Umar Cheema’s Abduction - September 2010

Ehe New YJork Times

The Opinion Pages

WORLD U.S. N.Y./REGION BUSINESS TECHNOLOGY SCIENCE HEALTH SPORTS | OPFINION | ARTS STYLE

OP-ED CONTRIBUTOR

Dying to Tell the Story

By UMAR CHEEMA
Published: June 11, 2011

Islamabad, Pakistan

WE have buried another journalist. Syed Saleem Shahzad, an investigative reporter for Asia Times
Online, has paid the ultimate price for telling truths that the authorities didn’t want people to
hear. He disappeared a few days after writing an article alleging that Al Qaeda elements had
penetrated Pakistan’s navy and that a military crackdown on them had precipitated the May 22
terrorist attack on a Karachi naval base. His death has left Pakistani journalists shaken and filled
with despair.



I couldn’t sleep the night that Saleem’s death was confirmed. The fact that he was tortured sent me
back to a chilly night last September, when | was abducted by government agents. During Saleem’s
funeral service, a thought kept haunting me: “It could have been me.”

Mourning journalists lined up after the service to console me, saying | was lucky to get a lease on
life that Saleem was denied. But luck is a relative term.

Adil, my 2-year-old son, was the first person in my thoughts after | was abducted. Journalists in
Pakistan don’t have any institutionalized social security system; those killed in the line of duty
leave their families at the mercy of a weak economy.

When my attackers came, impersonating policemen arresting me on a fabricated charge of
murder, | felt helpless. My mouth muzzled and hands cuffed, | couldn’t inform anybody of my
whereabouts, not even the friends I'd dropped off just 15 minutes before. My cellphone was taken
away and switched off. Despite the many threats I'd received, | never expected this to happen to
me.

Sure, | had written many stories exposing the corrupt practices of high-ranking officials and pieces
criticizing the army and the intelligence agencies. After they were published, Inter-Services
Intelligence, Pakistan’s prime security agency, always contacted me. | was first advised not to
write too much about them and later sent messages laced with subtle threats. But | never imagined
action was imminent.

On Sept. 4, | was driven to an abandoned house
instead of a police station, where | was stripped
naked and tortured with a whip and a wooden
rod. While a man flogged me, | asked what crime
had brought me this punishment. Another man
told me: “Your reporting has upset the
government.” It was not a crime, and therefore |
did not apologize.




Instead, | kept praying, “Oh God, why am | being punished?” The answer came from the
ringleader: “If you can’t avoid rape, enjoy it.” He would employ abusive language whenever he
addressed me.

“Have you ever been tortured before?” he asked.
“No,” I said.

“These marks will stay with you forever, offering you a reminder never to defy the authorities,”
he replied.

They tortured me for 25 minutes, shaved my head, eyebrows and moustache and then filmed
and photographed my naked body. I was dumped nearly 100 miles outside Islamabad with a
warning not to speak up or face the consequences.

The following months were dreadful. | suffered from a sleep disorder. | would wake up fearing
that someone was beating my back. | wouldn’t go jogging, afraid that somebody would pick me
up again and I'd never return. Self-imposed house arrest is the life | live today; | don’t go
outside unless | have serious business. | have been chased a number of times after the incident.
Now my son asks me questions about my attackers that | don’t answer. I don’t want to sow the
seeds of hatred in his heart.

When Saleem disappeared, | wondered if he had been thinking about his children, as | had. He
had left Karachi, his hometown, after receiving death threats, and settled with his wife and
three children in Islamabad. From there, he often went on reporting trips to the tribal areas
along the Afghan border. Tahir Ali, a mutual friend, would ask him: “Don’t you feel scared in
the tribal areas?” Saleem would smile and say: “Death could come even in Islamabad.” His
words were chilling, and prescient.

The killing of Syed Saleem Shahzad is yet another terrifying reminder to Pakistani journalists.
He is the fifth to die in the first five months of 2011. Journalists are shot like stray dogs in
Pakistan — easily killed because their assassins sit at the pinnacle of power.

When Daniel Pearl was brutally murdered by militants in Karachi in 2002, his case was
prosecuted and four accomplices to the crime were sentenced. This happened only because Mr.
Pearl was an American journalist. Had he been a Pakistani, there would have been no justice.

Today, impunity reigns and no organization is powerful enough to pressure the government to
bring Saleem’s killers to justice. Journalists have shown resilience, but it is hard to persevere



when the state itself becomes complicit in the crime. Now those speaking up for Saleem are
doing so at a price: they are being intimidated and harassed.

