
Counting underway in first Bangladesh polls since deadly uprising
AFP | Dhaka

Counting was underway yes-
terday in Bangladesh’s first 

election since a deadly 2024 up-
rising, with powerful political 
heir Tarique Rahman bullish 
about defeating an Islamist-led 
coalition.

Leading prime ministerial 
hopeful Tarique Rahman, 60, 
said he was “confident” his Bang-
ladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) 
-- which was crushed during 
the 15 years of ousted premier 
Sheikh Hasina’s autocratic rule 
-- can regain power in the South 
Asian nation of 170 million  
people.

However, he faces a stiff chal-
lenge from a coalition led by the 
Muslim-majority country’s larg-
est Islamist party, Jamaat-e-Is-

lami.
Election Commission officials 

reported “a few minor disrup-

tions” but top party leaders on 
both sides raised fears of threats, 
with the BNP’s Rahman calling on 

people to vote so that “conspira-
cies will not succeed”.

Jamaat chief Shafiqur Rah-
man, 67, mounted a disciplined 
grassroots campaign, hoping to 
form the first Islamist-led gov-
ernment in constitutionally sec-
ular Bangladesh.

Jamaat, which has campaigned 
on a platform of justice and end-
ing corruption, senses its big-
gest opportunity in decades, with 
party leader Rahman saying it 
“will do whatever is required” to 
ensure a fair result.

“The early results indicate 
something positive”, the Jamaat 
chief said, as counting continued.

BNP’s Rahman has said he is 
“confident” of victory, and his 
advisor said the party would “se-
cure a sweeping victory”.

Trump ends immigration 
crackdown in Minnesota
AFP | Washington

President Donald Trump’s 
pointman yesterday an-
nounced the end of an ag-

gressive immigration operation 
in Minnesota that triggered large 
protests and nationwide outrage 
following the killing of two US 
citizens.

Thousands of federal agents 
including Immigration and Cus-
toms Enforcement (ICE) officers 
conducted weeks of sweeping 
raids and arrests in what the ad-
ministration claims were target-
ed missions against criminals.

“I have proposed and Presi-
dent Trump has concurred that 
this surge operation conclude,” 
Trump official Tom Homan told 
a briefing outside Minneapo-
lis. “A significant drawdown has 
already been underway this week 
and will continue through the 
next week.”

The operation sparked tense 
demonstrations in the Minneap-
olis area, and the fatal separate 
shootings of Renee Good and 
Alex Pretti last month led to a 
wave of criticism.

Homan raised the prospect 
that the officers would move to 
another location but gave no de-
tails, as speculation is rife about 
which city might be targeted 
next.

“In the next week, we’re going 
to deploy the officers here on de-
tail, back to their home stations 
or other areas of the country 
where they are needed. But we’re 
going to continue to enforce im-
migration law,” he said.

Campaigning against illegal 
immigration helped Trump get 

elected in 2024, but daily vid-
eos from Minnesota of violent 
masked agents, and multiple re-
ports of people being targeted 
on flimsy evidence, helped send 
Trump’s approval ratings plum-
meting.

The case of Liam Conejo 
Ramos, five, who was detained 

on January 20, also stoked anger.
Minneapolis Mayor Jacob Frey 

said the ICE operation “had been 
catastrophic for our neighbors 
and businesses, and now it’s time 
for a great comeback.

“We will show the same com-
mitment to our immigrant resi-
dents,” he added.

Russia blocks WhatsApp, 
pushes domestic app
Kremlin says WhatsApp violated laws as critics warn of surveillance and restricted communications

• Kremlin urges 
100 million users to 
switch to Max

• Critics call 
it a potential 
surveillance tool

• Telegram also facing 
“phased restrictions”

AFP | Moscow

Russia has blocked the pop-
ular messaging service 
WhatsApp over its failure 

to comply with local legislation, 
the Kremlin said yesterday, urg-
ing its 100 million Russian users 
to switch to a domestic alter-
native.

Moscow has for months been 
trying to shift Russian users onto 
Max, a domestic messaging ser-
vice that lacks end-to-end en-
cryption and that activists have 
called a potential tool for sur-
veillance.

“As  for  the  blocking  of 
WhatsApp... such a decision was 
indeed made and implement-
ed,” Kremlin spokesman Dmitry 
Peskov told reporters.

Peskov said the decision was 
due to WhatsApp’s “reluctance 
to comply with the norms and 
letter of Russian law”.

