
DHAKA: In this April 29, 2016 file photo, a Bangladeshi student holds a portrait of a University Professor AFM Rezaul Karim
Siddique during a protest against his killing. — AP 

RA JSHAHI:  Days after  his  col league was
butchered by Islamist extremists at their universi-
ty in Bangladesh, Mahbub Alam answered a call
from a mystery number that made his blood run
cold. “The person on the other side of the line
said to me: ‘Your life has come to an end. You’ve
gone too far. Wait and see what happens to you.’”
said Alam, a professor of public administration at
Rajshahi University.

“I’ve never been connected to any type of
activity except teaching. I’ve no idea what I’ve
done to receive such a threat. “It ’s OK when
someone confronts you face-to-face. But if some-
one attacks you from behind, what can you do
except live in fear?” Normally a hive of activity,
the university campus has been largely deserted
since English professor Rezaul Karim Siddique
was hacked to death late last month while walk-
ing from his home to a bus stop.

His attackers ambushed the 58-year-old from
behind before flaying him with machetes in
broad daylight, nearly severing his neck in the
process. It was the latest in a string of gruesome
murders carried out by Islamist extremists in the
last three years, with other victims including sec-
ular bloggers and members of the mainly Muslim
country’s religious minorities.

Extremist target 
But professors teaching at Rajshahi in north-

western Bangladesh, which has a reputation as
one of the country’s most liberal universities,

have been a target of extremists for more than a
decade. Four have been killed since 2004 while
more than 50 teachers say they have received
threats from Islamist extremists.

After Siddique’s murder, teachers went on an
unofficial strike which prompted most of the uni-
versity ’s 33,000 students to head home and
begin their summer holidays early. When an AFP
correspondent visited the 752-acre (300-hectare)
campus last week, the lecture halls were empty
and the only significant gathering was at a rally
attended by teachers and students to protest
Siddique’s slaughter.

Much of the anger was directed at the govern-
ment of Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina which has
been accused of showing little sympathy towards
the victims and doing little to improve security.

Nearly all recent attacks have been claimed by
Al-Qaeda’s local branch or the Islamic State
organization but the government insists neither
group has got a foothold in Bangladesh, blaming
its domestic opponents instead. “We are feeling
very isolated and are all in a bit of a panic,” sociol-
ogy professor Nilufar Sultana told AFP.

“The authorities are not assuring any security.
They aren’t even saying that they’re looking for
the killers. I t ’s deeply frustrating.” Mamunul
Habib, who was taught by Siddique, said that no
one could concentrate on their studies for the
moment. “We can’t pick up weapons to protect
ourselves and of course it’s not for us to do that
anyway,” said Habib. “It’s impossible mentally to

study and work in such a climate, especially as
you can’t help feeling that you could be the next
target.” After Siddique’s killing, it emerged that a
hit-list with the names of 10 people-including
the university’s vice-chancellor-had been distrib-
uted on a leaflet in the nearby town of Natore.

‘We feel helpless’ 
The leaflet bore the name of an obscure group

called the Islamic Liberation Front which said its
objective was to establish an Islamic caliphate by
toppling what it called the “repressive” govern-
ment. No one has so far been charged with
Siddique’s murder although police have made
four arrests and say one of those has confessed
to taking part in the killing.

Rajshahi police commissioner Mohammad
Shamsuddin acknowledged people felt nervous
but said his officers were doing all they could to
avoid a repeat. “This sense of panic will gradual-
ly fade and we are working very hard to provide
security to everyone in the city,” Shamsuddin
told AFP. However the murder on May 6 of a
local leader of the Sufi Muslim minority around
40 kilometers away has heightened fears that
the killers may still be at large, with the victim
also hacked to death. “We now feel very help-
less,” said Professor Moloy Voumik, another of
Siddique’s former colleagues who admits he is
living in fear. “I know if these targeted killings
continue, then my name will definitely find a
place on their hit-list.” — AFP 
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NAYPYIDAW: Myanmar police yesterday arrested dozens
of activists and factory workers as they broke up a labor
rights march on the capital, the latest rally to test free-
doms under Aung San Suu Kyi’s new civilian government.
Around 200 police moved in on the demonstrators, many
wearing bamboo hats and waving banners calling for
worker rights, as they entered the outskirts of Naypyidaw-
where they hoped to speak to the government.

“We arrested about 60 protesters today. We tried to
do it without hurting anyone,” Naypyidaw region police
chief Ko Ko Aung told AFP. “We will not take further
action against all of them, just those trying to cause
violence,” he said. Suu Kyi’s party is stacked with former
dissidents who served prison time for their opposition
to Myanmar’s military governments during decades of
repressive rule.

Since taking the helm following a landslide November
election victory, the administration has freed scores of
activists and political prisoners and signaled its determi-
nation to repeal oppressive laws. But police have
launched legal action against activists involved in several
recent demonstrations, and rights groups have expressed
concern over efforts to amend draconian protest laws.

