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DHAKA: Bangladeshi voters wait in line outside a polling station while security police officials watch over yesterday. — AFP (See Page 9)

DHAKA: Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina
appeared headed for a landslide win in a general election
yesterday marred by opposition claims of rigged voting as
14 people were killed in clashes between rival supporters.
Early results showed Hasina racing into a clear lead, win-
ning each of the first 29 seats declared - some by tens of
thousands of votes - according to Channel 24, which is
compiling results from around the country.

The deadly violence and bitter rivalry that marred the
election campaign spilled over into voting day, even as
authorities imposed tight security with 600,000 troops,
police and other security forces deployed across the coun-
try. Ten people were killed in clashes between Hasina’s rul-
ing Awami League party and supporters of the main oppo-
sition Bangladesh Nationalist Party, police said, while three
men were shot by police who said they were protecting
polling booths. An auxiliary police member was also killed
by armed opposition activists, according to officials.

Hasina, 71, has been lauded for boosting economic
growth in the poor South Asian nation during her decade
in power and for welcoming Rohingya refugees fleeing a
military crackdown in neighbouring Myanmar. But critics
accuse her of authoritarianism and crippling the opposi-
tion - including archrival Khaleda Zia who is serving 17
years in prison on graft charges - to cling on to power.

The BNP-led opposition alliance yesterday accused
Hasina’s party of using stuffed ballot boxes and other
illegal means to fix the result, which was to be

announced today. BNP spokesman Syed Moazzem
Hossain Alal told reporters there were “irregularities” in
221 of the 300 seats contested. Its Islamist ally Jamaat-e-
Islami said it would reject the results. “Voters are not
allowed to enter booths. Especially women voters are
being forced to vote for the boat,” Alal said, referring to
the Awami League symbol. 

‘We’ll cast your vote’ 
Bangladesh election commission spokesman S M

Asaduzzaman told AFP the body had “received a few alle-
gations of irregularities” and was investigating. Authorities
ordered mobile operators to shut down high speed
Internet services until midnight Sunday “to prevent the
spread of rumors” that could trigger unrest. One inde-
pendent television news channel complained that its
broadcasts were blocked. 

Voting in the capital Dhaka was largely peaceful as
convoys of soldiers and paramilitary forces were on the
streets where most traffic was banned. “I have never
missed voting in my life. This is probably the last election
for me and I want a suitable candidate for my country,”
98-year-old Abdus Salam said at a Dhaka polling station.
However voters in provincial areas reported intimidation.
Atiar Rahman said he was beaten by ruling party activists
in the central district of Narayanganj. “They told me not to
bother, ‘We’ll cast your vote on your behalf’,” he told AFP.

The opposition said the unrest was stirred up to deter

voters, and presiding officers reported a low turnout
across the country. Yesterday’s deaths brought to 18 the
official police toll for election violence since the ballot was
announced on Nov 8. Police said they acted “in self-
defence” in the southern town of Bashkhali, when they
fired on opposition supporters who stormed a polling
booth, killing one. In a separate incident a man was shot
by police after he tried to steal a ballot box.

Free and fair? 
Hasina needs 151 seats to control parliament but

experts say a victory would be sullied by accusations that
she hamstrung opponents. The opposition says more than
15,000 of its activists were detained during the campaign,
crushing its ability to mobilize support. Human Rights
Watch and other international groups said the crackdown
created a climate of fear which could prevent opposition
supporters from casting ballots.

The United States raised concerns about the credibility
of the election while the United Nations called for greater
efforts to make the vote fair. Seventeen opposition candi-
dates have been arrested over what they claim are
trumped-up charges while another 17 were disqualified
from running by courts, which Hasina’s opponents say are
government controlled. The Bangladeshi leadership has
alternated between Hasina and Zia, allies-turned-foes,
over the last three decades.

Hasina rejects accusations of authoritarianism but ana-

lysts say she feared young voters would support the BNP.
Her government was criticized this year for its heavy han-
dling of weeks of major student protests that brought
Dhaka to a standstill. Hasina, daughter of Bangladesh’s first
president Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, was gifted victory in
the 2014 election when the BNP boycotted the vote
claiming it was not free and fair. Rights groups have since
accused her administration of stifling freedom of speech
by toughening a draconian anti-press law and the
enforced disappearance of dissenters. — AFP 

Hasina heading for landslide win 
Bangladesh election marred by rigging allegations • 14 killed in violence 

Cyberattack
hits US 
newspaper
deliveries 
LOS ANGELES: A cyberattack
caused major printing and delivery
disruptions on Saturday at the Los
Angeles Times and other major US
newspapers, including ones owned by
Tribune Publishing Co such as the
Chicago Tribune and Baltimore Sun.
The cyberattack appeared to origi-
nate outside the United States, the
Los Angeles Times reported, citing a
source with knowledge of the situa-
tion. The attack led to distribution
delays in the Saturday edition of The
Times, Tribune, Sun and other news-
papers that share a production plat-
form in Los Angeles, the Los Angeles
Times reported.

