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NILACKAL, India: Hindu hardliners blocked in-
tersections, threatened drivers, threw stones at
buses and ordered a 12-hour strike yesterday as
they stepped up their campaign to bar women
from one of India’s holiest temples. The Lord
Ayyappa temple at Sabarimala in the southern
state of Kerala was meant to allow women from
Wednesday following an order by India’s highest
court last month. But hundreds of traditionalists,
throwing stones at baton-wielding police, defied
the order-surrounding and shouting at any woman
attempting to make it to the hilltop site.

Angry young men also
surrounded and smashed
the car windows of fe-
male television reporters
and threatened others, in-
cluding an AFP reporter.
Another female corre-
spondent was kicked. The
activists blocked the path
and shouted at another
female journalist yester-
day. Overnight local Hindu groups declared a 12-
hour shutdown of local businesses, telling drivers
that their vehicles would be attacked if they took
anyone towards the temple. “Some men came to
the parking lot early yesterday and warned taxi
drivers against defying the shutdown call,” taxi
driver Praveen, in the town of Pathanamthitta, said.

“They warned drivers at several nearby park-
ing lots and hotels. Anyone who defies it will be
risking damage to his vehicle,” he added in an ac-

count corroborated by other drivers. “No one will
get to the temple today because all the drivers are
scared for the safety of their cars,” one hotel re-
ceptionist said. Shops, businesses and schools in
the area were shut. State authorities have insisted
that they will ensure access, imposing restrictions
on public gatherings of more than five people that
came into force from midnight, and laying on
buses for devotees.

Kerala police, who have drafted in hundreds of
extra officers, many with helmets and body armor
over their khaki uniforms, provided escorts to

some buses. Police also
patrolled through the
night and reinforced their
presence at Nilackal, the
base camp below the
temple. Press reports said
around 40 people were
arrested. But groups of
between 50 and 100
young men gathered at
intersections yesterday,

checking vehicles.
“Traditions that have existed since before

courts cannot be tampered with,” Krishna Kumar,
a tall muscular man in his 20s at one crossroads in
the town of Kozhencherry, said. In some areas,
protesters threw stones at the buses. The situation
at the actual temple was calm, meanwhile, with the
first pilgrims arriving. But none of them were
women older than 10 or younger than 50, an AFP
photographer said.

Impure
Last month India’s Supreme Court overturned

a ban on females of menstruating age-judged be-
tween 10 and 50 — entering and praying at the
hilltop temple, reached by an tough uphill trek.
Women are permitted to enter most Hindu temples
but female devotees are still barred from some.
The entry of women at Sabarimala was long taboo,
with a ban formalized by the Kerala High Court in
1991. But last month India’s Supreme Court over-
turned the ruling.

The restriction reflected an old but still preva-
lent belief that menstruating women are impure,
and the fact that the deity Ayyappa was reputed
to have been celibate. The Supreme Court ruling
enraged traditionalists, including supporters of
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s nationalist
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). Biju S. Pillai, a local
man in his 30s, was one of those opposed to the
court ruling, telling AFP that he returned from
working in Dubai to “protect the sanctity of the
temple”. —AFP

Hindu hardliners step up campaign 
to block Indian temple to women

Local Hindu groups declare 12-hour shutdown

Female 
correspondent 

was kicked NILACKAL, India: Indian police take a Hindu activist into custody as protesters rallied against a Supreme Court
verdict revoking a ban on women’s entry to a Hindu temple, in Nilackal in southern Kerala state. —AFP

India looks to 
tighten sexual 
harassment laws 
NEW DELHI: India is considering tightening sex-
ual harassment laws, government officials said yes-
terday, after an avalanche of complaints of abuse
lodged by women in recent weeks thrust the issue
to the forefront of politics. Changes to the laws are
being considered as the government weighs differ-
ent proposals to tackle harassment, one of the of-
ficials said. “The official announcement could come
next week,” said the official, who works in the prime
minister’s office.

The officials declined to give any details about
possible changes. The government focus on the law
has come after women’s rights groups complained
that the existing laws do not go far enough to ad-
dress the widespread problem of sexual harass-
ment. A junior government minister resigned on
Wednesday after he faced sexual harassment ac-
cusations from more than a dozen women.

The allegations related to when the junior for-
eign minister, M J Akbar, was a top newspaper ed-
itor. He is the biggest casualty since the #MeToo

movement in India gained traction in recent weeks.
Akbar has denied wrongdoing and said he was
stepping down so that he could fight the allegations
in court. A Delhi court began proceedings on
Thursday in a defamation suit filed by Akbar
against one of the women who leveled accusations
against him. The next hearing will be on Oct 31.

The previous government passed a workplace
harassment act and an act to amend criminal law in
2013. The latter made sexual harassment, stalking
and voyeurism crimes. But women’s groups say a
requirement that accusations be made to a work-
place complaints committee within three months is
unfair as some women cannot quickly muster the
courage to take that step. The government should
review certain provisions of the sexual harassment
prevention law, said Rebecca John, a lawyer who is
defending the woman against whom Akbhar has
filed a defamation suit.

“The provision of filing a complaint within
three months should be made more flexible,” she
said. In the case of many of the recent complaints
against journalists, actors and other public figures,
many of which were made under the #MeToo
hashtag on social media, the accusations related
to incidents that happened years ago. Women’s
groups also say that the law doesn’t make clear
who in a workplace is in charge of ensuring com-
pliance and is therefore responsible if its provi-
sions are not followed. —Reuters

Bhutan seeks 
happiness in 
new govt
THIMPHU, Bhutan: The Himalayan kingdom of
Bhutan, wedged between India and China,
voted in a national election yesterday guaran-
teed to usher in a new ruling party which must
boost the economy without compromising the
country’s fierce independent streak. The coun-
try of 800,000 people, famed for its Gross Na-
tional Happiness index, is holding only its third
democratic election since the ending of the ab-
solute monarchy in 2008.

The capital’s streets were mainly empty as
authorities declared a holiday for the election.
Many voters looked forward to seeing a new
government tackling problems including
Bhutan’s large foreign debt, mainly owed to
India. “We expect a new broom to sweep well,”
said engineer Gopal Chettri after voting in the
capital Thimphu. “It is a country with a limited
budget so what can you say. Whatever party
wins has to cope with it.”

Results of the runoff vote-to be announced
Friday-could see a government formed by a
party only registered in 2013.  Druk Nyamrup
Tshogpa (DNT) narrowly led the first round of
voting on September 15 with 92,722 votes, just
ahead of the Druk Phuensum Tshogpa (DPT),

which won Bhutan’s first election in 2008, on
90,020. Harvard-educated prime minister
Tshering Tobgay conceded defeat after his rul-
ing party slumped to third place.

The rivals have vowed to bolster the econ-
omy and health system and improve govern-
ment transparency. Corruption, rural poverty,
youth unemployment and criminal gangs are all
problems for the “Land of the Thunder
Dragon.” The key will be making money from
the country’s hydro-electric power, which is
mainly exported to India. The DPT wants more
hydro-power construction while the DNT is
more wary of increasing Bhutan’s foreign debt.

Hydropower financing-which comes to more
than $1.5 billion-accounts for more than 80 per-
cent of Bhutan’s foreign debt. Most is owed to
India, which has financed four out of five of the
kingdom’s new hydro-electric projects. —AFP

THIMPU, Bhutan: A Bhutanese voter casts his ballot at a
polling station in Thimpu. —AFP


