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The football team went into the cave on June 23 after a

training session and became stranded when heavy rains cut
them off from the entrance. Rescuers found their bicycles,
football boots and backpacks near the cave’s entrance and
discovered handprints and footprints further in. At 10 kilo-
meters long, Tham Luang cave is one of Thailand’s longest
and one of the toughest to navigate, with its snaking cham-
bers and narrow passageways. A sign outside the site
warns visitors not to enter the cave during the rainy season
between July and November. — AFP 

Miracle rescue: 
Boys trapped in...
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A March poll found 74 percent of French people
against selling weapons to Saudi Arabia and 71 percent
were against supplying to the United Arab Emirates.
Humanitarian groups say Paris is violating the Arms
Trade Treaty it ratified in 2014, which requires
exporters to ensure their weapons will not be used for
human rights abuses.

A group of four NGOs also denounced on Monday
the surge in French arms exports to Egypt, including

surveillance equipment it says President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi’s government is using to “eradicate all forms of
dissent and citizen action.” Their statement came as
Egypt’s Defense Minister Mohamed Zaki made an
official visit to France, just a week after French
Foreign Minister Jean-Yves le Drian met Sisi in Cairo
last week.

But the defense ministry rejected such claims in its
annual report. “These exports are carried out within a
strict legal framework. They scrupulously respect to
the letter the treaties and international commitments”
signed by France, it said. The ministry also rejected 50
export contracts, mainly to governments in Central and
Southern Asia. Defense chief Florence Parly will pres-
ent the report during an audition Wednesday with law-
makers, some of whom are pushing for more parlia-
mentary control on arms sales. — AFP 

France’s arms exports
halved; Middle...

SAMARA: Brazil’s forward Neymar (right) scores a goal during the Russia 2018 World Cup round of 16 football match between Brazil and Mexico yesterday. —  AFP (See Page 28) 

KUALA LUMPUR: They may lack the glitz and
glamour of the World Cup, but football clubs for state-
less Rohingya refugees in Malaysia offer something
more-a 90-minute reprieve from a grinding existence
on the fringes of society. Malaysia is home to more
than 70,000 people from the Muslim minority who
have fled discrimination and persecution in predomi-
nantly Buddhist Myanmar, often enduring horrific jour-
neys at sea to escape. 

And while many struggle to eke out a living and are
deeply scarred by the traumas of their past, football
offers a welcome respite from cold, hard reality.  On a
scruffy patch of ground on the outskirts of Kuala
Lumpur surrounded by dilapidated buildings, those
painful memories seem a world away as players pass
the ball and take shots before a small crowd of spec-
tators. “Football takes away all of my stress for 90
minutes,” Mohamad Ishak, a 17-year-old team mem-
ber, told AFP. “It helps you to forget some of your
problems.” Nine teams took part in a recent tourna-
ment to mark the major Islamic festival of Eid-al-Fitr.
There was a particular buzz as the tournament coin-
cided with the World Cup.  Play was punctuated by
excited chatter about the latest matches in Russia and
many wore shirts of their favorite teams, from
Argentina to Germany.  

Some expressed the hope a Rohingya team might
one day compete in the world’s most prestigious foot-
ball tournament-an unlikely dream for an ethnic group
that doesn’t even have a country to call home.
Relatively affluent Muslim-majority Malaysia has long
turned a blind eye to the influx of Rohingya. Despite
not officially being allowed to work, they have become
a cheap source of labor in menial jobs, from cleaning to
laboring on building sites.  And while life is better than
in Myanmar, getting by in Malaysia can still be tough
for the Rohingya, who have no access to basic services
such as education and healthcare.

In 2015 the Rohingya Football Club (RFC) was set
up to give members something constructive to do in
their free time, and provide some release from unfulfill-
ing, insecure existences. Other Rohingya clubs have
since sprung up across the country, playing against
each other or local Malaysian sides. The three-day Eid

tournament gives the mostly young men something
positive to focus on at a time when they may be miss-
ing family members back home and dwelling on dark
memories, organizers say.

RFC secretary Mohammed Faruk said it is common
for Rohingya to have flashbacks to traumatic experi-
ences, such as military crackdowns back home that
have driven one million members of the minority into
vast refugee camps in neighboring Bangladesh. “There
are a lot of Rohingya who lost their parents, who lost
their siblings, who lost their homes,” the 23-year-old
said. “It’s really awful when they think about their
past.” Rakhine in western Myanmar, the Rohingya’s
home state, has been repeatedly rocked by intercom-
munal violence over the years and the minority has
often been targeted by the army and Buddhists.

Myanmar does not recognize Rohingya as citizens
and officials often refer to them as “Bengalis”, reflect-
ing a widespread belief they are immigrants from
Bangladesh. In the most recent violent convulsion,
some 700,000 Rohingya fled Myanmar after the mili-
tary launched a brutal operation against insurgents in
August that the US and the UN have labelled ethnic
cleansing. The UN has said there are possible “hall-
marks of genocide” with refugees bringing with them
consistent testimony of murder, rape and arson,
although few of the Rohingya in Malaysia are believed
to be from this latest wave.

