
KABUL: The caretaker of the last Sikh temple in
Kabul to regularly host open prayer surveys the cav-
ernous hall where throngs once gathered in worship.
Only a handful are left now. “Afghanistan is our coun-
try, our homeland,” said Gurnam Singh. “But we are
leaving out of sheer hopelessness.” In the 1970s,
Afghanistan’s Sikh population numbered 100,000,
but decades of conflict, poverty and intolerance have
driven almost all of them into exile.

The Soviet occupation, subsequent Taleban
regime and bloody US-led military intervention win-
nowed their numbers to just 240 last year, according
to figures kept by the community. After the Taleban
returned to power in August, opening the newest
chapter in Afghanistan’s dark history, a fresh wave of
Sikhs fled the country. Today, Gurnam Singh esti-
mates just 140 remain, mostly in the eastern city of
Jalalabad and in Kabul.

Spiritual home
These remaining devotees trickle into the Karte

Parwan Gurdwara temple for a recent prayer session
on a wintry Monday. Men stand to one side, women
the other - about 15 in total. Sitting barefoot on a
floor covered with thick red rugs, they warm them-
selves around stoves and listen to a recitation from
the Guru Granth Sahib, the Sikh holy book. In
November, the temple had three copies, but two have
since been sent to New Delhi for “safekeeping”.

Sikhs have long faced discrimination in Muslim-
majority Afghanistan. Poverty is rife and attacks
from the Islamic State-Khorasan, the group’s
Afghan chapter, are a real threat. The overwhelm-
ing majority of Sikhs fleeing Afghanistan have land-
ed in India, where 90 percent of the religion’s 25

million global adherents live, mainly in the north-
west region of Punjab.

Since the Taleban takeover, India has offered
exiled Sikhs priority visas and the opportunity to
apply for long-term residency. There is no sign yet
that citizenship is on the table. Pharmacist Manjit
Singh, 40, is among those who turned down the offer,
despite his daughter having emigrated there with her
new husband last year. “What would I do in India?”
he asked. “There is no job or house there.”

Among the remaining holdouts, the prospect of
leaving is particularly wrenching: it would mean

abandoning their spiritual home. “When this gurd-
wara was built 60 years ago, the whole area was full
of Sikhs,” said 60-year-old community elder
Manmohan Singh. “Whatever joy or sorrow we felt,
we shared it here.”

Leaving home
From the outside, the temple is largely indistin-

guishable from other buildings on the street. But
security here is markedly high, with body searches,

ID checks and two fortified doors. In early October,
unidentified gunmen forced their way inside and van-
dalized the sacred space. The incident had ugly
echoes of the most scarring attack on the Afghan
Sikh community.

In March 2020, members of IS-K assaulted the
Gurdwara Har Rai Sahib in Shor Bazar, a former
enclave of Kabul’s Sikh community, killing 25. Since
the attack, that temple - and the nearby Dharamshala
Gurdwara, the capital’s oldest Sikh house of worship
at an estimated 500 years - have been abandoned.

Paramjeet Kaur was struck by shrapnel in her left
eye during the IS-K attack, and her sister was among

those killed. In the weeks that followed, Kaur packed
her bags and headed for Delhi, but “we had no work
and it was expensive, so we came back”, she said.
That was in July, a few weeks before the Taleban
returned to power. 

Now Kaur, her husband and three children are fed
and housed by Karte Parwan Gurdwara. Her children
do not go to school, and Kaur never ventures beyond
the walls of the temple, the only place where she
feels safe. She thinks about leaving again, this time
for Canada or the United States. “My son and
daughters are still small,” she said. “If we leave, we
can make something of our lives.” — AFP 
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News in brief

Taiwan VP to make US stopovers

TAIPEI: Taiwan said yesterday its vice
president will transit in the United States on
his way to the inauguration of Honduras’
president-elect, a stopover seen by China as
an affront to Beijing’s claim on the island.
Next week Vice President William Lai will
lead a 26-member delegation to attend
Xiomara Castro’s inauguration and will stop
in Los Angeles on the way, said presidential
office spokesman Xavier Chang in a state-
ment Thursday. “On return, (the delegation)
will stop in San Francisco for the night,”
Chang added. — AFP

