
Some Bangladesh 
voters barred from 
polling booths
DHAKA: At least three voters in southeast Bangladesh, includ-
ing a journalist, told Reuters yesterday that they were barred
from entering polling booths or were told their ballot papers
had already been filled in, hours after voting began in the
nation’s general election. The journalist, who declined to be
identified for fear of reprisals, said activists of Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina’s ruling Awami League party in Chittagong,
Bangladesh’s second-largest city, warned him and other voters
at the polling center not to go inside.

“They said we didn’t need to go inside as our votes had
already been cast,” the journalist told Reuters by phone, adding
that there were five other voters around him at the time at the
polling center set up at the national primary school in Chittagong’s
Kotwali area. “I am hearing the same thing happening at several
other polling booths in Chittagong,” the journalist said.

His comments add to accusations by several leaders of the

country’s main opposition Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP)
who have alleged rigging and vote manipulation by the Awami
League. The Awami League said opposition supporters were
wrongly accusing the party. The Election Commission said it
had received complaints of rigging that it was investigating.
“Allegations are coming from across the country and those are
under investigation,” the agency’s spokesman S M
Asaduzzaman said. “If we get any confirmation from our own
channels then measures will be taken as per rules”.

At least 10 people were killed and more than a dozen
injured in political clashes yesterday by the time voting ended
at 1000 hours GMT. At least six candidates of the opposition
National Unity Front alliance said they had pulled out alleging
rigging. When Rasel, a 34-year-old voter in Chittagong, went
down to the polling center set up at a local polytechnic col-
lege in his area, he said about 30 people stopped him from
entering the booth. He knew at least one of them was an
Awami League activist, he said.

“They told me that ‘voting is going on nicely, you don’t
need to go inside’. If you try to enter, you will be in trou-
ble’,” Rasel, who declined to give his second name fearing
reprisals, told Reuters by phone. He turned back without
voting. Hasina has promised to conduct a “free and fair”
election and earlier this month said in a public speech that
she would not try to win the election using “unfair means.”

She is seeking a third straight term in power. At a polling
centre in the Umkhali south of Chittagong, a cab driver
named Ali said his family had to turn back from the polling
center as ruling party workers there told them their votes
had already been cast. —Reuters

Australia strips 
citizenship of
terror suspect
SYDNEY: Australia has stripped the citizenship of its
most-wanted Islamic State suspect Neil Prakash for
being a member of the militant group, the 12th dual-
national to lose their passport over terrorism links.
Prakash - a senior recruiter for IS who has been
linked to terror plots to kill Australians - is currently

facing charges in Turkey of joining the organization.
The government in 2016 asked Ankara to extradite
Prakash, who Canberra previously reported as hav-
ing been killed in a US airstrike in northern Iraq. 

“I can confirm that the Australian government has
notified Neil Prakash that his Australian citizenship
has ceased due to being in the service of Islamic
State,” Home Affairs Minister Peter Dutton said in a
statement Saturday. “Cessation of Australian citizen-
ship of dual nationals engaged in terrorist conduct
offshore is a key part of Australia’s response to inter-
national violent extremism and terrorism.” Reported
to be of Indian, Fijian and Cambodian background,
Prakash used the Internet “to promote the evil ideol-

ogy” of the militant group “and recruit Australian
men, women and children”, Canberra has said.

Known as Abu Khaled Al-Cambodi, Prakash left
Australia in 2013 and was linked to an alleged terror
plot on Anzac Day in 2015, when Australia honors its
war dead. Prakash said during his trial in Turkey last
year that he regretted his involvement with IS after
seeing its “true face”. Canberra has become increasing-
ly concerned about Australian nationals returning home
after fighting alongside IS abroad and has passed a
series of tougher national security laws in recent years.
That includes legislation where people can forfeit their
citizenship if they also hold a passport from another
country, and therefore are not left stateless.  —AFP
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DHAKA: Kamal Hossain, Bangladeshi lawyer and leader of
the National Unity Front Alliance, speaks to the media
yesterday. —AFP

Navy divers hunt 
flooded Indian 
mine for 15 men 
NEW DELHI: Indian navy divers yesterday launched
an operation to find 15 men trapped for more than two
weeks in a flooded “rat-hole” coal mine in remote
northeast India, police said. The workers have been
cut off since December 13 when water from a nearby
river poured into the 106-m deep illegal mine in
Meghalaya state. There has been no sign of life, with
the delayed rescue effort drawing public outrage, but
the men’s families are clinging to hopes that they may
have found an air pocket.

“Fourteen navy divers arrived yesterday (Saturday)
and surveyed the mine. They are trying to go inside
now,” police superintendent Sylvester Nongtnger told
AFP. “Rat hole” mining involves digging into the side of
hills and then burrowing tunnels up to 1.5 m high to
reach a coal seam. A federal environment court banned
wildcat mining in the mineral-rich state in 2014 after
local communities complained it was polluting water
sources and putting the lives of miners at risk.

