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Nearly 2,000 Bangladesh opposition 
supporters arrested ahead of poll

Another blow for a beleaguered opposition 
DHAKA: Bangladesh’s opposition party yesterday said
nearly 2,000 of its supporters have been arrested on
trumped-up charges in a crackdown aimed at derailing
its campaign just weeks from a general election. The
Bangladesh Nationalist Party, which is seeking to unseat
Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina on December 30, said at
least 1,972 party officials and grassroots campaigners
had been detained since the election was announced a
month ago.

The arrests are yet another blow for a beleaguered
opposition whose leader Khaleda Zia has been jailed for
corruption and barred from running against arch-rival
Hasina, who is seeking a third consecutive term. The
opposition boycotted the 2014 election, saying it was
rigged against Zia in favour of Hasina and her ruling
Awami League party. BNP spokesman Rizvi Ahmed told
AFP the majority of party cadres rounded up since late
November in the police sweep were still behind bars.
“They have filed hundreds of ghost, or fictitious cases,
against our party workers and leaders,” he said.

Another party official said at least 11 opposition can-
didates had also been detained before official campaign-
ing begins today. “Six of them are still in the jail,” said the
official, who declined to be named. Police have said those
arrested had outstanding warrants or were wanted over
alleged connections to ongoing cases. Ahmed denied this,
saying the crackdown was a political “blueprint” by the

ruling party to intimidate its opponents. “The government
wants to hold a lopsided election. These arrests are just
to create fear among the people, so that they don’t go to
vote,” he said.

The opposition also accused police officials in
Chittagong, a southern city, of campaigning on behalf of
the Awami League. Police in the port city denied the alle-
gations. The arrests further hinder an already battered
alliance of opposition parties, led by the BNP, which have
seen their core leadership jailed on charges they say are
fabricated. Zia, a two-time former prime minister and
friend-turned-foe to Hasina, was last month ordered by a
court to stay behind bars for a decade for graft. Her sup-
porters say the charges are politically motivated to
stymie Hasina’s chief political threat.

Zia’s son, a potential heir to the BNP throne, was sen-
tenced in absentia to life behind bars while hundreds of
other loyalists have been arrested or jailed, party offi-
cials say. Just a month from the polls, the BNP has not
announced an alternative candidate to run against
Hasina, whose rule has been marred by allegations of
rights abuses and intolerance for dissent. Bangladesh
has been led by either Zia or Hasina since the 1990s and
the two powerful women have turned from close allies
to fierce enemies. Hasina has refused to allow a caretak-
er government to oversee the country during the cam-
paign period. — AFP 

Clashes over 
immigration 
outside Canada 
Parliament
OTTAWA: Right-wing protesters
opposed to Canada joining a UN pact
for better regulating worldwide migra-
tion clashed Saturday with pro-immi-
gration groups in the biting cold outside
parliament. An estimated 200 members
of far-right groups and 100 counter-
protesters lobbed expletive-laced
insults at each other on the snow-cov-
ered lawn, resulting in one arrest.
Scuffles erupted just as the event got
underway, but riot police quickly sepa-
rated the two sides. 

The crowd then began chanting
“Reject immigration pact,” but was
drowned out by shouts of “Shame” and
“Refugees welcome, racists go home.”
Sylvain Brouillette, spokesman for the
protesters, said the United Nations pact
risks eroding sovereign immigration poli-
cies — a view echoed by opposition
Conservative leader Andrew Scheer, and
conservative politicians in other countries,
but roundly dismissed by its proponents.

“Canada was built on immigration.
We have learned to live together and we
have found a way to do it well, so we
don’t need a UN migration pact to tell
us what to do and change a system that
works,” Brouillette said. Passerby Aditya
Rao stopped to listen to the arguments
but concluded that the protesters were
misguided. “It boggles the mind,” he told
AFP. “These people are grumbling about
all the chaotic migration, but at the same
time are complaining about an effort to
make it orderly and safe. It’s atrocious.”

The non-binding pact is due to be
formally adopted at a December 10-11
conference in Marrakesh, Morocco. It
lays down 23 objectives to open up legal
migration and better manage migratory
flows, as the number of people on the
move worldwide has increased to 250
million, or three percent of the world
population. Among its principles are the
protection of human rights, including
those specific to children, and recogni-
tion of national sovereignty. Its objec-
tives also include helping countries deal
with migration by sharing standards to
improve information and integration.

The US quit talks on the pact last
December, and several countries includ-
ing Hungary, Austria, Poland, the Czech
Republic, Slovakia and Australia also
rejected it. Immigration has become a
more polarizing issue in Canada, where
the number of refugee claims last year
nearly doubled compared with the pre-
vious year. In Ottawa, former
Conservative foreign minister Maxime
Bernier, who broke with the party in
September to start his own, has gath-
ered 48,000 signatures on a petition to
limit immigration.

