
Sitting on the terrace of a Paris cafe, a young
Chinese woman glances nervously at her mobile
phone as a message from a police officer in her

native Xinjiang region pops up. A member of China’s
Muslim Uighur minority, Mariem travelled halfway
around the world to study in France, but has found her-
self pulled into a mass security crackdown under way
back home. “They want to know where I live, what I
do, how I spend the weekend. They want me to give
them information about Uighurs here. They threaten
my family who beg me do do what they ask,” she said,
visibly stressed.

Mariem is one of several
ethnic Uighurs in France who
shared accounts of harass-
ment by Chinese authorities
and expressed concern for
missing family members
caught up in sweeping securi-
ty operations back home. All
their names have been
changed to protect their iden-
tity. AFP saw messages sever-
al Uighurs received from the
authorities on China’s messaging application WeChat.
“Do you have your degree now?” one officer asks a
student. “Send me your address and tell me who you
work for and what your degree is,” reads another mes-
sage. “Why don’t you send photos?” another person
returning from holidays is asked.

‘Orwellian society’ 
On Monday, Chinese officials were grilled by a UN

human rights committee in Geneva over reports that it is

holding up to one million Muslims, mostly Uighurs, in
camps under cover of a massive anti-terrorism drive.
China has pointed to a series of attacks in Xinjiang by
suspected Islamist radicals in recent years as justifica-
tion for a draconian clampdown in a region with a long
history of tensions with Beijing.

But it has called the reports of internment camps
“completely untrue”, saying that the “education and
training centers” to which “minor criminals” are
assigned serve merely “to assist in their rehabilitation
and reintegration”. Several NGOs and China experts

believe that what is under way
is far more sinister, saying
accounts from former
detainees and official docu-
ments point to a massive pro-
gram of political and cultural
indoctrination.

Last year, China banned
“abnormally long” beards and
Muslim veils in Xinjiang and
ordered all car owners in the
region to install GPS tracking
devices. In December, New

York-based Human Rights Watch reported that Xinjiang
authorities were planning to collect biodata from all res-
idents. “An Orwellian society has been put in place in
Xinjiang,” Thierry Kellner, a politics professor at
Belgium’s Universite Libre de Bruxelles specializing in
China and the Muslim world, told AFP.

A report published by US-based security analysis
group Jamestown Foundation in May estimated that “at
least several hundred thousand and possibly just over
one million” people had been interned as part of a

“pacification drive”. “This is unprecedented and
exceeds anything that China has done in any other
region including Tibet,” the report’s author, Adrian Zenz,
told AFP. Surveillance of overseas Uighurs is also “a
very common practice”, Kellner said. Questioned about
the allegations the Chinese foreign ministry said it was
“not aware” of any such practices.

Passport ‘blackmail’ 
Nijat, a young man who arrived in France on a stu-

dent visa in 2007, deleted his WeChat account after
getting a call from a person claiming to be a police offi-
cer who asked for a copy of his passport and visa. “He
said if I didn’t cooperate my family would get into trou-
ble,” he told AFP. For months now he has been without
news of his sister and his parents, who asked his brother
in Canada to stop calling home, fearing the contact was
inviting unwelcome attention.

At a Uighur rally in Paris in July, AFP also met Adil,
who held aloft a photograph of his grandmother and
brother, who he claimed were being held in camps in
Xinjiang. Adil first moved to Turkey, which has close
religious and cultural ties to Xinjiang. But after Turkey
began cracking down on “anti-Chinese” forces at
Beijing’s request he fled to France, leaving behind
another brother, of whom he also has no news. Mariem
says her family is also in the state’s sights. One of her
brothers has been arrested and the other has disap-
peared. “I cannot get hold of him. When I ask about him
I get conflicting information. I think he has been sent to
a camp,” she said. She fears she could face a similar fate
if forced to return home to renew her passport, a serv-
ice usually available to overseas citizens through their
embassy but which has been denied to her. — AFP 
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Washington Watch

By Dr James J Zogby

This past week the New York Times ran an arti-
cle, “Israeli Airport Detention of Prominent US
Jew Prompts Uproar,” focusing on the airport

harassment received by Peter Beinart, a prominent
liberal writer and TV commentator. The article men-
tioned a number of other American Jews who were
similarly detained and questioned about their political
views regarding Israel’s occupation policies.  

