
DHAKA: A Bangladeshi Islamist party
allied to the opposition has elected a new
chief untainted by war crime allegations,
seeking to turn the page after the execu-
tion of several of its top leaders. Jamaat-e-
Islami said in a statement late Monday it
had sworn in former school teacher
Maqbul Ahmed as its leader after a secret
ballot of party members.

Ahmed takes over from Motiur Rahman
Nizami, who was hanged in May after a
controversial tribunal convicted him of
murder during the country’s 1971 war of
independence with Pakistan. Four other
top leaders, including the party’s secretary
general, its two joint secretaries and its
main financier, have been executed since
2013 following trials that rights groups
have condemned as unfair. They were tried

by the same war crimes tribunal set up by
the secular government of Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina, which said Jamaat leaders
had to be prosecuted to heal the wounds
of the war.

Sources close to Jamaat said Ahmed,
believed to be in his early seventies, had
been chosen from a panel of three senior
party officials who had not been tainted by
war crimes. In his debut speech he paid
tribute to Hasina’s father, who led the war
of independence against Pakistan, in a sign
the party is looking to break from its past
policies. “He is an experienced leader and a
very good organizer,” said Abul Asad, the
editor of the pro-Jamaat Bengali daily
Sangram. “He has said he wants to forget
the pains and sorrows of the past and
wants to look forward.” — AFP 
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NEW DELHI: Three staff at an Indian hospital
have been suspended after a deadly blaze in
the intensive care unit, authorities said yester-
day, as the toll from the disaster rose to 20.
Fire broke out on Monday night in the dialysis
ward of the hospital in eastern Odisha state
before quick ly spreading to other f loors,
k i l l ing 19 seriously i l l  patients who were
unable to flee the blaze. Another patient died
in hospital yesterday after being rescued from
the burning building, said police inspector
Sharat Kumar Sahu. “The toll is now 20 as one
more person has succumbed to his injuries,”
he said. “We can also confirm that three mid-
level hospital staff have been suspended pri-
ma facie (for) negligence.”

About 40 critically ill patients were in the
ICU of the SUM hospital  in state capital
Bhubaneswar when the fire broke out. In all
more than 100 were rescued by firefighters

who smashed windows to get them out of the
burning building. “Some patients were evacuat-
ed by breaking a window on the first floor and
then they were lowered to the ground floor.
And some of them were evacuated through the
adjoining operation theatre which was empty
at that time,” said Odisha’s health secretary Arti
Ahuja. “There are about 106 people who are
(now) in different private and government hos-
pitals,” she told the NDTV news channel.

In a separate incident, two people died early
yesterday morning when a high-rise luxury
apartment block in the western city of Mumbai
caught fire. Firefighters said 11 people had to
be rescued from the blaze and two died of
asphyxiation after they became trapped in the
stairwell. The cause of the fire was not immedi-
ately clear. Such disasters are relatively com-
mon in India, partly because of poor safety
standards. In 2011 more than 90 patients were

killed in the eastern city of Kolkata when a fire
raged through a private hospital, trapping
many people inside the building. Most died
from inhaling toxic gases. Ahuja said the hospi-
tal in Odisha had been sealed off and a detailed
inquiry would be carried out to establish the
cause of the disaster.

Local television stations showed images of
firefighters wearing masks smashing glass
panes to enter the building. Police inspector
Sahu said more than 100 firefighters had bat-
tled the blaze for around five hours until it was
brought under control. Most of the critical
patients were on ventilators and died in the
blaze, he said. The state’s chief minister Naveen
Patnaik said yesterday that he had visited the
evacuated patients in hospital and ordered an
inquiry into what he called a “tragic incident”. A
government relief fund would bear the cost of
their treatment, he said on Twitter. — AFP 
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JOHANNESBURG: Political drama, cor-
ruption allegations and even wedding
party controversies-the Gupta family, one
of South Africa’s wealthiest, has been
accused of wielding undue influence
behind the scenes. Now the immigrant
family is at the centre of a row battering
President Jacob Zuma after allegedly
offering key government jobs to those
who might help the Gupta family’s busi-
ness interests.

