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India supreme court declines to 
suspend divisive citizenship law

Govt given four weeks to respond to 144 petitions against disputed law
NEW DELHI: India’s Supreme Court declined calls to
suspend the implementation of a new citizenship law yes-
terday, deciding that a constitutional bench of five judges
was needed to hear all the challenges to legislation that
critics say discriminates against Muslims.

The court gave Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s gov-
ernment four weeks to respond to 144 petitions challeng-
ing the constitutional validity of the law which has ignited
protests across the country. 

The law, which came into effect on Jan.10 after being
passed by parliament in December, lays out a path for
citizenship for six religious minorities in neighboring
mostly-Muslim countries - Pakistan, Afghanistan and
Bangladesh. Critics say that the omission of Muslims is
discriminatory, and that basing the right to citizenship
on religion violates the secular principles of India’s
constitution.

Opposition leaders, Muslim organizations and stu-
dent groups had petitioned the court to hold off imple-
mentation of the law until the challenges to the legisla-
tion were settled.

But Chief Justice Sharad Arvind Bobde heading a
three-bench panel told a packed courtroom that only a
constitutional bench of five judges could rule on the
matter and in the meantime gave the government more
time to explain its stance. “We will give you four weeks
to file reply to all petitions,” Bobde told the govern-
ment’s top lawyer, indicating that the next hearing will
be held in late February.

The government says the law is for the benefit of reli-
gious minorities such as Hindus, Sikhs and Christians who
face persecution in India’s Muslim majority neighbors.
The biggest student organization in the northeastern

state of Assam, where some of the worst violence was
seen last month during widespread protests against the
law, said it would keep up its opposition. “Non-violent

and democratic protests will continue alongside the legal
battle,” All Assam Students Union general secretary
Lorinjyoti Gogoi told Reuters. — Reuters

Rohingya refugees 
pray for justice 
as court to rule 
in genocide case
COX’S BAZAR, Bangladesh: Rohingya refugees who
fled persecution and violence in Myanmar are praying
for justice as the International Court of Justice (ICJ) in
The Hague prepares to deliver an initial verdict today
in a genocide case filed against Myanmar.

More than 730,000 Muslim Rohingya fled an army
offensive in Myanmar’s Rakhine state in 2017. The
United Nations says gang rapes and mass killings
were carried out with “genocidal intent”. Hundreds of
villages were burned to the ground and later razed.
Myanmar denies the charges of genocide.

Gambia has asked the ICJ to order “provisional
measures” to prevent more harm, a first step in a legal
case that is expected to run for years. It has also
asked judges to order Myanmar to ensure any evi-
dence of atrocities is preserved. At the world’s largest
refugee camp in Bangladesh, where the Rohingya
who fled are settled, many hope for a ruling in their
favour after years of persecution.

“The Burmese (Myanmar) government and the
army tried to wipe out the entire Rohingya communi-
ty. We want justice,” said 30-year-old refugee Nurul
Amin, who fled to Bangladesh with his pregnant wife
during the 2017 army crackdown. Mohammed Zubair,
a 19-year-old teacher living in the camps, said
Myanmar “must be held accountable for the horrific
crimes”.

“We saw so many people killed before our eyes.
All we could do was run while our villages were burnt
down,” he said. The refugees have urged Bangladesh
authorities to restore internet connectivity in the
camps - curtailed due to what the Bangladesh gov-
ernment says are security concerns - so they can
watch the court deliver its verdict.

“Only justice can heal our wounds”
The Rohingya are demanding to be allowed to

return to their homes in Myanmar in safe and secure
conditions. Buddhist majority Myanmar says its forces
have been waging a counter-terrorism operation
against an armed insurgency in Rakhine state.
Myanmar also says the UN court should have no
jurisdiction on the issue and views its interventions as
a violation of its national sovereignty.

A Myanmar government-appointed panel estab-
lished to probe allegations of abuses against the
Rohingya said on Monday it had found no evidence of
genocide. Rohingya leaders branded the probe a
“whitewash”. The quest for justice has been an
intensely emotional one for many refugees at the
camps who said they saw their family members killed.

“The killers of my son must all be punished,” said
65-year-old refugee Nur Alam, whose son was
allegedly shot dead by a Myanmar soldier. “Only jus-
tice can heal our wounds.”— Reuters

Indian state to test 
facial recognition 
in polls as privacy 
fears mount
BANGKOK: The southern Indian state of Telangana
will use facial recognition software in local elections
yesterday, authorities said, the first such use of the
technology in the country despite growing concerns
about privacy and surveillance. Facial recognition
software will be used to verify voters in 10 polling
stations in the Medchai Malkajgiri district to “reduce
impersonation cases”, the Telangana state election
commission said in an online notification late last
week.

