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Supreme Court orders Kandhamal Christian freed on bail
after 10 years in prison
World Watch Monitor (22.05.2019) - https://bit.ly/2K0N1Nk - Gornath Chalanseth, one
of seven Christians jailed for life for the murder of a Hindu swami in the Kandhamal
district of Odisha state in eastern India, has been freed on bail by India’s Supreme Court
yesterday, May 21.
The seven – three of whom are Dalits, the other four tribals – continue to maintain their
innocence.
However, only Chalanseth’s bail application was filed in the Supreme Court – after Odisha
High Court had rejected it for a second time last December. Once given bail, there is no
deadline to return to jail unless ordered by the Supreme Court.
A former Supreme Court Justice Cyriac Joseph and former Kerala High Court Justice P K
Shamsuddin, have criticized the delays in hearing the men’s appeal.
“This (delay) is a failure of the judicial system. In the judicial process, appeal could be
delayed for many reasons. But in this case there are no (technical) reasons to keep it
pending. It seems to be deliberately delayed, perhaps so that it is brought before a
suitable judge,” remarked Justice Joseph a year ago.
“When we were convicted (in 2013), it was a shock. It was very stressful for me when I
put behind bars for murder, despite being innocent” Chalanseth told World Watch Monitor
as he walked free. “10 years, five months and six days [in prison]…I thank God for the
freedom. My joy has no words.”
Chalanseth received an emotional welcome at the iron gate of the district jail in Phulbani
(headquarters of Kandhamal district) where over two dozen members his family had
gathered for hours impatiently since morning.
“This is the happiest day of my life,” said Rutha, Gornath’s wife as she waited for her
husband’s release clutching a bouquet of flowers in her hands.
All Chalanseth’s four children, including his married daughter Santilatha, had joined his
three brothers, sister and stepmother who had undertaken a five hour journey from
Kotagarh area to be at the jail to welcome Gornath as he stepped into freedom – on the
May 9 order on a plea by the legal team of New Delhi-based ADF (Alliance Defending
Freedom).
“The only one missing here is our grandfather – 90 year old Bachan Chalanseth. He is too
old to make this long journey,” explained Nithaniel Chalanseth, eldest of his three sons,
who had been busy rushing around to get the bail order executed.
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“I have only faint memory of the days when our father was taken away,” remarked a
beaming 17-year old Shisir, who completed school exams two months ago. “But now it is
a day of great joy for us as papa is going to be with us.”
After greeting his family, Chalanseth was ushered into a nearby church and shouted his
thanksgiving, tears of joy running down his cheeks.
He, along with six others – Bhaskar Sunamajhi, Bijay Sanseth, Buddhadev Nayak, Durjo
Sunamajhi, Sanatan Badamajhi and mentally challenged Munda Badamajhi – was
convicted to life imprisonment by the third judge on their case, after the first two had
been transferred away from it.
“Gradually I found solace in prayer. Prayer gave me peace of mind and I always
remained disciplined in the jail,” Gornath said.
Impressed by his conduct, jail officials made him ‘wall guard’ to watch over 40 prisoners
in the Phulbani jail that had over 400 prisoners.
“I had the freedom to move freely around for 12 hours (day) and was not confined to
cells,” Gornath said proudly.
As the news of the bail from the Supreme Court came, the jail chief asked Gornath: “How
will we find a replacement for you as wall guard?”
While sipping joy of walking out to freedom from captivity of a decade, Gornath said a
twinge of sadness: “I happy with my freedom but there are other innocents in jail. Six of
Kandhamal’s innocents are also in jail.”
Chalanseth, 41, was taken into police custody on 13 December 2008, but initially
suspected nothing as he was active in politics.
His cousin, a pastor, accompanied him to the police station, and saw him taken away. A
couple of days later, after his cousin had not returned, the cousin went back to the
station and heard he had been charged with murder.
Since his conviction, he’s been released twice on ‘parole ‘ for a short time, the last
occasion was Christmas 2017. That time was the first two week ‘parole’ for Bijay
Sanseth.
Background
Nearly 100 Christians were killed and 300 churches and 6,000 Christian homes damaged
in the Kandhamal district of Odisha, after the killing of Swami Laxmanananda Saraswati
on 23 August 2008.
By the end of that year, the seven had been arrested. In 2013, they were found guilty of
the murder by the trial court and each sentenced to life imprisonment.
The convictions shocked India’s Christian community, which was still reeling after the
deadly attacks, and Christian advocates have been fighting for their release ever since.
Since 2008, the local community has struggled to receive adequate compensation from
the government, which has been a source of much contention. A year ago, a decade on,
the Odisha High Court forced the Odisha government to make available more than 153
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million rupees (US$2.28 million) to pay compensation to about 6,000 people who either
lost family members, were injured or who lost their homes in the riots.
A conspiracy?
The website release7innocents.com outlines the major discrepancies and apparent
injustices in the case against the Christians.
“The trial court convicted the seven accused and sentenced them to life imprisonment on
the basis of a fabricated ‘Christian conspiracy theory’ despite hardly any credible
evidence brought before the court,” it states.
The website complains that these discrepancies within the case against the seven were
apparent right from the start, when Hindu fundamentalists blamed Christians for the
Swami’s murder.
Last December, the lifetime prison sentence given to a top Indian politician for his
involvement in riots that led to the killing of 2,700 Sikhs in 1984, gave hope to India’s
Christian minority still waiting for justice.

