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By Katarina Subasic, Rachel O’Brien

Young refugee Shvaib Nazari flicks between his
native Dari and wobbly Serbian language notes
during his first week back at school in Belgrade,

where his family lives in a state of limbo. The 12-year-
old is one of 700 migrant children enrolled for a new
school term in Serbia-far from the image of Europe
that his Afghan family dreamt of when they left home
nearly two years ago.

Since the closure of the “Balkan route” last year, the
country has become a cul-de-sac for around 4,000
migrants, mostly from Afghanistan and Pakistan, who
want to start new lives in the European Union but
cannot cross its borders. Nearly half of them are chil-
dren, whom Serbian authorities-with the support of
UNICEF-are increasingly trying to accommodate at
local schools, despite the difficult language barrier.
“The school is good, the other boys talk quite a bit
and they’re noisy but I don’t pay attention to them,”
Shvaib said.

“They only teach us in Serbian and we don’t under-
stand some things.” But he and his siblings could
answer a few basic questions in the local language,
which they are gradually picking up thanks to extra
classes. Eight family members stay in one clean but
cramped room filled with bunk beds in an asylum
centre on the outskirts of Belgrade, originally built for
refugees in the 1990s Balkan conflicts. Each morning,
four of the siblings take a bus to the nearby Jovan
Cvijic school, one of 47 establishments now enrolling
migrant children throughout the country. 

‘Sense of hope’
“For us it’s a very important step,” said Michel Saint-

Lot, who represents UNICEF in Serbia. “Education is
not only a fundamental right for children, but it offers
an opportunity to give those children a semblance of
normalcy, a structured way of living, a sense of hope.”
Their inclusion in formal education is not without chal-
lenges in non-EU member Serbia, a relatively poor
country of seven million people where the average
monthly wage is less than 400 euros ($480). Many of
the children in transit are “coming with their baggage
of trauma-trauma from conflict, trauma from the jour-
ney, the uncertainty of where, what their life will look
like three months, six months from now,” said Saint-Lot.

Then there is the language issue, exacerbated by a
lack of translators. While his younger sister Zainab sat
through a recent class with an interpreter, Shvaib
attended a music lesson without translation.
Valentina Pandjeitan, head teacher at Jovan Cvijic,
said the newcomers went to the classes that were eas-
ier to follow without fluency, such as music, art and
mathematics. Serbian parents were initially worried
that “teachers would lose time in class and be focused
on migrant children and less on other students,”
Pandjeitan said. But she said the fears proved
unfounded and so “parents made no problems”.

Plans to move  
The goal is to have all 1,500 school-age refugee

and migrant children in Serbia in formal education.
But Shvaib’s father, Zaman Ali Nazari, is skeptical of
their chance to study without better language skills.
“They don’t understand the lessons,” he said. And in
any case, he hopes his family will be able to leave in a
few months’ time to join another 15-year-old son,
who is already in Vienna. All the migrants currently
stranded in Serbia are “taken care of”, with accommo-
dation, food, healthcare and now schooling, accord-
ing to Ivan Miskovic, a spokesman for the Serbian
Commissariat for Refugees. While the size of the tran-
sitory population is stable, he said the average length
of stay had “significantly increased”. Hungary is allow-
ing only around 50 migrants to enter from Serbia
each week, according to the UN’s refugee agency. The
Nazari family hopes its turn will come to leave via this
route in five to six months. 

‘Not the dream country’    
Fearing for his life, the father, a former driver for a

government-run service in Afghanistan, said he had
decided to leave the country after the Taliban
stopped him and stole his cargo. The family from
Kabul left in early 2016 and reached Turkey. From
there they were smuggled by boat to Greece, staying
for a few months because of the closure of the Balkan
route, which by then had been taken by hundreds of
thousands of people. With the help of people smug-
glers the Nazaris moved on to Macedonia and then
Serbia. “During our time here we have not had a sin-
gle bad experience, but our problem is that we can-
not stay,” the 45-year-old said. —AFP
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Why Irma wasn’t as catastrophic in Florida as feared
By Leila Macor, with Kerry Sheridan 

Hurricane Irma was supposed to be a monster
storm, immense and record-breaking in size as it
charged toward Florida packing a punch that

could lay waste to a state that is home to some 20 mil-
lion people. But as the sun rose Monday, floodwaters in
Florida quickly receded, and torn off roofs, tree-dam-
aged homes and toppled boats were limited to isolated
pockets of the state.

Hurricane Irma is blamed for killing at least 40 people
across the Caribbean. Just two deaths in Florida were
reported by state officials Monday.  “I didn’t see the
damage I thought I would see,” Florida Governor Rick
Scott said after an aerial tour of the island chain of the
Keys, which were hit by the Category Four storm early
Saturday. One of the most alarming warnings had to do
with storm surge-a wall of water that rushes over land
during a hurricane and often kills far more people than
the wind. In the end, the surge was “not as bad as we
thought,” Scott added.  Part of the reason Florida
escaped the worst had to do with the path of the storm,
meteorologists said.

