
DHAKA: With the Holey Artisan Bakery downstairs
and the O’Kitchen Restaurant upstairs, the Dhaka
eatery with large windows looking out at a lush
lawn suggested an oasis in an increasingly danger-
ous city. That illusion ended at about 9 pm on
Friday, as gunmen burst through the door of an
establishment that sells profiteroles and pizzas to
Dhaka’s elite. “It is an elegant place: Diplomats, suc-
cessful businessmen, and politicians would meet
here,” said Agnese Barolo, wife of the international
affairs adviser to Bangladesh’s prime minister.
“Business deals were decided, political discussions
would take place here.”

In Bangladesh, where the news has recently
been of competing jihadi groups hacking liberals,
religious minorities and others to death, it was, she
said, a special spot. It is not yet clear what broader
impact the rampage - which left 20 civilians, two
police and six gunmen dead - will have on life and
business in the South Asian nation that depends
heavily on foreigner sentiment and a $26 billion
garment export sector.  The World Bank has warned
previously that militancy could derail Bangladesh’s
path to becoming a middle-income country.

Most of the 20 people killed by the militants at
the restaurant were foreign nationals, according

to an army spokesman. An interior ministry offi-
cial quoted survivors as saying the militants told
locals to stay out of the way. One of the attackers
cursed a diner for sitting with non-Muslims dur-
ing Ramadan and proclaimed that the nation
would now be seen as an Islamic state, according
to another Bangladeshi official briefed on the
police investigation.

“Bangladesh has never seen such a horrific
incident. It is a strong slap on our image,” said
Mohammad Siddiqur Rahman, president of the
Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers and
Exporters Association. “It is injurious for our
image. It will create pressure on our business. But
I cannot say at the moment to what extent - that
will need few days more.”

‘Very Foreign Vibrancy’
A country manager of a France-based gar-

ment-buying house in Dhaka said his business
could now suffer a deep slump. “We fear they
might take a decision to narrow the volume or
they may even wind up the business” entirely, he
said,  ask ing to speak on the condition of
anonymity to avoid harming his business ties. To
many, the restaurant and bakery were a symbol of

the possibility of a more cosmopolitan future. “It
had a very foreign vibrancy,” said Asmaul Housna,
a journalist with a local newspaper The Daily Star
who visited the eatery often. “You don’t have a lot
of cafes like this in Dhaka.”

Ali Arsalan, a co-owner of O’Kitchen, said he’d
left at about 8:10 that night, just before a group of
men stormed the stone-and-wood facaded build-
ing yelling “Allahu Akbar”, the Arabic phrase for God
is Great. A chef sent a note to the restaurant’s
WhatsApp group: There’d been gunshots. The men
fired indiscriminately as staff and diners fled for
their lives, with a group soon corralled on the roof,
Arsalan said, citing accounts he received from wit-
ness phone calls and messages.

What came next was a slaughter. “Most of them
were killed mercilessly by sharp weapons last night,”
Army Brig Gen Nayeem Ashfaque Chowdhury told
reporters in Dhaka. Photographs posted by the
Islamic State’s media wing, purporting to be from
the scene, show large pools of blood smeared
across the floor and bodies akimbo by upturned
chairs. Arsalan said it was too early to say whether
he and his partners would reopen. “Of course, you
don’t want these people to win,” he said. “But you
need to find the strength to continue.” — Reuters 
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YANGON: Nearly 100 police guarded a northern
Myanmar village yesterday after a Buddhist mob
burned down a mosque, a police officer said, in
the second attack of its kind in just over a week as
anti-Muslim sentiment swells in the Southeast
Asian nation. Buddhist-majority Myanmar has
struggled to contain bouts of deadly religious
bloodshed in recent years, with bristling sectarian
tensions posing a core challenge to the new gov-
ernment led by Aung San Suu Kyi. 

The latest flare-up in violence saw throngs of
Buddhist villagers in Hpakant, a jade-mining town
in northern Kachin state, storm a mosque and set
it ablaze on Friday. “The problem started because

the mosque was built near a (Buddhist) pagoda.
The Muslim people refused to destroy the building
when the Buddhists discovered it,” Moe Lwin, a
local police officer, told AFP. He said around 90
police officers are now stationed in the village,
where the situation has calmed. No arrests have
been made, he added. 

