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KUTUPALONG, Bangladesh: It takes a few moments to
sift through the years of chaos and dislocation before
Rohingya refugee Robi Alam settles on the Muslim holi-
day of Eid al-Fitr, Aug 2012, as the last time he saw his
seven brothers together in Myanmar. “We were still a
family then under one roof, in one country,” the 16-
year-old says, from his current home - a bamboo shack
in a Bangladesh refugee camp. By then Myanmar had
already lurched into a dark new phase of an old conflict
between their Muslim Rohingya minority and the
Buddhist ethnic Rakhine.

Violence unravelled after the alleged rape and murder
of a Buddhist woman by Rohingya men; neighbor turned
on neighbor as villages across Rakhine state were set
ablaze. Still, where they could, Rohingya families cele-
brated Eid, the end of the fasting month of Ramadan.
Robi recalls being carried on his older siblings’ shoulders
as they went door-to-door through the village of Yae
Twin Kyun in Maungdaw district gorging on snacks.

Nearly six years on, the eight brothers are now split
across four countries: Bangladesh, India, the United
States and Myanmar. One is in a Myanmar jail, another
has vanished on the treacherous trafficking route south -
a painful family history that traces the key events in the
dispossession of the Rohingya in Myanmar, and their dis-
persal overseas. When the brothers were last united, in
2012, there were around 1.2 million Rohingya living in
Rakhine state. Now fewer than a third remain. 

Myanmar, which denies the Rohingya citizenship,
drove most of the minority out in October 2016 and
August 2017 in army-led crackdowns that the United
Nations has said may amount to “ethnic cleansing”.
Separated from their four older brothers, the younger
siblings - Robi, Jaber, 18, Hashim, 17, and Faiz, 12 - are
starting new lives as refugees. For now, home remains a
10-metre (30 foot) hut covered by a UN-branded tar-
paulin in the Kutupalong camp, which the brothers share
with 15 other relatives including their mother. “We can’t

work here, it’s a place we know nothing about,” says
Robi. “But how do we go back to Myanmar again?”

Mohammad Rashid 
The first of the brothers to f lee Rakhine was

Mohammad Rashid. It was early 2013, and by then condi-
tions described as “apartheid-like” by Amnesty
International were biting hard, with Rohingya locked out
from hospitals, schools and their own farms. Worn down
by the asphyxiating security controls, Rashid crossed the
Naf River into Bangladesh, paying a broker 30,000 taka
($355) to take him to Malaysia, where menial jobs await
Rohingya.

Robi shows a photo on his mobile phone of the 25-
year-old on the day of his departure - staring confidently
back, an arm slung around a cousin. “We haven’t heard
from him since.” Rashid disappeared as a transnational
trafficking network was at its peak, spinning a fortune
carrying a desperate human cargo of Rohingya and
Bangladeshi economic migrants south by sea.

They docked in Thailand, where gangs - including a
powerful  southern army general  -  corral led the
migrants overland to Malaysia. That escape route col-
lapsed in May 2015, when shallow graves of migrants
were found pitting the hills along the Thai-Malaysia
border. Authorities closed in on the traffickers, who
abandoned migrant boats in the Andaman Sea, leaving
starving and dehydrated passengers to drift south,
hoping for rescue by Thai, Malaysian and Indonesian
authorities. No one knows exactly how many died in
the migrant camps or at sea.

Abdur Rashid 
His older brother had disappeared, but Abdur Rashid

chose the same escape route. “I tried to stop him, I
begged him,” his mother Khadija Begum says. “But he is
stubborn. He said ‘I will swim to Malaysia if I can’t get a
boat’ and so he went.” His months-long odyssey, which

began around early 2014, eventually led to resettlement
in the United States, via detention in Thai immigration
facilities. “I wasn’t scared. It was pre-destined,” the 23-
year-old told AFP from Colorado, where he is now learn-
ing English and working in a cake factory.

