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DHAKA: Bangladesh President Abdul Hamid (L) swears in Sheikh Hasina (R) for her fourth term as Bangladesh’s prime minister at the Presidential Palace. -—AFP 

DHAKA: Sheikh Hasina was sworn in as Bangladesh’s
prime minister for a record fourth term yesterday
after a crushing election victory marred by deadly
violence and claims of widespread rigging. Hasina, 71,
has presided over record economic growth in the
South Asian country of 165 million people but critics
have accused her of creeping authoritarianism.

Her ruling Awami League party and its allies won
the December 30 elections by a landslide, securing
288 seats in the 300-seat parliament compared to
just seven for the main opposition. The campaign saw
mass arrests of opposition activists and candidates
and allegations of widespread rigging including ballot
stuffing and voter intimidation. Seventeen people
were killed on Election Day. The European Union has
called for a probe into allegations of irregularities,
saying “significant obstacles to a level playing field...

tainted the electoral campaign and the vote.”
The United States expressed concern about “cred-

ible reports of harassment, intimidation and violence”.
The United Nations on Friday said there were indica-
tions that “reprisals” have targeted the opposition
since the election, including physical attacks, arbi-
trary arrests, harassment, disappearances and filing of
criminal cases. The opposition, which last week boy-
cotted the oath taking ceremony of the newly elected
MPs, has demanded fresh polls under a neutral care-
taker government — something Hasina and the elec-
tion commission have rejected outright.

‘Mother of humanity’ 
President Abdul Hamid administered Hassina’a

oath in a ceremony at the presidential  palace,
Bangabhaban. A 47-member cabinet with many new

faces was also sworn in. To her supporters, Hasina is
known as Bangladesh’s “mother of humanity” for
allowing in hundreds of thousands of Rohingya
refugees fleeing a military crackdown in neighboring
Myanmar in 2017.

Opponents  accuse her  of  ja i l ing arch-foe
Khaleda Zia on politically motivated charges, of
orchestrating mass arrests, enforced disappear-
ances and passing Draconian anti-press freedom
laws to try to cling to power.

Hasina was abroad in August 1975 when a group
of renegade mil i tary off icers assassinated her
father, Bangladesh’s first president Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman, his wife and three sons. She started her
political career as a hero of the people, returning
from exile in 1981 to take over as Awami League
leader and beginning a long struggle to restore

democracy in Bangladesh.
Hasina joined forces with Zia’s BNP to help oust

military dictator Hussain Muhammad Ershad in 1990
but the pair soon fell out and were branded the
“Battling Begums”. Their rivalry has dominated
Bangladeshi politics for the last 30 years. Hasina was
first elected prime minister in 1996 but she struggled
to emerge from the shadow of her father during her
first term and lost the 2001 contest.

She returned to power after winning the
December 2008 polls by landslide, just months after
she was imprisoned by a military-backed government
on corruption charges. She has been in power ever
since, presiding over economic expansion of more
than six percent every year since 2009. GDP growth
last year was 7.86 percent and Hasina has promised
to take that into double digits. — AFP 

Hasina sworn in as Bangladesh PM 
Critics have accused her of creeping authoritarianism

RAFAH: Hamas employees retook control of
the border crossing between Gaza and Egypt
yesterday after the Palestinian Authority with-
drew its own staff, an AFP journalist and
Hamas officials said. The PA’s civil affairs
authority had on Sunday accused Hamas of
“summoning, arresting and abusing our
employees”, leading it to conclude that their
presence was futile, according to official
Palestinian news agency WAFA.

An AFP journalist saw Hamas officials at
the border crossing’s main gate and inside
accompanying offices in southern Gaza yes-
terday. A Hamas border official, speaking on
condition of anonymity, said they had taken
control “to avoid a vacuum”. Rafah — the
only way for Gazans to leave their enclave
that bypasses Israel — was closed yesterday
due to the Orthodox Christmas holiday but it
was not clear whether it would reopen as
scheduled today.

