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News in brief

5 killed in Yemen fighting 
DUBAI: Five people have been killed and dozens
wounded in Yemen’s third city of Taez, Doctors Without
Borders (MSF) said yesterday after clashes erupted
between various pro-government factions. “Heavy fight-
ing has once again resumed inside Taez,” a city just
inland from the Red Sea port of Mokha, MSF wrote on
Twitter. “MSF supported facilities have received some
91 wounded and recorded five deaths directly related to
the fighting,” since April 19, it added. The medical chari-
ty added the clashes are preventing patients from
reaching an MSF supported hospital in the city - the
only facility providing maternal healthcare to Taez resi-
dents. The city is under siege by the Iran-backed Huthi
rebels but controlled by pro-government forces, who
are backed by a military coalition led by Saudi Arabia
and the United Arab Emirates. — AFP 

Communist rebels kill six 
MANILA: Communist guerillas killed six Philippine sol-
diers and wounded six others yesterday, the military
said, in one of the deadliest recent attacks in the coun-
try’s 50-year-old Maoist insurgency. Members of the
New People’s Army (NPA) detonated bombs in a pre-
dawn ambush of soldiers marching through a mountain-
ous area of central Samar island, triggering a four-hour
firefight. “Our troops had received a report that NPA
forces were extorting money from residents and so they
went there to take action,” said regional military
spokesman Captain Reynaldo Aragones. Rebel casual-
ties had not been determined, but Colonel Ramon
Zagala confirmed the soldiers’ deaths to AFP. The
4,000-strong NPA, the armed wing of the Communist
Party of the Philippines, has waged a guerrilla campaign
that has killed up to 40,000 people since 1969. — AFP 

Quebec Spring floods kill 1 
OTTAWA: Spring flooding has killed one person and
forced nearly 1,700 people from their homes in
Canada’s Quebec province, with waters expected to
continue rising on Monday due to rising temperatures
and more rain forecast for the coming days. Aerial pho-
tos showed entire neighborhoods submerged, with tele-
vision news broadcasting video of residents frantically
piling sandbags around their homes to hold back
swollen rivers. An elderly woman died over the weekend
after rising waters washed out the road she was driving
on, according to media reports. The flooding has so far
affected more than 4,000 properties across Quebec,
according to the Urgence Quebec website, including
homes in the Montreal suburb of Laval and Gatineau,
part of the Ottawa capital region. — Reuters

Women’s temple ban debate 
rages in India flashpoint vote

Traditionalists outraged as women defy longstanding ban 
PATHANAMTHITTA: Voters in a flashpoint constituency
in southern India went to the polls yesterday after a cam-
paign dominated by the fallout from the controversial deci-
sion to allow women to enter a Hindu temple. The district of
Pathanamthitta in the state of Kerala includes the
Sabarimala Hindu temple, where two women finally defied a
longstanding ban on women of menstruating age last year.

Traditionalists were outraged and many women remain
divided over the move, which has overshadowed the cam-
paign with candidates staging election parades on the
issue. Kanaka Durga and Bindu Ammini made history in
December when police guided them into the hilltop shrine,
after the Supreme Court ruled that the ban was unconsti-
tutional. Days of pitched battles erupted between tradi-
tionalists and activists. The anger has not died down and
core issues such as unemployment, health and education
have been pushed aside during the campaign.

The whole country is expected to follow the result
when it is announced on May 23 after India’s marathon
election. Two of the three main candidates in the election
are men who support the ban, while the third is a woman
who has tried to dodge the topic. Veena George, who is
standing for the alliance of left wing parties that runs
Kerala’s state government cited an election commission
advisory to avoid using the temple to get votes. “We need
a revival of job opportunities, agriculture and infrastruc-
ture. Educated women need jobs,” she told AFP on the last
day of campaigning before the vote.

Protest symbol
India’s main opposition Congress party has fielded

Anto Antony, who won the last two elections and has
backed the traditionalists. The Bharatiya Janata Party
of Prime Minister Narendra Modi has brandished its
pro-Hindu credentials as it seeks to make an impact in
a state where it has always struggled. The BJP has
fielded K Surendran, who became the symbol of the
massive temple protests across Kerala. He now faces
more than 200 police cases related to violence during
last year’s Sabarimala protests.

