
DHAKA: Huge crowds swarmed the streets of
Bangladeshi cities Wednesday to demand Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina’s resignation and fresh elec-
tions, with public anger mounting over rising food and
fuel costs. Opposition allies staged rallies in Dhaka and
nine other cities-the latest of several demonstrations in
recent months that have occasionally been quelled by
violence. Bangladesh is one of the fastest-growing
economies in Asia, but rising global food and fuel costs
linked to the war in Ukraine forced Hasina’s govern-
ment last year to impose lengthy power cuts and
expand food handouts to the poor.

Several people were injured in the central city of
Faridpur when supporters of the ruling Awami League
attacked protesters while brandishing sticks and hurl-
ing Molotov cocktails. “The time to cling to power by
force is over,” senior Bangladesh Nationalist Party
(BNP) leader Mirza Abbas said at a sit-in outside par-
ty headquarters in the capital. “Let a neutral govern-
ment hold an election.”

Police estimated up to 50,000 people were present
in the crowd addressed by Abbas, who was released
from prison on Monday a month after a sweeping
crackdown on opposition activists. BNP officials said
hundreds of thousands had turned up in Dhaka alone,
with thousands more joining sister rallies around the
country. “Living costs have always been a headache,”
university student Abu Nayem told AFP in Dhaka.
“The government might not have a problem with this,
but people like me are dying. I came to protest this
careless apathy.” The Bangladeshi taka has depreciat-
ed by up to 25 percent, driving up the cost of food
imports and making life harder for the country’s poor-
est citizens.

‘Extremists are gathering’ 
Police said at least four people were wounded in

the Faridpur clashes. “We fired rubber bullets to bring
the situation under control,” a senior city police officer
told AFP, speaking on the condition of anonymity.
Shama Obaed, a BNP leader at the Faridpur rally, told

AFP that at least 100 people were wounded and more
than 30 had been detained.

The Awami League held a much smaller counter-
protest in Dhaka to support Hasina, who has rejected
calls for her departure. “Extremists are gathering in
one place to topple us from power,” she told support-
ers at a small gathering on Tuesday.

“Don’t think that the party will fall down if it is
shaken. Things are not that easy.” Western govern-
ments and the United Nations have expressed con-
cerns over the political climate in Bangladesh, where
Hasina’s party dominates the legislature and runs it vir-

tually as a rubber stamp.
Two-time premier Khaleda Zia, the BNP chairper-

son and Hasina’s long-term rival for power, is effective-
ly under house arrest after a conviction on graft
charges. Washington levelled sanctions against top
security officers in December 2021 over their roles in
hundreds of enforced disappearances and thousands
of extrajudicial killings.

Hasina’s government denies it was behind any
enforced disappearance of opposition supporters and
leaders, and says many criminals were killed during
gunfights with officers. — AFP
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Public anger mounting over rising food and fuel costs

Bangladesh opposition protests 
demand premier’s resignation

DHAKA: Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) activists shout slogans during an anti-government rally in Dhaka on
January 11, 2023. — AFP

KABUL: Taleban security forces block a road after a suicide blast near Afghanistan’s foreign ministry at the
Zanbaq Square in Kabul on January 11, 2023. — AFP

Cardinal Pell, 
divisive Church 
leader, dies 
SYDNEY: Cardinal George Pell, a giant of the
Catholic Church who was convicted and later
cleared of sexual abuse in Australia, has died in
Rome aged 81, a church official confirmed
Wednesday. From humble beginnings in regional
Australia, Pell climbed the ranks to become one of
Pope Francis’s most trusted advisers inside the
Vatican. He was also the highest-ranking Catholic
to be imprisoned for child sexual abuse, before his
convictions were quashed on appeal. While sup-
porters praised Pell on Wednesday as a modern-
day “saint”, victims of Church abuse said his death
dredged up painful memories.

Archbishop of Sydney Anthony Fisher con-
firmed Pell died in Rome in the early hours of
Wednesday. Former conservative Australian prime
minister Tony Abbott said his friend’s name had
been tainted by a “monstrous allegation”.

“His incarceration on charges that the High
Court ultimately scathingly dismissed was a mod-
ern form of crucifixion,” Abbott said Wednesday.
“He strikes me as a saint for our times.”

‘Coldness’ 
But Donald McLeish, from the Survivors

Network of those Abused by Priests, said Pell
embodied the Church’s neglect of sexual abuse
victims. “His name is known (by) survivors across
the world,” he told AFP. “Not just for his inaction,
but the coldness that he put towards victims and
survivors. “He’s gone but the battle continues.”
Pell’s body will be returned to Australia and buried
in the crypt of St Mary’s Cathedral in Sydney,
church officials said. Australian lawyers, meanwhile,
confirmed Wednesday they would plough ahead
with a civil case listing Pell as a co-defendant.