Hamas’ interior ministry spokesman Iyad Al-
Bozum said his organization “will protect the
interests of our people.” Islamist movement
Hamas seized control of Gaza in 2007 in a near
civil war with Palestinian president Mahmud

Abbas’ Fatah party. But the Palestinian Authority
took control of Rafah in November 2017, as part
of a deal for Egypt to reopen a border that had
been entirely shut from August that year and
largely sealed for years before that.

There was no immediate comment from
Egypt about whether its side of the crossing
would be open today. The PA’s taking control
of Rafah in 2017 was seen as a first step
towards implementing a reconciliation agree-
ment between Hamas and Fatah. The deal has
subsequently broken down and Abbas’ PA has
taken a series of measures against Gaza. 

Egypt has allowed the border to be open
regularly since August 2018, providing a life-
line to the enclave’s two million residents.
Israel has maintained a crippling blockade of
Gaza for more than a decade, in a bid to iso-
late Hamas and keep it from obtaining
weapons. Critics say the policy amounts to
collective punishment. Israel and Hamas have
fought three wars since 2008. A planned event
commemorating the anniversary of the found-
ing of Fatah — due to take place in Gaza yes-
terday — was cancelled on Sunday, as organ-
izers said they faced threats. — AFP 

A look at
Saudi Arabia’s 
treatment of
women
DUBAI: A desperate legal fight by
18-year-old Saudi Rahaf Mohammed
Al-Qunun to stop her deportation
from Bangkok airport has yet again
shone a spotlight on the treatment of
women in her homeland.
Ultraconservative Saudi Arabia is
striving to craft a new image — but a
number of policies remain unchanged,
leaving male relatives in charge of
decisions that determine women’s
lives.  Here is where the Sunni Muslim
kingdom stands on five core issues:

Education 
Saudi Arabia’s so-called guardian-

ship system places the legal and per-
sonal affairs of women in the hands of
the men in their lives — fathers, broth-
ers, husbands and sons. Under the
system, women require the formal per-
mission of their closest male relative to
enroll in classes at home, or to travel
to enroll in classes abroad. 

In July 2017, Saudi Arabia’s educa-
tion ministry announced girls’ schools
would begin to offer physical educa-
tion classes for the first time, so long
as they conformed with Islamic law.
The ministry statement did not specify
whether girls were required to have
male permission to take the classes.
Saudi Arabia is home to a number of
women-only universities. 

Employment 
Restrictions on women’s employ-

ment, long ruled by the guardianship
system, have been loosened as Saudi
Arabia tries to wean itself off its eco-
nomic dependency on oil. Prince
Mohammed bin Salman, named heir to
the throne in June 2017, has pushed an
economic plan, known as “Vision
2030”, that aims to boost the female
quota in the workplace from 22 per-
cent to 30 percent by 2030. King
Salman — his father — has signed off
on decrees allowing women to apply
online for their own business licences.
Women are now also permitted to join
the Saudi police force. 

Travel, driving 
Women still require male permis-

sion to renew their passports and
leave the country. But the biggest
change over the past year came on
June 24, 2018, when women took the
driver’s seat for the first time in the

kingdom’s history.  While the end of
the dr iv ing ban was a welcome
major step, a number of women’s
rights activists were rounded up that
same month and put behind bars —
some of them campaigners for the
right to drive. 

Personal status 
Under the guardianship system,

women of any age cannot marry
without the consent of their male
guardian.  A man may also divorce his
wife without the woman’s consent. On
Sunday, the Saudi justice ministry
said courts were required to notify
women by text message that their
marriages had been terminated, a
measure seemingly aimed at ending
cases of men getting a divorce with-
out informing their partners. 

Public spaces 
In January 2018, women were

allowed into a special section in select
sports stadiums for the first time. They
had previously been banned from
attending sporting events. Saudi
Arabia has also dialed back the power
of its infamous morality police force,
or “mutawa”, who for decades
patrolled the streets on the lookout for
women with uncovered hair or bright
nail polish. Some women in the capital,
Riyadh, and other cities are now seen
in public without headscarves.  — AFP 

Hamas staff reclaims Egypt-Gaza
border as PA withdraws


