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Britain’s shock Brexit vote has left the country’s
universities worried about its impact, whether
on exchange programs or research funding. In

Cambridge, southeast England, students at the
world-famous university’s 31 colleges have left for
the summer, but among the teaching staff still here
the word Brexit is on everyone’s lips.

“It’s the only topic of conversation, even a week
later,” Athene Donald, master of Churchill College,
told AFP, adding that it was still “far too early to
know what the consequences are going to be”.

The stakes, for Cambridge and the country, are
high: over 125,000 European students were enrolled
this year in British universities, or five percent of the
total, while 15 percent of academic staff come from
other EU countries, according to Universities UK
(UUK).

British universities received 836 million British
pounds (995 million euros, $1.1 million) in subsidies
and research contracts in the 2014-15 academic year
alone. In the wake of the June 23 referendum,
numerous universities have sought to reassure their
students from other EU countries, notably on the
question of tuition fees. EU students have until now
not paid the same as their counterparts from else-
where in the world, who have to stump up for
International Status fees, which can be much higher. 

“In 2016/17, the fees will be the same, and you
will still have access to the government loan” as do
British students on Home Fee status, said Michael
Arthur, president of University College London in a
video posted on YouTube aimed at European stu-
dents.

“If you’re thinking of coming to study with us
after that time... we believe that nothing will have
changed then either,” he said, while adding: 

“We’re seeking clarifications on that from the gov-
ernment at the moment.” British universities minister
Jo Johnson is also seeking to reassure them. “UK wel-
comes EU students. Current students and this
autumn’s applicants will continue to receive student
finance for duration of their course,” he tweeted after
the shock Brexit vote.

‘It won’t kill us’ 
On Friday, the Scottish government issued a

statement saying it hoped Scotland would remain a
“destination of choice” for EU students. Outside the
EU, Britain would also have to renegotiate its partici-
pation in the Erasmus program, to which over
200,000 British students have signed up.

“We got emails from British students panicked
after the referendum,” said Dolores Sobrino of
France’s prestigious Universite Paris-Sorbonne,
where 27 percent of Erasmus students come from
Britain.  “We told them they don’t need to worry
because their registration (at the Sorbonne) is not in
question at the moment,” she told AFP. 

“Nevertheless, the problem could emerge in com-
ing years, if Britain were to leave the Erasmus+ pro-
gram.” Back at Churchill College, its head said: “One
can imagine a situation where it is not (as) easy for
European students to come here.  “But, having said
that, we’ll still have huge numbers of Chinese,
American and Indian students. I do not expect this
university to cease to be a global university,” added
Donald. She said a bigger worry is funding for
research. In her college, scientific research projects
get a quarter of their funding from the EU. 

“There is no certainty that we will be cut off from
that funding. And that’s why we need to be arguing
very strongly,” said Donald, a professor of experimen-
tal physics.

“Our vice chancellor saw commissioner (Carlos)
Moedas this week... This is a huge concern” she
added, referring to the EU commissioner for
research, science and innovation in Brussels.
Nevertheless, whatever impact Brexit ultimately has,
she is confident Cambridge university-one of the
oldest in Britain along with Oxford-can cope.

“It won’t k ill  the university,” she said. “We
shouldn’t be too dramatic about the consequences
of Brexit. We have been here for 800 years, we will
survive.”  —AFP
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Aslaughter of foreign hostages has
put Bangladesh firmly on the front-
line of the global war on terror

despite government efforts to portray a
campaign of attacks as the work of domes-
tic opponents, according to analysts.
Several dozen people have been killed by
jihadists in Bangladesh in the last two
years, the victims including mainly local
atheist bloggers, Hindus, gay activists and
liberal academics.

But while those attacks generated few
column inches beyond Bangladesh, this
weekend’s hostage siege in a Dhaka cafe
led news bulletins around the world,
attracting the kind of attention its perpe-
trators had long been craving.

Analysts said the choice of venue, tar-
get, timing and method of killing were all
designed to maximize publicity for jihadists
who were well aware of the outrage that
greeted recent massacres in Orlando and
Paris. Eighteen of the 20 civilians who were
killed in the Holey Artisan Bakery were for-
eigners. Nearly all were hacked to death
with machetes, even though the hostage-
takers had plenty of firearms.

