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INTERNATIONAL DAY TO END IMPUNITY FOR CRIMES AGAINST JOURNALISTS

Failing to break the culture of Impunity

TAHMINA RAHMAN

E have now witnessed yet
another fatal attack, yesterday,
on Faisal Arefin Dipan - writer,

blogger and publisher of Jagriti
Prokahashani - who had published books
written by murdered blogger Avijit Roy. To
the horror and shock of the nation, this
killing brings the number of murders of
bloggers and communicators to five this
year within a period of less than eight
months. ARTICLE 19 has also recorded a
fatal attack on journalist Abu Sayem,
fatally stabbed in his own residence in July.

The year has also seen the circulation of
three “hit-lists” reportedly written by
Ansarullah Bangla Team (ABT), an Islamic
militant group. The most recent of these,
released late September, includes 20
bloggers based outside of Bangladesh, some
of whom are Bangladeshi citizens, others
being dual-nationals or citizens of western
nations.

Bangladesh has witnessed these high levels
of violence against communicators, but there
has been a deeply concerning lack of
response and investigation from officials and
government. The absence of accountability
for crimes against communicators endangers
freedom of expression in the country as well
as those exercising it.

While the international community has
spoken with one voice to condemn these
crimes and their impact on the exercise of
freedom of expression, in the country the
state's response has been almost
conciliatory at times, and has consistently
fallen short of the necessary unconditional
condemnation of these horrendous attacks
on freedom of expression, One fails to

understand how these apparently
orchestrated and synchronized attacks on
writers, publishers, bloggers and free
thinkers can be easily brushed aside as
“isolated incidents” even from some of our
political leaders. However, the Law
Minister's commitment to ensure speedy
investigations and accountability provides

room for some hope.

While some arrests have been made,
progress of investigations of the four bloggers
has remained slow and incomplete for the
most part, with police officials claiming to be
'taking the time to conduct thorough
investigations.'" Aside from the case of
Washiqur Rahman Babu, no charges have
been pressed against perpetrators, indicating
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that it is likely that investigations and trials
will take much longer. Trials are yet to
commence in the cases of journalists Sardar
Nipul and Delwar Hossain who were
murdered last year.

The relatives and friends of the murdered
blogger—publisher Faisal Arefin Dipan claim
that had the police made any headway in the
murder of the four bloggers and done their
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jobs properly, yesterday's attack on Dipan and
fellow publisher Ahmedur Rashid Tutul,
publisher of “Shuddhoswar”, bloggers
Ranadipam Basu and Tareq Rahim, could
have been avoided.

This wave of violence against bloggers,
prominent secularists, and critics of
extremist religious doctrines, and the lack

of adequate official action or response,
has put Bangladesh back on the
Committee to Protect Journalists' Global
Impunity Index. Bangladesh is ranked at
12 of the fourteen “spotlight countries”,
where, “killers go free”.

Today, on International Day to End
Impunity, we condemn in the strongest
possible terms the brutal killings and the lack

We condemn in the
strongest possible terms the
brutal killings and the lack
of progress in investigation
of these attacks. Impunity
for targeted attacks and
murders of bloggers and
journalists fosters an
environment in which
violent groups are
strengthened

of progress in investigation of these attacks.
Impunity for targeted attacks and murders of
bloggers and journalists fosters an
environment in which violent groups are
strengthened, because they are effectively
empowered to silence those they disagree
with without consequence,

This lack of action, delay in investigation,
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and absence of convictions, serve to
embolden perpetrators, and contribute to the
culture of impunity for acts of violence. Of
the 44 journalists and six bloggers murdered
since 1995, there has been only one
conviction, and trials are yet to even
commence in many cases.

Professor Ajoy Roy, academic and father of
murdered blogger Avijit Roy, has urged the
government of Bangladesh:

“To take stern action against the perpetrators
of the killings of the bloggers Avijit Roy,
Washiqur Rahman Babu, Ananta Bijoy Das,
Niloy Chakrabarti, Rajiv Haider and now Faisal
Arefin Dipan along with other free thinkers so
that their dreams for establishing a secular,
peaceful and harmonized Bangladeshi society
are not in vain.”

We remain deeply concerned by the level
of impunity regarding these attacks which
amount to crimes against freedom of
expression, The state has a duty to prevent,
protect and ensure accountability for such
attacks on expression: a speedy, independent,
and effective investigation must take place
and the government must act further to
protect bloggers in full compliance with
international standards.

We call on the Bangladesh government
to unequivocally condemn acts of violence
against journalists and bloggers, and
commit to holding accountable those who
are responsible for the attacks and to take
all necessary steps towards prompt,
effective and transparent investigation to
ensure that perpetrators, and organisers, of
all crimes against journalists, bloggers and
human rights defenders are brought to
account.

The writer |s the Director of Bangladesh and South Asla
Reglion of ARTICLE 19.

