
COX’S BAZAR, Bangladesh: Bangladesh began transferring hun-
dreds of Rohingya refugees yesterday to a low-lying island in an area
prone to cyclones and floods, with rights groups alleging people were
being coerced into leaving. Almost a million Rohingya-most of whom
fled a military offensive in neighboring Myanmar in 2017 — live in a
vast network of squalid camps in south-eastern Bangladesh.

With many refusing to return, and with violent drug gangs and ex-
tremists active on the sites, the Bangladeshi government has grown in-
creasingly impatient to clear out the camps.

On Thursday more than 20 buses carrying almost a thousand peo-
ple left the camps in the Cox’s Bazar region, headed for the port city of
Chittagong, said Anwar Hossain, regional police chief. “Twenty buses
left in two shifts. There were 423 people in the first 10 buses and 499
in the second 10 buses,” he told AFP. From Chittagong the refugees
were due to be taken by military landing craft to the island of Bhashan
Char, officials said. The island, measuring 13,000 acres (52 square kilo-
meters), is one of several silty strips to have surfaced in the Bay of Ben-
gal in recent decades. The Bangladesh Navy has built shelters there
for at least 100,000 Rohingya refugees as well as a nine-foot (three-
metre) flood embankment. But locals say high tides flooded the island
a few years ago and that cyclones, a regular occurrence in the region,
can cause storm surges of four or five meters.

‘Smashed teeth’ 
Police said more buses would leave later yesterday, with officials

saying earlier they planned to transfer a total of 2,500 people in a first
phase. But rights groups including Human Rights Watch and Amnesty
International alleged that some of the refugees had been coerced into
going. This was borne out by some family members that AFP spoke to
yesterday. “They beat my son mercilessly and even smashed his teeth
so that he agreed to go to the island,” said Sufia Khatun, 60, who came
to see off her son and five other relatives. “I have come here to see him
and his family probably for the last time,” she told AFP in tears.

Hafez Ahmed, 17, came to say goodbye to his brother and his family.
“My brother has been missing for the last two days. We later learnt that
he is now here (transit camp), from where he will be taken to the island.
He is not going willingly,” Ahmed said. The United Nations office in
Bangladesh issued a terse statement on Thursday saying it was “not
involved” and had “limited information”.

It said the UN had not been allowed independently to assess the
“safety, feasibility and sustainability” of the island as a place to live. It
said the refugees “must be able to make a free and informed decision
about relocating” and that, once there, they should have access to ed-
ucation and health care-and be able to leave if they wish.

‘Better facilities’ 
But Bangladesh’s Foreign Minister A.K. Abdul Momen called the

rights groups’ claims “a damn lie”, and said the facilities on the island
were “much better” than in the camps. “Bangladesh government has
decided to take around 23,000 families to Bhashan Char voluntarily,”
he said. “The current camps are very congested... They are going vol-
untarily.” Several local rights activists said some families have agreed
to move to the island because of the prevailing law and order situation
in the camps.

At least seven Rohingya were killed and many houses were torched
in recent months in attacks by suspected Rohingya extremist groups.
Since May the island has been home to 306 Rohingya refugees who
were intercepted from boats on treacherous sea routes to Malaysia
and Indonesia. — AFP

HK pro-democracy 
media tycoon denied 
bail on fraud charge
HONG KONG: Hong Kong media tycoon Jimmy Lai was re-
manded into custody yesterday after being charged with fraud,
the latest in a string of prosecutions brought against high-profile
Beijing critics and democracy campaigners.  Lai, 73, is the owner
of Hong Kong’s best-selling Apple Daily, a popular tabloid that
is unashamedly pro-democracy and fiercely critical of authori-
ties. He and two of the firm’s executives-Royston Chow and
Wong Wai-keung-face fraud charges that court documents say
are related to the paper’s offices allegedly being used for pur-
poses not permitted by the building’s lease. Police raided Apple
Daily’s headquarters in August and arrested a string of senior
company figures, including Lai, on suspicion of “collusion with
foreign forces” under a vaguely worded new national security
law that Beijing imposed on the city.

