demolition Man” out to vanquish the vested interests
that have dragged Italy down.

After 2-1/2 years in power, Renzi can point to some
achievements - such as liberalising rigid labour rules,
granting legal protection to same-sex couples and offer-
ing a series of small-scale tax cuts to workers.
Nevertheless, recovery from deep recession has stalled,
with zero growth recorded in the second quarter of 2016
- the joint lowest reading in the 19-nation euro zone -
and efforts to end a deep-rooted banking crisis failing to
take wing.

The sense of letdown felt by some voters helps to
explain why Renzi is struggling to sell his most ambitious
reform yet, a complex revision of the Italian constitution.
Italy will vote in a referendum on Dec. 4 on the overhaul,
which Renzi says will bring much-needed political stabili-
ty by emasculating the Senate, stripping the upper house
of its power to bring down governments and stall legisla-
tion. The 41-year-old prime minister has promised to quit
if he loses the ballot, but public opinion is turning against
him and almost all surveys now show the ‘No’ camp is
ahead, meaning his short reign could be about to end.

“Very few people understand what this constitutional
reform is all about, so the majority of people will be vot-
ing simply for or against the government,” said pollster
Renato Mannheimer, who this week put the ‘No’ vote at a
commanding 55 percent. “Renzi’s reforms are not win-
ning people over,” he told Reuters. “The economic situa-
tion is hurting him, the recovery isn’t there, Italy is doing
worse than other European countries and people are
growing increasingly pessimistic.”

Hits and Misses
The reform most identified with Renzi is his 2015 Jobs

Act, which made it easier for firms in the private sector to
hire and fire employees. More than half a million jobs
have been created since the law was introduced and the
European Central Bank said last week it had “helped spur
renewed employment dynamism”. However, the rate of
growth has slowed as incentives to encourage hirings
have been cut. Labour Ministry data show a year-on-year
fall of 29.4 percent in new contracts for regular, open-
ended employment in the second quarter of 2016.

Another reform that has been praised by economists,
but has been slow to bear fruit, is a 2015 banking shake
up, aimed at strengthening Italy’s army of cooperative
lenders and consolidating the fragmented financial sec-
tor. It has given rise to just one merger to date, although
more consolidation is expected if market conditions
improve. “We have been waiting for this reform for 20
years,” said Lorenzo Codogno, the Italian Treasury chief
economist from 2006 to 2015, who now heads consultan-
cy firm LC Macro Advisors. “Unfortunately the market sit-
uation is very fragile, but with a bit of luck the banking
sector will look totally different in two or three years’
time,” he said.

Separate efforts to help banks offload billions of euros
of bad loans are also struggling, leaving Italy’s third
largest lender Monte dei Paschi di Siena in desperate
need of new funds to stay afloat. Other reforms have cre-
ated more problems than solutions, including a complex
new code for public procurement. This is designed to
boost transparency, but includes 220 norms and has
caused much uncertainty in ill-prepared public offices. “It
is possible that resulting delays to public tenders is one of
the reasons GDP came to a standstill in the second quar-
ter,” said Codogno.

Another part of the overhaul of the public administra-
tion could cost the state money, economists say. The leg-
islation looks to boost productivity by offering bonuses,
but this is hard to police in the state sector. The prime
minister’s own office already runs a rewards scheme and
everyone in the economics department won a full bonus
last year. A separate reform of state broadcaster RAI was
meant to cap annual salaries at 240,000 euros ($268,800),
but loopholes allowed the director general to earn
650,000 euros last year. “I cannot explain that reform in
political or economic terms,” said a government adviser
who was not authorized to speak to the media. “Often I
think ministers have rushed through reforms simply to
make themselves look busy.” —Reuters 