While I was pleased that Israel’s policy of airport
interrogations was receiving critical attention, I was
distressed that the article made no mention of how
Israel has, for decades, meted out far harsher treat-
ment to Arab Americans flying into Ben Gurion Airport
or crossing the Allenby Bridge. The Times’ piece also
failed to note the extent to which the US government
is responsible for the brazenness of Israel’s impunity in
its continued mistreatment of US citizens. 

As readers of my column may recall, I have been
dealing with this issue for four decades. I have, myself,
been subjected to hours of frustrating and humiliating
interrogations by Israeli officials (even when I was
entering the country on official business in my capac-
ity as Co-Chair of Builders for Peace, a project creat-
ed by then Vice-President Al Gore). 

Since the 1970s I have logged with the State
Department the complaints of hundreds of American
citizens of Arab descent traveling to, or within Israel
and the Occupied Territories. These included reports
of: Being detained for hours of questioning; being
denied entry and forced to purchase a ticket to return
home; being forced to surrender their American pass-
ports and made to secure, against their will, a
Palestinian ID document; being denied permission to
exit; being strip searched; or having their possessions
stolen or deliberately destroyed by Israeli airport
inspectors. 

The stories, many of them recent and posted on
the website of the Arab American Institute are deeply
hurtful and demeaning. Because these practices are
so systematic, many Palestinian Americans who have
experienced this treatment have simply stopped
going to the occupied lands to visit their families. 

What has been especially galling has been the fail-
ure of the State Department to hold Israel account-
able for these behaviors which are in clear violation of
their treaty obligations to the US. In the 1951 US-
Israel Treaty of Friendship, Commerce, and
Navigation, Israel pledges to permit US citizens “to
travel freely, to reside at places of their choice; to
enjoy liberty of conscience” and to guarantee them
“the most constant protection and security”. As many
Arab Americans, especially those of Palestinian
descent, can testify, this treaty has been “honored
more in the breach than in the observance”.

We have also been angered by the State
Department’s failure to deliver on the assurance
implied by the message found on the opening page of
every US passport: “The Secretary of State of the
United States of America hereby requests all whom it
may concern to permit the citizen/national of the
United States named herein to pass without delay or
hindrance and in case of need to give all lawful aid
and protection”. 

Impunity 
Instead of protecting its citizens and insisting that

Israel honor its treaty obligations, US officials have all
too often feigned powerlessness, thus enabling Israel
to continue to violate the rights of Arab Americans
with impunity. In effect, they have allowed Israel to
define distinct classes of American citizenship:
Unquestioning Jewish Americans; Jewish Americans
and others who challenge their policies; and, at the
lowest rung, Americans of Arab descent. 

Especially hurtful to Arab Americans is the travel
advisory issue by the State Department that warns
American citizens who have Arabic names, especially
those of Palestinian descent, should expect to be sin-
gled out for different treatment on entry to Israel -
amounting an “official” acceptance of Israel’s discrim-
inatory policy.  I have sat with Secretaries of State
and National Security Advisors and presented them
with documentary evidence of this Israeli abuse. They
have expressed outrage and assured me that they
would raise the issue “at the highest levels” with their
Israeli counterparts. They have done so and reported
back to me of the assurances they received. 

In spite of this, the systematic discrimination
against and humiliation of Americans of Arab descent
not only continues, it has worsened. It continues
because after the initial protest is ignored by Israel,
my government has shrugged its shoulders as if to say
“We tried. There is nothing more we can do”. Well
there is more they can do. They simply cannot or will
not muster the political courage to protect the rights
of my community when Israel is concerned. 

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of
the Arab American Institute

Exiled Uighurs feel state’s long reach

Murders leave 
Rohingya camps 
gripped by fear

Aspate of bloody killings is fuelling
unease in the Rohingya camps on
the Bangladesh-Myanmar border,

where overstretched police are strug-
gling to protect nearly a million trauma-
tized refugees from violent gangs. Just
1,000 police officers guard the
labyrinthine shanties that make up the
giant camps and authorities want to
more than double the force in the wake
of the murders. Three respected commu-
nity leaders are among those slain in
what police suspect is a power struggle
between Rohingya gangs in the refugee
slums in camps around Cox’s Bazar.

