
NAUBATPUR: Reena Devi says her life changed when
she got a cooking gas connection under a billion-dollar
program championed by India’s Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, meaning she no longer has to cook
with wood or coal and breathe in smelly, toxic fumes.
But the program to connect millions of homes to gas,
empower women and cut pollution - designed as a key
vote-winning policy for Modi - has been beset by alle-
gations of corruption and misuse. 

Devi says she had to pay 3,000 rupees ($43) for the
“free” kit - the equivalent of a month’s wages for most
people in her village Nisarpura, in India’s poorest state,
Bihar.  “I pleaded with the officials that this is supposed
to be free but they gave me two options: Pay and take
the kit or forget it,” Devi said, rolling out bread to be
cooked on the stove.

Critics say the program has been marred by bribes
and corruption and that the poor households targeted
by the scheme cannot afford to pay for gas refills, push-
ing those who have received new stoves back to tradi-
tional fuels. But the prime minister, seeking a second
term in India’s marathon national election, has touted
the cooking gas scheme a success as he campaigns
around the country. Batting away criticism, Modi’s
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) government says more
than 70 million poor households across India now have
gas stoves.

Unfinished meal
Modi launched his “Ujjwala Yojana” (“bright

scheme”) in May 2016, and is aiming to connect 80 mil-
lion rural households to gas by 2022. Household pollu-
tion is a serious health hazard in India, with a World
Health Organization (WHO) report saying that smoke

inhaled by women from unclean fuel is a major cause of
cancer, heart disease and strokes. In a bid to move
India towards clean energy, the scheme offers recipi-
ents a loan of 1,600 rupees ($23) that covers the cost of
the stove, connection pipes, regulator and a gas canis-
ter. The loan is supposed to be paid back through the
purchase of subsidized gas refills.

In Nisarpura, Jamintra Devi applied for a connection
but local officials would not give it unless she paid a
bribe. “We come back from work at midnight or 1:00am
and then we have to cook on wood,” said Devi, who is
not related to Reena. Some recipients say their kits
have effectively been repossessed. Shahjahan Khatoon,
from an impoverished neighborhood of the state capi-
tal, Patna, enrolled in the scheme in January 2018. Two
months later, officials distributing gas canisters came to
her home looking for money.

She had already paid them 700 rupees ($10) to get
the connection, but they demanded 4,000 rupees more
— far beyond her means. “I told them that I don’t have
money. They removed the gas cylinder and stove and
left,” Khatoon told AFP. “I was in the middle of cooking
lunch and they didn’t even let me finish the meal.” A
senior member of Modi’s ruling party also drew online
ridicule this month after posting a video of himself with
a family in eastern India — which showed the family
burning firewood under a traditional earth stove.

Hot air
The government set aside 80 billion rupees ($1.14

billion) when the scheme was launched to fund the gas
connections which it said would “empower” women,
and have since extended that to 120 billion rupees. The
red gas canisters are emblazoned with the slogan

“respecting the dignity of women”, and only women
can qualify for the project.

In Bihar state alone, eight million people have
received cooking gas connections, but a study by the
Indian non-profit Research Institute for Compassionate
Economics this month said 36 percent of households in
four of India’s largest states, including Bihar, still use
traditional fuel. Despite sometimes patchy success, the
WHO last year praised the scheme, saying that in two
years it had helped 37 million women living below the

poverty line to move to clean energy. 
But the pressure of fluctuating gas prices could

force many poor Indians back towards using wood,
coal or cow dung instead. Sanjay Kumar, a gas canister
distributor in Patna, has around 5,000 customers who
have gas connections from Modi’s program. But at least
half stop buying refills and return to traditional fuel if
prices rise even slightly, he said. “Our country is still
poor. Families in rural India still can’t afford refills when
the rates are high.” — AFP 
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Maoists kill Indian constables

NEW DELHI: Maoist rebels opened fire on Indian
police late Saturday, killing two constables and
wounding a villager, the police said. They were
attacked while riding a motorcycle in the Bijapur dis-
trict of Chhattisgarh state, the Press Trust of India
said, citing a police deputy inspector. One constable
and an assistant constable died at the scene and the
villager, shot in the chest, was taken by local residents
for treatment, he said. A roadside bomb attack on a
political convoy in early April killed five people in
Chhattisgarh, two days before voting began in India’s
national election which runs until May 19. The blast
killed a state assembly lawmaker from Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party, his driver
and three state bodyguards. Rebels often call for a
boycott of elections as part of their campaign against
the Indian state. — AFP 