“Canadians want their government,
not foreign entities, to be in control of
our immigration system,” Scheer said
during a faceoff in Parliament with Prime
Minister Justin Trudeau, who vowed to
sign the UN pact. “Welcoming people
through a rigorous immigration system,
from around the world, is what has made
Canada strong, and indeed something
the world needs more of, not less of,”
Trudeau countered. In late 2017
Canada’s Immigration Minister Ahmed
Hussen said his country will boost immi-
gration to one million over the next
three years. Canada has seen a rise in
asylum seekers since its neighbor the
United States elected President Donald
Trump, who has tightened US immigra-
tion policies. — AFP 

Efforts to reinvigorate 
‘toothless’ agreement 
on rights activists 
WASHINGTON: Cristina Palabay knows what it means to be targeted -
and left unprotected by her government. The 37-year-old head of
Karapatan, an alliance of human rights groups in the Philippines, has been
at the centre of a rising wave of violence against activists - facilitated, she
said, by a culture of impunity. The country is one of the most dangerous
for activists, with dozens of land rights and human rights workers killed
there in 2017, she said, adding that some of her colleagues had been
threatened while others had been booked on false charges.

“Being a human rights defender in a country such as the Philippines,
fraught with a hideous human rights record, means putting oneself in the
line of fire,” Palabay said. The situation mirrors a global rise in the
repression of rights workers two decades after the international commu-
nity recognized the issue - in 1998 the UN General Assembly adopted
what is known as the Declaration on Human Rights Defenders. This week
Michel Forst, the UN special rapporteur on human rights defenders, said
more than 3,500 rights activists had been murdered since 1998 - most of
them women.

Ahead of Sunday’s 20th anniversary of the agreement to protect
human rights defenders, Forst joined other UN experts urging govern-
ments to pass laws to keep rights workers safe, and to repeal legislation
that obstructs their work. In a statement, they said the “international
consensus on the need for human rights defenders to be protected has
been falling apart over time”. Experts said land activists were among the
most vulnerable - 207 land and environment advocates were killed last
year, the highest on record, said advocacy group EarthRights
International in a report this week.

Palabay said intimidation in the Philippines took different forms.
“Offices of human rights defenders are raided, lobbed with explosives or
burned to sow terror among them and the communities they serve,”
Palabay said. Many advocates are subject to stalking, harassment and vili-
fication campaigns, she said, while some are illegally arrested, tortured -
or simply “disappeared”. The situation under President Rodrigo Duterte
has worsened, Palabay said, to the point where one rights worker is killed
on average each week. In an agrarian country like the Philippines, she said,
most victims tend to be involved in land rights.

When the declaration was adopted two decades ago, governments
pledged for the first time urged to support and protect rights workers. Yet
today, Palabay and others warn that the promise of the declaration is slip-
ping. There were more than 300 deaths last year - twice as many as two
years earlier, according to Front Line Defenders, an advocacy group

based in Ireland. Adam Shapiro, its head of campaigns, said the declara-
tion was effectively “toothless”. Despite that, he and others said, there has
been some positive action over two decades as a result of its existence.
Shapiro highlighted specific efforts in Latin America, where governments
in Brazil, Colombia, Mexico and Honduras set up protection for lawyers,
human rights workers and others. These include undertaking risk assess-
ments and providing armed guards and other measures for homes, offices
and vehicles, for instance, he said.

However, said Shapiro, in each instance the “track record is not very
good”. Along with the Philippines, the four Latin American nations saw
more rights workers killed than any others. Several of the initiatives look
good on paper, he said, but are poorly coordinated and lack funding -
including in Mexico, for instance, due to greatly increased demand for
protection. An effort is underway to learn from these experiences and
set the legal groundwork for similar - but more effective - mechanisms
worldwide. In 2016, activists and lawyers finalized a model law that
could be used in any country to help draft national legislation to protect
rights workers.

The model is a way to bolster the impact of the UN declaration, said
Tess McEvoy, legal counsel with the International Service for Human
Rights, a non-profit that supports human rights defenders, and which
spearheaded the effort and is helping to roll it out. “Not many states have
incorporated the declaration comprehensively into national law - and
some are doing the opposite, by developing laws that restrict defenders,”
she said. “The model law is intended to guide other actors to ensure the
full and effective implementation of the declaration.”

She said Mali, Burkina Faso and the Ivory Coast had passed laws
based on the model draft, while the Philippines and Mongolia have laws
pending that are based in part on it. Similar bills are in development in at
least six other countries. The Ivory Coast law, which states that rights
workers cannot be detained or investigated for doing their job, has
already been used to defend advocates, McEvoy said. “We hope that
other countries that are currently drafting similar protection laws will
follow this example,” said Melanie Sonhaye Kombate of the West African
Human Rights Defenders Network.

The 20th anniversary of the declaration has prompted a number of ini-
tiatives aimed at making it more effective. In October, Paris hosted the first
Human Rights Defenders World Summit. It finalized a series of recommen-
dations for governments, businesses and others that will be presented to
the UN General Assembly at a special forum on December 18.

The summit provided a clear sense of how strong activists have
become in the past two decades, said Guadalupe Marengo, who heads
Amnesty International’s team on human rights defenders. “But also that
there appears to be a backlash, and human rights defenders are on the
front line - particularly around the rise in killings of land rights defenders
in Brazil, Honduras and the Philippines,” Marengo said. “Protecting the
Earth has become one of the world’s most dangerous professions,” said
Katie Redford of EarthRights International, which this month launched a
program to protect environmental and land rights workers. — Reuters

DHAKA: Bangladeshi relatives hold photos of disappeared persons during a press meeting in Dhaka. Hundreds of rela-
tives of people who went missing in Bangladesh in the last few years join a protest, demanding justice for the victims.
Rights groups said hundreds of people have allegedly been abducted by security forces as part of a crackdown on pro-
opposition activists.  — AFP 


