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Catalogue of abuse: Seeking 
justice for fleeing Rohingyas

COX’S BAZAR: Cross-legged in a windowless,
almost pitch-black bamboo shack, the investiga-
tor pressed record on a video camera and asked
the young Rohingya woman to describe the
night the Myanmar soldiers came. “They broke
down our door. They took my husband outside
and shot him,” recalled the 20-year-old, one of
around 700,000 Rohingyas driven from
Myanmar into Bangladesh a year ago. “Then
they killed my son. Four of them raped me,” said
the woman, who cannot be named for legal rea-
sons, only her eyes visible beneath a veil cover-
ing her face, as the monsoon rain fell outside. 

Different teams of investigators in the world’s
biggest refugee camp in Bangladesh, home to a
million people, have been quietly documenting
what the Myanmar Muslim minority suffered in
2017. From seasoned professionals working for
governments, the UN and international rights
groups, to grassroots volunteers armed with pen
and paper, a trove of evidence is being amassed
which it is hoped will help bring the Rohingya
some justice.

Another of those giving testimony is
Nurjahan, whose husband and son were also
murdered. She has taken it upon herself to
secure justice for them and for all the girls in
her village raped at gunpoint. She was among
the first of 400 Rohingya women to put their
inked thumbs to a legal document formally
requesting a probe by the International
Criminal Court (ICC). The group of largely illit-

erate women she is part of, Shanti Mohila
(“Peace Women”), has also collected victim tes-
timonies and signatures to lobby the ICC thou-
sands of miles away. “We’ve lost our sons. Our
daughters have been violated. We want justice
for them,” the 45-year-old said.

Unique approach
The only other Rohingya submission before the

world’s only permanent war crimes court is for the
victims of Tula Toli, a Myanmar village whose
Muslim inhabitants were rounded up and method-
ically slaughtered on August 30, 2017. Some testi-
mony for a broader enquiry has already reached
The Hague, where the ICC is being urged to
investigate crimes against humanity, something
that Myanmar denies. There is a new Myanmar-
led commission to examine abuses, but this has
been denounced by many observers as an empty
stunt that will fail to establish accountability. A
handful of soldiers have been charged by
Myanmar for involvement in a single massacre but
UN special rapporteur Yanghee Lee has tempered
expectations that Myanmar’s generals would stand
trial anytime soon.

Myanmar is not a signatory to the court but
ICC prosecutors and human rights lawyers have
taken a unique approach by arguing that the
crime of deportation was not complete until the
Rohingya crossed into Bangladesh. And as
Bangladesh is an ICC signatory, they say the
court has jurisdiction. A pre-trial chamber of

ICC judges is reviewing the unprecedented
request, alarming Myanmar which voiced “seri-
ous concern”. “They do feel some threat from
this. I think that’s important,” said international
lawyer Megan Hirst from Doughty Street
Chambers in London, who is representing the
Tula Toli villagers at the ICC.

How many babies?
Back at the camps in Bangladesh, another of

those painstakingly pulling together evidence is
Osman Jahangir, a field investigator from
Bangladeshi rights watchdog Odhikar. His grim
questions hint at the savagery of the violence.
“Where did the gasoline come from? How many
soldiers raped you? Did you see how many
babies were thrown in the river?” he asked
refugees. In a dark tent, Jahangir jotted down the
coordinates of a Rohingya village on Google
Earth. Where possible, he also gathers medical
records and smartphone footage. In partnership
with Hong Kong’s Asian Legal Resource Centre,
some of the findings were sent to the ICC. There
are plans for a formal submission once rigorous
field work is complete. “I have studied the
Bosnian war. There was a trial. They were held
responsible,” Jahangir told AFP. “I really hope
we can bring justice to the Rohingya.”