None has so far been charged with any national security
breaches.  But Victor So, the magistrate overseeing yesterday’s
hearing, is from a group of judges selected by Hong Kong’s chief
executive to try such cases. So denied Lai bail but granted it to
Wong and Chow, setting the next court date for April. The deci-
sion means Lai, who was later photographed arriving at prison
with his hands cuffed, faces months behind bars as police con-
tinue their investigation.  China’s clampdown on Hong Kong has
dramatically accelerated since it imposed its sweeping security
law in June, with opposition politicians disqualified and dozens
of activists charged or investigated. On Wednesday, three promi-
nent young democracy campaigners-including Joshua Wong-
were jailed for taking part in last year’s democracy protests.  Lai
is also being prosecuted for his alleged part in those rallies in a
separate prosecution.

Judges have also denied bail to other activists prosecuted for
their political views.  Radio DJ Tam Tak-chi has been in custody
since mid-September after he became the first person since the
1997 handover from Britain to be charged with “uttering sedi-
tious words” under a colonial era law.—AFP
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Bangladesh begins controversial 
transfer of Rohingya to island

Refugees being moved to a low-lying island prone to cyclones, floods

Relatives of Rohingya refugees gather outside the transit camp before the start
of the first mass relocation of refugees to an island, in Ukhia yesterday. — AFP

HONG KONG: Hong Kong media tycoon Jimmy Lai (center), 73, owner
of the Apple Daily newspaper, arrives at Lai Chi Kok Reception Centre
after he was remanded into custody in Hong Kong yesterday. — AFP

Family of S Korean 
dictator’s assassin 
seeks acquittal
PAJU, South Korea: Forty years after South Korea’s spy chief was ex-
ecuted for shooting dead his boss, dictator Park Chung-hee, the assas-
sin’s sister is seeking to clear him of treason, arguing the killing was in
the service of the country. But she is not seeking to overturn his murder
conviction or death sentence, in a reflection of how the South still grap-
ples with Park’s complex legacy. “A person needs to be punished for
killing,” Kim Jae-gyu’s grey-haired sister Jung-sook, 81, told AFP.

“But my brother did not kill the president so that he could become
president or to commit treason against the state.” Park took power in a
1961 military coup and established a regime that transformed South
Korea into a manufacturing powerhouse, but ruthlessly crushed oppo-
sition. He hand-picked Kim Jae-gyu, a friend from their days as military
academy classmates, to head the Korean Central Intelligence Agency
(KCIA), responsible for fending off espionage plots from the North and
ensuring the president remained unopposed domestically. In October

1979, major rallies against Park’s rule broke out in the second city Busan
and nearby Masan, infuriating the dictator.

According to Kim, Park’s chief bodyguard Cha Ji-cheol was urging
a swift and merciless crackdown, a move the spy boss opposed but the
leader was leaning towards. Questions and controversy over Kim’s mo-
tives still persist, but what is not in doubt is that he stepped away from
the trio’s private, Chivas Regal-fuelled dinner at the KCIA compound
in Seoul, fetched a handgun from his office and shot both men dead. He
fled but was arrested hours later. 

‘Vain desire’ 
Park’s assassination stunned the country and domestic security chief

Chun Doo-hwan was appointed to investigate, announcing a week later
that a “delusional” Kim had been driven by a “vain desire to become
president” and fears his influence was waning. Within two months, Chun
took power in a military coup of his own. At his trial-which began 41
years ago on Friday-Kim told the court that henchman Cha had sug-
gested “one to two million casualties” in Busan “shouldn’t be an issue”,
since Cambodia’s Khmer Rouge had already set such a precedent.

Park was ready to order troops to open fire if the situation worsened,
he added, insisting he acted “to restore democracy and save lives”, and
that otherwise the consequences in Busan would have been “horrifying”.
Convicted of murder and conspiracy to commit treason, he was hanged
on May 24, 1980.—AFP


