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DHAKA: Bangladesh’s first woman ambassador
in the Middle East is hoping her appointment
will help female migrant workers in the region,
with a mission to build a shelter at the embassy
in Jordan for women laborers facing abuse or
exploitation.

Nahida Sobhan, 52, a career foreign service of-
ficer who has worked in Rome, Kolkata and
Geneva, starts this week as ambassador to Jordan
that recruits thousands of Bangladeshi female
workers monthly for its garment industry and as
maids. Bangladesh ranks among the top countries
sending its citizens to work overseas, with about
700,000 Bangladeshis finding jobs abroad each
year but some end up cheated and become vic-
tims of abuse after being promised jobs.

“There are certain issues that woman mi-
grants do face and I will try my best to solve
those,” said Sobhan, adding that she was keen to
set up a shelter at the Bangladeshi embassy in
Amman for women workers like those set up in
Saudi Arabia and Oman.

“When you are serving ... it doesn’t matter
whether you are a man or a woman ... but it is
true that if a Bangladeshi woman falls in trouble,
she will be more comfortable to open up to a
woman,” she told the Thomson Reuters Founda-
tion. Jordan is home to more than 100,000 fe-
male Bangladeshi workers, mostly poor women
from rural areas, and is the second ranking des-
tination for Bangladeshi women workers after
Saudi Arabia, according to government data.

But recruitment is largely carried out by un-
official brokers, which opens the door to traffick-
ing and exploitation. Last year at least 1,500
Bangladeshi women returned home from Saudi
Arabia after being abused, an increase from 2018
when about 1,300 returned, according to
Bangladeshi charity BRAC.

Neither the government nor charities have
recorded the numbers returning from Jordan al-
though activists and government officials said
they received far less complaints from
Bangladeshi migrants in Jordan compared to
Saudi Arabia. “In 2019 we received about 20 to
25 complaints from Bangladeshi workers in Jor-
dan and they were mostly related to wage issues.
They were not paid properly,” said Lily Jahan,
chairman of BOMSA, a Bangladeshi migrants
rights group.

“Some of them were beaten when they
protested. We informed the government about
these cases.”

Sobhan described the labor laws in Jordan as
“supportive” and said migrants didn’t face “se-
vere difficulties” there but this would be a focus
of her work. “I won’t say that there are severe
difficulties, but there still are certain issues and I
will try my best to solve these,” she said in an in-
terview at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs office
in Dhaka before leaving for Jordan.

Remittances from migrant workers are key for
Bangladesh’s economy, making up the second-
highest source of foreign currency earnings after

clothes manufacturing, government data shows.
Sobhan, whose previous role was as the di-

rector general of United Nations wing of for-
eign office, said the government wanted to
promote as many female ambassadors as pos-

sible. “Currently, there are about seven female
ambassadors out of 50. The message with my
appointment is that things are changing for the
better and things will continue to change,” said
Sobhan. — Reuters
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Man suspected of 
killing wife, 3 kids
in Australia fire
SYDNEY:  An ex-rugby league player is
suspected of murdering his three children
and estranged wife in Australia by burning
them alive inside their car, in what police de-
scribed as one of the most horrific incidents
they have encountered. Officers said 31-
year-old Hannah Clarke died in a Brisbane
hospital on Wednesday just hours after her
three children aged three, four and six were
found dead in the car on a suburban street.

Her husband, Rowan Baxter, who also
died, allegedly approached the vehicle and
doused it with petrol before setting it alight,
The Australian newspaper reported. The
paper said Clarke jumped from the burning
car and rolled on the ground, saying “he’s
poured petrol on me”.

Officials said she was rushed to hospital
with severe burns following the “horrific” in-
cident but later succumbed to her injuries.
Baxter, a 42-year-old former rugby league
player for the New Zealand Warriors, was
believed to be in the burning vehicle but got
out and died on a footpath.

