
AHMEDABAD: Indian police urged people yesterday not to
believe false rumors spread on WhatsApp after a woman
was killed and a dozen hurt in the latest mob attacks to
leave authorities looking powerless. In the worst of the five
assaults in the western state of Gujarat on Tuesday, a desti-
tute woman, Shantadevi Nath, and three others were
attacked by around 100 people in the main city Ahmedabad.

“Half a dozen people surrounded the women as they
were about to board an auto-rickshaw and started ques-
tioning them. Soon the crowd swelled and pulled Shantadevi
and her companions out of the rickshaw and started thrash-
ing them,” police official JA Rathwa said. “People in the
crowd rained punches and kicked the four women. Some
even hit them with sticks and pulled them by their hair.” The
women were finally rescued by local traffic policemen and
taken to hospital but Nath, 45, was declared dead on arrival.
The same viral message which sparked that incident, alleg-
ing that 300 people had descended on Gujarat looking to
abduct and sell children, appears to have triggered four oth-
er mob attacks there the same day. Six people were injured
in two separate incidents in Rajkot, 225 kilometers from
Ahmedabad, including a family of five visiting to discuss a

relative’s marriage prospects. In two assaults in Surat, 275
kilometers from Ahmedabad, five women were attacked by
local villagers while a 45-year-old woman was assaulted
after locals suspected she had kidnapped her toddler. “It
was a mostly male crowd
which took away her daughter
as they suspected her to be a
kidnapper,” a police officer
told journalists. “Both of them
were brought to the police
station where it became clear
that she was indeed the child’s
mother,” the officer added. 

Plodding response    
Twenty-two people are

believed to have perished in
the past year, media reports
say, because of the same or similar WhatsApp rumors in at
least five Indian states. “Guys please be on high alert,” reads
one such message quoted by media. “Three kids were kid-
napped from my friend’s area this morning. There were 10

guys giving biscuits... Parents pls be on high alert.” Another
video-actually a Pakistani road safety video-which did the
rounds is of a child apparently being snatched by two men
on a motorbike. The victims are usually outsiders. People

have also been beaten to death
on suspicion of stealing cattle.

Often videos of the attacks
go viral on social media and
are shown, albeit in pixilated
form, on India’s many rolling
TV channels-including, in one
case, victims covered in blood
and pleading for their lives. 

The Gujarat incidents
prompted police to issue a
press release, urging people
not to “get carried away by
fake social media messages”.

The rash of attacks has left the authorities scrambling to
mount an effective response in a country where the use of
smartphones and WhatsApp, the messaging service, is
exploding, including in remote areas.

“Everyone uses WhatsApp and it is the best platform for
spreading fake news. Internet data is dirt cheap (to down-
load or send) and everyone in India has access to smart-
phones,” Pankaj Jain from fact-checking organization
SMHoaxSlayer said. There has been no coordinated and
centralized effort to counter the attacks, with authorities in
several states taking largely localized initiatives. In the
southern state of Tamil Nadu local authorities used loud-
speakers in May to warn people about false rumors. In Uttar
Pradesh police have taken to WhatsApp themselves to dis-
seminate short video messages.

Nikhil Pahwa, the editor of news and analysis website
Medianama, said the authorities must raise their game,
including becoming savvier about tracking social media and
responding quickly to false rumors. But he also said the onus
was on WhatsApp, in the Facebook-owned company’s
biggest market, to ensure that the original sender of a mes-
sage can be identified and to help authorities communicate
more with citizens. “We have all kinds of messages circulat-
ing on the social media. Misinformation today is a global
issue and there is no one way to address it. Multiple things
need to be done,” Pahwa said. — AFP 
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AHMEDABAD: Mohinidevi Nath, center, and her family react following the death of her cousin Shantadevi Nath, who was killed by a mob that falsely believed she was intent on abducting children, at
their home on the outskirts of Ahmedabad in India’s western Gujarat state. — AFP 

One killed, dozen hurt in latest mob attacks
Kidnap rumors spark Indian mob attacks
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Member states 
allow chemical
watchdog to assign
blame for attacks
THE HAGUE: In a diplomatic victory for Britain, countries
voted by a wide margin yesterday to give the world’s chemi-
cal weapons watchdog new powers to assign blame for
attacks with banned toxic munitions. In a special session,
member states of the Organization for the Prohibition of
Chemical Weapons (OPCW) voted in favor of a British-led
proposal to grant the new powers by a 82-24 margin, easily
reaching the two-thirds majority needed for it to succeed.