Pakistan is at a crossroads and so is its news media. In a situation of doom and gloom, Pakistani
journalists offer a ray of hope to their fellow citizens and they have earned the people’s trust.
Even the former prime minister Chaudhry Shujaat Hussain has admitted that people who once
went to the police with complaints now go to the press.

But this trust will be eroded if journalists continue to be bullied into walking away from the
truth. News organizations throughout the world must join hands in seeking justice for Saleem
and ending the intelligence agencies’ culture of impunity. An award for investigative journalists
should be created in his honor, as was done for Daniel Pearl. No stronger message could be
delivered to his killers than making him immortal.

Umar Cheema is an investigative reporter at The News International, Pakistan’s largest
English-language daily. He was a Daniel Pearl Fellow at The Times in 2008.

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/06/12/opinion/12Cheema.htmli?ref=opinion
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Abducted and Tortured—for Reporting the News

'This is the consequence of writing against the government,’ my captors said.
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By UMAR CHEEMA

Islamabad, Pakistan

Being a journalist, I'm always in search of a juicy story. Last month | happened on one I'll remember forever: a
torture operation conducted presumably by thugs of Pakistan's intelligence agency under the nose of the

federal government in Islamabad. Unfortunately, | was the central character.


http://www.nytimes.com/2011/06/12/opinion/12Cheema.html?ref=opinion�
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On Sept. 4, | was heading home late at night from dinner with friends when a group of 10-12 men stopped my
car. They were wearing commando fatigues, and the words "No fear" were inscribed on their shirts. They
seized me, cuffing my hands and muffling my head and face as if | was some high-value al Qaeda leader. Then
they drove me to a secret place where they stripped me naked, put me face-down on the floor, and tied my

hands behind my back. Breathing was hard since my face was so tightly wrapped.

Soon after, my captors started lashing my naked body with a long piece of leather and a wooden rod. | was not
aware of my crime until | was told during the beating: "This is the consequence of writing against the
government,” they said as they whipped me. The language these thugs used to address me was filthy—they

sounded like they were living in medieval times, treating fellow citizens as their subjects.

The physical torture lasted almost half an hour, leaving me in excruciating pain. Shaving my head and

eyebrows followed. Next, they took my picture in different humiliating poses.

Six hours later, | was dumped 120 kilometers outside Islamabad with a warning: "If you tell the media about

this, you'll be abducted again—and won't ever be returned. And your nude pictures will be put on YouTube."

Ten minutes after | was released, | made the decision to speak up regardless of the consequences. My
convictions can't be stamped out with torture, | told myself. And this was not the first attempt: | was also
targeted in December 2004 when a car hit me twice, leaving me with a compound fracture in my left leg that

kept me bed-ridden for six months.

| cannot live without freedom. It is worth any price—even my life. People ask me what lesson I've learned from

this terrible episode. | say it has given me a new reason to live.

Instead of submitting to fear, I've decided to form a coalition of Pakistani journalists committed to waging a
public struggle against such efforts to repress our freedom. We're also setting up the Center for Training and

Investigative Reporting to cultivate a new crop of reporters who will continue our important work.

| was not the first to be tortured by such thugs, but | am the first to speak out so publicly and expose myself to
more serious risks. The news about my ordeal was on television within hours, triggering anger and country-

wide condemnation. The Pakistani government ordered an immediate inquiry into the incident.

Who is responsible for this barbaric act is still hotly debated. But the most prominent journalists and politicians
in the country believe that the Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI)—the army-controlled intelligence agency,

Pakistan's equivalent of the CIA—carried it out.

There are many reasons we suspect the ISI. For years, | have written investigative reports criticizing the army,

the intelligence agencies and the government. But only the people from the ISI would approach me, directly or



indirectly, when my stories were published. The spy agency has a history of sorting out its critics whether they

are journalists, politicians or ordinary citizens.

Regardless of who committed this crime, the culprits must be brought to justice. In the current culture, killing a
journalist is not a big deal. So far in 2009-2010, 23 journalists have been killed and 45 have been wounded,

according to the Pakistan Federal Union of Journalists.

Yet in the past few decades no murder case of a journalist has reached the stage of prosecution, according to
the Committee to Protect Journalists. The only exception is the case of Daniel Pearl, the Wall Street Journal
reporter who was abducted in January 2002 and beheaded a month later in Karachi. Incidentally, | was a

Daniel Pearl Journalism fellow at the New York Times in 2008.

