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Time running 
out for US to 
revive nuke 

deal: Iran FM
REUTERS, Paris

The United States should 
act quickly to revive Iran’s 
nuclear deal, because once 
Iran’s presidential election 
period kicks off it is 
unlikely much will happen 
until later this year, Iranian 
Foreign Minister Javad Zarif 
said yesterday.

Speaking at the European 
Policy Centre think tank, 
Zarif repeated Tehran’s 
longstanding demand that 
Washington return first 
to compliance by lifting 
sanctions.

Former US President 
Donald Trump abandoned 
the deal, known as the 
JCPOA, under which Iran 
accepted curbs to its nuclear 
programme in return for 
the lifting of sanctions. 
Since then, Washington 
has reimposed sanctions 
and Tehran has responded 
by violating some of the 
conditions of the deal.

Fly flag to distinguish 
from China factories
Taiwan tells firms in Myanmar 
REUTERS, Taipei

Taiwan’s de facto embassy in Myanmar has advised Taiwanese companies 
operating in the country to fly the island’s flag and hang signs stating 
they are from Taiwan to avoid being confused with China, after Chinese-
financed factories were set ablaze.

China’s embassy said many Chinese staff were injured and trapped in 
arson attacks on Sunday by unidentified assailants on garment factories in 
the Yangon suburb of Hlaingthaya, and that it had called on Myanmar to 
protect Chinese property and citizens.

China is viewed as being supportive of the military junta that took 
power in Myanmar, overthrowing the elected government of Aung San 
Suu Kyi.

Taiwan is home to a large Sino-Burmese population and there are close 
cultural and business links. Taiwan’s Foreign Ministry said yesterday only 
one Taiwanese company was caught up in the violence, with 10 of its 
nationals trapped inside the premises though they were safe.

It said Taiwan’s representative office in the country had got in touch 
with Taiwanese firms after receiving reports of the attacks on Chinese-
invested firms. The office “suggested Taiwanese businesspeople hang signs 
in Burmese reading ‘Taiwanese company’ at their factories and to hang 
our country’s national flag, and explain to local workers and neighbours 
they are a Taiwanese factory, to avoid outsiders getting confused and 
misjudging”.

Taiwanese firms in Southeast Asia have been confused for Chinese ones 
in protests before, including in 2014 when thousands of Vietnamese set 
fire to foreign factories in an angry reaction to Chinese oil drilling in a part 
of the South China Sea claimed by Vietnam.

SOCIAL MEDIA BACKLASH

Afghan officials reverse 
ban on girls singing
AFP, Kabul

A ban on girls singing in public imposed by education officials in the 
Afghan capital last week has been overturned after a social media campaign 
that included local women uploading videos of themselves belting out 
their favourite songs.

Schoolgirl choirs are a regular feature of official Afghan events, but 
when education authorities in Kabul banned the participation of teenagers 
it prompted an immediate backlash.

The order raised fears that education officials were “Talibanising” the 
country, heralding a return to when the authoritarian Islamist group 
barred the participation of women in almost all parts of society outside 
their own homes.

Late Sunday, the education ministry issued a statement saying the ban 
“does not reflect the positions or policies of the Ministry”.

The announcement followed a furious backlash from social media 
users using the hashtag “#IAmMySong” to raise awareness.

“In Afghanistan today the Ministry of Education suffocated the voices 
of our little girls by making it illegal for them to sing,” tweeted Shamila 
Kohestani, former captain of the national women’s football team.

SOURCE: AFP, REUTERS
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Biden, Pelosi sidestep calling 
on NY governor to resign

US President Joe Biden sidestepped questions 
Sunday on whether New York Governor Andrew 

Cuomo should resign over sexual misconduct 
allegations, while House Speaker Nancy Pelosi 

said the state leader should “look inside his 
heart” to decide if he can govern. The pair 

stopped short of joining a growing list of other 
politicians, including many fellow Democrats, 

in demanding Cuomo’s resignation. Exiting 
Marine One Sunday, Biden told a reporter that 
“the investigation is underway and we should 
see what it brings us.” Eight women have come 

forward since last month to denounce what they 
said were inappropriate words and gestures from 
Cuomo. One former employee said he slipped his 

hand under her blouse in an incident last year.

