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Indian girls forced 
into sex work 
despite ritual ban
CHENNAI: Young girls in south India continue to be “ded-
icated” to village temples and then forced into prostitution
despite laws banning the ancient ritual, researchers said
yesterday. The devadasi system, which involves putting a
beaded necklace around girls and often leads to a life of
sex work and slavery, goes unchecked in Karnataka state,
according to two reports released this month.

Laws banning the practice are poorly implemented and
the rituals are now being done undercover, said the
devadasi reports, published by the National Law School of

India University and the Tata Institute of Social Sciences.
“It is like an open secret,” said Bincy Wilson, a researcher
at the law school in Bengaluru and co-author of one of the
reports. “The entire community knows when a girl has
been dedicated but it is not seen as a crime but more as a
social problem that continues to accepted as part of the
culture.”

The practice of dedicating young girls to the service of
a deity began in ancient India, but over time the custom
degenerated into an excuse for their sexual exploitation by
men. Karnataka banned the practice in 1982, calling it a
“social evil” that led women to prostitution. Data on the
current number of devadasis is difficult to find but in
2007-2008 the government estimated that there were
46,660 living across 14 districts in Karnataka. “We are
dedicated to ending this crime and will look into the con-
cerns raised in the two reports,” said C Vasundhara Devi, a
Karnataka official responsible for stopping the rituals.

“We are running many schemes to help families of for-

mer devadasis to ensure the tradition does not continue.”
There were only two cases of girls being pushed into the
ritual last year, said Devi, adding that stopping secret ded-
ications was a bigger challenge. The practice was tradi-
tionally a public event accompanied by festivities, where
the girl was dressed up as a bride. A devadasi dedicated
her puberty to a deity, lived in the temple and even learnt
classical Indian dances to perform for the gods.

Since the ban, the tradition now takes place in homes,
followed by a small ritual at a temple at night, said Sharon
Menezes, co-author of one of the studies. The girls
involved are usually from the lower-caste Dalit community,
have little or no land, and live in drought-prone areas, one
report said. “Anybody resisting the practice immediately
stands out in the community and is singled out, which is
why it continues,” said Menezes. “All the women we inter-
viewed during the research talked about being in pain and
their inability to resist the dedication or abuse. It is clearly
not a system they have accepted.” —Reuters

Indonesia reviews 
release for Bali 
bombing cleric
JAKARTA: Plans to free a radical cleric linked to
the deadly Bali bombings are under review,
Indonesia has said, after the surprise decision drew
sharp criticism. Abu Bakar Bashir, once synony-
mous with militant Islam in Indonesia, was tied to a
terror network behind the 2002 attacks that killed
more than 200 people, mostly foreign tourists.

Last week, Indonesian president Joko Widodo
said he had given the green light for the early
release of Bashir — believed to have been a key
figure in militant group Jemaah Islamiyah (JI).
Widodo said the 80-year-old preacher was “old
and sick”. The plan was slammed both at home and
abroad, with objections across Indonesian social
media and from Australian leader Scott Morrison,
who warned that Bashir was still a threat. Dozens of
Australians were killed in the Bali attacks.

In an apparent backtrack on Monday,
Indonesia’s Chief Security Minister Wiranto said
the president had ordered a “thorough and com-
prehensive study” of Bashir’s release from prison.
“We can’t act hastily or spontaneously,” the minis-
ter told reporters. He did not say when a final deci-
sion would be made. Yesterday, Widodo said Bashir
must agree to pledge his loyalty to the state in
order to win parole — something the cleric has
previously said he would not do.

“This is parole — not an absolute release. These
conditions must be fulfilled,” the president told
reporters. Bashir was sentenced to 15 years in jail in
2011 for helping fund a paramilitary group training
in the conservative Islamic province of Aceh. The
firebrand preacher was previously jailed over the
Bali bombings but that conviction was quashed on
appeal. He has repeatedly denied involvement in
terror attacks. —AFP

DHAKA: A Bangladeshi dubbed “Tree Man” because
of bark-like growths on his skin will need aggressive
surgery to remove them, doctors said yesterday, after
dozens of attempts failed to cure the extremely rare
genetic condition. It is believed fewer than half a
dozen people worldwide have “tree-man syndrome”
— epidermodysplasia verruciformis — but the condi-
tion is particularly aggressive in Abul Bajandar, who
has already undergone 25 bouts of surgery since 2016
to remove the greenish-grey gnarled protuberances
from his skin.

The former rickshaw puller, whose case has made
headlines around the world, has not worked in years
because the growths have left him unable to use his
hands. More than once, doctors believed the 28-year-
old was cured, hailing their treatment as a milestone in
medical history. But the growths kept returning. Most
recently, in May, the condition flared up on parts of his
body previously spared and he fled the Dhaka Medical
College Hospital without notifying staff.

