
BAKHCHISARAY: Russian riot police in two
trucks rolled down a dirt track on the out-
skirts of the Crimean town of Bakhchisaray,
past a woman standing outside her house
in a floral-print dressing gown, before
climbing out and forming a line across the
road. The officers, all wearing balaclava
masks and some carrying truncheons and
automatic weapons, stood in silence as a
crowd of about 20 local residents came out
of their houses and asked them to explain
what they were doing there. “We haven’t
done anything wrong and we’re being
treated like criminals,” one man in a black
Adidas track suit can be heard saying in
amateur video footage of the standoff on
the morning of May 12.

Two years after Russia annexed Crimea
from Ukraine, police are intensifying their
scrutiny of the Crimean Tatars, a mainly
Muslim community that makes up about 15
percent of the peninsula’s population.
Searches of properties, raids, and arrests
have become commonplace, say local peo-
ple. The Tatars, who were deported from
the region by Stalin during World War Two
and only allowed back four decades later,
have largely opposed Russian rule.

The authorities say the police have a
good reason for their activities. They say
they have evidence that some Crimean
Tatars belong to Islamist groups they deem
extremist, and are acting to prevent them
carrying out acts of terrorism. They have not
disclosed evidence of any violence or plan-
ning for acts of violence. But many Crimean
Tatars - and some independent human
rights activists - say the community is being
targeted by police because of its opposition
to Moscow. The people being targeted by
police “are ideological opponents of the
authorities, and the Russian Federation sees
them as a threat”, said Emil Kurbedinov, a
lawyer representing four Crimean Tatars
awaiting trial on terrorism-related charges.

Banned group
Russia has been in de facto control of

Crimea since March 2014 when it sent in
troops to drive out Ukrainian forces after a
popular uprising overthrew Kiev’s pro-
Moscow president and replaced him with a
Western-backed administration. Moscow
later oversaw a referendum in which a
majority of the region’s voters chose to
become part of Russia. The tensions
between the Crimean Tatars and their new
rulers in Moscow have been well-docu-
mented. Brussels and Washington have
condemned Russia’s decision to suspend
the Mejlis, the Crimean Tatars’ semi-official
legislature. The Eurovision song contest was
won by a Crimean Tatar singing about her
people’s history of oppression by Moscow.

The police campaign targeting Crimean
Tatars has drawn little comment from for-
eign governments, however, perhaps
because it is difficult to separate officials’
legitimate concerns about Islamist extrem-
ism from other possible motives. Some of
the people who have been arrested in the
police sweep are adherents of Hizb ut
Tahrir, a group which seeks the establish-
ment of an Islamic caliphate. The organiza-
tion - which says it is non-violent - is banned
in countries including Russia and Germany
but is legal in Britain and the United States,
as well as in Ukraine. Ruslan Balbek, deputy
prime minister in the Moscow-backed
Crimean government, told Reuters the
security services had to act to root out dan-
gerous forms of Islamism.

“Neither Hizb ut Tahrir, nor Wahabbism,
nor any forms of political Islam are charac-
teristic to the Crimean Tatar people,”
Balbek, himself a Crimean Tatar, told
Reuters in an interview. “There is often a
confusion of concepts: people interpret a
crackdown on religious sects which are
banned in Russia ... as a persecution of the
Crimean Tatars,” he said. The Moscow-

backed prosecutor’s office in Crimea said it
had opened 28 criminal prosecutions into
“extremist and terrorist manifestations”
since the start of 2015. However, rights
campaigners and community activists say
the Islamist problem is being over-stated.
They say that, while there are some hardlin-
ers, the vast majority of Crimean Tatar
Muslims are moderate.

Fazyl Amzayev, Hizb ut Tahrir’s chief
spokesman in Ukraine, who is based in
Crimea, said there were no confirmed cases
of the group’s supporters being involved in
terrorism. He declined to say how many
adherents the group has, citing the risk of
reprisals from the authorities. Crimean Tatar
leaders also say that many of those arrested
may have no link to Hizb ut Tahrir and that
police tactics - including showing up in
large numbers in Crimean Tatar communi-
ties - are designed to intimidate, not fight
crime. “In the Russian Federation, every citi-
zen is supposed to be loyal to the existing
authorities. They did not get that loyalty
from the Crimean Tatar people,” said Ilmi
Umerov, deputy head of the Mejlis, now
suspended by Moscow.

Police methods
The police tactics are also causing con-

cern among Kremlin advisers. The presi-
dential Human Rights Council, a body that
advises President Vladimir Putin, will dis-
cuss the treatment of Crimean Tatars when
it meets in June, said Nikolai Svanidze, a
council member. He told Reuters there
were some examples of possible oppres-
sion of Crimean Tatars. “We’re keeping this
question in our sights,” he said. The riot
police who drove into the outskirts of
Bakhchisaray last month arrived shortly
after security service officers in plain
clothes searched a home there, according
to local residents. The details of the search
were unclear. — Reuters
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DHAKA: Bangladeshi Muslim devotees visit a Sufi shrine in
Dhaka yesterday. — AFP 

Bangladesh’s Sufis
living in fear after

machete attacks
DHAKA: Each time he hears of the latest deadly machete attack,
Ashraful Islam can’t help but think of his father’s gruesome mur-
der and fear his fellow Sufi Muslims will never be safe again in
Bangladesh. “The killings are not declining, they’re getting worse.
And every one reminds me what happened to my father,” said
the 30-year-old medical student. “I’ve no idea why they are doing
this but if they aren’t stopped then our future is doomed, it’ll
become another Pakistan.”