One, Arifullah, was stabbed 25 times
on a busy road in June and left in a pool
of blood. The other two were killed in
their shacks just days apart by masked
assailants. Police in the crime-ridden
Cox’s Bazar district are investigating 21
refugee murders, many in recent
months, which they blame on score-set-
tl ing and turf wars. Many in
Kutupalong, the world’s biggest refugee
camp, and others nearby, say the
unchecked violence leaves Rohingya
families at the mercy of criminals.

Cashing in on misery 
“When the gangs come into the

camps, people call the police. But they
only arrive after the criminals are gone,”
said 16-year-old Runa Akter, whose
father disappeared in July with a relative
who was later found dead. Police only
filed a case after her uncle’s body was
found, she said. “We are scared. We are
especially worried about my brother,

because there have been threats to kid-
nap and kill him,” the anxious teenager
told AFP. “I don’t want to lose anyone
else in my family.” 

A police investigator, SM Atiq Ullah,
said no suspects had been identified so
far. Criminals have long preyed on the
Rohingya camps however. Police say
refugees with ties to Bangladeshi drug
and human trafficking networks have
sold Rohingya girls into sex and recruit-
ed mules to courier methamphetamine.
The scourge has intensified since an
army crackdown in Buddhist-dominated
Myanmar drove nearly 700,000 of the
stateless Muslim minority into
Bangladesh last year. 

Hundreds of Rohingya refugees have
been arrested since the August influx
for rape, drug offences, human traffick-
ing and weapons possession, among
other crimes. Afruzul Haque Tutul, a
senior police officer who until mid-
August was deputy chief of Cox’s Bazar,
said gangs cashing in on the human
misery were extorting “huge money”
from new refugees desperate for land,
shelter and food. 

Savage beating 
Internal feuds over territory quickly

turn deadly. Among the bodies was
Arifullah, one of the “mahjis” or commu-
nity leaders tasked with overseeing day-
to-day camp affairs. As an English
speaker, he met with dignitaries and
liaised closely with police - a position of
power Tutul says could have irked rivals.
Arifullah’s wife blamed Rohingya mili-
tants for the death of her husband who
was surrounded and stabbed by a group
of men. She told AFP that Arifullah was a
“big critic” of the Arakan Rohingya
Salvation Army (ARSA), the shadowy
group whose attacks in Myanmar
sparked the military reprisals.

Bangladesh denies the militants have
a foothold in the camps and the group

distanced itself from crime in a rare
January statement issued after two
mahjis were murdered. “It is very chal-
lenging, and sometimes threatening,
being a mahji,” said Arifullah’s right-
hand man, Abdur Rahim, who took over
four days after his friend’s killing.

Just a day earlier, a mahji in a neigh-
boring camp was savagely beaten by a
mob but there were not enough police to
deter violence, he told AFP in his bam-
boo office in Balukhali camp. Tutul said
patrols had been increased but forces
were spread thin. Some 1,500 additional
officers had been requested from Dhaka,
he added. “Definitely it’s a huge task. We
are trying our best to control the area,”
he told AFP. As the body count climbed,
Bangladesh’s Daily Star newspaper in
July printed an editorial declaring it
“amateurish to hope that less than 3,000
police would be enough” to guard one
million desperate people. The murders
and other unexplained crimes have erod-
ed trust in law enforcement and under-
scored gaps in policing.

Scared to talk 
On one recent visit, AFP reporters

saw a police unit armed with shotguns
and sticks patrol a camp near where two
men were found dead in July. But a com-
munity leader, who requested anonymity,
said: “There are no police after midnight.
Even during the day, during their shifts,
they often stay in their posts.” Few offi-
cers speak the Rohingya language, fur-
ther hampering inquiries. Fear has kept
mouths shut. “That is why Rohingyas do
not come forward. They are scared. In
your town, if criminals or terrorists or
robbers were there, definitely you will be
scared,” Tutul said.

Aid groups are installing floodlights
to improve safety, especial ly for
women, and police check posts are
planned for vulnerable areas of the
dense slums. But Mohibullah, an influ-
ential Rohingya leader, said policing
such ghetto-like conditions was diffi-
cult and crime was inevitable. “It is
very bad,” he told AFP. “But, we think
the refugee life is like this.” — AFP 
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This photo taken on July 18, 2018 shows Bangladeshi police patrolling in a Rohingya
refugee camp in Teknaf. — AFP 


