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India citizenship law protests rage
on despite security clampdown 

Internet shutdowns 
costing mobile 
carriers millions of 
rupees in lost revenue
NEW DELHI: Indian mobile operators are losing
around 24.5 million rupees ($350,000) in revenue
every hour they are forced to suspend internet
services on government orders to control
protests against a new citizenship law, a top lob-
by group said on Friday.

Countrywide protests have raged for three
weeks after India’s parliament passed legislation
which gives minorities from neighboring Pakistan,
Afghanistan and Bangladesh a path to citizenship
but excludes Muslims. That, coupled with a plan
for a national register of citizens, are seen by crit-
ics as anti-Muslim moves by the Hindu nationalist
government of Prime Minister Narendra Modi.

To quell protests, government has deployed
thousands of police as well intermittently ordered
mobile data shutdowns at a time people have
used social media such as Instagram and TikTok
to wage a parallel battle online. Such internet
suspensions have been criticized by internet free-
dom activists.

On Friday, mobile internet was ordered shut in
at least 18 districts in northern Uttar Pradesh
state, a telecoms industry source told Reuters. A
Reuters witness received a text message from an
internet service provider announcing that home
broadband services on the outskirts of capital
New Delhi will be unavailable for 24 hours, till the
morning of Dec 28.

Indians consume an average 9.8 gigabyte of
data per month on their smartphones, the highest
in the world, according to Swedish telecoms
gearmaker Ericsson. The country is the biggest
market by users for social media firm Facebook
and its messenger WhatsApp. Internet shutdowns
should not be first course of action, said the
Cellular Operators Association of India (COAI),
which counts mobile carriers Bharti Airtel,
Vodafone Idea and Reliance Industries’ Jio
Infocomm as its members.

“We’ve highlighted the cost of these shut-
downs,” COAI director general Rajan Mathews
told Reuters. “According to our computation at
the end of 2019, with the increase in online activi-
ties we believe the cost (of internet shutdowns) is
close to 24.5 million rupees for an hour of inter-
net shutdown.”

The revenue losses will pile on to the woes of
India’s telecoms sector, bruised by a price war
and saddled with a combined $13 billion in over-
due payments following a Supreme Court ruling
in October.

Bharti, Vodafone Idea and Reliance Jio did not
respond to emails seeking comment. The bans
follows an unprecedented shutdown of internet
and text messaging services in parts of Delhi last
week, widening a communications clampdown in
restive areas stretching from disputed Kashmir to
the northeast. 

Internet services in Indian Kashmir were sus-
pended for over 140 days since New Delhi rele-
gated its status to a federal administered territory
from a state, making it the longest such shutdown
in a democracy, according to digital rights group
Access Now. — Reuters

Hardline UP chief minister defends ‘iron fist’ to quell protests
MEERUT/LUCKNOW: India deployed thousands of police
and shut down mobile internet services across many cities
to control protests against a new citizenship law, with flash-
point Friday prayers passing largely peacefully. Security
was particularly tight in the northern state of Uttar Pradesh,
where 19 people have been killed since the protests began
on Dec. 12, out of at least 25 deaths nationwide.

Authorities had feared that large crowds could gather
after the weekly Muslim congregational prayers.
Demonstrations were held after Friday prayers in the cities
of Delhi, Kolkata, Bengaluru and Mumbai, but there were
no major reports of violence as of 1200 GMT.

In Meerut, where five people were killed after violence
last Friday, there were no gatherings. Nearly 3,000 police
were deployed, four times more than last week, the city’s
police chief told Reuters.

The legislation makes it easier for minorities from
India’s Muslim majority neighbors - Afghanistan,
Bangladesh and Pakistan - who settled before 2015 to get
citizenship but does not make the same concessions for
Muslims. Critics say the law - and plans for a national citi-
zenship register - discriminate against Muslims and are an
attack on the country’s secular constitution by the Hindu
nationalist government of Prime Minister Narendra Modi.

The government has said no citizen will be affected and
that there are no imminent plans for a register. On Friday,
mobile internet services were ordered shut in many parts
of Utter Pradesh, including in the provincial capital Luck
now, the state government said.

In the national capital New Delhi, police imposed an
emergency law in some parts of the city, forbidding large
gatherings, news channels reported. Such prohibitions
have been in place in Uttar Pradesh for more than a week.
Thousands of demonstrators, waving Indian flags and
holding placards rejecting the new law, protested peace-
fully in Bengaluru city amid a heavy police presence.

“I am here because the NRC is wrong,” said Iqbal
Ahmed, 42, a Muslim carpet seller and one of the protest-
ers, referring to the register of citizens.