The NGOs and volunteer groups lack the
resources and expertise of UN fact-finders or
the US State Department, which sent veteran
investigators to interview more than 1,000

refugees this year. Justice experts also worry that
amateur efforts to gather testimony risk contami-
nating evidence and undermining prosecutors in
the event of a trial. But that does not dampen zeal
in the camps. “Nobody can deny this,” said com-
munity leader Mohibullah as he scrolled through
a database of abuses uploaded by Rohingya vol-
unteers onto an ancient laptop, detailing gang

rapes, torched mosques and murders.
Lawyers representing the Rohingya are qui-

etly optimistic the ICC will decide it can investi-
gate. “But whether that means anybody will any-
time soon end up in the dock, is a less optimistic
prospect,” said lawyer Wayne Jordash from
Global Rights Compliance, who is representing
the Shanti Mohila group. — AFP

COX’S BAZAR: A Rohingya refugee stands on a path in the Nayapara refugee
camp near Cox’s Bazar yesterday. — AFP 

‘They killed my son. Four of them raped me’

Hero dog saves family 
NEW DELHI: A family in the flood-ravaged Indian
state of Kerala narrowly escaped death after their pet
dog woke them up moments before a landslide
destroyed their home, local media reported yester-
day. Mohanan P and his family were sleeping at home
in the mountainous Idukki district when their pet dog
started barking raucously at around 3:00 am, waking
the household. “That’s when we realized something
was wrong. I went out to see and we had to just rush
out of the house,” Mohanan told Indian news network
NDTV. No sooner had the family rushed out when
the landslide ploughed down a nearby hill and demol-
ished their home. The family, dog in tow, have since
moved to a government-run relief camp nearby. Flash
floods triggered by the annual monsoon rains have
pounded the southern tourist hotspot in the past few
days, killing 39 people and leaving 100,000 more
homeless so far. — AFP 

Heathrow passport queues 
LONDON: Passengers arriving at London’s Heathrow
Airport had to queue at passport control for up to
two-and-a-half hours in July, official figures showed,
sparking further criticism from aviation chiefs about
delays caused by Britain’s border regime. The Border
Force missed its 45-minute or less target for passport
check wait times for 95 percent of visitors from out-
side the European Economic Area (EEA) on all but
one day last month, according to the data obtained by
UK-based airline Virgin Atlantic. Queues were longest
on July 6 when non-EEA visitors had to wait for up to
two hours and 36 minutes at Heathrow, Europe’s
busiest airport. The boss of Virgin Atlantic called the
queue times “unacceptable”, adding to criticism from
the chief executive of British Airways, who said last
week that Heathrow’s queues were worse than at oth-
er major world airport. — Reuters

Five crew members die 
DUSHANBE: Three Russian climbers and two Tajik
crew members have died in a helicopter “hard land-
ing” in Tajikistan’s remote mountainous region, emer-
gency services said yesterday. Twelve other climbers
and a third crew member survived the accident,
which took place on Sunday at 1130 GMT, and were
evacuated from the site for medical treatment,
authorities said. Of the 12 surviving climbers, all are
Russian except for a Belarusian and a Spanish nation-
al. The site where the Mi-8 chopper crashed is some
480 kilometers east of the capital Dushanbe in the
Pamir range, a key tourist destination. Emergency
services said the climbers had been climbing the
Ismoili Somoni mountain, which was once known as
Peak Communism and used to be the highest in the
Soviet Union. — AFP 

Romania probes violence 
BUCHAREST: Romania has opened an enquiry into
alleged police violence at a mass anti-corruption
protest against the leftwing government that left hun-
dreds injured last week, military prosecutors said yes-
terday. Some 80,000 people - many of them
Romanians living abroad - demonstrated late Friday in
Bucharest, accusing the government of corruption and
urging it to resign. Police used water cannon, tear gas,
pepper spray and batons to disperse the crowd. More
than 450 people, including 30 police, were hurt and
around 30 arrested, leading to widespread criticism.
Smaller protests followed Saturday and Sunday-albeit
without any violence-with another one expected late
yesterday.  —AFP 

Record ecstasy haul 
PHNOM PENH: Cambodian authorities seized nearly
100 kilograms of ecstasy hidden in pet food shipments
from Germany, police said yesterday, after charging a
Chinese national in connection with the record haul.
The suspect, identified as Yao Zeye, was arrested on
August 7 after coming to the Phnom Penh central post
office to pick up the boxes, said National Anti-Drugs
Authority deputy secretary-general Mok Chito. In total
98 kilograms of MDMA pills-better known as ecstasy-
were discovered in the shipment, which was intended
for distribution locally and in Vietnam. — AFP

