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With Rohingya gone, Myanmar ethnic 
Rakhine seek Muslim-free ‘buffer zone’

‘Rakhinisation’ plan to upend the demography 
KOE TAN KAUK: Buddhist flags hang limply from bamboo
poles at the entrance to Koe Tan Kauk, a “model” village for
ethnic Rakhine migrants shuttled north to repopulate an
area once dominated by Rohingya Muslims. The new
arrivals are moving to parts of Rakhine state mostly
“cleared” of its Rohingya residents, whose villages were
bulldozed and reduced to muddy stains on a landscape of
lush farmland. The Rakhine migrants, who come from the
poor but relatively stable south, are-for now-few in number.

But they carry great
expectations as the pio-
neers of a donor-led
“Rakhinisation” plan to
upend the demography of
the once majority-Muslim
area.  “We were really
afraid of those Kalars and
didn’t plan to come here,”
Chit San Eain, a 28-year-
old who has moved with
her husband and toddler
into a basic hut in Koe Tan
Kauk tells AFP, using a
pejorative term for
Muslims. “But now that they are no longer here, we have
the chance to meet again with our relatives who live up
here,” she added, the ruins of a Rohingya settlement lying a
few kilometers away.

Nearly 700,000 Rohingya have been driven from
northern Rakhine into Bangladesh since August 25 last year
by a Myanmar army offensive against Muslim militants.
Another 300,000 Rohingya were pushed out from the
south and centre of Rakhine by army campaigns stretching
back to the late 1970s. The UN has branded last year’s mili-
tary crackdown ethnic cleansing, with a top official saying
it carried all the “hallmarks of genocide.” Myanmar vigor-
ously denies the allegations and says refugees are welcome
to return. But so far it has agreed to allow back only 374 of
8,000 refugees whose names have been put forward for

the initial phase of repatriation.  Many traumatized
Rohingya in Cox’s Bazar camps are also refusing to be
repatriated to Rakhine-where holding camps and hostile
neighbors await them. In their absence a blizzard of devel-
opment projects, government and army-sponsored or pri-
vately funded, are transforming northern Rakhine. Taking
space vacated by fleeing Rohingya is an old game in a state
seen as the frontline of a Buddhist nation’s fight against
encroaching Islam.  “The military has been engineering the

social landscape of north-
ern Rakhine State so as to
dilute the Rohingya pop-
ulation since the early
1990s,” says Francis
Wade, author of
“Myanmar’s Enemy
Within: Buddhist Violence
and the Making of the
Muslim ‘Other’”.

The Muslim minority
are denied citizenship and
labeled “Bengalis”, out-
siders who-the logic runs-
have successfully been

pushed back to their country of origin. In a pattern with
echoes of “the Israeli settler project in the West Bank”
Buddhist communities then move in, altering the “facts on
the ground” gradually rubbing out Muslim rights to the land,
he added. “I’d expect to see more Buddhists settle there
over the coming years. And then we’ll forget what the area
once was, and that process of erasure will be complete.”

Rohingya out, Rakhine in 
Chit San Ean is the beneficiary of the Ancillary

Committee for the Reconstruction of Rakhine National
Territory in the Western Frontier (CRR), a private scheme
established shortly after the refugee crisis began.  In a zone
under a strict army lockdown the resettlement plan could
not fly without military consent.

Funded by ethnic Rakhine donors, the CRR’s ambition is
to establish a “Muslim-dry” buffer zone running the nearly
100 kilometers from state capital Sittwe to Maungdaw
town, according to Oo Hla Saw, a Rakhine MP who advises
the committee. “All of this area was under the influence of
Muslims. After the military operations, they had to flee... so
we have to establish this area with the Rakhine population,”
he said. The CRR will fund jobs and homes “so this little
population can grow and grow,” he added.  

It’s a trickle so far, with around 64 households-some 250

people-moved by the CRR, with 200 more families on a
waiting list. They are among the poorest of the poor, mostly
daily wage laborers from Thandwe around 600 kilometers
to the south or squatters from Sittwe. Two village tracts,
Koe Tan Kuak near Rathedaung and Inn Din near
Maungdaw, have been designated for the scheme so far. The
army concedes the second site was the scene of extrajudi-
cial killings of Rohingya captives as violence engulfed the
region last August.  Koe Tan Kauk was a similarly mixed
settlement of Buddhist and Muslim homes.—AFP
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RATHEDAUNG, Myanmar: Rakhine villagers walk past homes in Koe Tan Kauk village, Rathedaung township in
Myanmar’s Rakhine State.—FP 

A library 
in Haiti: A 
community 
effort
CITE SOLEIL: Book by book, and
with donations large and small-some
from people who are illiterate-a library
is taking shape in one of the poorest
places in destitute Haiti. Cite Soleil, a
slum in the capital Port-au-Prince that
is home to half a million people, used
to be known for how dangerous it was
as gangs fought each other in its nar-
row alleys for control of the neighbor-
hood. That violence ended about two
years ago, and one of the young men
living in the slum came up with the
idea of building a place for people to
read and learn.

