
DHAKA: A Bangladesh mayor who refused to per-
mit a mural depicting Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina’s father on religious grounds was arrested
yesterday, police said. Sheikh Mujibur Rahman was
independent Bangladesh’s first leader and since his
daughter took power in 2009, authorities have
erected more than 1,000 murals and monuments to
venerate him.

Scores of people have also been charged for
defaming him under the country’s notorious internet
laws, which rights groups say have been used by
Hasina to silence dissent.
Abbas Ali, the mayor of
western Rajshahi city,
found himself in the spot-
light last month after an
audio clip of his comments
against a proposed Mujib
mural went viral.

“This is not correct
according to Islamic
sharia,” he had said.
“That’s why I won’t keep
it. I will build everything
as it’s planned, except for this last part.” Islamic tra-
ditions forbid depictions of people in murals or stat-
ues as part of the religion’s restrictions against idol-
atry. His comments triggered protests in his home
town. The mayor initially claimed the clip was fake,
but later apologised on Facebook and fled town.

Police arrested Ali from a hotel in the capital
Dhaka yesterday, spokesman Khandaker Al Moin
told AFP. “He admitted he made the comment. He
was absconding in different hotels in Dhaka since
November 23. We had information that he’s plan-
ning to flee the country,” he added.

The case follows last month’s sacking by Hasina
of Zahagir Alam, the mayor of the industrial city of
Gazipur, after he allegedly defamed Rahman. Both
Alam and Ali were members of Hasina’s ruling
Awami League party.

Mujib led his country to
independence from
Pakistan in 1971 after a
horrific nine-month war
that Bangladesh says killed
as many as three million
and displaced many more.
He was assassinated four
years later along with most
of his family.

Under his daughter
Hasina, 74, activists say
the human rights situation

in Bangladesh has deteriorated sharply, with clam-
pdowns on free expression that have seen hun-
dreds of journalists and activists arrested. Hasina’s
main political opposition has been crippled with
its chief and her arch-rival Khaleda Zia jailed for
corruption. —AFP
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TAIPEI: Taiwan’s president congrat-
ulated Honduras opposition candidate
Xiomara Castro yesterday for an
election win that looks set to usher in
a government that could switch diplo-
matic recognition to China. This
week’s election in the Central
American nation has been closely
watched in Taipei because Honduras
is one of just 15 countries that still
diplomatically recognise Taiwan over
Beijing.

Castro, the leftist wife of ousted
former president Manuel Zelaya, has
said she will “immediately open diplo-
matic and commercial relations with
mainland China” if she wins.
Yesterday, Taiwan’s President Tsai
Ing-wen said she hoped Castro would
instead “deepen traditional bonds”
between Taiwan and Honduras.

“On behalf of our government and
people, President Tsai extends her
sincere congratulations to Ms Castro

for being elected as the new president
of Honduras,” her office said in a
statement. Tsai hopes that under
Castro’s leadership “official relations
between the two countries continue
to be friendly and deepen”.

In a separate message on Twitter,
Tsai said she looks forward to work-
ing together for “the deepening of the
traditional bond that has always unit-
ed Taiwan and Honduras”. China
claims Taiwan as part of its territory
awaiting reunification, by force if
needed.

It has spent decades successfully
encouraging Taiwan’s diplomatic allies
to switch sides, a campaign it ramped
up after Tsai’s 2016 election. Since
then China has poached seven of
Taiwan’s diplomatic allies, including
three in Latin America-Panama, El
Salvador and the Dominican Republic.

Before the election, Taiwan warned
Honduras against “flashy and false”

promises by China, after Castro of the
main opposition Liberty and
Refoundation Party said she planned
to switch sides. Castro looks set to be

the first woman to rule a Central
American nation after her rival from
the ruling rightwing National Party
conceded defeat. —AFP

TAOYUAN, Taiwan: File photo shows Taiwan President Tsai Ing-wen (C) inspects
an algae reef zone at the coast of the Guanyin district in Taoyuan on November
25, 2021. — AFP

DHAKA: A rickshaw puller pedals past a mural of Bangladesh’s founder Sheikh Mujibur Rahman in Dhaka
yesterday. — AFP
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China ‘hunting’ 
Taiwanese abroad 
BEIJING: Beijing has pressured foreign
governments to deport hundreds of Taiwan
nationals to China, a new report found, in
what human rights activists describe as a
“hunt for Taiwanese”. More than 600
Taiwanese were extradited from various
countries to China between 2016 and 2019 in
an effort to “undermine Taiwanese sover-
eignty”, rights group Safeguard Defenders
said in a report Tuesday.

