
DHAKA: Bangladesh rescue workers found the bodies
of four missing crew of a dredger boat, taking the
death toll from Cyclone Sitrang to 28 as millions
remained without power, officials said Wednesday.
Cyclones-the equivalent of hurricanes in the Atlantic or
typhoons in the Pacific-are a regular menace in the
region but scientists say climate change is likely making
them more intense and frequent.

Cyclone Sitrang made landfall in southern
Bangladesh on Monday but authorities managed to get
about a million people to safety before the monster
storm hit. With winds of 80 kilometres (55 miles) per
hour, it still left a trail of devastation in the country’s
densely populated, low-lying coastal region, which is
home to tens of millions of people.

The government said nearly 10,000 tin-roofed
homes were either “destroyed or damaged” and crops
on large swathes of farmland were wrecked at a time of
record-high food inflation. Fire department divers
found the bodies of four crew of a dredger boat that
sank during the storm in the Bay of Bengal.

“We found one body on Tuesday night and three
more this morning. Four crew are still missing,”
Abdullah Pasha from the fire department told AFP.
Nearly five million people were still without power on
Wednesday, Rural Electrification Board official
Debashish Chakrabarty told AFP.

Nearly a million people who were evacuated from
low-lying regions have now returned to their homes.
Trees were uprooted as far away as the capital Dhaka,
hundreds of kilometres from the storm’s centre.

Heavy rains lashed much of the country, flooding
cities such as Dhaka, Khulna and Barisal-which took on
324 millimetres (13 inches) of rainfall on Monday. About
33,000 Rohingya refugees from Myanmar, controver-
sially relocated from the mainland to a storm-prone
island, were ordered to stay indoors but there were no
reports of casualties or damage, officials said.

In recent years, better forecasting and more effec-
tive evacuation planning have dramatically reduced the
death toll from such storms. The worst recorded, in
1970, killed hundreds of thousands of people. — AFP

Thursday, October 27, 2022

7
I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Established 1961 

Nearly 10,000 tin-roofed homes were ‘destroyed or damaged’

28 dead in Bangladesh cyclone, 
millions without electric power

News in brief
Algeria jails journalist 

ALGIERS, Algeria: An Algerian court has jailed a
journalist convicted of “spreading false news” in an
article about dates allegedly tainted with banned
pesticides, his newspaper said Wednesday.
Belkacem Houam was handed a year-long prison
sentence, most of it suspended, but he will spend
two months behind bars, said his paper, Echorouk.
Houam, whose arrest in September provoked wide-
spread indignation online, will also have to pay a
fine of 100,000 dinars (about $710), Echorouk
added. He was detained after reporting there had
been an “immediate halt in date exports from
Algeria”, saying importers had returned 3,000 tons
of Deglet Nour dates that were “unfit for consump-
tion”. The Algerian trade and agriculture ministry
has denied the affair. Houam’s lawyer Hassen Brahmi
said the journalist had been charged with “illicit
speculation” and spreading “false information... to
provoke a disruption in the market and a sudden
and unjustified increase in prices”.

Kenya to exhume body 

NAIROBI, Kenya: The body of a British woman
who died at the house of a controversial cult leader
while on holiday in Kenya will be exhumed on
Wednesday, the family’s lawyer said. Luftunisa
Kwandwalla, 44, was visiting the coastal city of
Mombasa when she met her death in August 2020,
and was buried a day later, but her family has
claimed foul play. At the time, the cult leader Arif
Mohamed Iqbal — a self-confessed healer — said
the “devil” had killed the woman as he tried to exor-
cise her, according to court papers filed by the fam-
ily. “We are heading to the site,” the family’s lawyer,
Jacinta Wekesa, told AFP, referring to the Mombasa
cemetery where Kwandwalla was buried. An autop-
sy to determine the cause of her death is expected
later Wednesday.

Journalist sentenced in prison

MOSCOW, Russia: A court in Minsk sentenced an
investigative journalist to eight years in prison on
Wednesday, the reclusive country’s Belarusian
Association of Journalists said in a statement. The
court sentenced Sergei Satsuk, the editor of the
Ezhednevnik news website, for “inciting hatred”,
“official misconduct” and “accepting bribes”, the
press advocacy group said in a statement. The 58-
year-old was detained in December 2021 after
authorities searched his home and office. He is the
latest journalist to be jailed in the authoritarian
country, which has been ruled by President
Alexander Lukashenko since 1994. Satsuk’s col-
leagues say he is being punished for investigating
corruption scandals that rocked the Belarusian
healthcare system, as well as for having published
stories about the falsification of COVID cases.
When the COVID-19 pandemic struck Belarus,
Lukashenko downplayed the dangers of the virus
and suggested it was not real. — AFP

‘Four crew 
are still 

missing’