Who Are The Guptas?
The corruption scandal has renewed

scrutiny about Zuma’s ties with Ajay, Atul
and Rajesh Gupta, three brothers from
the northern Indian state of Uttar
Pradesh. Led by Atul, they arrived in
South Africa in 1993 as white-minority
apartheid rule crumbled and a year
before Nelson Mandela won the coun-
try’s first democratic elections. As the
country opened up to foreign invest-
ment, the Guptas-previously small-scale
businessmen in India-built a sprawling
empire in computers, mining, media,
technology and engineering. The New
Age, a pro-government newspaper, was
launched in 2010, and the 24-hour news
channel ANN7 started broadcasting in
2013.They also developed close links
with the ruling African National Congress
(ANC) party, and particularly with Zuma,
well before he became president in 2009.

What are the alleged links?
Zuma’s son Duduzane is a director of

the Gupta’s Sahara Computers, named
after their hometown of Saharanpur, and
has been a director of several other
Gupta companies. Zuma’s third wife
Bongi Ngema and one of his daughters
have also been Gupta employees.
Deputy finance minister Mcebisi Jonas
claimed in March that the Guptas had
offered him the post of finance minister,
providing the first public testimony of
their alleged involvement in cabinet
appointments. Last week the BBC report-
ed that little-known ANC lawmaker David

van Rooyen visited the Guptas’ home the
night before his appointment as finance
minister in December. Mines Minister
Mosebenzi Zwane is also seen as close to
the Guptas.  Both the Guptas and Zuma,
who has described the brothers as
friends, deny any wrongdoing.

Where do they live?
Now in their 40s, the Guptas hold

court at their residential and business
headquarters in a huge high-security
compound in Saxonwold, an upmarket
district of Johannesburg.  It has a helicop-
ter pad and they reportedly travel with
their own chefs and bodyguards. But as
pressure has increased on them this year,
they were reported to be moving their
base to Dubai and to have bought a large
residence in the city.  They said in August
that they plan to sell their South African
assets.  Public anger towards the family
soared in 2013, when a jet carrying 217
foreign guests to a Gupta wedding land-
ed at Waterkloof Air Force base, outside
Pretoria. The airport is a military facility
normally used to receive heads of state.

What happens now?
The Guptas complained voraciously

when South Africa’s largest banks closed
their accounts earlier this year. The family
lobbied unsuccessfully for Finance
Minister Pravin Gordhan, who is at log-
gerheads with Zuma, to intervene. But on
Friday Gordhan disclosed in a court affi-
davit that the Gupta family and associat-
ed companies were implicated in “suspi-
cious transactions” worth $480 million
over four years. On Monday the family
denied reports that money had been
removed from the rehabilitation fund of a
mine they bought, saying the claim was
“another example of groundless innuen-
do”. They also vowed to respond this
week to Gordhan’s affidavit.  Zuma last
week blocked the release of a watchdog’s
report into his relationship with the
Guptas. A court hearing into the case is
due next month. — AFP 
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BHUBANESWAR: Indian rescue workers lower a body of a victim of a massive fire at the SUM hospital building in Bhubaneswar, the capital of
coastal Odisha state. — AFP 

SYDNEY: Australia yesterday rejected a claim by
rights group Amnesty International that condi-
tions on a tiny South Pacific island where about
400 Australian-bound asylum seekers are held
“amount to torture”. Under Australia’s tough
immigration policy, asylum seekers intercepted
trying to reach the country by boat are sent for
processing at a camp in Nauru or to Manus
Island in Papua New Guinea (PNG) and are not
eligible for resettlement in Australia. Many asy-
lum seekers on Nauru are being driven to
attempt suicide to escape the prison-like condi-
tions they face in indefinite detention, Amnesty
alleged in a detailed report.

“I reject that claim totally. It is absolutely
false,” Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull told
Australian Broadcasting Corp radio of the torture
claim. “The Australian government’s commit-
ment is compassionate and strong.” The deten-
tion was a “systematic regime of neglect and cru-
elty,” said Amnesty, adding that its findings were
based on both desk research and field work in
Nauru between July and October. “The condi-

tions on Nauru - refugees’ severe mental
anguish, the intentional nature of the system,
and the fact that the goal of offshore processing
is to intimidate or coerce people to achieve a
specific outcome - amounts to torture,” it added.

The Nauru government did not respond
directly to the Amnesty report but criticized an
ABC TV story that made similar allegations and
quoted children on Nauru, where refugees are
mainly from Iran and Afghanistan. “It was clear
these children were coached,” the government
said in a statement, calling the ABC report
“biased political propaganda and lies”, and “an
insult to the people of Nauru”. Almost 60 people,
or about 15 percent of the 410 men, women and
children on the island, reported they had either
attempted suicide or had thoughts about harm-
ing themselves, Amnesty said.

