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KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysian officials are dis-
guising themselves as cooks and waiters to
catch Muslims who don’t fast during Ramadan,
with a rights group yesterday blasting the “dis-
graceful act of spying”. Thirty-two enforcement
officers from a local council in the Muslim-ma-
jority country are going undercover at food out-
lets as part of the scheme, the New Straits Times
newspaper reported. 

Muslims are required to fast from dawn until
dusk during Islam’s holiest month, unless there
are special circumstances such as illness.  While
Muslims in multi-ethnic Malaysia have tradition-
ally followed a tolerant form of Islam, critics say
conservative attitudes have been gaining ground
in recent years. The team in Segamat district, in
southern Johor state, will be monitoring 185 out-
lets, with two of the officers selected as they are
good at making popular dishes such as spicy
fried noodles. 

“We have specially selected enforcement of-
ficers who are dark skinned for the undercover
job,” Mohamad Masni Wakiman, president of
the Segamat Municipal Council, was cited as
saying by the paper. “They sound convincing
when they speak in Indonesian and Pakistani
lingo, so that customers will believe they are re-
ally hired to cook and serve meals, and take
menu orders.”

Many staff at food outlets in Malaysia are mi-
grant workers. If Muslims are seen ordering food
during the daytime, the officers will secretly take
pictures of them and contact the local religious

affairs department for further action, Masni said.
Malaysia has a dual-track legal system, with
Muslims subject to Islamic laws in certain areas.
In Johor, Muslims who skip fasting can be pun-
ished with up to six months in jail or a fine of up
to 1,000 ringgit ($240), or both. 

Sisters in Islam, a group promoting the rights
of Muslim women in Malaysia, said that the plan
was “shameful and gives the wrong impression
of Islam in the eyes of fellow Muslims and peo-
ple from other faiths. “We strongly demand that
all parties cease this disgraceful act of spying.”
Over 60 percent of Malaysia’s 32 million inhab-
itants are ethnic Malay Muslims and the country
is also home to substantial ethnic Chinese and
Indian minorities, who do not typically follow
Islam.

Mass Quran reading 
Dressed in robes and chanting in Arabic,

scores of Malaysian Muslim children read the
Quran aloud in a mosque to mark a special date
in the Islamic calendar.  About 80 people, mostly
Islamic school students, gathered near the town
of Bentong to observe Nuzul Quran, when Mus-
lims believe the beginnings of the Quran were
revealed to the Prophet Mohammed.

The date falls during the holy month of Ra-
madan, when followers of Islam fast from dawn
to dusk. “The word ‘Nuzul’ means ‘to come
down’,” said the students’ teacher and principal
Roslan Mohamad Esa as he led them in reciting
on Wednesday. “Our Prophet (Mohammed) re-

ceived the Quran, Allah sent down the Quran...
to the Earth.” Student Nurul Atikah Syazwani
Risyadi added: “The day of Nuzul Quran is an
important day where it shows that we are confi-
dent in the revelation of the Quran.”

It is celebrated in Malaysia on the 17th day
of Ramadan, the anniversary of a date in the sev-
enth century when the angel Gabriel is said to

have appeared to Mohammed in a cave near
Mecca and started revealing the Quran to him.
According to Muslim beliefs, Mohammed con-
tinued to have revelations over a period of more
than 20 years.  Some sixty percent of Malaysia’s
32 million population are Muslim, although the
country also has significant Hindu, Buddhist and
Christian communities. —Agencies 

Malaysia officials go undercover 
to catch Muslims who don’t fast 

Mass Quran reading in Malaysia to mark sacred date

BENTONG, Malaysia: Muslim students read copies of the holy Quran to observe Nuzul Quran, when the be-
ginnings of the Quran were revealed to the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), in a mosque in Bentong. — AFP 

MOGOK: Burrowing deep underground,
thousands of informal miners risk their lives to
find gleaming red gems as a law change spurs
opportunity in Myanmar’s “land of rubies”.
Emperors, kings and warlords have long
fought over the valley of Mogok in Mandalay
region, where the unique “pigeon-blood”
stones lie hidden.