China claims self-ruled democratic Taiwan
as its territory, to be retaken one day by
force if necessary, and has stepped up efforts
in recent years to diplomatically isolate it.
China and Taiwan agreed in 2009 that police
from both sides would return overseas sus-
pects to their respective territories.

But Beijing began to increasingly ignore
this  agreement after  the e lect ion of
Taiwan’s President Tsai Ing-wen in 2016,
according to the NGO’s report. As Tsai has
tried to assert the island’s distinct identity,
China has more aggressively professed its
claim over Taiwan.

Safeguard Defenders said Beijing had
pressured governments- inc luding the
Philippines and Cambodia-to extradite
hundreds of Taiwanese mostly accused of
telecoms fraud to China, despite efforts by
the Taiwan government and the UN Human
Rights  Counci l  to  prevent  the  forced
transfers.

Those extradited to China faced “arbitrary
detention, torture, enforced disappearances,
and forced televised confessions”, Safeguard
Defenders said.  Spain accounted for the
greatest number of known forced transfer
cases-more than 200 — despite being
bound by the European Convention on
Human Rights, according to the report.

A Spanish court ruled in 2017 that a
group of 121 Chinese and Taiwanese fraud
suspects could be extradited to China, point-
ing to Beijing’s widely followed “One-China
policy”-in which Taiwan is diplomatically
considered a part of China.

The Spanish government has shown a
“clear disregard” for its human rights com-
mitments and a “lack of understanding of the
severity of human rights abuses in China”,
Safeguard Defenders said. In a contrasting
European ruling, last year the Czech
Supreme Court rejected China’s extradition
request for eight Taiwan nationals, citing the
risk of torture and Beijing’s poor rights
record.

In response to the report, Taiwan’s gov-
ernment said yesterday that China “does
not have jurisdiction” over Taiwanese citi-
zens implicated in criminal cases abroad,
who it said should be returned to Taiwan to
face trial.

The Mainland Affairs Council, Taiwan’s
top China policy-making body, said Beijing
aims to “show its sovereignty over Taiwan”
by pushing for the deportations. “We again
urge the Chinese side that crime-fighting
should not involve politics and we hope law
enforcement units on both sides can continue
to cooperate on existing basis to effectively
fight crimes and protest public welfare,” it
said in a statement.

Meanwhile, China’s foreign ministry
spokesman Wang Wenbin yesterday dis-
missed the report as “pure nonsense.”
Madrid-based Safeguard Defenders is an
organisation that monitors and supports
human rights activists in Asia. Co-founder
Peter Dahlin was deported from China in
2016 after being detained for 23 days and
forced to make a televised confession. — AFP

Taleban urge US 
to release frozen 
funds in Doha talks 
DOHA: The Taleban renewed its call for the United
States to release billions of dollars in frozen funds
after two days of talks in Doha as aid-dependent
Afghanistan grapples with economic crisis. The
Afghans also called for an end to blacklists and
sanctions in meetings led by Taleban Foreign
Minister Amir Khan Muttaqi and Tom West, the US
special representative for Afghanistan.

It was the second round of talks between the two
sides in Qatar since the US ended its 20-year occu-
pation of Afghanistan and the hardline Islamists
rapidly returned to power. “The two delegations
discussed political, economic, human, health, educa-
tion and security issues as well as providing neces-

sary banking and cash facilities,” tweeted Afghan
foreign ministry spokesman Abdul Qahar Balkhi.

“The Afghan delegation assured the US side of
security and urged that Afghanistan’s frozen money
should be released unconditionally, blacklists and
sanctions must end and human issues be separated
from political ones.” Washington seized nearly $9.5
billion in assets belonging to the Afghan central
bank. The International Monetary Fund and the
World Bank also suspended activities in
Afghanistan, withholding aid as well as $340 million
in new reserves issued by the IMF in August.

The Afghan economy has effectively collapsed,
with civil servants unpaid for months and the treas-
ury unable to pay for imports. The United Nations
has warned that around 22 million people, more than
half the population, will face an “acute” food short-
age in the winter months.

Taleban government leader Mullah Mohammad
Hassan Akhund is among those targeted by the US
sanctions. The US side stood firm on the measures
and said it was taking steps to get support to ordi-
nary Afghans. “The United States remains commit-

ted to ensuring that US sanctions do not limit the
ability of Afghan civilians to receive humanitarian
support from the US government and international
community while denying assets to sanctioned enti-
ties and individuals,” State Department spokesman
Ned Price said in a statement.

