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Summary

Political tensions, rallies, arrests, and the beginning of violent clashes between the Awami
League (AL), the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) and law enforcement were observed

from 16 to 29 October 2023.

The United States (US) emphasised the need for a dialogue among the political parties to
ensure a free, fair and participatory election following a report made by the US Pre-Election
Assessment Mission (US PEAM) organised by the International Republican Institute (IRI)
and the National Democratic Institute (NDI), after assessing the electoral preparations for
the upcoming national election in advance. The report included five recommendations to
Bangladeshi electoral stakeholders, including a dialogue between the political parties.
Despite these recommendations, the ruling AL continued to make it difficult to have a
dialogue; only agreeing to one if the BNP accepts that “no caretaker government will be
formed, Sheikh Hasina will be the prime minister of the election-time government, the

parliament will be in the status quo, and no change will come in the election commission”.

This period also saw countless opposition leaders and activists, including BNP’s Standing

Committee Member Mirza Abbas, being arrested and shown as accused individuals in

https://www.iri.org/resources/statement-of-ndi-iris-pre-election-assessment-mission-to-bangladeshs-12th-parliamentar

y-elections/
2 hitps://www.thedailystar.net/news/bangladesh/politics/news/no-dialogue-upcoming-polls-quader-3456316



https://www.thedailystar.net/news/bangladesh/politics/news/no-dialogue-upcoming-polls-quader-3456316
https://www.iri.org/resources/statement-of-ndi-iris-pre-election-assessment-mission-to-bangladeshs-12th-parliamentary-elections/
https://www.iri.org/resources/statement-of-ndi-iris-pre-election-assessment-mission-to-bangladeshs-12th-parliamentary-elections/

multiple cases throughout the country.® These arrests happened ahead of BNP’s October 18
and October 28 rallies when multiple leaders and activists were arrested or detained either
on their way to Dhaka to attend the rallies or from their residences, as well as during and
after the rallies.* AL countered BNP’s rallies by organising ‘peace and development’ rallies
throughout the country. On October 28 during BNP’s grand rally in Dhaka, BNP leaders and
activists clashed with AL leaders and activists as well as law enforcement agencies
throughout the city which saw multiple individuals being injured and the death of a
policeman.’ Following this incident, BNP and Jamaat-e-Islami called for nationwide strikes
which also saw sporadic episodes of violence throughout the country as well as deaths.®
These strikes were countered by the AL calling for further rallies during the strike days. The
European Union (EU) and the US condemned the political violence, with the US reminding
the electoral stakeholders of the visa policy.” The end of this reporting period also saw BNP
Secretary General Mirza Fakhrul Islam Alamgir being arrested then detained with at least

six cases filed against him.?

Meanwhile, the United Nations expressed its desire to see a free and fair election in
Bangladesh but stated that it would not observe the election without a mandate. The
International Crisis Group also warned of potential violence before and after the upcoming
national election and highlighted the country's reliance on India and China if Western
nations imposed sanctions in response to a rigged election. To add to the already worrying
and controversial nature of the electoral environment, a new mobile phone surveillance
system is set to be introduced by the government for the election, allowing them access to a

mobile phone user’s confidential data and their precise location.’
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These events reflected a period of escalating political tensions, mass arrests, violent rallies,
and confrontations in the run-up to the national election while continuing to raise concerns

regarding the electoral environment and the upcoming national election itself.

Glossary
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October 16

AL Secretary General Obaidul Quader had warned BNP yesterday that they will face a dire
situation like the Hefazat-e-Islam faced in 2013, if they blockade the capital city.'

US Deputy Assistant Secretary at the Bureau of South and Central Asian Affairs, Afreen Akhter,
arrived in Dhaka to discuss issues including the upcoming election. Following a meeting with
her, Bangladesh Foreign Secretary Masud Bin Momen had said that Washington wants a
dialogue among the political parties for a free and fair election. The US Deputy Assistant
Secretary also said that the US strongly supports the US Pre-Election Assessment Mission’s

(PEAM) recommendations.™

October 17

BNP Secretary General Mirza Fakhrul Islam Alamgir said that the final phase to topple the AL
government will be initiated soon. The Party is likely to hold a rally on October 28 where the
Party leaders may announce a multitude of Dhaka-centric programmes, while also holding a

rally on October 18 in front of their headquarters in Nayapaltan, Dhaka.'?