Faruk wants to take a Rohingya squad to the
CONIFA World Football Cup, a biennial competition
for teams sidelined by the official competition, which
includes sides representing minorities, isolated
dependencies and cultural regions. Beyond easing
day-to-day frustration, playing football has helped to
tackle prejudice and break down barriers between
Rohingya and the local population.  “It eliminates dis-
crimination,” said RFC’s Ishak, adding he had got to
know many Malaysians through football. The Rohingya
in Malaysia have had more reason to be optimistic
recently-a surprise change in government at elections
in May has brought to power an administration more
sympathetic to their plight.

The new government pledged in its manifesto to
ensure the “legal right to work” of refugees in the
country, which-if honored-could help Rohingya find
better opportunities than the few low-paying sectors
currently willing to hire them. Mohamad Younus, a 44-
year-old Rohingya watching the tournament, was
philosophical about the lack of current opportunities in
Malaysia. “Our country is already finished. Here in
Malaysia, young people don’t have proper work
either,” he said, welcoming the power of football to
help younger refugees. When they play, “at least they
have something positive in their minds,” he said.— AFP 

In WCup’s shadow, 
Rohingya refugees 
find freedom on 
the pitch

BARAKIN LADI: At the small mosque in Luggere, nes-
tled in an ethnic Fulani village surrounded by rolling green
hills, an unusually large crowd has gathered for Friday
prayers. Luggere’s population has doubled in recent days
to accommodate people who fled two neighboring vil-
lages that were attacked by armed men early last week.
The attacks on the Fulani appeared to be reprisals for the
June 23 massacre, where more than 200 ethnic Berom
people, mostly Christian farmers, were killed. 

“On Monday we were at home when people came and
started shooting and burning our houses, food stores and
shelters,” said Harira Ibrahim, 35, who fled with her hus-
band and 10 children. “We have nothing there, our broth-
ers gave us some mattresses and clothes. We can’t even
go back home because the militias are still around.” Over
the past week, nearly 500 people have arrived in Luggere
and have been sleeping in the classrooms of the school.
Police confirmed the attack although they did not give a
death toll but the influx has been largely ignored by
Nigeria’s media, which instead has focused on the week-
end massacre. 

The attack is part of an increasingly bloody cycle of
violence between two communities over access to
resources throughout Nigeria’s central belt: Christian
farmers, who claim indigenous privilege, accuse Muslim
herders of ransacking their crops with their cattle and try-
ing to grab land.  Meanwhile, the herders say that the
farms are encroaching on their traditional grazing routes
that they need to access in order to survive. In the
Pleateau region, many of the cattle herders are semi-
nomadic, raising livestock as well as farming, and claim
years of service on the fertile land where corn, yams and
all kinds of fruit and vegetables grow.

Adam Musa, 52, was born in Luggere, just like his
father and grandfather before him. “I don’t understand
what is going on. When I was young, the Berom gave us

their children for rearing because of unemployment,”
said Musa.  On the potholed road leading to Luggere,
several Berom villages were abandoned in a hurry.  In the
yards of burnt-out houses, strewn with broken glass and
plastic, the only occupants are a handful of chickens and
frightened dogs.  Fulani faces drop at the mention of the
attacks against Christians. No-one says they know the
identity of the assailants. The attack was brutal: the per-
petrators torched homes with families inside and killed
very young children, according to multiple witnesses
interviewed by AFP.

According to one local official of the main Nigerian
livestock union, the attack happened after a series of
assaults on the Fulani since April.  “Not less than 500 cattle
were rustled by the Berom and from the ambushes and
killings of our herdsmen in the bush (...) we are looking for
almost 70 people dead, all of them have been killed,” said
Abubakar Gambo, of the Miyetti Allah Breeders Cattle
Association of Nigeria (MACBAN). “This is how the situa-
tion started and how it went out of control.” The Fulani are
often described as invaders who come to “Islamize” the
Christian areas of Nigeria, especially by newspaper colum-
nists with reference to Usman dan Fodio, a Fulani jihadist
who founded the Sokoto empire in the 19th century. 

With the election of President Muhammadu Buhari, a
Muslim Fulani, in 2015, the stigmatization has worsened.
Detractors blame northerners and the Fulani of pursuing a
secret program to eclipse the predominantly Christian
south. Buhari’s slow response to condemn the killings,
which have steadily been increasing across the country for
the last year, as well as the inability of security forces to
protect lives, has fuelled frustration and resentment.  He
has been criticized for having appointed mainly Hausa and
Fulani people to key positions in the army and police,
which has encouraged impunity.

“In fact the herders are being seriously discriminated
(against),” said Gambo, adding that the community feels
marginalized and children have difficulty accessing educa-
tion. At the end of the 1980s, the government set up
“nomadic schools” in rural areas to combat illiteracy. Yet
all that progress is under threat as a result of the latest
outbreak of violence, Gambo said. “Luggere school, it is
the community that gathered and built it, not the govern-
ment,” he said. — AFP 

Nigeria’s Fulani 
say they are being 
vilified for violence

LUGGERE, Nigeria: A Fulani woman walks through the Fulani village of Luggere, in the Barkin Ladi area in
Plateau State. Plateau State in Nigeria has seen days of violence where more than 200 people have been killed
in clashes between Berom farmers and Fulani herders. —  AFP 


