
NEELUM VALLEY: In this photograph taken on November 18, 2016, Pakistani
Kashmiri men prepare an underground bunker in Athmuqam village at the
Line of Control, the de facto border between Pakistan and India. —AFP

NEELUM VALLEY, Pakistan: Residents in
Pakistani Kashmir are racing to build
underground bunkers for the first time
since the 1990s, frightened by what they
say is the worst cross-border violence
since a ceasefire was agreed in 2003.
Months of tension between India and
Pakistan have erupted into shellings and
gunfire across the disputed Kashmir fron-
tier, claiming the lives of dozens of peo-
ple, including civilians. 

People in Azad Kashmir’s Neelum Valley
say the attacks come once or twice a week,
and they never know when they might
have to dive for cover. Chand Bibi has con-
crete and steel rods waiting to be trans-
formed into an underground bunker
where her terrified family can take shelter
as the monstrous boom of shelling reawak-
ens old nightmares. “You are talking about
fear,” the 62-year-old says. “We are near to
dying at the moment we hear the boom.
“The voice of the guns is horrible.”

When it comes, Bibi and her relatives
pile blankets, quilts and clothes on top of
their children to muffle the noise and their
panic. Soon the extended family of about
20 people will be able to flee underground
to the bunker they have paid 300,000
Pakistani rupees ($3,000) to build-just
under the cost of constructing a mud
house in the valley, where the average
worker makes around 800 rupees per day.

Sultan Ahmed is spending even more:
up to 500,000 rupees for a three meter by
four meter (10 foot by 14 foot) space rein-
forced by more than 20 centimeters (eight
inches) of concrete, fortified with steel
rods, and buried under nearly a meter of
soil. Some 25 people will be able to take
shelter inside the bunker once it is com-
pleted, the 47-year-old teacher says.

Business booming for masons 
Local mason Ghulam Hussain tells AFP

his business has increased because of
the renewed violence, as he packs his
tools after f inishing a bunker at one
house to rush to another and start again.
Around half a million people live within
range of Indian fire along the Pakistani
side of the Line of Control, the de facto
border that has divided the Himalayan
region since 2003, according to Farooq
Haider Khan, leader of Azad Kashmir. He

says  the government  plans  to  bui ld
“community bunkers”. 

Kashmir is one of the world’s most dan-
gerous flashpoints, bitterly divided
between nuclear rivals India and Pakistan
since the end of British colonial rule in 1947
but claimed in full by both. They have
already fought two wars over the moun-
tainous region, but years of relative peace
after the 2003 ceasefire were shattered in
September, after India blamed Pakistani
militants for a raid on an army base that
killed 19 soldiers.

India said it had responded by carrying
out “surgical strikes” across the heavily mili-
tarized border, sparking a furious reaction
from Islamabad, which denied the strikes
took place. On Tuesday armed militants
stormed a major Indian army base near the
frontier with Pakistan, killing seven soldiers
in the most audacious such attack since the
September raid. The fear spiraling on the
Pakistani side is not only consuming resi-
dents tourism to the scenic Neelum Valley
has plummeted this year, local official
Sardar Abdul Waheed tells AFP. “I am nerv-
ous that if this situation continues my
whole investment will be sunk,” says
Zulfiqar Ali, who built a guesthouse in the
valley last year.

Valley cut off 
Since AFP’s visit the Neelum Valley has

been cut off. Cross-border firing hit a civilian
bus there on November 23, killing at least
nine people, one of the highest one-day tolls
since the latest unrest began. In response
authorities shut down the main road con-
necting the Azad Kashmir capital of
Muzaffarabad with the valley, effectively seal-
ing it off from the rest of Pakistan with no
word when it will be reopened. Before the
valley was closed, many residents told AFP
they could not afford to leave and had
nowhere to go. 