The case had been brought by the father of a
former altar boy who alleged he was sexually
abused by Pell. “The claim will continue against the
church and whatever estate Pell has left behind,”
Shine Lawyers said in a statement. Pell died of
heart complications related to a hip surgery he had
undergone in a Rome hospital on Tuesday, accord-
ing to the Vatican’s official news website. 

12 months in prison 
Allegations of sexual abuse started swirling

around Pell in 2002, when he was the Archbishop
of Sydney. He was accused of sexually abusing a
teenage boy at a camp in the early 1960s, but an
investigation launched by the church eventually
dismissed the claims.

One year later, in 2003, Pope John Paul
appointed Pell to the powerful position of cardinal.
Pell continued to rise and in 2014 he was tasked
with rooting out church corruption as the head of
the Secretariat for the Economy. He was widely
seen at the time as the right-hand man of Pope
Francis and the third most powerful figure in the
church. — AFP

Suicide blast near 
Afghan ministry, 
over 20 casualties
KABUL: A suicide bomber blew himself up near
Afghanistan’s foreign ministry where a Chinese dele-
gation had been due to meet on Wednesday, causing
more than 20 casualties, Taleban officials and witness-
es said. The Taleban claim to have improved security
since storming back to power in 2021 but there have
been scores of bomb blasts and attacks, many claimed
by the local chapter of the Islamic State (IS) group. An
AFP team was conducting an interview inside the
information ministry next door when Wednesday’s
blast took place.

A company driver waiting outside saw a man with a
backpack and rifle slung over his shoulder walk past
before the man blew himself up. “He passed by my car
and after a few seconds there was a loud blast,” Jamshed
Karimi said. “I saw the man blowing himself up.”

Kabul police spokesman Khalid Zadran confirmed
the blast “which unfortunately resulted in casualties”.
“Security teams have reached the area,” he tweeted. In
the aftermath, bodies lay strewn on the road outside
the high-walled compound of the ministry, marked
with the Taleban flag, a video verified by AFP showed.

Some injured people writhed on the ground,
screaming for help, and a handful of onlookers scram-

bled to offer assistance. The ministry itself did not
appear to be badly damaged. “There was supposed to
be a Chinese delegation at the Foreign Ministry today,
but we don’t know if they were present at the time of
the blast,” deputy minister of information and culture
Muhajer Farahi told AFP.

At least five Chinese nationals were wounded last
month when gunmen stormed a hotel popular with
Chinese business people in Kabul. That raid was
claimed by IS, who also took responsibility for an
attack on Pakistan’s embassy in Kabul in December
that Islamabad denounced as an “assassination
attempt” against their ambassador.

Four people were killed and 25 wounded in an
attack on a mosque in the grounds of the interior min-
istry in Kabul in October, with survivors reporting it
was a suicide bombing. And two Russian embassy staff
members were killed in a suicide bombing outside
their mission in September in another attack claimed
by IS.

Hundreds of people, including members of
Afghanistan’s minority communities, have been killed
and wounded in other attacks since the Taleban
regained power. Afghanistan’s regional chapter of the
Islamic State group is known as Islamic State-
Khorasan (IS-K), a historical term describing the vast
territory they hope to rule spanning India, Iran and
Central Asia. The Taleban and IS-K share an austere
Sunni Islamist ideology but the latter are crusading to
establish a global “caliphate” instead of the Taleban’s
more modest and inward-looking goal of ruling an
independent Afghanistan. — AFP

Myanmar hits ethnic 
rebels with strikes 
near India border
YANGON: Myanmar’s junta has carried out air
strikes on an ethnic armed group’s base near the
border with India, the rebels and media said
Wednesday, with one bomb landing close to the
international boundary. The military coup almost
two years ago has sparked renewed fighting with
long-established ethnic rebel groups, as well as with
dozens of “People’s Defence Force” groups that
have sprung up to oppose the junta.

The bombing by five jets on Tuesday evening
killed five fighters at the headquarters of the Chin
National Front (CNF), which claims to represent the
mainly Christian Chin minority in western Myanmar,
spokesman Salai Htet Ni told AFP.

“They dropped seven bombs... Some of our
houses were destroyed from their air strike... One
bomb landed on the Indian side,” he said. Local
media also reported five fighters had been killed
and that one bomb landed in Champhai district, in
India’s Mizoram state.

But Indian police said the bomb had actually
landed directly in the dry riverbed that marks the
international boundary. “Our initial investigation has
revealed that there is no damage to any (Indian) life
or property,” Lalrinpuia Varte, police superintend-
ent of Champhai district, told AFP. “Farkawn village,
which is about eight to nine kilometres (five to six
miles) from the international border, is the closest to
where the incident happened.” The CNF’s fighters
have dwindled in recent years, and it signed a
ceasefire with the military in 2015.