Residents return to Fukushima town

TOKYO: Five former residents of the last
remaining uninhabited town near Japan’s
stricken Fukushima nuclear plant returned
yesterday to live there for the first time since
the 2011 disaster. TV footage showed the
returnees inspecting the buildings, with one
testing a tap outside his house. “It’s out! This
is the first time in 10 years and 11 months that
running water comes out,” he said. Futaba,
whose population of around 5,600 was
forced to flee over radiation fears, had been
the final deserted municipality in the
Fukushima region. — AFP 

Afghan activists go into hiding

KABUL: Several Afghan women’s rights
activists said yesterday they are going into hid-
ing to escape a Taleban crackdown, just days
after the hardline Islamists used pepper spray
to break up a rally in the capital. At least one
woman was arrested, in what appeared to be a
series of raids Wednesday night. A self-shot
video of a second woman in distress, warning
of Taleban fighters at her door, circulated on
social media. Another activist said the Taleban
went to her house looking for her, but she was
away with a relative at the time. — AFP

Snow falls on Chinese capital

BEIJING: Beijing was hit by a blanket of snow
yesterday, as the Winter Olympics countdown
clocked two weeks until the Chinese capital
hosts the sporting extravaganza. Temperatures
fell below minus nine degrees Celsius as com-
muters struggled to work yesterday morning,
with snow dusting roads, buildings, and
Olympics venues across the megacity of nearly
22 million. Although temperatures in Beijing
regularly drop well below freezing in the win-
ter months, the city is very dry which makes
snowfall unusual. — AFP

US warship sparks Beijing warning

BEIJING: A US warship sailed through the
South China Sea yesterday, sparking a warn-
ing from China’s military as tensions between
the superpowers remain high. The American
navy said the USS Benfold “asserted naviga-
tional rights and freedoms in the vicinity of
the Paracel Islands, consistent with interna-
tional law”. The Southern Theatre Command
of the People’s Liberation Army said the US
ship had “illegally” entered what Beijing
regards as its waters. — AFP 

KABUL: This picture taken on Dec 31, 2021 shows an Afghan Sikh priest praying at the Karte Parwan Gurdwara. — AFP 
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PENCH TIGER RESERVE, India:
Indian animal lovers are in mourning
over the sudden passing of a national-
ly famous tigress credited with
repopulating a forest redoubt for her
endangered kin. Collarwali, dubbed
“supermum” by local press for giving
birth to nearly 30 cubs, died peace-
fully at the weekend after an intestinal
problem. Sombre conservation offi-
cers gently carried Collarwali’s body
onto a funeral pyre garlanded with
flowers for her ritual cremation.

“The tigress was very popular at
the reserve and with the local com-
munity,” Alok Mishra, field director
of the Pench Tiger Reserve in
Madhya Pradesh state, told AFP.
“Everyone knew about her.”
Collarwali earned her celebrity fol-
lowing for rejuvenating the local
tiger population, and drew visitors
from across India to the reserve, in

an area purported to be the inspira-
tion for Rudyard Kipling’s famed
“Jungle Book” anthology.

Of the 29 cubs she gave birth to
over her lifetime, 25 survived to adult-
hood. Her peculiar name - “With
Collar” in English - came from a
research project conducted in the
nature park in her infancy. “She was
the first tiger to get a collar at the
reserve,” Mishra said. “That was the
reason she became very famous... the
collar ensured that she was very well
documented and well known.”

India is home to around 75 percent
of the world’s remaining tigers, but
hunting and habitat loss have slashed
the population to dangerously low
levels. Footage of Collarwali prowling
her habitat was shared on social
media after news of her death, along
with an outpouring of heartfelt trib-
utes. “Wildlife lovers and enthusiasts

will understand how heartbreaking it
is, when a majestic tigress goes into
silence forever,” one user wrote on
Twitter. “RIP, Queen of Pench. You

lived long and majestically,” said
another. “You ruled the food chain
and because of you an entire forest
was alive.” — AFP 

KARMAJHIRI, India: This screen grab from video taken on Jan 16, 2022 shows
the carcass of ‘Collarwali’ tigress during its funeral ceremony at the Pench
Tiger Reserve. — AFP 
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Virus tracing
highlights China
inequality
BEIJING: The stark contrast between
the lives of two coronavirus patients
unearthed by Chinese contact tracers
sparked a widespread debate yester-
day over the country’s entrenched
wealth inequality. One patient recent-
ly infected in Beijing went skiing,
shopped at Dior and watched live
comedy. Another hauled construction
waste through the night across
China’s capital, working more than a
dozen odd jobs in two weeks while he
searched for a missing son.

