
DHAKA: More than 50,000 people took part yes-
terday in the biggest demonstration yet in
Bangladesh over French President Emmanuel
Macron’s defense of the right to publish cartoons of
the Prophet. The rally which started at Bangladesh’s
biggest mosque was stopped from getting close to
the French embassy where security has been
stepped up amid mounting tensions over Macron’s
comments.

The march was more than two kilometers long
and crowds-ignoring coronavirus social distancing
rules-carried effigies of Macron, caricatures and a
fake coffin for the French president. Police estimat-
ed some 50,000 people took part in the third major
anti-France protest in
the past week while
organizers said there
were more than
100,000.

End ties with France 
Bangladesh’s biggest

Islamist group urged
government to cut
diplomatic ties with
France within 24 hours,
as police stopped thou-
sands of its supporters from marching towards the
French embassy. “We are giving an ultimatum to the
government to end diplomatic ties with France
within 24 hours,” said Junayed Babunagari, head of
Hefazat-e-Islam. “If our demands are not met, we
will announce our next course of action,” he shout-
ed as mostly unmasked protesters wearing white
prayers caps cheered him on. 

Protesters chanted “We are all soldiers of the
prophet”, “We are not afraid of bullets or bombs”
and “Macron, you are in danger.” They burned one

effigy of the French leader. Police put up a barbed
wire barricade across a major road to stop the
demonstrators getting close to Dhaka’s embassy
district and the event broke up without trouble.
Demonstrations have been held in many Muslim
majority countries after Macron defended France’s
freedom of speech laws, in the wake of the killing of
a teacher who had shown caricatures of the Muslim
prophet to his class. Islam forbids any depictions of
Mohammed.

Around 3,000 people also demonstrated yester-
day outside the French embassy in Jakarta in
Indonesia-the world’s biggest Muslim majority
nation-according to police. Protesters burned pic-

tures of Macron and
waved placards embla-
zoned with a shoeprint
on his face and others
depicting the French
leader with devil horns.
Yesterday’s rally in
Bangladesh was called
by Hefazat-i-Islami, one
of the biggest radical
Muslim political groups
in the country of 168
million people.

Organizers said police had prevented thousands of
others from joining the rally by stopping buses,
trucks, and cars from entering the capital.

Junaid Babunagari, the firebrand deputy chief of
Hezafat, called on Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina to
make the Bangladesh parliament condemn Macron.
“I call on traders to throw away French products. I
ask the UN to take stern action against France,” he
told the rally. Bangladesh’s government has so far
not commented on France or the protests.  Other
Hefazat leaders said Macron must apologize to

Muslims around the world. The South Asian country
has seen other giant rallies after the publication of
cartoons of the prophet Mohammed by Danish
newspapers. 

Islamist groups in Bangladesh, including
Hezafat, have demanded blasphemy laws in the
country that would allow for the death sentence in
serious cases. A 2013 rally in Dhaka by thousands

of Hefazat supporters demanding a blasphemy law
ended in unrest in which more than 50 people
were killed. Between 2013 and 2016, nearly a
dozen secular activists and bloggers were killed by
Islamist extremists in Bangladesh after they were
accused of defaming Islam. Militants also staged
an attack on a Dhaka cafe in 2016 in which 17 for-
eigners were killed. —Agencies 
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News in brief

Snowden eyes Russia citizenship

MOSCOW: Fugitive US whistleblower Edward Snowden
said yesterday he had applied for Russian citizenship but
would keep his US nationality. The former American
intelligence contractor, who revealed in 2013 that the US
government was spying on its citizens, has been living in
exile in Russia since the revelations. Snowden’s tweet
comes weeks after he was granted permanent residency
in the country, and just days after his partner Lindsay
Mills announced she was pregnant. He tweeted: “After
years of separation from our parents, my wife and I have
no desire to be separated from our son.” The 37-year-
old said that “in this era of pandemics and closed bor-
ders, we’re applying for dual US-Russian citizenship”.
Moscow only recently relaxed its strict citizenship laws
to allow individuals to hold Russian passports without
rejecting their original nationalities. —AFP 

‘Mr Brexit’ launches party

LONDON: Nigel Farage, the driving force behind
Brexit, yesterday relaunched his political party as
“Reform UK”, with a main focus to oppose the govern-
ment’s coronavirus lockdowns. The former leader of the
UK Independence Party launched the Brexit Party 21
months ago to increase pressure on the government of
then-prime minister Theresa May to deliver Brexit. With
Britain having left the European Union in January, the
party retreated into the shadows, but the government’s
handling of the coronavirus pandemic and the imposi-
tion of a second lockdown has spurred Farage to
relaunch his party. “While we are still keeping a close
eye on Brexit, it is time to redirect our energies,” he
wrote in the Sunday Telegraph. “The single most press-
ing issue is the government’s woeful response to coron-
avirus. The ‘strategy’ has been to terrify the nation into
submission, coupled with a barrage of lockdowns, rules,
regulations and threats. —AFP 

