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DHAKA: Two people were hacked to
death yesterday at an apartment in the
Bangladesh capital Dhaka, police said,
with a local television channel identifying
one of them as a leading gay rights
activist. “Unidentified attackers entered
an apartment at Kalabagan and hacked
two people to death. Another person
was injured,” Dhaka Metropolitan Police
spokesman Maruf Hossain Sorder said.
He did not identify the dead, but private
television Channel 24 said one of them
was the editor of Roopbaan, the coun-
try’s only magazine for the LGBT commu-
nity. A spokesman for a gay group, Boys
of Bangladesh, confirmed to AFP by text
message that the Roopbaan editor was
among the dead.

The editor was behind an annual
Rainbow Rally, which since 2014 has
been held on April 14, Bengali New Year.
But police this year banned the rally as
part of widespread security measures.
Ahead of the banned rally earlier this
month, the editor told AFP that they had
received threats from Islamists, who post-
ed messages online. “They have even set
up an online group to threaten us,” he
said. The death came two days after a lib-
eral and free-thinking professor was
hacked to death in the northwestern city
of Rajshahi, the latest in a series of mur-
ders of secular bloggers and liberal
activists that has left the country reeling.

The Islamic State group claimed
responsibility for the attack through its
news agency, saying the 58-year-old pro-
fessor who wrote poetry and fiction had
been murdered for “calling for atheism”.
But Bangladesh Home Minister
Asaduzzaman Khan rejected the Islamic
State group’s assertion and said “local mili-
tants” were responsible for the murder. The

LGBT community has been heavily perse-
cuted in Muslim-majority Bangladesh. But
in recent years some activists have tried to
increase awareness and rights. 

Death threat
Meanwhile, Bangladesh’s best-known

blogger said yesterday he has become the
latest secular activist threatened with mur-

der, a warning which he suspected was
linked to his recent scathing criticism of the
government. On Saturday an English pro-
fessor was hacked to death by suspected
Islamist militants, the latest in a series of
murders of secular bloggers and liberal
activists since last year that has left
Bangladesh reeling. Blogger Imran Sarker,
who led major protests by secular activists

in 2013 against Islamist leaders, said he had
received a phone call on Sunday warning
that he would be killed “very soon”.

But Sarker claimed the threat was
probably connected to his opposition to
the government’s alleged crackdown on
dissent, rather than the offence he
caused to Islamic extremists. “A male
voice called me Sunday evening and said
I will be murdered very soon. He hung up
as soon as I asked him where they would
kill me,” the 33-year-old said. Sarker, who
heads a network of Bangladesh bloggers
and online activists, said “influential rul-
ing party leaders have been openly
threatening me” although it was the first
time he had received an anonymous
phone call. Dhaka Metropolitan Police
spokesman Maruf Hossain Sorder said
the threat would only be investigated if
Sarker filed a formal complaint. 

But the blogger said he did not plan to
approach police because it would be “no
use”. A senior official of the ruling Awami
League party refused to comment. Sarker,
who has nearly one million friends on his
Facebook page, led the 2013 protests
against Islamist leaders accused of war
crimes, prompting authorities to fast-track
their trials. The protests against Islamists
accused of atrocities during Bangladesh’s
1971 battle for independence were staged
with the tacit support of Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina’s party. — Agencies  
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RAJSHAHI: Bangladeshi students protest in Rajshahi, days after unidentified attackers hacked to death a university
professor. — AFP 

NEW DELHI: India yesterday said it had with-
drawn a visa to an exiled Uighur leader whom
China has long branded a terrorist, provoking
criticism from the opposition that it had buckled
to pressure from Beijing. China blames unrest
that has killed hundreds of people in its far west-
ern province of Xinjiang on Islamist militants
looking to establish an independent state for the
mostly Muslim Uighur ethnic minority. Dolkun
Isa, executive chairman of the Munich-based
World Uyghur Congress, planned to attend a
conference this month in India’s northern hill
town of Dharamsala, the seat of the Tibetan spir-
itual leader, the Dalai Lama.

Isa’s World Uyghur Congress is a leading eth-
nic Uighur group which advocates democracy
and human rights. New Delhi granted Isa a
tourist visa in a sign that Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s government was ready to break

from the past, when it had discouraged a visit by
the top exiled Uighur leader, Rebiya Kadeer, in
2009. But yesterday, an Interior Ministry
spokesman said Isa’s electronic visa had been
withdrawn, without giving a reason for the deci-
sion. “A visa was given to him. That has been can-
celled,” the spokesman said. The foreign ministry
directed queries to the interior ministry.

The announcement came after domestic
media quoted the Chinese Foreign Ministry as
saying Isa was wanted by China and Interpol had
put out a “red-corner” notice for his arrest. Isa
said he was disappointed by the decision to
block his travel to a conference aimed at
exchanging ideas among different ethnic and
religious communities. “I recognize and under-
stand the difficult position that the Indian gov-
ernment found itself, and regret that my trip has
generated such unwarranted controversy,” he

said in a statement on the group’s website.
Modi’s administration has sought a more
assertive posture in its relations with neighbors
and erstwhile foes, Pakistan and China, as it
seeks to expand commercial ties.

