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DHAKA:  Bangladesh police said yester-
day they had arrested five Islamists for
the attempted murder of a Christian pas-
tor whose throat was slashed in the latest
of a string of attacks blamed on religious
extremists.  The five members of the out-
lawed Jamayetul Mujahideen Bangladesh
(JMB) group have been detained on sus-
picion of planning or carrying out last
week’s attack on Baptist pastor Luke

Sarker in the town of Iswardi.  One of
those arrested was suspected of having
attacked Sarker before making his get-
away on the back of a motorbike, while
the other four were believed to have
been involved in plotting the attack.

“They carried out the attack to draw
international attention and destabilise the
country,” district police chief Alamgir Kabir
told AFP.  Sarker, who runs a church in the

mainly Muslim northwestern town, was
attacked on October 5 while trying to
respond to a question about Christianity.
He was rushed to hospital but medical offi-
cials say he is now recovering.  The attack
came only days after gunmen shot dead an
Italian aid worker and a Japanese farmer.
The Islamic State organisation has claimed
responsibility for both of those killings.

Attacks on Christians, who make up

less than one percent of Bangladesh’s
160 million people, are rare although 10
people were killed in 2001 when Islamists
bombed a church in the southern district
of Gopalganj.  Experts say Islamist mili-
tants pose a growing danger in Muslim-
majority Bangladesh, warning that a
long-running political crisis has radi-
calised opponents of the government.

The assassination of four atheist blog-

gers since the turn of the year under-
mines the government’s efforts to play
down the threat posed by hardliners,
experts say.

The JMB killed 28 people in 2005
when they carried out a series of bomb
attacks on courts. While its top leaders
were subsequently executed for the
bombings, police say the JMB is now
regrouping. —AFP

Bangladesh arrests Islamists for slashing pastor’s throat

KATHMANDU: Nepal’s President Ram Baran Yadav, second left, administers
the oath of office to newly elected Prime Minister Khadga Prasad Oli, right,
at the Presidential building in Kathmandu, Nepal, yesterday. Nepal’s new
prime minister took the oath of office and appointed the leaders of groups
that are protesting the new constitution as his deputies. —AP

SAMASTIPUR:  India’s poorest
state, Bihar, began voting yester-
day in a high-stakes election that
premier Narendra Modi hopes
will help his government push
through a faltering reform drive.
The Indian leader,  who has
promised billions of dollars for
development in Bihar,  urged
people to come out and vote “in
large numbers” as polls opened
in the first phase of the election.

“I  want jobs for the young
people of Bihar,” he told a cam-
paign rally on Monday. “Bihar
must become the strength of our
nation.” Modi’s Hindu nationalist
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) won
a landslide victory in general
elections last year,  but the
reforms it promised have been
blocked in the upper house of
parl iament,  where it  lacks a
majority.

Modi’s National Democratic
Alliance is hoping to wrest con-
trol of Bihar state with a promise
of economic development in a
state where two-thirds of people
lack access to electricity.

“What is most important for
us is  jobs,” college student
Sangeeta told reporters outside
a polling booth in Bihar early
yesterday.  “If there are jobs, the
youth won’t have to leave the
state and go elsewhere for
employment.”

The prime minister has per-
sonally addressed 10 major cam-
paign rallies, going all out to
secure victory in the populous
eastern state that would give his
government some of the extra
seats it needs to break the cur-
rent logjam.

Too close to call 
The BJP needs a win after suf-

fering a humiliating defeat in
February elections for the New
Delhi state assembly to a fledg-
ling anti-corruption party.  But
analysts and opinion polls indi-
cate it is too close to call.  Modi is
up against an unlikely alliance of
two powerful local leaders, Chief
Minister Nitish Kumar and his
predecessor Lalu Prasad Yadav,
who has served time in prison
for corruption.

Their  r ivalr y goes back
decades,  but both men-who
command widespread support
among the lower castes-have
put their differences aside to
thwart Modi.

Kumar, a long-time critic of
Modi, is credited with kick-start-
ing development and quashing
corruption and is seeking a third
term.  His tenure contrasts

sharply with that of his prede-
cessor Yadav, a sharp-witted for-
mer rai lways minister who
presided over years of stagnant
growth and spent time in prison
for embezzlement.  

Bihar has long been notorious
for corruption, and as the first
phase of voting got under way
yesterday, Kumar ’s party was
forced to drop a top-ranking
minister after he was caught on
camera apparently accepting
bundles of cash from a business-
man.