“After 10 days at sea we were near Thailand... we
came to shore in smaller boats, 50-60 people on each,
but when we landed Thai police, military and even jour-
nalists were there,” he said. Thailand does not accept
refugees and so, after several months in immigration
detention, the UNHCR secured the US move - but reset-
tlement is open to only a tiny number of Rohingya
refugees. He moved in 2017 and, when he can, sends
money to his brothers 8,000 miles away in the world’s
biggest refugee camp.

Abul Kashim 
Violence and repression have hit the Rohingya in

waves since the late 1970s. In 1982 Myanmar’s ruling jun-
ta stripped the Muslim minority of citizenship, stirring up
hatred towards the group and casting them as “Bengali”
infiltrators to the Buddhist-majority country. As such, life
in Rakhine has always been hard, says Jaber, the oldest of
the four brothers in the Kutupalong camp. “But after the
violence started in 2012, the “Moghs” (a pejorative word
for ethnic Rakhine) gradually took everything.”

Rohingya who strayed from their villages were fre-
quently lynched or beaten, he says-allegations backed up
by rights monitors. One of the brothers, Abul Kashim,
now 19, suffered a beating while fishing with friends. A
teenager at the time, he was jolted into leaving by the
brutality of the attack, first for Bangladesh, then overland
to join an uncle in India. For now, he has a made a decent
life - he is married and works as a mason in Haryana
state. But India has threatened to deport 40,000 of the
minority. “I miss my family,” he told AFP, saying each
phone call leaves a yearning to travel to Bangladesh. “But
I can’t. I don’t have any travel documents.”

Hamid Hussein
On Oct 9, 2016, Rakhine again went up in flames as a

nascent Rohingya militant group - known now as the
Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA) - raided border
posts. The army response was swift and unforgiving. Tens
of thousands of Rohingya were driven into Bangladesh,
fleeing murders, rapes and mass arrests. The crackdown
visited more tragedy on Robi Alam’s family. Their 60-year-
old father Nagu Miah was arrested and, the family alleges,
beaten to death in police custody.

Confined to their homes with food running scarce, the
oldest brother Hamid Hussein, 28, defied a strict curfew
and went fishing after his children complained of eating
rice every day. He was arrested by soldiers and taken to
Buthidaung jail. Soon after, soldiers swarmed their vil-
lage, ordering Rohingya residents to sit hands on their
heads in a field as they ransacked homes. “Then they
started to burn our homes, they raped some women and
pushed them inside burning homes,” says 17-year-old
Mohammad Hashim, from Kutupalong camp. “We could
not stay any longer.”

Over the next six weeks the extended family crept over
to Bangladesh. In Aug 2017, another 700,000 others
began to join them after an even more ferocious army
crackdown. With their land taken and security still parlous,
Robi and his family have little expectation of returning to
Rakhine. Instead they are preparing for long-term life as
refugees. And in their freshly trimmed haircuts, football
shirts and fixation with mobile phones, there are even
flickers of teenage normality in the most abnormal of cir-
cumstances.

But the fragmentation of their family is never far away.
Through the smudged memories of life in Rakhine, the
youngest brother Abul Faiz recalls flecks of freedom -
playing football or fishing - as a child in Rakhine. “My
older brothers would hug me, give me money for the
shop,” the watchful youngster adds in a near-whisper. “I
miss them.”  —AFP

The dispossession of the Rohingya
One family, four countries

Trump says Venezuela 
frees US missionary 
WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump announced yesterday that
Venezuela has released American Joshua Holt after nearly two years in jail
in the leftist-ruled country. Trump, in a tweet, did not identify Holt by name
but Utah Senator Orrin Hatch confirmed that the Utah resident had been
freed. “Good news about the release of the American hostage from
Venezuela,” Trump tweeted. “Should be landing in DC this evening and be
in the White House, with his family, at about 7:00 PM The great people of
Utah will be very happy!”