“The youths who were fighting
each other reached an understanding.
They wanted peace. So we said we
needed to create a movement to get
guns out of kids’ hands and replace
them with books,” said Joseph
Benson, 27.  Access to education is
weak in Cite Soleil, which opens onto
Port-au-Prince Bay-it has only one
public high school. Nationwide, half
of all Haitians cannot read or write,
according to the UN children’s
agency (UNICEF).

Over the years, Haiti has seen
many social development projects win
financing from non-governmental
organizations or foreign countries but
many did not make it off the drawing
board. Of those that did, many fizzled
out due to lack of public support. The
youths behind the library project
were acutely aware of this, and went
directly to the people of Cite Soleil.

“We decided we had to get everyone
in Cite Soleil involved. So we took to
the street and started asking for
donations,” said Benson.

‘Everyone needs to participate’ 
The name of the project features

the Creole word ‘konbit’, which recalls
collective work done in the country-
side in this Caribbean country, the
poorest in the Americas. Over the
course of a year, the equivalent of
around $74,000 and some 10,000
books have been collected.
Construction began a month ago. The
library complex will include a confer-
ence room, a cafeteria and a comput-
er lab, and the completion date is
unclear. The total budget for the proj-
ect will be about $500,000 so
fundraising is ongoing-and easier as
residents see the project unfold.

Everybody who donates gets their
picture taken. Help is also coming in
from foreigners. The donating spirit has
even hit a police station across the

street from the job site: it is donating
water for two months to help prepare
cement. An officer assigned to Cite
Soleil has become one of its biggest
champions. “As I am directly involved in
security issues, I understand the need
to reach out to young people,” said
Ricardo Antonio Joseph, who belongs
to a unit specializing in crowd control.

Joseph finagled a donation of 550
books from a publishing house where
he has contacts. More than 4,000
donors altogether have chipped in
toward building the library. “If we want
calm to remain here, everyone needs to
participate. It’s not just the job of elect-
ed officials or residents of Cite Soleil,
but it’s everyone’s responsibility,” said
Joseph. Louino Robillard, one of the
leaders of the project, said he has been
moved by donations from the poorest
of Haitians. “What has really pleased
me and motivated me are people who
do not know how to read but who still
give money and say, ‘Here are my 50
gourdes. —AFP

Australia warns on 
encrypted apps as 
Southeast Asia vows 
terror cooperation
SYDNEY: Use of encrypted messaging apps to plan ter-
rorist attacks is the greatest threat facing intelligence
agencies in modern times, Australia warned yesterday as
Southeast Asian leaders vowed closer cooperation to
counter extremism. An ASEAN-Australia special summit in
Sydney heard that use of the “dark web” was a spiraling
problem and countries in the region must work together to
keep on top of it.

Australia’s Home Affairs Minister Peter Dutton told the
meeting “the use of encrypted messaging apps by terror-
ists and criminals is potentially the most significant degra-
dation of intelligence capability in modern times”.  He said
the only way to deal with the problem, and the increasing
use of the internet by groups like Islamic State to radicalize
and recruit new members, was together.  “We have to be
constantly alert, constantly working with our neighbors in
the region,” said Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull, pointing
to the increasingly trans-national nature of terrorism.

“Sharing of intelligence is critically important. As we all
know, what may appear to be a not especially important,
not especially consequential piece of intelligence, may be
the piece that connects the jigsaw for somebody else’s
investigation. “Trust, sharing, collaboration, it is absolutely
critical.” Leaders of the Association of Southeast Asian

Nations signed a memorandum of understanding after a
day of counter-terrorism talks, agreeing to work together
to develop “best practice counter-terrorism legislation”. 

