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COX’S BAZAR: A total of 87,000 mostly
Rohingya refugees have arrived in Bangladesh
since violence erupted in neighboring
Myanmar on August 25, the United Nations
said yesterday, amid growing international crit-
icism of Aung San Suu Kyi. Thousands of the
stateless Muslim minority have fled mainly
Buddhist Myanmar and poured over the bor-
der since the latest round of fighting broke out.

Their arrival has piled yet more pressure on
already overcrowded camps in Bangladesh
and raised fears of a humanitarian crisis as aid
agencies struggle to cope with the influx of
mainly women and children. Around 20,000
more were massed on the border waiting to
enter, the UN said in a report. Dhaka stepped
up border controls after the latest round of
violence, but one Bangladeshi border guard
told AFP the sheer number of people desper-
ate to enter the country from Myanmar’s west-
ern state of Rakhine had made it impossible to

keep them out.
“It is bigger than the last time,” said the

guard, who asked not to be named, referring
to the influx of refugees that followed an out-
break of violence last October. “If it continues
then we will face serious problems. But it’s
impossible to stop the flow: these people are
everywhere.” Many of the new arrivals lacked
shelter from the heavy monsoon rains, and an
AFP reporter said hundreds of new makeshift
shelters had sprung up on the outskirts of the
existing camps in recent days.

“It has been raining frequently since last
week. We have to keep our children safe from
being sick,” said Amena Begum, a newly
arrived mother of five. Rakhine has been a cru-
cible of religious violence since 2012, when
riots erupted. Scores of Rohingya were killed
and tens of thousands of people-most of them
from the Muslim minority-were forced into dis-
placement camps. But the current round of

fighting, which broke out when Rohingya mili-
tants ambushed security installations, is the
worst yet. Myanmar’s army has said nearly 400
people have died in the fighting that ensued,
including 370 Rohingya militants.

‘Shameful treatment’ 
Yesterday the office of Myanmar’s de facto

leader Suu Kyi said the military had fought 90
separate clashes with Rohingya militants since
the ambushes. In a statement it said more than
2,600 homes had been destroyed in Rohingya
villages and 138 houses had been destroyed in
non-Muslim villages-blaming the fires and oth-
er damage entirely on the militants. Suu Kyi is
under increasing fire over her perceived unwill-
ingness to speak out against the treatment of
the Rohingya, who are viewed as interlopers in
Myanmar.

The Nobel peace laureate, a former political
prisoner of Myanmar’s junta, has made no pub-

lic comment since the latest fighting broke out.
“Over the last several years I have repeatedly
condemned this tragic and shameful treat-
ment,” Pakistani activist and fellow Nobel
peace prize laureate Malala Yousafzai said in a
statement about the Rohingya crisis on Twitter.
“I am still waiting for my fellow Nobel laureate
Aung San Suu Kyi to do the same.”

The crisis threatens Myanmar’s diplomatic
relations, particularly with Muslim-majority
countries in Southeast Asia where there is pro-
found public anger at the treatment of the
Rohingya. Indonesia’s foreign minister Retno
Marsudi met Suu Kyi as well as Myanmar’s
army chief General Min Aung Hlaing in
Naypyidaw yesterday to press for greater
efforts to alleviate the crisis.

Bangladesh, already home to an estimated
400,000 Rohingya before the latest influx, has
also come in for international criticism for
pushing people back to Myanmar. Rights

groups say this is a contravention of its inter-
national obligations. Yesterday officials on the
small island of St Martin’s nine kilometers off
Bangladesh’s coast said authorities had forced
2,011 Rohingya seeking refuge there to leave.
Elected official Farid Ahmed said children were
among the refugees who were rounded up on
Sunday evening before being taken back to
Myanmar by boat.

“Rohingya children were crying. But it is the
government order. What can we do?” Ahmed
told AFP. “They (Rohingya) said, where should
we go? They (Myanmar forces) were killing us
there. Our houses were burnt. They were firing
at us.” Scores of people have drowned while
attempting to flee the violence, which also
killed or displaced ethnic Rakhine Buddhists
and other tribal groups allegedly targeted by
Rohingya militants. The refugees say that
many young Rohingya men have stayed
behind to fight. — AFP 
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BEIRUT: Syria’s army battled the Islamic State
group on the edges of Deir Ezzor yesterday,
seeking to break the siege of a government
enclave and oust the jihadists from a key
stronghold. The jihadist group has already lost
more than half of its nearby bastion of Raqqa
to attacking US-backed forces, and the loss of
Deir Ezzor city and the surrounding oil-rich
province would leave it with only a handful of
isolated outposts.

