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India arrests former Jammu 
and Kashmir chief minister

NEW DELHI: A former Jammu and Kashmir
chief minister, seen as being pro-India, has
been formally arrested under a law allowing
him to be held for up to two years without
charge, authorities said yesterday. Farooq
Abdullah, 81, has been under house arrest
since early August when India stripped
Kashmir of its autonomy, imposed a security
lockdown and detained dozens of local politi-
cians including those who back the region
being part of India. But on Monday he was
formally arrested under the Public Safety Act
(PSA) and his home turned into a “judicial
lockup”, Muneer Khan, a senior police official
in Kashmir said.

It is the first confirmed case of a Kashmiri
politician being arrested under the PSA since
India’s August 5 move when it sent tens of
thousands of troops to Kashmir and imposed
a communications blackout. India’s national
security adviser said earlier this month that a
“majority” of Kashmiris supported its move
except for a “vocal minority” backed by
Pakistan, which India accuses of backing a
decades-old insurgency that has killed tens of
thousands of people. But in the wake of the
lockdown, even pro-India politicians have
spoken out about New Delhi’s intervention.

A day after the Indian government revoked
the special status, Abdullah climbed a wall of
his house to address the media and con-
demned the move. That was the last time he
was seen in public. “Why could they not wait?
After 70 years, they have stabbed the people
of the state. As soon as our gates open, our
people will be out. “We will fight, we will go to

the courts. We’re not gun-runners, grenade-
throwers, stone-throwers, we believe in a
peaceful resolution of things,” Abdullah said.

1947 split 
The PSA was introduced in the 1970s -

under Abdullah’s father Sheikh Abdullah - to
prevent timber smuggling but since an uprising
against Indian rule erupted in 1989 it has been
used to detain thousands of people, activists
say. The UN human rights office said in 2018
that special laws in Kashmir including the PSA
“have created structures that obstruct the nor-
mal course of law, impede accountability and
jeopardize the right to remedy for victims of
human rights violations”. 

Amnesty International in June said that
the PSA “circumvents the criminal justice
system in Jammu & Kashmir to undermine
accountability, transparency, and respect for
human rights”.  Kashmir has been split
between India and Pakistan since 1947 and
since then the two nuclear-armed neighbors
India and Pakistan have fought two wars over
the region. 

Mobile phones and the internet remain cut
off in much of the Kashmir Valley, the hotbed
of resistance to Indian rule, more than six
weeks after New Delhi’s move, which it says is
aimed at boosting the region’s economy. In the
same period India arrested more than 4,000
people, 3,000 of whom were subsequently
released, with nearly 200 civilians and 415
members of the security forces injured in hun-
dreds of protests, a senior government source
told AFP last week.

Bid to ‘crush’ criticism
Meanwhile, Amnesty International’s chief

vowed Monday that the rights group would
not be silenced on raising concerns about
Kashmir despite what he called intimidation by
Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s gov-
ernment. India’s financial crime investigators
recently accused Amnesty’s local branch of
violating foreign exchange regulations through
taking money from its London-based parent.

That claim came after Amnesty vocally
criticized Modi’s Hindu nationalist government
on Kashmir, which was India’s only Muslim-
majority state until New Delhi stripped its
autonomy last month. “The Modi government
has made a very big attempt to crush Amnesty
in India,” Kumi Naidoo, Amnesty International’s
secretary-general, told AFP on a visit to
Washington. “On the Kashmir question, on var-
ious human rights questions in India itself, we
are not intimidated,” he said. “While our col-
leagues in our Indian office are under stress,
they are as committed, motivated and coura-
geous as ever, if not more, as a result of the
repression that we face.” Modi’s government
has cracked down on foreign non-governmen-
tal organizations since coming to power in
2014, suspending or banning thousands of
groups, many working in health or the environ-
ment, for receiving money from abroad.

Naidoo, however, said that Amnesty -
whose Bangalore office was raided last year -
would survive in India as it has funding from
local donors. Amnesty has faced heated criti-
cism from India’s right wing for its stance on
Kashmir, where authorities have largely shut

down the internet, mobile service and initially
also landlines. “It is a horrific thing to actually
cut people’s legitimate way of communicating
with each other completely,” Naidoo said. 

“There are life-and-death issues associ-
ated with doing that. Whether it is family
members needing to communicate with each
other, being able to go to the doctor’s, this is

something that governments need to stop
doing,” he said. “And, sadly, there are more
and more governments doing it, and we need
to speak out against this very strongly.”
India argues that the measures are tempo-
rary and have helped ensure calm in
Kashmir, charging that rival Pakistan is try-
ing to stir up trouble. — Agencies 

MEXICO CITY: For most of his life, Filiberto Mena
Laiza had worked the earth, growing carrots, cilantro,
beans and other crops in what was once rich agricul-
tural land some 50km north of Mexico City. But as the
metropolis of 21 million expanded in recent decades,
swallowing up farmlands near the centuries-old town
of San Lucas Xolox where Laiza lives, the 54-year-old
indigenous farmer was forced to leave his livelihood
behind. Condos have sprung up where corn had grown
before, bringing with them more people, pollution and
crime, Laiza said.

