
LEVITTOWN, United States: As Joshua Wal-
dorf was running for a third term on the Penns-
bury school board in November, one particularly
heated debate triggered a flood of vitriolic mes-
sages to his inbox-one of them urging him to
shoot himself.

In a shift mirrored in cities across America,
his local council overseeing schools in the leafy
suburbs of Philadelphia had unwittingly become
a battleground in the politicized culture wars
roiling the nation. The hateful messages aimed
at Waldorf were just one example of the flow of
anonymous slurs and threats directed at him and
fellow members of the nine-seat board in past
months-as their once studious meetings turned
to angry shouting matches.

“I’ve been pretty consistent in terms of my
views,” Waldorf, a 58-year-old businessman,
told AFP as the board prepared to meet in an el-
ementary school gym in Fallsington, in a leafy
neighborhood of family homes. “But I’m being
vilified for those that I wasn’t 18 months ago.”

In much of the United States, locally
elected school boards are tasked with govern-
ing a community’s public schools-deciding
who to hire as superintendent to manage day-
to-day operations, which textbooks to buy,
and what education policies to enact. But over
the past year, with the country in the grip of
the Covid-19 pandemic and a historic reckon-
ing over race relations, the boards have had to
rule on far more charged issues-prompting in-
tense backlash from parents often bitterly di-

vided along political lines.
For choosing to require all students and staff

to wear masks, the Pennsbury School Board-all
Democrats-were accused of “child abuse,” and
seeking to “dehumanize” students. After hiring a
specialist in “equity, diversity, and education”
last year, the board came under fire from parents
convinced they had “far left radical agenda to
indoctrinate students.”

Polarization 
School boards from coast to coast have had

similar experiences, reflecting “a national polar-
ization now seeping into other levels of govern-
ment,” according to Dan Hopkins, a political
scientist at the University of Pennsylvania. “By
and large, school board politics in the United
States tend to be relatively uneventful and rela-
tively free of emotion,” Hopkins told AFP.

But now, he says, “the really contentious
questions that occupy national politics are
finding their way” into the meetings. In Penns-
bury, things took a turn for the worse after the
board appointed Dr. Cherrissa Gibson-a local
assistant principal-to a newly created role
overseeing diversity and equity in the district’s
10 elementary schools, three middle schools,
and one high school.

Her first audit in April 2021 found “an under-
representation of professional staff of color,” as
well as a disproportionate level of discipline tar-
geting Black students. Situated in the woodsy
outer suburbs of Philadelphia, Pennsbury has

about 10,000 students, of whom 75 percent are
white, seven percent are Black, eight percent are
Asian, and four percent are Hispanic, according
to the district’s website.

For Thomas Smith, the district’s superintend-
ent, the audit was a way to help “ensure that
every student regardless of where they come
from, regardless of their gender, or regardless of

the color of their skin are treated equally.” But
opponents, like 54-year-old Simon Campbell,
believe such initiatives only sharpen divisions.

“It is all about trying to stereotype people by
race, by gender and separate them and then cus-
tomize education based upon those separa-
tions,” said the former school board member and
stock trader. — AFP
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One particularly debate triggered a flood of vitriolic messages to his inbox

LEVITTOWN, Pennsylvania: Pennsbury School District Board Member Joanna Steere speaks during a
Pennsbury School Board meeting in Levittown, Pennsylvania on December 16, 2021. —AFP

Seven killed in 
Kashmir fighting
SRINAGAR, India: Six suspected rebels and a soldier
were killed during two separate clashes in Indian-admin-
istered Kashmir overnight, police said yesterday, round-
ing off another bloody year in the disputed territory.

Indian police said the six killed in two villages be-
longed to the Pakistan-based Islamist group Jaish-e-
Mohammad, claiming two of them were Pakistani
nationals. India has long accused Pakistan of facilitating
cross-border attacks in the territory, which has been di-
vided between the two since 1947 and which both claim
in full. Islamabad denies the charge.

Rebel groups have fought Indian forces for over
three decades, demanding freedom for Kashmir or its
merger with Pakistan, which has controlled part of the
region since after independence. A police statement is-
sued yesterday said one of the four government forces
personnel wounded in the clashes died of bullet injuries
in a hospital.

Officials say that at least 380 militants, nearly 100
civilians, and over 80 security forces personnel have
been killed in the region since August 2019. That was
when New Delhi revoked the region’s limited autonomy
and brought it under direct rule, adding to anger among

locals and galvanising support for self-determination.
This year the death toll was 264, compared to 321 in

2020, according to the South Asia Terrorism Portal. Po-
lice say that with intensified military operations against
the rebels, the number of local fighters has dropped to
fewer than 100 for the first time in a decade.

Local police chief Vijay Kumar told the Economic
Times daily this week that some 70 percent of the youth
who joined militant ranks this year “were either killed
or arrested”. Most of those arrested are being held
under anti-terror legislation called the Unlawful Activ-
ities Prevention Act (UAPA).

The law allows people to be held for six months-
often rolled over-without being charged and bail is vir-
tually impossible. One of those-in custody since
November-is Khurram Parvez, programme coordinator
for respected rights group the Jammu Kashmir Coali-
tion of Civil Society (JKCCS).

On December 1 the UN Human Rights Office criti-
cised the arrest and said that the UAPA “raises serious
concerns relating to the right of presumption of inno-
cence along with other due process and fair trial rights.”

The Indian government said the statement “betrays
a complete lack of understanding on the part of the
OHCHR of the security challenges faced by India from
cross-border terrorism”. India has an estimated
500,000 soldiers deployed in Kashmir, and the two
countries have fought two of their three wars over
Kashmir, coming close to another in 2016. — AFP

India extends 
security law 
after botched 
army ambush 
NEW DELHI: The Indian government
extended yesterday a special law giving
armed forces sweeping powers in the
north-eastern state of Nagaland, days
after a botched army ambush killed 14
people. The killings triggered protests
against the law which gives the armed
forces sweeping powers to conduct
raids, warrantless searches and open fire,
with broad protection from prosecution.

But the six-month extension issued
by India’s ministry of home affairs said
the government believed the state was
“in a disturbed and dangerous condi-
tion.” “The use of armed forces in aid of
the civil power is necessary,” the govern-
ment said, justifying the extension of the
Armed Forces Special Powers Act
(AFSPA).

Earlier this month, the Indian army
shot dead six miners returning to their
homes in the state’s Mon district, near
the Myanmar border, believing them to
be insurgents. Another eight people
were killed by the troops when they
were confronted by an angry crowd. A
soldier was killed and a military vehicle
was set alight.

Those calling subsequently for a re-
peal of the AFSPA included the head of
the state government, an ally of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s ruling party.
“India is the biggest democratic country
in the world. This is a draconian law. So
it should be removed from our country,”
Nagaland chief minister Neiphiu Rio told
reporters after the killings.

The Indian army said in a statement
Wednesday that a court of inquiry set up
to probe the incident was “proceeding
expeditiously.” Nagaland and other
states in northeast India, linked to the
rest of the country by a narrow land cor-
ridor, have seen decades of unrest
among ethnic and separatist groups.
While insurgent activity has declined in
recent years, the AFSPA governs military
deployments in the state. — AFP


