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‘Lies and conspiracy’
Modi defends farm reforms as protests grow
AFP, New Delhi

Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi yesterday said his government was 
a victim of “lies and conspiracy” as it struggled to defuse growing protests 
by tens of thousands of farmers threatening to encircle New Delhi.  

With more protesters gathering at entrances to the capital every day, 
Modi stepped up efforts to placate the rural agitation against his market 
reforms.

Protesters have blocked major roads into Delhi for more than three 
weeks opposing laws which enable them to sell produce on the open market 
instead of just through state-run bodies that guarantee a minimum price.

Farmers have demanded the repeal of the laws, which they say invite 
corporate domination of food production.

So far, the protesters have mainly come from northern Indian states. 
But yesterday a union in the central state of Maharashtra said thousands 
of members would join the protesters.

Union leaders say they will take the action into the new year, and have 
set up tent cities for protesters to counter the freezing cold.

They have threatened to cripple the capital with a huge rally involving 
tractors on January 26, when British Prime Minister Boris Johnson is to be 
a special guest at the annual Republic Day celebrations.

Modi said in a video speech to one farmers’ group that opposition parties 
had exploited the protests, despite having supported the rural reforms. The 
government’s rivals were “spreading lies for their own political gain. They 
are using the farmers’ shoulders to fire their guns”, he said.

Claims that minimum prices would be ended were just part of the “lies 
and conspiracy”.

“I just want to make the farmers’ lives easier,” Modi said.
Agriculture employs about 70 percent of India’s 1.3 billion people and 

accounts for 15 percent of its $2.7 trillion economy.
Five rounds of talks between ministers and unions have failed to 

produce a breakthrough.  

MASS ABDUCTION BY BOKO HARAM IN NIGERIA

344 schoolboys released; 
many remain missing
AFP, Kankara

More than 300 Nigerian schoolboys seized in a mass abduction claimed 
by Boko Haram experienced their first full day of freedom yesterday after 
a nearly week-long ordeal.

But relief at their survival mingled with concern that many others could 
still be captive, and the circumstances of their release remained unclear.

Looking dirty, worn-out and distraught, and most of them without shoes, 
the boys were brought to the governor’s offices in Katsina, the capital of 
Katsina state in northwestern Nigeria, after being released late Thursday.

The assault last Friday on a rural school in Kankara, carried out by 
gunmen arriving on motorbikes, was initially blamed on criminal gangs 
who have terrorised the region for years.

But on Tuesday Boko Haram, the brutal jihadist group behind the 
abduction of 276 schoolgirls in Chibok in 2014, claimed responsibility.

Local officials announced late Thursday that 344 boys had been released 
and would spend the night in the protection of security agents. 

A security source, speaking on condition of anonymity, said they had 
been left in the forest after negotiations between the authorities and the 
abductors, but gave no further details.

It remained unclear, though, if all the abducted schoolboys had been 
released, amid ongoing uncertainty over the number taken in the first 
place. 

In an interview with state channel NTA, the governor added: “I think we 
have recovered most of the boys, it’s not all of them.”

In a video released by Boko Haram Thursday, a distressed teenager said 
he was among 520 students kidnapped.  

UN: 3,174 MIGRANTS DIED IN 2020
AGENCIES

Over 3,100 people lost their lives in 2020 on migration routes in the world 
despite limits to movement imposed due to the Covid-19 pandemic.     

As of Thursday, the Missing Migrants project of the International 
Organisation for Migration (IOM) had recorded this year some 3,174 
deaths on migration routes around the world, a drop from the 5,327 in 
2019. 

The decrease in the number of deaths recorded on dangerous migration 
routes is not necessarily an indication that the number of lives lost did 
actually drop in 2020 since Covid-19 also complicated the IOM’s ability 
to collect data on deaths during migration and to monitor specific routes, 
the organization said in a statement issued yesterday in Geneva as part of 
International Migrants Day. 

So far this year, at least 1,773 migrants died on internal routes within 
Europe and ones toward it, accounting for most victims recorded in the 
world. An increase in deaths was recorded in South America as well with 
104 lives lost - most of whom were Venezuelan migrants - compared with 
under 40 in all the previous recorded years. 

IOM noted that there is not sufficient evidence to corroborate 
information received on some shipwrecks. The Missing Migrants project is 
aware of at least 14 ‘’invisible’’ shipwrecks in which an alleged about 600 
lives were lost but which could not be included in this year’s figure.

A Palestinian demonstrator kicks a tear gas canister fired by Israeli 

forces during a protest against Jewish settlements, in Beit Dajan in 

the Israeli-occupied West Bank yesterday.
PHOTO: REUTERS 
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Blast kills 15 at Afghan 
Quran reading ceremony 

A suspected rickshaw bomb killed at least 15 
civilians, including 11 children, at a Koran 
recitation ceremony in central Afghanistan 
yesterday, officials said. Initial information 
suggested that explosives were placed in 

a rickshaw in a district of Ghazni province, 
interior ministry spokesman Tariq Arian said. 

