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32 dead in
Tajikistan 
prison riot 
DUSHANBE: At least 32 people were killed in a prison
riot in Tajikistan, including 24 members of the Islamic
State group and three guards, authorities said yesterday.
Five inmates and the three guards were initially killed by
prisoners in the riot that erupted on Sunday evening, and
the others died in clashes with security forces trying to
restore order, the justice ministry said in a statement. The
prison in Vakhdat, 17 km east of the capital Dushanbe,
holds 1,500 inmates. 

The ministry said the rioters first stabbed to death
three guards, and then five other inmates “in order to
intimidate” the others. They then took other prisoners
hostage before opening fire in the jail’s medical facilities.
“Following a reprisal operation, 24 members of this group
were killed and 35 others arrested. The hostages were
freed” and calm restored, the statement said.  

Two of the prisoners murdered by the rioters were
well-known activists of the banned opposition group
Islamic Renaissance Party of Tajikistan, the local prison
service said. Among the leaders of the riot, authorities
identified Bekhruz Gulmurod, the son of the former head of
Tajik special forces who became a member of the IS lead-
ership in Syria and was killed there in Sept 2017. The 20-
year-old was sentenced to 10 years in prison in July 2017
for attempting to join IS in Syria. He was previously
detained at Dushanbe airport before boarding a flight to
Istanbul. Authorities said the prison was now functioning
normally, with the “situation currently under control.”

The prison is a short drive from Dushanbe, with residen-
tial neighborhoods nearby. It houses inmates convicted of
various crimes, including terror and extremism charges, and
is secured by armed guards. Families of inmates gathered
near the prison yesterday to find out if their relatives were
safe. In Nov 2018, another riot claimed by IS left 26 people
dead in Khujand, a city in the northeast of the country. That
riot was initiated by a former IS member seeking to spark a
mass escape.  

Last week a Tajik court sentenced nine of the prison
staff, including the head of the prison, to jail terms up to
four years of prison for “negligence”. The rioters are
awaiting sentencing and face new prison terms ranging
from ten to twenty years. —AFP

MUMBAI: Indian men watch share prices on a digital broadcast outside the Bombay Stock Exchange (BSE) yesterday.  —AFP 

NEW DELHI: Indian shares hit a record high yester-
day after exit polls from the country’s marathon
election indicated a new term for Hindu nationalist
Prime Minister Narendra Modi. While opposition
parties refused to concede and the country faces a
nerve-jangling three-day wait until the official count
begins, most media polls said Modi’s Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) and its  al l ies would secure
enough seats to form a new government after the
world’s biggest election. The seven rounds of voting
over six weeks ended on Sunday with about 65 per-
cent of the 900 eligible voters taking part, the elec-
tion commission said.

India’s share and currency markets soared on the
back of the polls. The Bombay Stock Exchange
Sensex index had its biggest one-day gain in nearly
six years - 3.75 percent - to close at a record high
39,352 points while the Indian rupee strengthened to
69.63 to the dollar from its Friday close of 70.22.
Traders called the polls boost to Modi a vital sign of
stability for one of the world’s fastest growing major
economies. “This ends a significant political uncer-

tainty,” said Sujan Hajra, an economist at Anand
Rathi securities in Mumbai.

Modi fought an acrimonious campaign framed
around his tough national security stance rather than
the economy. The opposition had attacked his han-
dling of India’s finances particularly the withdrawal of
most cash notes in 2016 and new taxes. The prime
minister and other top BJP leaders made no immediate
claim of victory. But party spokesman G V L
Narasimha Rao said the polls “clearly show a huge
positive vote for the leadership of Narendra Modi
who has served the country with unmatched dedica-
tion”. “That people reward good performance has
once again been proved by the overwhelming public
mandate. This is a slap for the abusive opposition that
made baseless charges and spoke lies,” he added.

Most polls predicted the BJP would lose some
seats but still form a government. The BJP won 282
seats of parliament’s 543 elected seats in its 2014
landslide triumph and with allies had 336 seats.
Leading polls projected the BJP-led alliance winning
between 282 and 313 seats this time.