Gaza woman elected to Hamas 
political bureau in first

Hamas elected a woman to its political bureau 
for the first time ever, the Palestinian Islamist 

movement that rules the Gaza Strip said 
Sunday. Hamas had on Wednesday announced 
the re-election of Yahya Sinwar as head of its 

political wing in Gaza, the impoverished enclave 
of two million Palestinians. On Sunday, the 

militant movement revealed the identity of the 
20 members of its political bureau following an 

internal vote ahead of legislative polls on May 22 
and a presidential election on July 31, the first 
Palestinian elections in 15 years. And among 

the 20 are two women, Jamila Al-Shantee 
and Fatima Shurab, the latter president of the 

“women’s commission”, according to the official 
list seen by AFP.

Top US officials head to Asia to 
boost alliances 

Top US diplomat Antony Blinken and Pentagon 
chief Lloyd Austin arrived in Tokyo yesterday on 

their first overseas trip, looking to rally key Asian 

allies as a bulwark to China. The pair, travelling 
separately, will meet in Japan for the first leg of 
their trip, holding talks with their counterparts 
as well as Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga. They 
will both continue on to South Korea, before 
Defense Secretary Austin heads separately to 

India and Secretary of State Blinken holds talks 
back in the United States with Chinese officials. 

President Joe Biden’s team has been deliberately 
slow to start the usually hectic pace of diplomatic 
travel that marks a new administration, hoping 

to set an example discouraging travel during the 
pandemic.

PRIVATE DONATIONS TO FIGHT COVID

WHO raises nearly $250m
AFP, Geneva

The World Health Organization said 
yesterday that a fund it launched a 
year ago to draw donations from 
regular people and companies 
towards battling the pandemic had 
raised nearly $250 million.

Countries have pitched in billions 
of dollars to help the global fight 
against Covid-19, which has killed 
more than 2.6 million people since 
the first cases were detected in China 
in late 2019.

But noting an eagerness among 
the general public to help, the UN 
health agency decided to create the 
Covid-19 Solidarity Response Fund 
for individual donations, which it 
launched on March 15, 2020.

As of yesterday, it said, more than 
661,000 individuals, companies and 
other organisations had pitched in a 

total of $242 million, in what WHO 
described as an “unprecedented show 
of support”.

The fund, which is unique within 
the UN system, had helped provide 
millions of frontline workers 
with critical personal protective 
equipment, medical supplies 
and testing kits, and to battle 
misinformation about Covid-19, 
WHO said.

It had also supported vulnerable 

populations like refugees and to 
help accelerate research on vaccines, 
tests and treatments, it added.

WHO chief Tedros Adhanom 
Ghebreyesus hailed the generosity 
shown by all those who had 
contributed, insisting in a statement 
that the fund’s success proved “what 
we can accomplish together in times 
of need”.

The organisation said the fund 
had been a “critical source of 
funding” for its overall pandemic 
response, but stressed that more was 
needed.

The fund, which is backed by the 
newly created UN Foundation and 
the Swiss Philanthropy Foundation, 
is now calling for contributions 
towards the $1.96 billion the 
WHO says it needs to continue its 
pandemic response work through 
the end of 2021.

Protesters rally in response to the treatment of women in politics following several sexual assault allegations, 

as part of the Women’s March 4 Justice rally in Sydney, Australia yesterday. PHOTO: REUTERS

An Italian Carabinieri officer stops a car to check the documents of a driver as Rome becomes a ‘red zone’, going 

into lockdown, as the country struggles to reduce the coronavirus disease infections, in Rome, Italy yesterday.
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Modi on twin missions
FROM PAGE 1

Matuas are affiliated with different political 
parties, he said, adding that the political parties 
are making different promises to them, although 
the community does not hold much influence.

But Mahitosh Baidya, general secretary of All 
India Matua Mahasangha, does not think so.

“The visit of our prime minister to Orakandi 
ahead of the assembly polls will definitely 
influence Matua voters to vote for the BJP,” he 
told this paper.

