
Dozens killed
in Afghanistan
amid sectarian
threat 
KABUL: Fifteen Afghan civilians and
10 commandos sent to reinforce
Shi’ite militia forces fighting Taleban
in the central province of Ghazni were
killed yesterday, officials said, as a
days-long battle with threatening eth-
nic overtones continued. The fighting
in Jaghori district, an area inhabited
mainly by Shiite ethnic Hazaras, has
been going on since Wednesday,
when Taleban fighters attacked the
district and the government sent spe-
cial forces units to back up local mili-
tia forces. 

Police spokesman Ahmad Khan
Sirat said six members of the security
forces were wounded in addition to
the 25 civilians and commandos who
were killed. The fighting took place as
US special envoy Zakmay Khalilzad
prepared for a fresh round of meetings
aimed at bringing the Taleban to the
negotiating table to try to find a politi-
cal settlement to the decades-long war
in Afghanistan.

Although Afghanistan has tradition-

ally not suffered from the sectarian
violence that has scarred Iraq or Syria,
suicide attacks on Shiite targets in
recent years have caused deepening
anger among Hazaras, a mainly Shiite
minority. The Taleban, a movement
dominated by Sunni Muslim ethnic
Pashtuns, does not have any openly
sectarian agenda and deny targeting
Shiites but many Hazaras have blamed
Pashtuns for the attacks on mosques
and cultural centers. Angered by what
many see as official indifference,
Hazaras have formed militia groups of
their own, fuelling concern among
some officials and Western diplomats
at the potential for an upsurge in eth-
nic, sectarian violence.

Disputes over the balance of repre-
sentation between Hazaras and
Pashtuns, the two largest groups in
Ghazni, led to the postponement of
last month’s parliamentary election in
the province. On the other side of the
country, in the northern province of
Baghlan, at least 14 members of the
Afghan security forces and civilians
were killed and eight others were
injured in Taleban attacks, provincial
governor Abdulhai Nemati said. A
spokesman for the Taleban, Zabihullah
Mujahid in statements said killed 36
Afghan security forces and captured
one military base five security check-
points in Ghazni and Baghlan
provinces. —Reuters

DHAKA: An alliance of opposition parties in
Bangladesh, including the Bangladesh
Nationalist Party (BNP), said yesterday it
plans to contest the Dec. 23 general election,
despite the ruling Awami League rejecting a
series of its demands. The BNP, which has
been one of the two main parties in the coun-
try since 1978, boycotted the last election in
2014. In particular, the Jatiya Oikyafront, a
20-party alliance led by 81-year-old politi-
cian and lawyer Dr Kamal Hossain, had
wanted a caretaker government to take
over in the weeks heading into the polls.
The BNP says a caretaker government is
essential for free and fair elections as oth-
erwise it claims the Awami League will use
the machinery of government to support its
campaign. The Awami League says the
demand is unconstitutional.

The BNP, which is in disarray following
the jailing on corruption charges of its
chief, former prime minister Khaleda Zia, had
also pressed for a caretaker government at
the 2014 election and pulled out after the
demand was not met. The last election was
marred by deadly violence and shunned by
international observers as flawed. Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina and Khaleda, who
between them have ruled Bangladesh for
decades, are bitter rivals and the BNP says
its leader has been jailed on trumped-up
charges to keep her out of politics.

Hasina is seeking to be reelected for a
third successive term. “With the aim of res-
cuing democracy and a continuation of the
movement to sustain a democratic process,
Jatiya Oikyafront decided to participate in
the election,” Hossain said in a statement,
following days of deliberation with alliance
members. The alliance will fight for all 300

directly elected seats in parliament.
Hossain has said he will not be seeking
public office so it is unclear who would
become prime minister if the alliance were
to win the election.

Authoritarian rule
Hasina’s government has won global plau-

dits for letting in hundreds of thousands of
Rohingya refugees who fled persecution in
Myanmar, but its critics have decried Hasina’s

increasingly authoritarian rule. In particular,
they have attacked her for the government’s
heavy-handed handling of student protests
this year and its crackdown on free speech.