At least 20 people were wounded.  Most of 
the victims in Friday’s attack were under 18 

years old, Wahidullah Jumazada, spokesman 
for the provincial governor of Ghazni, said. 
Killings by small, magnetic bombs placed 

under vehicles have unnerving Afghan 
officials, activists and journalists, who 

blame the Taliban for the attacks. At least 
10 government officials and aides have been 

killed by “sticky bombs” in recent weeks, 
mostly in the capital, Kabul.  

Babies born to Covid mothers 
have antibodies: study 

All five babies born to women with Covid-19 
infection during a study in Singapore have 

had antibodies against the virus, although the 
researchers said it is not yet clear what level 

of protection this may offer. The findings from 
a study of 16 women released yesterday also 
found that most were mildy infected, while 

more severe reactions occurred in older women 
with a high body mass index - a trend that is 

mirrored in the general population. Of the five 
who had delivered their babies by the time 
the study was published, all had antibodies, 

according to the Singapore Obstetrics and 
Gynaecology Research Network. The number 
of antibodies in the babies varied, and was 

higher among those whose mothers’ had been 
infected nearer to the time of delivery, the 

researchers said. 

Biden taps Haaland as first 
Native American to run Interior

US President-elect Joe Biden unveiled his 
environment team Thursday, choosing 

congresswoman Deb Haaland to serve as the 
first Native American interior secretary and 

Jennifer Granholm, a former Michigan governor, 
as energy secretary. He also nominated 

Michael Regan, a North Carolina environmental 
regulator who is Black and brokered the nation’s 
largest coal ash cleanup, to be administrator of 
the Environmental Protection Agency. Haaland 

is a first-term Democratic congresswoman 
from New Mexico and a member of the Laguna 
Pueblo people. If confirmed by the Senate, she 

would become the first Native American to lead 
a cabinet-level department.  

Just hours left for a deal
Says EU; UK says talks to continue but ‘gap needs to be bridged’

AFP, Brussels

British and EU negotiators plunged into the “final hours” of 
their scramble for a post-Brexit trade deal yesterday, deeply 
divided on the highly-charged issue of fishing rights.  

The UK will leave the EU single market in less than two 
weeks and time has all but run out for any agreement to 
be approved in time to head off a severe economic shock.

The European Parliament has demanded that it see 
the text of any accord by Sunday at the 
latest, and the UK government says 
it will not allow talks to go beyond 
December 31.

Brussels’ chief Brexit negotiator 
Michel Barnier told the MEPs before 
heading to talks with his UK counterpart 
David Frost that Friday marked a “moment of truth”.

“We have very little time remaining, just a few hours 
to work through these negotiations... if you want this 
agreement to enter into force on January 1.”

Britain left the European Union on January 31 and will 
leave the EU single market on December 31 at midnight, 
with or without a follow-on accord.

Britain’s Prime Minister Boris Johnson yesterday 
acknowledged difficulties in Brexit trade talks but vowed 
to plough on.

“Our door is open. We will keep talking but I have 
to say that things are looking difficult and there’s a gap 
that needs to be bridged,” he said on a trip to Bolton, in 
northwest England.

“We have done a lot to try and help, and we hope that 
our EU friends will see sense and come to the table with 
something themselves.”

Without a trade deal, cross-Channel trade will be 
conducted on basic WTO rules and a market built over 47 
years of economic integration will be disrupted by tariffs 
on goods. 

Late on Thursday, Johnson and EU chief Ursula von der 
Leyen held talks by phone that failed to 
break the logjam in the eight-month-
old negotiation.

Barnier confirmed that fishing 
remains the main sticking point, 
with both sides now moving closer 
on the broader rules for ensuring fair 

competition.
And he stressed that the issue of fish could not be side-

stepped: “Everything comes together as a whole. Nothing’s 
agreed until everything is agreed.”

Britain is adamant that it will decide who gets to fish it 
in its waters after January 1, but Brussels wants to secure 
a long-term agreement guaranteeing access for EU boats. 

Many in Brussels see the doom-laden rhetoric coming 
from both sides as manoeuvring for advantage in the last 
moments before the deal -- which is said to be 95 percent 
ready -- is signed. 

“It’s like always in politics. It happens always at the end,” 
veteran MEP and former Belgian premier Guy Verhofstadt 
told Sky News.

Rescued Nigerian school boys sit together at the Government house in Katsina, Nigeria, yesterday. PHOTO: AFP 

Defrauded online
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and submitting a paragraph 
per day, for which she would 
receive a monthly salary of 
Tk 20,000. They would be 
on a wide range of topics 
-- like describing a winter’s 
morning or the feel of a 
village market, the kind of 
thing you were assigned to 
write on for English class at 
school.

Sounds preposterously 
easy, but there was a catch.

Besides, she was 
messaged, if she could recruit 
more job seekers like herself 
to the Messenger group, she 
would receive half the “add 
fee” as commission. She 
would also be entitled to 
a Tk 100 bonus if she was 
able to add 30 or more job-
seekers.