India reacted angrily this month to China’s
decision to put a hold on its request to add the
head of the Pakistani militant group Jaish-e-
Mohammad, or the Army of Mohammad, to the
United Nations’ al Qaeda-Islamic State blacklist.
Some political supporters of Modi’s government
saw the initial grant of the visa as a response to
Beijing’s decision to side with Pakistan over the
militant leader operating from the neighboring
country. The flip-flop provoked opposition criti-
cism. “Modi’s latest foreign policy disaster on
China can be termed a Himalayan blunder,” said
Sanjay Jha, a spokesman of the main opposition
Congress party. — Reuters
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VIENNA: Austrian presidential candidate Alexander Van der Bellen, backed by the
Greens, celebrates after preliminary results were published of the Austrian presiden-
tial elections in Vienna. — AFP 

VIENNA: Austria’s government was licking its
wounds yesterday after the anti-immigration
far-right triumphed in presidential elections,
in a debacle of historic proportions for a cosy
political establishment seen as out of touch
and ineffectual. According to preliminary
results, Norbert Hofer of the Freedom Party
(FPOe) came a clear first with 36 percent of
the vote in the first round of elections for the
largely, but not entirely, ceremonial post of
head of state.

Candidates from the two ruling centrist
parties, which have effectively run Austria
since the end of World War II, failed to even
make it into a runoff on May 22, coming
fourth and fifth with 11 percent each. The
result means that for the first time since 1945,
Austria will not have a president backed by
either Chancellor Werner Faymann’s Social
Democrats (SPOe) or their centre-right coali-
tion partners, the People’s Party (OeVP).

Having a president in the Habsburg
dynasty’s former palace in Vienna not from
either of the two main parties could shake up
the traditionally staid and consensus-driven
world of Austrian politics. “This is the begin-
ning of a new political era,” FPOe leader Heinz-
Christian Strache said after what constituted
the best-ever result at federal level for the for-
mer party of the late Joerg Haider, calling it a
“historic result”. The Oesterreich tabloid
described Hofer’s victory as a “tsunami that
has turned our political landscape upside
down.” Hofer is a “a kind, nice protest politician
who wraps the FPOe’s brutal declarations
against refugees in soft language.” Faymann
said Sunday the result was a “clear warning to
the government that we have to work togeth-
er more strongly”. He said however that his
party would not make any personnel
changes-including with regard to his own
position. Facing Hofer on May 22 is likely to be
Alexander van der Bellen, backed by the
Greens, who garnered 20 percent, ahead of
third-place independent candidate Irmgard

Griss, who won 18.5 percent. The only candi-
date who fared worse than the main parties’
candidates was Richard Lugner, an 83-year-old
construction magnate and socialite married to
a former Playboy model 57 years his junior,
who won just over two percent.

‘Bravo,’ says Le Pen    
The rise of fringe politicians has been mir-

rored across Europe, including in Spain, Britain
and Germany, and also in the United States
with the populist messages of Donald Trump
and Bernie Sanders. Marine Le Pen, leader of
France’s National Front hoping to become
president next year, tweeted Sunday her con-
gratulations to the FPOe for its “magnificent
result. Bravo to the Austrian people”. Last year
Austria received 90,000 asylum requests, the
second highest in Europe on a per capita
basis, and Faymann’s government has taken a
firmer line on immigration in recent weeks.
But this has not stopped support for the FPOe
surging. Recent opinion polls put the party in
first place with more than 30 percent of voter
intentions ahead of the next scheduled gener-
al elections in 2018.

Sliding support
Support for the two main parties has been

sliding for years and in the last general elec-
tion in 2013 they only just garnered enough
support to re-form their “grand coalition”.
Austria’s traditionally strong economy has also
faltered of late and it no longer has the lowest
unemployment rate in the European Union.
Faymann’s coalition, in power since 2008, has
struggled to agree structural reforms. 

David Pfarrhofer from the Market polling
institute said Sunday’s result showed that the
traditional parties cannot continue “messing
around” if they want to cling onto power. “It’s
not so much about personalities but about
issues... Something needs to change if the
SPOe and the OeVP want to avoid another
debacle like this,” Pfarrhofer said. —AFP
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LANGTANG: Former guesthouse owner Tenzing
Lama remembers when foreign tourists thronged
Nepal’s Langtang valley, trekking through the
breathtaking Himalayan wilderness and soaking
up the tranquility. But the massive earthquake
that ripped through Nepal one year ago killing
almost 9,000 people, obliterated the valley, part
of the country’s oldest national park, along with
the tourism industry on which it relied.