Holt’s release came after Senator Bob Corker, chairman of the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee, met in Caracas Friday with President Nicolas
Maduro. Senator Hatch said Holt was on his way to the United States and
praised Corker’s “pivotal efforts”. Hatch issued a statement saying the release
was the culmination of two years of hard work and that Holt’s wife Thamy
would be accompanying him home. “Over the past two years I’ve worked
with two presidential administrations, countless diplomatic contacts, ambas-
sadors all over the world, a network of contacts in Venezuela and President
Maduro himself, and I could not be more honored to be able to reunite Josh
with his sweet, long-suffering family,” Hatch said in a statement. 

Holt, a Mormon, was being held at a prison in Caracas known as the
Helicoide where political prisoners are held by the Venezuelan intelligence
service Sebin. He was arrested shortly after arriving in Venezuela nearly two
years ago. He surfaced in a video calling on the US government to help get
him out during a prison protest earlier this month by jailed opposition
activists. On Friday, the government released 20 jailed activists held in the
western state of Zulia amid moves by Maduro to ease domestic tensions.
Maduro was re-elected to a six-year term in controversial elections May 20
that were boycotted by most opposition parties and rejected as illegitimate
by the United States and other countries. —Agencies 

Ireland ends 
abortion ban 
DUBLIN: Ireland has voted by a landslide to liberalize
some of the world’s most restrictive abortion laws in
what its prime minister described as the culmination of
a “quiet revolution” in what was one of Europe’s most
socially conservative countries. Voters in the once
deeply Catholic nation were estimated to have backed
the change by more than two-to-one, according to two
exit polls released on Friday evening, and the govern-
ment plans to bring in legislation by the end of the year.

“It’s incredible. For all the years and years and years
we’ve been trying to look after women and not been
able to look after women, this means everything,” said
Mary Higgins, obstetrician and Together For Yes cam-
paigner. After official results began to be announced
yesterday, politicians on both sides agreed that the ref-
erendum had passed by a large margin. 

“The public have spoken. The result appears to be
resounding ... in favor of repealing the 8th Amendment”
constitutional ban on abortion, Prime Minister Leo
Varadkar, who campaigned for repeal, told journalists in
Dublin. “What we see is the culmination of a quiet revo-
lution that has been taking place in Ireland over the last
couple of decades,” said Varadkar, who became the
country’s first openly gay prime minister last year.

If confirmed, the outcome will be the latest mile-
stone on a path of change for a country which only
legalized divorce by a razor thin majority in 1995 before
becoming the first in the world to adopt gay marriage
by popular vote three years ago. “For him (his son), it’s
a different Ireland that we’re moving onto. It’s an
Ireland that is more tolerant, more inclusive and where
he can be whatever he wants without fear of recrimina-

tion,” said Colm O’Riain, a 44-year-old teacher with his
son Ruarai, who was born 14 weeks premature in
November. 

A spokesman for an anti-abortion umbrella group
Save The 8th John McGuirk conceded there was “no
prospect” the country’s abortion ban, imposed in a 1983
referendum, would be retained. “What Irish voters did
yesterday is a tragedy of historic proportions,” Save
The 8th said. “However, a wrong does not become a
right simply because a majority support it.”

Voters were asked if they wish to scrap the amend-
ment, which gives an unborn child and its mother equal
rights to life. The consequent prohibition on abortion
was partly lifted in 2013 for cases where the mother’s
life was in danger. The country’s largest newspaper, the
Irish Independent described the result as “a massive
moment in Ireland’s social history”. Campaigners for
change, wearing “Repeal” jumpers and “Yes” badges,
gathered at the main Dublin count center, many in tears
and hugging each other. —Reuters

DUBLIN: Yes campaigners jubilate as they wait for the official result of the Irish abortion referendum at Dublin Castle
yesterday. —AFP

In this photograph taken on April 7, 2018, Rohingya Muslim refugees (from left) Robi Alam, 16, Mohammad Hashim, 17, Mohammad Jaber, 18, and Abul Faiz, 12, pose for a photograph in their house in Kutupalong refugee camp in
Bangladesh’s Cox’s Bazar district. —AFP


