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Pakistan PM under 
fire over deal with 
Islamist hardliners 
ISLAMABAD: Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan will
return home to a deepening political crisis yesterday, with
pressure mounting over a deal struck with Islamists hardlin-
ers that analysts say has eroded faith in his government.
Khan spent the last four days on a state visit to China, try-
ing to win some desperately needed relief for his country’s
parlous finances, as his homeland fractured over the fate of
Asia Bibi-a Christian woman cleared of blasphemy charges
last week by the Supreme Court.

The overturning of her conviction, which Pakistan’s top
judges ruled was based on flimsy evidence, ended Bibi’s eight
year ordeal on death row. But it enraged Islamists hardliners
who took to the streets, blockaded major cities and demand-
ed her immediate execution. Blasphemy is an incendiary
charge in Muslim-majority Pakistan, where even the whiff of
an unsubstantiated allegation of insulting Islam can spark
death at the hands of mobs. The protests were only brought
to an end once Khan’s administration agreed to a deal with
the hardliners, where Bibi would remain in Pakistan while a
final review of the Supreme Court’s ruling takes place. Many
critics saw the climbdown as another capitulation to Islamist
hardliners who called for the assassination of the country’s
Supreme Court justices and mutiny against the army’s top
brass in the ruling’s wake. “The government seems to be
directionless and it does not seem to have a proper strategy,”
said analyst Fasi Zaka. “The government has just bought time
and we’re still waiting to see what they do.”

Praise dissipates
Only a few days earlier, Khan had been riding a wave of

positive energy. Shortly before his departure for China he
delivered a speech vowing to confront the protesters head
on, winning widespread praise from those detractors who
had long accused him of courting extremists and for defend-
ing the blasphemy laws. The protests calling for Bibi’s exe-
cution were being headed by the Tehreek-e-Labaik
Pakistan party (TLP), which is known for whipping up anger
over blasphemy and successfully achieved a minister’s resig-
nation under the previous administration in 2017 by
blockading roads into Islamabad for more than three weeks.

Many critics of Khan noted that it was the second time
his young administration had folded to TLP demands after
his government sacked an economics advisor belonging to
the persecuted Ahmadi religious minority following pres-
sure from its outspoken leader Khadim Hussain Rizvi.
“Khan may have won the election, but it is Rizvi who seems
to be ruling Pakistan today,” wrote columnist Fahd Husain in
an editorial published in the English daily the Express
Tribune over the weekend.

“The government must act against the TLP to sustain its
popularity,” added security analyst Amir Rana. “The govern-
ment looks weak and fragile.” The TLP issued a warning
yesterday saying they were prepared to take to the streets
again as reports claimed that dozens of the group’s activists
had been arrested. “If you breach the agreement then
remember that the entire country will stand up against you,”
said TLP leader Afzal Qadri in a Facebook post. —AFP

BANGKOK: Photo shows Pakistani passports of family members of Pakistani-Christian refugees seeking refuge in a small apartment in Bangkok suburb after fleeing persecution in Pakistan. —AFP

BANGKOK: His family of  seven share two smal l ,
squal id rooms in  a  cockroach-infested Bangkok
apartment. But like many Pakistani Christians living
illegally in Thailand, Farooz’s sharpest worry is not
poverty but arrest. There is no safe return to the
homeland they f led due to rel igious persecution,
where Islamist invective surged higher last week after
the release of Asia Bibi on blasphemy charges.

Chr is t ians  make up less  than two percent  of
Pakistan’s Muslim-majority population, but are the
sporadic targets of hardline Islamists. Churches have
been bombed while pernicious charges of blasphemy
are easily pinned on the group, often to settle personal
scores. Mass protests against last week’s pardon of
Asia Bibi - a Christian woman on death row since 2010
over allegations of insulting Islam - have put condi-
tions for the minority in Pakistan back under the spot-
light.  It has also reminded those who fled, thousands
of whom live in the shadows in Bangkok, what awaits if
they return.

“We cannot go back, our country does not accept
us, and no other country wants to take us ... so we are
trapped here in Thailand,” says Farooz, who gave an
alias to avoid being identified by police. Yet the minori-
ty are deprived refugee rights in Thailand, and appear
increasingly unwelcome as a police crackdown takes
place. Aged 15, Farooz is erudite and multi-lingual-he

speaks Urdu, Punjabi, English and Thai. But neither he
nor his three younger siblings have gone to school for
the last five years. Instead, they are forced to pass the
days inside-unable to work legally and facing the thin-
ly-disguised scorn of their Thai neighbors.

Thailand is not a signatory to UN conventions pro-
tecting refugees. But it used to be a sanctuary of sorts,
where relaxed visa rules allowed entry and officials
could be enticed into turning a blind eye to overstayers.
Thai immigration police say they have detained dozens
of the minority in recent weeks for overstaying visas or
entering the country illegally. Around 70 of those
detained chose voluntary repatriation-many more who
were not arrested are believed to have followed. 