News in brief

9 die in Taiwan 
hospice blaze
TAIPEI: Nine people were killed and 30
injured in a blaze that broke out yesterday
at a hospice for the terminally ill near
Taiwan’s capital Taipei, fire officials said.
All of the 44 people inside, including 33
patients, were evacuated after the fire
started at the hospice on the seventh floor
of a nine-storey government hospital in
New Taipei city. Sixteen patients had car-
diac arrests and seven were revived. The
other nine died with the cause of death
given as smoke inhalation, according to the
local fire department. New Taipei fire
department official Hung Liang-chien told
reporters an initial probe showed that the
fire was likely caused by the short circuit
of an electrical device.

“We are clarifying whether it’s the pow-
er cable of the hospital’s electric bed or an
air cushion bed brought in by relatives” of
a patient, he said. One caregiver working in
the hospice reported seeing a spark on the
bed where the fire started, according to

local media. Local fire chief Huang Te-
ching earlier denied reports the sprinkler
system had malfunctioned. “The sprinkler
device was on but there’s some distance
between its location and where the fire
started so the fire couldn’t be immediately
put out,” he told reporters. He added that
authorities were also examining why there
was a nine minute delay by the hospital in
reporting the fire.

CCTV footage on local media showed
staff rushing through the hospice corridors,
carrying patients out in their arms or in
wheelchairs to evacuate them after the fire
broke out. The injured were rushed to sev-
eral nearby hospitals, with 11 listed as in
serious condition. 

Premier William Lai apologized to the
public and gave his condolences over the
tragedy. “We will review the cause of the
incident to prevent a similar situation from
happening again,” he said. 

There have been nine hospital fires in
Taiwan in the past decade claiming 37
lives. The worst was in 2012 when a cancer
patient set a fire in a nursing facility in
southern Tainan city that killed 13 people
and injured 60 others. The arsonist was
sentenced to death. — AFP 

Arrested and
killed: Inside
Bangladeshi PM’s
war on drugs
DHAKA: Bangladesh police arrested Riazul
Islam as he was walking home from his in-
laws’ house. At 3:15 am, he was shot dead
in a sandy field beside a set of railroad
tracks north of Dhaka. Police say he was
killed in a gunfight with other drug dealers,
and they recovered 20 kg of marijuana
from the site. His parents say the officers
extorted money from them and then killed
him. “I knew my son was in police custody.
All of a sudden my son was dead. I couldn’t
believe it. 

The police took money and they still
killed him,” said his mother, Rina Begum.
Bangladesh is the newest frontline in state-
backed drug crackdowns in Asia, and Islam
is one of more than 200 people shot dead
by police in Bangladesh since May, when
Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina announced
the campaign. Critics say the crackdown
reflects Hasina’s increasingly authoritarian
rule ahead of a general election, due by
December. That was also shown in its
response to recent student demonstrations
over road traffic deaths, including the use
of rubber bullets and the arrest of a promi-
nent photographer. 

Hasina emphasized that the police and
intelligence agencies would now tackle the
drug problem in the same tough way they
had countered violent extremism in recent
years. Such campaigns can be popular with
voters as has been shown by President
Rodrigo Duterte’s bloody drug war in the
Philippines. Hasina’s office did not respond
to questions about whether the drugs cam-
paign was a populist ploy.

The bodies appeared rapidly after
Hasina’s pronouncement. And, just like the

Philippines, the killings appeared to follow
a script: suspects died in “gunfights”, typi-
cally at night, and weapons and drugs were
found nearby. In more than a third of the
211 killings recorded by Dhaka-based
human rights group Odhikar since mid-
May, the suspects were arrested before
they were killed.