Deir Ezzor province borders Iraq, where IS
has also been expelled from former strong-
holds Mosul and Tal Afar. The jihadists hold
large parts of Deir Ezzor province, and more
than half the provincial capital Deir Ezzor city,
the remainder of which is controlled by the
government and under IS siege. Syrian troops
backed by ally Russia have been advancing
towards Deir Ezzor city on several fronts for
weeks, and overnight they reached the
Brigade 137 base on its western edge, a moni-
tor said. The Britain-based Syrian Observatory
for Human Rights said Syrian troops outside
and inside the base were battling to break the
IS siege of the base. “There have been multiple
collapses of the Daesh (IS) line in western Deir

Ezzor province, allowing the army to move
quickly and arrive 10 kilometers from the
besieged forces,” a military source told AFP.

Residents celebrate 
“The siege on the government troops will

be broken within hours,” he added. Syrian
state media also reported the army was
advancing towards the besieged base, which
is adjacent to parts of the city still under gov-
ernment control.  Provincial  governor
Mohamed Ibrahim Samra, quoted by state
news agency SANA, said besieged residents
were already celebrating as the army neared.
“Yesterday Deir Ezzor city saw celebrations
and rejoicing among all segments of society
ahead of the expected victor y with the
advance of the Syrian Arab Army to the out-
skirts of the besieged city,” he said.

IS seized large parts of Deir Ezzor province,
including its many oilfields, in mid-2014 as it
rampaged across Syria and Iraq. By early 2015 it
had also seized parts of Deir Ezzor city and laid
siege to the remaining parts of it under govern-
ment control. The siege tightened further earli-
er this year, when IS advanced and cut the gov-

ernment-held parts of the city in two, with a
southern section by the key military airport
now divided from a northern sector. An esti-
mated 100,000 people remain in government-
held parts of the city, which had a pre-war pop-
ulation of some 300,000. The Observatory esti-
mates more than 10,000 people may live in the
parts of the city held by IS, although precise
information is hard to come by.

Humanitarian crisis    
The siege has created a humanitarian crisis

in the city, with food and medical shortages
and soaring prices. The government has
brought supplies in by helicopter, and the
United Nations has periodically airdropped
humanitarian aid, but the situation remains
difficult for those under siege. Conditions are
also reportedly dire for civilians trapped in IS-
held parts of the city, with activists also report-
ing food and medical shortages as well as
water and electricity cuts.

Syria’s army has been advancing towards
Deir Ezzor on several fronts in recent weeks,
including from the west through neighboring
Raqqa province, and from the south via central

Homs. Observatory director Rami Abdel
Rahman said forces advancing from the south-
west were now less than 20 kilometers from
the key Deir Ezzor military airport and are also
advancing from the north towards the city.
Capturing Deir Ezzor would be a key gain for
Syria’s government, which has scored a series
of military victories in recent months with
Russian support. It has moved quickly towards

the city, seeking to head off potential rival
advances by US-backed fighters including the
Kurdish-Arab Syrian Democratic Forces
alliance which is conducting a separate battle
to oust IS from the city of Raqqa. More than
330,00 people have been killed in Syria since
the conflict began with anti-government
protests in March 2011, before spiraling into a
multi-front civil war. — AFP 
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DEIR El-ZOUR: This photo released on Sunday, Sept 3, 2017 by the Syrian official news
agency SANA, shows Syrian troops and pro-government gunmen standing near military
vehicles. — AP   

(Clockwise from top left) A local resident chats slogans during a mass protest in Chechnya’s provincial capital Grozny; an activist of ultra-leftist organization enacts a scene of a tortured Rohingya in a street play to protest against the persecution
of Rohingya Muslims near Myanmar Consulate in Kolkata; a Muslim woman shouts slogans as she holds up a poster bearing a defaced portrait of Myanmar’s State Counsellor Aung San Suu Kyi during a rally against the persecution of Rohingya
Muslim minority, outside the Myanmar’s Embassy in Jakarta; Mohammad Osama, 16, center right, and Amanullah, 28, center left, show their bullets wound outside Sadar hospital, in Cox Bazar, Bangladesh.— AP photos  


