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DHAKA: Hundreds of people demonstrated outside
a key mosque in the Bangladesh capital yesterday, as
the country braced for violence a day after deadly
protests by hardline Islamists against a visit by
Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi. The clashes,
which began Friday at the main mosque in the capi-
tal Dhaka, spread to several key districts in the
Muslim majority nation of 168 million, leaving five
people dead and scores injured.

Facebook has been restricted in the country, a
company spokesman said, after users complained
they could not access the site since late Friday after-
noon as images and reports of the violence were
shared in social media. A spokesman for the Border
Guard Bangladesh (BGB), which also acts as a
reserve paramilitary force to maintain law and order,
said it had deployed troops in parts of the country
since Friday night.

“With the instructions of the home ministry and in
aid of the civil administration, the required number
of BGB has been deployed in different districts of
the country,” Lieutenant Colonel Fayzur Rahman
told AFP, without disclosing the numbers involved.
Rahman, who is the operations director of the force,
said there had been no reports of violence after their

deployment. “Situation is normal,” he said.
But defying the security measures, hundreds of

Islamists gathered at the Baitul Mukarram Masjid,
the country’s biggest mosque situated in central
Dhaka, to protests police shooting at protesters and
Modi’s tour to the Muslim majority country. An AFP
correspondent at the scene said the protesters
belonged to Hefazat-e-Islam, the country’s largest
hardline Islamist outfit behind Friday’s protests in
over a dozen places including its heartland in
Chittagong. They chanted slogans against Modi, the
correspondent said. 

Several thousand supporters of Hefazat also
staged protests at Hathazari, the rural town outside
the country’s second largest city, which witnessed
the worst violence yesterday when four protesters
were shot during demonstrations. Hefazat
spokesman Jakaria Noman Foyezi told AFP around
10,000 students of Hathazari Madrasa were on the
road, blocking a key highway linking the port city
with the country’s hill districts.

Ruhul Amin, the government administrator of the
town, said Hefazat supporters put up makeshift
bricks wall and dug up the road as vehicles, pre-
venting vehicles from moving on the roads. “There

is no violence,” he said. Mohammad Jahangir, a
senior Chittagong police officer, said border
guards, police and the elite Rapid Action Battalion
have been deployed at the town to tackle any unto-
ward situation.

The disturbances came as Bangladesh marked
50 years of independence with rights groups call-
ing for an end to growing authoritarianism includ-
ing forced disappearances and extra-judicial
killings. Police said four bodies of members of
Hefazat were brought to Chittagong Medical
College Hospital after violence erupted at
Hathazari, where the group’s main leaders are
based. A supporter of the group was also killed in
clashes in the eastern border town of
Brahmanbaria, another key bastion of Hefazat.

Strike call 
A Hefazat spokesman said tens of thousands of

supporters of the group demonstrated on Friday to
protest against Modi’s two-day tour to Bangladesh.
The group had called nationwide demonstrations for
yesterday and a strike today to protest against the
police’s actions and firing on “peaceful” protesters.

Hefazat is known for its nationwide network and

large-scale protests demanding Bangladesh intro-
duce blasphemy laws. In 2013 police clashed with
tens of thousands of Hefazat supporters in Dhaka,
leaving nearly 50 people dead. As well as Hefazat, a
diverse range of Bangladeshi groups - including stu-
dents, leftists and other Islamist outfits - have been
staging protests against Modi’s visit.

They accuse Modi and his Hindu-nationalist gov-
ernment of stoking religious tensions and inciting
anti-Muslim violence including in the Indian state of
Gujarat in 2002 when 1,000 people died. Modi was
Gujarat’s chief minister at the time. Modi visited two
key Hindu temples in rural districts of southern
Bangladesh yesterday.

As protests spread, Facebook users complained
they could not access the site. Post and telecommu-
nications minister Mustafa Jabbar said his ministry
was not responsible for the stoppage. “This is not
our decision,” he told AFP, adding it was up to the
law enforcement agencies to say what actions they
had taken. “We’re aware that our services have
been restricted in Bangladesh. We’re working to
understand more and hope to have full access
restored as soon as possible,” a Facebook
spokesperson said. — AFP  

Bangladesh braces for violence 
Five shot dead in demonstrations against Modi visit

Activists of the Hifazat-e Islam group clash with police in Chittagong on Friday during a demonstration against Indian Prime minister Narendra Modi’s visit to
Bangladesh. (Inset) Modi hands over the Gandhi Peace Prize given posthumously to the late Bangladesh’s founder Sheikh Mujibur Rahman to his daughters -
Bangladeshi Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina (center) and Sheikh Rehana - in Dhaka. — AFP 

One dead, bombs 
thrown as restive 
Indian state votes
KOLKATA: One person was killed and
bombs were thrown at a polling station
yesterday as India’s hotbed of political
violence West Bengal held elections, with
Prime Minister Narendra Modi seeking to
unseat one of his fiercest opponents.
Victory in the eastern region of 90 million
would be a major achievement for Modi’s
Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party
as it looks to expand further its power
base beyond its Hindi-speaking northern
heartlands.