Modi referendum 
The opposition Congress party was predicted to

double its 2014 tally of 44 seats - a historic low since
India’s independence in 1947 - but still fall far short of
a claim to power. The party pointed to the unreliability
of polls in previous elections. Mamata Banerjee, head
of the regional Trinamool Congress party that domi-
nates in West Bengal state, dismissed the forecasts as
“exit poll gossip”. While the opposition attacked
Modi’s handling of the economy and failure to create
jobs, the vote increasingly became a personal referen-
dum on one of India’s most popular and divisive prime
ministers ever.

The 68-year-old leader went to scores of rallies
across the country to fire up his Hindu base and turn
the campaign into a debate on national security fol-
lowing tit-for-tat air raids with Pakistan in March.
Modi and Congress leader Rahul Gandhi traded
insults throughout the campaign. Gandhi, 48, attacked
Modi over alleged corruption in a French defense deal
and the plight of farmers, as well as on the economy.

Modi’s government has fallen short on creating jobs

for the million Indians entering the labor market every
month, while the shock introduction of a sudden ban
on high-denomination cash in 2016 disrupted business
and Indian banks are struggling with huge bad debts.
Hostilities spilt over again on the final day of voting.
Tens of thousands of security forces guarded polling
booths in West Bengal state on Sunday where the BJP
has made a push against Trinamool Congress. An
improvised bomb was thrown at one Kolkata polling
station and security forces intervened to stop sup-
porters of the BJP, communists and other parties from
blockading voting booths across the state capital.

In Madhya Pradesh state, in central India, a BJP
worker was allegedly shot dead by a Congress offi-
cial in Indore, police told media. The Delhi-based
Centre for Media Studies estimates that parties have
spent more than $7 billion on the election, making it
one of the most expensive campaigns in the world.
Much of the cash was spent on social media, where
the parties used armies of “cyber warriors” to bom-
bard India’s Facebook and WhatsApp users with
messages.  —AFP

Exit polls forecast Modi election victory
India shares hit record high l Nerve-jangling three-day wait until official count

Australia election 
stokes mistrust 
in opinion polls 
SYDNEY: The failure of opinion polls to tip a conserva-
tive win in Australia’s elections has raised questions
about their credibility just years after similar errors in
forecasting Brexit and Donald Trump’s victory in the US.
Australia’s ruling Liberal-National coalition claimed a
shock victory in Saturday’s election, after two years of
trailing the opposition Labor Party in every major
national poll. The polls showed a slight tightening
between the two main parties with Labor ahead roughly
51-49 just before the election.

The tentative result, pending final results from the
Australian Electoral Commission, shows the coalition
instead ahead 51-49 yesterday. “Why did we have such
an amazing sequence of polls in a row that all got the
same (results)?” Australian polling analyst Kevin
Bonham told AFP of the years of polling that pointed to
a Labor victory. Most media routinely rely on polls -

surveys of hundreds, sometimes thousands of voters by
phone or online - to flag political trends and tip the
leading candidates.

But question marks were raised about their accuracy
in 2016 after the failure to forecast Britain’s vote to leave
the European Union and Donald Trump’s triumph in the
US presidential election. In Australia, political polling has
had a good record, and is so closely followed in Canberra
that a string of prime ministers were dumped by their
own parties over the past decade over poor showings in
surveys. Traditionally, pollsters contacted voters using
extensive landline lists, such as the phone book. 

But with voters ditching landlines, it is become more
difficult for pollsters to collect an accurate representa-
tive sample of the electorate. Bonham said signs polling
was becoming less accurate had emerged at the state
level, particularly ahead of regional elections in Victoria
state in November which failed to capture a strong
swing to the incumbent Labor government. “It’s
become increasingly harder to actually just find where
a telephone number is and therefore design an efficient
sample,” Martin O’Shannessy, the ex-chief of major
Australian pollster Newspoll, told AFP. “This is being
faced by the whole research industry and what we are
seeing is the tip of the iceberg.”

Pollsters have also turned to cheaper forms of collect-
ing opinions, such as robocalls and online surveys, which
experts say are significantly less accurate. O’Shannessy
said the key problems that emerged from the polls of the
2016 US elections were similar. “The good quality polls,
which did the best job that they could have sampling...
and used human operators, generally got the answer
right. However they were only 12 percent of all the polls,”
he said. “The other 88 percent were online (polls),
robopolls... the average error for those polls was five
percent and the biggest error was 10 percent.” 