The protesters in Naypyidaw have been marching for
about three weeks from northern Sagaing Region, where
around 100 workers have recently been fired from a tim-

ber factory. They are appealing to the government to
help reinstate many of those jobs and to recognize their
newly-formed employment union.

The demonstrators were met by a wall of security
forces as they tried to enter the capital and after a brief
stand-off, officers began rounding up demonstrators,
which led to scuffles. “We didn’t do anything wrong by
protesting. Arresting us is unfair,” one of the activists
called out to reporters as she was arrested.

Earlier this week police announced plans to take
action against five leaders of an interfaith rally in Yangon
because the campaigners had deviated from the agreed
protest route. Yangon police have also begun legal action
against seven leaders of an unauthorized protest by
Buddhist nationalists outside the US embassy last month.

Rights groups have raised alarm bells over a number
of provisions in a draft amendment to the Peaceful
Assembly Act that is due to be debated in parliament in
the coming days. They fear these will continue to penal-
ize non-violent demonstrations, albeit with shorter jail
terms. The proposed draft would mean protesters must
still give local police 48 hours’ notice of the place and
time of any rally, as well as details of planned speeches
and slogans. Those who protest without giving prior
notice could be imprisoned for three months, while
repeat offenders could face a year behind bars. — AFP 

TETKONE: A demonstrator demanding labor rights is arrested by police in Tetkone
township yesterday during a workers protest march to central Naypyidaw. —- AFP 

NEW DELHI; Muslim groups yesterday
slammed a directive from India’s Hindu
nationalist government for participants in
International Yoga Day to chant “Om”, cit-
ing religious bias. The mass outdoor yoga
session, to be held in June for its second
year, is an initiative spearheaded by Prime
Minister Narendra Modi, who is seeking to
reclaim the practice as an historic part of
Indian culture. 

“Yogic practise shall start with a prayer
or prayerful mood to enhance benefits of
the practice,” read a note issued by Ayush
ministry, which works for the promotion
of yoga, as shown by television networks.
The ministry said participants should
chant the sacred sound “Om” and Hindu
vedic hymns at the start and end of the
45-minute event on June 21. 

Muslim groups reacted with anger, say-
ing such chants were against their faith
and accusing the ruling Bharatiya Janata
Party of seeking to impose a hardline
Hindu agenda. “We are not against yoga
but India is a secular country and the state
has no religion,” Zafaryab Jilani, a member
of the All India Muslim Personal Law Board
said. “If they are imposing a Hindu reli-
gious practice on the rest of us,  it  is
unconstitutional.” 

The government waded into a similar
controversy last year after it made the
surya namaskar pose (sun salutation)
part of the event. Muslim groups say cer-

tain yoga poses and chants have clear
Hindu overtones and are against Islam.
“ They are again and again tr ying to
impose a Hindutva (“Hinduness”) agen-
da.   This  order  should be cancel led
immediately,” Khal id R ashid Firangi
Mahali, a top Muslim cleric said.

The opposit ion also weighed in,
accusing the government of seeking to
impose a narrow vision on the ancient
tradition, which commands huge global
popularity. “Yoga has achieved the status
of  an international  ar t  form and by
imposing such conditions the govern-
ment is killing its essence,” Manish Tewari,
a leader of the main opposition Congress
party said. “People from different reli-
gions do it and the practitioner should
decide what to chant.”

Following the outcry, the Ayush ministry
issued a clarification saying the directive
was not compulsory. Indian scholars
believe yoga dates back 5,000 years, based
on archaeological evidence of poses found
inscribed on stones and references to Yogic
teachings in the ancient Hindu scriptures
of the Vedas. In 2014 the United Nations
accepted India’s proposal to declare June
21 as International Yoga Day, highlighting
its health benefits. Thousands gathered in
dozens of cities around the world to cele-
brate the inaugural event last year, with UN
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon performing
yoga at Times Square in New York. — AFP 
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KABUL: A draft agreement that could
lead to a peace deal between the Afghan
government and a militant group linked
by Washington to the Taleban and al
Qaeda will be signed yesterday, a senior
official said.

Hezb- e -Is lami,  whose leader
Gulbuddin Hekmatyar is a veteran of
decades of Afghan war and on the US
government’s designated terrorist list, has
played only a minor role in the insur-
gency in recent years and the deal is
unlikely to have any immediate practical
impact on security. But with little sign
that the Taliban are ready to join peace
talks, the deal offers President Ashraf
Ghani’s government a concrete sign that
it is making headway in drawing insur-
gent groups away from the battlefield
and into the political process.