Religious tensions 
The campaign has also been

dogged by religious tensions after
a Muslim man was lynched by a
Hindu mob in the neighbouring
state of Uttar Pradesh last month
over unsubstantiated claims that
he was eating beef. Hindus consid-
er cows to be sacred.

After 10 days of silence on the
killing, Modi on Thursday used an

election rally in Bihar-which is
majority-Hindu but has sizeable
Muslim, Christian and Sikh minori-
ties-to appeal for unity.

Parts of the state are also in the
grip of Maoist insurgents who have
a history of trying to intimidate vot-
ers, but local media said yesterday’s
voting passed off peacefully. Voting
will be held in five phases, with
results due on November 8. Nearly
10 million voters are eligible to
vote in the first phase and there are
583 candidates.

Bihar, India’s third-most popu-

lous state, has never been ruled by
BJP on its own, with elections tra-
ditionally won by regional parties
and alliances.  Many of its 104 mil-
lion people still vote along caste
lines.  Some observers say Modi
has put off pushing through con-
tentious reforms including a land
acquisition bill ahead of the polls
for fear of losing votes.  While
growth is now purring along at

around seven percent, complaints
have been mounting about his
failure to nail down major reforms.
The BJP has a majority in the lower
house of the parliament, but only
about a quarter of the 245 mem-
bers in the upper house, where
seats are distributed based on the
strength of political parties in state
assemblies.

That has allowed the opposition
parties to block the government’s
land, taxation and other legislative
reforms needed to overhaul the
economy. —AFP
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Modi promises billions of dollars for development in Bihar

SAMASTIPUR: Indian security personnel guard as women voters stand in a queue to cast their
votes at a polling station during the first of the five phase voting for state legislative assembly
at Mahmoodpur village, in Samastipur district of India’s eastern state Bihar, yesterday. —AP

KATHMANDU: KP Sharma Oli was sworn
in as Nepal’s prime minister yesterday,
tasked with unifying the quake-hit coun-
try after a new constitution triggered
deadly protests, a border blockade and a
nationwide fuel shortage.

Oli, a former deputy prime minister
who heads one of Nepal’s main commu-
nist parties, is credited with having
pushed through a deal on the constitu-
tion after years of disagreement. After
his election on Sunday he urged political
unity to try to resolve the stand-off with
protesters from the country’s Madhesi
minority, who say the charter’s terms will
exclude them from power in the nation-
al assembly.

Yesterday Oli appointed two deputy
prime ministers from parties that
opposed elements of the constitution
passed in September, months after an
earthquake that killed nearly 9,000 and
left many more homeless.

They are Kamal Thapa, head of the
royal ist  R astr iya  Prajatantra  Par t y

Nepal  (RPP-N) ,  and Bi jay  Kumar
Gachhadar who leads one of Nepal’s
Madhesi parties.

Nepal’s Maoists, who fought a 10-year
civil war with the state that led to the fall
of the monarchy, have also joined the
ruling coalition government-meaning
they will serve alongside Thapa’s royalist
RPP-N.

The country’s largest party the Nepali
Congress is expected to form the oppo-
sition after its candidate, former premier
Sushil Koirala, lost out to Oli in Sunday’s
election for prime minister.

Oli has pledged to quell protests over
the new constitution and end a block-
ade that has led to national fuel
rationing, as well as accelerate recon-
struction after the earthquake in April.

Landlocked Nepal is completely
reliant on India for its fuel supplies. The
blockade by protesters at a vital border
checkpoint, and tightened security on
the Indian side, has sparked a nation-
wide shortage. —AFP
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KABUL:  Two Britons were among five
NATO troops killed in a helicopter crash
in Kabul, a second blow for British
forces after a Taleban suicide bomber
targeted their convoy in the capital.
The incidents came just two weeks
after the resurgent militant group
overran the key northern city of
Kunduz, their biggest military victory
in 14 years of war. 

The helicopter crashed while land-
ing at the NATO headquarters in Kabul,
the military coalition said, ruling out
any insurgent activity behind the inci-
dent.  “The (crash) resulted in the death
of five Resolute Support (NATO) per-
sonnel and the injury of five others,” it
said in a statement, without revealing
their nationalities.

The defence ministry in London
confirmed that two British Royal Air
Force personnel were among those
killed, adding that an investigation had
been launched into the crash.

Resurgent Taleban
The latest deaths bring to 456 the

total number of British forces, person-
nel and defence ministry civilians killed
serving in Afghanistan since it joined
the US-led invasion of the country in
2001.  

