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Meanwhile, in a statement issued on the sidelines of 

the Assembly session yesterday, 27 lawmakers expressed 
deep concern over the situation of Muslims in India and 
China and called on the government for backing their 

cause through exerting diplomatic efforts and through 
the United Nations. The statement signed by the 27 law-
makers - and not on behalf of the National Assembly - 
expressed their “deep concern” on the abusive legisla-
tive and repressive security measures taken by the 
Indian government against Muslims who have been 
demonstrating after parliament passed a law deemed 
discriminatory against Indian Muslims.  

The statement also expressed deep sorrow over the 
treatment of Muslims in China and called on the govern-
ment to express solidarity and support for them through 
diplomatic channels and at the United Nations. The next 
Assembly session will be held on Jan 7.

Lawmakers call for 
changes to election...
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Things were more upbeat in Spain, where nearly 

300 people, some in Santa Claus, Darth Vader or clown 
costumes, dived into the frigid waters of Barcelona’s 
port for a traditional Christmas swim. 

Meanwhile, US President Donald Trump and his wife 
Melania sent their “warmest greetings” to Christmas 
revellers around the world. “While the challenges that 
face our country are great, the bonds that unite us as 
Americans are much stronger,” the message read. 
“Together, we must strive to foster a culture of deeper 
understanding and respect.” 

Also in the United States, a bank robber brought some 
offbeat Christmas joy to stunned passers-by in Colorado, 
police confirmed yesterday. The white-bearded man 
robbed the bank in Colorado Springs on Monday, then 
threw the stolen cash in the air for people to grab, US 
media reported. “He started throwing money out of the 
bag and then said, ‘Merry Christmas!’,” witness Dion 
Pascale told local media. The suspect was later arrested. 

In the biblical town of Bethlehem on Tuesday, a 
few hundred worshippers gathered in the church on 
the site of Jesus’s birth for midnight mass, attended 
by Palestinian president Mahmoud Abbas. This year, 
celebrations were bolstered by the return of a wood-
en relic believed to be from Jesus’ manger. Sent as a 
gift to Pope Theodore I in 640, the piece had been in 
Europe for more than 1,300 years before being 
returned last month. 

Hong Kong’s Christmas celebrations were marred by 
sporadic clashes between police and pro-democracy 
activists as the city’s pro-Beijing leader said the festive 
season was being “ruined” by demonstrators. Police 
used pepper spray and tear gas as activists held small 
flashmob protests in malls and multiple districts across 
the city. 

Tuesday night, Paris’s Notre Dame Cathedral, rav-
aged by fire in April, was unable to hold its traditional 
Christmas Eve mass for the first time in more than 200 
years, with the faithful gathering at other nearby 
churches instead. After another midnight mass in 
France, 21 worshippers were hospitalized with carbon 
monoxide poisoning possibly caused by a faulty gas 
heater. Emergency personnel were sent to the church 
in the Oise department in the north of the country 
after several people complained of headaches during 
the service.  — AFP 

Peace wishes ring  
in Christmas, but...
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Home Minister Amit Shah, widely seen as the second 

most powerful man in the country, repeated in a televi-
sion interview on Tuesday that Muslims had no cause 
for worry. “We are all in damage control mode,” said 
the other federal minister, adding that the BJP and 
hardline Hindu allies have launched a campaign to 
explain that the law is not discriminatory. 

The Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), which is 
the ideological parent of the BJP, has also launched a 
movement across urban slums to counter opposition to 
the bill. “The violent protests are not because the peo-
ple were not properly informed about the new law, but 
because they were intentionally wrongly informed by 
forces with vested interests,” Manmohan Vaidya, a sen-
ior RSS leader, told Reuters. 

Analysts say various reasons for discontent were 
coalescing. “It’s evident that people are protesting 
against the law and also venting against Modi’s 
autocratic style of leadership,” said Sanjay Kumar, 
director of research institute the Centre for the 
Study of Developing Societies. “The economic crisis 
gives further incentive ... I don’t see these protests 
fading very soon.” 

When Modi, a veteran politician and son of a tea 

seller, came to power five-and-a-half years ago, he 
promised growth, jobs and development. But he was 
criticized for haphazard tax reform and shock demone-
tization of high value currency notes in his first term - 
which contributed to an economic slowdown - as well 
as intolerance for dissent and ignoring anti-Muslim 
hate crimes. Nevertheless, he was re-elected with an 
even stronger majority earlier this year after a strong 
response to a security standoff with old foe Pakistan. 

In August, Modi’s government withdrew semi-
autonomous privileges for Jammu and Kashmir, India’s 
only Muslim-majority state, and downgraded it to a 
federally-ruled territory. In November, the Supreme 
Court ruled that a Hindu temple could be built at a site 
where a right-wing mob tore down a 16th-century 
mosque in 1992, one of India’s most divisive disputes. 
The government welcomed the decision. 

