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Shiite detentions in Malaysia 
fuelling fears of crackdown

Dozens of Shiites have been rounded up recently

Facial recognition 
at Indian cafe chain 
sparks calls for data 
protection law
BANGKOK: The use of facial recognition technology
at a popular Indian cafe chain that triggered a back-
lash among customers, led to calls from human rights
advocates yesterday for the government to speed up
the introduction of laws to protect privacy. Customers
at Chaayos took to social media during the last week
to complain about the camera technology they said
captured images of them without their consent, with
no information on what the data would be used for,
and no option to opt out.

While the technology is marketed as a conven-
ience, the lack of legislative safeguards to protect
against the misuse of data can lead to “breaches of
privacy, misidentification and even profiling of indi-
viduals”, said Joanne D’Cunha, associate counsel at
Internet Freedom Foundation, a digital rights group.
“Until India introduces a comprehensive data protec-
tion law that provides such guarantees, there needs to
be a moratorium on any technology that would
infringe upon an individual’s right to privacy and oth-
er rights that stem from it,” she told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation from New Delhi.

A statement from Chaayos said the technology
was being tested in select cafes and was aimed at
reducing purchase times for customers. The data was
encrypted, would not be shared, and customers could
choose to opt out, it added. “We are extremely con-
scious about our customers’ data security and privacy
and are committed to protecting it,” the statement
said. A Personal Data Protection Bill is scheduled to
be introduced by lawmakers in the current parliamen-
tary session to Dec 13. The draft of the bill proposed
strict conditions for requiring and storing personal
data, and hefty penalties for misuse of such data. But
digital rights activists had criticized a recent consul-
tation on the bill they said was “secret and selective”.
The ministry for information technology did not
respond to a request for comment. — Reuters

KUALA LUMPUR: Syed Mohamad was celebrating a key
date in the Muslim Shiite calendar in secret when officials
burst in and detained him, one of several raids in Malaysia
that have set the long-persecuted community on edge.
Dozens of Shiites have been rounded up recently in the
Sunni Muslim-majority country, including several foreign-
ers, fuelling fears that religious authorities are stepping up
a crackdown on adherents of the minority sect. Around the
world, Shiite Muslims - who are far outnumbered by
Sunnis, and follow some different doctrines and rituals -
say they face discrimination from authorities and others
who accuse them of being deviants. 

About 60 percent of Malaysia’s 32 million people are
Muslim and the country is also home to substantial minori-
ties of Hindus and Christians, and the different communi-
ties have largely co-existed harmoniously. Critics however
say that a traditionally moderate brand of Islam is being
eroded as vocal conservatives gain ground, and the small
Shiite community - whose teachings have been banned in
Malaysia for over two decades - complain of ever greater
pressure.  In September religious enforcement officers and
police raided a series of clandestine gatherings by Shiites
commemorating Ashura, which marks the seventh-century
killing of Prophet Mohammed’s grandson. As Syed prayed
with a small group in a rented premise in southern Johor
state, a 20-strong raiding party scaled a fence and burst
in. “It sparked fear among the worshippers, the women and
children began crying,” he told AFP. “There were four men
with face masks... One of them had a gun and they accused
me of not cooperating and threatened to assault me.”

‘Climate of fear’ 
Syed was handcuffed and held overnight, along with

seven other worshippers including a Singaporean and a
Yemeni, and he now fears being charged in an Islamic
court. He could face up to three years in jail and a fine
under Islamic law for practising the Shiite form of Islam.
Malaysia operates a dual-track legal system, with Islamic

courts handling some religious and family matters for
Muslim citizens. In another raid near Kuala Lumpur, com-
munity leader Kamil Zuhairi Abdul Aziz and 21 other
Shiites were rounded up at the centre he runs while prayer
books and speakers were seized. 