They also agreed to regional dialogues and workshops
covering electronic evidence, financial intelligence, and
ways to tackle online radicalization. Canberra is already
helping Southeast Asian states choke terrorist financing and
counter violent extremism. The problem has been exacer-
bated by jihadists now being forced out of Syria and Iraq
with the Islamic State caliphate mostly crushed, and into
other countries.  The issue was driven home last year when
pro-Islamic State militants seized the southern Philippine
city of Marawi, with Australia aiding Manila to win it back.

‘Warped and evil’ 
Malaysian Prime Minister Najib Razak praised

Australia’s initiative to strengthen cooperation, and said
countering online extremist propaganda was especially
critical. “This is our new main battleground, to win the
hearts and minds of our youth through social media, so
that they do not easily succumb to the warped, perverse
and evil ideology of Daesh,” he said, referring to Islamic
State.  Najib added that “the more we work together on
these issues the more successful we will be”. “The more
united we are, the more effective we will be in combatting
this terrible and inhumane scourge. None of us is safe from
it but together we will be safer.”

Australia has suffered six terror attacks in recent years
and disrupted 14 more, including a plot to bring down a
plane departing Sydney.  In response, Canberra has con-
solidated key functions such as national security, immigra-
tion, counter-terrorism, cyber-security, and border pro-
tection under a newly-created Home Affairs department,
headed by Dutton. —AFP

Officials scramble 
to make Trump-Kim 
summit a reality
WASHINGTON: Senior officials staged a flurry of calls
and top-level meetings on Friday as they scrambled to
make a proposed nuclear summit between US President
Donald Trump and North Korea’s Kim Jong Un a reality.
There was no immediate breakthrough, but North Korea’s
foreign minister was to remain in Stockholm into Saturday
for further talks with Swedish leaders, as the Scandinavian
intermediary strives to pave the way for talks that could
end a threat of nuclear war. From Washington, Trump
called his South Korean counterpart Moon Jae-in, whose
government last week passed an apparent summit invita-
tion to Trump from Kim. Trump accepted on the spot and
triggered a race to set a credible agenda for what could be
a historic breakthrough.

Rampant skepticism
At the same time, foreign ministers Kang Kyung-wha of

South Korea and Taro Kono of Japan were in Washington
for talks at an under-staffed US State Department, left in
turmoil by Trump’s abrupt and brutal Twitter-sacking of
former secretary of state Rex Tillerson. “I think we’re cau-
tiously optimistic that the talks will happen and that this
will be a breakthrough for a peaceful resolution of the
North Korean nuclear issue,” Kang told the PBS
NewsHour. 

The abrupt decision to accept the summit has triggered
much skepticism from Korea observers but, after his call
with Moon, Trump’s White House remained cautiously

optimistic that his strategy of making military threats
backed by crippling real-world sanctions had forced Kim’s
hand. Trump and Moon “agreed that concrete actions, not
words, will be the key to achieving permanent denu-
clearization of the Korean peninsula, and President Trump
reiterated his intention to meet with North Korean leader
Kim Jong Un by the end of May,” the White House said.  

“The two leaders expressed cautious optimism over
recent developments and emphasized that a brighter future
is available for North Korea, if it chooses the correct path.”
Before a date or a venue for the summit can be set, North
Korea will have to publicly confirm that it sent the invita-
tion and intends to honor it, by attending a meeting to dis-
cuss giving up its nuclear arsenal. There had been specula-
tion that Pyongyang might do so Friday, when Ri Yong Ho
met Swedish Prime Minister Stefan Lofven and Foreign
Minister Margot Wallstrom, but afterwards Swedish offi-
cials said the talks would be extended into Saturday.

Sweden has longstanding ties with North Korea. Its
diplomatic mission in Pyongyang, which opened in 1975,
was the first Western embassy established in the isolation-
ist country and now represents US, Canadian and
Australian diplomatic interests, with Sweden playing a key
liaison role. Ri and Wallstrom dined at the foreign ministry
on Thursday evening, then met again on Friday at Villa
Bonnier, a lavish building near the US embassy used by the
government for official functions. “It was a good and con-
structive atmosphere. We’ll see what happens next,”
Wallstrom told reporters after Friday’s talks. Ri made no
comment as he left.

“If we can use our contacts in the best way, we will do
so,” Wallstrom said, noting the situation on the Korean
peninsula was “of interest to us all.” Ri’s delegation includ-
ed Choe Kang Il, deputy director general of the foreign
ministry’s North America section. —AFP

PORT-AU-PRINCE: Workers are seen during the construction of the
library ‘Konbit bibliotek Site Soley’ in a neighborhood of the commune
of Cite Soleil, in the capital of Haiti Port-au-Prince. —AFP 