Then came the citizenship law. “I feel they can’t 
create jobs and hence they are passing such a dis-
turbing law,” said Ghanshyam Tiwari, a student 
protesting in the city of Lucknow last week. The 
protests are backed by the opposition Congress party, 
which has dominated Indian politics for most of the 72 
years since independence but was soundly beaten in 
the last two national elections. It said the gloves were 
off between secular India and Modi’s hardline Hindu 
agenda. “For the first time in India’s history a law has 
been framed on the basis of religion,” Prithviraj 
Chavan, a senior Congress leader, told Reuters. “The 
ruling party’s strategy to make India a Hindu-first 
nation has backfired.” — Reuters 

Blind spot to 
backlash: BJP...
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Moscow has said it is very concerned about the 

prospect of Turkish troops being deployed there. On 
Wednesday, Erdogan reiterated that Turkey would 
evaluate the option of deploying troops if the GNA 
asked for support after signing the military agreement, 
and added that the Wagner group had “no connections, 
nothing” in Libya. 

“I wonder what they’re doing in Libya?” Erdogan 
said. “If Turkey is invited (to send troops), we will 
accept, because at least we have an agreement” with 
the GNA, he added. “Until today, we have never been 
unwanted guests anywhere, but if a call is made then 
we will surely evaluate it and take steps,” Erdogan said. 
“Serraj is the GNA’s premier. We are taking steps with 
him. Haftar has no such title.” On Tuesday Erdogan’s 

spokesman Ibrahim Kalin said Turkey’s parliament was 
working on a draft bill that would allow troop deploy-
ment to Libya. 

Turkey has already sent military supplies to the 
GNA despite a United Nations arms embargo, 
according to a UN report seen by Reuters last month. 
Haftar, meanwhile, has received support from Russia, 
Egypt and the United Arab Emirates. Turkey and 
Russia have been cooperating in the search for a 
political solution to Syria’s eight-year war, even 
though they back opposing sides. They also have 
strong ties in defense and trade. 

Erdogan’s visit to Tunis comes as Turkey ramps up 
efforts to strike deals with nations around the 
Mediterranean, where Ankara has been at loggerheads 
with Greece over resources off the coast of the divided 
island of Cyprus. Athens was outraged by the agree-
ment signed by Turkey and the GNA last month map-
ping out maritime boundaries in the eastern 
Mediterranean. Greece says the deal violates interna-
tional law, but Turkey says it aims to protect its rights in 
the region and that the accord is in full compliance with 
maritime laws. —  Agencies 

Erdogan visits  
Tunisia amid...

A woman walks past New Year decorations in front of the Bolshoi Theatre in central Moscow yesterday. — AFP 

TRIPOLI: Layla Mohammed barely had time to gather her 
children’s belongings before fleeing their southern Tripoli 
home when shelling targeted the Libyan capital’s outskirts 
earlier this year. For months she moved her family between 
apartments as soaring rents in the crowded city exhausted 
her savings, eventually leaving them squatting in an unfin-
ished building alongside dozens of other families. 

More than 140,000 Libyans like Mohammed have fled 
their homes since April, when forces loyal to eastern-based 
strongman Khalifa Haftar launched an assault on Tripoli, 
seat of the UN-recognized government. In central Tripoli, 
the grey skeletons of a highrise construction site - aban-
doned since 2008 due to a property dispute - now host 
more than 170 families. 

For some, the high rises in Tarik Al-Sekka were “a gift 
from heaven”, since the alternative was living in the street. 
But “we live like animals - without running water, electrici-
ty, or even sewerage,” said Mohammed, a mother of seven. 
Her youngest son is sick with a chronic respiratory illness. 
“The dust will kill him,” Mohammed despaired. “All we want 
is to live in dignity,” she said. 

Neighbor Samira crowds her four children into a single 
room in a nearby building, preferring the greater warmth it 
affords over any sense of privacy. She feels safe in the eight 
square metre room, which thanks to a benefactor has a 
door and a window. “Even if it’s not ideal, at least it’s free,” 
she said. Initially, Samira was determined to stay in her 
southern Tripoli home, even as combat crept closer over 
the months. But when a rocket fell near her house the terror 

became too much and she fled, she said.  
The buildings sheltering Samira and Mohammed are 

just metres from the seat of the Government of National 
Accord (GNA). But authorities have done little to help. 
Mayssoun Al-Diab is in charge of displacement issues for 
the GNA’s crisis committee but admits “the government 
has offered them nothing, not even moral support”. 
According to her, the government was unable to find shel-
ter for all the displaced, leaving many at the mercy of 
avaricious lenders. 

Her committee requisitioned schools, public buildings 
and hotels to house the displaced, but faced with an ever-
growing influx as the battle dragged on, more and more 
families found themselves homeless. When school 
resumed, the situation got worse. After living for months in 
one Tripoli school, Khairi Al-Doukali said his family was 
“evicted alongside dozens of other families” to allow 
classes to restart. Eventually, the Doukali family also ended 
up on the Tarik Al-Sekka building site. 

In the face of government inaction, civic-minded Tripoli 
residents have responded to heartfelt pleas online and 
stepped in to help. Every day people give food, clothing 
and blankets, according to Salem El-Chatti, a member of a 
neighborhood support group. “We try to distribute donat-
ed items in a fair manner,” he said. A man named Abdel-
Atti arrives to donate a mattress and blankets. “I pass by 
these buildings every day,” he said. “It breaks my heart 
that my kids are fed and sleep warm inside while our 
brothers are experiencing this tragedy.”— AFP  

Libya war leaves thousands homeless 

TRIPOLI: Displaced Libyans unload furniture, provided by as aid by a Libyan man, in an unfinished building in the 
capital on Dec 18, 2019. — AFP  