The crash came just hours after a
Taleban suicide car bomber struck a
British forces convoy in central Kabul,
wounding at least three civilians
including a child, Afghan officials said.
No British casualties were reported.
The British defence ministry confirmed
their convoy came under attack and
said the explosion was caused by an
improvised explosive device.  The rush-
hour bombing caused a powerful
explosion in the capital,  sending
plumes of smoke into the sky and lit-
tering the area with charred pieces of
twisted metal. 

The Taliban said Sunday’s attack was
carried out to avenge the recent “bar-
baric bombardment in Kunduz that
martyred our civilians and doctors”.  On
October 3 a US air strike pummelled a
hospital in Kunduz run by Doctors
Without Borders (MSF), killing at least
12 staff and 10 patients.  The medical
charity shut down the trauma centre in
response, branding the incident a “war
crime” and demanding an international
investigation into the incident, which
sparked an avalanche of global con-
demnation. 

The Pentagon announced Saturday
it would make compensation pay-
ments for those killed or injured in the
strike, while suggesting that US forces
in Afghanistan could also pay for
repairs to the hospital.   But MSF
Sunday said it had officially not
received any compensation offer,
adding that it would not accept funds
for repairs in line with its policy of
rejecting support from governments.

President Barack Obama has apolo-
gised over the strike, with three differ-
ent investigations-led by NATO, US
forces and Afghan officials-currently
under way.

The Taleban captured Kunduz city
for three days last month, in a stinging
blow to Afghan forces, who have large-
ly been fighting on their own since the
end of NATO’s combat mission in
December.

The emboldened insurgents have
stepped up attacks on government
and foreign targets since they
launched their annual summer offen-
sive in late April. The Afghan govern-
ment claims to have wrested back con-
trol of Kunduz city but sporadic fire-
fights continue with pockets of insur-
gents as soldiers, backed by NATO spe-
cial forces, conduct door-to-door clear-
ance operations. —AFP
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MUMBAI:  An Indian activist yesterday
accused far-right protesters of dousing him in
black ink over the launch of a former Pakistani
foreign minister’s book, in the latest apparent
attack on free speech in the country.

Sudheendra Kulkarni, who was organising
the launch event in Mumbai, condemned the
incident as an “attack on democracy” as he

addressed the media in Mumbai, his face and
hair covered in ink.

He said he was assaulted as he left his
home in Mumbai by activists from the far-
right Hindu nationalist Shiv Sena party who
wanted to intimidate him. India and Pakistan
have been arch-rivals ever since gaining inde-
pendence from Britain in 1947, and have

fought three wars, two of them over the divid-
ed territory of Kashmir.

“A group of ten or 15 Shiv Sainiks mobbed
me, they stopped my car, asked me to come
out, they caught me, started abusing me, they
said we had ordered you to stop the launch
this evening, you didn’t listen to us, this is
what we’ll do with you,” said Kulkarni.

The Shiv Sena, a junior partner in a ruling
coalition with the Bharatiya Janata Party in
the Maharashtra government, was last week
accused of using threats to force the cancella-
tion of an appearance in Mumbai by the
renowned Pakistani singer Ghulam Ali.

There are growing concerns over freedom
of speech in India after the execution-style
killing in August of M.M. Kalburgi, a leading
secular scholar who had angered hardline
Hindu groups.   

Several Indian winners of the prestigious
Sahitya Akademi (National Academy of
Letters) award have handed back the prize in
recent days to protest that incident. The writ-
ers said they were also protesting the govern-
ment’s failure to condemn the lynching last
month of a Muslim man suspected of eating
beef.

Khurshid Mahmud Kasuri’s “Neither a Hawk
nor a Dove: An Insider’s Account of Pakistan’s
Foreign Policy” was due to be launched in the
western Indian city later on Monday.

Kulkarni vowed to press ahead with the
event, saying the state government had
promised extra security in the face of threats
from Shiv Sena. “We will not buckle under this
coercion, it’s an assault on democracy, an
assault on the Indian constitution and assault
on Indian culture,” said Kulkarni. —AFP

Indian far-right protest 
Pakistani book launch

MUMBAI: Indian activist Sudheendra Kulkarni (L), whose face was blackened by ink
in an alleged attack, looks on as former Pakistani foreign minister Khurshid Mahmud
Kasuri speaks to media in Mumbai yesterday. —AFP
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