In a state where thousands have died
since the 1960s, fresh incidents of violence
were reported yesterday with police say-
ing a mob threw bombs at one polling sta-
tion, seriously injuring an officer. The pres-
ident of the BJP in the state, Dilip Ghosh,
said one of their supporters was killed by
members of the region’s ruling Trinamool
Congress party in the early hours. “His
body was found in the compound of his
mud hut,” he said.

Assailants also attacked the vehicles of
at least two election candidates, police
said. Bank employee Bablu Das, 32, said
voting was taking place in his district in
the west of the state “in an atmosphere of
violence” and that many people were too
scared to vote. Because of extra security
the election is being held over eight phases
concluding on April 29.

The campaign has seen huge rallies
despite a sharp rise in coronavirus cases in
India in recent weeks, including around
800,000 people attending one Modi event
in Kolkata. The northeastern state of
Assam also went to the polls yesterday in
the first of three phases, while Tamil Nadu,
Kerala and Puducherry vote on April 6.
Results from all are due on May 2.

Challenge from ‘Didi’ 
West Bengal is the most important with

the BJP pushing hard to win power in the
largely Bengali-speaking region for the
first time. But the party faces a tough
opponent in incumbent chief minister
Mamata Banerjee, 66, a firebrand nick-
named “Didi” (“Big Sister”), and her
Trinamool Congress party.

Activists from both parties have been
shot or hacked to death, their bodies
sometimes hung from trees. Crude bombs,
available on the black market for as little as
100 rupees ($1.40), have been used to kill,
maim or intimidate voters. The mutilated
body of one BJP activist, Sukhdev
Pramanik, was found face-down in a pond
in the village of Chandpara in December.
Sumita, the mother of Shoubhik Dolai, a
Trinamool activist killed last month, told
AFP that “they pumped bullets into him... I
got to know when I saw the news on TV”.

Anti-Modi front 
Arati Jerath, a political analyst, said

Banerjee has been at the forefront of try-
ing to form an “anti-Modi opposition

front”. “Conquering her would put an end
to that kind of challenge,” she told AFP. In
Assam, the BJP leads an alliance and is
hopeful of retaining power against a
strong coalition of Congress and smaller
regional parties.

The state, home to 32 million people, is
polarized along ethnic and religious lines,
with immigration from neighboring
Bangladesh one of the biggest campaign
issues. A “citizenship list” in Assam state in
2019 left off almost two million people
unable to prove they were Indian, many of
them Muslims, a process many fear the
BJP wants to roll out nationwide.

Home minister Amit Shah, Modi’s close
ally, told a rally in Assam on Friday that the
BJP would bring laws against “love jihad”
and “land jihad”, referring to Muslim men
luring Hindu women into marriage and
conversion, and Muslims stealing land.
Several BJP-run states have introduced
laws against “love jihad” although it is an
overwhelmingly fictitious phenomenon,
with many among India’s 200 million
Muslims seeing it as Modi’s latest assault
on their minority community. — AFP  

A paramilitary officer stands guard as voters join a line to cast their vote outside a polling sta-
tion during Phase 1 of West Bengal’s legislative election in Purulia district yesterday. —AFP 

Drone program 
gives Houthis
regional reach
DUBAI: Six years after Saudi Arabia
intervened in Yemen, booby-trapped
drones have made the Houthi rebels a
potent threat, enabling them to target
distant Saudi cities and heavily guard-
ed oil facilities. While Riyadh has been
locked in a hunt for an elusive enemy,
the guerrillas have made great strides
in developing unmanned aerial vehicles
that have become their go-to weapon
after long relying on Cold War-era bal-
listic missiles.

The “Made in Yemen” UAVs have
become a complex arsenal that the
rebels, famed for their infantry skills in
Yemen’s rugged mountains, are steadi-
ly turning into an air force. Here is a
look at the types of drones in Houthi
hands and the threats they pose:

Homegrown? 
Saudi Arabia and the United States

have long accused Iran of supplying

the Houthis with weapons, a charge
Tehran denies. However, the rebels
possess an array of military equipment,
including tanks and Scud missiles
bought from the Soviet Union in the
1970s, that they acquired from Yemeni
army depots after taking control of the
capital Sanaa in 2014. 

As for the UAVs, the rebels say they
manufacture them domestically,
although analysts say they contain
smuggled Iranian components.
According to a report by the Missile
Defense Project of the Center for
Strategic and International Studies
(CSIS), components are smuggled from
neighboring Oman into Yemen’s nomi-
nally government-held Mahra province,
and then by small boat along the coast.

A UN report in 2019 confirmed that
the Houthis “retained access to the
critical components, such as engines
and guidance systems, from abroad”.
In September that year, Saudi energy
giant Aramco’s Abqaiq processing
plant and Khurais oilfield were hit by
air strikes, halving the kingdom’s crude
output. The rebels claimed the attack,
but Riyadh and Washington accused
Iran of carrying it out. — AFP  

SANAA: Supporters of Yemen’s Houthi rebels attend on Friday a rally marking the
sixth anniversary of the Saudi-led coalition’s intervention in Yemen. —AFP 