“They have decided to return to a place where ani-
mosity towards them is at its peak rather than face
indefinite detention in Bangkok,” says Wilson
Chowdhry, of the British Pakistani Christian Association,
which helps refugees in Thailand. “They will face perse-
cution, some may be accused of blasphemy ... none have
any money or property left as they sold it to get to
Thailand,” Chowdhry added. Pakistani-Christians in
Bangkok numbered around 7,400 two years ago, advo-
cacy groups say. Now around 3,000 remain, some reg-
istered with the UNHCR, the rest living underground.
Around 1,000 were resettled to “third countries” by the
UNHCR or under private sponsorship schemes.

Children of nowhere
Farooz’s family came to Thailand in 2013 from Gojra, in

Pakistan’s Punjab province, the site of a pogrom by
Muslim hardliners in 2009 that resulted in seven
Christians being burned to death. His father says he wit-
nessed the murder of the Christians and subsequently
became a target of death threats and unsubstantiated
legal claims aimed at silencing him. The near-daily threats
eventually prompted the family to leave. But in Thailand
they have found themselves in an administrative bind.
With their tourist visas long-expired, the family were
detained by Thai authorities in an immigration sweep in
2015. They were eventually released on bail on condition
they report to the police every month. That is despite the
UNHCR recognizing the family as refugees.

But bureacracy also dogs their resettlement case. The
UNHCR says it needs further documents from Pakistani
authorities to put the family on the official pending list for
resettlement. Yet the Pakistan Embassy in Bangkok says
those documents can only be issued in the country they
fled. So Farooz and his family wait it out in Thailand, reliant
on charity handouts, occasional menial work and each oth-
er. Sobbing quietly, his mother says the impermanence has
worn the family down. “I worry for children.. what will hap-
pen to them without education? Where will they belong?”
she says. “I want to see my mother again, my family... my
home. But they will kill us if we have to go back.” —AFP

Pakistani Christians fear arrest in Thailand
Life in the shadows: Sharpest worry is not poverty but arrest

Lanka heads 
for showdown 
as Rajapakse 
rallies support
COLOMBO: Former Sri Lankan president Mahinda Rajapakse
rallied tens of thousands of supporters in a show of strength yes-
terday even as the parliament’s speaker refused to recognize his
controversial appointment as prime minister. Busloads of men
and women from around the country descended on the capital
as Rajapakse thanked President Maithriapala Sirisena for sack-
ing Ranil Wickremesinghe and appointing him in his place. The
move on Oct 26 triggered an unprecedented constitutional crisis,
plunging the island into political turmoil.

“We have united to work for the people,” Rajapakse said,
referring to their previous rivalry when Sirisena defeated him
for the presidency in 2015. Sirisena was supported by
Wickremesinghe three years ago but the two men have gradu-
ally drifted apart, leading to Wickremesinghe’s shock sacking
last month. Sirisena has suspended parliament, allowing
Rajapakse time to tempt defectors from other parties and
prove his majority.

But parliament’s speaker Karu Jayasuriya warned yesterday
the president’s actions were illegal and he would not recognize
Rajapakse as prime minister. “Until the new faction (of
Rajapakse) is able to prove a majority in parliament, I will recog-
nise the situation that prevailed prior to October 26,” Jayasuriya
said in his strongest statement yet on the crisis. Former strong-
man Rajapakse remains a popular but polarizing figure in Sri
Lanka. In 2009 his iron-fisted rule ended a long and bloody civil
war that claimed 100,000 lives. His decade in power was also
marred by serious allegations of rights abuses, corruption,
forced disappearances and the persecution of the island’s size-
able Tamil minority.

During yesterday’s rally Rajapakse urged smaller parties,
which have emerged as kingmakers, to support him over
Wickremesinghe. Minority Tamils and a small leftist group have

indicated that they will oppose Rajapakse, however. Sirisena’s
suspension has prevented Wickremesinghe from proving his
majority on the floor of the house. “I have to agree with the
majority of parliament who believe that the president’s actions
are undemocratic, unconstitutional and against all norms of par-
liamentary procedure,” Jayasuriya, who holds a neutral position
in parliament, said yesterday.

Sirisena announced on Sunday that parliament would recon-
vene on Nov 14, a week later than he had promised, prolonging

the power struggle that has crippled the country. Addressing his
first public rally with Rajapakse since triggering the crisis,
Sirisena vowed not to retreat from his hardline position. “I will
not take a step back, I will keep moving forward,” he said, telling
opponents to accept his decision. Sirisena has pressed ahead
with forming a new government, naming an ally to a senior lead-
ership post in parliament, despite opposition. “Assumed the
Office of Leader of the House in Sri Lanka parliament,” Dinesh
Gunawardena said on Twitter yesterday. —AFP

COLOMBO: Sri Lanka’s former president and newly-appointed Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapakse (left) speaks
with President Maithripala Sirisena at a rally yesterday. —AFP