BARISAL, Bangladesh: Women wade through a waterlogged street following cyclone Sitrang, in Barisal. — AFP

BANGKOK, Thailand: A policeman walks near the gates of a motor garage and unauthorised entertainment venue, where over
200 tourists were arrested during a raid on a drug party, in Bangkok on October 26, 2022. —  AFP

N Zealand couple 
held in Iran leave 
‘safe and well’
WELLINGTON, New Zealand: Two travel bloggers
from New Zealand who disappeared in Iran for almost
four months are “safe and well” having fled after secret
talks between the two governments, Wellington
revealed Wednesday. Newlyweds Bridget Thackwray
and Topher Richwhite crossed from Turkey into Iran in
early July, when their social media feeds-usually filled
with glamorous and carefully curated shots of them in
exotic locations-fell silent.

For months, some of the couple’s 300,000 fans
posted increasingly anguished messages asking about
their safety, with no reply. At the same time, the New
Zealand government refused media requests to com-
ment on their whereabouts. On Wednesday Prime
Minister Jacinda Ardern broke her silence, revealing
that officials had been “working hard” for several
months to “ensure the safe” exit of the couple, who
had endured “difficult circumstances”.

The exact details of the couple’s time in Iran remain
unclear. Iranian officials told AFP that the couple had
been neither detained nor arrested, and the New
Zealand government was careful not to imply any for-
mal captivity.

‘Something was wrong’ 
Westerners are frequently taken into custody by

Iran’s hardline government-which has been at logger-
heads with the United States and its allies since the
1979 Islamic Revolution. Detainees have languished in
jails or been released after intensive behind-the-
scenes negotiations.

Many releases have included prisoner swaps, lead-
ing to accusations that Tehran is engaged in “hostage
diplomacy”. Most countries advise against any travel
to Iran. “Topher”, short for Christopher, who is in his
late thirties and is the son of one of New Zealand’s
wealthiest bankers, toured with a band before the cou-
ple started their world tour.

His wife Bridget, in her late twenties, founded the

fashion website Fashbae in 2017, the year before they
began travelling. They travelled in an American-made
Jeep 4x4 named “Gunther” after German traveller
Gunther Holtorf, who visited 215 countries in 26 years
before his death in 2021.

In a July video post that was later removed from
social media sites, Richwhite said the couple had been
stopped at the Iranian border, where the vehicle was
inspected. They were instructed how to dress and
behave in a tense 45-minute meeting with guards.

Canada-based fan Chris Los, a retired teacher,
said the couple’s GPS tracker then stopped in the
same place for several days. “They never stay in the
same place in the middle of nowhere for this long,”
Los told AFP. “Because they share photos and video
so openly and often, it was obvious to me that some-
thing was wrong.” This week Kylie Moore-Gilbert,
an Australian who spent more than 800 days in
Iranian jails before being released, reported that the
couple were missing.

‘What a relief!’ 
Moore-Gilbert hailed confirmation that the couple

had exited Iran as “fantastic news.” The pair’s disap-
pearance echoed the plight of British-Australian travel
bloggers who were held in Iran in 2019, on suspicion
of spying and circumventing sanctions, but who were
later released.

At the same time, Australia halted the extradition of
Reza Dehbashi to the United States. A PhD student at
the University of Queensland, Dehbashi had been
detained on allegations of “attempting to purchase and
transfer advanced American military radar equipment
via Dubai to Iran”. Ardern did not provide details of
the negotiations but insisted she had not shied away
from criticising Iran’s recent bloody crackdown on
young protesters-many women, objecting to strict
Islamic law and authoritarian rule.

“We called in the Iranian ambassador to share our
views directly,” she added. Her government has diplo-
matic ties with Iran and has had an embassy in Tehran
since 1975 making it New Zealand’s longest-standing
Middle Eastern outpost. Iran has repeatedly accused
outside forces of stirring up the protests, and in late
September announced that nine foreign nationals-
including from France, Germany, Italy, Poland and the
Netherlands-had been arrested. — AFP

Dutch probe Chinese 
‘police stations’ 
in Netherlands
The Hague, Netherlands: Dutch authorities said
Wednesday they were investigating reports that China
has set up two illegal police stations in the Netherlands
which it uses to harass dissidents. Dutch media report-
ed that the police posts in Amsterdam and Rotterdam
purported to offer diplomatic assistance, but that they
had not been declared to the Netherlands. China’s for-
eign ministry said the reports were “completely false”
and said the “service stations” were meant to help
overseas citizens do things like renew driving licences.

The two “police stations” set up since 2018 were
being used to silence China’s political opponents,
broadcaster RTL and investigative website Follow the
Money said, quoting a Chinese dissident living in the
Netherlands. Their report followed an investigation by
Spanish-based NGO Safeguard Defenders in
September which said China had set up 54 overseas
police centres around the world, including the two in
the Netherlands. The Netherlands said it was taking the
claims “seriously”.