“The Communists have an issue with our prayers and
religion but they can’t crush believers’ rights,” Modi told a
rally in Kerala last week. “We won’t tolerate any attack on
a tradition that has lasted thousands of years,” Modi
added to wild cheers. Many women have backed the tradi-
tionalist cause. “Local men and women agree. There is only
one issue in this election - our faith. And the court
shouldn’t have intervened,” Lakshmi, who works at a local
hospital, and only uses one name, told AFP.  “I feel hurt as
a Hindu when I see things going against our culture and
tradition,” added Bindhu, a housewife.

“The temple has always been a place where women
could not go. It is not acceptable to see people coming
and fighting to enter now,” she added. Tens of thousands
of people, including many women, took part in street
marches and protests in support of the ban. However,
uncertainty remains over how many women will vote for
their right to enter Sabarimala. “Women should be free to
choose whether to enter or not. To me, women’s safety,
here and all over India, is the only issue that is important,”
said Ansa S, a medical student. — AFP 

PATHANAMTHITTA: Indian supporters of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), National Congress Party and Communist
Party of India celebrate in front of each other during the final day of election campaigning in the city of
Pathanamthitta, in the south Indian state of Kerala. — AFP 

Myanmar’s court 
rejects appeal of 
Reuters reporters
NAYPYIDAW: Myanmar’s Supreme Court rejected the lat-
est appeal yesterday by two Pulitzer-prize winning
Reuters journalists who were jailed for seven years on
charges linked to their reporting on the Rohingya crisis, as
hopes now turn to a presidential pardon. Reporters Wa
Lone, 33, and Kyaw Soe Oo, 29, have been behind bars
since their arrest in December 2017 under the colonial-era
Official Secrets Act. They were convicted of possessing
classified documents relating to security operations in
Rakhine during a brutal military crackdown against

Rohingya Muslims that forced some 740,000 to flee over
the border into Bangladesh.

The initial ruling in September was upheld by the
Yangon High Court in January. Yesterday, the reporters
were not at the Supreme Court in the capital Naypyidaw
to hear the ruling that once again went against them.
Under Myanmar’s judicial system, the Reuters journalists
could take their appeal back to the Supreme Court judges
twice more, but it is unclear whether they will try this
option or if they will pin all their hopes on a pardon.

“Our appeal was rejected,” Khin Maung Zaw told AFP.
“They upheld the ruling of the lower court.”  He added that
the reporters had indicated they did not want to continue
with the legal process but a final decision had not yet been
made. Both of the journalists’ wives were at the Supreme
Court for the ruling and spoke side-by-side to reporters
afterwards. “I’m very upset by the Supreme Court’s deci-
sion,” said Chit Su Win, wife of Kyaw Soe Oo, visibly fight-
ing back tears. 

“We really hoped our husbands would be released but
it hasn’t happened.” Supporters believe the pair were pun-
ished for investigating a massacre of 10 Rohingya in
Myanmar’s western Rakhine state in September 2017. The
story earned the team the Pulitzer, one of the top honors in
journalism. Myanmar’s armed forces insist the brutal cam-
paign in Rakhine was justified as a means to root out
Rohingya militants. But soldiers involved in the massacre
investigated by Reuters were jailed.

The case against the journalists has become a cause
celebre for press freedom. Prominent rights attorney Amal
Clooney joined the legal team, and Wa Lone and Kyaw Soe
Oo were featured on the cover of TIME magazine. But
despite global outcry the two remain in Yangon’s Insein
prison. Rights groups and legal experts say the case against
the Reuters reporters was riddled with irregularities. A
whistleblowing police officer testified during their trial that
his superior had ordered his team to trap the reporters in a
sting — testimony the judge chose to ignore. — AFP 

Second earthquake 
strikes as Philippines 
hunts for survivors 
PORAC: Philippine rescuers raced yesterday to reach
some two dozen people still feared buried under a
building near Manila that collapsed a day earlier in a
deadly earthquake, as a powerful second tremor hit the
nation. The US Geological Survey put the second
quake-on the central island of Samar-at 6.4 magnitude,
stronger than the one that wrought significant damage
Monday near the capital in the north.