26th round of surgery 
“The growths have sprouted even in new parts of my

feet and hands. I made a mistake leaving the hospital,
but I hope doctors will be able to cure me fully this
time,” Bajandar told AFP on Monday. Once-optimistic

doctors concede his case is more complicated than
previously thought and have ordered more tests. An
emergency medical panel said yesterday that Bajandar
would undergo his 26th round of invasive surgery on
Saturday to cut away the growths.

“Around 40 percent of Bajandar’s growths have
returned since he left the hospital in May. We have to
keep carrying out surgery to remove them,” Samanta
Lal Sen, the head plastic surgeon at the hospital, told
AFP. The condition has left Bajandar’s family — he has
a wife and young daughter — destitute and he is treat-
ed free of charge by doctors at the hospital, which is
the top medical facility in the Bangladeshi capital.

His plight has captured hearts around the world, and
the government has ordered he receive the best care.
Despite the rarity of his condition, he is not alone in
Bangladesh. The same Dhaka hospital also treated a
young Bangladeshi girl suffering from the condition in
2017. Doctors also declared that surgery a success but
her father later said the growths returned in even
greater numbers. The family halted treatment and
returned to their village. Bajandar does not want to
return home, and is desperate for a cure. “I have
received love of the countrymen and our prime minis-
ter,” he said. “I strongly believe someday I will be able
to live like a normal man.” —AFP

‘I hope doctors will be able to cure me fully this time’

Bangladeshi ‘Tree Man’ dreams of 
cure as rare skin disease returns

DHAKA: Abul Bajandar, dubbed the Bangladeshi “Tree Man”, shows his hands at Dhaka
hospital. —AFP

Deadliest attacks 
in Afghanistan
KABUL: The Taleban attack on an Afghan intelligence base on
Monday in which dozens were killed is among the deadliest
since the fall of the group’s regime in 2001. Here is a summary
of the deadliest attacks, which have all occurred after 2007:

2018 
l December 24: An hours-long bomb and gun attack on a

Kabul government compound kills at least 43 people. The
Taleban denies responsibility.

l November 20: A suicide bomber blows himself up among
religious scholars inside a Kabul wedding hall, killing at least
55 people and wounding 94 others.

l April 22: An Islamic State bomber kills 57 people, includ-
ing women and children, and wounds more than 100, all civil-
ians, outside a voter registration centre amid preparations for
legislative elections in October.

l September 11: A suicide attack on Afghans protesting the
appointment of a local police chief in the eastern province of
Nangarhar kills at least 68 people and wounds another 165. 

l January 27: An ambulance packed with explosives det-
onates in a crowded street in the heart of Kabul, killing

more than 100 people, mostly civilians. The attack is
claimed by the Taleban.

2017 
l October 17: Two separate Taleban suicide and gun

attacks on police and soldiers leave 80 dead and scores
wounded. The deadliest, which claims 60 lives, is on a police
compound in the city of Gardez in Paktia province where mili-
tants disguised as police detonate bomb-filled vehicles that
clear the way for gunmen to enter.  Another 15 security offi-
cials and five civilians are killed in a separate ambush in the
neighbouring province of Ghazni.

l May 31: More than 150 people are killed and hundreds
wounded when a massive truck bomb rips through Kabul’s
diplomatic quarter, shattering windows hundreds of metres
away.

l April 21: Taleban militants in soldiers’ uniforms enter a
military base in the northern city of Mazar-i-Sharif and open
fire on unarmed troops at close range in the mosque and din-
ing hall. At least 135 are killed.

l March 8: Gunmen disguised as doctors storm
Afghanistan’s largest military hospital in Kabul in a six-hour
attack claimed by the Islamic State. The official death toll is 50
but security sources and survivors say it exceeds 100.

2016 
l July 23: Twin explosions rip through crowds of Shiite

Hazaras in Kabul, killing at least 85 people. It marks the first
major Islamic State assault on the capital.

l April 19: A truck bomb followed by a shootout leaves 64
people dead and nearly 350 injured injured in central Kabul in
a Taleban-claimed attack.

2011 
l December 6: An attack in Kabul targeting the Shiite

minority on the holy day of Ashura kills 80 people. A second
attack in the northern city of Mazar-i-Sharif kills another four.
The Taleban deny responsibility.

2008 
l July 7: 60 people, including two Indian diplomats and two

Indian guards are killed in a suicide car bombing on the Indian
embassy in the capital. The Taleban say they were not
involved.

l February 17: 140 boys and men, including more than 50
auxiliary police officers, are killed in a suicide attack among a
crowd at a dogfight in the southern city of Kandahar. The
Taleban deny responsibility.

2007 
l November 6: 79 people are killed, including 59 children

and six parliamentarians, in a suicide attack on a delegation of
VIPs visiting a sugar factory in Pul-i-Khumri north of Kabul.
The Taleban deny involvement. —AFP