Though a government body is conducting a probe of my case, if history is any guide the investigation will reach
a dead end and the elements who seek to silence us will be emboldened. | strongly appeal to the community of
journalists world-wide, to the World Editors Forum and other organizations, to stand with us in this time of

crisis. The outcome of my case is critical to the fate of all journalists in Pakistan and beyond.
Mr. Cheema is an investigative reporter for the largest English-language Pakistani newspaper, The News.
MORE IN OPIMIOM ®
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ISLAMABAD, Sep 4 (APP): Prime Minister Syed Yusuf Raza Sindh
Gilani rang up Umar Cheema, Correspondent of the Daily
"The Mews" to express grief and sorrow ower the Balochistan
unfortunate incident of kidnapping and torture.The Prime
Minister assured him that the matter would be thoroughly — #-1K-
investigated to bring the culprits to book.He further Gilgit Baktistan

apprised him that he had already issued orders for judicial
inquiry.The Prime Minister during his telephonic
conversation with the journalist said that Pakistan People's
Party believed in the freedom of press and its leadership
had given sacrifices for the independence of media.

He further said that he himself has a journalistic
background and strongly believes in  freedom of
eXpression.

He further mentioned that he has personally called him to
express solidarity with him and the journalist community.
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PRESS FREEDOM: PAKISTANI JOURNALIST UMAR
CHEEMA ABDUCTED, TORTURED

B .
ith s .
2008, Pakistani
journalist Umar
Cheema said that
it was only rural
areas that are
“wolatile or hostile
to journalists_not
urban areas." But
what happened
with Cheema on
Sept. 4, 20M0,
tells a different
story.

Cheema, a

reparter with The News International in |slamabad and the 2008
Daniel Pearl Fellow at The New York Times was “tortured and
humiliated during 6-hour captivity after abduction by unidentified
men from Islamabad, " The Mews International reported.

According to the news portal, a group of men covered his face and
took him to a building 45 to 50 minutes drive while he was returming
home after meeting his friends.

“A few unknown men wearing uniforms of Elite Force came up to
me, saying | crushed a man at Zero Point and drove off and then
these men forcibly took me along with them,™ Umar Cheema said. "1
was held in illegal captivity for & hours during which | was
continuously tortured and humiliated in nude. They stripped me out
of my clothes, hanged me upside down and shaved off my head and
moustaches," the senior reporter of the country’s leading English
daily recounted.

Cafe Pyala, a blog that follows the news from Pakistan and
Pakistani media wrote that Cheema was “stripped naked, hung
upside down and beaten severely before his head and moustache
were shaved off.” According to the blog, Cheema, who is an

hittps/www. sajaforum.org/2010/09/ pakistani-journalist-abducted-tortured- htmi[/9/2010 12:01:48 PM]
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PAC condemns attack on reporter

Mew York—Pakistanl American Congress {PAC), an onganisstion of several Paklstanl American Cwganisabions,
has strongly condemeed the atack on Umar Chesma, an ievestigative reporier of The News and Dally Jang.

This cowand and shameful acts against a joumalist s a direct atack on the freedom of press In Fakistan, which
rmizst be condemned by &l members of the dvil sociefy and must b= stopped, sald a press relsase of FAC here
Suncay.

“PAC holds Govemment of Pakisian Tuly nespansible for this barbaric sfisck and demands & full judicial inguiny fo
prove that itis not invaked Inthis keinous cime." sald PAC presisent Dr Muhammad Akram.

O Akram said just & few days ago & similar incident ook place In Siskot whers fhe reporer of & TV stafion was
severely beaben and Injured just becauss he exposed the death of tao Innocent brothers. “Several ofher Incldents
show & conbinuous frend bo slience the wolce of people. Such acts of caloulated tenofsm ane justss shamedul and
condemnable as sulcidal attacks by terronsls on processions and places of worship”

The PAC sporeciated the sistement of Prime Minister Yusuf Raras Gilsnl and e inferior Minisier Sehman Mslk
fior full InvesSpation of this barbaric act. Howesyer, #sald, such sistements meaan nothing uniess they are followed
by tmngible schorns. “So for govemment has shown no aclion, wihich shows. thf, he govemment may be covering
up ihe crime, as & has routinely done In many ofher simllar incldents. To siop fsfure such atacks, the PAC
diemanads full proteciion of joumalists and fresdom of e media,” Or Akmam said.—sI
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Journalists killed and injured in
Quetta bombing, reporter
kidnapped in Islamabad

b Published on & September 2010
The lewel of viclence that Pakistand journalists are facing
nowadays is entirely unacceptable. The events of the past
three days im which two TV employees were killed in Quetta
and an imvestigative journalist was kidnapped in Ishhimabad

need a response from the Pakistani authorities and the
intermational community.

