
PUNCAK: Iraqi asylum seeker Ayman (right) chats with his brother (left) and
friend during an interview with The Associated Press at a temporary home
in Puncak, West Java, Indonesia. —AP

PUNCAK: After getting death threats from Al-
Shabab militants, Mohamed Dahir Saeed and
his wife fled their native Somalia with plans to
seek safety in Australia. They arrived in nearby
Indonesia, only to be told “the sea is closed” for
anyone attempting to make the perilous boat
journey south. That was two years ago. Now
another chance may be disappearing for Saeed
and thousands of other asylum seekers who
have made it to this Southeast Asian country
with dreams of finding better lives elsewhere.

“The majority of people here, the US takes
them,” Saeed said. “Now in US they say no
Somalian, no Iraq, no Syrian, no Iran, no Sudan.
... So maybe we will go to another place. I hope,”
he said, seated outside his tiny house perched
above the Ciliwung River. For thousands of asy-
lum seekers and refugees from Iraq, Somalia
and other conflict-scarred countries, Indonesia
is an often yearslong hiatus as they wait for the
US or another country to accept them.
President Donald Trump’s travel ban on citizens
of seven Muslim countries and suspension of
the US refugee program has now made their
tenuous situation even more uncertain.

Indonesia is home to nearly 14,000 men,
women and children seeking resettlement
in other countries, according to UNHCR, the
UN refugee agency. About 7,500 have been
recognized as refugees, giving them the
prized UN card that inches them closer to
realizing their dreams of a better life. But
last year just 610 were resettled in other
countries such as the US, Canada, Germany
and New Zealand. At least 2,700 of those in
limbo here are from countries listed in
Trump’s 90-day travel ban: Iran, Iraq, Sudan,
Somalia, Yemen, Syria and Libya. 

Asylum seekers in general are affected by

his 120-day suspension of the US refugee pro-
gram, and by his decision to cut the number of
refugees the US accepts this budget year by
more than half, to 50,000. Some 3 million
refugees have been resettled in the US since
Congress passed the Refugee Act of 1980,
according to the Pew Research Center. Saeed,
31, said that if he had the chance he’d tell the
US president that as a Somalian he’s a “peace
man.” He said he left Somalia after Al-Shabab
militants fighting the government pressured
him to join their group, and that one of the mili-
tants wanted Saeed’s wife for himself.

Possibility no longer exists
“Now in Somalia there is a war from Al-

Shabab and government. So these Somalis
who run from Somalia, they need peace
because they need to work, they need to feed
their family. They are looking for a better life.”
Indonesia, a vast but poor archipelago country
of more than 250 million people in Southeast
Asia, might seem an unlikely refuge. Initially,
many people fled there because they believed
it would be a jumping-off point to reach
Australia by boat. That possibility no longer
exists: Since September 2013, the Australian
government has turned back the often barely
seaworthy vessels.

Puncak, a small West Java city nestled
beneath a mountain that tempers Indonesia’s
tropical heat, is a magnet for men from the
Middle East seeking sex and a pleasant climate.
Because of its proximity to Jakarta, where asy-
lum seekers can be summoned for a refugee
interview, and because of the low cost of living,
many families from Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia,
Pakistan and other nations also scrape out an
existence there. —AP
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YANGON: Myanmar police made record
meth pill seizures last year, data obtained
by AFP showed yesterday, underscoring the
country’s ongoing and pivotal role as a
major global narcotics producer. Police con-
fiscated a record 98 million tablets, nearly
double the 50 million seized in 2015,
according to police data. Myanmar is one of
the world’s top drug-producing nations,
churning out huge quantities of metham-
phetamine as well as heroin, opium and
cannabis-much of it bound for consumers
in Asia and beyond. 

Most production takes place in remote
border territories controlled by ethnic
minority militias or rival armed groups
allied to the powerful military. While low-
level smugglers are often arrested, few car-
tel leaders have ever been brought to jus-
tice over the past three decades. Given the
powerful vested interests involved, tackling
the trade remains a major hurdle for the
newly installed civilian administration of
Aung San Suu Kyi. Myanmar’s cheap and
abundant meth pills-which contain
methamphetamine in low dosages-are

hugely popular across Asia, from wealthy
clubbers to exhausted blue-collar employ-
ees working long shifts.

In addition to the tablets, documents
show some 759 kilograms of heroin, 945
kilograms of opium and 2,464 kilograms of
pure methamphetamine-the stronger vari-
ant known as “ice”-were seized last year.
Drug prosecutions jumped from some
8,800 in 2015 to 13,500. Narcotics officers
say the latest figures show policing is mak-
ing inroads into the problem. “But still traf-
ficking is increasing,” one senior officer said,
asking not to be named. The officer said
key hurdles include a lack of manpower
and high-quality detection technology,
plus the difficulties of working in areas con-
trolled by armed ethnic minority groups.