Hurricane Irma razed the northern coast of Cuba as a
potent Category Five storm on its way toward Florida,
losing some of its strength in the process.  Its westward
shift, away from Miami, also spared the coastal tourist
haven from the storm’s fearsome right-front quadrant,
with the highest winds and surge potential. “The storm

surge flooding in Miami is a mere fraction of what
would have happened if the core of the storm had been
further east,” tweeted Rick Knabb, former director of the
National Hurricane Center and currently an expert on
the Weather Channel.

Orderly exit 
With weather forecasters warning of the impact to

Florida a full week in advance, many people took time to
shutter their windows and take to highways in search of
safer ground. Five and six days out, Irma looked set to
charge up the east coast of Florida. In the last day or
two, suddenly the Gulf Coast was bracing for the worst.
This uncertainty was unsurprising from a meteorological
standpoint, said Irwin Redlener, director of the National
Center for Disaster Preparedness and professor at
Columbia University Mailman School of Public Health.
“We are way better than we used to be but we are
nowhere near where we could be,” he said. Despite fuel
shortages and traffic bottlenecks, Florida somehow
managed to evacuate six million people from the vul-
nerable coasts-a far larger exodus than any other storm
in recent memory. “The evacuation went more smoothly
than I thought it was going to go,” Redlener added.

While plenty of Floridians chose to shelter in place,
the evacuations likely saved lives and kept first respon-
ders out of harm’s way.Dennis Jones, chief of
Hillsborough County Fire Rescue, which includes the
city of Tampa, said he was “thankful” for those who left

dangerous areas, noting that 260 people had called 911
in the thick of the storm, when emergency crews could
not respond. All those calls were resolved without inci-
dent by early Monday, he said.

The worst to come?
But plenty of challenges remain, and the large

scale of the disaster zone presents its own problems.
“The real test is going to be in the ability to recover
effectively,” said Redlener. Some 5.6 million cus-
tomers-or about 15 million people-are without pow-
er, and officials warn it could be weeks before the
electricity is fully restored. 

“We are worried about flooding, housing, debris
and power restoration,” Homeland Security Advisor
Tom Bossert told a White House press briefing.  “We
haven’t assessed yet entirely what the damage is...
Remember, it’s a peninsula, it is a wider-scale prob-
lem and it has been a larger-swath storm.” 

With water lines and sewers damaged in the Keys,
debris to clear and power infrastructure to rebuild,
Miami Mayor Carlos Gimenez cautioned that the road
to normalcy could be rocky. 

“We now go through the much longer phase, which
is the recovery phase. And believe me, folks, some of
this is going to take a while, especially power restora-
tion,” he said. “But you know what? Inconvenience is a
great thing versus having your home destroyed and
your life significantly altered.” —AFP 

By Anuradha Nagaraj and Zofeen T
Ebrahim

In a dilapidated shelter in south India,
surrounded by squalor, Alakamma Bibi
dials her home in Myanmar every few

hours. All she gets is a beeping tone. In the
two weeks since she first heard of the
upsurge in violence in Myanmar, she has
spent countless hours trying to reach her
parents and siblings, desperate to hear
their voices. “I can’t sleep anymore,” she
said, hunched over a pot of bubbling rice.
“My parents may be dead, you know. They
stayed back because it was home. Now
suddenly there is no place to call home.”

Bibi is one of hundreds of thousands of
Rohingya Muslims who have fled from
Rakhine state in Buddhist-majority
Myanmar since 2012 to other countries,
including Malaysia, Pakistan, India,
Bangladesh, Saudi Arabia and the United
Arab Emirates. In the last fortnight alone,
more than 300,000 Rohingya have fled
across the border to Bangladesh, fleeing an
explosion of violence. Myanmar’s govern-
ment regards the approximately 1 million
Rohingya as illegal migrants from neigh-
boring Bangladesh and denies them citi-
zenship, even though many Rohingya fami-
lies have lived there for generations.

In retaliation for attacks by Rohingya
insurgents on police posts and an army
base, the Myanmar army and Buddhist vigi-
lantes have mounted a campaign of arson
aimed at driving out the minority group,
human rights monitors and fleeing
Rohingya say, a charge the Myanmar gov-
ernment denies. Pockets of Rohingya com-
munities are dotted around South Asia,
with exiles anxious for news of their rela-
tives back in Myanmar.