“This is our land and I am from here... Are we not

Indian?” Muslims, India’s second biggest community by
religion, account for about 14 percent of its 1.3 billion peo-
ple. Some parts of the country also saw rallies in favor of
the new citizenship law but were outnumbered by demon-
strations and protests against the legislation. 

Meanwhile, the chief minister of India’s Uttar Pradesh
state has rebuffed accusations from rights groups of police
abuses during protests against a new citizenship law, cred-
iting his tough stand with restoring calm to the streets. The
northern state has seen the most violent turmoil over
Prime. The state’s chief minister, Yogi Adityanath, a hard-
line Hindu priest who belongs to Modi’s Hindu nationalist
party, said his tough policies had ended the trouble.
“Every rioter is shocked. 

Every troublemaker is astonished.  Looking at the
strictness of the Yogi government, everyone is silent,”
one of Adityanath’s verified official accounts on Twitter
said late on Friday. “Do whatever you want to, but the
damages will be paid by those who cause damages,” it

added. Last week, his government said it was demanding
millions of rupees from more than 200 people, threaten-
ing to confiscate their property to pay for damage dur-
ing the protests. 

Rights groups have decried what they say have been
mass detentions and excessive force in the state, where
officers have arrested more than 1,000 people. The gov-
ernment has said no citizen will be affected and there is no

imminent plans for a register. But a video circulating on
social media is likely to compound the concerns of those
worried about the plight of Muslims. It shows a senior UP
police officer telling a demonstrator to “go to Pakistan if
you don’t want to live here”. The official, Akhilesh Narayan
Singh, told Reuters that some protesters had been shout-
ing pro-Pakistan slogans. “It is in this situation I told them
to go to Pakistan,” he said yesterday. — Reuters

UN experts urge 
Pakistan to lift 
death sentence
of scholar
GENEVA: United Nations human rights experts called on
Pakistan’s high court on Friday to clear liberal academic
Junaid Hafeez of blasphemy charges and overturn his
death sentence.

In a joint statement, they described Hafeez’s condemna-
tion by a lower court last week as a “travesty of justice”
and said senior judges should acquit the former university
lecturer on appeal. “We urge Pakistan’s superior courts to
promptly hear his appeal, overturn the death sentence and
acquit him,” said the independent experts who include UN
investigators on freedom of religion, unlawful killings and
arbitrary detention. In 2013 students at the university
where Hafeez taught accused him of making blasphemous
Facebook posts. Insulting Islam’s Prophet Mohammad car-
ries a mandatory death penalty in Pakistan, which is about
95 percent Muslim.

His lawyers say he was framed by students from a mili-
tant Islamist party because of his liberal and secular views.
This month a US religious freedom commission placed
Hafeez on its list of global victims.

Hafeez’s family and lawyers released a statement saying
the trial had been marked by a “wave of fear” and intimi-
dation after Hafeez’s initial defense lawyer, Rashid Rehman,
was shot and killed in 2014 after agreeing to take on the
case. No one has been charged with that murder. The fam-
ily and lawyers said they would file an appeal against the
verdict in the high court.

International law permits the death penalty only in
exceptional circumstances, and requires incontrovertible
evidence of intentional murder, the UN experts said. “The
death sentence imposed on Mr. Hafeez has no basis in

either law or evidence, and therefore contravenes interna-
tional law. Carrying out the sentence would amount to an
arbitrary killing,” they said.

“We are seriously concerned that blasphemy charges
are still being brought against people legitimately exercis-
ing their rights to freedom of thought, conscience, religion
and expression,” they added. 

Pakistan has arrested five suspected Al-Qaeda mili-
tants planning an attack on security personnel, authorities
in the eastern state of Punjab said on Friday. The raid in
Gujranwala city hit an important media cell and financing
network for the jihadists, Punjab’s counter-terrorism
department said. Laptops with encrypted data, cell
phones, a printing press, explosives, five Kalashnikov rifles,

ammunition and cash were found. For years militants have
held sway in remote northwestern regions on the Afghan
border but some have also established networks in Punjab,
Pakistan’s richest and most populous province. “They were
planning attack on law enforcement officials in
Gujranwala,” the police statement added, without giving
more details on the plot.