The riot, which took place during the holy
month of Ramadan, came eight days after a crowd
of Buddhists destroyed another mosque in central
Bago, forcing the Muslim community to seek
refuge in a neighboring town.  Tensions are also
simmering in western Rakhine, a state scarred by
deadly riots in 2012 that left communities almost

completely divided along religious lines.  The
region is home to the stateless Rohingya, a Muslim
minority largely relegated to destitute displace-
ment camps and subject to host of restrictions on
their movements and access to basic services.

Suu Kyi, a veteran democracy activist who
championed her country’s struggle against repres-
sive military rulers, has drawn criticism from rights
groups for not taking swifter moves to carve out a
solution for the ethnic minority. Her government
recently ordered officials to refer to the group as
“people who believe in Islam in Rakhine State”
instead of Rohingya - a term whose use has set off
protests by hardline Buddhists who insist the

group are illegal immigrants from Bangladesh. 
Yet even the government’s broad phrase has

failed to placate local Rakhine Buddhists, who
demand the group be referred to only  as
“Bengalis” and say they are preparing to rally in
protest at the order today. After a 12-day visit to
troubled Rakhine and other conflict sites in
Myanmar, a UN rights investigator warned Friday
that “tensions along religious lines remain perva-
sive across Myanmar society”. Yanghee Lee urged
the country’s new civilian government to make
“ending institutionalized discrimination against
the Muslim communities in Rakhine State... an
urgent priority”. — AFP 

Attack on Dhaka oasis 
of calm shakes expats 

Garment business could suffer deep slump

DHAKA: As diners relaxed for their
evening meal on one of the last days of
Ramadan, the gunmen burst into the
restaurant before separating foreigners
from locals so they could launch their
killing spree. By the time Bangladeshi
commandos stormed Dhaka’s Holey
Artisan Bakery 11 hours later, its stone-
washed white floors were a sea of
blood, strewn with the bodies of for-
eigners who had been hacked to
death. The Western-style cafe was a
popular bolt-hole for expats and locals
in the upmarket Gulshan neighbor-
hood which has long been home to
the country’s wealthy elite and many
embassies.

On Friday night, Hasnat Karim had
brought his family to celebrate his
daughter’s birthday. Hasnat was too
traumatized to say more than a few
words about his ordeal, saying only
that the hostage-takers “did not misbe-
have with us”. But he detailed to his
father Rezaul how the gunmen - who
were armed with automatic weapons,
bombs and makeshift machetes - had
split the diners into two groups. “(The
foreigners) were taken to the upper
floor and the Bangladeshis were kept
around a table,” said Rezaul Karim.

In the chaos and confusion that
erupted at the start, many diners were
able to scramble to safety. One man
who escaped told India’s ABP News
channel how the gunmen chanted slo-
gans as they forced their way past the
sole security guard on the door. “I
rushed to alert others, some people
managed to escape from a back route
but the rest were trapped,” he said on
condition of anonymity. “They made
people stand in a line. There must be
about 20-25 staff and about 20-25
guests and then they switched off the
lights and CCTV.”

‘Shocking Carnage’ 
Bangladesh, where around 90 per-

cent of the population is Muslim, has
just begun a week-long holiday to
enjoy the Eid celebrations which
accompany the end of Ramadan. As
news of the siege spread, police rushed
to the scene and engaged in gunbat-
tles with the hostage-takers but they
met heavy resistance.  “(The hostage-
takers) had automatic weapons and

bombs,” said Diego Rossini ,  an
Argentinian chef who escaped into a
neighboring building. “The hostages
(who had escaped) were hiding and
police were shielding them,” Rossini
told Argentina’s television channel
C5N. Rossini managed to escape into a
next-door building while under fire.  “I
felt bullets pass so close to me, I felt
fear like I’ve never felt in my life.”

Images posted by the Islamic State
group as they claimed the attack
showed two bodies soaked in pools of
crimson. A senior army officer said that
all 20 of the slaughtered civilians were
foreigners and nearly all were hacked
to death with makeshift machetes.
Several  dozen people have been
attacked in similar fashion by Islamist
extremists in the last two years, mainly
members of religious minorities.