In an alleyway in the garbage-strewn
Hundred Quarters in Karachi, Hamida, who
was born in the Pakistani city but speaks flu-
ent Burmese and only a smattering of Urdu,
has been reading verses from the Koran,
praying for an end to the persecution of her
Muslim relatives in Myanmar. “My cousins
fleeing from their village have told us many
of our relatives have been butchered, even
small babies,” said    Hamida, aged in her 40s,
adding many had asked for help. “We know
they desperately need money, but we our-
selves live hand to mouth,” said the mother

of seven whose fisherman husband Majid is
often out of work.

Houses torched
The United Nations’ top human rights

official on Monday slammed Myanmar for
conducting a “cruel military operation”
against Rohingya Muslims in Rakhine state,
branding it “a textbook example of ethnic
cleansing”. In southern India, Bibi’s mobile
phone is full of video clips and Whatsapp
messages describing the unfolding horror.
“We hear some are hiding in forests, their
houses burnt down, their children killed,”
Bibi told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.
“We had farms, a proper home, livestock.
Look at where I live now - in dirt, with no
savings, no hope and no future if this con-
tinues,” said Bibi. 

In the run-down cyclone shelter in
Kelambakkam that now serves as a refugee
centre, Rohingya families are constantly on
their phones, desperately dialing in to
Myanmar, hoping someone will pick up at the
other end. Mohammad Yusuf, 30, managed to
get a call through to his ageing father last

week. “My mother and sister are missing,” said
Yusuf, just back from work as a daily laborer.
“My father said he was alone and dying. There
is destruction everywhere, he told me. The
few men left in the village are just about sur-
viving, eating once every three days.”

‘Tenfold more brutal’
On a Karachi backstreet, Hamida’s

father-in-law, Saeed Islam, relives the terror
of his own getaway from Myanmar 40 years
ago every time he sees video clips of the
current violence on his son’s mobile phone.
The older members of Karachi’s Rohingya
community fled Myanmar, formerly Burma,
when the military seized power in a 1962
coup, escaping on foot or by boat to
Bangladesh, which was then East Pakistan.
Eventually, they made their way to Karachi. 

“We were told we should go to a Muslim
country - like Pakistan - as there was no
place for us in Myanmar. But what is hap-
pening now is tenfold more brutal,” he said,
in broken Urdu. “They will wade through
rice paddies, and uneven and rocky moun-
tainous terrain; some will come in boats

over the river,” said Islam, who took the
same path himself decades ago.

“We were 200 people, all related, but 15
of them were my immediate family includ-
ing my wife Aisha and Majid, then aged just
five,” he said pointing to his wife and son
sitting by his side. From Bangladesh they
crossed northern India and reached the
port of Karachi after a three-month trek.
“We travelled with just the clothes on our
back, begged for food on the way and slept
along the wayside. We crossed borders ille-
gally during the night,” said Islam. “The eld-
erly and the sick died on the way.”

Uncertain future
The Rohingya in Karachi largely work on

fishing boats, or clean the catch brought by
fishermen who set sail from the nearby
Korangi Creek. Like the Rohingya in south-
ern India, they live in uncertainty, on the
margins of society. Most of them are state-
less as they cannot obtain Pakistani identity
cards, essential for opening bank accounts,
enrolling into school, using public hospi-
tals, and even getting a job.

In India’s Kelambakkam, the Rohingya
work as ragpickers and casual laborers. As
well as the violence in Myanmar, they are
also following the Indian government’s
talks on deporting them with concern. “We
are from Myanmar, but have no documents
that recognize that fact,” said Yusuf, taking
out papers carefully preserved in a plastic
folder. “All we can do now is pray for the
safety of those back home and hope the
Indian government does not deport us.”

Recalling his own flight from Myanmar
in 2012, Yusuf said it had taken a year to
reestablish contact with his family after he
crossed over to Bangladesh and then made
his way to India. “My son Abu was born
here, in this Kelambakkam refugee shelter. I
had hoped to take him home one day,
show him the house I grew up in, the
streets I played in, the mosque I went to
pray in. Now, he may never know where he
is from and what can be worse than that,”
Yusuf said, sitting on the steps to his clut-
tered and cramped room. On the door
behind him, scrawled in chalk is “Allah hu”.
“It’s all about keeping the faith now,” said
Bibi, the woman stirring a pot of rice. “And
so we pray for peace back home.”— Reuters

Pain and despair as Rohingya families 
in India and Pakistan watch from afar

TEKNAF, Bangladesh: Men prepare food for Rohingya refugees, who crossed the bor-
der from Myanmar, in the Bangladeshi city of Teknaf. Ordinary citizens have turned
out in droves to volunteer in a kitchen that provides hot meals to Rohingya
refugees, joining an army of ordinary Bangladeshis pitching in as aid agencies strug-
gle to cope with an overwhelming tide of desperate civilians. —AFP 