After being robbed by unknown assailants of his
earnings coming home from the fields one too many
times, he decided farming had become too dangerous -
and now operates a small taco stand with his wife in
San Lucas’ main square. “The process of human devel-
opment can’t be stopped,” Laiza said with a sigh of
resignation. “But what worries me is what are we going
to leave for those that come after? ... Just garbage.”
Now Laiza and others in his indigenous community
fear they may be about to lose another battle against
urbanisation - one revolving around Mexico City’s new
international airport.

Set to be built on a military airbase called Santa
Lucia, just a 15-minute drive from San Lucas, the proj-
ect is being spearheaded by Mexican President Andres
Manuel Lopez Obrador. Months after winning a land-
slide election last year, the leftist leader announced he
was cancelling a part-built $13 billion airport started
by his predecessor, President Enrique Pena Nieto.
Lopez Obrador put the decision to a public, non-bind-
ing vote, with 70% of the roughly 1 million voters who
participated opting to scrap the partially-constructed
airport in favor of the Santa Lucia project.

But critics say that the nationwide vote, which polled
just 1% of the electorate, did not consider the views of
indigenous groups who will be most impacted. Like
Laiza, many worry that the 36-square-km development
is going to suck up their rapidly dwindling resources,
especially water from an aquifer that is already heavily
depleted. “Water is a vital liquid that moves us all,”
Laiza said. “Where will all the water that will be needed
to maintain this monster come from?” The head of
Mexico’s environment ministry, Semarnat, has publicly
insisted that it has resolved the water problem.

“The water is going to be moved with an aqueduct,
there aren’t any major problems,” Toledo Manzur told
the press in September. But residents are unconvinced,
worrying not just about the airport itself, but also the
surrounding infrastructure, which, they say, will alter
the countryside. “Logically, casinos, hotels and shop-
ping malls are going to arrive,” said Mateo Martinez
Urbina, 63, a doctor in the nearby town of Tecamac
and president of the local water board. “More than
benefits, (the airport) is going to bring us much harm.”

Contaminated water
The Lopez Obrador administration has said the

project will be environmentally sound and respect the
communities surrounding the airport site. “(It will)
reduce emissions, waste production (and) save water,”
Gustavo Ricardo Vallejo Suarez, a former director of
the Mexican military’s school of engineers, who is
overseeing the project, told reporters in April.

According to an environmental impact study by the
engineering institute of the National Autonomous
University of Mexico, the airport also represents “a
great opportunity for job creation ... that favour(s) cur-
rent inhabitants and future generations.”
Environmental experts, however, say the concerns of
Laiza and other residents regarding water resources
are well founded. A study from the Mexican govern-
ment published in 2015 found that the aquifer under-
neath Santa Lucia and its surroundings was already
operating at a deficit of more than 58 million cubic
metres per year. — Reuters

Water wars:
Indigenous locals 
go up against 
Mexico City airport

Amnesty chief vows to defy India bid to ‘crush’ criticism

Thai PM defends
police monitoring 
of Muslim 
university students
BANGKOK: Thailand’s prime minister yesterday
defended police for requesting information about
minority Muslim students from universities around the
country, after criticism of the move as discriminatory
and illegal. Prime Minister Prayuth Chan-ocha said
the police request, which follows a series of bomb
blasts in Bangkok in August that were blamed on
Muslim suspects, was needed to build a national
security database.

An official letter from police, shared online by for-
mer rights commissioner Angkhana Neelapaijit, asked
a university to supply information about the numbers,
place of origin, sect affiliation and other details about
Muslim-organized student groups. The name of the
university was blotted out. “This is an interference to
personal rights and a discrimination based on reli-
gion,” Angkhana said, adding that freedom of religion
and the right to privacy were guaranteed by the Thai
constitution. About 90% of Thais are Buddhist,
though Muslims are a majority in three southern
provinces bordering Malaysia.

Prayuth said the move was necessary. “The police
has already pointed out that this is for the creation
of a data base on intelligence,” Prayuth said. “No
rights have been breached. We cannot manage any-
thing if we don’t have data.” Muslim students said
the police request was discriminatory. “We want the
police to reconsider this, the university should be a
space where students can express their views freely
and their rights are protected,” Ashraf Awae, presi-
dent of the Muslim Students Federation of Thailand
told Reuters. 

A police source told Reuters the request for infor-
mation on Muslims was linked to the attacks on Aug. 2
that wounded four people when six small bombs and
six incendiary devices went off in Bangkok, which was
hosting a major international meeting. Three persons
have been arrested and 11 others wanted by the
authorities are still at large. — Reuters

Outcry forces NW 
Pakistan officials 
to scrap veil order 
for girls
PESHAWAR: Pakistan education authorities have reversed
a decision making it compulsory for female students in two
major northwestern cities to wear veils, one day after the
move sparked a rights outcry on social media. District
education officials in Peshawar, the capital of Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa, and Haripur, another city in the conservative
province, had announced that girls must cover themselves
fully “to protect them from any unethical accident”.