Such raids, which have been happening on and off since
2010, have “created a climate of fear among the Shiite
community”, the 53-year-old told AFP. And a private gath-
ering of some 60 Pakistani Shiites was disrupted when
religious enforcement officers burst in, although none were
arrested. No-one detained in the recent raids was held for
long and none have so far been charged in court - but they
worry the tactics are aimed at making them too frightened
to worship. Shiites say they have faced frequent persecu-
tion in Malaysia since a top Islamic body issued a fatwa
against them in 1996, and religious authorities regularly
denounce them as “deviant”. There is no official estimate
for the numbers of Shiites in the country, with many too
frightened to identify themselves, but observers believe
there are between 100,000 and 500,000. There had been
a lull in substantial raids for some time until this year how-
ever, with some attributing the spike to tensions between
Shiites and Sunnis in the Middle East, which can spill over
to other Muslim countries.

Activist abducted
As well as raids, there have been more sinister episodes.

In 2016 Shiite activist Amri Che Mat was abducted, with wit-
nesses claiming he was snatched after his vehicle was boxed
in by other cars. An inquiry last year by Malaysia’s official
human rights body concluded he was taken by police. 

The risks have not deterred many Shiites from continu-
ing to worship. At a recent meeting in a small hall, Kamil
recited the Koran to a group of some 75 men, women and
children. Shiites “will not be cowed” by the uptick in raids
on their gatherings, he said. “We will be patient in over-
coming these abuses and continue our duties,” he added.
Rights groups say that attempts to stop Shiites worship-

ping are against guarantees of freedom of religion in
Malaysia’s constitution, but religious authorities insist
members of the sect are a bad influence.

“We do not want any misunderstanding among
Muslims in Malaysia or for fights to break out (between
Sunnis and Shiites),” said Mohamad Zawawi Ahmad
Mughni, a member of the official Islamic religious coun-
cil in Selangor state, next to Kuala Lumpur. “Shiite activ-

ities cause discomfort among Sunnis in Malaysia.”
Mohamad Faizal Musa, a Malaysia-based associate with
Harvard’s Weatherhead Center for International Affairs
and an expert on the minority, predicted the country’s
Shiites and Sunnis would not be able to overcome their
differences any time soon. “I doubt that can be done
with the amount of vilification and harassment (against
the Shiites),” he said. — AFP 

A friendly hand: Pope 
urges more help for 
Fukushima victims
TOKYO: Pope Francis yesterday urged renewed help for
victims of Japan’s 2011 earthquake, tsunami and Fukushima
disaster, warning “nobody can start over alone” as he not-
ed “concern” over nuclear power. On the penultimate day
of his Japan trip, the pontiff heard the stories of those who
survived the so-called “triple disaster” - a 9.1-magnitude
earthquake that triggered a devastating tsunami and sent a
nuclear plant into meltdown. 

In an emotional meeting, he embraced 17-year-old
Matsuki Kamoshita, who spoke powerfully of his experi-
ence as an evacuee, saying he was so badly bullied he
“wanted to die.” The 82-year-old Argentine paid tribute to
those who rushed to help following the disaster, but
warned that more was needed. “No one ‘rebuilds’ by him-
self or herself; nobody can start over alone. We have to
find a friendly and fraternal hand, capable of helping to
raise not just a city, but also our horizon and our hope.” 

Some 18,500 were killed or are missing after the disas-
ter. The waves swept away homes and farms, and engulfed
the cooling systems at the Fukushima Daiichi power plant,
triggering the worst nuclear disaster since Chernobyl.
Nearly half a million people fled their homes in the first
days after the quake and even today, roughly 50,000
remain in temporary housing. Survivors shared painful
memories of the disaster, with Toshiko Kato recalling find-
ing her home had been swept away by the waves. “I
remember that when I stood in the rubble where my home
had been, I was thankful for being given life, for being alive
and for just being able to appreciate it,” she told the pope.

‘Concern’ on nuclear power
The head of the world’s 1.3 billion Catholics stopped

short of intervening in the debate over nuclear power in
Japan, but said there were “important decisions” to be
made about future energy sources. “In turn, this involves,
as my brother bishops in Japan have emphasized, con-
cern about the continuing use of nuclear power; for this
reason, they have called for the abolition of nuclear pow-
er plants,” he said. 