After paying the ad 
fee, Samira was added to 
“Training Group-18”, where 
on an average 30 girls were 
added every day. She was 
also added to a “submit 
group”, where she was 
told to submit her daily 
paragraph.

Samira was also warned 
not to ask anyone else in the 
training group anything and 
if she had any questions, to 
directly message the person 
who had added her to the 
group. Otherwise, she was 
told, the group admin 
would remove her from the 
group and she would lose 
her “job”.

“After a few days, 

although everyone started 
submitting paragraphs every 
day, I realised the admin 
was not interested in what 
we were writing. I don’t 
think they even saw what we 
submitted,” she said.

Rather, the group admin 
kept pressuring everyone 
to add more people to the 
group by posting the job 
offer in other women’s 
groups they were part of and 
collecting “add fees” from 
them, she said.

“Soon, I realised 
something fishy was going 
on. I saw the number of 
recruited persons become 
more than 250 in a few days 
and I was wondering how 
they would pay the promised 
salary to 250 people, which 
would be more than Tk 50 
lakh a month,” Samira said.

Her suspicions were soon 
confirmed when the admin 
started removing everyone 
from the group who, like 
her, had been in the group 
for more than 20 days at that 
point and asked about their 
payment.

Afterwards, Samira 
searched but could not find 
the Facebook profiles of 
either the group admin or 
the person who recruited 
her -- she figured she was 
either blocked or they had 
deactivated their accounts.

When she called the 
mobile number where she 
had been sending the fees 
of those she recruited, she 

found she had also been 
blocked from that number. 

Samira’s account suggests 
that these group admins 
and the people behind 
the scheme -- if we count 
250 members each in 20 
groups who had sent them 
at least Tk 30 -- an estimated 
amount of Tk 1.5 lakh in 
two to three weeks, without 
investing a single taka.  

To investigate further, 
this correspondent also 
replied to one such job offer 
and was added to “Training 
group-38” with more than 
200 members at that point, 
in exchange for a Tk 300 fee.

If an average 200 people 
each in 40 such groups had 
sent half the fee to their 
respective group admin’s 
mobile banking account, 
the group admins have 
already received an amount 
of Tk 12 lakh in just a few 
weeks, by hoodwinking 
gullible young job seekers.

This correspondent 
spoke to 50 young women, 
mostly homemakers and 
students -- including some 
young men -- who were 
cheated by these scams. 
Technically resembling 
pyramid schemes, the 
members were forced to reel 
others into the Messenger 
groups in exchange for a 
fee ranging from Tk 60-500, 
half of which they got to 
keep.

The tasks ranged from 
placing a given code 

number on images of 
clothes or selling clothes 
in girls’ groups to writing 
paragraphs. But none of 
these lasted a whole month 
-- all the members being 
removed from the groups at 
around the 20-day mark.
NEW TWIST, OLD SCAM
In 2013, the government 
banned pyramid marketing 
by passing the Multilevel 
Marketing (MLM) Activities 
(control) Ordinance 2013. 

The law was introduced 
after several scams like 
Destiny 2000, Unipay2u 
and ITCL were busted, 
which had been embezzling 
vast amounts of money 
from clients by selling 
non-existent products and 
services.

The scams these young 
people are encountering on 
Facebook are structured like 
the now-banned pyramid 
schemes, albeit on a smaller 
scale but with a new twist -- 
going online -- said experts.

Co-founder of 
Bangladesh Cyber & 
Legal Centre Gazi Mahfuz 
Ul Kabir informed this 
correspondent that they had 
encountered around 150 
victims of such cyber scams 
and received around eight 
complaints.

AFM Al Kibria, deputy 
commissioner of Dhaka 
Metropolitan Police’s 
Counter-Terrorism and 
Transnational Crime 
(CTTC) unit, said they have 

also received a number of 
complaints related to such 
scams based on Facebook 
Messenger groups.

The CTTC has also 
received two cases on this. 
“After our investigation, 
we found they are basically 
frauds, having no business,” 
he said.

“We even arrested two 
criminals who embezzled 
more than Tk 50 lakh, by 
adding people to their 
Messenger group, and 
seized around Tk 6 lakh 
from them,” Kibria added.

According to Kibria, since 
the amount is small, victims 
don’t want to complain, 
leading these frauds to 
continue their schemes 
online.

“The victims can come 
to us if they want to make 
a complaint against such 
Facebook fraud. Because 
if they don’t report, it 
becomes difficult for us 
to take action since these 
happen in ‘closed’ groups 
on Facebook.”  

According to Facebook 
community standards, it 
has policies to prevent and 
disrupt fraudulent activities 
and removes content 
aimed at deceiving people 
deliberately. This includes 
users not posting content 
on false recruitment and 
ponzi or pyramid schemes, 
confidence schemes, or 
setting up false businesses 
or entities.
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