Others, however, said they refused to be
driven away. Those who cannot pay the high
cost of transporting bunker materials from
Kashmir’s main cities to the remote valley are
fortifying their homes in whatever way they
can. “We are just placing sandbags to reinforce
the front walls,” says 65-year-old widow Zarina
Bibi, head of a family of 15. “We are in a state of
fear all the time. We don’t know when the
Indian troops will start shelling again.”  —AFP

Urgent rush to build bunkers in 
Pakistani Kashmir as fears grow

KIGALIL:  Rwanda on Tuesday
opened a formal probe into 20
French officials suspected of play-
ing a role in the 1994 genocide, in a
move likely to further sour diplo-
matic ties with France.  Kigali has
long accused France of complicity
in the genocide of some 800,000
mostly ethnic Tutsis, at the hands of
Hutu extremists, angering Paris and
straining relations.

“The inquiry, for now, is focused
on 20 individuals whom, according
to information gathered so far, are
required by the prosecution author-
ity to explain or provide clarity on
allegations against them,” said pros-
ecutor general Richard Muhumuza
in a statement. This will  enable
prosecutors to decide “whether the

concerned individuals should be
formally charged or not”.

Muhumuza said the relevant
French authorities had been con-
tacted and that full cooperation was
expected. The dispute centers on
France’s role prior to the genocide
as a close ally of the Hutu nationalist
regime of Juvenal Habyarimana. The
shooting down of his plane over
Kigali on April 6, 1994 was the event
that triggered 100 days of meticu-
lously planned slaughter. France is
accused of missing or ignoring the
warning signs, and of training the
soldiers and militiamen who carried
out the killings. 

And when the genocide was in
full swing, it was further accused of
using its diplomatic clout to stall

effective action. When it did finally
send in troops-in Operation
Turquoise-it was accused of only
doing so to counter the advance of
the Tutsi rebels of Paul Kagame,
who is now president, allowing the
perpetrators to escape to neighbor-
ing Zaire which later became the
Democratic Republic of Congo.

Long-running spat 
France says its soldiers were only

deployed after most of the killing
had happened and that their pres-
ence helped save thousands of
lives. And French officials insist that
any guilt for failing to prevent the
genocide is shared by the entire
international community, accusing
Kagame of raising the issue in a bid

to distract attention from what they
say is his own poor human rights
record.

When contacted by AFP, the
French defense ministry referred to
a statement issued on November 16
by Defense Minister Jean-Yves Le
Drian after a list of 22 high-ranking
French officers suspected of
involvement was first published by
Kigali. There was “nothing new” in
the list, Le Drian said at the time,
adding that it was “almost identical
to one produced in 2008” and “to
say that the French army took park
in genocide was a disgraceful lie”.
Although relations between Kigali
and Paris were completely frozen
from 2006 to 2009, they were on
the mend until 2014 when Kagame

repeated accusations that French
soldiers were both accomplices and
“actors” in the bloodbath.

The remarks prompted France to
pull out of ceremonies to mark the
20th anniversary of the massacres.
The stormy relationship took an
even worse turn when the French
judiciary decided in October to re-
open an investigation into the
shooting down of Habyarimana’s
plane to hear testimony from a for-
mer general who accuses Kagame
of being behind the assassination.
“It is France which should be in the
dock,” said Kagame. In apparent
retaliation, Rwanda on November 1
published the l ist  of  22 senior
French officers it accuses of being
involved in the genocide. —AFP

Rwanda to probe French officials’ genocide role

DHAKA: At least 10,000 Rohingya
have arrived in Bangladesh in
recent weeks after fleeing violence
in neighboring Myanmar, the
United Nations said yesterday. An
estimated 30,000 Rohingya, a
Muslim minority living mostly in
Myanmar, have been forced to
leave their homes since a bloody
crackdown by the army in the
western state of Rakhine.

Bangladesh has stepped up
patrols on the border to try to stop
them from entering, but last week
it said thousands had flooded into
the country, many with nothing
but the clothes they were wearing.
“Based on reports by various
humanitarian agencies, we esti-
mate that there could be 10,000
new arrivals in recent weeks,” said
Vivian Tan, a spokeswoman for the
UN refugee agency in Bangkok.
“The situation is fast changing and
the actual number could be much
higher.”