The Left Democratic Alliance (LDA) announced that they will resist the upcoming national

election schedule if the upcoming election is also “farcical” like in 2014 and 2018. The LDA is
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an alliance of eight left-leaning organisations that was formed in 2018, ahead of the 2018

parliamentary election, and demanded the formation of a neutral election-time government.™

Thirteen BNP leaders, including BNP leader Ruhul Quddus Talukdar Dulu, were arrested ahead
of their planned rally in Dhaka in front of their Headquarters on October 18. Jatiyatabadi Tanti

Dal Convener Abul Kalam Azad was also arrested on the same night.'*

The Election Commission had asked the Home Ministry to ensure security and certain

field-level offices of the Election Commission which might be “under threat before the national

elections.”®

The Election Commission is contemplating sending the ballot boxes to polling centres across
the country on the morning of the elections to prevent anyone from voting the night before.
However, the police are in favour of sending the ballot boxes the day before the elections,
touting a lack of human resources will prevent them from sending the ballot boxes to the

polling stations on the morning of the elections.®

The Election Commission Secretariat Secretary Md Jahangir Alam had stated that the law and

order situation in Bangladesh, as it stands at the moment, remains peaceful."’

The spokesman for the UN Secretary General had said that it will not be involved in observing
the upcoming election in Bangladesh unless it gets a mandate. However, their position has not

changed - they still wish to see a free and fair election in Bangladesh.'®

October 18
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BNP announced a grand rally scheduled for October 28 at their rally in front of their
Headquarters, centering their one-point demand which includes the resignation of the current
government, a free and fair national election under an impartial polls-time government and the
release of BNP Chairperson Begum Khaleda Zia from prison and the withdrawal of her false

cases.?

AL held a rally in Dhaka regarding peace and development, after AL Secretary General Obaidul

Quader issued a directive to AL activists to gather in the capital.?’

The police allegedly baton-charged a march organised by the LDA for a free and fair election
under a neutral interim government, while they were marching towards the Election

Commission.?!

The government is set to introduce a new mobile phone surveillance system at a cost of Tk.2
billion ahead of the national election, which can access a mobile phone user’s precise location

and confidential information.??

The Election Commission had said they want to have the police deployed on the ground for 15

days after the national election due to the “possibility” of post-polling violence.”

October 19

BNP has alleged that more than 200 of their activists and leaders have been arrested centering

their rally in front of their headquarters in Nayapaltan, Dhaka.**

Dhaka Metropolitan Magistrate Courts have sent 134 BNP leaders and activities to prison over

various cases filed with various police stations across the country.?®

The Election Commissioner had said that they hope that the political parties will reach a

mutual agreement prior to the election.?

October 20

2 hitps://www. newagebd net/artlcle/215272/QoI|cestog-lda -march- towards -ec

22

hitps://en.prothomalo.com/bangladesh/474qjv8eh7
2 httgs /len.prothomalo. com/bangladesh/ngxthBO

2 hitps://www. thedallvstar net/news/bangladesh/news/ec-hopes-parties-will-arrive-consensus-3447066



https://www.thedailystar.net/news/bangladesh/news/ec-hopes-parties-will-arrive-consensus-3447066
https://www.newagebd.net/article/215400/134-bnp-activists-land-in-jail-in-different-cases-in-dhaka
https://www.newagebd.net/article/215352/over-200-held-as-bnp-people-face-raids-obstacles-to-join-rally
https://en.prothomalo.com/bangladesh/6gzxbt980v
https://en.prothomalo.com/bangladesh/474qjv8eh7
https://www.newagebd.net/article/215272/police-stop-lda-march-towards-ec
https://www.newagebd.net/article/215304/thousands-gather-to-show-support-at-al-rally-in-dhaka
https://en.prothomalo.com/bangladesh/politics/he9seent8a

BNP is considering launching a non-stop Dhaka-centric programme following its grand rally on
October 28, with the aim of “removing” the current government from power, in a peaceful and

non-violent manner.?’