“It certainly tallies with our data,”
Jeremy Douglas, regional representative of
the United Nations Office on Drugs and
Crime, said adding Myanmar saw a notice-
able increase in meth pill production over
the past year and a leap in the stronger
crystalline variant. Trafficking routes
through the country were also shifting, he

said, with smugglers targeting growing
domestic demand as well as looking for
new markets to the west of Myanmar.
Neighboring Thailand yesterday
announced two major drug seizures made
during raids last week. In the southern
province of Hat Yai police found 87 kilo-
grams of methamphetamine and 25 kilo-
grams of cannabis. 

They also confiscated 720,000 ampheta-
mine tablets and arrested three local sus-
pects in a raid in the northeastern province
of Udon Thani. Officers said the three men
were part of a network run by Xaysana
Keopimpha, a Laos national detained at
Bangkok’s main airport last month and
described by Thai police as a regional drug
kingpin. Thailand, Myanmar and Laos share
a porous, remote and largely mountainous
zone dubbed “The Golden Triangle” which
has long been a major drugs-producing
region. While seizures are fairly common,
analysts say the overall battle is hampered
by endemic official corruption and drug
syndicates’ ability to bounce back from
raids with ramped-up production. —AFP

Record year for Myanmar meth pill seizures

DHAKA: Bangladesh’s largest book
fair began in Dhaka yesterday, with
police warning organizers against
selling books that hurt “religious sen-
timent” in the Muslim-majority coun-
try. The month-long Ekushey Book
Fair draws hundreds of thousands of
visitors to the crowded capital, mak-
ing it one of Bangladesh’s keynote
cultural events and giving readers a
chance to interact with authors.

But the fair has incurred the
wrath of Islamist extremists, who
hacked and critically injured a top
secular writer in 2004 and killed a
US-based atheist blogger moments
after he signed books for readers in
2015. Last year a 73-year-old pub-
lisher was arrested and his stall at
the fair was shut down after a book
called “Islam Debate” triggered
protests by Islamists who said the
work was offensive to Muslims.
Police said they have tightened
security for the annual fair in a park
on the campus of Dhaka University,
the country’s main secular bastion.  

Dhaka Metropolitan Police
Commissioner Asaduzzaman Mia
visited the fairground on Tuesday
and asked the authorities to “scruti-
nize” the books before they are
cleared to be displayed at stalls.
“Therefore no book hurts civic, social
and religious values,” Mia said,
according to a statement posted on
the Dhaka police website.  “Hurting
religious sentiment is a punishable
offence.” The Dhaka police chief
offered “special security” to writers
and publishers and said that the
park, except for the fairground,
would be vacated by late afternoon
as part of a series of safety measures.

There was no immediate com-

ment from the Bangla Academy, a
state-run publisher and research-
based organization which has been
organizing the event for decades. But
one leading publisher reacted angrily
to the police’s decision to scrutinize
the content of books, saying such a
move was “brutal and uncivilized”.
Robin Ahsan, owner of the Shraban
Prakashani publisher, told the New
Age daily there was no other country

in the world where “police are the
watchdog over books”, adding that
such action would encourage
extremists to launch attacks on writ-
ers and publishers.

Bangladesh has been reeling
from a wave of attacks by Islamist
extremists who have killed some
80 people, including around a
dozen secular bloggers and writ-
ers. Police say the writers were tar-

geted for their blogs or books
which were critical of Islam or the
Prophet Muhammad. Many of
these attacks have been claimed
by the Islamic State group or a
local wing of Al-Qaeda. But Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina’s secular
government has blamed local mili-
tants and denies that international
jihadists have gained any foothold
in the country. —AFP
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DHAKA: Bangladeshi shoppers read books at a stall during the country’s largest bookfair in
Dhaka yesterday. Bangladesh’s largest book fair began in Dhaka yesterday, with police warn-
ing organizers against selling books that hurt ‘religious sentiment’ in the Muslim-majority
country.  —AFP

WASHINGTON: The death rate among Afghan
troops and police soared last year as the Kabul gov-
ernment’s overall control of the country declined sig-
nificantly, an official US watchdog said in a report
yesterday. The grim new statistics paint a picture of a
beleaguered nation still in the grip of a security crisis,
despite many years and billions of dollars spent
building up Afghanistan’s army and police. 

According to the US government’s Special
Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction
(SIGAR), 6,785 Afghan soldiers and police officers
were killed between January 1 and November 12,
with another 11,777 wounded.  That is an increase of
about 35 percent from all of 2015, when some 5,000

security forces were killed. The Afghan forces have a
total of nearly 316,000 men, according to SIGAR. “We
are very concerned,” said General Charles Cleveland,
spokesman for NATO forces in Afghanistan. 