The police are overseen by Home
Minister Asaduzzaman Khan, who denied
the police were executing suspects. “Our
law enforcement people don’t kill, they
don’t execute anyone. It is impossible. If
they do so they will be fired at that
moment,” he told Reuters. “It is not a law-
less country.” After Islam was arrested,
according to the police report, officers
took the “top terror” of the neighborhood
to the field beside the railroad tracks to
draw in and arrest other drug dealers. 

The other dealers “sensed” the officers’
presence and began firing randomly, and
“to save life and government property”, the
officers fired back. “Roni was shot and fell
down. He died on the spot,” according to
the report, which said two officers were
wounded. Islam’s autopsy report, read to
Reuters by a hospital official, noted that a
single bullet entered his head near his left
ear and exited near his right. Each of the
two officers were treated for small areas of
tenderness and swelling on one of their
hands, according to records at another
hospital.

None of the six witnesses in the police
report saw Islam die, they said. One of the
six, handyman Mohammad Bappy, who
lives at the edge of the field where Islam
was shot, snapped photos of Islam’s dead
body. One of the pictures shows blood on
the ground beneath Islam’s head. “There
was no gun,” he said. “If there had been a
gunfight we would have heard lots of firing
from two sides. That didn’t happen.” Kamal
Hossain, the officer in charge of the opera-
tion, said drug use leads to crime and
arrests don’t work. “They come out on bail
and they do the same thing, selling and
using drugs,” he said. “Every drug dealer
should be killed. — Reuters

NEW TAIPEI CITY: Photo shows bed-ridden patients in the lobby of a hospi-
tal in New Taipei City after being evacuated following a fire on the seventh
floor of a hospice.  —  AFP 

Bangladesh
puts top 
photographer 
behind bars
DHAKA: Award-winning Bangladesh pho-
tographer Shahidul Alam was in jail yester-
day, 10 days after being arrested following
an interview with Al Jazeera about massive
student demonstrations, police said. Alam,
63, who accused police of assaulting him in
custody and was earlier sent to a hospital
for a check-up following an order from the
high court, was taken to a magistrate’s court
late on Sunday. “The court then sent him to
jail,” police official Moshiur Rahman said.

Another police officer told the local
Daily Star newspaper that Alam would be
kept in prison until the completion of the
probe into his charges. Alam was accused
of making “false” and “provocative” state-
ments on Al Jazeera and on Facebook Live
as tens of thousands of students protested
in Dhaka in late July and early August. He
also published photos of the demonstra-
tions. Alam told Al Jazeera that the protests
were the result of pent-up anger at an
“unelected government... clinging on by
brute force” that has looted banks, gagged
the media and is steeped in corruption.

He is being investigated for allegedly
violating Bangladesh’s internet laws, enact-
ed in 2006 and sharpened in 2013, that
critics say are used to snuff out dissent and

harass journalists. Alam - whose work has
appeared widely in Western media and
who founded the renowned Pathshala
South Asian Media Institute - faces a max-
imum 14 years in jail, along with others who
have been charged with breaching the laws
in the wake of the protests. The renowned
photographer told reporters outside court
last Monday that he had been beaten so
badly in police custody that his tunic need-
ed washing to get the blood out.

New York-based Human Rights Watch
and London’s Amnesty International have
demanded his release, and yesterday
United Nations human rights experts
echoed these calls. “The arrest and alleged
ill-treatment of Mr Alam is extremely wor-
rying and takes place in a general context
of a crackdown against young students and
others calling for better public governance,
reforms and justice in Bangladesh, includ-
ing media workers and other civil society,”
said the experts in a statement. The experts
were special rapporteurs on human rights,
freedom of expression and arbitrary
detention, respectively Michel Forst, David
Kaye and Seong-Phil Hong.

‘Spreading rumors’
Alam’s arrest capped a turbulent week

in Bangladesh as students poured onto the
streets in Dhaka and elsewhere for nine
straight days after two teenagers were
killed by a speeding bus. Last weekend the
demonstrations turned violent as some
protestors vandalized and torched vehicles
and police used tear gas and rubber bul-
lets. Mobs allegedly aligned with the gov-
ernment and wielding metal rods attacked
demonstrators, journalists and even the US
ambassador’s car. — AFP