The Gujranwala group recently relocated from Karachi
and was running Al-Qaeda’s media operations for the
Indian subcontinent and sending funds to central leader-
ship in Afghanistan, it added. The Pakistan government says
the number of militants in the country has decreased due to
an army crackdown. Al-Qaeda founder Osama Bin Laden
was killed in a US operation in 2011 in Pakistan. — Reuters

GUWAHATI: Congress Party activists and supporters shout slogans during a rally against India’s new citizenship law,
in Guwahati yesterday. — AFP photos

RAWALPINDI: Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) Chairman Bilawal Bhutto Zardari (center) stands with party
leaders on his late mother Benazir Bhutto’s 12th death anniversary in Rawalpindi on Friday. — AFP

GUWAHATI: Rahul Gandhi, former President of Indian National
Congress gestures as he speaks during a rally against India’s
new citizenship law in Guwahati yesterday. 

Vietnam ex-minister 
gets life sentence 
in bribery case
HANOI: A court in Vietnam sentenced a former communi-
cations minister to life in prison yesterday for receiving
millions of dollars in bribes, as the hardline administration
presses its anti-graft drive against once-powerful figures
in the communist state.

Nguyen Bac Son was charged alongside his then-
deputy Truong Minh Tuan with receiving $3.2 million in
bribes to approve the 2015 purchase of a TV firm that
would have lost state-run telecommunications firm
Mobifone $300 million.

The two-week trial in Hanoi for the men-once members
of the powerful communist party central committee-ended
Saturday, according to state-run media Tuoi Tre. Son, a
minister from 2011-2016, was sentenced to life in prison
while Tuan-who took over as minister until he was fired in
July last year-got 14 years in prison. 

“The defendants’ behavior caused bad opinions in soci-
ety, resulting in especially huge losses for the state,” state
media quoted the verdict as saying. It also “caused $300
million in losses to state coffers,” the verdict said, though
the transaction was never fully completed.

Son reportedly admitted wrongdoing before the court
and asked for leniency, while Tuan said he was “shameful
for his mistakes”, said Tuoi Tre. Prosecutors had initially
proposed the death penalty for Son, but he was spared
after he returned the money on Friday before the verdict’s
announcement.

Both men had received the money from Pham Nhat Vu,
director of the loss-making TV company Audio Visual
Global, who was also sentenced to three years in prison
yesterday, while 11 other officials involved received jail
terms between two and 23 years. Vu’s brother is Vietnam’s

richest man Pham Nhat Vuong, with assets totalling bil-
lions of dollars thanks to a cradle-to-grave empire that
includes housing, holiday resorts, farms, schools, shopping
malls and cars.

The case has captivated a public unused to seeing
powerful figures publicly toppled. Since Vietnam’s transi-
tion to a hardline ultra-conservative administration in 2016,
the government has ramped up an anti-corruption cam-
paign which has jailed dozens of senior officials, bankers
and businessmen.

Some observers believe the drive to be politically moti-
vated.  Vietnam, one of Asia’s fastest growing economies,
has long been plagued by endemic corruption, with
Transparency International ranking it 117 out of 180 coun-
tries on its corruption index. — AFP 

Nearly 2,000 evacuated
as ‘scary’ cyclone 
hammers Fiji
WELLINGTON: Nearly 2,000 people took refuge in
emergency shelters and one man was missing after being
swept away in floodwaters as Tropical Cyclone Sarai
pounded Fiji yesterday causing widespread damage.

National Disaster Management Office Director Vasiti
Soko urged locals and the thousands of tourists in Fiji not
to be reckless as Sarai lashed the Pacific island nation
with heavy rain and destructive winds. With wind gusts
strengthening to 150 kilometers (93 miles) per hour dur-
ing the day, Sarai destroyed houses and crops, brought
down trees, cut power and caused considerable flooding
in low-lying areas.

Thousands of holidaymakers were stranded with flights
to and from Fiji either cancelled or rescheduled. New
Zealander Melonie Sheppard, who was holidaying on
Mana Island to the west of mainland Fiji, described the
situation as “scary” and said their resort was in lockdown.
“We’re being hammered by intense winds and horizontal
rains. The resort is providing packed meals and water
direct to rooms when they can,” she told the New Zealand
Herald.  “Wind is howling and tree debris flying about,
doors and windows shaking, huge waves rolling into
shore. Water now leaking into some rooms-it’s a bit scary
at times.” The Fiji government issued a statement warning
of “destructive force winds with... coastal sea flooding to
be expected.”

The National Disaster Management Office said as of
mid-morning yesterday, 1,970 people had sought emer-
gency shelter and there had been no reports of any
injuries. However, there were fears for the safety of a man
swept away as he tried to cross a flooded river while
another man, reported missing at sea, was rescued in his
fiberglass dinghy by police. — AFP

HANOI: A cyclist rides past a stage being set up in front of
the Hanoi Opera House to welcome the new year 2020 in
Hanoi on Friday. — AFP