The attack was even more shocking as it
came on the final weekend of Ramadan,

with survivors describing how the hostage-
takers made clear their targets were non-
Muslims, separating locals from the for-
eigners. Around 90 percent of Bangladesh’s
160 million people are Muslims but the
state is officially secular.

“By hacking people to death... they
wanted to show the world that they can go
to any extent for jihad,” said K G Suresh, a
senior fellow at New Delhi’s Vivekananda
International Foundation think-tank.

“Once they attack a restaurant popular
with foreigners on a Friday night their mes-
sage is clear who they want to go after. By
sparing Muslims, they wanted to send out
the message that they are only against
Westerners.” According to the monitoring
group SITE, the Islamic State organization
claimed responsibility for the attack which
it said had targeted “citizens of crusader
states”.

But Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina’s sec-
ular government has long insisted nei-
ther  IS  nor  Al- Qaeda have gained a
foothold in Bangladesh despite both
groups claiming many previous attacks.
That line was reiterated by Home Minister
Asaduzzaman Khan who told AFP that six
gunmen killed at the end of the siege
were members of Jamaeytul Mujahdeen
Bangladesh, a domestic group which has

been banned for a decade.
He denied any link with IS but analysts

said that stretched credibility. Taj Hashmi, a
Bangladeshi who teaches security studies
at the Austin Peay State University in the
US, said there could be “no ambiguity” that
the attack was the work of IS. “Bangladesh
must admit that international Islamist net-
works are actively engaged in killing peo-
ple in the country and they are not through
yet,” said Hashmi.

Mubashar Hasan, an expert on political
Islam at Dhaka’s Liberal Arts University, said
the attack was not merely a local difficulty
but was the latest in a line that stretched
back to the bombings in New York and
Washington on September 11, 2001. “This
is Bangladesh’s 9/11. Bangladesh has now
entered into the global war on terror,”
Hasan said.

Critics have said the violence stems from
the government’s refusal to allow its oppo-
nents to operate freely in the political
mainstream.

‘Lack of democracy’  
Bangladesh’s main Islamist party has

been banned and most of its leaders have
been arrested or else executed after recent
trials over their role in the 1971 war of inde-
pendence from Pakistan.  Opposition

leader Khaleda Zia is facing a string of court
cases for her role in violent anti-govern-
ment protests.

Zia’s party boycotted the 2014 general
election after Hasina refused to allow it to
be overseen by a neutral caretaker govern-
ment as in the past, and Hasan said grow-
ing extremism was an inevitable conse-
quence. “A dysfunctional state and lack of
democracy made it fertile ground for ter-
rorism,” said Hasan. The columnist Zafar
Sohban urged the government to end “its
state of denial”.

“It cannot continue to bury its head in
the sand about the clear and convincing
evidence of transnational links to domestic
terror groups and operations,” he wrote in
the Dhaka Tribune.

Subhash Agrawal of the Delhi-based
India Focus political risk consultancy, said
the recent arrests of thousands of
Bangladeshis that the government says
was organized to eradicate extremism had
been counter-productive.  “She has been
focusing on her political opponents and
going after Begum Khaleda Zia’s people
while turning a blind eye to the alarming
political and social polarization in her coun-
try,” Agrawal told AFP. 

“Arresting so many people is simply stu-
pid.” —AFP

Dhaka ‘in denial’ over jihadist attacks

By Anna Maria Jakubek

A35-year-old woman rests on her
hospital bed in Germany after an
abortion. Her staunchly Catholic

country, Poland, has one of Europe’s most
restrictive termination laws, so she and
her partner drove just over the border.
“We told no one. Because I know it’s for-
bidden, because I was afraid, even of peo-
ple’s reactions,” said the mother-of-one
who wished to remain anonymous. 

Now Poland is mulling a near-total ban,
even as tens of thousands of women opt
for sometimes risky illegal abortions or, if
they can afford it, travel to foreign hospi-
tals like this one in the town of Prenzlau.

When the woman and her partner
learnt they were having twins, they were
overjoyed. Then there were complications.
One died. Doctors could not say for sure if
the other would be healthy. 

“It’s a hard decision for everyone, trau-
matic. I simply had really bad test results,”
the woman, a lapsed Catholic, told AFP.
Passed in 1993, the current legislation
bans all terminations unless there was
rape or incest, the pregnancy poses a
health risk to the mother or the foetus is
severely deformed.