“The Department of the Treasury has issued
general licences to support the continued flow of
humanitarian assistance to the people of
Afghanistan and other activities that support basic
human needs.” The US also urged the Taliban to
provide access to education for women and girls
across the country and “expressed deep concern
regarding allegations of human rights abuses”.

It reminded the Taleban of its commitment not to
allow terrorist organisations to operate on its soil
and to guarantee safe passage for US citizens from
Afghanistan. The Americans also called for the
release of US citizen Mark Frerichs, who was kid-
napped in Afghanistan in February last year. The
Taleban called the talks “positive” and said Muttaqi
also met with the Japanese and German ambassa-
dors to Afghanistan in Doha. — AFP

Without women 
and aid, Afghan 
economy will 
collapse, UN warns
KABUL: When Maryam went shopping in Kabul this
week after several weeks cooped up at home, the
Afghan mother was shocked to discover food prices
had doubled-or even tripled-at the market’s well-
stocked vegetable stalls. “It’s very expensive, it’s
clearly visible,” the 52-year-old, who lost her job after
the Taleban returned to power in August, told AFP.
Yesterday, a United Nations report said Afghanistan
and its population of roughly 40 million people have
suffered an “unprecedented fiscal shock” since the
Taleban takeover and the decision by the internation-
al community to withdraw billions in humanitarian aid.

The report predicts an economic contraction of
around 20 percent of GDP “within a year, a decline that
could reach 30 percent in following years”. “It took
more than five years of war for the Syrian economy to
experience a comparable contraction. This has hap-
pened in five months in Afghanistan,” United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP) Asia Director Kanni
Wignaraja told AFP. Another UN source said that such
a situation was “never seen before. Even... Yemen, Syria,
Venezuela don’t come close.” For decades now

Afghanistan’s economy has been undermined by war
and drought. But it was propped up by international aid,
which represented 40 percent of Afghanistan’s GDP
and financed 80 percent of its budget.

That was frozen when US-led international forces
left the country and the Taleban took control. “The
sudden dramatic withdrawal of international aid is an
unprecedented fiscal shock,” Wignaraja said. For
Maryam, trying to buy food in the Kabul market, it
spells potential disaster. Her husband is ill, and cannot
work. They have seven children. Under the previous
government, she was a civil servant, supporting the
family with her salary. But the Taleban sent women
home, only allowing certain female civil servants-
mainly those in education and health-to return. They
have been vague about whether women will be
allowed to work in the future. For now, Maryam no
longer has an income. “I have eight mouths to feed,
eight people to clothe at home, everything is expen-
sive, and for the moment it seems impossible for me to
find another job,” she says, not counting herself.

‘Palliative’ 
Added to this are the Western economic sanctions

taken against the Taleban, including the freezing of
$9.5 billion in assets of the Afghan central bank,
which can no longer intervene to support the econo-
my. Afghan banks have been distributing money only
in small amounts, with withdrawals limited to a maxi-
mum of $400 per week. The economy is slowing
down and unemployment is soaring. According to the
UN, 23 million Afghans, more than half the population,

are threatened by famine this winter.
“Afghanistan is in a humanitarian and development

crisis that is becoming graver and needs to be imme-
diately addressed to save lives,” says the UNDP
report, which estimates that $2 billion in emergency
aid is needed just to bring the entire population back
up to the poverty line. If nothing is done, hard-won
progress made by international aid in key areas such
as education, health, gender equality, access to drink-
ing water, and employment could all be lost, it says.

The UN agency fears the possible collapse of two
key sectors: the banking system and energy, which
would plunge the country into darkness. In Doha,
where the Taleban and the Americans are negotiating
this week, the Taleban have again asked the
Americans to release frozen funds to allow the econ-
omy to recover. Washington has not responded to
these requests, and has urged the Taleban to respect
human rights and to give women and girls access to
employment and education.

Depriving women of paid employment could drive
GDP down by up to five percent, UNDP said, calling
their jobs “vital to mitigate the economic catastro-
phe”. In addition, there is a loss in consumption-
women who no longer work no longer have a salary
and can no longer buy as much as before to feed or
equip their homes - which could reach $500 million
per year, according to the UNDP. Afghanistan “can-
not afford to forfeit this”, Wignaraja said, adding that
young Afghan women must be allowed a post-sec-
ondary education they can work and contribute to
the economy later. — AFP 