A concept note by the Election Commission for a workshop stated that the environment to hold
a free, fair, participatory and an inclusive election is still not there, even though the election is

less than 3 months away.?®

A top official of the Election Commission had said that the EU will send a four-member mission

to observe the upcoming national election.?’

October 21

Belgium-based International Crisis Group has stated that violence could increase in the
country just before the election and after voting during the election. They have also stated that
Bangladesh’s reliance on India and China could increase as the West might respond with

sanctions following a rigged election.*

October 22

BNP had sought permission from the Dhaka Metropolitan Police to hold their grand rally on
October 28 in front of their headquarters in Nayapaltan, Dhaka.?'

BNP had said that they have no plans regarding an enforcement of an indefinite sit-in in Dhaka
following its grand rally on October 28. Instead, BNP members will return home and await

further instructions regarding programmes that will follow the grand rally.*?

The Foreign Minister, after being informed by the EU, had said that the EU will send seven

observers to Bangladesh to observe the upcoming election.*®
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Home Minister Asaduzzaman Khan had said that the US Ambassador Peter Haas had asked him
whether roads will be closed on October 28 due to the grand rally being organised by BNP.
However, the US Embassy had later said that the US Ambassador did not have a conversation
with the Home Minister regarding whether roads will be closed or not on October 28. This was

later clarified by the Home Ministry.**

October 23

AL is planning to hold sit-ins and organise processions across Dhaka on October 28 to counter

BNP’s grand rally on the same day.*

BNP had said that at least 12,930 of its members have been accused in 49 new cases that have

been filed over the various programmes the party held on October 18.3

Jamaat-e-Islami had sought permission from Dhaka Metropolitan Police to hold a rally on
October 28 at Shapla Chattar, Dhaka regarding their demands which include the restoration of

a caretaker government.’’

BNP and Ganatantra Mancha held a meeting to finalise their programmes during the final

phase of their movement against the government.*®

The Election Commission has called for applications from international observers regarding
the observation of the upcoming election. The deadline for the submission of this application is

November 21.%°

The Home Minister had told US Ambassador Peter Haas that the government does not have any

plans to obstruct BNP’s grand rally on October 28 “if it remained peaceful”.*’

Dhaka Metropolitan Police have permitted BNP to organise their grand rally on October 28,

however, they are yet to decide on a location where the Party will be allowed to hold their rally.

34

https://en.prothomalo.com/bangladesh/jfvSyotba6
35 hitps://www.new. .net/article/2157 I-plan

hitps://en.prothomalo.com/bangladesh/politics/hlbyptqal4
% hitps://www.dhakatribune.com/bangladesh/politics/328801/bnp-says-nearly-13-000-leaders-activists-sued-in

37

https://www.thedailystar.net/news/bangladesh/politics/news/jamaat-seeks-dmp-permission-hold-rally-oct-28-3450936
% https://www.dhakatribune.com/bangladesh/politics/32887 1/bnp-ganatantra-mancha-meeting-discusses-final

% https://www.thedailystar.net/news/bangladesh/elections/news/send-applications-intl-observers-nov-21-ec-3450406
40 hitps://www.newagebd.net/article/215697/no-plan-to-obstruct-rally-on-oct-28-hm-tells-us-envoy



https://www.newagebd.net/article/215697/no-plan-to-obstruct-rally-on-oct-28-hm-tells-us-envoy
https://www.thedailystar.net/news/bangladesh/elections/news/send-applications-intl-observers-nov-21-ec-3450406
https://www.dhakatribune.com/bangladesh/politics/328871/bnp-ganatantra-mancha-meeting-discusses-final
https://www.thedailystar.net/news/bangladesh/politics/news/jamaat-seeks-dmp-permission-hold-rally-oct-28-3450936
https://www.dhakatribune.com/bangladesh/politics/328801/bnp-says-nearly-13-000-leaders-activists-sued-in
https://www.newagebd.net/article/215769/al-plans-to-occupy-city-streets-oct-28
https://en.prothomalo.com/bangladesh/politics/hlbyptqal4
https://en.prothomalo.com/bangladesh/politics/zm3ilz34z1
https://en.prothomalo.com/bangladesh/ryuqkao6gh
https://en.prothomalo.com/bangladesh/jfv5yotba6

BNP might not be allowed to hold their rally in front of their Nayapaltan headquarters. Dhaka
Metropolitan Police are also preparing themselves for the rally with water cannons and sound

grenades, and will use force if necessary.*!