The opposition says that it has been told
it will be able to hold public meetings but
alliance officials say that in practice they
fear that their applications for assemblies

will be rejected or the gatherings disrupt-
ed. Hossain said that mass detentions of
activists ahead of a meeting had been one
such disruptive tactic used by the author-
ities. Although, freedom of assembly is a
right in Bangladesh’s constitution, the
authorities often prevent protests and
meetings from taking place in the inter-
ests of national security and maintaining
public order.

Hossain asked the government to delay
the election by a month to give it more
time in which to campaign but the request

is unlikely to be granted. Hasina and the
Awami League have the backing of most
media in Bangladesh, including all the major
TV stations. Mahbub-Ul Hanif, joint general
secretary of the Awami League, dismissed
the opposition’s concerns about public
assemblies, saying it had already held two
such gatherings. He said there could be
delays in granting permission while safety
and security is assessed.

He said that the election schedule is in the

hands of an independent Election
Commission. The Oxford-educated Hossain
served in Bangladesh’s first post-indepen-
dence government between 1972 and 1975 as
law, foreign and energy minister. He also led
the process that produced the nation’s con-
stitution. He has fallen out with Hasina and

the Awami League and runs the Gono Forum
(“Forum of the Masses”) party. He has been
highly critical of Hasina’s human rights record
and has defended in court jailed photogra-
pher Shahidul Alam, who was arrested for
comments he made on social media during
the student protests. — Reuters
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Alliance of 20 parties says wants to rescue democracy

Bangladesh’s opposition parties 
including BNP to contest in polls

DHAKA: Bangladesh’s main opposition leader and Bangladesh Nationalist Party
chairperson Khaleda Zia (center) looks on as she is escorted back to prison from a
hospital visit in Dhaka. —AFP 
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Spanish, French police
smash ring smuggling 
Palestinians 
MADRID: Police in Spain and France have smashed a
criminal ring suspected of smuggling hundreds of
Palestinians into Europe through fraudulent asylum claims,
Spanish police said yesterday. Officers arrested nine peo-
ple, including the suspected leader of the network, in the
two countries as part of the operation carried out with
European police agency Europol, a Spanish police state-
ment said. Police suspect since January 2018 the group flew
around 1,200 Palestinians living in Middle Eastern countries
via Bolivia to Madrid, where they would then make a
“fraudulent asylum request”.

“Instead of continuing with the administrative proce-
dures related to their asylum request, they were transport-
ed by the organization to Belgium and Germany in mini-
vans,” the statement said. The ring charged around 8,000
euros ($9,000) per person to provide them with fake travel
documents issued to Palestinian refugees in Lebanon and
organise the trip, earning at least 9 million euros ($10.2 mil-
lion) with the scheme. Five people were arrested in Spain
and four in France. Police said the group’s “main base of
operations” was in the northern French city of Amiens.
Spanish police started their investigation after detecting an
increase in the number of Palestinians requesting asylum at
Madrid airport. — AFP 

SEOUL: South Korean military transport aircraft began a tangerine air-
lift to North Korea yesterday, the first of a gift of 200 tons of the fruit
from the southern island of Jeju, South Korea’s presidential Blue House
said. The present comes after the North Koreans gave South Korean
President Moon Jae-in two tons of pricey pine mushrooms after a sum-
mit with North Korean leader Kim Jong Un in Pyongyang in September.

North Korea has pursued nuclear and missile programs in defiance of
UN sanctions and South Korean officials said last week they had tested
the mushrooms for radiation after an opposition lawmaker complained.
The Jeju tangerines were packed in 20,000 boxes and will be flown to
Pyongyang by four C-130 aircraft during multiple flights on Sunday and
Monday, the Blue House said in a statement. Several senior South Korean
officials, including Vice Unification Minister Chun Hae-sung and presi-
dential secretary for unification policy Suh Ho, flew to Pyongyang to
deliver the first shipment. North Korean leader Kim faces continued
international pressure over his weapons programs.

He vowed to work toward denuclearization during his historic June
summit with US President Donald Trump, but Pyongyang’s actions have
fallen short of US demands for irreversible steps to scrap its arsenal,
including a full disclosure of nuclear facilities and materials. That has left
inter-Korean efforts limited by international and unilateral sanctions that
bar many forms of economic interaction with North Korea. But South
and North Korea have conducted a number of inter-Korean projects
designed to lower tensions, including joint sports and cultural events,
closing some guardposts along their shared border, and regular high-
level negotiations. —Reuters 
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