Myung-bak goes back to jail

SEOUL: Former South Korean president Lee Myung-
bak headed to prison yesterday after a Seoul court
upheld a 17-year term on corruption charges. It is
effectively a life sentence: unless he is pardoned or
paroled, the 78-year-old will not leave jail until 2036,
when he would be 95. He left his residence in southern
Seoul in a black car, passing a throng of journalists
and former aides, but did not say anything and was
not visible through the vehicle’s darkened windows.
The scene illustrated the polarization of South Korean
politics: one of Lee’s supporters held a sign reading
“President Lee saved the economy and raised the
national profile”, and others saluted him with clenched
fists. But only a few steps away on the other side of a
police line stood a man with a different message:
“Apologize to the people”. —AFP 

Tanzania oppn leader arrested 

DAR ES SALAAM: Tanzanian police have arrested
the chairman of the main opposition party Chadema
as well  as other top leaders, ahead of planned
protests against an election the party said was rigged.
Chadema and fel low opposition party ACT-
Wazalendo rejected results which saw President John
Magufuli win a second term with 84 percent of results
and his ruling party take 97 percent of seats in parlia-
ment. Chadema chairman Freeman Mbowe had called
for countrywide protests starting Monday as well as
fresh elections. “We have arrested Mbowe, he is in
our hands,” said Dar es Salaam police chief Lazaro
Mambosasa, adding six other top members of the
party were also under arrest. “On top of these
protests which we banned, they wanted to incite the
vandalisation of buildings, burn petrol stations, mar-
kets and public transport vehicles,” he said. —AFP 

End ties with France in 24 hours, Islamist group tells govt

Tens of thousands take part in 
anti-France rally in Bangladesh

DHAKA: Protesters display placards during an anti-France demonstration yesterday. —AFP

Thai king declares 
‘love’ for all after 
months of protests
BANGKOK: King Maha Vajiralongkorn called
Thailand the “land of compromise” in unprecedent-
ed comments Sunday, during which the once-unap-
proachable monarch declared “love” for all Thais
after months of protests calling for reform to the
monarchy. The 68-year-old ruler sits at the apex of
Thai power, and comments to the media are rare
due to protocols dictating formalities with the royal
family. Societal taboos also prohibit Thais from
speaking to-or questioning-the monarch, who is
protected from criticism thanks to a draconian roy-
al defamation law with a broad legal interpretation. 

But the once-untouchable institution faces
unprecedented challenges from a growing pro-
democracy movement, some of whose leaders are
demanding reforms to the monarchy, including for

the law’s abolition. On Sunday, royal devotion was
on display as thousands wearing yellow shirts-the
royal color-waited near the Grand Palace clutching
portraits of King Vajiralongkorn and Queen
Suthida. Zigzagging through the crowd to greet
supporters, the monarch was stopped by a reporter
with Britain’s Channel 4 who asked him about pro-
testers calling for reform. 

“We love them all the same,” he told the reporter
repeatedly according to a clip posted on Channel
4’s official Twitter account.  When asked if there is
room for compromise, he said: “Thailand is the land
of compromise.” As Vajiralongkorn moved through
the crowd, royalists chanted, “We will live loyally,
die faithfully” and “Long live the King!” The ultra-
wealthy monarch is supported by the kingdom’s
military and billionaire clans, wielding unparalleled
influence across every aspect of Thai society.

He spends long periods of time in Germany, but
has been in Thailand in recent weeks to mark a
Buddhist holiday and the anniversary of his father’s
death. The visit has coincided with non-stop demon-
strations from mostly young activists, who have
staged guerilla rallies drawing thousands to Bangkok’s

most traffic-clogged intersections as a show of defi-
ance. While the movement is leaderless, they are unit-
ed in their demand for the removal of Premier Prayut
Chan-O-Cha, a former military chief who came to
power after staging a coup in 2014.—AFP

BANGKOK: Thailand’s King Maha Vajiralongkorn and
Queen Suthida greet supporters outside the Grand
Palace on Sunday after presiding over a religious cer-
emony at a Buddhist temple inside the palace. —AFP

French schools hold 
minute’s silence in 
for slain teacher
PARIS: Schools across France held a minute’s
silence yesterday in memory of Samuel Paty who
was beheaded by a Chechen teenager who wanted
to avenge his use of cartoons mocking the Prophet
Mohammad during a class on freedom of expres-
sion. With France at its highest security level fol-
lowing further attacks since Paty’s killing, some 12
million pupils returned to school for the first time
since the 47-year-old was slain in broad daylight
on the eve of a two-week school holiday. 

President Emmanuel Macron cast the killing as
an attack on French values and the Republic itself.
But his insistence that France will not compromise
on basic freedoms of belief and expression has
provoked outcry among Muslims worldwide. “The
idea of terrorism is to create hatred,” Macron

wrote in a message to schoolchildren on social
media. “We will pull through this together.” Pupils
stood in silence at 11 am and teachers reminded
them of their rights and duties in a “free democ-
racy”. Prime Minister Jean Castex marked the
tribute alongside staff at the Le Bois d’Aulne col-
lege where Paty taught. Police guarded the gates
of the high school, which remains closed to pupils
until today.

