
GURGAON, India: Dinesh Bharti drives around
with other activists on Fridays heckling and harass-
ing Muslims praying outside in Gurgaon, the latest
flashpoint of sectarian tensions under India’s Hindu
nationalist government. Muslims praying in the open
“create problems in the country and the entire
world”, the thickset Hindu man in his 40s said, a red
tilak on his forehead marking him out as a devout
member of India’s majority religion.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s election in 2014
emboldened hardline groups who see India as a
Hindu nation and its 200 million-strong Muslim
minority as potentially dangerous outsiders.
Gurgaon is a modern satellite city of the capital
New Delhi. Around 500,000 Muslims either live
there, have migrated to the area for work or labor
there during the day.

The city has 15 mosques for them, but the local
government has refused permission to build more -
even as the number of Hindu temples has grown.
This has forced the community to hold Friday after-
noon prayers - the most important of the week for
Muslims - in open spaces. In recent years, Hindu
groups have sprayed cow dung at Islamic prayer
sites and called worshippers terrorists and
Pakistanis - referencing India’s Muslim-majority
neighbor and archrival. The local government,
meanwhile, has steadily cut the number of approved
outdoor worship sites.

‘No longer tolerated’
Earlier this month, the Haryana state chief minis-

ter, a member of Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party,
declared that outdoor prayers in Gurgaon “will no
longer be tolerated”. Undermining their argument

that religion can be practiced only indoors, Hindu
groups celebrated last Friday by setting up a
makeshift temple and community kitchen to feed
hundreds as devotional music blared.

Across town, hundreds of Muslims queued to
take turns to worship at one of only six remaining
prayer venues still available. At another site,
Muslims were heckled and forced to chant slogans
such as “Hail Lord Ram” - a Hindu deity - that
have proliferated under Modi among his support-

ers. “If the government doesn’t find a solution to
the issue... it will become more complicated and
serious,” Sabir Qasmi, a Muslim cleric at the
prayer meeting, told AFP.

Lifelong hardliner
Modi is a lifelong member of the hardline

Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) Hindu nation-
alist group. He was briefly barred from the United
States over religious riots in Gujarat in 2002 when
he was state chief minister. Since his coming to
power, a string of lynchings of Muslims by Hindu

mobs for so-called cow protection - a sacred ani-
mal for many Hindus - and other hate crimes has
sown fear and despair in the community.

Several states have brought in legislation crimi-
nalizing conversion to Christianity and Islam,
including through marriage - or “love jihad” as
Hindu hardliners call it. This week, a video emerged
from a recent gathering of rightwing Hindu groups
in which some delegates called for Muslims to be
killed, reports said. Hindu protesters in Gurgaon say
outdoor prayers pose a “security” risk, cause traffic

problems and prevent children from playing cricket.
But critics say the real reason is simply that

Muslims have no place in Modi’s new intolerant
India, where Hindu zealots are dictating government
policy. Arati R Jerath, a political commentator, said
there is an agenda to convert India from a pluralistic
and secular nation into a “Hindu country”. “Whether
it is economic spaces or spaces for worship, or
spaces for the food and customs or anything with a
Muslim identity, that is going to be part of the proj-
ect,” said Jerath.  —AFP 
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News in brief

37 dead in Bangladesh ferry fire

DHAKA: At least 37 people died in an inferno
on an overcrowded night ferry in Bangladesh
on Friday, with terrified passengers leaping
overboard and dozens including children still
unaccounted for. The latest maritime tragedy
to hit the impoverished low-lying nation saw a
fire burn through the three-storey vessel in
the early hours while passengers slept on
board. As light broke, rescue workers combed
through the still-smoking and charred remains
of the vessel, removing dead bodies wrapped
in white plastic as distraught relatives waited
on the muddy riverbank for news. — AFP 

South Korea pardons Park

SEOUL: South Korea’s ex-president Park
Geun-hye received a pardon on Friday, cutting
short a jail term of more than 20 years for cor-
ruption with her successor saying he granted it
in the interest of national unity. Park became
South Korea’s first woman president in 2013,
but less than four years later she was
impeached and ousted after a graft scandal
sparked huge street protests. “We must over-
come the pain of the past and move forward
into the new era,” said President Moon Jae-in,
who was propelled into power in 2017 following
public backlash against Park and her conserva-
tive party. Moon said Park’s deteriorating health
after serving almost five years in jail was also a
factor in the decision to pardon her.  —AFP 