In e samss country

F Saptevelas 000 - Brithih peurnalist

2010 = Suppaiting media

Saperlar
and jouinalists hit by flooding

1 Saplevebar JOD0 - Murder attemspl
on jowmnalist ever TV report of
lymching

& cameraman and a TV station driver were killed and six
other journalists were seriously imjured in a suicide bombing
on ¥ Septemnber in Quetta and the ensuing acts of revenge
violence by demonstrators who were targeted by the
bomibing. The overall death toll was 5%. In Islamabad, an
imvestigative newspaper reporter was kidnapped, mistreated and humiliated the next day by
wniformed guamen who may have been members of the security services.

Saa counlry M | Paklilam

"t a time when the comntry needs everyone’s help in coping with disastrows flooding, Jihadi terrorists
and certain members of the secarity services continwe to target civilians, including media employees,”
Reporters Without Borders said. “Such criminal behaviour and recourse to thuggish methods is

absclutely imoredible.”

Quetta bloodshed

The media fatalities in Quetta, the capital of the southwestern province of Bablochistan, were Samaa
T cameraman Ejaz Raizani and Muhammad Sarwar, the driver of an faj News live broadcast van.
The six seriowsly imjured j lists were Fateh Shakir of Dawn Mews, Mustafa Tarsen of ARY News
T, Noor Elahi Bugti of Samaa TV, Irshad Mastoi of Express News TV, Shahid Mukitar of Express
Mews and Imran Mukhtar of Geo TV,

btz fenref ongypakistan-fomrnalsts-Hled-and-injured-in-06-05- 2000, 38250 bemi[5/5/2010 12:06:45 PM]
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iitwy my attackers failed But gave me strengti->Umar Chesma views in Thehlews « United4justios’s Weblog
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Why my attackers failed but gave me strength—>Umar Cheema
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[ September &, 2010 5. uniteddjustics 07 Go to comments Tl Leave a commiant Iﬂ-r_‘:h"ﬂ‘.:".;}:-m"" Cheema views
n
Saurce ! hitp:/thanews. com_pk/08-09-2010/National /3745 _him 5 Benszir monument plan spproved-

=fnother way to waste Tax Payer
Money to promabe waorship of the

ISLAMABAD: (Urnar Cheerma) The wee hours of late Saturday brought a metamarphosis n my Iife. Ha Al
Mat just that [ was muffled, phcked Up, tortured, and hurniliated, No absolitely not. Rather the _

s Ancther sttack of State Institutions o
torture has nemoved the remaining faar, IF thare was any in my heart and mind, and has instead Praaden of Eaprassionciuidstand
glven me the realizabtion that we have to die fighting for this country. journalist kidnapped and tertured
My lave for this country Is based on Some reasaning which is inspired by my firm bellef that we . Bemem el : 3007 woret
tan nelther change our past nor our national identity. 1 learned this during my stay abrosd for i~ M P
ane and & half years when 1 went for studies, first in the US and then in UK. Lord Curzon's words

: » Shalkat brutal Killings spark anguish-
that "exlle it & nisrsery of nationallsm” always keep resounding In ry ears. ~Socil Collapss? D8 SpaTE. ARG

Let us suppose 1 decide to settle abroad. 1 will again be Pakistani-British or Pakistani-American
and the prafi 'Pakistan” cannot be dropped from my identity. It is always counted where you're
rogted in. So 1 have to stay attsched and take care of my country wherever I am.

% Rige as the time calls for it and help
your brothers in these hard moments.

Having decided ta live and die on this land, | have a dream to see Pakistan where brains, not “ Independence Day, Freedom and Us
batans reign sipreme, where people can question the use of public monsy, where all Institutions * Kiyani gets extension—= A bad signal for
can be held sccountable withaut any fear or Favour, where sur children love to v instead of fear PAKIEAR 301 Paack

to live, and where we are governed by the rule of law and not on the basis of personal loyalties. = Establishment’s palicy of explaiting

The maessage of my captors for me was to become a status que ablding person, not law abiding. sectarianism i2 ghving fruits—= a note on
They forced rme through vilence to accept their views and becorme & silent spectator to the rok recent attacks on gadiyani worship

places and mausoleurn of ali hajver
Israel's attack on humanitarian abd
ship-= 20 killed , several Injured;
Reminds us of Skern Gang Activities

without questioning what was happening te my belowed country.