Chinese authorities regularly
release semi-anonymous descriptions
of COVID-19 patients’ movements in
the days leading up to their diagnosis
as part of contact tracing efforts.
Beijing is battling a fresh Covid out-
break just days before the start of the
Winter Olympics, reporting six new
locally transmitted cases over the past

week. The itinerary of a 44-year-old
man surnamed Yue, who was found to
have an asymptomatic infection on
Tuesday, went viral for the life of
hardship it revealed.

Yue, a native of Henan province,
visited two dozen locations including
construction sites for work from
January 1 to January 17, often late at
night, and ate out only once - at a
budget noodle restaurant. An inter-
view with Yue published by the state-
run China Newsweek revealed that
the man had come to Beijing to
search for his missing adult son, and
that he was working to support his
younger son as well as his parents,
who were unwell.

Yue said his wife worked for a kelp
seller in Shandong province, earning
only 10,000 yuan ($1,577) each year,
while he was able to make a similar
amount doing odd jobs in Beijing in
less than two months. Chinese media
quickly dubbed Yue the “most
exhausted man found by contact trac-
ers”, with many social media users
pointing out that his plight was not
uncommon among the country’s mil-
lions of migrant workers. “He repre-

sents the majority of disadvantaged
people struggling at the bottom of
society,” one user on the Twitter-like
Weibo commented.

Others pointed out that Yue’s case
stood in stark contrast with the
lifestyle of another COVID-19 patient

reported in Beijing last week. The ear-
lier patient, an affluent office worker,
had celebrated New Year’s Day with a
Peking duck lunch, shopped at a luxu-
ry boutique and visited a theatre the
next day. She then went skiing the fol-
lowing weekend. — AFP 

BEIJING: A health worker takes a swab sample from a man to test for COVID-
19 on a snowy day yesterday. — AFP 

DPRK hints at restart
of nuclear, long
range missile tests
SEOUL: North Korea hinted yesterday it could
resume nuclear and long-range weapons tests as it
prepares for “confrontation” with Washington, its
latest threat after a string of sanctions-busting mis-
sile launches. Pyongyang has not tested inter-conti-
nental ballistic missiles or nukes since 2017, putting
launches on hold as leader Kim Jong Un embarked
on a blitz of high-level diplomacy, meeting then-US
president Donald Trump three times before talks
collapsed two years later.

Since then, the nuclear-armed North has
rebuffed US offers of talks while restarting some
testing, including of hypersonic missiles, as Kim
pursues his avowed goal of further strengthening

his military. When Washington imposed fresh sanc-
tions last week, Pyongyang said it was a “provoca-
tion” and ramped up conventional weapons tests,
vowing a “stronger and certain” response to efforts
to rein it in.

“The hostile policy and military threat by the US
have reached a danger line that cannot be over-
looked any more,” a report on a meeting of the
country’s Politburo in state media KCNA said
Thursday. The North’s top officials “unanimously
recognized that we should make more thorough
preparation for a long-term confrontation with the
US imperialists,” KCNA reported. This includes
examining restarting all temporarily-suspended
activities, the report added.

The potential resumption of tests of nuclear
weapons and long-range ballistic missiles capable
of hitting the continental United States come at a
delicate time in the region, with Kim’s sole major
ally China set to host the Winter Olympics next
month and South Korea gearing up for a presiden-
tial election in March.

North Korea bided its time during US President
Joe Biden’s first year in office, but with no offer for
top-level talks, they’ve moved on, said Hong Min of
the Korea Institute for National Unification in
Seoul. “It’s practically 2017 again,” he said, referring
to a year in which Pyongyang tested nukes and
ICBMs as “little rocket man” Kim Jong Un
exchanged barbs with “dotard” Trump. “With the
North’s announcement, it seems inevitable they’ll
conduct ICBM launches down the road,” he said.

Ankit Panda of the Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace agreed that while nuclear test-
ing was unlikely, “long-range missile testing is back
on the table”. Kim Jong Un is “reiterating a message
he’d delivered back in late-2019: that US actions
give him no reason to adhere to his self-imposed
moratorium.” Kim had put new long-range missile
launches on his military modernization agenda last
January but had always tied a return to such tests to
US actions, Panda said. “The latest round of sanc-
tions, unfortunately, appear to have precipitated
this step,” he added. — AFP 