The privacy of voters will be protected, and their
photographs will not be stored or used “for any other
purpose”, according to the order. A negative result
will not be grounds to deny voting rights to anyone,
it said. “Facial recognition is not fool-proof, and in
this instance, misidentification can lead to disenfran-
chisement, which impinges on a core democratic
right to vote,” said Raman Jit Singh Chima, Asia poli-
cy director at digital rights advocacy Access Now.

“It is unclear what legal framework it is being used
under, and how the data will be secured and used,”
he said. Telangana’s move comes as facial recognition
technology is being installed in airports, railway sta-
tions and cafes across India, and as the government
prepares to roll out a nationwide system, likely to be
the world’s biggest.

Last month, the technology was used to screen
crowds at a political rally for the first time, sparking
fears that it was also being used to profile people at
protests. Indian authorities have said the technology
is needed to bolster a severely under-policed coun-
try, and to stop criminals and find missing children.
India’s Supreme Court, in a landmark ruling in 2017
on the national biometric identity card program, said
individual privacy is a fundamental right. Yet the rul-
ing has not held back the rollout of facial recognition
technology, according to digital rights activists who
say its use is problematic without a data protection
law. The Personal Data Protection Bill, introduced in
parliament last month, empowers the government to
ask a company to hand over anonymous personal
data and other non-personal data.

In Telangana, the technology is vital for tackling
fraudulent voting, and voters will not have the option
to opt out, said M Ashok Kumar, secretary of the
state’s election commission.

“There are problems with using just voter identifi-
cation cards for verification. This is an additional step
to curb impersonation,” he told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation. “We think it will be an effective tool, and
that it can be deployed more widely after this trial,”
he said. India is not the only country to use facial
recognition in elections. Afghanistan used it in presi-
dential polls last year, a move that women’s rights
activists said deterred many female voters from par-
ticipating.

Elsewhere, backlash against the technology is
growing. San Francisco and Oakland in the United
States have banned its use, while the European
Union is considering a similar move in public areas
for up to five years. — Reuters

KOLKATA: Protesters hold placards as they take part in a demonstration against India’s new citizenship law in
Kolkata on Tuesday. — AFP

Pakistan scribe 
detained for 
‘anti-state’ 
Facebook posts 
ISLAMABAD: A Pakistani journalist critical of the gov-
ernment and the army has been detained for five days
for having published “anti-state” comments online, his
lawyer told AFP Tuesday, in a new illustration of shrink-
ing freedoms in Pakistan. Azhar-ul Haq Wahid, who
worked for a small television and newspaper with a lim-
ited readership, made several comments about the
Pakistani establishment on his Facebook account.

He recently wrote that a court decision to lift the
death penalty on former military ruler Pervez
Musharraf had “mocked” the constitution.  A police
report said “anti-state and defamatory material against
the public functionaries and state departments” was
noted on his Facebook account, according to a copy
seen by AFP. Wahid was arrested last Thursday in the
eastern city of Lahore, and has been in custody since.
His lawyer Mian Dawood said a court must decide his
bail later this week.

The arrest “is only to threaten the freedom of media”
which has faced “blatant censorship for last three years
in Pakistan”, Dawood told AFP.  It is “clearly another
attempt to intimidate journalists who refuse to be cen-
sored,” said the head of the Asia-Pacific office of
Reporters Without Borders Daniel Bastard, asking the
Pakistani justice “dismiss the charges against Wahid and
free him at once.

Pakistan has long been one of the most dangerous
places in the world for journalists, once caught between
Islamist militants and the powerful security establish-
ment. However security has dramatically improved in
recent years. Now Pakistani media complain of increas-
ing censorship and pressure by the military establish-
ment. In 2018 the Committee to Protect Journalists not-
ed that the military had “quietly but effectively”
imposed strict limits on the scope of general news
reporting. — AFP 

Desert locust 
invasion spares 
India a big hit
NEW DELHI: India has been able to bring swarms of
desert locusts under control in two key oilseed producing
states and authorities are now trying to assess crop dam-
age, officials said yesterday.

A number of timely measures and a change in wind
direction have prevented a spread and large-scale dam-
age to the rapeseed and cumin seed crops, the officials
said. The outbreak began late last year in Gujarat and
Rajasthan states. “The swarms came from Iran and
Pakistan, but the situation has been brought under con-
trol with the help of pesticides and specialist equipment.
Although we’re trying to figure out the extent of damage,

I can tell you that there’s no major loss,” said a farm min-
istry official, who spoke on condition of anonymity in line
with government rules.