He blamed “poor leadership” for the casualties as
well as corruption, though he noted many officials
have been removed at all levels. “Afghan forces con-
tinue to be incredibly resilient and they made suc-
cess in achieving their main goals, such as securing
the populated areas,” he added, saying there had
been progress but it would take years.

Afghan police and army units in 2015 took over
from NATO the task of providing security for the coun-
try. Their first year was something of a disaster, the

nadir coming when the regional capital Kunduz in
northern Afghanistan was briefly captured by the
Taleban. US and NATO officials had been hoping the
Afghans would fare better in 2016, but clearly the secu-
rity situation remains perilous. The Pentagon, however,
insists the Afghan National Defense and Security
Forces (ANDSF) are improving and points to successful
efforts to repel Taleban attacks on regional capitals.

Losing their grip
Most of the fatalities among the ANDSF came

from “direct-fire” assaults, meaning local troops were
directly attacked by the Taleban and other insurgent
groups, instead of dying in roadside bomb and mine
blasts. In addition to the high death rate in the
ANDSF, the report found that the number of Afghan
districts under insurgent control or influence is
increasing. US Forces Afghanistan reported that  57.2
percent of the country’s 407 districts were under
Afghan government control or influence as of
November 15, the report states. That marks a drop
from the 63.4 percent reported in late August, and a
nearly 15-point decline since November 2015.A
Western observer who has lived in Afghanistan for
years said that the provinces under Taleban control
could ultimately split from those held by the Kabul
government. “Everybody here thinks this country will
collapse in a matter of two or three years,” he said.
The report also found civilian casualties remain high.

According to a UN body, there were 8,397 con-
flict-related civilian casualties between January 1 and
September 30, a slight drop compared to the same
period in 2015. The report also cites an Asia
Foundation survey last year that found only 29.3 per-
cent of respondents nationwide felt their country
was moving in the right direction, down from 36.7
percent in 2015. “This represents the lowest level of
optimism recorded since the survey began in 2004,”
the SIGAR report notes. The Taleban have been espe-
cially active in Helmand province-a global center for
opium production, which is on the rise. —AFP
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Bags of ‘yaba’ tablets, or methamphetamine mixed with caffeine, are
displayed for the media in front of the Narcotics Suppression Division in
Bangkok yesterday. —AFP
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KANDAHAR: An Afghan shepherd herds his sheep along a dirt road in the Kandahar
province. —AFP

JAKARTA: Indonesian women are taking
on a more active role in violent extremism,
with some seeking to become Islamic
State (IS) group suicide bombers, a leading
security think tank has warned. The grow-
ing problem was highlighted after the
arrest in December of two women with
links to IS allegedly planning suicide
attacks in the world’s most populous
Muslim-majority country, according to a
report from the Jakarta-based Institute for
Policy Analysis of Conflict (IPAC). Many
from Indonesia-which has long struggled
with Islamic militancy-have flocked to join
IS in the Middle East, while radicals in the
country have pledged allegiance to the
group and attacks and plots have been
linked to the jihadists.

But the increasing eagerness of
Indonesian women to get involved in radi-
calism themselves, rather than merely sup-
port their extremist husbands, poses new
risks, said the report from IPAC, which is
headed by veteran Indonesian security
analyst Sidney Jones. ”Indonesian women
in extremist organizations are now catch-
ing up with the lethal practices of their sis-
ters in other parts of the world,” according
to the study. Increasing female involve-
ment is linked to the appeal of IS but also
to the growing sophistication of social
media, which allows more women to read
the jihadists’ propaganda and take part in

radical chat forums, said the report, which
was released late Tuesday.

The most high-profile cases were the
arrest of two former domestic workers,
Dian Yulia Novi and Ika Puspitasari, who
had allegedly volunteered to become sui-
cide bombers in Jakarta and Bali. Leading
Indonesian IS radical Bahrun Naim, who
has been accused of directing a series of
mostly botched terror plots in his home-
land from Syria, had given them instruc-
tions and financial support, the report said.
Authorities detained Novi and her hus-
band the night before a planned attack on
the presidential palace in Jakarta and later
picked up Puspitasari, who was part of the
same network and had been planning to
carry out a bombing on the holiday island
of Bali, the report said.

Other women have been arrested for
offences including setting up a pro-IS char-
ity, helping to make a bomb, and being
fighters with a militant group on Sulawesi
island. IPAC called for the Indonesian gov-
ernment to try to find out more about
female radical networks, including inter-
viewing the many women who have been
deported from Turkey after allegedly try-
ing to cross into Syria to join IS. “The need
to know more about Indonesian extremist
women suddenly has become urgent,” it
said. Indonesia’s national counter-terror
agency declined to comment. —AFP

Indonesian women seeking 

to become suicide bombers