Murders of religious minorities in India go unpunished,
report finds
By Kai Schultz
The New York Times (18.02.2019) - https://nyti.ms/2GCIb8a - New Delhi: The Indian
authorities have delayed investigating a wave of vigilante-style murders of religious
minorities, with many instead working to justify the attacks or file charges against some
of the victims’ families, according to a report released Tuesday by Human Rights Watch.
The 104-page report said that since Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s governing Bharatiya
Janata Party took power in 2014, attacks led by so-called cow protection groups have
jumped sharply.
Between May 2015 and December 2018, at least 44 people have been killed, Human
Rights Watch found. Most of the victims were Muslims accused of storing beef or
transporting cows for slaughter, a crime in most Indian states. Many Hindus, who form
about 80 percent of India’s population, consider cows sacred.
Data cited in the report from FactChecker.in, an Indian organization that tracks reports of
violence, found that as many as 90 percent of religion-based hate crimes in the last
decade occurred after Mr. Modi took office. Mobs hung victims from trees, frequently
mutilated victims and burned bodies.
In almost all of these attacks, victims’ families faced significant pushback when they
pressed for justice. The police “initially stalled investigations, ignored procedures, or even
played a complicit role in the killings and cover-up of crimes,” the report said.
“Indian police investigations into mob attacks are almost as likely to accuse the minority
victims of a crime as they are to pursue vigilantes with government connections,” said
Meenakshi Ganguly, the South Asia director of Human Rights Watch.
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Released ahead of national elections this April and May, the report, called “Violent Cow
Protection in India: Vigilante Groups Attack Minorities,” also looks at the government’s
response to 11 recent attacks that killed 14 people.
According to a survey from NDTV cited by Human Rights Watch, “communally divisive
language” in speeches by elected officials shot up nearly 500 percent between 2014 and
2018, compared with the five years before the B.J.P. came to power. Ninety percent of
those speeches were from the B.J.P., which has ties to far-right Hindu nationalist groups.
“We will hang those who kill cows,” Raman Singh, a member of the B.J.P. and the former
chief minister of Chhattisgarh state, said in 2017.
The report said this sort of rhetoric, paired with the profusion of stricter cow protection
laws, had emboldened mob attacks. They included assaults of Muslim men and women in
trains; the stripping and beating of lower-caste Dalits in western India; the force-feeding
of cow dung and urine to two men in northern India; the rape of two women and the
killing of two men in the state of Haryana for allegedly eating beef at home.
Some of the attacks were filmed, suggesting that the mobs did not fear retribution for
their actions, said Harsh Mander, an Indian social worker and writer.
“You won’t put your face on video committing a crime if you’re bothered about being
punished,” he said. “You’re assured that you’ll be protected and treated like a hero.”
Last year, India’s Supreme Court introduced “preventive, remedial and punitive”
measures to stem mob violence, noting that false rumors spread on messaging
applications like WhatsApp had worsened the problem. And in August, after a long
silence, Mr. Modi spoke out against the attacks, saying, “I want to make it clear that mob
lynching is a crime, no matter the motive.”
But Mr. Mander said these denouncements were too soft. And he added that changing a
culture of “fear” among minorities would take much more than just voting the B.J.P. out
of power.
“They’ve created an enabling and supportive environment for people to act out their
hate,” he said of the government. “Once you let the genie out of the bottle, it’s not going
to obey you and just go back in.”

Chhattisgarh, Hindu radicals attack a Pentecostal church
The incident occurred during the prayer service. The attackers beat the faithful
gathered to hear the Sunday sermon. Some musical instruments destroyed;
three copies of the Bible ripped.
By Nirmala Carvalho
AsiaNews (28.01.2019) - https://bit.ly/2G7suVc - A group of radical Hindus attacked a
Pentecostal church in Chhattisgarh. The incident occurred yesterday during Sunday
prayers, according to Sajan K George, president of the Global Council of Indian Christian
(GCIC), who "strongly condemns the attack on the Pentecostal church".
The Christian leader reports: "Yesterday around 9.30 am, the Rev. Ajay Ravi was
preaching at a meeting of about 25 people. Suddenly, without any provocation, 15

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | India

people stormed the church, while others waited outside. The attackers were shouting
that the people gathered in prayer were insulting the gods and goddesses [Hindu] ".
Later the interruption of the prayer service degenerated into real violence. The radicals,
continues Sajan K George, "beat up the faithful, insulted the women. Then they ripped
three copies of the Bible, broke some musical instruments and destroyed a motorcycle. "
The attack took place the day following the 70th anniversary of the Republic. According
to the president of the GCIC, "it is a shame. Religious freedom is guaranteed by the
Constitution. This attack intimidates the vulnerable Christian community, [and spreads]
fear and insecurity, above all because of the anti-conversion law in force in the State ".
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