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DHAKA: Bangladesh’s deadly election campaign
entered a final full day yesterday with followers
of Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina parading in the
streets while her opponents insisted the vote
would not be free and fair. Both sides launched
new salvoes in their war of words ahead of Sun-
day’s polling. Hasina accused the opposition of
organizing bomb attacks while the Bangladesh
Nationalist Party said “the state” was aiding an
assault on the opposition.

Thousands of flag-waving supporters of the
ruling Awami League marched in Dhaka and
other cities bringing the traffic-choked streets to
a standstill ahead of the official close of cam-
paigning early today. The BNP, whose leader is
in jail, said it had been prevented from holding
its closing rally in Dhaka. Thousands of its sup-
porters were allowed to march through the
northern city of Sylhet however.

At least six people — four from the BNP and
two from the Awami League — have been killed
since the campaign started on November 8. The
BNP and its Islamist ally Jamaat-e-Islami say
more than 11,500 of their followers have been
arrested and thousand of activists, including
candidates, injured in attacks by ruling party fol-
lowers. Amid international concern over events,
UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres ap-
pealed for calm. Guterres “calls on all stakehold-
ers to ensure an environment free of violence,
intimidation and coercion before, during and
after the elections, so as to enable a peaceful,
credible and inclusive poll,” said a spokesman.

‘Blind’ opposition 
Bangladeshis “must feel safe and confident in

exercising their right to vote. Civil society and
electoral observers should be fully supported to
play their role in the process,” the UN leader
added through his spokesman. The United States
called off an observer mission it was financing
because of delays issuing visas. Human Rights
Watch has said the election was being con-
ducted in a “repressive political environment”. 

Hasina, seeking a third straight term and a
record fourth in all, has shrugged off opposition
complaints of authoritarianism and said she
needs more time to implement her ambitious
economic plans. Amid a flurry of late campaign
appearances on Wednesday, Hasina said the
“BNP-Jamaat alliance carried out bomb attacks
in 88 constituencies”. “There is no doubt that the
people will surely reject them,” she said.

Hasina focused a speech broadcast by video
late Wednesday to supporters in Dhaka on the
impressive economic growth of the past decade.
She has promised to increase annual growth to
9.0 percent from the current 7.8 percent, expand
electricity coverage and put the country on
course to raise average incomes to more than
$5,400 by 2030.

Hasina slammed the opposition for failing to
recognize Bangladesh’s achievements. “They are
blind despite having eyes,” she said. “I call upon
people to continue the pace of improvement
and give us more scope to serve again.” The
Awami League leader won a landslide victory in

2008 and the BNP boycotted the 2014 election
— saying it was not free and fair — gifting her
a return to power. But since her last victory, civil
society and rights groups have accused Hasina’s
government of silencing dissent and muzzling
the press.

BNP leader Khaleda Zia, an arch-rival of the
prime minister, was jailed for 17 years this year
on graft charges. “The election process has
turned into a farce,” BNP spokesman Fakhrul
Islam Alamgir told reporters. “All the attacks are

made on BNP people.” “It is very unfortunate
and unimaginable that these attacks are being
sponsored by the state itself,” he added, accord-
ing to the Daily Star. The BNP-led opposition al-
liance has accused police of siding with the
Awami League and said they were barred from
holding a final rally yesterday. Police turned
down their request to hold a meeting in Dhaka,
an alliance spokesman Latfiul Bari Hamim told
AFP. Dhaka police said they were not aware of
the request.  —AFP

Divisive Bangladesh election 
campaign ends in frustration

‘There is no doubt that the people will surely reject them

DHAKA: Supporters of Bangladesh Awami League shout slogans while taking part in a rally ahead of December
30 general election vote. —AFP 

Pakistan 
ex-president 
Zardari faces 
travel ban 
ISLAMABAD: Pakistan announced yesterday it
would ban former president Asif Ali Zardari from
travelling abroad following allegations of money
laundering, as the nation marked 11 years since his
wife, prime minister Benazir Bhutto, was assassi-
nated. Information minister Fawad Chaudhry told
reporters in Islamabad that Zardari and his sister
Faryal Talpur were among 172 people involved in
cases of money laundering and use of fake bank
accounts. “All the 172 names ... will be added to the
ECL (Exit Control List),” he said.