Queensland Police detective inspector
Mark Thompson said yesterday that Baxter
died as a result of burns and a self-inflicted
wound. “Information that’s to hand has led us
to believe that the Baxter children and Han-

nah Clarke were killed and I don’t believe
there’s any suspicious circumstances around
the death of Rowan Baxter,” he said. Clarke’s
sister-in-law, Stacey Roberts, set up a
fundraiser to pay for funeral costs and sup-
port Hannah’s parents, who she said had “ex-
hausted themselves to try and help Hannah
escape this monster”.

“All those who knew Hannah or had even
just met her once would know how much of
a beautiful soul she was. Her children (were)
her life,” Roberts posted on Facebook. The
page has so far raised almost Aus$100,000
($67,000). Australian Prime Minister Scott
Morrison said the country was “shocked,
saddened and devastated” by the tragedy,
which has led to an outpouring of grief on
social media.

“Hannah and her three children were so
senselessly and maddeningly murdered in
what has occurred in a terrible act of vio-
lence and it just grieves our hearts terribly
today,” he said.

Natasha Stott Despoja, a former senator
and chair of anti-violence group Our Watch,
called for stronger action to address vio-
lence against women in Australia, which she
described as a “national emergency”. “I
know people want change, people are angry
& sad today,” she tweeted. “How long before
we stop this slaughter in our suburbs?” 

A passer-by who tried to intervene in the
situation was also taken to hospital to be
treated for facial burns, a Queensland Ambu-
lance Service spokesperson said. The emer-
gency responders who attended the scene
have been stood down from their duties and
will receive support, he added. — AFP

Australia opens
inquiry into 
bushfires
SYDNEY: Australia set up a national in-
quiry yesterday into its month-long bush-
fire crisis that affected three in four
Australians and prompted widespread
criticism of the government for its sluggish
response to the blazes. Prime Minister
Scott Morrison said the vast scale of the
fires-which killed more than 30 people
and destroyed thousands of homes-re-
quired a new response from the bushfire-
prone nation.

The Royal Commission inquiry will be
tasked with finding ways to improve Aus-
tralia’s preparedness, resilience and re-
sponse to natural disasters, but has been
criticized as an effort to put off tackling
the problem.  Australia has seen dozens of
inquests into the causes of bushfires and
steps that could be taken to mitigate them,
with mixed results.

Many measures from the dozens of in-
quests going back to the 1930s have still
not been implemented.

The opposition Labor party accused
Morrison of trying to “shift attention to
the things that he thinks are politically
convenient to talk about” rather than “ac-

tually fixing climate change and getting
emissions under control.” Morrison said
panel would be asked to consider estab-
lishing new powers for the federal govern-
ment to declare a national state of
emergency, which he argued would allow
a faster response to fires. The conservative
leader, who was criticized for his sluggish
reaction to the months-long crisis, has de-
fended his actions by pointing to regula-
tions requiring states to formally request
federal assistance.

He claimed to have operated in a “con-
stitutional grey zone” by deploying thou-
sands of troops and reservists to assist in
the bushfire recovery. “We did that with-
out clear rules,” Morrison said. The most
recent crisis has sparked calls for Aus-
tralia’s conservative government to take
immediate action on climate change, with
street protests urging Morrison to reduce
the country’s reliance on coal.

The prime minister belatedly acknowl-
edged the link between the bushfire disaster
and a warming planet, but also made clear
his government plans to focus on climate
adaption and building resilience ahead of
measures to cut emissions. The inquiry will
be led by former Air Force chief Mark Bin-
skin, along with retired Federal Court judge
Annabelle Bennett and environmental
lawyer professor Andrew Macintosh. Mor-
rison said they would be required to report
their findings by August 31, “so recommen-
dations can be acted upon before our next
bushfire season”.  — AFP

DHAKA: Garment workers listen to speakers during a rally demanding an increase to their
minimum wage in Dhaka. — Reuters