“Max is an accessible alterna-
tive, a developing messenger, a 
national messenger. And it is an 

alternative available on the mar-
ket for citizens,” he said.

WhatsApp, owned by US social 
media giant Meta, said Wednes-
day that it believed Russia was 
attempting to fully block the ser-
vice in a bid to force users onto 
Max.

“We continue to do everything 
we can to keep users connected,” 
it said.

Critics and rights campaigners 
say the restrictions are a trans-
parent attempt by the Kremlin to 
ramp up control and surveillance 
over internet use in Russia.

They also say it will make it 

harder for Russians to commu-
nicate abroad.

But Vilgelm, a 32-year-old en-
gineer from Moscow, told AFP 
he believed the move would not 
isolate Russia.

“Given Russia’s weight in inter-
national affairs and trade, it is un-
likely we would get a North Ko-
rea situation, where everything is 
completely blocked,” he told AFP.

Still, he finds it problematic 
that the authorities are “actively” 
promoting Max so aggressively.

“It all looks a bit too tempting,” 
said Vilgelm, who, like most peo-
ple AFP spoke to, only gave his 

first name.

 ‘Carrier pigeons’ 
The government directed man-

ufacturers to include Max on all 
new phones and tablets starting 
last September, and it claimed 75 
million users by December.

Released by Russian social me-
dia giant VK last year, it has been 
touted as a “super app” similar 
to China’s WeChat or Alipay, ca-
pable of doing everything from 
accessing government services 
to ordering a pizza.

Critics say the weak encryp-
tion, where messages are not 

scrambled between devices, 
means communications could 
be easily intercepted and read.

Some Russians told AFP they 
were forced to download it by 
their employers.

Many schools, which use chat 
apps to communicate with par-
ents, have also switched to Max.

“In late December, we received 
a message from my daughter’s 
homeroom teacher telling us that 
WhatsApp no longer worked at 
all,” said one Muscovite, who 
refused to give her name.

“All communication related to 
the children’s school activities 
would be conducted via the Max 
app,” she added.

Russia’s internet watchdog 
said Tuesday it would also slap 
“phased restrictions” on anoth-
er popular messaging platform, 
Telegram, which it also accused 
of not complying with local leg-
islation.

Kim Jong Un entrenches 
daughter as likely heir, Seoul says

AFP | Seoul

North Korean leader Kim 
Jong Un has entrenched 

his daughter as heir appar-
ent ahead of a landmark party 
conference, a South Korean 
lawmaker said yesterday after 
a briefing from Seoul’s main 
intelligence agency.

The Kim family has ruled 
North Korea with an iron grip 
for decades, and a cult of per-
sonality surrounding their 
“Paektu bloodline” dominates 
daily life in the isolated coun-
try.

Kim’s teenage daughter 
Ju Ae has long been seen as 
the next in line, a perception 
stoked by a string of recent 
high-profile outings.

South Korea’s National In-
telligence Service said Ju Ae 
has now been clearly “desig-
nated as a successor”, lawmak-
er Lee Seong-kweun said after 
a parliamentary briefing with 
the spy agency.

The assessment was made 
“taking into account a range of 
circumstances -- including her 
increasingly prominent public 

presence at official events”, he 
told reporters.

South Korea’s spy agen-
cy said last year Ju Ae ap-
peared to be the next in line 
after she accompanied Kim 
on a high-profile visit to  
Beijing.

Photos published ahead of 
a rare political congress in 
North Korea this month ce-
mented that perception.

State media showed Ju Ae in 
January paying respects along-
side her father at the Kumsu-
san Palace of the Sun, where 
the bodies of state founder 
Kim Il Sung and second-gen-
eration ruler Kim Jong Il lie 
in state.

Pyongyang is due to hold a 
landmark party congress at the 
end of February -- its biggest 
political event -- where it is 
expected to lay out its foreign 
policy, war planning and nu-
clear ambitions for the next 
five years.

The National Intelligence 
Service said it would closely 
monitor Ju Ae’s attendance, 
as well as the level of protocol 
accorded to her.

Zelensky slams IOC over helmet ban
AFP | Kyiv

Ukrainian President Volody-
myr Zelensky said yesterday 

that the decision to ban skeleton 
racer Vladyslav Heraskevych 
from the Winter Olympics for 
refusing to ditch a helmet de-
picting victims of the war with 
Russia plays “into the hands of 
aggressors”.