Macron has described Paty as a “quiet hero”
dedicated to instilling the values of the Republic
in his pupils and the embodiment of France’s
“desire to break the wil l  of the terrorists”.
Teachers across France read a letter written to
their profession by Jean Jaures in which the 19th
century politician set out their role in nurturing
young citizens. “They will be citizens and they
must know what a free democracy is, what rights
confers on them, what duties the sovereignty of
the nation imposes on them,” Jaures wrote.

France has deployed extra soldiers to protect
places of worship and schools following further
attacks since Paty’s killing, including in a church in
Nice and against a priest in Lyon. Paty’s macabre

murder convulsed secular France, where the sepa-
ration of church and state is fiercely defended by
many. It also exposed the fault lines cleaving a
country where some Muslims see the government’s
use of secular laws as a tool to suppress their
expression of religious beliefs. —Reuters

BISCHWILLER, France: Pupils of an elementary school
observe a minute of silence yesterday to pay tribute to
slain history teacher Samuel Paty.  —AFP

Pakistan’s PM vows 
to make contested 
region full province
ISLAMABAD: Prime Minister Imran
Khan has angered India after declaring
that part of the contested Kashmir region
will provisionally become a full province
of Pakistan. Pakistan has administered the
area now known as Gilgit-Baltistan since
shortly after the country’s birth in 1947,
but New Delhi asserts the mountainous
territory bordering China and
Afghanistan is an integral part of Kashmir
that it claims belongs to India.

“We have decided to grant provisional
provincial status to Gilgit-Baltistan, which
was a long-standing demand here,” Khan
said in a speech in Gilgit city Sunday. The
move comes after New Delhi last year
imposed direct rule over Indian-adminis-
tered Kashmir, upending a decades-long
status quo and drawing strong condem-
nation from Islamabad. Khan, who was
speaking ahead of local elections slated
for November 15, did not provide a time-

line for the move.  China has spent years
building infrastructure projects in Gilgit-
Baltistan, home to an estimated 1.3 million
people, including a long stretch of the
Karakoram Highway, a key component to
the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor
(CPEC). Khan said the modern and well-
maintained road had brought important
progress to Gilgit-Baltistan and the move
to make the area a province would help
“uplift backward areas and poor seg-
ments of society”. Any change in status
would require a constitutional amend-
ment. If finalised, it would make Gilgit-
Baltistan Pakistan’s fifth province. New
Delhi condemned Khan’s announcement,
saying it would “bring material changes to
a part of Indian territory”. “Such attempts
by Pakistan, intended to camouflage its
illegal occupation, cannot hide the grave
human rights violations, exploitation and
denial of freedom for over seven decades
to the people residing in these Pakistan-
occupied territories,” Indian Foreign
Ministry spokesman Shri Anurag
Srivastava said in a statement.  India and
Pakistan each control parts of Kashmir
and both countries accuse the other of
illegal occupations.  —AFP

Japan’s pledge 
boosts hopes of 
ammonia backers
TOKYO: Japan’s pledge to become car-
bon-neutral by 2050 is offering hope to
industry heavyweights pushing ammonia
as the fuel of the future-but critics say the
corrosive gas is still far from a clear-cut
clean energy. Burning ammonia, unlike
fossil fuels, does not emit planet-warming
carbon dioxide, and it is easier to trans-
port than liquid hydrogen, also touted as a
potential source of green fuel.

That has attracted the interest of a
consortium of major Japanese firms, keen
to launch large-scale imports into the
country, which has few fossil fuel reserves
and limited nuclear capacity since the
Fukushima disaster. “Ammonia is the
cheapest and most viable option” for
Japan, Shigeru Muraki, executive vice-
president and representative director of
the Green Ammonia Consortium, told AFP.
Formed last year, the consortium groups
70 major Japanese firms who hope to use

ammonia first at coal power stations and
eventually at gas plants too. The hunt for
greener fuels has new urgency after Prime
Minister Yoshihide Suga in October set a
2050 deadline for the world’s third-largest
economy-still heavily coal dependent-to
reach carbon neutrality. Muraki believes
ammonia could generate a tenth of Japan’s
electricity needs “before 2040.” But
whether the gas can provide a silver bullet
depends a lot on future technological
innovations, not least because most cur-
rently available methods for producing
ammonia themselves emit carbon dioxide.

Ammonia-composed of hydrogen and
nitrogen-is already produced en masse
from fossil fuels and exported worldwide
to make fertilizer. It maintains a liquid
state at around -33 degrees Celsius (-
27.4 degrees Fahrenheit), meaning it is
much simpler and cheaper to transport
than liquid hydrogen at -253 degrees
Celsius. In eco terms, the holy grail is
“green” ammonia, manufactured with
chemical reactions involving water, air
and sustainable electricity. It is 100 per-
cent renewable and carbon-free, accord-
ing to the Royal Society, an independent
scientific organization. —AFP