Those interviewed by AFP inside
Bangladesh had horrifying stories
of gang rape, torture and murder
at the hands of Myanmar’s security
forces. Analysis of satellite images
by Human Rights Watch found
hundreds of buildings in Rohingya
villages have been razed. Myanmar
has denied allegations of abuse,
but has also banned foreign jour-
nalists and independent investiga-
tors from accessing the area to
investigate. Myanmar’s de facto
leader Aung San Suu Kyi, a Nobel
peace laureate, has faced a grow-
ing international backlash for what
a UN official has said amounts to a
campaign of ethnic cleansing.

Yesterday she vowed to work for
“peace and national reconciliation”,
saying her country faced many
challenges, but did not mention
the violence in Rakhine state.
Rohingya community leaders in
Bangladesh said another 3,000 dis-
placed Rohingya were stranded on
an island in the Naf River that
divides the two countries, attempt-
ing to enter Bangladesh.

Little to no aid
“They have been stuck in the

island for almost a week without
sufficient food and clothes,” Abu
Ghalib told AFP. But a spokesman
for the Bangladesh border guards
said the claims could not be veri-
fied as the island was not
Bangladeshi territory. Bangladesh
has reinforced its border posts and
deployed coast guard ships in an
effort to prevent a fresh influx of
refugees. In the past two weeks,
Bangladeshi border guards have
prevented hundreds of boats
packed with Rohingya women and
children from entering the country.

Nevertheless Rohingya leaders

in Bangladesh said the number of
arrivals had risen this week. But so
far little or no aid has been provid-
ed for the new arrivals with
Bangladeshi authorities fearing
food, medicine and shelter will
encourage more to cross the bor-
der. Shinji Kubo, who heads the UN
refugee agency in Bangladesh, said
the new arrivals needed “urgent”
help. “Obviously these people have
come from Myanmar after terrible
experiences and without any
belongings. The winter is approach-
ing. So everyone is really worried
about their wellbeing,” he said.

More than 230,000 Rohingya
are already living in Bangladesh,

most of them illegally, although
around 32,000 are formally regis-
tered as refugees. Tan said the UN
was urging the Bangladesh gov-
ernment to allow the Rohingya
safe haven. “We are ready to sup-
port the government to provide
effective humanitarian assistance
for these individuals in need of
international protection,” she said.
Violence in Rakhine-home to the
stateless ethnic group loathed by
many of Myanmar’s Buddhist
majority-has surged in the last
month after security forces poured
into the area. It followed a series of
attacks on police posts blamed on
local militants. —AFP

UN: Over 10,000 Rohingya 
have fled to Bangladesh 

‘Actual number could be much higher’

In this May 20, 2015, file photo, migrants including Myanmar’s Rohingya Muslims sit on the deck
of their boat as they wait to be rescued by Acehnese fishermen on the sea off East Aceh,
Indonesia. —AP

KURIGRAM: Bangladeshi teacher Monjurul
Islam was talking to his class of 10-year-olds
about how the planet is heating up, when
Mosammat Ferdousi stood up and asked: “We
are experiencing heavy floods in the last few
years - is this linked to climate change?” Islam
told his pupils climate change “might be a rea-
son”, adding scientists believe the country’s
increasingly frequent floods and lightning
strikes could be linked to global warming.

“Most of my students know about climate
change, its impacts and what they should do,”
said Islam, head teacher at Char Bazra
Uttarpara Primary School in Bozra village, in
the northern district of Kurigram. Ferdousi said
she and her classmates had learned “we need
to plant lots of trees” to combat climate
change.

Their school is near the Teesta River, and
during the monsoon season which lasts from
June to December, it goes under water. River
bank erosion is also a big problem here, and
teachers fear their school might disappear into
the river some day. Every year, hundreds of
schools in Kurigram district are inundated. In
August, around 250 primary schools were
closed for more than two weeks due to flood-
ing. “During monsoon, we need to shift the
school to nearby high land,” Islam said. “As this
is a flood-prone area, we also teach students
what to do during a flood,” he added.

In the syllabus
In Bangladesh, both the government and

aid groups are working in schools to educate

students about disasters and climate change.
The National Curriculum and Textbook Board
has included climate change and disasters in
the school syllabus since 2013.  There are
chapters on climate change and disasters in
the books used by children aged between 10
and 15, in classes five to 10.