After the meeting, Kamoshita told reporters he had

been “deeply touched” to discover the pope remembered
meeting him at the Vatican earlier this year. Francis later
met with youth at a Tokyo cathedral, where he repeated a
warning he sounded on the first leg of his Asia tour in
Thailand on the pitfalls of technology. He called on young
people to reach out to others and not isolate themselves. 

“We have invented all sorts of gadgets but we still can’t
take selfies of the soul,” he said, during a relaxed visit that
saw him don a colorful traditional Japanese shirt over his
white papal robes and give a thumbs-up. In the afternoon,
tens of thousands of the faithful and the curious flocked to
a mass at the Tokyo Dome, waving Japanese and Vatican
flags as the pope entered in an open-top vehicle. He
waved to the diverse crowd of Japanese and foreign atten-
dees, smiling broadly and kissing the heads of children
held up to him as he passed.

“When he appeared, tears almost came out of my eyes.
I was very moved by seeing him. It was very emotional,”
17-year-old high-school student Hinako Ibuki said. In his
address, Francis drove home his call for people to connect
with one another, highlighting the plight of the “many peo-
ple who are socially isolated” in Japan. The message may
be particularly pertinent in Japan, notorious for its long
working hours. The government is already encouraging
employers to give workers more freedom to pursue family
lives, hoping to boost the country’s dwindling birth rate.

The pope began his trip in Nagasaki and Hiroshima,
where he called the use of nuclear weapons a “crime”,
against the backdrop of two cities synonymous with the
atomic bomb’s destruction. Later yesterday, he told Prime
Minister Shinzo Abe that “every means necessary of dis-
suasion” must be used to ensure such destruction “will
never take place again in human history.” Abe replied he
had a “steadfast belief” in a nuclear-free world and vowed
to be “utterly tireless” in efforts to bring it about. The final
day of his visit on Tuesday includes meetings with young
students at Sophia University, before he concludes his
Asian tour. — AFP 

KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysian Shiite Muslims watch sermons in Kuala Lumpur. Around the world, Shiite Muslims-who
are far outnumbered by Sunnis, and differ in areas including doctrine and ritual-say they face discrimination from
authorities and others who accuse them of being deviants. — AFP

Detective flees 
Sri Lanka after 
‘death threats’ 
COLOMBO: A Sri Lankan detective investigating high-
profile cases has fled the country after receiving death
threats soon after the change of government, police and
media reports said yesterday. Inspector Nishantha Silva
has sought asylum in Switzerland, according to media
reports. He left the island on Sunday without informing his
Criminal Investigations Department superiors, a police
statement said.

“There are various allegations that this officer had been
biased during his investigations in the past four and a half
years,” the police statement said without giving details. The
Daily Mirror newspaper said Silva left after receiving death
threats after Gotabaya Rajapaksa won a presidential elec-
tion on November 16. His investigations included high pro-
file killings and corruption involving administration mem-
bers under former president Mahinda Rajapaksa, brother
of the new president, who ruled for a decade until 2015.

Mahinda Rajapaksa has returned to power as prime
minister after leading his younger brother’s successful
election campaign. Police said there was no pending disci-
plinary action against Silva, but an inquiry will be initiated
to find out how he left the country without permission.
Silva was removed from his CID post last year after
Mahinda Rajapaksa briefly served as prime minister. But
he was restored after that administration collapsed.
Among the cases he was investigating was the 2009
assassination of editor Lasantha Wickrematunge by an
alleged hit squad. — AFP 

TOKYO: Pope Francis waves upon his arrival for a holy
mass at the Tokyo Dome stadium in Tokyo yesterday. Pope
Francis yesterday called for renewed efforts to help vic-
tims of Japan’s 2011 ‘triple disaster’ of earthquake, tsuna-
mi and the Fukushima meltdown, noting ‘concern’ in the
country over the continued use of nuclear power. — AFP 