“The Ministry of Foreign Affairs is now investigat-
ing the activities of the so-called police centres. When
we have more clarity about this, appropriate action
will be taken,” Dutch foreign ministry spokeswoman
Maxime Hovenkamp told AFP. “It is true that we have
not been informed about the centres through diplo-
matic channels.” The first Chinese office was opened in
June 2018 in Amsterdam by the Lishui region police
force, and is headed by two men who started their
careers in the Chinese police force then moved to the
Netherlands, RTL said. It was named one of the ten
best of the foreign Chinese police posts in an internal
vote last year, it said.

‘Completely false’ 
Police in the Chinese city of Fuzhou opened a sec-

ond officer earlier this year in the Dutch port city of
Rotterdam, run by a former soldier, according to the
broadcaster. Located in a non-descript house without
any sign, a promotional video says the office helps to
“crack down on local and illegal criminal activity in
Fuzhou that has to do with overseas Chinese”, said
RTL. The Dutch broadcaster interviewed a man it said
was a refugee dissident called Wang Jingyu, who said
he was called by someone from the Rotterdam police
office.

The man allegedly told Wang to return to China to
“solve my problems” and to “think about my parents”.
He later received text messages with swear words from
the number of the Rotterdam station. Wang then
received threatening calls and messages after demon-
strating in front of the Chinese embassy in June, he
said. The Dutch foreign ministry said there were “regu-
lar signals” from the Dutch Chinese community about
receiving “intimidation and threats”, and that it was set-
ting up a hotline. “The ministers of justice and security
and foreign affairs have taken note of the report of
Safeguard Defenders and take the contents of the
report seriously. It has our attention,” the Dutch foreign
ministry spokeswoman said. “The report is also known
to the police and is taken seriously.” Chinese foreign
ministry spokesman Wang Wenbin dismissed the
reports ,saying Beijing “fully” respects other countries’
judicial sovereignty.—AFP

Ethiopia peace 
talks enter day 
two in S Africa
PRETORIA: The first formal peace talks between the
warring sides in the brutal two-year conflict in Ethiopia’s
Tigray region entered day two in South Africa on
Wednesday. Led by the African Union (AU), the negotia-
tions in Pretoria follow a surge in fierce fighting in recent
weeks that has alarmed the international community and
triggered fears for civilians caught in the crossfire. The
talks are being held at South Africa’s foreign affairs min-
istry headquarters.

AU Horn of Africa envoy and Nigerian former presi-
dent Olusegun Obasanjo, who is the talks’ chief facilitator,
was filmed and photographed by AFP journalists entering
the venue on Wednesday morning.

Kenya’s ex-president Uhuru Kenyatta who is part of
the mediating team, was also seen going into the building
so was South Africa’s ex-vice president Phumzile
Mlambo-Ngcuka. US special envoy for the Horn of Africa
Mike Hammer, is also participating in the talks. The
Pretoria dialogue-the first publicly announced talks
between the rivals-opened on Monday and is due to run
until Sunday, according the South African presidency.

But there has so far been a media blackout with jour-
nalists kept outside the venue’s perimeter fence, and no
updates issued. The dialogue between negotiators from
the Ethiopian government of Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed
and the regional authorities in war-stricken Tigray came
almost two months to the day since fighting resumed,
shattering a five-month truce.

The international community has been calling for an
immediate ceasefire, humanitarian access to Tigray
where many face hunger, and a withdrawal of Eritrean
forces, whose return to the conflict has raised fears of
renewed atrocities against civilians.—AFP

Bangkok police nab 
tourists in karaoke 
bar drugs bust
BANGKOK, Thailand: Thai police detained more
than 200 tourists in a drugs bust at an illegal karaoke
bar in Bangkok on Wednesday. Dazed and confused
revellers-party debris littered around them-were seen
huddled under bright lights at the Sathorn district ven-
ue in official police photos and Thai media footage.

The majority of those involved were Chinese
nationals, Royal Thai police spokesperson Archayon
Kraithong said. “The police conducted a urine test
and found out that they have used il legal sub-

stances,” he said. Further tests will be carried out to
identify which drugs the tourists had taken, and a
decision will then be made on whether to prosecute
any of them, Archayon said. A post on the official
Thai police Facebook page said that among the
drugs believed to have been found were ketamine,
as well as traces of MDMA, methamphetamine, and
diazepam.

“The police discovered that the entertainment ven-
ue appears to sell drugs to customers,” the post said. It
added that “there is also a drug deposit service, with
customers able to gamble without fear of the authori-
ties and the law”.

Thailand, a major transit hub for narcotics from the
so-called “Golden Triangle”, has tough anti-drugs
laws. Possession of category one drugs, which include
MDMA and methamphetamine, can bring jail sen-
tences of up to 10 years. — AFP