10 dead in India bus plunge

NEW DELHI: At least 10 people were killed when a
bus plunged into a gorge in India’s Himalayan mountain
region on Saturday, police said. The bus was travelling
from Dalhousie, in Himachal Pradesh state, to
Pathankot in neighboring Punjab when it fell into the
60-meter (200-foot) gorge, the Press Trust of India
(PTI) reported, citing officials. In addition to the dead
there were several injuries, PTI quoted Monica
Bhutunguru, a police superintendent in Chamba, as
saying. Darkness was hampering rescue efforts in the
far-north region, she said. The crash follows the death
of six children and their driver in January when their
bus also went off the road in the Himalayas. Careless
driving and bad, narrow and winding roads in the
region cause frequent accidents, with vehicles often
slipping into deep gorges. —AFP

Victim of a serial killer

NICOSIA: Police in Cyprus found human remains
yesterday in an ongoing investigation into a suspected
serial killer thought to have gone on a killing spree that
claimed seven female victims and went undetected for
almost three years. Police say the suspect, a career
officer in the Cypriot army, has confessed to killing five
women and the six- and eight-year-old daughters of
two of his victims. He connected with the women on an
online dating site. Four bodies have so far been found,
after a female body in a state of decomposition was
found yesterday in a suitcase retrieved from a highly
toxic lake close to an abandoned mine west of the cap-
ital Nicosia, police sources said. “After great and per-
sistent effort and many difficulties a travel case was
pulled from the lake, containing the body of a woman,
and a block of cement,” said Neofytos Shailos, head of
Nicosia Criminal Investigation Department. —Reuters

Rohingya extremists jailed 

DHAKA: A Bangladesh court yesterday sentenced
three Rohingya extremists of a now defunct militant
group to 10 years in jail for possessing bomb-making
materials, a prosecutor said. The trio were arrested in
2014 in Dhaka with materials to be used for making
improvised explosive devices (IEDs), said Salahuddin
Howlader, a prosecutor at the Metropolitan Special
Tribunal in the capital. They were found guilty and
sentenced immediately under the country’s explosives
laws, the prosecutor said, adding one of them was sen-
tenced in absentia as he was on the run. “They were
involved with several international militant outfits
including the RSO,” he told AFP, referring to the
Rohingya Solidarity Organisation, a small militant
group that was active in Myanmar’s northern Rakhine
state in the 1980s and 1990s. — AFP 

PATNA: Indian liquid petroleum gas (LPG) vendors carry gas cylinders at a distribution centre in Patna. Reena
Devi says her life changed when she got a cooking gas connection under a program championed by India’s
Prime Minister Narendra Modi. — AFP 

Thousands take to 
Hong Kong streets 
to protest new 
extradition laws
HONG KONG: Tens of thousands of people marched
on Hong Kong’s parliament yesterday to demand the
scrapping of proposed extradition rules that would
allow people to be sent to mainland China for trial - a
move which some fear puts the city’s core freedoms at
risk. Opponents of the proposal fear further erosion of
rights and legal protections in the free-wheeling finan-
cial hub - freedoms which were guaranteed under the
city’s handover from British colonial rule to Chinese
sovereignty in 1997.

Ranks of marchers snaked peacefully for more than
three hours through the shopping and business districts
of Causeway Bay and Wanchai, with thousands staying
on into the evening outside the Legislative Council and
government headquarters. Police said 22,800 people
marched at the peak of the procession, but organisers
estimated 130,000 turned out - making it one of the
largest street protests in the city for several years.

Observers said the turnout dwarved an earlier
protest against the plan last month. Veteran activist and
former legislator Leung Kwok-hung said the govern-
ment’s move risked removing Hong Kongers’ “freedom
from fear”. “Hong Kong people and visitors passing by
Hong Kong will lose their right not to be extradited into
mainland China,” he said. “They would need to face an
unjust legal system on the mainland.”

Some younger marchers said they were worried
about travelling to the mainland after the move, which
comes just as the government encourages young peo-
ple to deepen ties with the mainland and promotes
Hong Kong’s links with southern China. Law clerk
Edward Wen, 45, said the difference in human rights

standards between Hong Kong and the mainland was
too great to bridge. “You will be screwed as long as
they put up a crime on your behalf,” he said. The
marchers’ chanted demands for Hong Kong Chief
Executive Carrie Lam to step down echoed through the
high-rise streets, with some protesters saying she had
“betrayed” Hong Kong.