Islamists have claimed responsibility for around 40 killings in
the last three years of foreigners, secular bloggers, gay activists,
Hindus and Christians. Many have been slaughtered with
machetes. But no group has suffered as much as Sufis, an off-
shoot of mainstream Islam whose followers are often
denounced as “infidels” for their mystical traditions, including
worshipping at shrines. Fourteen have died since December
2014 in religiously motivated attacks, including Islam’s father
Khizir Khan. More than 100,000 Sufis are expected in Dhaka
Friday to attend an annual congregation, which this year is both
a celebration and an act of defiance.

It  comes less than a month after local  Sufi  leader
Mohammad Shahidullah was found hacked to death under a
mango tree in the northwestern Rajshahi district. The deep
wounds in his neck echoed Khan’s murder last October when
he was killed by suspected members of banned Islamist militant
group Jamayetul Mujahideen Bangladesh (JMB). Khan had
around 2,000 followers, many of whom would turn up at weekly
prayers at the family home in Dhaka.On the night of his killing,
he had arranged to meet prospective tenants for a vacant
apartment underneath the family’s own flat. But he went down-
stairs to an ambush by a gang who cornered him in a bathroom
and then hacked at his neck until he bled to death. The killers
then burst into the upstairs living-room, tying up Khan’s family,
who later managed to escape.

Slaughtered in bathroom
“It was my mother who discovered the body in the bathroom.

The head was partially severed. “It was such a shocking thing.
Every now and then my mother still breaks down.” Police soon
arrested five suspects who allegedly told investigators it was
their “religious duty” to kill Khan. No-one has yet to be convicted
for the killing and there have been few arrests in the other mur-
ders. Most have been claimed by the likes of JMB or international
jihadists such as the Islamic State organization or Al-Qaeda’s
South Asia wing. 

While more than 90 percent of Bangladesh’s 160 million pop-
ulation are Muslims, it is an avowedly secular state. For most of
the first four decades after winning the 1971 independence war
with Pakistan, Bangladesh had a reputation for religious toler-
ance and Sufi Muslim services drew tens of millions of worship-
pers. But Islamist groups, discredited by their war-time allegiance
to Pakistan, grew in strength over the decades.

The largest Islamist party, Jamaat-e-Islami, became a key ally
of the mainstream opposition before being banned by Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina in a move critics say pushed its followers
towards extremism. Mubashar Hasan, an expert on political
Islam, said Bangladesh’s fate was familiar to other Muslim-majori-
ty countries where extremists have tried to impose a very narrow
form of religion. “Pakistan, Egypt and Iraq are facing similar prob-
lems,” said Hasan from Dhaka’s University of Liberal Arts. He
urged Hasina’s government to co-opt Islamic scholars to join a
campaign “to delegitimize religious justification of violence and
terrorism carried out by these extremists”. — AFP

AZRAQ REFUGEE CAMP, Jordan: A barbed
wire-topped fence encircles a section of this
bleak UN-run camp, isolating thousands of
recent arrivals - whom Jordan considers a
potential security risk - from other Syrian
refugees. This camp-within-a-camp, called
“Village 5,” was set up in late March as part of
an uneasy trade-off between Jordan and
international aid agencies trying to speed up
admissions of tens of thousands of refugees
stranded in remote desert areas on the king-
dom’s border.

Under the deal, Jordan agreed to let in
about 300 Syrians a day, or five times more
than before, on condition that newcomers
are isolated in Azraq for more security
checks. Jordan says strict vetting is crucial to
prevent Islamic State extremists, who con-
trol large areas of Syria, from infiltrating the
kingdom. In turn, aid agencies agreed to put
traumatized war survivors behind barbed
wire, if only temporarily. Yet neither side
expects the new admissions deal to empty
out two rapidly growing encampments on
the Syrian-Jordanian border. 

Instead, the population there - currently

at 64,000, half of them children - is expected
to reach 100,000 by the end of the year if
fighting in Syria continues. The two encamp-
ments sit between low earthen mounds, or
berms, that run in parallel lines, about two
kilometers apart in an area where the border
isn’t clearly marked. Refugees live in tents or
shelters made of tarp, wood scraps and even
women’s scarves, exposed to the desert’s
extreme cold, heat and sand storms. Lack of
latrines and trash collection has led to the
spread of diarrhea and infections.

Extreme conditions
Delivering aid to the berm has become

one of the UN refugee agency’s most chal-
lenging and costly operations in the Middle
East, said spokeswoman Ariane Rummery,
citing “remoteness of locations, extreme
weather conditions, lack of access roads, and
risk of escalating insecurity.” Other aid offi-
cials worry that ramping up support will
inadvertently transform the jumble of shel-
ters into de facto refugee camps in unsafe
areas. Yet saving lives trumps any misgivings
at a time when Syrians are increasingly

trapped in their homeland, said the officials,
who spoke on condition of anonymity
because they were not authorized to talk to
reporters about the conditions at the berm.
Neighboring Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan,
which have absorbed the bulk of close to 5
million Syrian refugees since 2011, have
severely restricted admissions, while doors
to Europe are slamming shut.

Jordan has taken in about 650,000
refugees and says it has already done more
than its share. Those now waiting at the
border are the responsibility of the interna-
tional community, said Jordanian govern-
ment spokesman Mohammed Momani. In
allowing some asylum seekers to enter,
“Jordan is doing its best to balance its
security needs with humanitarian con-
cerns,” he said. Jordan argues that all those
at the border are still on Syrian soil, a claim
disputed by the international group
Human Rights Watch. The border is
believed to run between the two berms
and most tents are pitched closer to the
southern, Jordanian-controlled berm, said
researcher Adam Coogle. — AP 

Refugees kept behind fences 
amid Jordan security fears