A senior officer who was part of the
operation which ended the siege yes-
terday morning described a gruesome
scene inside the cafe. “We saw blood in
many places and were shocked to see
the carnage,” he told AFP on condition
of anonymity. “We heard the gang say-
ing Allahu Akbar and there was a slo-
gan written on the wall which said
Allah would grant them Jannatul
Ferdous (ultimate heaven).” Among the
weapons recovered from the scene
were pistols,  automatic r i f les and
sharpened machete-style blades.

Apart from the slain hostages, the
bodies of six gunmen were also recov-
ered. The officer who took part in the
storming said the attackers were all
men in their early to mid-20s. “They
were wearing sneakers and pants, with
multiple pockets where they kept IEDs
(improvised explosive devices),” said
the source. Popular for its breads and
leafy garden the Holey Artisan Bakery
describes itself on Facebook as the
“only truly Ar tisan Baker y Shop
between Mumbai and Singapore”, with
mouthwatering images of pastries.

The site was deluged yesterday
with messages of prayer and concern
from local Bangladeshi diners and
others around the world. “Praying for
those innocents and may Almighty
curse those extremists...they can’t be
Muslim. These extremists are mon-
sters,” wrote a Facebook user named
Siragis Salekin. — AFP 

Foreigners herded to death 
in Bangladesh cafe horror

GUWAHATI, India: Ranjiv Kumar Sharma says
his home state of Assam in India’s isolated
northeast is experiencing a “silent invasion” of
Muslims from neighboring Bangladesh that
only Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s Hindu
nationalist party can stop. For years Sharma
has been working with the Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), a hardline Hindu
group, to pave the way for Modi’s Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) to take power in the tribal-
dominated region, where it won its first state
election last month.

Analysts say the victory in Assam, an ethni-
cally diverse state with a large Muslim minority
where the BJP’s brand of religious nationalism
had previously held little sway, is a sign that
the party is becoming a truly national force. It
has done so by adapting its Hindu nationalist
message to local concerns in Assam, a per-
ceived influx of Muslim migrants from neigh-
boring Bangladesh that the BJP’s campaign
promised to tackle.

Impoverished Assam has a history of vio-
lent conflict between indigenous tribes and
settlers, and although many have been there
for generations, fears persist that they could
threaten the region’s distinctive culture. But
long before campaigning began, the RSS had
been quietly preparing the ground, setting up
hundreds of schools and medical facilities in
poor communities - whatever their religion.

“We knew the BJP would win,” Sharma told
AFP at one such school in the state capital
Guwahati as hundreds of smartly-uniformed
children lined up to begin the school day with
a traditional Sanskrit prayer to the Hindu god-
dess of knowledge Saraswati. “For the last four
years, we have worked hard here.”

The BJP’s promise of economic develop-
ment won support across religious lines in
Assam, one of India’s poorest states, where the
centre-left Congress party has traditionally
held sway. Mohammad Abdul Matin cam-
paigned for the party in his home district of
Nellie, scene of one of contemporary India’s
bloodiest massacres in 1983 when around
2,000 suspected migrants were butchered in a
single day. Nearly all were Muslim, and many
were children. 

Abdul Matin is a Muslim, but was unde-
terred by the BJP’s aggressive stance on set-
tlers, whom the party has been careful to dis-
tinguish from what it calls “Assamese” Muslims.

“The main thing with the BJP is not Hindu or
Muslim. Modi-ji sees everyone as equal,” the
52-year-old rice seller told AFP. “Look at this
road. Still after 15 years (of Congress govern-
ment) this road is not built,” he said, pointing in
disgust at the dirt track that leads to his village.

Sealing the Border 
The RSS, seen as the BJP’s ideological foun-

tainhead, styles itself as an organization
devoted to protecting India’s Hindu culture.
But critics say it has a history of fuelling reli-
gious tensions, particularly with the country’s
large Muslim minority. That has raised con-
cerns in a state that suffered deadly commu-
nal violence as recently as 2014 and in 2012,
when rioting forced thousands to flee their
homes. The new state government has moved
quickly to make good on its promises of tack-
ling immigration - even if many experts doubt
that Bangladeshis are currently crossing the
border in large numbers.