HK makes record ketamine bust

HONG KONG: A haul of ketamine worth over
$100 million has been seized by Hong Kong
officials, police said yesterday. The record-
breaking 1.3 tons of the drug, valued at around
HK$840 million ($108 million), is the largest
bust of its kind in the city’s history. Travel
restrictions related to COVID-19 have forced
smugglers to make risker bulk shipments
instead of using drug mules travelling through
airports, police said. On Friday morning, officers
intercepted the narcotics as they were being
offloaded from a speedboat in the seaside Lei
Yue Mun district. Three local men and a man of
Indian nationality, aged between 32 and 47,
were arrested and remain in custody. — AFP 

GURGAON, India: In this photo taken on Dec 17, 2021, Muslim devotees offer Friday prayers in an open ground after
several prayer sites were closed by the authorities following demands by rightwing Hindu groups calling for ban-
ning Muslim prayers in open spaces. — AFP 

Police probe event
calling for mass
killing of Muslims
NEW DELHI: Indian police said Friday they have
launched an investigation into an event where Hindu
hardliners called for mass killings of minority Muslims.
A speaker at the gathering earlier this month told the
crowd that people should not worry about going to
jail for killing Muslims, according to a video verified
as genuine by AFP. “Even if just a hundred of us
become soldiers and kill two million of them, we will
be victorious... If you stand with this attitude only
then will you able to protect sanatana dharma (an
absolute form of Hinduism),” the woman said.

The meeting in the northern holy city of Haridwar
was attended by at least one member of Prime

Minister Narendra Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP). The party stands accused of - but denies -
encouraging the persecution of Muslims and other
minorities by hardline Hindu nationalists since coming
to power in 2014. Prominent Muslim MP Asaduddin
Owaisi tweeted that the comments in the video were
a “clear case of incitement to genocide”.

Modi’s government has not commented on the
event. The woman in the video reportedly added that
Indians should “pray to Nathuram Godse”, the Hindu
extremist who assassinated Indian independence icon
Mahatma Gandhi in 1948.

‘Cleansing’
Another delegate, Prabodhanand Giri - the head

of a fringe Hindu group who is often photographed
with senior BJP members - called for a “cleansing”
and for those present to be “ready to die or kill”.
“Like Myanmar, the police, politicians, the army and
every Hindu in India must pick up weapons and do
this cleansing. There is no other option left,” he is

heard to say.
A military crackdown in Myanmar on the heavily

persecuted Muslim Rohingya minority is thought to
have killed thousands and has forced huge numbers
to flee. A third speaker is heard to say that he
wished he had killed Modi’s predecessor, the main
opposition Congress party’s Manmohan Singh, who
was the first Sikh Prime minister of India. Another
said he had asked hotels from his state not to allow
Christmas celebrations. The statement was met with
cheers from the audience.

The BJP denies accusations that its agenda is to
turn officially secular and pluralistic India into a pure
Hindu nation. Many in the Muslim community say
they have been increasingly subject to attacks and
threats since Modi, a lifelong member of a hardline
Hindu group, came to power. Christians have also
been subject to violence and harassment, with the BJP
government in the southern state of Karnataka this
week becoming the latest to introduce legislation out-
lawing “forceful” religious conversions. — AFP 

ALEGRIA, Philippines: Father
Ricardo Virtudazo stands in a pool of
water in his typhoon-hit church in the
southern Philippines delivering
Christmas Day mass to dozens of
devotees whose wishes this year were
for new roofs, food and fine weather.
More than a week after Typhoon Rai
cut a swathe through the archipelago,
killing nearly 400 people and leaving
hundreds of thousands homeless, sur-
vivors clung to family and faith after
their homes - and planned festivities -
were wiped out. 

“What’s important is all of us are
safe,” said Joy Parera, 31, attending
Christmas mass with her husband at
San Isidro Labrador Parish church in
the town of Alegria, on the northern
tip of Mindanao island. A light rain
soaked the pews and white tiled floor
of the damaged church, which has
been left with a gaping hole in the
roof after Rai ravaged the area.
Devotees wore masks as they gath-
ered inside the church festooned with
Christmas decorations and prayed for
a better year. “We still have hope,”
Virtudazo told AFP. “In spite of the
calamities they experience, they still

have faith in God.”
Christmas is one of the most

important events in the Christian cal-
endar and in the Catholic-majority
Philippines, families typically gather
to share a meal. But the widespread
destruction caused by Rai in the
southern and central regions of the
country has dampened celebrations
as many survivors plead for drinking
water and food.

Mindanao, Siargao, Dinagat and
Bohol islands are among the most
devastated by the storm, which
knocked out electricity, tore off
roofs, shredded wooden buildings,
felled concrete power poles and
uprooted trees. The scale of the
damage, lack of mobile phone signal
or internet in many areas, and
depleted government coffers after
the Covid-19 response were hamper-
ing efforts to distribute aid.

