
IS kills one of dozens
of hostages in
south Syria
BEIRUT: The Islamic State jihadist group has executed
one of dozens of Druze hostages abducted from Syria’s
southern province of Sweida last week, a journalist in
the area and a monitor said yesterday. IS went on a
rampage in Sweida on July 25, killing more than 250
people — mostly civilians - in the deadliest attack ever
to target the mostly government-held province and its
Druze religious minority.

The jihadists also kidnapped more than 30 people,
most of them women and children, from a village in the
province, which had previously remained largely isolated
from Syria’s seven-year civil war. On Thursday, IS killed a
19-year-old male student who was among the hostages,
the head of the Sweida24 news website Nour Radwan
told AFP. Quoting relatives, Radwan, who was speaking
from Sweida, said the young man was taken from the vil-
lage of Al-Shabki on July 25 along with his mother.

His family received two videos, the first showing him
being decapitated and the second of him speaking before
being killed as well as images of his body after his death,
Radwan said. Sweida24 posted online part of a second
video, which was seen by AFP, showing a bearded young
man who appeared to be sitting on the ground in a land-
scape of grey rocks. He is wearing a black T-shirt and
tracksuit bottoms, and his hands are tied behind his back.
The video could not be independently verified. IS has not
claimed the kidnappings and did not publish the video on
its usual channels.

‘Failure of talks’ 
IS jihadists have lost much of the territory they once

controlled in Syria after overrunning large swathes of it in
2014, but they retain a presence in the east of the country
and in the vast Badiya desert that sweeps through its
south. The regime has been fighting in recent weeks to
expel IS fighters from a patch in the neighboring
province of Daraa.

The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, a Britain-
based war monitor, said the young man’s execution was
the first since the kidnappings. The execution came “after
the failure of talks between IS and regime forces over the
transfer of IS fighters from the southwest of Daraa
province to the Badiya” desert, said the Observatory. It
also follows the execution of 50 IS fighters and civilians
in Daraa province earlier this week at the hands of rebels,
according to the monitor, which relies on a network of
sources inside Syria. On Friday, a top Druze religious
leader said Syrian regime ally Russia was in talks with the
jihadists over the release of those abducted in Sweida.
Sweida24 said the oldest woman seized was 60. Druze,
which made up three percent of Syria’s population before
2011, are considered Muslim but IS sees them as heretics.

‘Red lines’ 
Syria expert Khattar Abu Diab said that the events of

July 25 in Sweida marked a turning point for the country’s
Druze community. “For this ancestral community, the
abduction of women oversteps all red lines,” he said.
“Their reaction will depend on the outcome of negotia-
tions but if all the hostages were killed” the Druze could
directly intervene to expel IS from the desert, he said.

Regime forces have in recent weeks ousted IS from all
of the towns and villages in the Yarmuk Basin in the
northwest of Daraa province. Syria’s state media have
said regime troops are pursuing the last remaining
jihadists who fled to nearby valleys. In areas it has retak-
en from rebels and jihadists in recent years, the Russia-
backed regime has sometimes negotiated to take back
control of land in exchange for the transfer of fighters to
other parts of Syria. — AFP 
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DHAKA: Bangladeshi students shout slogans as they march along a street during a student protest in Dhaka yesterday following the deaths of two college students in a road accident. — AFP 

DHAKA: Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina
urged students yesterday to go home as police fired
tear gas during an eighth day of unprecedented
protests over road safety which have paralyzed parts of
Dhaka. Students in their tens of thousands have
brought parts of the capital to a standstill after two
teenagers were killed by a speeding bus.

The unrest quickly spread beyond the capital.
Authorities have shut down mobile internet services
across swathes of the country, officials and local media
said. On Saturday the protests took a violent turn in
Dhaka’s Jigatala neighborhood, with more than 100
people injured as police fired rubber bullets at demon-
strators. A car carrying US ambassador Marcia
Bernicat was also attacked by “armed men” but she
escaped unscathed, the embassy said.

The violence continued yesterday with police firing
tear gas into a large crowd marching toward an office
of the ruling Awami League party, an AFP correspon-
dent said. Hasina warned yesterday that a “third party”
could sabotage the protests and put the safety of
demonstrators at risk. “That’s why I request all
guardians and parents to keep their children at home.
Whatever they have done is enough,” the prime minis-
ter said from her office.

Some youngsters were rushed to hospital on

Saturday after being attacked, allegedly by pro-gov-
ernment activists, witnesses said. Hasina’s warning
came as protesters marched towards the scene of
Saturday’s clashes chanting “We want justice!” Police
denied they fired rubber bullets or tear gas at the pro-
testers. However hospital staff said dozens of people
had been injured, some seriously, and injuries were
consistent with rubber bullets.