Despite receiving refugee status, they contin-
ue to be confined to poor accommodation with
little access to medical care, it said, adding that
children, who number just over a tenth of the
detainees, suffered disproportionately. “I met

children as young as nine who had already tried
to kill themselves and were talking openly about
ending their l ives,” said Anna Neistat, an
Amnesty official. Amnesty’s report, titled “Island
of Despair”, joins a chorus of criticism by human
rights groups of Australia’s immigration policy,
and comes just weeks after the United Nations
said Nauru was failing to protect children.
Yesterday, the United Nations issued fresh criti-
cism of Australia’s human rights record.

Australia’s policy of jail terms of up to two
years for detention centre workers who reveal
details of the operation curtails free speech,
said Michel Forst, the UN independent observer
for human rights defenders. Turnbull’s govern-
ment has been trying to organize resettlement
of the asylum seekers in other countries, but
has so far struck a deal only with Cambodia
that has proved unpopular with refugees.
Asked if he was in talks with the United States
to take some of the detainees,  Turnbull
declined to comment but stressed they would
not be allowed to enter Australia. — Reuters
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SYDNEY: Amnesty International’s senior director for research Anna Neistat speaks during a press conference in Sydney yesterday, as Amnesty
said in a report that asylum-seekers and refugees on tiny Nauru were “driven to absolute despair”. — AFP 

BANGKOK: Thais should “socially sanction”
those who defame the monarchy following
King Bhumibol Adulyadej’s death, the jun-
ta’s justice minister said yesterday, as fresh
videos emerged of mob justice against
people accused of insulting the institution.
The death tomorrow of the world’s longest
reigning monarch has left the nation
bereft of its key pillar of unity and seen
mass outpourings of grief from black-clad
Thais. But it has also unleashed small but
vocal ultra-monarchist forces, including
mobs and online crusaders scouring the
web and bent on punishing anyone per-
ceived to have insulted the monarchy.

“There is no better way to punish these
people than to socially sanction them,”
Justice Minister Paiboon Koomchaya told
reporters yesterday, as he vowed to “pur-
sue those people who violate the law”. His
message comes amid a growing number
of cases of vigilantism by royalist Thais
against people accused of insulting the
monarchy. At 10.30am a video was broad-
cast live on Facebook showing a mob kick-
ing and beating a man and forcing him to
prostrate himself in apology for allegedly
insulting the monarchy.

During the beating, which appeared to
take place in Chonburi east of Bangkok,
the man cried out: “I didn’t mean to do it, I
love the king! It’s my fault.” Another video
uploaded to social media late Monday
showed an elderly woman on a Bangkok
bus being berated and slapped in the face
by commuters in the presence of police
over alleged comments. Thailand’s monar-

chy is protected by a draconian lese
majeste law that outlaws criticism with
punishments of up to 15 years in jail for
each insult uttered. Prosecutions have
surged under the military which seized
power two years ago, and record-breaking
sentences have been handed down in
some cases.

‘Bunker mentality’ 
The arch-royalist junta has done little to

tamp down hardline public sentiment by
presenting the monarchy as under attack,
said David Streckfuss, a Thailand-based
expert on the monarchy. “They’ve created
a sort of bunker mentality,” he said, adding
that there was no evidence of a genuine
republican movement in Thailand to justify
such an approach. “The closest thing to
any anti-monarchy movement is just a vari-
ety of unconnected individuals who want
to be able to make public comments about
the monarchy as it is an important public
institution,” he said. 

The lese majeste law makes detailed
discussion or debate about the monar-
chy’s role-and its future after Bhumibol’s
70-year reign-all  but impossible.  The
atmosphere in Bangkok has been over-
whelmingly somber and calm since the
death of the k ing.  Late Monday
Bhumibol’s oldest daughter,  Princess
Ubolratana, 65, made a surprise visit to
well-wishers outside the Grand Palace.
“We have to work to move forwards, not
backwards,” she said according to video
uploaded by eyewitnesses. — AFP 
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BANGKOK: Privy Council President Prem Tinsulanonda (left in yellow) receives
Thailand’s Prime Minister Prayut Chan-O-Cha (center in purple) during an event to
celebrate the annual Songkran festival in Bangkok. — AFP 

Bangladesh Islamists elect a

new leader after executions


