
KUTUPALONG, Bangladesh: Mohammed
Jubayed came into the world shortly after mid-
day in a baking hot military tent in the chaos of
a vast refugee camp in Bangladesh, now home
to nearly a million Rohingya. Just an hour earli-
er, a cycle rickshaw had pulled up carrying his
young mother Hasina Aktar clutching her
stomach and moaning in pain in the throes of
labor with her second child. The United
Nations says pregnant or breastfeeding
women account for one in 10 of the estimated
520,000 Rohingya who have arrived in
Bangladesh over the last six weeks after flee-
ing an upsurge in violence in neighboring
Myanmar.

Victims of one of the worst humanitarian
crises of the 21st century, these women and
their newborn babies are even more vulnerable
than most to the desperate conditions in the
camps, where even getting food and clean
water is a battle. Many expectant mothers
have walked for days to reach safety in
Bangladesh, often without adequate food or
water. Aid workers say some are bleeding to

death in the camps, where most endure child
birth without medical help.

Two older women help Hasina, 20, walk the
few steps from the rickshaw to the tent, a
makeshift delivery clinic that has just been put
up by Bangladeshi soldiers in Kutupalong, the
largest of the camps on the border with
Myanmar. Inside, the heat is almost unbear-
able. Hasina lies on a single mattress on a lino
floor, her hands gripping the side of the tent as
she writhes in pain, small beads of sweat gath-
ering on her skin. One nurse holds her down by
the feet when the pain becomes too much;
another fans her with sheets of paper. Hasina’s
mother-in-law Fatima, who is 40 but looks
much older, is the only relative present. She
crouches by Hasina’s side and strokes her hair
to try to calm her. —AFP 
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YANGON: Pope Francis will push for peace
during his visit to mainly-Buddhist Myanmar,
a church official said yesterday, a trip that
plunges the pontiff into the centre of a sim-
mering religious conflict which has sparked
an exodus of Muslim Rohingya. Myanmar’s
western Rakhine state has been torn apart by
communal bloodshed, sending more than
520,000 Rohingya racing over to neighbor-
ing Bangladesh since
late August.

The leader of the
world’s Catholics will
visit both nations on a
highly charged trip in
late November-
although there are
currently no plans to
stop in str i fe-torn
Rakhine or the
refugee camps in
Bangladesh. “We don’t know yet what will be
in his speech... but he is coming for the sake
of the country and he will be talking about
peace,” Father Mariano Soe Naing, a
spokesman for the Catholic Bishop’s
Conference of Myanmar, said.

“There won’t be any interfaith meetings (in
Myanmar) because of the lack of time,” he
added. He will talk with de facto leader Aung
San Suu Kyi, a Nobel peace prize laureate
who has sparked international dismay for her
perceived lack of sympathy towards the
Rohingya and unwillingness to condemn
alleged atrocities by the army.  The UN has
accused Myanmar’s military of using a crack-

down on Rohingya militants to violently expel
the entire Muslim minority-a persecuted
group the Pope has previously called “broth-
ers and sisters”.

Authorities have denied that charge and
accused Rohingya insurgents of terrorizing
ethnic Rakhine Buddhists and Hindus in
Rakhine. Any further comments from the Pope
seen as expressing support for the Rohingya

could provoke a back-
lash from the
Buddh i s t -ma jor i ty
public, who loathe the
Muslim minority and
have rai led against
global support for the
group.  Some 200,000
people are expected
to attend a mass led
by Francis in
Kyaikkasan Grounds, a

stadium in Yangon, Father Mariano added.
After Myanmar the Pope wil l  head to
Bangladesh, which has had to absorb more
than half a million Rohingya refugees in
squalid border camps, putting a significant
strain on the two countries’ ties.