Mohammad Khan, deputy to govern-
ment Chief Executive Abdullah Abdullah,
said the draft would be signed later yes-
terday by a delegation from Hekmatyar’s
party and officials from Afghanistan’s High
Peace Council but more work would be
needed for a final deal. “We are optimistic
about this agreement and we strongly
support it,” he told reporters in Kabul but
added: “This doesn’t mean it’s finalized.”

The announcement came as officials
from Pakistan, the United States, China
and Afghanistan held another round of
meetings, in Pakistan, aimed at laying the

ground for peace talks with the Taliban,
who have refused to join the talks.
Human rights groups have criticized the
move towards a deal with Hekmatyar’s
group, which is accused of widespread
abuses, particularly during civil war in the
early 1990s, when he briefly served as
prime minister.

But the pressure on the government
for some sign of progress in bringing
peace appears to have outweighed their
concerns. Under the terms of the draft
agreement, members of Hezb-e-Islami
would be offered an amnesty, similar to
that offered in 2007 to warlords accused
of war crimes as well as a release of pris-
oners held by Afghan authorities.

The Afghan government would also
work to have the group removed from a
UN black list.

The group, which for years had close
ties with Pakistan, would not join the
government but would be recognized as
a  pol i t ica l  par t y  and be involved in
major political decisions. In 2003, the
State Department included Hekmatyar
on its designated terrorist list, accusing
him of participating in and supporting
terror is t  ac ts  by  a l  Qaeda and the
Taliban. His group was most recently
blamed for  a  2013 suic ide attack  in
Kabul, in which two US soldiers and four
US civilian contractors as well as eight
Afghans were killed. — Reuters 
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Dozens of Myanmar workers arrested in rally clampdown

COLOMBO: Pledges by Sri Lanka’s president to
bring about accountability and reconciliation
following a bitter civil war remain largely unad-
dressed, a leading NGO said yesterday, as the
island marked seven years since the end of the
conflict. The Brussels-based International Crisis
Group’s report came as Colombo abandoned a
controversial military “victory” parade for a
more somber remembrance ceremony that
was expected to include ethnic minority Tamils.

Government forces killed the Tamil Tiger
rebel leader Velupillai Prabhakaran on May
18, 2009 after a brutal military crackdown,
and declared an end to the 37-year conflict
which claimed at least 100,000 l ives.
Maithripala Sirisena took power in January
2015 promising reconciliation, to reduce the
military ’s involvement in public life and
pledging that those guilty of war crimes
would be held accountable.

But 16 months later many promises remain
unfulfilled, the ICG said in its report, “Sri Lanka:
Jumpstarting the reform process”, with military
involvement still visible in parts of the country.
“The enormity of the crimes, especially in the
final weeks of the war, makes them impossible
to ignore but hard for the military and most

(majority) Sinhalese to acknowledge or accept
responsibility for,” the ICG said. The ICG called
on Colombo to set a timeline for training
judges, lawyers and investigators for special
war crimes courts and for passing legislation to
establish responsibility for war crimes. It said
the government must end military involve-
ment in running hotels and shops and vacate
occupied private land in former war zones.

Sri Lanka’s defense secretary Karunasena
Hettiarachchi said that this year’s commemora-
tions-a restrained ceremony and a cultural
show, “Footsteps of Reconciliation”-demon-
strated the government’s commitment to heal-
ing ethnic wounds. Previous parades celebrat-
ed the victory of the largely Sinhalese military
over the minority Tamils, who were banned
from remembering their dead as commemora-
tion of fallen rebels was thought anti-state. “We
are having a cultural show instead of the mili-
tary victory parade that was practiced in the
past six years,” Hettiarachchi said. “This is to
establish reconciliation among all races.”

No longer pariah 
Sirisena’s tenure so far has adopted a far

more conciliatory tone than that of his strong-

man predecessor Mahinda Rajapakse. The gov-
ernment has agreed to a UN call to set up a
special court to investigate wartime atrocities,
but has rejected requests for the involvement
of foreign judges. It has secured international
support for ethnic peace, while high-profile
visits by Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi
and US Secretary of State John Kerry last year
effectively ended Sri Lanka’s pariah status.

The independent Sri Lanka Campaign, a
rights group, noted that there had been an
“undeniable” improvement in the country
since the change in government, but more
needed to be done. In war-affected regions “a
combination of ongoing militarization and
impunity mean that a climate of intimidation
and fear persists,” it said.

The Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam
fought for independence for Sri Lanka’s main
ethnic minority and were known for their
trademark suicide bombings. At the height of
their power, the rebels ran a de facto sepa-
rate state comprising a third of the Indian
Ocean island’s territory. Under Rajapakse’s
orders, the army defeated the Tigers in a no-
holds-barred military campaign that attract-
ed international censure. — AFP

Sri Lanka reconciliation effort slammed on war anniversary

MULLAITTIVU: In this photograph taken on May 19, 2009, Sri Lankan soldiers carry the
remains of Tamil Tiger rebel leader Velupillai Prabhakaran. — AFP 