But in May last year it signed an agreement with
a shadow government dominated by lawmakers
from Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League for
Democracy (NLD) that is working to overturn the
coup. Coup leader Min Aung Hlaing has justified his
power grab by claiming electoral fraud in
November 2020 elections won by Suu Kyi’s NLD.
International observers said at the time the polls
were largely free and fair. — AFP

Germany needs 
China ‘rebalance’
TAIPEI: Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has shown Berlin
that it should become less economically dependent on
China, a German lawmaker said Wednesday during a
high-profile visit to Taiwan. A delegation of German
parliamentarians arrived in Taipei this week ahead of
an anticipated ministerial visit later this year, sparking
condemnation from Beijing. China’s leaders claim the
self-ruled democratic island as part of its territory to
be seized one day, by force if necessary.

Russia’s war in Ukraine has deepened fears among
Western powers that Chinese President Xi Jinping
might try something similar. Johannes Vogel, vice
chairman of the pro-business Free Democratic Party
(FDP), said during his Taiwan visit Germany’s economy
was overly reliant on China.

“We should think about how can we rebalance
dependence on the Chinese market for example,” he
told reporters in Taipei. “In Germany, we have been
too dependent on Russian gas, and we cannot be that
dependent in whatever area or in whatever way on an
authoritarian regime.”

He said some companies have started to realise how
dangerous such heavy dependence can be and that
“diversification is a good idea”. China was Germany’s
largest trading partner in 2021. Vogel declined to
directly answer whether Germany had a “moral obliga-
tion” to provide Taipei with weapons to defend itself in
the event of a Chinese attack.

“It is a moral obligation I think of everybody to
avoid military aggressions in the Taiwan Strait,” he
replied. “We think the economic dimension of avoiding
a horrible scenario is something we can effectively
bring on the table.”

The trip is set to be followed by a visit from
German Education Minister Bettina Stark-Watzinger,
also of the FDP, in the next few months, sources told
AFP. It would be the first by a member of the German
cabinet in 26 years. Germany’s diplomatic overtures to
Taiwan have riled China.

Beijing invoked Germany’s “painful” history while
slamming the visit on Monday, in an apparent refer-
ence to the country’s wartime record. “The root cause
of the Taiwan problem is precisely that the law of the
jungle, hegemonism, colonialism, militarism and nation-
alism were rampant in the world, and China suffered
deeply from them,” foreign ministry spokesman Wang
Wenbin told reporters. — AFP

MELBOURNE: A framed photograph showing Cardinal
George Pell (L) with Pope Benedict XVI is seen on dis-
play at St Patrick’s Cathedral in Melbourne on
January 11, 2023, as people pay their respects follow-
ing Pell’s death. — AFP

New Indonesia 
capital imperils 
ancient Eden 
BALIKPAPAN: The twisting road that leads to
Indonesia’s future capital is lined with dense rainforest
and pockets of plantations, punctuated every so often
with monkeys enjoying a laze out on the tarmac.
Located in eastern Borneo-the world’s third-largest
island-Nusantara is set to replace sinking and polluted
Jakarta as Indonesia’s political centre by late 2024.

But the two-hour drive from Balikpapan city to the
sweeping green expanse of Nusantara’s “Point Zero”
reveals the scale of the new capital’s potential impact
on a biodiverse area that is home to thousands of ani-
mal and plant species. With construction set to ramp
up this year, environmentalists warn building a
metropolis will speed up deforestation in one of the
world’s largest and oldest stretches of tropical rainfor-
est, estimated to be more than 100 million years old.

“It’s going to be a massive ecological disaster,” Uli
Arta Siagian, forest campaigner for environmental
group Walhi, told AFP. The island that Indonesians call
the “lungs of the world”-shared with Malaysia and
Brunei-is home to long-nosed monkeys, clouded leop-
ards, pig-tailed macaques, flying fox-bats and the
smallest rhinos on the planet.

But by 2045, the Indonesian government says
Nusantara will host 1.9 million residents, more than
twice Balikpapan’s population, importing a wave of
human and industrial activity into the heart of Borneo.
The relocation to the 2,560-square-kilometre (990-
square-mile) area follows capital moves by Brazil to
Brasilia-considered an urban utopia failure-and
Myanmar to the ghost town of Naypyidaw.

Drastic changes to the land’s topography and the
man-made disasters that could follow “will be severe
and far more difficult to mitigate compared to natural
disasters”, said Siagian. Indonesia also has one of the
world’s highest rates of deforestation linked to mining,
farming and logging, and is accused of allowing firms to
operate in Borneo with little oversight.

The government, however, says it wants to spread
economic development-long centred on densely popu-
lated Java-around the vast archipelago nation, and to
move away from Jakarta before the city sinks due to
excessive groundwater extraction.

Indonesian President Joko Widodo has pitched a
utopian vision of a “green” city four times the size of
Jakarta where residents would commute on electric
buses. His city authority chief, Bambang Susantono,
presented the initial plan to journalists in mid-
December, pledging carbon neutrality by 2045 in what
he dubbed the world’s first-ever sustainable forest city.
Architect Sofian Sibarani is in charge of creating a mas-
ter plan for the new city, outlining everything from road
maps to a transit system. He insisted that his plan envis-
aged “minimum changes to the environment”.—AFP