Good and peaceful people   
Myanmar has a small roughly half a million

Catholic population, mainly in the remote
north. The Southeast Asian nation and the
Vatican only established full diplomatic rela-
tions in May, shortly after Suu Kyi met Pope
Francis during a European tour. That visit was
overshadowed by her country’s treatment of

the Rohingya, who are denied citizenship and
have previously been displaced in huge num-
bers by communal violence and army cam-
paigns. Only weeks before the meeting
Francis described the Muslim minority as
“brothers and sisters” who were being tor-
tured and killed for their faith. He added they
were “good and peaceful people who have
suffered for years”.That puts Francis at odds
with many inside Myanmar, where anti-
Rohingya hatred has festered for years.

Many, including the army and government
officials, refuse to use the term Rohingya and
instead insist the group are illegal “Bengali”
immigrants. “This is a Buddhist country so I
don’t understand why the Pope should come
here,” Maung Thway Chon, the founder of a
newly-formed ultra-nationalist political party,
said. “People are very angry about what he
said about Bengalis,” he added. Others in
Yangon, Myanmar’s largest city, welcomed
the pontiff as a potential ally.  —AFP 

Pope to visit Myanmar as 
anti-Rohingya hatred seethes

Pope to hold talks with Aung San Suu Kyi

ROME: Pope Francis leads a mass on the occasion of the
Centenary of the Congregation for Oriental Churches, at the
Santa Maria Maggiore basilica in Rome. —AFP

In the chaos of
Bangladesh’s 
refugee camps, a
baby is born

BANGLADESH: Bangladeshi doctor
Mahzabin Hoque holding newborn
baby Mohammed Jubayed in
Kutupalong refugee camp. — AFP
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DHAKA: Bangladesh has banned three Islamic
charities from working with Rohingya
refugees, a lawmaker said yesterday, amid
concerns displaced Muslims in camps along
its border could be radicalized. Mahjabeen
Khaled, an MP from the ruling Awami League,
said the international charities Muslim Aid and
Islamic Relief, and Bangladesh-based Allama
Fazlullah Foundation, had been blacklisted
from the Rohingya refugee camps in south-
ernmost Cox’s Bazar district.

Khaled, who sits on the parliamentary
standing committee on foreign affairs, said no
specific allegations had been leveled at the
charities. But authorities were “scrutinizing
and screening” all aid agencies wanting to
contribute to the massive relief effort in Cox’s
Bazar, where more than half  a mil l ion
refugees had fled to squalid camps since
August. “We want to monitor who is giving
aid, and why, for security reasons. Who are
funding them, and what they are going to do
with the money?” Khaled said.

“They (Rohingya) are vulnerable. A lot can

be done with this Rohingya people. We want
to be careful,” she said, adding it would be
“easy” to lure the refugees to militancy.
Waseem Ahmed, a director of Islamic Relief,
said any allegations of misconduct by the
charity were “baseless and misguided”.
“Since we are still awaiting approval from the
government and haven’t started any projects
yet in the camps, it would be completely
unwarranted to tag us with any activities that
we haven’t conducted,” he said. 

Bangladesh has heavily curtailed access to
the Rohingya camps in recent years, but eased
restrictions last month after more than
520,000 new refugees poured across the
border. The government’s NGO Affairs Bureau
approved 30 local and global aid groups to
meet “emergency needs” in the overwhelmed
camps, which already housed about 300,000
Rohingya before the latest influx.

Before that, just four international chari-
ties-including Doctors With Borders (MSF)
and Action Against Hunger (ACF) — were
permitted to operate in the sensitive border
district. Khaled said Muslim Aid had also
been banned from working in the refugee
camps in 2012, when tens of thousands of
Rohingya Muslims fled a separate surge of
violence in neighboring Myanmar.
Bangladesh authorities are reluctant to dis-
cuss their reasons for curbing access to the
camps, but fears prevail that anger among the
displaced Rohingya could be exploited by
extremist networks. —AFP 

Bangladesh bans
three Islamic
charities from
giving Rohingya aid