Three villages in Gujarat’s Banaskantha district,
which shares a border with Pakistan’s desert areas,
came under fresh locust attacks this month, Prakash
Patel, the top farm official of the district, told Reuters.
In Gujarat, locust attacks in December damaged crops,
mainly rapeseed and cumin seed, planted on about
17,000 hectares.

In the neighboring desert state of Rajasthan, 360,000
hectares came under the attack. Adult locust swarms can
fly up to 150 km (93 miles) a day with the wind and adult
insects can consume roughly their own weight in fresh
food per day. A very small swarm eats as much in one day
as about 35,000 people. If allowed to breed unchecked
in favorable conditions, locusts can form huge swarms
that can strip trees and crops over vast areas.

The last major upsurge was in 2007, when heavy rains
created favorable breeding conditions for locusts along
the India-Pakistan border. — Reuters

Adult locust swarms can fly up to 150 km (93 miles) a day
with the wind and adult insects can consume roughly their
own weight in fresh food per day.

KATHMANDU: People gather to protest against former Maoist leader Agni Sapkota (unseen) as he registered his
candidacy a day before for the post of Speaker of House of Representative, in Kathmandu yesterday. — AFP

Murder accused 
set to be Nepal’s 
new speaker
KATHMANDU: A former Maoist leader accused of order-
ing a man’s death during Nepal’s civil war is set to become
the speaker of the parliament, officials confirmed yester-
day, sparking criticism from rights activists. Agni Sapkota,
a senior member of the ruling Nepal Communist Party, has
faced several hearings in the Supreme Court after a case
was lodged against him over the death of Arjun Bahadur
Lama.

Sapkota denies any involvement and has not been
charged. Witnesses say Lama was abducted from his vil-
lage in 2005 by Maoist insurgents and later killed. More
than 17,000 people were killed, 1,300 disappeared and
thousands were displaced during the war which ended
with a peace deal between Maoist insurgents and govern-
ment forces in 2006.

Many former rebels now fill the political ranks of
Nepal’s ruling party. Sapkota was the only candidate to
put his name forward for the position of speaker after an

agreement among senior party leaders. 
“The house meeting on Sunday will formally announce

his election to the speaker post because he is unopposed,”
Parliament Secretariat spokesman Rojnath Pandey told
AFP yesterday.

The speaker’s post has been vacant since October after
then-speaker Krishna Bahadur Mahara, also a senior
member of the ruling Nepal Communist Party and a former
Maoist rebel, stepped down over attempted rape allega-
tions. Lama’s wife Purnimaya Tamang said Sapkota should
be punished for her husband’s death.

“How can someone responsible for the murder of
my husband be e lected speaker?” Tamang to ld
Republica newspaper. “How can they appoint a crimi-
nal to such a prestigious position?” Civil and human
rights activists on Tuesday issued a statement saying
they opposed his candidacy.

“The case has made mockery of (the) rule of law and
undermined human rights obligations, and disrespected
Purnimaya Lama and other victims struggling for justice,”
the statement said. Despites thousands of complaints, two
war crime commissions set up in 2015 have been unable to
make progress on a single case, stymied by a lack of fund-
ing and political will. Just two convictions related to civil
war-era crimes have been handed down in civilian courts,
one linked to the murder of a teenage girl and the other
concerning the killing of a journalist. — AFP

Australia evacuates 
parts of its capital as 
bushfire fears return
SYDNEY: Some residents of Australia’s capital Canberra
were evacuated briefly yesterday after a bushfire broke
out near the airport as searing hot weather ended a few
days of respite and the number of out-of-control blazes
surged in the southeast of the country. Roads were closed
and the authorities told people to leave or stay away from
suburbs east of Canberra, as photos posted on social
media showed grey smoke billowing above the city’s sub-
urbs. There were no reports of injuries or damage, and the
warning was downgraded an hour later.

“I can see the smoke from my house,” said Kane Cawse,

a gym owner, by telephone as he drove toward his busi-
ness in the evacuation zone about 14 km (9 miles) from the
country’s parliament.

“I’m just going to see exactly what’s going on, make
sure I’ve got a gym and make sure that the guys are either
safe or out,” he added. In recent weeks, Canberra and the
cities of Sydney and Melbourne experienced air quality
rated among the worst in the world under thick clouds of
bushfire smoke.

The fire broke out as a huge dust storm crossed the
country’s south, leaving skies deep orange and engulfing
some outback towns, the Bureau of Meteorology said.
Since September, hundreds of wildfires in Australia have
killed 29 people as well as an estimated 1 billion native ani-
mals, while incinerating 2,500 homes and a total area of
bushland larger than the size of Austria.

Firefighters had taken advantage of rain and milder
temperatures in the past week to contain blazes, but the
respite ended on Wednesday when high temperatures and
winds returned. — Reuters