1 inshead learned & different hesson from the torture and hurmiliation, to stand guard for this
evimtry, help the cppressed, keep questioning the high and rmighty and eontinue the struggle te
rrake this land livable and safe for the next generation.

The captars thought themsalves to be herces buk emerged as villains and will go down In the )
hlstory with same status. 1 fesl pity for them, They were born innocent but foread te become sidk Categories

minds. Instead of cursing them, I only pray for them because they don't know we're fighting for » Lessons From History

their betterrment too. s Uncategorized

My caphars viere probably not awsre that [ was alss hit by & car |n December 2004 that left me

with compound fractures in my left beg. But I never bowed to those attackers either. Although

T've forgiven my captors but not forgathen the perpetrators of this act that should be exposed and  Elograll

this mind-set be eliminated once and for all. * An informative article on Pakistan

I believe in reparting with a maral farce without any persanal grudge against anybody or any m*ﬂ’;ﬂ“”]';;ﬂ;“”“" Hur Khan
institution. Whenever I write about anyone, the concerned people have abways been spprosched

for their version to balance my reporting. It I8 hawever a different story that those without Einsteln Letter to Shepard Rifkin on

anewers ke ouf questions bry to propagabe as if the storles sre being planted and we are belng Isarell Terrorists

bribed for doing this, s freeasfla

Such excuses are crafted by the individuals and Institutions not inclined bo revisit their conduct. = ILIM TV

But they don't know that we, by wirtue of our profession, have been tatked to unfold the truth, no » Meed b re-think sur approach as a
ratber wha s affected by whatever way, nation—> 23rd March Resolution.
Some consider journalism as a shortcut to rise on the ladder to political poveer but we are here bo » Objective Resslution of Pakistan-=Ik
protect the interest of people, nelther our own nor of the rulers. seems we are losing the objectivity.
I hawve no words B thank so many of my well-wishers in Pakistan and abroad for consoling me 5 Remembering Musharraf

and praying for me. [ didn’t know many of thern before. 1 was amazed to note how they
struggled to reach me. Dise to the flood of calls, I could nat atbend most of them. It was & sllent
majority that rose agalnst the oppression of & tiny minority dalming ks have monopoly on

» Shive minds
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(Prisaner G50 Bagram Jadl).

wiolence.

There was a mixed reaction to this incident. Those who didn't knew me gave me & new sirength ] S“F'P""'txrj::‘ fur Justice 204

and conviction, emboldened me further and offered all-out belp. Peaple, who knavw me for years,  boyeolt i

were concerned about me and my family's security. They think that 1 should think shout my B THMUAHE ACHVItIGX h PRKILIM Wl (15

WAl o berrer

children. This is & question which comes ko every parent’s mind, I would like to explain that the
» We need to think our way outt of thiz

ittpcy funitedijustioe.word press. com 200 0,09 G fwhry-my-attackers-failed- but-gave-me-strength-umar-cheemar- vieves-in-thenews T2,/ 2000 1220740 FM)
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LHC € directs 5P to appear in court during suc motu procesdings

LAHORE: Lahore High Court Chisf Justics Khawaja Muharmad Sharif an
Monday directed the lslamabad superintendent of police (Investigation) to
Ings sgainst the abcuction and torture of
ascails

The C difected the SP o appear on September 15 along with & progress
report on the matber. On Monday, Islamabad S5P Tahir Alarm appeared
and stated that so far no arrest had been made. He informed that &
tearm had been formed consistin
@ supervision of the Industrial Ares

of the CL4 DSP and

to nab the culprits.

The I took sue motu notice on & news report, according be which
unidentified persons accompanied by persannel of Blite Police abducted
reporter of an English dally, from Sector 1-8, lslamabad
subjected hirm to severe tarture by
hanging hirm naked upside dewn and ales shaved his head and
rroustache. The abductars let him go after threatening hirn of dire
eonsequences If he did nok abandan writing stories againet the
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Additional Links

http://www.wired.co.uk/ted-global-2010/all-content/2010-09/03/ted-fellows-walid-al-sagaf

http://cpj.org/blog/2010/09/the-significance-of-umar-cheemas-abduction.php
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