Contradictory messages deepen anxiety

ELLEN BARRY
HAKA, Bangladesh — Last month,
United States officials told
Bangladeshi authorities that they
had information suggesting that terrorists
linked to the Islamic State were preparing to
ramp up activity within Bangladesh's borders.

In the days that followed, a series of
unusual attacks and threats seemed to
substantiate the warnings. An Italian aid
worker was fatally shot in this city's
diplomatic zone. A Japanese agriculturalist
was shot in the north of the country. Last
Saturday, a bomber sneaked into a huge
gathering of Shiite Muslims, weaving through
rings of police officers before killing a teenage
boy and wounding dozens of other people.

After each attack, claims of responsibility
by the Islamic State appeared on social media
accounts believed to be used by radicals.

But Sheikh Hasina, Bangladesh's prime
minister, has responded to the developments
with suspicion and outright skepticism. Even
as foreign embassies informed their citizens
that they could become terrorist targets,
Bangladeshi officials have insisted that the
Islamic State, also known as ISIS or ISIL, does
not exist in their country. They have noted,
pointedly, that the United States has
promulgated flawed intelligence in the past,
as in the run-up to the Iraq invasion.

Instead, Ms. Hasina has described the
episodes as a conspiracy by domestic
opposition leaders to tarnish her
government's reputation.

“Bangladesh is moving ahead and it'll do
s0," she said on Wednesday. “Let me say one
thing: The march forward of Bangladesh can't
be stopped by hurling two bombs or five
eggs. Those who are thinking this are making
a mistake.”

The disconnect between Bangladesh and
foreign intelligence agencies has confused
Bangladeshis and foreigners alike, and could
complicate efforts to prevent the expansion of
international terrorist organizations in South
Asia. Their emergence here could be
devastating, derailing years of steady
economic growth and potentially spilling
into India and Pakistan.

For decades, Bangladesh has grappled with
a network of domestic extremist cells, some
with links to opposition groups. After a
period of dormancy, they appeared to have
regrouped this year, carrying out four
assassinations of intellectuals who have
spoken out against fundamentalist Islam. At
the same time, foreign security agencies have
tracked Bangladeshi expatriates who are
active in the Islamic State, as both recruiters
and fighters, in London; Melbourne,
Australia; and other cities.

Command-and-control links between
those groups would introduce new dangers
for Bangladesh, a democracy with a
population of about 160 million, nearly all
Sunni Muslim.

"We are taking the Islamic State claim very
seriously,” said a senior diplomat in Dhaka,
speaking on the condition of anonymity in
line with protocol. “We see it unfolding
around the world.”

So far, evidence of those links is
fragmentary. The police here have arrested
more than 30 followers of the Islamic State,
mainly students from prosperous families
who were planning to travel to Syria or
Afghanistan to fight, said Monirul I[slam,
joint commissioner of the Dhaka
Metropolitan Police. They also arrested a

recruiter based in London “who was here to
recruit boys,” Mr. Islam said.

Ali Riaz, an expert on South Asian politics
at [llinois State University, said that he was
“seriously skeptical” that major jihadi groups
had an “organizational presence” in
Bangladesh, but said that homegrown cells
were eager to form affiliations.

“If opportunity arises and pathways are
found, these local groups will become the LS.
franchise in no time,” he said.

The story of last month's warning points to
deep-rooted mutual suspicion between
Bangladesh and foreign intelligence agencies,
even as they try to build cooperation on
counterterrorism.

Around a month ago, intelligence agencies
from the so-called Five Eyes alliance, which
includes Australia, Britain, Canada, New
Zealand and the United States, received
information that militants were planning an
attack on foreigners in Bangladesh. On Sept.
25, Australia updated its travel advisory to
report “reliable information of a possible
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extreme political
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militant attack against Australians,” an urgent
matter because its national cricket team was
set to fly to Dhaka to play Bangladesh in a
test match.

The target was believed to be the Glitter
Ball, a boozy annual costume party popular
with foreigners, who in the past have
organized teams dressed as Elvis
impersonators, mermaids or the crew on
“Star Trek.” Britain and the United States
issued similar warnings to their citizens,
based on the same information.

On Sept. 27, Bangladesh's home minister
dismissed Australia’s “militancy fears” as
"baseless.” American officials, for their part,
conveyed a description of the threat to
officials traveling with Ms. Hasina, then in
New York to address the United Nations
General Assembly.

She found the warnings frustrating and
inconclusive, said Gowher Rizvi, an aide who
accompanied her on the trip. He said the
United States shared “no actionable
intelligence” and did not say where the

information originated.

“"We have a long history of sharing
intelligence,” he said in an interview. “Why,
on this occasion, are you taking unilateral
actions and not sharing information?”

He added that, in the past, “the credulity
of the world has also been tested” by flawed
intelligence passed on by the United States,
citing the prewar claims of weapons of mass
destruction in Iraq.

In an interview, Mr, Rizvi first said the
American briefing occurred on Sept. 25 or 26;
he later said it was early on Sept. 28.