With mine owners and the state government chal-
lenging the ban at India’s Supreme Court, the practice
remains rampant. Most of the miners are poor migrant
laborers from neighboring states. In 2012, 15 miners
were killed after they were trapped in another flooded
rat-hole mine in Meghalaya. Their bodies were never
recovered. The latest incident has sparked a public
outcry over the practice as well as poor rescue efforts.
The rescue had been hampered by a lack of power
pumps and other equipment. —AFP

KABUL: After a year of record bloodshed, Afghans are brac-
ing for an even deadlier 2019 with the threat of a US draw-
down and a looming presidential vote likely to fuel violence.
President Donald Trump’s plan to slash the number of US sol-
diers in Afghanistan before negotiators have struck a peace
deal with the Taleban has crushed hopes among many Afghans
for an end to the 17-year conflict. The news, which the White
House has not confirmed, capped an annus horribilis for the
war-weary country which by some estimates has overtaken
Syria as the world’s deadliest conflict zone this year.

Ordinary Afghans, who have long borne the brunt of the
relentless fighting, told AFP they felt increasingly despondent
about the future as the Taleban and the Islamic State group
adapt to ramped up security to carry out almost daily attacks
on civilians and security forces. “It is getting worse every day,”
said electrical engineering student Mohammad Hussain in
Kabul, one of the deadliest places in the country for civilians.
“The security we had four or five years back was better than
now. Even when we don’t have attacks in Kabul, we are waiting
for something to happen.”

‘Very bad year’ 
Zabihullah Shirzad, who owns a garbage collecting compa-

ny in the Afghan capital, said he could not remember a bloodi-
er year than 2018 and predicted 2019 would be even deadlier.
“We will see more killing and bloodshed,” the 42 year old said.
“I am not optimistic about the peace talks.” Their gloomy com-
ments reflect the findings of a Gallup poll published in October,
which showed an unprecedented level of pessimism among
Afghans. And an Asia Foundation study in December suggest-
ed more than 60 percent of Afghans thought the country was
moving in the wrong direction - unchanged from a year earlier.

Several key indicators show Afghan security locked in a
downward spiral, underscoring their negativity. Civilian deaths
hit a record high in the first half of the year, while the Taleban

are slaughtering Afghan forces in greater numbers than ever
before. This year was also marked by some of the deadliest
suicide attacks since the start of the war in 2001, including an
ambulance bomb blast that targeted a crowded street in Kabul
in January, killing more than 100 people and wounding hun-
dreds more.

The bloodshed was exacerbated by Trump’s more aggres-
sive strategy for Afghanistan, which he reluctantly announced
in August 2017, putting thousands more US boots on the
ground and giving its air units greater leeway to go after the
Taleban and IS. One estimate puts the number of conflict-
related deaths at more than 40,000 this year - almost equal to
the combined total for Syria and Yemen - according to data
compiled by the US-based Armed Conflict Location and Event
Data Project.

Afghanistan also took the unenviable title of deadliest
country in the world for journalists, with 15 media workers
killed, including AFP chief photographer Shah Marai and AFP
driver Mohammad Akhtar. Adding to the misery was the worst
drought in recent history, which forced more than 250,000
people to abandon their homes, overwhelming humanitarian
agencies as they struggled to provide enough food and shelter.
Thousands of displaced families have set up makeshift tents on
the edge of cities, and some are even selling their young
daughters into marriage to repay debt or buy food. “It was a
very bad year - the situation has not improved at all,” said
Thomas Ruttig, co-director of Afghanistan Analysts Network.

Pain of war
Some observers saw positive signs that, if the circum-

stances are right, could translate into good news in 2019. An
unprecedented three-day ceasefire in June was widely cele-
brated by Afghans taking selfies and sharing ice cream with
Taleban fighters, seemingly underscoring the desire for peace
on both sides. And the insurgents’ apparent willingness to meet

with US officials as part of a push for peace talks in recent
months could bode well for a deal, said Lotfullah Najafizada,
director of Afghanistan’s largest private broadcaster Tolo
News. “I think Afghanistan will pass 2019 with some success. I
hope it will be a historic year,” Najafizada said.

But slashing US troop numbers - which many fear would be
a harbinger for a full withdrawal - before any deal is struck

could trigger a civil war “with a regional dimension”, warned
Davood Moradian, director general of the Afghan Institute for
Strategic Studies. Ruttig said Washington should put
Afghanistan’s need for peace ahead of its own desire to pull
out troops and save money. “They are as much a part of the
problem as they could be the solution,” he said, describing US
policy in Afghanistan as “dysfunctional”. —AFPr

Security forces locked in a downward spiral

Worse every day: Afghans 
expect 2019 to be deadlier

KABUL: In this file photo taken on April 22, 2018, Afghan residents inspect the site of a suicide bombing outside a
voter registration center. —AFP