“The whole Matua community is happy and 
overwhelmed as the PM is going to visit the 
Orakandi shrine,” he added.

On the other hand, Matuas at Orakandi are 
fully prepared to receive the Indian premier. They 
said they are happy that Modi is going to their 
shrine.

“We are excited as well as fully prepared 
to welcome Modiji. His visit will create 
emotion within the whole Matua community,” 
Subrata Thakur, executive president of Matua 
Mahasangha, told The Daily Star.

Asked whether the visit is linked with the 
West Bengal polls, Subrata, also Kashiani upazila 
chairman, declined to make any comments.

Matua, a sect of folk Hinduism who are 
Namasudras, a scheduled caste group, spread 
across the districts of North 24 Parganas, South 24 
Parganas, Nadia and smaller parts of Jalpaiguri, 
Siliguri, Cooch Behar and Bardhaman.

The refugee community left the then East 
Pakistan (now Bangladesh) after the partition in 
1947 and migrated to West Bengal.

Matua vote bank became a major factor for 
West Bengal Assembly polls from 2011 when the 
community paved the way for the Trinamool 

Congress, headed by WB chief Minister Mamata 
Banerjee, to capture the state in 2011.

In that election, Mamata and her Trinamool 
Congress (TMC) ousted the Left-Front by 
defeating Communist Party of India (CPM) after 
34 years. Previously, Matuas were the supporters 
of CPM.

In the 2014 Lok Sabha polls and in the 2016 
Assembly Elections, TMC ruled the area with the 
blessings of late Binapani Devi, popularly known 
as ‘Boro ma’ among her followers in Matua 
community. Mamata was close to Binapani Devi.

But things changed in the 2019 Lok Sabha 
elections when the majority of Matua voted for 
BJP after Modi promised them of citizenship.

Take the example of Santanu Thakur, the 
present leader of the Matua Mahasangha.

An incumbent BJP MP, he defeated his aunt 
and Trinamool Congress’ heavyweight candidate 
Mamata Thakur in the Bongaon seat, bagging 
nearly 65-67 percent Matua votes. He became the 
first non-TMC MP from the community in the 
2019 Lok Sabha elections.

Santanu’s father Manjul Krishna Thakur was a 
former minister in the state.

The promise of the Citizenship Amendment 
Act was one of the major factors in the BJP’s rise 
and it won the confidence of the Matuas.

However, in recent days, Matuas became 
frustrated over not implementing the act that 
aims to grant citizenship to non-Muslim migrants 
who moved to India from neighbouring countries 
to escape religious persecution.

As a result, Santanu is now in an odd situation 
over the delay in the implementation of the 
act in West Bengal. He cautioned the BJP-led 
government that if the act was not fulfilled 

immediately, the community would be “forced to 
make a fresh call”.

Thakur’s warning forced Indian Home 
Minister Amit Shah to visit Thakurnagar, an 
area dominated by people belonging to Matua 
community, under North 24 Parganas last month.

During his visit, he assured the community 
that the act would be implemented once the 
vaccination against Covid-19 was completed.

Against the backdrop, Modi will try to woo 
the Matua voters and send across a political 
message from Bangladesh to these electorates, 
said political analysts.

Biswanath Chakraborty, however, thinks the 
visit will not have much of an impact on the 
community.

“The way BJP is pinning hope on the Matua 
voters, I don’t think Modi’s visit will create that 
much impact on them,” he said, citing how 
things have unfolded lately.

According to Modi’s two-days schedule, on 
March 26, he will pay honour to the martyrs 
of the country’s Liberation War at the National 
Martyrs’ Memorial in Savar and deliver a speech at 
the National Parade Ground as a guest of honour.

In the evening, Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina 
and her Indian counterpart will inaugurate 
the Bangabandhu-Bapu Digital Exhibition. 
On the next day, Modi will pay respect at 
the Bangabandhu Memorial at Tungipara in 
Gopalganj and will also visit two temples -- one 
in Satkhira and the one in Orakandi.

On March 27 afternoon, the two premiers 
will hold a meeting and will also inaugurate 
two commemorative postage stamps. Modi will 
meet President Abdul Hamid at his office before 
leaving for Delhi the same night.