Villagers have since returned to the valley and
started the Herculean task of clearing trails and
rebuilding homes and guesthouses flattened in a
massive quake-triggered avalanche. But as is the
case in the rest of the country, trekkers and back-
packers have so far stayed away, leaving already
desperate locals facing an uncertain future. “Every
family here depended on tourism. One hundred
percent of our economy came from that,” said
Lama, 45, who grew up in Langtang village which
was decimated by the avalanche that sent huge
blocks of ice barrelling through the valley.

As a boy, Lama often saw foreigners passing
through his village, where they would sometimes
stop for a meal or an overnight stay, sharing
chocolates with local children, during days-long
trekking expeditions. By the time he built his own
guesthouse in 2000, the valley was enjoying a

tourism boom, with Langtang village alone host-
ing dozens of lodges that served up everything
from Nepali staples of lentils and rice to trekker

favorites like apple pie. When the avalanche
struck on April 25, killing his brother, niece and
nephew and burying hundreds of neighbors and

friends in rubble, Lama and other survivors were
evacuated to Kathmandu until the valley was
deemed safe. The disaster killed 283 locals and 43
foreign visitors in the valley, according to police.
Many villagers like Lama have since taken
rebuilding matters into their own hands, carrying
sacks of supplies along steep, hilly paths and
repairing trails and lodges on their own. “I had
nothing left... but then, as time passed, I thought I
should go back, I should try and rebuild my life,
my guesthouse,” the father-of-four said.

Terrified trekkers 
When the earthquake struck, triggering ava-

lanches and landslides, many backpackers were
stranded for days in remote, mountainous areas
accessible only by helicopter. Terrified foreigners
fled the Himalayan nation and many prospective
tourists cancelled bookings, even avoiding popu-
lar trekking routes such as the Annapurna trail,
which escaped the carnage unscathed. The
industry’s annual revenues fell by 32 percent in
2015, according to the Nepal Tourism Board, deal-
ing a devastating blow to the economy of the
already impoverished country.

Nepal relies on tourism for around four per-
cent of its gross domestic product, with the

industry providing 3.5 percent of employment.
Tour operators say their businesses are unlikely to
recover this year. 

“When you lose 85 percent of your business...
basically that’s 85 percent of your cash flow that’s
gone,” said Ashok Pokharel, president of the
Nepal Association of Tour Operators. In a bid to
lure visitors back, authorities decided to hand out
free mobile SIM cards to backpackers ahead of
this year’s spring trekking season, hoping to reas-
sure them that they would be helped if disaster
struck.

The government also called in international
experts from Miyamoto, a US-based firm, to
assess the safety of the Everest and Annapurna
trekking routes in the months following the
quake. Engineers ruled that both routes were
largely unaffected and safe for travel. In the
Kathmandu Valley, masons have begun to repair
quake-hit historic monuments in an effort to
restore and preserve Nepal’s rich architectural
heritage, which dates back to the fifth century
and remains a key tourist attraction.  “The govern-
ment is rebuilding-a few sites are already built
and a few are being built (and) will be completed
in one to three years”, said Nepal Tourism Board
CEO Deepak Raj Joshi. —AFP

PESHAWAR: A Sikh politician in Pakistan who
was gunned down last week was murdered by
hired assassins and not the Taleban, police said
yesterday, adding they had arrested his Hindu
rival who ordered the hit. Gunmen on motor-
bikes opened fire on Sardar Soran Singh’s car on
Friday evening in the Buner district of Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa province where he was the minis-
ter for minority affairs, killing him on the spot.

The Pakistani Taleban, who are active in the
region, claimed the killing the next day, spark-
ing widespread condemnation from rights
activists and fellow lawmakers. But Azad Khan,
a senior local police official, disputed the claim.
“The Taleban’s claim is not true, he was killed
because of a political dispute,” he said, adding
that six people had been arrested in connec-
tion with the murder including two assassins
and the alleged mastermind, named as Baldev
Kumar. Both Singh and Kumar were members
of the Pakistan Tehreek Insaaf (PTI) political par-
ty led by cricketer-turned-politician Imran
Khan, which governs Khyber Pakhtunkhwa.

According to police official Khan, Kumar was
angry that he had been overlooked in favor of
Singh for a party ticket in the 2013 election,
and had hoped that killing his rival would pave
the way for him to become a lawmaker on the
party’s quota for religious minorities. 

The Pakistani Taleban routinely target
minorities as part of their almost decade-long
struggle to establish their rule over the country,
and in 2011 gunned down Shahbaz Bhatti, a

Christian who was federal minister for minority
affairs. But they are also known to fabricate
some claims in order to exaggerate their
strength. — AFP 
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PESHAWAR: A Pakistani policeman stands guard alongside suspects who allegedly killed Sikh
politician Sardar Soran Singh during a press conference after their arrest in Peshawar. — AFP

Fears mount in quake-hit Nepal; tourists stay away

LANGTANG: Nepalese workers rebuild a teahouse in the Langtang valley in Nepal’s Rasuwa
district. — AFP 