Gestures of a political nature 
during competition are forbid-
den under the Olympic charter.

The International Olympic 
Committee said Heraskevych 
had failed “to adhere to the IOC 
athlete expression guidelines”.

The athlete had insisted he 
would continue to wear the 
headgear, which carries pic-
tures of Ukrainian sportsmen 
and women killed since Russian 
forces invaded Ukraine in 2022, 
in his event at the Milan-Cortina 
Winter Games.

The IOC said in a statement: 
“(The decision) was taken by the 
jury of the International Bob-
sleigh and Skeleton Federation 
(IBSF) based on the fact that the 
helmet he intended to wear was 
not compliant with the rules.”

A defiant Heraskevych posted 
on X: “This is (the) price of our 
dignity”, alongside a picture of 
his helmet.

Zelensky took aim at the IOC.
“The Olympic movement 

should help stop wars, not play 
into the hands of aggressors,” 
the Ukrainian president said in 
a post on social media.

“We are proud of Vladyslav and 
of what he did. Having courage is 

worth more than any medal.”
Athletes are permitted to ex-

press their views in press con-
ferences and on social media, 
and the IOC had said on Tuesday 
it would allow Heraskevych to 
wear a plain black armband.

A further offer to allow him to 
carry his helmet into the mixed 
zone, where athletes talk to jour-
nalists after their race, was also 
rejected.

“Mr Heraskevych was able to 
display his helmet in all training 
runs,” yesterday’s IOC statement 
added. “The IOC also offered him 
the option of displaying it im-
mediately after the competition 
when going through the mixed 
zone.”

Heraskevych has the option to 
appeal to the Court of Arbitra-
tion for Sport but CAS told AFP it 
had not heard from him.

 Coventry plea 
IOC president Kirsty Coventry 

met with Heraskevych early yes-
terday in a last-ditch attempt to 
persuade him to change his mind 
before his competition started.

Coventry, a former Olympic 
gold medallist in swimming, was 
in tears after the meeting, ac-
cording to video images.

“I was not speaking to him 
in that room as a president, I’m 
speaking to him as an athlete,” 
she said.

“We have these rules in place 
to try and be fair and also to try 
and allow for us to do both things 
right -- to allow for athletes to 
express themselves, but also to 
allow for athletes to be safe.”

People use their smartphones while sitting on a bench at a metro station in Moscow
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Job number one is eas-
ing the cost of living 

pressure that many peo-
ple still feel. Today’s GDP 
figures show our economy 
is growing. That means 
more money back in your 
pocket. I know there’s 
more to do, but we are 
heading in the right di-
rection.

@Keir_Starmer

Today NATO launched 
Arctic Sentry, a new 

military activity that lev-
erages our strength by 
bringing together NATO 
and All ied activit ies 
across the Arctic and High 
North We are committed 
to ensuring Arctic security 
– and the security of the 
whole Alliance – together.

@SecGenNATO

I look forward to wel-
coming EU leaders to-

day in Alden Biesen for an 
informal retreat focused 
on competitiveness. This 
brainstorming exercise 
will help pave the way for 
a more autonomous Eu-
rope and a more resilient 
economy that delivers for 
our citizens.

@eucopresident

As the birthplace of 
multilateralism and 

the Geneva Conventions, 
and the home of both the 
World Health Organiza-
tion and the Internation-
al Committee of the Red 
Cross, #Geneva is the city 
where peace and health 
meet. There is no health 
without peace, and no 
peace without health.

@DrTedros
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News in brief 
 u The Indonesian air force is 
trialling the use of toll roads as 
back-up runways for its aircraft to 

help bolster the vast archipelago’s 
defences, a deputy minister said. A 
demonstration of two military planes 
taking off and landing on a toll road was 
held on the western island of Sumatra 
on Wednesday. The roads would provide 
an alternative in the event military bases 
are attacked, deputy defence minister 
Donny Ermawan Taufanto said.

 u China called Taiwan’s leader Lai 
Ching-te a “war instigator” after he 
warned in an interview that Beijing 
would target countries in the region 
should it seize control of the self-ruled 
island. Lai said in his first interview with 
a global news agency since taking office in 
May 2024 that if China were to take Taiwan, 
Beijing would become “more aggressive” and 
would next turn its expansionist ambitions 
to Japan, the Philippines and other countries 
in the Indo-Pacific region. Beijing’s foreign 
ministry accused Lai of provoking aggression, calling him a “war instigator”.

 u The World Health 
Organization has said the 
risk of the deadly Nipah 

virus spreading was low after three cases 
of infection were recently confirmed 
in India and Bangladesh. Nipah, which 
spreads from animals to humans, has no 
vaccine and a fatality rate ranging from 
40% to 75%, according to the UN health 
body. “In the past few weeks, three cases of 
Nipah—two in India and one in Bangladesh—

made headlines and caused concern about a wider outbreak,” WHO chief Tedros 
Adhanom Ghebreyesus told a press conference in Geneva.