The Awami League has
denied allegations that its offi-
cials beat up students. On
Saturday, US ambassador
Bernicat’s vehicle was set
upon by a mob. “As she was
leaving about 11pm and get-
ting into her car, a group
attacked her car,” said rights
activist Badiul Alam
Majumder, who was hosting
the ambassador for dinner.
The US embassy confirmed an
official vehicle “was attacked by a group of armed adult
men” but the envoy and her team departed unharmed.

Internet shutdown 
The country’s biggest-circulation newspaper

Prothom Alo said 3G and 4G internet services have
been shut down for 24 hours since late Saturday, short-
ly after the violence broke out. Social media has been
filled with comments from Bangladeshis unable to
access the internet via their phones, although wireless
and wired networks appear to be unhindered. The
Bangladesh Telecommunications Regulatory
Commission said it would comment later yesterday.

A senior telecoms official
who asked for anonymity said:
“The BTRC has slowed down
the internet at the order of the
government.” The move may
be an attempt to try and limit
the ability of students to
mobilize or express growing
online anger at how the gov-
ernment has handled the
protests, hours after police
and unidentified men wielding
sticks and stones clashed with

students. Images and photos of the attacks on students
allegedly by ruling party activists have flooded social
media, prompting renewed anger.

Bangladesh’s transport sector is widely seen as cor-
rupt, unregulated and dangerous. As news of the

teenagers’ deaths spread rapidly on social media they
became a catalyst for an outpouring of anger against
the government. Hasina’s government has ruled
Bangladesh since 2009, but in recent months it has
been shaken by separate mass protests demanding an
end to a decades-old system of discriminatory civil
service recruitment. 

Several powerful ministers have pleaded with stu-
dents to return to their classes, amid fears the unprece-
dented teen anger could spark widespread anti-gov-
ernment protests before a general election due later
this year. But their pleas have had little effect. An insen-
sitive comment by Shajahan Khan, a government minis-
ter with ties to powerful transport unions, fuelled the
flames last week.

Khan questioned why there was such an uproar over
the two Dhaka children but no reaction when 33 people
were killed in an Indian bus crash the day before. There
have been widespread social media demands for the
minister’s resignation despite his subsequent apology.
High schools were shut on Thursday as officials promised
students their demands for road safety reforms would be
considered. The embassies of the US and Australia
warned of significant delays and disruptions as a result
of the protests across Dhaka, which already suffers from
daily gridlock, and elsewhere in the country. — AFP 

Bangladesh PM urges protesters to go home 
Internet services have been shut down for 24 hours

Anger could
spark anti-

government
protests

Iraq election
commission 
ignored warnings
on voting machines 
BAGHDAD: Iraq’s election commission ignored an
anti-corruption body’s warnings about the credibili-
ty of electronic vote-counting machines used in
May’s parliamentary election, according to investi-
gators and a document seen by Reuters. The
devices, provided by South Korean company Miru
Systems under a deal with the Independent High
Elections Commission (IHEC), are at the heart of
fraud allegations that led to a manual recount in
some areas after the May 12 election.

The results of the recount have not yet been
announced and political leaders are still trying to
form a government. Concerns about the election
count centre on discrepancies in the tallying of votes
by the voting machines, mainly in the Kurdish
province of Sulaimaniya and the ethnically-mixed
province of Kirkuk, and suggestions that the devices
could have been tampered with or hacked into to
skew the result.

Iraq’s Board of Supreme Audit (BSA) expressed
reservations about the vote-counting system in a
report it sent to the IHEC on May 9, three days

before the election. The BSA said in the report,
seen by Reuters, that the IHEC had not responded
to 11 concerns it had raised — including over con-
tractual procedures, the inspection of company
documents and a failure to properly examine the
devices for any flaws.

“Hereby, we found that ignoring and not respond-
ing to the report’s findings is considered a clear legal
violation contributed to the passage of the electron-
ic vote counting devices despite its unsuitability and
easiness of being tampered,” the BSA said in the
report. The report also referred to a letter from the
Iraqi embassy in South Korea saying Miru Systems
had assembled but not manufactured the equipment
sent to Baghdad, and suggesting the price tag
should have been lower.

The IHEC’s failure to act on the report’s findings
could fuel calls for the election to be rerun, a con-
cern for populist cleric Moqtada Al-Sadr, leader of
the political bloc that won on May 12. IHEC officials
declined to comment. A Miru official who spoke on
condition of anonymity dismissed the assertion in
the letter, saying the company had manufactured the
equipment. He also said the “equipment does not lie”
and that he and five other Miru employees had trav-
elled to Iraq to examine the machines and found no
evidence of hacking.

“We have checked our election device provided
to Iraq after the fraud allegation erupted, and
found out that there has been no malfunction in the
device nor its system,” he said. “We have already
submitted the report to Iraq’s national election
commission after making a thorough check on the
device.” — Reuters 