Anti-Corruption Commission lawyer Khurshid Alam Khan had said that as per the High Court’s
ruling, no person sentenced to more than two years in prison in corruption cases will be
allowed to participate in the upcoming election, including BNP’s Khaleda Zia and AL's Haji

Mohammad Salim.*?

October 24

Three physicians from the US will treat BNP Chairperson Begum Khaleda Zia, after the

government’s permission was sought by BNP via an application.*®

The concept note that was made for a workshop which stated that the environment to hold a
free and fair election is yet to be created, was sent without the knowledge of two Election
Commissioners. The statement made in the concept note regarding the election environment is
disagreed upon by certain Election Commissioners, even though Election Commissioner Ahsan

Habib Khan had said that there is clear coordination between the Election Commissioners.**

US State Department Spokesperson Mathew Miller had said that the US is closely monitoring

Bangladesh'’s situation leading up to the upcoming election in January 2024.*

The Ansar Battalion Bill 2023 was placed before the parliament ahead of the election which
will allow Ansar Battalion members to make arrests, despite objections from the police. The
Ansar Battalion is a paramilitary auxiliary force with its jurisdiction lying in paramilitary law

enforcement, counter insurgency and riot control amongst others.*
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Dhaka Metropolitan Police had decided to not give permission to Jamaat-e-Islami to organise a

rally on October 28.*

October 25

Senior AL leaders, during a preparatory meeting at the party’s central office, instructed
members who will be attending their rally on October 28 to come with sticks “adorned with
the national flag” and the government’s slogans. The central leaders have also expressed their

intent to adopt an “aggressive” stance in the coming days.*?

AL Advisory Council member and Coordinator of the AL-led Alliance, Amir Hossain Amu had
said that the AL-led 14-Party alliance will be participating in the upcoming election jointly like

they have done before.*’

BNP said it is observing a single-day gap after its grand rally on October 28, and then going
ahead with non-stop movements from October 30 depending on how the government reacts to

their programmes.*

Home Minister Asaduzzaman said that Ansar Battalion members will not be given the power to

make arrests.>

October 26

AL is to take to the streets from October 26, ahead of BNP’s grand rally on October 28.5

The Detective Branch of Police (DB) detained BNP Joint Secretary General Khairul Kabir
Khokon without clarifying why he was detained. Including him, 26 other BNP leaders and

activists have also been arrested from around Dhaka the same day.*®
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At least 200 opposition political activists have been arrested in the past four days ahead of
BNP’s grand rally on October 28, and 25 of their leaders and activists have been arrested from

different parts of Khulna within the last 48 hours.>*

Despite not being given permission by the Dhaka Metropolitan Police, Jamaat-e-Islami had

reiterated their intention to hold their rally on October 28 at Shapla Chattar in Dhaka.*

Hefazat-e-Islam had said that if the government wants to remain in power, then they must
release all its leaders and members from prison and withdraw the cases against them by

November 30, or face a tougher movement from them.*®

Law Minister Anisul Haq had said that there is no scope for dialogue regarding a caretaker
government system, and that the Ansar Battalion will not be given the power to arrest and frisk

individuals.®’

The Chief Election Commissioner said that the Commission will continue to invite political
parties to hold dialogues ahead of the upcoming election to address the issues surrounding the

election.”®

The Election Commission is preparing to hold the upcoming election in January even though
certain crucial political and administrative issues remain unsolved. They had also said that
they cannot do anything if political parties refuse to take part in the upcoming election, and
that it is up to the political parties if they wish to participate or not. Solving political problems
is not “mandatory” for them; their job being to “create a level-playing field” for the upcoming

election.”®
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