The latest quake sent terrified locals fleeing into the
streets, with the authorities reporting 10 injuries-mostly
from falling objects and one person who panicked and
injured a leg jumping off a building. “No one started cry-
ing, but of course some panicked because it was really
strong,” said Rey Estrobo, a supervisor at a hotel in
Borongan town, near the epicenter. At the same time, the
toll in Monday’s quake rose to 16, with most of the fatali-
ties in the worst-hit northern province of Pampanga,
national disaster officials said.

More than 100 others were injured by falling rub-
ble on Monday, including in Manila, according to
police. However, initial reports indicated relatively
minor destruction in Samar given the strength of
Tuesday’s quake, which could be down to differences
in ground composition. “The damage is more pro-
nounced if the houses and buildings are built on a
foundation of soft soil,” seismologist Myla Advincula
told AFP, referring to Pampanga’s soft sediment. “It
enhances the shaking effect.”

“We’re thankful we avoided serious damage com-
pared to Pampanga,” regional civil defense chief Henry
Torres said, adding damage in Samar was limited to
road and building cracks, a collapsed church wall, and a

brief power outage. Scores of rescuers in the northern
town of Porac spent yesterday using cranes and jack-
hammers to peel back the pancaked concrete structure
of a four-storey market building where the Red Cross
said 24 people were unaccounted for. “Every minute,
every second is critical in this rescue,” Cris Palcis, a vol-
unteer rescue dog handler, told AFP. “Time is short for
the people under the rubble so we have to be quick.”

Pampanga Governor Lilia Pineda told journalists that
rescuers could still hear at least one person trapped
beneath the rubble, and were digging delicately to
avoid accidentally crushing the survivor. Rogelio Pacelo
was shopping with his wife and child when the market
building collapsed around them, but incredibly they
made it out, almost without a scratch. “I thought this
only happens in movies. I thought that was the end of

the world, it’s our end,” he told journalists. “I looked for
a way out.” The quake also damaged several centuries-
old churches which were crowded with worshippers in
recent days as the majority-Catholic Philippines marked
the Easter holiday. Porac-based Father Roland Moraleja
said the 18th-century belfry of the Saint Catherine of
Alexandria church collapsed in the quake. “It was the
only part left from the old church,” he told AFP. “The
historical value is now gone, but we are hopeful that it
will rise again.” High-rise buildings in the capital
swayed after the tremor struck Monday evening, leav-
ing some with large cracks in their walls. Thousands of
travelers were stranded after aviation authorities shut
down the secondary Clark Airport, which is located on
the site of the former US military installation that lies
about an hour’s drive north of the capital. — AFP

India’s polarized 
politics: How two
teenagers will vote
after surviving riots
AHMEDABAD: On the night of February 28, 2002, two
toddlers living in adjacent alleys were dragged out of a
slum district in Ahmedabad in the western state of Gujarat
that had been set ablaze by a mob in one of India’s worst
ever Hindu-Muslim riots. The attack in the Naroda Patiya
area of the state’s biggest city was among scores of clash-
es in which more than 800 Muslims and 255 Hindus were
killed in the month-long violence in the home state of
Narendra Modi. He had just become its chief minister and
would rule there until becoming India’s prime minister in
2014. Rights groups say about 2,000 people were killed,
mostly Muslims, and including scores of children.

The toddlers who survived, a Muslim boy and a Hindu
girl, were both one-year-olds at the time of the riots. Now,
17 years later, they are among an estimated 15 million first-
time voters in a general election in which Modi and his
Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) are seeking
a second term on a platform that, critics say, marginalizes
Muslims in favor of the nation’s majority Hindus.
Mohammad Rafiq and Pooja Jadhav, now both 18, met for

the first time during the Reuters interview. Jadhav hesi-
tantly acknowledged Rafiq’s presence but said they were
too shy to talk. “I have many Muslim female friends but I
don’t talk to Muslim boys,” she said in the presence of her
mother. But despite the silence between them, they have a
lot in common. Both are largely uneducated and work 10
hour-days in menial jobs to support their families, who fled
with them from one-room homes on that fateful day. Both
want to secure permanent employment but do not have the
educational qualifications, and say they want to vote for a
party that will resolve this problem.