In addition, some humanitarian agencies
run disaster  management programs in
schools.  International  charity Save the
Children, for example, is leading such a
project in three disaster-prone areas, fund-
ed by the European Commission and assist-
ed by local NGO Rangpur Dinajpur Rural
Ser vice.  I t  is  being implemented in 50
schools covering some 4,600 pupils, includ-
ing Char Bazra Uttarpara Primary. “Students
and their guardians are very enthusiastic
about learning disaster management as
they benefit from it in any major disaster,”
said project technical officer KM Alamgir
Hossen.

Every year, thousands of Bangladeshi
schools are affected by floods. This August
alone, more than 1,000 primary schools
were f looded in nor thern and central
regions of the low-lying nation. At Char
Bazra Uttarpara Primary School, Class Three
teacher Khadiza Begum has taught her stu-
dents what to do when flooding hits. She
asked them if they would drink floodwater.

“No, Madam,” the whole class chanted.
“Flood water can cause diarrhoea,” one stu-
dent replied. Many posters in the school
give practical instructions on how to act

during floods, in the local language, includ-
ing advice to stay away from electricity
poles, find a safe place to go in advance,
and store books up high. Islam told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation the school
also conducts drills, where teachers show
students how to perform first aid on those
injured in floods or earthquakes.

Community benefit
Class Five student Tanjila Akhter said chil-

dren pass on the information to their par-
ents and neighbors. “Most of my neighbors
think I know a lot about floods and other
such things, as they get benefit from me,”
she said. Amina Begum, 35, whose daughter
studies at the school, said she had learned a
lot from her child.

“We experience floods every year. In the
past,  we did not have a plan for f loods
beforehand, but after my daughter told me
we should have one, now we work out earli-
er where we will take shelter during floods,
and how to take care of our essential pos-
sessions and livestock,” she said. “Our loss
due to floods is insignificant compared to
previous years,” she added.

Jahangir Alam, a community leader and
member of the school management com-
mittee, said the whole village is gaining
from the school’s disaster management pro-
gram. “Children are change agents. When
they tell their parents about what they have
to do during a flood, their parents pay heed
to the warnings,” he said.  —Reuters

In Bangladesh, young students 
protect families from floods
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MUMBAI: Hundreds of women poured into
the inner sanctum of the iconic Haji Ali
Dargah mosque in Mumbai on Tuesday
after a Supreme Court order granted them
equal access, sparking hope for other cases
of discrimination against women. The
lengthy legal battle for women to enter the
heart of Haji Ali Dargah is one of many cases
for equal access in places of worship in India.
Members of the Haji Ali Dargah Trust, which
had argued it would be a “grievous sin” to
allow women near the tomb of the 15th
century Sufi saint housed within the
mosque, welcomed women from across
India on Tuesday with tea.

“It was a hugely emotional experience. It
has been a tough battle, with many hard-
ships, but we are glad we prevailed,” said
Zakia Soman, co-founder of Bharatiya
Muslim Mahila Andolan (BMMA), or Indian
Muslim Women’s Movement, a rights group

that had filed a petition in the Mumbai High
Court for equal access. “This is a beginning. It
gives me greater confidence about other
matters of gender justice we are fighting for,
such as triple talaq,” whereby a Muslim man
can divorce his wife by saying “talaq” - or “I
divorce you” - three times.

The Haji Ali Dargah mosque, built on an
islet about 500 meters from the coast, can
only be reached at low tide and draws thou-
sands of worshippers each day. On Tuesday,
women entered the shrine with their heads
covered, amid song and prayer, Soman said.
Women had been allowed in Haji Ali Dargah’s
inner sanctum until 2011, when their entry
was suddenly banned. BMMA filed a petition
in 2014 against the ban, and the Mumbai
court in August ordered the mosque’s trust to
lift it. The trust challenged the order in the
Supreme Court, which last month upheld the
lower court’s order. —Reuters

Indian women enter landmark 
mosque with song and tears