The Mogok rubies are the most expensive
in the world, with the highest-quality jewels
fetching multi-million dollar prices in an indus-
try notoriously bereft of regulation. For years,
private companies were permitted to mine in
a joint venture with state-owned Myanmar
Gems Enterprise. But a recent law change -
aimed at reining in big companies digging hun-
dreds of meters deep - means many licenses
have not been renewed, and the former dig-
gings have been invaded by artisanal miners.

With no security protecting the sites, locals
- many former employees of the mining com-
panies and long marginalized in the trade -
have rushed in to stake a claim. Now the open-
ings of makeshift shafts, some just meters
apart, pepper crowded sites, with teams work-

ing around the clock to bring up buckets of soil
from depths of 30 meters (100 feet). The holes
lead down into a maze of bamboo-supported
tunnels just wide enough for the men to inch
along on their bellies, while long tubes feed
oxygen into the shafts.

“Sometimes you hit another tunnel when
you’re digging underground,” one miner, ask-
ing not to be named, tells AFP on a break from
his shift, covered in mud and kitted out with
head torch and walkie-talkie. Team members
haul buckets to muddy pools to clean away
dirt, before sifting through piles of pebbles for
a telltale red glint. Police have started pa-
trolling some sites, sparking fears among
hopeful prospectors that they will soon start
cracking down on the operations.

Tunnel collapses are a constant threat in
this scramble for riches, and the start of the
rainy season only ups the risk. Despite slim
pickings, the lure of a quick profit is diffi-
cult to resist. One worker told AFP his team
of five had only found one gemstone in a
month, which they sold for just 100,000
kyat ($65). —AFP 

Ruby rush: Myanmar gem
hunters exploit law change

SINGAPORE: Toiling for long hours for meager
salaries and living in crowded dormitories, mi-
grant construction workers have helped build
modern-day Singapore but remain all but invisi-
ble to many in the affluent city-state. Now an
award-winning book by a Bangladeshi man is
shining a rare light on the lives of laborers who
have come in their thousands from poorer parts
of Asia in search of a better future. MD Sharif
Uddin’s collection of diary entries and poems,
“Stranger to Myself”, describes the ups and
downs of his years in Singapore, from high hopes
on his arrival to frustration and heartache at miss-
ing his family.

“People will never understand the hardship we
migrant workers go through. People (back home)
think that we live a luxurious life in a foreign land
where we earn a lot,” the 40-year-old told AFP.
“Even after 11 years here I don’t enjoy life, I am
always struggling,” he added. There are about
280,000 foreign construction workers in the city
of 5.6 million, which has developed over the
decades at a dizzying pace, from a poor trading
outpost to a financial hub home to high rises and
shopping malls.

Uddin is in many ways not a typical Singapore
migrant worker. He owned a bookshop back in

Bangladesh, but fell on hard times and was forced
to leave his pregnant wife to go abroad to find
work.  He was ill-prepared for his new life. From
being a boss with a small staff in Bangladesh, he
found himself relegated to the position of a la-
borer doing the kind of back-breaking work na-
tive Singaporeans often shun.

‘Exile’s life’ 
Daily life is not easy, living in a dorm with about

25 other construction workers and typically toiling
from 7:00 am to 7:00 pm. Uddin lives quite cen-
trally but many migrant construction workers are
housed in self-contained dormitory complexes in
less desireable areas of the city, meaning many
Singaporeans have little contact with them.  He is
contracted to work 28 days a month but if he does
overtime, or a project needs to be completed in a
hurry, he may not get a day off at all.  When he ar-
rived, his salary was Sg$18 ($13) a day - business-
focused Singapore has no minimum wage. 

It has increased to about Sg$50 after he was
promoted to become a safety supervisor but is
still far below the average wage in the city-state.
Uddin writes of living an “exile’s life”, far from
his family, and unable to feel truly at home in
Singapore.—AFP 

Bangladeshi’s diary spotlights
Singapore migrant struggles


