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YANGON: A new body set up by Myanmar’s govern-
ment to investigate allegations of rights abuses
against Rohingya in Rakhine lacks credibility,
activists said yesterday, as former UN chief Kofi
Annan began a visit to the troubled state.
Myanmar’s de facto leader Aung San Suu Kyi has
faced a growing international backlash for failing to
probe claims the army is carrying out ethnic cleans-
ing of the Muslim minority. But rights groups reject-
ed the new 13-member commission as toothless,
noting it includes no Muslims and is led by Vice
President Myint Swe, a retired army general formerly
blacklisted by the United States.

A close ally of former junta leader Than Shwe,
Myint Swe was head of special operations in Yangon
when the military government ordered a bloody
crackdown on the monk-led protests of the Saffron
Revolution in 2007. “We’ve got little faith in another
homegrown commission, particularly if it’s headed
by a military man,” said Matthew Smith, chief execu-
tive of Fortify Rights. “This new commission won’t be
capable of conducting a credible human rights
investigation, and it certainly lacks independence.
The time for an independent international investiga-
tion is now.”

Phil Robertson, deputy director of Human Rights
Watch in Asia, said the new commission “doesn’t
look like it’s independent or impartial”. Suu Kyi’s
office said the new commission would investigate
the raids on police border posts on October 9 that
sparked the deadly military lockdown as well as
“international accusations” of army abuses. It is the
second body created by Suu Kyi to try to heal the
religious divide that has split Rakhine state since
deadly sectarian unrest killed more than 100 people
in 2012.

In August she appointed fellow Nobel laureate
Annan to head a separate body, which Buddhist
nationalists have bitterly denounced as foreign
meddling. Oo Hla Saw, a senior politician from the
Arakan National Party, said “the new commission
will do nothing different”. “I don’t have much hope
for it,” he told AFP. Privately some Muslim leaders in
Myanmar also said they were concerned their voices
would not be represented, but asked not to be quot-
ed for fear of reprisals.

More than 10,000 Rohingya have fled to
Bangladesh in recent weeks, the United Nations said
on Wednesday, fleeing a bloody army crackdown in
the north of Rakhine state. Arrivals in Bangladesh
have told AFP horrifying stories of gang rape, torture
and murder at the hands of Myanmar’s security
forces. Myanmar has denied allegations of abuse,
but has also banned foreign journalists and inde-
pendent investigators from accessing the area.

On Friday, former UN chief Annan was greeted by
protesters holding signs reading “Ban the Kofi
Annan commission” as he touched down in Sittwe
airport on his first trip to Rakhine since the crisis
erupted. Commission member Aye Lwin told AFP
the trip was for “gathering facts... we won’t be giving
any conclusion”. — AFP 

ISLAMABAD: More than 380,000 registered Afghan
refugees have returned from Pakistan this year, the
highest number since 2007, the United Nations said
yesterday, adding it handed out $135 million in cash
assistance in the last three months alone. Fears of a
crackdown on refugees in Pakistan along with a dou-
bling of the UN’s cash grant for voluntary returnees to
$400 saw a surge over the border after July this year,
the UN has said. “These are unprecedented numbers
we did not anticipate. In October alone some 148,000
returned, which is the highest number of returns in
one months (sic) since August 2005,” Duniya Aslam
Khan, a spokesman for UNHCR, told AFP.

At one point UNHCR was processing an average of

5,500 refugees per day, she added. Estimates suggest
that a further half a million unregistered refugees
may also have returned this year, though the figure
could not be verified by officials. The returnees face
an uncertain future in an Afghanistan still torn apart
by decades of war, where a record half a million peo-
ple were internally displaced by the fighting in 2016,
according to UN figures.

The mass migrations are draining local resources,
especially in safer urban areas, officials have said.
UNHCR said yesterday the voluntary repatriations will
be halted from December 1 for a routine winter break,
resuming in March. The break will also allow the agency
time to mobilize additional resources, Khan said. 

UNHCR had estimated just 50,000 refugees would
return in 2016, based on trends from previous years.
Khan said some 1.34 million registered refugees still
reside in Pakistan. A further half a million undocu-
mented refugees are also estimated to still be in the
country, making Pakistan one of the largest refugee-
hosting nations in the world. Pakistan has extended a
deadline for the refugees to leave its territory from
March 2017 to December next year.  Some Afghan
refugees have been sheltering in Pakistan for decades,
first fleeing over the border after the Soviet invasion of
1979. Some 4.2 million Afghan refugees have returned
to Afghanistan voluntarily under the UNHCR-funded
Voluntary Repatriation program since 2002. — AFP 

380,000 Afghans return from Pakistan in 2016 

BANJUL: Gambian President Yahya
Jammeh has conceded defeat to the oppo-
sition, the chairman of the electoral com-
mission said yesterday, bringing a dramatic
end to his 22 years in power. “It’s really
unique that someone who has been ruling
this country for so long has accepted
defeat,” Alieu Momar Njie told reporters
ahead of the results of Thursday’s presiden-
tial election.

Jammeh, who once said he would gov-
ern for a billion years if God willed it, was
attempting to win a fifth term with his
Alliance for Patriotic Reorientation and
Construction (APRC). Gambian state televi-
sion told AFP that Jammeh would make a
statement later in the day to congratulate
opposition leader Adama Barrow, 51.
Barrow, a previously unknown business-
man, was chosen as the opposition flag
bearer by a group of political parties who
have joined forces for the first time and
won unprecedented popular support.

If the concession is confirmed, Barrow
will likely decide to serve a three-year term
at the head of a transition reform govern-
ment in the tiny former British colony with

pristine beaches that occupies a narrow
sliver of land surrounded by French-speak-
ing Senegal.

Banjul success 
Jammeh campaign manager Yankuba

Colley said he was not aware of the elec-
toral commission chairman’s statement but
said he believed the president would step
down if the Gambian people wanted it.
“When the Gambians make their verdict, he
is someone who is faithful,” he told AFP. “It
is a difficult result but the man I know will
accept whatever comes.”

Barrow’s camp confirmed the
Independent Electoral Commission  state-
ment. Thursday’s election was marked by
an internet blackout that sparked condem-
nation from rights groups and the United
States. But early results yesterday were posi-
tive for Barrow as he took the capital Banjul-
a traditional Jammeh stronghold. Barrow
won nearly 50 percent of the vote in
Banjul’s three constituencies, according to
the IEC, compared to 43 percent for
Jammeh. Security forces had deployed heav-
ily in Banjul earlier yesterday amid nervous-

ness over whether Jammeh would accept a
ballot box defeat. Before dawn broke, mili-
tary and police, some covering their faces, set
up checkpoints every few hundred meters
on the outskirts of the capital, while citizens
were inside sleeping or watching the results
come in. “Power belongs to the people. You
cannot stop us and you cannot stop them,”
Barrow said at his final rally this week.
Jammeh meanwhile had predicted the
biggest landslide of his political career. 

‘Generally peaceful conditions’ 
The United States said turnout

appeared to be high and that the vote
took place in “generally peaceful condi-
tions”, while the IEC hailed “a very success-
ful election.” The US State Department and
Human Rights Watch voiced concern how-
ever over the blanket cut to internet and
international phone calls, as well as claims
of voter intimidation. “The government’s
communications cutoff and threatened
protest ban are only likely to increase ten-
sions between the government and oppo-
sition groups,” said Babatunde Olugboji
from Human Rights Watch. — AFP 
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SERREKUNDA: Gambians celebrate the victory of opposition coalition candidate Adama Barrow in the streets. — AP 