The motion was supported by the United States and
European Union, but opposed by Russia, Iran, Syria and their
allies. “The international community has come together to
strengthen the ban against chemical weapons use,” Britain’s
foreign office said in a statement immediately following the
vote. Though the use of chemical weapons is illegal under
international law, the taboo on deploying them has been
eroding after their repeated use in the Syrian civil war, but
also in Iraq, Malaysia and Britain since 2012.

From 2015 to 2017 a joint United Nations-OPCW team
had been appointed to assign blame for chemical attacks in
Syria. It found that Syrian government troops used nerve
agent sarin and chorine barrel bombs on several occasions,
while Islamic State militants were found to have used sul-
phur mustard. But at a deadlocked UN Security Council, the
joint team was disbanded last year after Moscow used its
veto to block several resolutions seeking to renew its man-
date. The British proposal declares the OPCW will be
empowered to attribute blame for attacks, though details of
how it will do so will still need to be further defined by the
organizations’ members. — Reuters

Rescuers seek to drill 
hole in hunt for boys 
missing in Thai cave
CHIANG RAI, Thailand: Thai rescue workers will drill a nar-
row shaft into a cave where 12 schoolboys and their soccer
coach are believed to be trapped by flood waters, Thailand’s
interior minister said yesterday, the fourth day of a search
that has been hampered by heavy rain. The boys, aged
between 11 and 16, and their 25-year-old assistant coach,
went missing on Saturday after soccer practice when they set
out to explore the Tham Luang cave complex, even though it
is known to be prone to flooding in the rainy season.

Thai volunteers and military teams, including 45 navy SEAL
unit members, have been deployed at the flooded cave complex,
which runs 10 km (6 miles) under a mountain in the northern
province of Chiang Rai. “Tomorrow we can drill into the moun-
tain but we won’t drill too deep. Just enough to allow people
through,” interior minister Anupong Paochinda told reporters in
Bangkok. “We are trying every way to find the children,” he
added. While distraught relatives and friends gathered at the
mouth of the cave, rescue workers pumped water out, but the
persistent heavy rain has slowed their progress. “Water is the
biggest challenge. There is a lot of debris and sand that gets
stuck while pumping,” Army officer Sergeant Kresada
Wanaphum said. “We have to switch out units because there is
not enough air in there,” he added, before heading back down
the cave. According to messages the boys exchanged before
setting off, they had taken flashlights and some food. Apart
from some footprints and marks left by their muddy hands
near the cave entrance, nothing has been seen or heard of
them since Saturday evening, and the race to find them has
dominated Thai news cycles. “I’m confident all are still alive,”
Prime Minister Prayuth Chan-ocha told reporters.

Massive amounts of water
Vern Unsworth, a British cave explorer based in Chiang

Rai who has joined the search, said a lot of water was seep-
ing into the cave from two directions. “There is a watershed
inside, which is unusual, it means there is water coming in
from two directions,” Unsworth said.  “The biggest challenge
is the water. Massive amounts.” Three foreign divers coming
from Britain were expected to reach Thailand on Wednesday
evening to join the search, the interior minister said.

Thailand has asked the United States for survivor detec-
tion equipment, said Tourism Minister Weerasak Kowsurat.
“We hope this equipment will allow us to locate the spots
that we need to reach faster,” Weerasak told reporters. A
guide book described the Tham Luang cave as having an

“impressive entrance chamber” leading to a marked path. It
then describes the end of the path and the start of a series of
chambers and boulders.

“This section of the cave has not been thoroughly
explored.  After a couple of hundred meters the cave reduces
in size to a mud floored passage 2 meters wide and 3 meters
high,” author Martin Ellis wrote in ‘The Caves of Thailand
Volume 2’.  Nopparat Kantawong, the head coach of the
team who did not attend practice on Saturday, said the boys
had visited the caves several times, and was hopeful that the
boys would stick together and stay strong. “They won’t
abandon each other,” Nopparat told reporters. — Reuters

CHIANG RAI, Thailand: Rescue personnel are seen at the opening of the Tham Luang cave in Khun
Nam Nang Non Forest Park in Chiang Rai. — AFP


