
Anger sweeps
Indian Kashmir
as teacher dies
in custody
SRINAGAR: Schools and businesses shut
across Indian-administered Kashmir yester-
day as protests grew over the death in
police custody of a young school teacher
that sparked outrage across the restive terri-
tory. Police bundled Rizwan Asad Pandit
from his home in a late-night raid Sunday to
a detention centre in the main city of
Srinagar, where he died in the early hours of
Tuesday. No official explanation has been
offered for his death. 

Police say Pandit-who spent his 29th birth-
day in custody-was taken “in pursuance of a
terror case investigation”. He was a cam-
paigner for Jamaat-e-Islami, the largest reli-
gious political group in Kashmir, which was
outlawed by New Delhi this month.
Authorities launched a sweeping crackdown
that has seen hundreds arrested since.

But his family said Pandit had no links to
militancy and was murdered. “He has been
murdered in cold blood, and now they are
telling lies about his death. How could that
be? He has been tortured to death,” Pandit’s
brother Zulqarnain Pandit told local newspa-
per Kashmir Reader. News of his death
spread quickly in Kashmir, where popular
anger against Indian rule in the Muslim-
majority region often erupts into violent
clashes between civilians and government
forces. Local authorities have ordered an
inquiry into Pandit’s death but police have not

registered an official investigation yet.
Shops and schools were shut in Srinagar

and large parts of Kashmir in protest after
three major separatist groups in the region
called for a strike. Rights groups, including
the UN rights office, have accused Indian
forces of acting with “virtual immunity” in
Kashmir, protected by laws that shield sol-
diers from prosecution. There have been
more than 100 official inquiries into civilian
deaths in Kashmir since 2008 but none has
resulted in convictions, said Khurram Parvez,
a high-profile local activist. “This absolute
impunity completely scuttles justice,” he said.

At the height of major demonstrations
against Indian rule in 2016, another teacher
died in military custody, fuelling popular anger.
The soldiers accused of murdering the man
were never prosecuted. Kashmir has been
divided between India and Pakistan since their
freedom from British rule in 1947. The rivals
have fought two wars over the Himalayan terri-
tory. Militant groups have waged an insur-
gency against Indian rule for 30 years, some
seeking independence or a merger with
Pakistan. India accuses Pakistan of supporting
armed groups inside its portion of Kashmir, an
allegation Islamabad denies. — AFP 

Indonesia’s
Aceh whips
five amorous
couples
BANDA ACEH: A group of unmarried
couples were whipped in Indonesia’s
Aceh province after they were caught
behaving amorously - a crime under the
conservative region’s Islamic law.
Flogging is common for a range of
offences in the region at the tip of
Sumatra island, including gambling,
drinking alcohol and having gay sex. 

It is the only province in the world’s
biggest Muslim-majority country that

imposes Islamic law.  The five couples
flogged Thursday received between four
and 22 strokes from a rattan cane outside
a mosque in the provincial capital, Banda
Aceh, after they served several months in
prison. Religious police caught the
amorous couples cuddling and holding
hands or, in some cases, having sex.

Hundreds of spectators, including chil-
dren, watched as a masked sharia officer
lashed the offenders as they winced in
pain. “We hope in the future there will be
no more cases like this - it’s embarrass-
ing,” said religious officer Safriadi, who
goes by one name. In December, two men
caught having sex with underage girls
were whipped 100 times each in Aceh.
Rights groups have slammed public can-
ing as cruel, and Indonesia’s President
Joko Widodo has called for it to end, but
the practice has wide support among
Aceh’s population. — AFP 
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BAGHOUZ: Fighters from the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) fire a cannon on the frontline of battles in the Islamic State group’s last remaining position in the village of Baghouz in the countryside of the eastern Syrian province of
Deir Ezzor. — AFP 

BAGHOUZ: Their battle against the last jihadists
holding out in the besieged Syrian village of Baghouz
hasn’t quite ended but Kurdish-led fighters have
already started celebrating. When they returned from
the front on Tuesday, they put the lamb skewers on
the grill and broke into dance as the radio of their
battered truck sputtered a Kurdish tune.  

The Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) delivered the
killer blow to the last vestige of the Islamic State
group’s “caliphate” this week and the end of the
bruising six-month-old operation is now within
touching distance. With backing from the US-led
coalition’s warplanes, they forced holdout jihadists
from their main encampment and into a few hectares
(couple of acres) of farmland by the Euphrates River.
The prospect of an imminent victory announcement
combined with early leave for the Kurds’ Nowruz
New Year holiday drew dozens of smiling fighters to
a base on the edge of Baghouz.

The front porch of a plush villa the SDF turned
into a temporary military headquarters is littered
with the duffle bags, ammo belts and body armor the

fighters discarded to join the impromptu party. One
fighter remained on the roof, on barbecue duty, while
the others formed a circle to start a “dabke” folk

dance. “It’s a day of celebration, the nightmare is
over,” said Majid Hejjo, a 23-year-old SDF fighter
still wearing his fatigues and a khaki cap. The young
Kurdish soldier is originally from the northeastern
province of Hasakeh but is stationed in Raqa, the for-
mer jihadist “capital” which the SDF seized in 2017.

‘Twice happy’ 
Since December, he has been regularly mobilized

on two-week fighting missions to help wipe out the
very last remnants of a jihadist proto-state that once
covered territory larger than Britain. Now the young
man wants to hang up his rocket-propelled grenade
launcher and return to his pregnant wife. “We’re
doubly happy. We’re going to see our families and
we have vanquished IS,” he said.

Next to him, his younger half-brother Mohannad
is checking he hasn’t forgotten anything as he stuffs
his belongings into his green wheeled suitcase,

including the yellow tea mug he takes everywhere.
An unknown number of diehard jihadists are still
refusing to surrender and dodging SDF fire in their
hideouts along the reedy banks of the Euphrates.
Syrian and Iraqi government forces and their allies
are deployed on the other side of the river and the
border, making any escape impossible.

Although IS has already started regrouping in
some of its desert and mountain hideouts in the
region, the fall of Baghouz will mark the end of the
group’s territorial control. His backpack already
thrown over his shoulder, Mohammed Hallush doesn’t
plan to stay to witness the historic announcement
and is heading back to his family in Hasakeh. “I’ve
been here 11 days, the battle is over, the war is over,”
said the lanky 24-year-old with grey woolly hat and
short trimmed beard. “This leave will not be like the
previous ones. This time we’re returning home from
Baghouz.” — AFP 
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BANDA ACEH: An Indonesian woman is whipped by a member of the Sharia
police in public in Banda Aceh yesterday. — AFP 

KASHMIR: The mother (right) of school teacher Rizwan Assad Pandith, who died in police cus-
tody, mourns her lost at a house in Awantipora of Pulwama district, south of Srinagar. — AFP 


