
Suu Kyi makes first 
visit to violence-hit 
northern Rakhine
SITTWE: Myanmar’s leader Aung San Suu Kyi visited conflict-
battered northern Rakhine State for the first time yesterday, re-
portedly meeting Rohingya Muslims who have faced an army
crackdown that has seen hundreds of thousands of the minority
flee. Suu Kyi, a nobel laureate who leads Myanmar’s pro-democ-
racy party, has been hammered by the international community
for failing to use her moral power to speak up in defense of the
Rohingya.

Some 600,000 of the stateless minority have fled to
Bangladesh since late August carrying accounts of murder, rape
and arson at the hands of Myanmar’s powerful army, after militant
raids sparked a ferocious military retaliation. The UN says that
crackdown is likely tantamount to ethnic cleansing, while pressure
has mounted on Myanmar to provide security for the Rohingya
and allow people to return home. Suu Kyi left via state capital Sit-
twe as evening fell yesterday after a visit that also took in Maung-
daw and Buthidaung in northern Rakhine.

It was her first trip in office to the region, which has seen some
of the worst communal violence that has cut through the western
state since 2012, severely damaging Myanmar’s global reputation.
“The Lady”-as she in known-did meet with the Rohingya com-
munity in Maungdaw town, according to local media, a first for a
leader keen to convince observers inside the country and abroad

that the crisis has abated and reconstruction of Rakhine can begin.
But it was not clear if Suu Kyi visited some of the hundreds of Ro-
hingya villages torched by the army-allegedly aided by ethnic
Rakhine Buddhist locals. The Rohingya who remain in northern
Rakhine are living in fear, surrounded by hostile neighbors, who
refuse to let them farm or move freely. The UN yesterday again
called for unfettered humanitarian access to a zone still under
army lockdown. Yesterday around 3,000 Rohingya arrived by
land at the Bangladesh border, a sign hunger and fear is still driv-
ing people from their homes. — AFP 
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KUALA LUMPUR: When Zakir Naik emerged
from a prominent Malaysian mosque last month
fans swarmed about him, seeking selfies with the
Indian Muslim televangelist whose hardline
views have sparked a criminal investigation back
in his home country. Accompanied by a body-
guard, Naik was making a rare public appear-
ance at the Putra Mosque in Malaysia’s
administrative capital, where the prime minister
and his cabinet mem-
bers often worship.

Naik, who has been
banned in the UK, has
been given permanent
residency in Malaysia,
and embraced by top
government officials.
Critics see Naik’s pres-
ence in Malaysia as an-
other sign of top-level
support for hardline Islam in a country with
substantial minorities of Christians, Hindus and
Buddhists, and which has long projected a
moderate Islamic image. Support for a more
politicized Islam has grown in recent years
under Prime Minister Najib Razak, especially
after he lost the popular vote in the 2013 gen-
eral election - the ruling coalition’s worst-ever
electoral performance. 

Since then, his ruling party has been trying
to appease an increasingly conservative ethnic
Malay-Muslim base and religion has become a

battleground ahead of elections the prime min-
ister has to call by mid-2018. Naik, a 52-year-
old medical doctor, has aroused controversy
with his puritan brand of Islam - recommending
the death penalty for homosexuals and those
who abandon Islam as their faith, according to
media reports. A Youtube video shows Naik
saying that if Osama bin Laden “is terrorizing
America the terrorist, the biggest terrorist, I am

with him”.
Last week, India’s

c o u n t e r - t e r r o r i s m
agency prepared
charges against Naik,
saying he has been
“promoting enmity and
hatred between differ-
ent religious groups in
India through public
speeches and lectures.”

Bangladesh suspended Peace TV channel,
which features Naik’s preachings, after some
media reports claimed bombers of a Dhaka
cafe that killed 22 people last year were admir-
ers of him.  Islamic State claimed responsibility
for the attack. 

The Malaysian government accommodates
Naik because “he remains a reasonably popular
character amongst Malays, who gloss over his
more controversial aspects,” said Rashaad Ali,
an analyst with S Rajaratnam School of Interna-
tional Studies (RSIS) in Singapore. “If the gov-

ernment were to kick him out of the country, it
causes them to lose religious credibility in the
eyes of the public.”

Facebook photos
At his appearance at the Putra mosque last

month, a female Reuters reporter asked about
the investigation in India. Naik would only say:
“Sorry, it is not right for me to speak with ladies
in public.” Naik did not respond to subsequent
requests for comment from Reuters. Malaysian
Deputy Prime Minister Ahmad Zahid Hamidi told
parliament on Tuesday that Naik, who obtained
permanent residency five years ago, was not
being given “preferential treatment”.

“Over the time spent in this country, he has
not broken any laws or regulations. As such,
there is no reason from a legal standpoint to de-
tain or arrest him,” Zahid said. The government
has not received any official request from India
“related to terrorism allegations involving him”,
he added. Zahid and the prime minister have
both posted photos on Facebook of their meet-
ings with Naik last year in Malaysia. A group of
Malaysian activists has filed suit in the High
Court to deport Naik, saying he is a threat to
public peace in the multi-racial society - about
40 percent of Malaysia’s population is non-
Muslim. The group said it was unaware Naik had
been going to the Putrajaya mosque - or where
he might be in Malaysia.

Officials at the Putra Mosque said Naik has

been attending Friday prayers there for about a
month. He has also been spotted in other
mosques, hospitals and restaurants in the admin-
istrative capital in recent months, according to
witnesses that Reuters spoke to. Naik has in the
past denied India’s allegations. In an interview
with a Kuwaiti television channel in May, he said
he was being targeted by the Hindu nationalist
government of Narendra Modi because of his
popularity. Malaysia’s opposition Islamic Party
(PAS), which has defended Naik in the past, last
week urged the government to disregard any
potential Indian extradition request, saying the
allegations aim “to block his influence and efforts
to spread religious awareness among the inter-
national community.”  — Reuters
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Pakistan ex-PM 
Sharif returns 
to face trial 
ISLAMABAD: Pakistan’s ousted Prime Minister Nawaz
Sharif returned home yesterday to face trial in an anti-cor-
ruption case he calls political revenge but which opposition
leaders have termed as accountability for the rich and pow-
erful. Sharif, who had been in London with his wife who is
undergoing cancer treatment, is due to appear in court on
Friday over allegations linked to London properties the fam-
ily owns, charges that could see the former premier jailed.
Allies of Sharif, who has served as prime minister twice and
was toppled in a military coup in 1999, have called the pro-
ceedings a political vendetta and hinted at intervention by
elements of the powerful army.

Sharif, 67, denounced the process in an interview on
Wednesday in London before flying home. “This case in the
National Accountability Bureau is highly bogus and fake,
which doesn’t have links to corruption,” he told Geo TV,
comparing the process to charges laid against him after
General Pervez Musharraf seized power in 1999. “There is
no kickback or misappropriation of the national exchequer,”
he added.  — Reuters

RAKHINE STATE: Myanmar State Counselor Aung San Suu
Kyi (center) meets with Myo ethnic people in northern
Maungdaw, Myanmar’s Rakhine State yesterday. — AFP 