But the directive, first announced last week, triggered a
nationwide backlash, as social media users and activists
condemned the move as yet another curb on women’s
rights in a deeply misogynistic country. “So the burden of
unethical behaviour lies on schoolgirls and not the pervs
who harass girls, regardless of them being covered,”
tweeted one social media user, Naila Inayat, in a typical
comment. The backlash resulted in a reversal by authori-
ties. “The directive is hereby withdrawn,” a new order
issued Tuesday and seen by AFP said.

However leading Pakistani women’s rights activist
Tahira Abdullah warned that the attempt “did not enhance
the image of Pakistan”.  “While the rest of the world is
moving forward with its children’s education, protection
and development, Pakistan is definitely moving back-
wards,” she told AFP. However some residents in the
region defended the move. One provincial legislator, Siraj-

ud-din Khan, warned that his radical Jamaat-e-Islami par-
ty would protest and “force the government to enforce this
order in the whole of the province”.

Local shopkeeper Jameel Ahmad and teacher Ameen
Sadiq also vented their anger at the government’s decision
to reverse the order, saying that under Islam and Pashtun

tribal tradition dominant in the northwest women must be
properly covered. But Amna Haleem, a geology student in
Peshawar University, ridiculed the claims, calling for a
woman’s right to choose whether to cover herself or not.
“The state should not interfere in such matters and leave
them to discretion of womenfolk,” she said. — AFP 

BOONI: Pakistani woman Hajra Bibi walks out of her home in Booni village in Chitral. — AFP 

KASHMIR: in this file photo, former Jammu and Kashmir chief minister Farooq Abdullah (center)
shows a victory sign after winning his constituency parliament seat in Srinagar. A former Jammu
and Kashmir chief minister seen as being pro-India has been formally arrested under a law allow-
ing him to be held for up to two years without charge. — AFP 

Greta Thunberg wins 
Amnesty’s highest 
human rights award
WASHINGTON: Swedish environmental activist Greta
Thunberg and the Fridays for Future youth movement
received Amnesty International’s “Ambassadors of
Conscience” award on Monday for their work highlighting
the need for urgent action to avert climate disaster. The
16-year-old, who is taking a year out of high school,
received a standing ovation from students at The George
Washington University in the US capital where the cere-
mony was held. 

“The politics required to take on this crisis simply
doesn’t exist today,” Thunberg said, standing on a step to
reach the microphone. “That is why every single one of us
must push from every possible angle to hold those respon-
sible accountable and to make the people in power act.”
She added that the prize was not just for her but the mil-
lions of youth who have taken part since last year in week-
ly school strikes held every Friday, inspired by the sit-in
she began outside Sweden’s parliament in August 2018.

The next of these will be on September 20, a day when
Thunberg and thousands of New York students are
expected to pour into the streets as part of a “global cli-
mate strike” along with other protests around the world.
That will be followed on Saturday by the first Youth
Climate Summit at the UN and the Climate Action Summit
on Monday, which the UN chief has convened because the
world’s biggest polluters remain woefully behind their
greenhouse gas emissions targets.

Thunberg spoke forcefully Monday about the “destruc-
tion” of the planet and the large-scale deaths that could
come about as a result of climate change, water and air
pollution and the destruction of food chains. But she said
she also saw an “awakening.” “Even though it is slow, the
pace is picking up and the debate is shifting,” she said,
before concluding: “See you on the street!” She was joined
on stage by some young American activists. “They can’t
just ignore us anymore!” said Jerome Foster, 17.

Earlier, Kumi Naidoo, the secretary general of Amnesty
International, told AFP that the organization was originally
not going to give out the prize in 2019, following the
unprecedented decision to withdraw it from Aung San Suu
Kyi in late 2018. Amnesty rescinded the award from the
Myanmar leader for “the shameful betrayal of the values
she once stood for” over Suu Kyi’s “apparent indifference”

to the suffering of the Rohingya population. But Naidoo
was swayed by the impact Thunberg and other youth
activists had already achieved and could achieve in future,
adding that the UK’s parliament declared a climate emer-
gency after she met with British political leaders.  “The
award is about acknowledging that they’ve already done
something that many of us who’ve been involved for
decades have not been able to do, they’ve been able to
actually inspire a much larger number of people,” he said.
“These young, high school students are playing a very
important role in educating their own parents.” Naidoo
added that the issue of climate change was increasingly a
human rights issue, and touched upon every aspect of
Amnesty’s work, from refugees to indigenous rights to the
defense of rights defenders, with an ever growing number of
environmental activists being killed.  More than that, “cli-
mate change threatens the very ability of human beings to
exist on this planet and with no human beings there are no
human rights,” he concluded. — AFP

WASHINGTON: Swedish climate activist Greta Thunberg
(left) poses with Amnesty International Secretary General
Kumi Naidoo (right) after she received Amnesty
International’s Ambassador of Conscience award at
George Washington University in Washington, DC. — AFP 