Indonesia tests using toll 
roads as airforce runways

Risk of Nipah spread low after 
cases in India, Bangladesh: WHO

China calls Taiwan’s 
leader a ‘war instigator’

North Korean leader Kim Jong Un (L) and his daughter Kim Ju Ae 
participating in a tree-planting ceremony at the construction site of the 
Memorial Museum of Combat Feats at the Overseas Military Operations in 
Pyongyang

1258 1601 1689 1942
Baghdad, then a city of 1 million, falls to 
the Mongols as the Abbasid Caliphate 
is destroyed, with tens of thousands 
slaughtered, ending the Islamic Golden Age

A fleet of five British East India Company 
vessels departs on its first voyage from London, 
led by James Lancaster commanding the “Red 
Dragon”; the journey lasts nearly 16 months

Parliament of England adopts 
the Bill of Rights, establishing 
the rights of Parliament and 
placing limits on the Crown

Germany’s planned 
invasion of England, 
Operation Sea Lion, is 
canceled by Adolf Hitler

S P O T L I G H T

The state-backed 
“Max” app is designed 

as a “super app” 
similar to WeChat, 

allowing Russians to 
order pizza or access 

government services

KNOW WHAT

Ukraine’s skeleton racer Vladyslav Heraskevych holds his helmet, which depicts 
victims of his country’s war with Russia

Chairman of the Senate Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs Senator Rand Paul, Republican of Kentucky speaks 
while displaying a video of ICE operations in Minneapolis that lead to the killing of Alex Pretti

An electoral official opens a ballot box as counting starts at a polling station

Nearly 800 flights 
cancelled as 
German pilots and 
cabin crew strike
AFP | Berlin

Almost 800 flights in 
Germany affecting 

about 100,000 passengers 
were cancelled yesterday, 
Lufthansa said, as pilots 
and cabin crew staged a 
one-day strike over a pen-
sions dispute.

Airports in Frankfurt, 
Berlin, Hamburg and Dues-
seldorf were particularly 
affected, according to their 
websites, but most flights at 
Munich took off as sched-
uled.

Lufthansa denounced the 
strike and its “extremely se-
vere and disproportionate 
impact” on passengers.

The company said its 
main Lufthansa airlines 
as well as its Eurowings, 
Discover Airlines and cargo 
operations were affected.

“Lufthansa is  doing 
everything it can to limit 
the impact on passengers,” 
it added.

Canada probes mass shooter’s past interactions with police, health system
AFP | Tumbler Ridge, Canada

Canadian police Wednesday 
identified the 18-year-old 

who carried out a mass shooting 
in a remote mining town, as au-
thorities investigate the suspect’s 
mental health and previous in-
teractions with police and health 
care providers.

Police commander Dwayne 
McDonald said authorities still 
don’t know the motive in Tues-
day’s mass shooting, a rare oc-
currence in Canada, which has 
strict gun laws.

The shooter -- who took her 
own life -- was known to have 
mental health issues.

McDonald identified the 

shooter, who killed her mother 
and stepbrother before shooting 
dead another six at a school, as 
Jesse Van Rootselaar, a trans-
gender woman who dropped out 

of the targeted high school four 
years ago.

The shooter was known to 
police, and “we’ve begun the 
process of reaching out to” the 

public health care system to “un-
derstand what interactions may 
have taken place,” British Co-
lumbia Premier David Eby told 
a news conference outside the 
Tumbler Ridge town hall late 
Wednesday evening. Authorities 
have said the shooter had pre-
viously held a firearms license 
which had lapsed and that weap-
ons had previously been confis-
cated from her residence -- but 
were subsequently returned.

“I have a lot of questions. I 
know the people of Tumbler 
Ridge have a lot of questions,” 
Eby said, adding officials want 
to do “all we can” to “prevent 
tragedies like this from happen-
ing again.”

Investigators work at Ridge Secondary School after a mass shooting 