Earlier this month it announced it would
seal Assam’s porous border with Bangladesh, a

virtual impossibility given that large sections
of it are on a river that frequently changes
course. Authorities are also working to deter-
mine which of its 31 million inhabitants are
there illegally, an exhaustive process that
began under the previous administration.
Himanta Biswa Sarma, a senior minister in the
new BJP-led state government, said he expect-
ed the final number to be “big - a lot more
than a million”, and anyone found living in
Assam illegally would be deprived of a vote.

But he rejected suggestions the party’s
focus on migrants could exacerbate tensions in
the state. “If someone is detected, we’ll release
them from the voter list. Then we’ll think what
else we can do,” he told AFP in Guwahati. “But
there’ll be no social unrest, there’ll be no provo-
cation... because our society has evolved.”

‘Stage Set to Expand’ 
The BJP now hopes to replicate that suc-

cess across the northeast starting with
Manipur, an insurgency-wracked state on the
border with Myanmar that will hold elections

early next year. The task of coordinating the
fight has been given to Sarma, who defected
from Congress only a year ago and is credited
with helping win the election for the BJP. “Now
the stage is really set for the BJP to expand to
other northeastern states,” he said, expressing
confidence the party could also win control of
Meghalaya and Mizoram, both majority-
Christian states. 

The BJP needs to win support in areas out-
side its traditional heartland in India’s Hindi-
speaking north and west to consolidate its grip
on power in the world’s largest democracy, a
hugely diverse country where myriad regional
parties compete for power. That means finding
leaders with local appeal and forming alliances
with regional parties with established support
bases - a move political analyst Satish Misra
warns could backfire. “When you bring in too
many leaders from non-RSS background, then
there’s a conflict inbuilt,” he said of the party.
“The person who’s coming from the other party
into the BJP finds it often alien, because the
RSS calls the shots.” — AFP 

India’s ruling party courts isolated northeast

DHAKA: Bangladeshi security personnel stand guard after gunmen stormed a restaurant in Dhaka’s high-security diplomatic district early yes-
terday. — AFP 

Buddhists torch Myanmar mosque as tensions spike

Landslides, flooding 
kill 25 in north India

DEHRADUN, India: The death toll from landslides and
flooding in northern India has risen to 25 after rescuers
found more bodies buried under debris, officials said
yesterday. At least dozens more are missing after tor-
rential rains triggered landslides and floods in the
Himalayan states of Uttarakhand and Arunachal
Pradesh. Some 15 people have lost their lives so far in
Uttarakhand and at least 10 were reported dead in the
remote Arunachal Pradesh state. “We have recovered
15 bodies so far. The rescue operations are on to find
those still missing,” senior disaster control officer in
Uttarakhand, Piyoosh Rautela, told AFP. Television
images showed muddy, swirling floodwaters gushing
through the area, while giant boulders and rocks
blocked part of a national highway. In Arunachal, a
nine-month old baby and a 10-year-old were among
those killed after debris barrelled down hilly slopes into
populated areas, the Press Trust of India news agency
said, quoting police.

China bus falls off highway 
after tyre bursts, killing 26

BEIJING: An overnight sleeper bus in northern China fell
off an expressway into a ditch after a tyre burst, killing 26
people, officials said. The government in the port city of
Tianjin said yesterday that the bus with sleeping berths
and carrying 30 people plunged off the road Friday night.
The official Xinhua News Agency reported that the four
others on board were found alive by early yesterday and
sent to a hospital. Xinhua said the long-distance bus broke
through the guardrail on the Tianjin-Jixian expressway at
the Baodi section, which is about 80 km from Beijing.
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PITHORAGARH, India: Indian soldiers search for
survivors of a landslide following torrential rains
in rural Uttarakhand state. — AFP 

GUWAHATI, India: In this photograph taken on June 1, 2016, Indian schoolchildren take part in morning prayers at Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh(RSS) run Sankardev Sishu Nikatan School in the Betkuchi area. — AFP 