This week, anti-abortion activists plan
to submit a petition to parliament, con-
trolled by conservatives since November,
that would allow abortion only if the
mother’s life is at risk. 

Such citizen’s initiatives are admissible
with at least 100,000 signatures this one
has garnered more than 375,000 — and
usually end up in a parliamentary vote.
The initiative calls for increasing the maxi-
mum jail penalty for practitioners from
two years to five. It also makes mothers
liable, though judges could waive punish-
ment in their case.

Abortion “is just as wrong as allowing
the murder of any other group of people,”
said Mariusz Dzierzawski, 60, head of the
pro-life group behind the project.

“It’s like how the Germans said it was

okay to murder Jews. And children
before birth are an even broader cate-
gory,” the father of three adult daugh-
ters said.

Hot button issue 
The proposal has also won the back-

ing of top bishops, though its provisions
to penalize women have since divided
the Church. The leader of the governing
conservative Law and Justice (PiS) party,
Jaroslaw Kaczynski, said, “On these kinds
of issues, as a Catholic I follow the teach-
ing of the bishops.”

But as a lifelong bachelor, he was
quickly challenged by former first lady
and mother-of-eight Danuta Walesa:
“What do you know about the life of bees
since you don’t live in a beehive?” 

The proposal, which the Council of
Europe called “serious backsliding on
women’s rights”, also inspired several pro-
choice marches and a rival drive to liber-
alize the law. There are signs the conser-

vatives are aware the hot button issue
divides Poles. Dzierzawski said PiS politi-
cians initially tried to talk him out of pre-
senting the initiative.

One 53-year-old Warsaw woman, who
spoke on condition of anonymity, told
AFP she got pregnant at 21 and pan-
icked. “I was trying to get into college. I
thought everything was falling apart. 

All my plans...,” she said.  She chose to
abort, against her boyfriend’s wishes.
They wound up marrying and having
two children before he left. She blames
the abortion.

“When I think about grandkids, then I
remember what happened. That there
could have been more kids,” she said.  “It’s
starting to eat away at me, oppress me.
And it will be like that for the rest of my
life.” Arguing that restricted access gives
women a chance to think twice, she
backs the status quo.

As do most Poles, according to an
April survey from independent pollsters

CBOS, which saw support for the excep-
tions range from 58 percent (incest) to 84
percent (risk to mother’s life). 

Only a little over 10 percent said a
woman should be allowed to abort if she
is in financial straits or does not want
children.

Doctors afraid 
Yet another CBOS survey from 2013

found that every third or fourth Polish
woman has had an abortion. “It’s do as I
say, not as I do,” said Krystyna Kacpura,
director of the pro-choice Federation for
Women and Family Planning. The coun-
try of 38 million people sees under 2,000
legal abortions a year, but Kacpura esti-
mates that another 100,000-150,000 pro-
cedures are performed illegally or
abroad.

One Slovak clinic even has a Polish-
language website and phone line, plus
drivers who will pick women up at desig-
nated spots in several Polish cities. The
public hospital in Prenzlau does “quite a
few” Polish surgical abortions, according
to Janusz Rudzinski, a Polish doctor there
who has lived in Germany for decades.
“They’re mostly middle-class, but actress-
es also come, famous too.  Politicians’
wives, bank directors,” he told AFP, saying
he has even had the occasional nun or
priest plus girlfriend.

For those who stay home, there are
Internet offers of pills that “induce men-
struation” or doctors like an anaesthesiol-
ogist arrested last month for performing
a medical abortion on the sly.

Other doctors have signed a con-
science clause, opting out of performing
abortions, even the legal ones. The
southern Podkarpackie region made
headlines when every doctor signed.

Rudzinski said he gets around 50 calls
a day from Poland, not always for
appointments. Many women just need
an ear. “In Poland, they simply don’t have
anyone they can honestly talk to right
now,” he said.  —AFP

A divided Poland mulls total abortion ban

WARSAW: Pro-choice campaigners march in Warsaw against proposed changes
to Poland’s restrictive abortion law that would effectively ban terminations in
the EU country of 38 million people. —AFP

By  Remi Banet