They also want get married within their communities,
move to better homes and forget the 2002 riots. But both
grew up in a world of communal anger and are wary of peo-
ple from the other religion. That is also reflected in their poli-
tics. “Even before I understood the word politics or elections,
I was told that the BJP is an anti-Muslim political party,” said
Rafiq who works at a factory printing election flags with
symbols of the BJP and the main opposition party, Congress.

‘Rage’ towards BJP
Rafiq’s family-run furniture shop and house were looted

by Hindu men during the riots. His father was hit in the leg by
a police bullet as he was fleeing the slum and his mother suf-
fered head injuries when terrified people stampeded. The
family lived in a relief camp and later moved into a house sit-
uated next to Ahmedabad’s biggest garbage collection site. 

“My rage towards the BJP is part of my life story. I can for-
give but I cannot forget,” said Rafiq as he stood next to a huge
black mound of garbage. “If Modi ever cared for Muslims he
could come to see how we have learned to live with the stench

from the landfill. His disrespect for Muslims defines my politi-
cal choice,” said Rafiq, who said he will be voting for the
Congress party at the polls in Gujarat on Tuesday. 

The votes from a 39-day staggered election will be
counted on May 23. Back in 2002, at least 97 people,
mostly Muslims, living in Naroda Patiya were killed and
950 houses and shops were set on fire in less than 10
hours. Modi, the state’s chief minister at the time, has faced
allegations of allowing, or even encouraging, the Hindu
attacks on Muslims, but he has vehemently denied the
charges and a court-appointed investigation panel found
no evidence to prosecute him.

The attacks were in retaliation for the death of at least
59 Hindus after a train carriage carrying hundreds of pil-
grims caught fire following a scuffle between Hindus and
Muslims at a railway station in Gujarat. Demarcation along
religious lines has become pronounced in Ahmedabad
since the riots. Hindus refused to sell houses to Muslims,
forcing them to set up ghettos on the edges of the pros-
perous city. Rafiq’s father sold the house in Naroda Patiya
and used the money to start a metal trade business, and
buy clothes and items for their new home, which was given
to them by a Muslim charity organization. “We had a
choice to go back and live in the house where my neigh-
bors were killed or live near this garbage site. My father
chose the garbage site,” said Rafiq. Rafiq travelled with
Reuters to his old home in Naroda Patiya for the first time
in two years. He met his relatives and stood near the house
now owned by Muslims not known to him. “The air is bet-
ter here. There is no stench. I would have been happier if
we lived here,” said Rafiq.

Comforted by Modi
By contrast, Jadhav’s family returned to their partially

damaged house in Naroda Patiya after the riots to live
among Muslim neighbors. “We had no choice. Muslim vic-
tims left this area and new Muslims came to live here. We
are stuck,” she said. Over a dozen members of 37 Hindu
families in Naroda Patiya interviewed by Reuters said they
want to live in a Hindu neighbourhood but they lack the
financial resources to move. When Modi became prime
minister in 2014, Jadhav said her mother, a widow, cele-
brated his victory. “Seeing her happy made me happy too.
I have nothing against Muslims, but I like Modi,” said
Jadhav, who works as a domestic helper.

Jadhav says she is comforted by BJP rule, especially liv-
ing among Muslims. But she declined to say who she will
vote for. “We live in a country ruled by the BJP and
Muslims know that they cannot behave badly with us. No
one wants riots again,” said Jadhav. She says she enjoys lis-
tening to Modi’s speeches emphasizing his pro-Hindu
brand of nationalism. “I have heard about the riots and
since then I know Muslims and Hindus should not engage
after a point. There has to be a boundary forever,” she said.

The teenagers are both products of angry times.
“Children read comic books, fairy tales but we have grown
up listening about Hindu, Muslim riots. My vote will be my
reaction to our painful past,” said Rafiq as he scanned his
mobile phone to play and sing the latest Bollywood hip
hop song. “Our time will also come,” he sang in the Hindi
language and smiled at Jadhav. She hesitantly smiled back
as she stood at door of her home. — Reuters

PORAC, Philippines: A church worker walks past rubble of the 18th century St Catherine of Alexandria after its
bell tower was destroyed following a 6.3 magnitude earthquake that struck the town of Porac, pampanga
province yesterday. — AFP 