One alternative method of sampling voters has been
through social media. In Australia, Griffith University
data scientist Bela Stantic said he accurately predicted
Trump’s win, Brexit and the conservatives’ win on
Saturday by analyzing millions of social media com-
ments. He told news.com.au he was successful as he
had used large sample sizes - some two million “rele-
vant” tweets from around half a million accounts.
O’Shannessy said to make news polls more accurate,
Australia’s market research sector was lobbying for
access to the government’s Integrated Public Number
Database (IPND), which contains all listed and unlisted
telephone numbers and is used by emergency services
and law enforcement.  —AFP

Flow of arms 
into Libya risks 
proxy war 
TRIPOLI: Despite a UN embargo, weapons are still flowing
into Libya where an assault on the capital by strongman
Khalifa Haftar threatens to escalate into a proxy war between
regional powers. Haftar, whose self-styled Libyan National
Army (LNA) is allied with an administration in eastern Libya, is
supported especially by Egypt and the United Arab Emirates
(UAE). On the other side, Turkey and Qatar back the Tripoli-
based Government of National Accord (GNA) which is recog-
nized by the international community.

Haftar on April 4 launched an attack on the capital that has
ground to a halt on the southern outskirts of Tripoli in the face of
GNA forces backed by militias from western Libya. Both sides
have called in reinforcements as fresh weaponry arrives despite a
UN arms embargo officially still in place since a 2011 revolt that
toppled Libya’s longtime leader Muammar Gaddafi. The GNA
boasted on Saturday of new “armor, ammunition and... weapons”

for its fighters. It did not specify the source but posted photo-
graphs on its Facebook page of dozens of Turkish BMC Kirpi
armored vehicles at Tripoli port. The Moldova-flagged vessel
which made the delivery belongs to a Turkish firm and set sail from
a port in Turkey, according to navigation websites. Arnaud
Delalande, a defense consultant and specialist on Libya, interpret-
ed the delivery as an apparent open show of support for the GNA.

In a swift response, pro-Haftar websites on Sunday posted
photos and videos of Jordanian-built armored cars they said
were being supplied to the LNA. Such deliveries “show that
neither party plans to give in and that it is headed more
towards a war of attrition”, said Delalande. A military source in
eastern Libya, contacted by AFP, declined to confirm or deny
the delivery of Jordanian armor but said “there is no halt to the
flow of reinforcements” to the frontline. 

Roughly even in air war 
On the GNA side, Turkish support “will help narrow the gap

in weaponry between the two sides”, said Wolfram Lacher of
the German Institute for International and Security Affairs
(SWP) in Berlin. He said: “The large number of UAE-made
armored vehicles had helped Haftar’s forces in suburban areas,
and they could now lose that advantage.” However, “the risk is
that such overt support (from Turkey) will prompt Haftar’s back-
ers to step up their assistance, and perhaps to intervene even

more directly.”  For Lacher, “this war is now turning into a proxy
war between rival Middle Eastern powers”. “The more both
sides receive arms and ammunition from their foreign backers,
the longer the war will last, the more destructive it will be, and
the more difficult it will be to resolve,” he said. The more than
six-week-old battle for Tripoli has already cost over 450 lives
and left 2,000 injured and displaced almost 70,000 residents,
according to UN agencies. Both sides have ignored internation-
al calls for a ceasefire and dialogue. The frontlines are largely
frozen, although “the balance of power on the ground is in favor
of the pro-GNA forces but not decisively”, said Delalande. In
the air battle, the rival forces are roughly even with around 15
fighter-bombers on each side, he said. But increased air support
from the UAE, especially through the Chinese-built Wing Loong
drones deployed in eastern Libya since 2016, could swing the
balance of power in Haftar’s favor, he said. 

According to a report seen by AFP, UN experts are probing
the UAE’s possible military involvement in Libya following Blue
Arrow missile strikes in April by Chinese-built drones of the
type used by the Emirati military. The UN’s group of experts on
the country noted in a September report an increase in the
number of armored vehicles being supplied to the LNA as well
as mortars and rocket launchers. Libyan analyst Jalal Al-Fitouri
said “secret or public imports of arms have been going on for
years” but have now been stepped up by both sides. —AFP