It was the evening of Sept. 28 when an
Italian aid worker, Cesare Tavella, was shot
while jogging in Dhaka's diplomatic zone;
hours later, a claim of responsibility appeared
on a suspected Islamic State account on the
mobile messaging app Telegram and on two
suspected Islamic State Twitter accounts,
according to the SITE Intelligence Group,
which monitors radical Islamic propaganda.

Bangladeshi officials said the social media
messages were not authentic, as they did after
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The disconnect between Bangladesh and foreign intelligence agencies has confused Bangladeshis and

Bangladeshi criticism, or criticize Bangladesh
for mishandling the intelligence.

“Foreign governments have shared what
information they have had with their
Bangladeshi partners, but it is important to
recognize terrorist attacks like what we have
seen recently in Bangladesh are particularly
difficult to counteract,” said the
spokeswoman, Nancy VanHorn, “We stand
ready to continue working with Bangladesh
in the face of this challenge.”

Siegfried O. Wolf, a professor of political
science at the South Asia Institute of the
University of Heidelberg, said that foreign
intelligence agencies did withhold sensitive
information from Bangladesh, fearing that it
could be misused. The country is in the grip
of extreme political polarization, he said, and
there is factionalism and rivalry among
security agencies.

Moreover, mistrust of the United States
runs deep in Bangladesh and carries a
personal element for Ms. Hasina, going back

to the longstanding suspicion that the Central
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foreigners alike, and could complicate anti-terrorism efforts.

claims of responsibility for the killing of the
Japanese citizen and the attack on the Shiite
gathering,

Mr. Rizvi said that it would be “foolhardy”
to discount the possibility that the Islamic
State was present in Bangladesh, but that he
found it unlikely. He said that a competing
theory was that domestic opposition forces
were seeking to throw Ms. Hasina off balance.

“Someone in the rank and file might have
said, 'Let's stir up some confusion, this
government is getting a lot of good press,' "
he said. “This government is getting a lot of
good press. It was her birthday. It happened
the day she made her speech.”

Mr, Islam, of the Dhaka police,
complained that the warnings came too late
to prevent Mr. Tavella's shooting.

“They should have shared with us reliable
information before the incident,” he said. “If
they shared, maybe we might have avoided
the killing.”

A spokeswoman for the United States
Embassy did not respond directly to the

Intelligence Agency had a hand in the 1975
assassination of her father, Sheikh Mujib.
More recently, she was disappointed by
Washington's cool response to her party's
controversial 2014 election victory, and by the
withdrawal of trade preferences for the
garment industry.

Some countries have lent support to her
skepticism. Alexander A. Nikolaev, the
Russian ambassador to Dhaka, suggested that
the United States and its allies were
exaggerating the threat, remarking after the
two shootings that “two drops of water
doesn't mean rainfall.”

Over a month, the initial panic among
expatriates has subsided, and foreigners have
begun to reappear in Dhaka's supermarkets
and five-star hotels. But they no longer walk
on the streets, ride scooters or take bicycle
rickshaws. The garment export industry, a
major driver of the economy, has also been
affected, with some buyers for Western
clothing retailers canceling their annual visits,
typically used to place orders for winter.

Diplomats here say the threat remains
serious. One senior Western diplomat,
speaking on the condition of anonymity for
reasons of protocol, said the heightened
threat was a “complete game changer” that
would permanently affect security conditions
for foreigners.

“This is not going to blow over,” the
diplomat said. "The genie is not going back in
the bottle. It's not going to un-change.”

For those Bangladeshis already
apprehensive about militant activity, the
contradictory messages have deepened their
anxiety.

“The way this government is denying the
existence of Islamic State, it is not acceptable
at all,” said Mizanur Rahman Khan, a
journalist at Prothom Alo, a prominent daily
newspaper, who last month received a written
threat on his mobile phone from “Islamic
State Bangladesh” after he wrote an article
about Uighur Islamic terror groups in China.

“Stop reporting against Islam and
Muslims' interests, otherwise we're here to
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push you down to hell,” the message said.

Two weeks later, a stranger stopped him as
he was riding a rickshaw and threatened him
with a gun; he escaped on foot into a candy
store. When he reported the episode to the
police, he said, an official told him to stop
riding rickshaws. Since then, he has stopped
making television appearances, and, on the
advice of his editor, varies the route he takes
to work.

“We are in a very difficult position to
understand the real danger,” he said. "We
are not hearing anything from the
government, or from the LS. side, about
what was the threat, what was the reaction
of the government, why they are not
cooperating.”

The writer is Bureau Chief of The Mew York Times South Asia.

Julifikar All Manik contributed reporting from Dhaka, and
Eric Schmitt from Washington.

A version of this article appears In print on October 31,
2015, on page A6 of the New York edition of The New York

Times with the headline: A Rift Emerges in Efforts to Quell
Terrorism in South Asia.



