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SRINAGAR, India: Authorities in Indian-held Kashmir made concessions to Muslim activists Tuesday in hopes of quelling heated protests that have left five dead and hundreds injured.

But instead of cooling tensions, the government's decision sparked protests by Hindus and encouraged seething Muslim activists to press on after leading nine straight days of some of the largest demonstrations the Himalayan region has seen in nearly two decades.

Now, feeling empowered from their victory, Muslim separatist leaders said they plan to begin a fresh push for what they see as the real prize: independence for Kashmir or a merger with neighboring Pakistan.

The unrest began two weeks ago when the state government transferred 99 acres (40 hectares) of land to the Shri Amarnath Shrine Board, a trust running a Hindu shrine.

The move enraged Muslim leaders, who led daily mass protests denouncing the land transfer as a plot to build Hindu settlements in the area and alter the demographics in India's only Muslim-majority state.

Indian officials repeatedly dismissed the allegations to no effect until they were forced to abandon the plan altogether Tuesday during a cabinet meeting, said Hakim Mohammed Yasin, the state's transport minister.

The reversal only invited more protests, leaving the government under siege from two sides at once.

Hundreds of Hindu protesters accused state leaders of betrayal for conceding the land, while Muslims said their protests were just beginning. "We've won the first phase," said Mirwaiz Omer Farooq, head of the moderate Muslim faction All Parties Hurriyat Conference. "The smaller issue is resolved, but the bigger issue has yet to be addressed."

About a dozen Kashmiri militant groups have been fighting since 1989 for independence or a merger with Pakistan in a grinding conflict that has killed at least 68,000 people.

While speaking to massive crowds of protesters in recent days, Muslim leaders have portrayed the shrine controversy as the latest step in the larger struggle against India.

"These protests are expressions of the desire for freedom from India," Syed Ali Shah Geelani, a prominent Muslim separatist, told a massive crowd of protesters in Srinagar, the main city in Indian Kashmir.

Experts said the shrine controversy caught the government off-guard.

"This issue has revived the desire for freedom in Kashmir and has given a sense of achievement to the people," said Sheikh Showkat, a law professor at Kashmir University.

Tuesday saw fresh violence that brought the death toll to five and left injured police officers, Muslim protesters and Hindu nationalists alike.

In Jammu, a predominantly Hindu city, Indian police fired live ammunition at Hindu activists who threw rocks and forced shops, businesses and schools to close for a second day. At least 37 protesters and 20 policemen were injured, said Kondaveeti Rajendra, the area's police chief.

Officials of the leading Hindu nationalist party vowed to keep protesting in the region and warned that Hindu anger could spread nationally.

"The state government has betrayed the entire Indian nation by revoking the order," said Ashok Khajuria, president of the state Bhartiya Janata Party. "We'll fight it legally as well as on the roads."

Meanwhile in Srinagar, tens of thousands of Muslim protesters marched to the central mosque while chanting anti-India slogans and "We want freedom." Authorities had unsuccessfully tried to quash the protest by detaining five separatist leaders earlier in the day, a common tactic. Businesses, schools and government offices in Srinagar remained closed Tuesday and police sealed all major roads.

An 85-year-old man was killed during clashes in Budgam, a town 19 miles (30 kilometers) northwest of Srinagar, in circumstances that weren't immediately clear, according to local police and the man's family.

By Tuesday night, however, people celebrated on the streets of Srinagar, setting off firecrackers and declaring victory.

The leader of a recently formed group that opposed the shrine land transfer called off its strike.

The pilgrims who flock to the controversial shrine come to see a large icicle in a cave that devout Hindus revere as an incarnation of the Lord Shiva, the Hindu god of destruction and regeneration.

In the past, Islamic separatists have targeted the pilgrimage, charging that Hindu-majority India uses the annual religious event as a political statement to bolster its claim over the Himalayan region, which is divided between Pakistan and India but claimed by both.
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