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DHAKA: Bangladesh police have arrested at
least 12 social media activists accused of
spreading rumors on Facebook during student
protests last week that left about 1,000 peo-
ple injured, a top official said yesterday.
Dhaka and other cities were this month para-
lyzed by more than a week of protests that
saw tens of thousands of school and college
students take to the streets.

Rights groups have criticized the police re-
sponse to the demonstrations, including the
high-profile arrests of a renowned photogra-
pher, television actress and senior journalist
during the protests.  Authorities have investi-
gated about 1,000 Facebook accounts they
claim incited violence during the unrest, said
Dhaka police deputy commissioner Nazmul
Islam. “We have so far arrested 12 people for
spreading rumors. Hopefully in the next couple
of days we will arrest more people,” he said.

Some of those arrested had claimed four
girls were raped and two protesters were
killed at the height of the demonstrations on
Saturday, Islam added. Bangladesh’s internet
law allows the regulation of social media and
internet comment but rights groups accused
the government of using the internet laws to
crackdown on legitimate and peaceful dis-
sent.  Amnesty International has called the
legislation “draconian” and the Freedom

House watchdog group says it has “created
a climate of intimidation”.

Photographer detained 
Award-winning photographer Shahidul

Alam, television actor Kazi Naushaba and the
chief executive of an online news outlet were
among those who were arrested and charged
under the internet laws during the unrest. Alam
was detained on Sunday after giving an inter-
view to Al Jazeera television and commenting
on the demonstrations on Facebook. He said he
was beaten while in custody. Islam said rumors
spread online had led to the “destruction of 382
public vehicles, including eight police vehicles.
Among those three police vehicles were burnt.”

“Almost 1,000 people were wounded, 45
police were also wounded seriously,” he
added. Protesters across Bangladesh de-
manded better safety on Bangladesh’s chaotic,
corruption-riddled transport network after a
bus killed two teens in late July. At the height
of the protests, hundreds of students set up
roadblocks across Dhaka, checking whether
cars and buses had valid licenses and vehicle
safety certificates.

Police responded with tear gas and rub-
ber bullets while alleged pro-government
groups attacked demonstrators, photogra-
phers and even the US ambassador’s car. The

police action drew international attention,
with Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina’s govern-
ment criticized by the United Nations, United
States and rights groups. Analysts said the
protests reflected simmering discontent
among Bangladeshi youth and highlighted

broader issues including the absence of pub-
lic accountability and the rule of law. Most
protesters had returned to school this week
amid fears of further government repression
if the unrest continued, according to student
activists.  —AFP

Bangladesh detains 12 online 
activists over protest ‘rumors’

Protests last week left about 1,000 people injured

MUMBAI: Indian photographers and journalists gather outside the Mumbai press club to protest against the
arrest of activist and photographer Shahidul Alam in Dhaka. —AFP

Australia strips 
5 of citizenship 
over IS links
SYDNEY: Five people have been stripped
of their Australian citizenship for fighting
alongside the Islamic State group in Iraq
and Syria, with officials saying yesterday
the country was a better place without
them.  They join notorious Islamic State
fighter Khaled Sharrouf — who made
headlines when he posted a Twitter image
of his young son holding a severed head —
as the only nationals to be kicked out
under tougher anti-terror laws.

“I can confirm that five more individuals
have ceased to be Australian citizens be-
cause of their involvement with Islamic
State offshore,” home affairs minister Peter
Dutton said in a statement. “Fundamentally,
citizenship requires allegiance to this coun-
try... these five dual-nationals have been
acting against Australia’s interests by en-
gaging with terrorism and have effectively
chosen to leave the Australian community.”

The five are all aged in their 20s and
30s. Dutton provided no further details on
their identities but welcomed their exclu-
sion. “Australia is a safer place for not
having them return,” he said. Canberra
has become increasingly concerned about
Australian nationals returning home after
fighting alongside Islamic State abroad
and has passed a series of tougher na-
tional security laws in recent years.

That includes legislation where people
can forfeit their citizenship if they also
hold a passport from another country,
and therefore are not left stateless. Shar-
rouf, the first Australian national stripped
of his passport for Islamic State links,
was also a Lebanese citizen. He left Aus-
tralia for Syria in 2013 with his family. His
Australian wife Tara Nettleton, who went
with him, has since died and Sharrouf
was believed to have been killed in a
drone strike in Iraq in 2015. Later media
reports cast doubt on whether he was
dead. The fate of their five children re-
mains unknown. Sharrouf sparked inter-
national revulsion in 2014 when he
posted pictures on social media of his
young son Abdullah holding the rotting
severed head of a soldier. —AFP

Thai court 
sentences
‘jet-set monk’ 
to 114 years
BANGKOK: A Thai court sentenced a dis-
graced former monk to 114 years in prison
yesterday, a court official said, more than a
year after he was extradited from the United
States. Wiraphon Sukphon made headlines
in 2013 when footage emerged of him wear-
ing designer aviator sunglasses with a Louis
Vuitton bag on a private jet.

The 39-year-old fled to the US but was
sent back after he was accused of raping a
minor and deceiving donors who gave him
money to build the world’s largest emerald
Buddha image. A further probe revealed he
owned luxury cars and multiple bank ac-
counts valued at about $700,000. Wiraphon
was convicted of money laundering, fraud and
violating the Computer Crime Act for raising
funds online, a Bangkok court official told AFP.

“Judges convicted him and sentenced him
altogether to 114 years,” the official said,
adding that under Thai law Wiraphon would
not serve more than 20 years for the convic-

tions. Wiraphon was also required to return
28.6 million baht ($861,700) to 29 donors
who filed complaints. The ruling on the rape
charge is expected in October, a public
prosecutor said. The monk is accused of
having sex with an under-age girl around a
decade ago and fathering a child with her.
He faces the prospect of an additional 20
years behind bars if convicted.

Thailand is mostly Buddhist and the reli-
gion is woven into everyday life, with most
men spending at least some time in a
monastery as novice monks. But the junta
that seized power in 2014 has taken a strong
line against a Buddhist clergy mired in scan-
dal. Extortion, sex and drug cases tied to the
clergy have shocked the public, and author-
ities last year floated the idea of introducing
digitized ID cards to better track monks
with criminal convictions.

In May the abbot of the tourist magnet
“Golden Mount” temple in Bangkok surren-
dered to police after $4 million was found in
bank accounts in his name. Police are also
investigating whether millions of dollars
under control of the National Office of Bud-
dhism was misused. In a high-profile case in
February 2017, troops laid siege to the tem-
ple of a mega-rich Dhammakaya sect on the
outskirts of Bangkok for weeks in an effort
to find and detain its controversial abbot,
who remains at large despite accusations of
massive fraud. —AFP