Some sported yellow umbrellas - the symbol of the
Occupy pro-democracy movement that paralyzed parts
of Hong Kong for 11 weeks in 2014. The proposed
changes have sparked an unusually broad chorus of
concern from international business elites to lawyers
and rights’ groups and even some pro-establishment
figures. Chris Patten, the last British governor of Hong
Kong who handed the city back to Chinese rule in
1997, on Saturday described the move as “an assault on
Hong Kong’s values, stability and security”, govern-
ment-funded broadcaster RTHK reported.

Loopholes
Chief Executive Lam and other government officials

are standing fast by their proposals, calling them vital
to plug long-standing loopholes. Under the changes,
the Hong Kong leader would have the right to order the
extradition of wanted offenders to China, Macau and
Taiwan as well as other countries not covered by Hong
Kong’s existing extradition treaties.

As a safeguard, such orders, to be issued case-by-
case, could be challenged and appealed through the
city’s vaunted legal system. Government officials have
said no one at risk of the death penalty or torture or
facing a political charge could be sent from Hong Kong.
Under pressure from local business groups, they earlier
exempted nine commercial crimes from the new provi-
sions. The proposals could be passed into law later in
the year, with the city’s pro-democratic camp no longer
holding enough seats to block the move. — Reuters

HONG KONG: An activist waves a British Union Jack flag during a protest in Hong Kong yesterday against a con-
troversial move by the government to allow extraditions to the Chinese mainland. — AFP 

Over 270 died from 
overwork-related 
illnesses in Indonesia 
JAKARTA: Ten days after Indonesia held the world’s
biggest single-day elections, more than 270 election staff
have died, mostly of fatigue-related illneses caused by
long hours of work counting millions of ballot papers by
hand, an official said yesterday. The April 17 elections
were the first time the country of 260 million people com-
bined the presidential vote with national and regional par-
liamentary ones, with an aim to cut costs. Voting was
largely peaceful and was estimated to have drawn 80 per-
cent of the total 193 million voters, who each had to punch

up to five ballot papers in over 800,000 polling stations.
But conducting the eight-hour vote in a country that

stretches more than 5,000 km (3,000 miles) from its
western to eastern tips proven to be both a Herculean
logistical feat and deadly for officials, who had to count
ballot papers by hand. As of Saturday night, 272 election
officials had died, mostly from overwork-related illnesses,
while 1,878 others had fallen ill, said Arief Priyo Susanto,
spokesman of the General Elections Commission (KPU).

The Health Ministry issued a circular letter on April 23
urging health facilities to give utmost care for sick election
staff, while the Finance Ministry is working on compensa-
tion for families of the deceased, Susanto added. The KPU
has come under fire due to the rising death toll. “The KPU
is not prudent in managing the workload of staff,” said
Ahmad Muzani, deputy chairman of the campaign of
opposition presidential candidate Prabowo Subianto,
reported by news website Kumparan.com. —Reuters

Xi asks for ‘fair and
friendly’ treatment
for Chinese
BEIJING: China’s President Xi Jinping on Friday
called for a “fair and friendly” environment for
Chinese companies and citizens overseas, as
pushback against its tech giants rises and aca-
demics find their visas cancelled. Beijing and
Washington have been locked in a bruising trade
war - which negotiators have been working to
resolve - but there has also been a growing
strategic rivalry between the world’s two largest
economies. 

“China’s measures to expand opening up are
independent choices,” Xi told a gathering of 37
world leaders at a summit for his signature Belt
and Road Initiative. “We also hope that all coun-
tries in the world will create a good investment
environment, treat Chinese enterprises, interna-
tional students and scholars equally, and provide
a fair and friendly environment,” he said.

An increasing number of Western countries have
moved to block Huawei and its state-backed com-
petitor ZTE from building next-generation 5G net-
works over fears Beijing could spy on communica-
tions and gain access to critical infrastructure. The
United States has also started to bar some Chinese
academics from the country if they are suspected of
having links to Chinese intelligence agencies, the
New York Times reported. It added that thirty
Chinese scholars have had their visas cancelled or
put under review in the past year.  — AFP JAKARTA: Residents stay on the second floor of their house amid floodwaters in Jakarta after several areas

were affected by heavy rainfall. —AFP 