Tribune Publishing, whose news-
papers also include the New York
Daily News and Orlando Sentinel,
said it first detected the malware on
Friday. The West Coast editions of the
Wall Street Journal and New York

Times were hit as they are also print-
ed on the shared production platform,
the Los Angeles Times said. Tribune
Publishing spokeswoman Marisa
Kollias said the virus hurt back-office
systems used to publish and produce
“newspapers across our properties.”

“There is no evidence that cus-
tomer credit card information or per-
sonally identifiable information has
been compromised,” Kollias said in a
statement. The Wall Street Journal
and New York Times did not immedi-
ately respond to requests for com-
ment. Most San Diego Union-Tribune
subscribers were without a newspa-
per on Saturday as the virus infected
the company’s business systems and
hobbled its ability to publish, the
paper’s editor and publisher Jeff
Light wrote on its website.

A spokeswoman for the
Department of Homeland Security
said it was studying the situation.
“We are aware of reports of a poten-
tial cyber incident affecting several
news outlets, and are working with
our government and industry partners
to better understand the situation,”
said DHS spokeswoman Katie
Waldman in a statement.
Representatives of the Federal Bureau
of Investigation were not immediately
available for comment. — Reuters 

Syria regime on 
path to come in 
from the cold 
BEIRUT: Almost eight years into Syria’s civil
war, President Bashar Al-Assad seems closer
than ever to securing a comeback at home and
in the Arab region, analysts say. As 2018 ends,
the Moscow-backed government in Damascus
is in control of nearly two-thirds of Syria, after
notching up a string of victories against rebels
and militants. And after a shock announcement
by the US this month that it is to pull all 2,000
of its troops out of Syria, the regime also seems
on track to regain influence in parts of the
country under Kurdish-led control.

On Friday, Damascus sent troops to a north-
ern area near the border with Turkey to stave
off a long-threatened Turkish assault on the
Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces there. It
did so at the invitation of the Kurds, who feel
exposed by the shock withdrawal announce-
ment by the US, their principal backer. The
Kurds reaching out to the regime represented
the latest in a string of achievements for Assad,
said Mutlu Civiroglu, an expert in Kurdish
affairs. “He is consolidating his power day by
day diplomatically and militarily,” he said.

Assad had previously threatened to retake
SDF-held oil-rich territory, whether through
ongoing talks or by force. “Rather than fighting
with the Kurds, the government is now invited
by the Kurds to enter these regions,” Civiroglu
said. “There can be nothing better than this for
Assad,” the analyst added. Aside from SDF-

held northeastern Syria, the rebel-held region
of Idlib remains beyond Assad’s control, but is
subject to a ceasefire deal. The SDF are bat-
tling to expel the last Islamic State group fight-
ers from their eastern holdout near the Iraqi
border. But the militants also retain a presence
in the country’s vast Badia desert.

‘Signal to the Arab states’ 
Kurdish fighters have spearheaded the fight

against IS in Syria, and the presence of US-led
coalition members alongside the SDF in north-
ern Syria had previously deterred Turkey from
attacking. The US announcement last week
sparked renewed fears of an assault, after two
previous Turkish incursions inside the war-torn
country. But President Donald Trump’s pullout
order has also sent a message to fellow Arab
countries in the region, says Nicholas Heras, an
analyst at the Center for a New American
Security. “Trump’s decision to withdraw US
forces from Syria sent the signal to the Arab
states that they need to engage with Assad on

their own terms and not wait for US policy to
come into focus,” he said.

Even before any US troops pull out, a drive
to bring Assad back into the Arab fold seems to
have picked up momentum in recent weeks.
The United Arab Emirates embassy in
Damascus reopened on Thursday, ten days
after Sudanese President Omar Al-Bashir made
the first visit of any Arab leader to the Syrian
capital since the start of the war. Bahrain has
announced it will re-open its diplomatic mis-
sion. Syria’s war has killed more than 360,000
people and displaced millions since it began
with the brutal repression of anti-Assad
protests in 2011.

The United Nations estimates the conflict
has cost the country close to $400 billion.
Heras said the president would be seeking
deals with wealthy Gulf states to help rebuild.
“Assad will look to build on his success in 2018
by scoring deals with the Arab states, especial-
ly the Gulf, to kick start the reconstruction of
Syria,” he said. — AFP 

DAMASCUS: Syrian President Bashar Al-Assad (right) meets Iraqi national security advisor
Faleh Al-Fayad in the capital on Saturday. — AFP 

DHAKA: Bangladeshi Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina flashes
the victory symbol after casting her vote, as her daughter
Saima Wazed Hossain (left) and her sister Sheikh Rehana
look on at a polling station. — AFP