Zardari, co-chairman of the opposition Pakistan
People’s Party and who was president from 2008
until 2013, has long been the subject of corruption
allegations, and is widely known in Pakistan as “Mr
Ten Percent”. The announcement coincided with
the 11th death anniversary of his spouse and two-
time former prime minister Benazir Bhutto, who
was killed in a gun and suicide bomb attack during

an election rally in the garrison town of Rawalpindi
on December 27, 2007.

Earlier this week Chaudhry said a joint investi-
gation team (JIT) had found evidence of how
Zardari allegedly laundered money through fake
bank accounts and companies. “I hope Zardari will
now take the JIT seriously,” he said yesterday,
adding that his government would not spare any-
one involved in plundering national wealth. Prime
Minister Imran Khan, who came to power in July,
has vowed to squash rampant corruption and re-
cover billions siphoned from the country as his
government scrambles to shore up Pakistan’s de-
teriorating finances and fast-depleting foreign ex-
change reserves.

Zardari’s travel ban comes days after former
prime minister Nawaz Sharif was sentenced to
seven years in prison for corruption on Monday,
the latest in a long string of court cases against
him. Pakistan’s Supreme Court disqualified Sharif
from politics for life over graft allegations in 2017,
ousting him from power. His Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz was defeated by Khan in the July
polls. A Pakistani court established a commission
in September to investigate the scourge of corrup-
tion, finding that at least $400 million had passed
through “thousands of false accounts”, using the
names of impoverished people. The commission
said some 600 companies and individuals “are as-
sociated with the scandal”.  —AFP 

Top Chinese officials 
forced to carry out 
self-criticisms
BEIJING: Top Chinese leaders have been
forced to undergo a self-criticism session,
state media said yesterday, in a further sign of
President Xi Jinping’s efforts to enforce party
loyalty amid signs of internal dissent over his
handling of a trade war with the United States.
A tool highly favored by Mao Zedong and
taken to extremes during the Cultural Revolu-
tion, self-criticism sessions are back in favor
under Xi’s presidency as he seeks to consoli-
date power and tighten discipline in the upper
party echelons.

Members of the Politburo “were asked to
conduct criticism and self-criticism in light of
work experience,” at a meeting held on Tues-
day and Wednesday, state news agency Xin-
hua reported. The were also questioned on
“how they have taken the lead to implement
Xi’s instructions and key Party regulations and
policies,” it added.  The centre of power in
China lies with the 25-member Politburo,
though its role has lessened since Xi got the
top job in 2012 and started concentrating
powers in his own hands.

Analysts however say the president’s au-
thority has been contested over the last few

months due to an economic slowdown trig-
gered by an ongoing trade war with the US.
Xinhua’s report of the meeting does not say
what self-criticisms the members of the Polit-
buro were expected to make. Self-criticisms
were regularly carried out during the Cultural
Revolution — a period of intense social and
political upheaval launched by Mao from
1966-76 — and have returned under Xi.

Experts said top officials appear to have
wavered from the political line imposed by the
strongman president. Willy Lam, a professor
at the Chinese University of Hong Kong, de-
scribed the meeting as “extraordinary” be-
cause the leadership is “admitting there is
tension within its ranks”. “It means some of the
Politburo members have done or said things
contrary to Xi Jinping’s interests,” he added.

According to Xinhua, the leaders “were
also urged to study the latest speeches given
by Xi” as quickly as possible, and will have to
“discipline themselves, their families and
close aides at work”. Xi reportedly made a
speech at the meeting, during which he
lauded “democratic centralism” — one of the
founding principles of Leninism in which the
top leadership is all-powerful — and called
for unity within the party. Since he came to
power, Xi has waged a campaign against cor-
ruption, punishing more than 1.5 million offi-
cials. Some observers however say the
crackdown has targeted his internal oppo-
nents in particular. —AFP