‘We’ll make do with spaghetti’
Nardel Vicente said his Christmas

wish was for someone to help him
buy a new roof for his house in
Alegria after it was wrecked by Rai,
which hit the country on Dec 16 as a

super typhoon. Jobless and with little
money to spare, Vicente said his fam-
ily would not be able to prepare a
festive meal this year. “In previous
years we had spaghetti, meat, chicken
- whatever we could afford between
us,” the 38-year-old said. But he
added: “That’s ok - we’re alive. It’s
better than welcoming Christmas with
a dead loved one.”

Marites Sotis usually serves up
meat, spring rolls and salad for her
family. “We won’t have those this
year because they cost a lot of mon-
ey,” Sotis, 53, told AFP in the coastal
municipality of Placer where the

storm felled most of her family’s
coconut trees. “We’ll make do with
spaghetti.” Some survivors in nearby
Surigao City have been standing on
roads for days begging for money
and food from passing motorists
after failing to receive a scrap of
government assistance.

Inaga Edulzura, 41, said she hoped
to get a packet of spaghetti to cook
for her family. Otherwise, they would
“make do with sliced bread”. “Our
only request is that there’s f ine
weather on Christmas Day to give us
some cheer,” she told AFP. “That and
some food.” — AFP 

Philippine typhoon survivors
wish for roofs, food on Xmas

ALEGRIA, Philippines: Catholic faithful attend Christmas mass in their destroyed
church in Surigao del Norte province yesterday, more than a week after Super
Typhoon Rai devastated the province. — AFP 

Mongolian docs
trek to remote 
areas to give jabs
DUNDGOBI, Mongolia: Nurse Sodkhuu
Galbadrakh clutches a box of COVID-19 vaccines
on his lap as he journeys along a bumpy track
through a remote region of the Mongolian steppe,
going home to home to offer booster doses to
herders. The country of three million has taken some
of the world’s toughest and most enduring measures
against the coronavirus pandemic, shutting schools
for much of the last two years and closing borders.

Its vaccination program has seen huge take-up
with more than 90 percent of adults receiving two
jabs. But the booster program is seeing patchier
success among nomadic communities thanks to both
online misinformation and the sheer logistical chal-
lenge that comes with reaching remote communities

in such a vast nation. Mongolia is one of the most
sparsely populated countries in the world and about
one-third of the population are nomadic.

“During the first wave, people were queuing out-
side (for vaccines) and I was working until 9pm,”
said Sodkhuu. “There were days I didn’t go home.
Now, only five to six people come to get the booster
shot per day.” He said he calls herders daily to try
and arrange the third shot but often can’t get
through, especially with poor phone reception in
pastureland. This meant health officials had no
choice but to go to the herders, he added.

After finding several ger homes empty, Sodkhuu
- accompanied by doctor Enkhjargal Purev - met
37-year-old herder Enkhmaa Purev, who received
the booster. “I was planning on getting my booster
shot the next time I visited the soum (town) centre,”
the herder told AFP, saying she had driven 160 kilo-
metres earlier this year with her husband to get
their first doses. Another herder, named Badamkhuu,
couldn’t get the jab due to high blood pressure - a
common problem among herders due to a high cho-
lesterol diet. — AFP 

HK students, alumni
mourn loss of campus
Tiananmen statues
HONG KONG: Hong Kong university students
and graduates on Friday paid solemn tribute to
two campus statues marking Beijing’s 1989 sup-
pression of Tiananmen Square democracy protest-
ers, which were removed overnight as authorities
steadily erase all remaining tributes to the histori-
cal event. The removals come a day after Hong
Kong’s oldest university took down a well-known
sculpture commemorating the bloody crackdown,
sparking outcry by activists and dissident artists in
the city and abroad.

Hong Kong used to be the only place in China
where mass remembrance of Tiananmen was toler-
ated, and the commemorative statues - found in
many top universities in the city - were a vivid illus-
tration of the freedoms the territory enjoyed. But

since huge and often violent democracy protests
two years ago, Beijing has set about remolding
Hong Kong in its own image, imposing a sweeping
national security law to curb dissent.

Before dawn on Friday, the Chinese University
of Hong Kong (CUHK) removed the “Goddess of
Democracy” from its campus. The six-meter
sculpture - a replica of the giant statue that stu-
dents erected in Tiananmen Square - had been a
potent symbol of Hong Kong’s democracy move-
ment. Around the same time, Lingnan University
of Hong Kong removed a relief sculpture and
painted over a wall bearing an image of the
Goddess of Democracy.

On Christmas Eve, a few dozen CUHK students
and alumni lit candles and placed flowers at the
statue’s former location - an outpouring of grief
that has become rare in Hong Kong where public
gatherings are heavily policed. Those gathered
also displayed placards reading “Shame on
CUHK” and “Missing: have you seen her?”, while
Tiananmen commemorative songs played from a
nearby loudspeaker. — AFP 


