o High return of Afghan
" refugees surprises many

By B. Murahdhar Reddy

ISLAMABAD, JULY 28. What started
as a trickle with the collapse of
the Taliban regime in Afghan-
istan towards the end of last
year has now become a flood.
Much to the surprise of experts
in the region, more than 1.2 mil-
lion Afghan refugees have re-
turned home from Pakistan
alone.

The refugee return is three
times more than the expected
number since the voluntary re-
patriation initiative began in
March this year. The return is all
the more surprising given that
the law and order situation in
most of the provinces in Af-
ghanistan has gone from bad to
worse since the collapse of the
Taliban. Barring the capital city,
Kabul, warlords are back in
business in all major towns. The
much promised economic and
social reconstruction by the
world community is yet to
begin.

Such has been the pace of the
exodus from cities like Pesha-
war, the capital of the North-
West Frontier Province (NWEP)
in Pakistan, that the character
of the city has begun to change.
House owners, who made the
maximum on account of the in-
flux, are actually lamenting the

An Afghan refugee woman along with her children takes
shelter under a truck from the scorching heat of the sun at a
refugee camp on the outskirts of Kabul. — AFP

departure of the Afghans.

And it is no small change. Be-
fore the collapse of the Taliban,
people in Peshawar were con-
stantly complaining about the
Afghan refugees. The presence
of a large population of Afghan
refugees also held the threat of a
socio-economic conflict. The
enterprising Afghan refugee was
dreaded by the Pakistani busi-
ness community.

The mass return has forced
the United Nations High Com-
missioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) to cut some pro-
grammes in Afghanistan and to
refocus its operations. Accord-

ing to the UNHCR, the dramatic

flow of refugees since the Af-,

ghan Transitional

Authority

took over is the largest such re-

patriation movement since Ira-
gi

Kurds returned to their

homes in 1991, following the :

Gulf War.
The agency said many ob-

servers doubted the forecast |

that 1.2 million people would

return in 2002. At the time, the ;
UNHCR and host governments '

expected that 400,000 returnees
would leave Pakistan and Iran,

and that another 400,000 inter- !
nally displaced Afghans would

return home during the year.




EHIND Vasudev’s barely

closed eyelids, dreams

break violently... dreams

of returning to his native
village in Kashmir Valley, to his
apple, walnut and almond orchards
stretched over acres of land...
dreams of basking in the sun of his
homeland... where his ghcestors
had been living for centuri¥s till he
was hounded out by Islamic
extremists. Spending every single
moment of his frail life in the past
one decade remembering his native
place with a burning desire to go
back to his roots may not seem a

very easy thing for a septuagenari-
an, but this is what has
kept him going, all alone, bereft of
his near and dear ones.

Mention the prospect of his return
to Kashmir Valley and “Vasu
Toth”, as he is affectionately called
in Mishriwalla refugee camp (near
the Akhnoor border in Jammu)
becomes nostalgic. His eyes fill up
with hope. Still.
A native of Mujmarg, a picturesque
village in the Shopian tehsil of
Pulwama district in South
Kashmir, the man who possessed a
five-storeyed house and orchards,
besides a huge expanse of agricul-
tural land, now spends his days
drawing on his Aukka — a habit
that has survived 60 years — in the

overcrowded  refugee  camp.
Through the dark dingy lanes of

Mishriwalla refugee camp which
hardly provides enough space for
even two people to walk abreast,
Vasu Toth leads us to his one-room
encampment. Having ep;dg,;g He
salubrious air of his 7,a4ive village
amidst poplar, “yillow, apple,
almona ™9, ¥yt trees, he docs-
n't yearn for much now... he just
wants to sit in the sun. But not a
single ray of sunlight penetrate
this small dark room - “One Room
Tenement” as referred to by the
state government — since there’s
not a single window. Perhaps a
prison would have been better than
his caged room in Mishriwalla
refugee camp.
Far from Mishriwalla lives
Kamlavati in Nagrota refugee
camp, situated on the Jammu-
Srinagar National Highway.
“Kasheer Gachka (Would you
like to return to Kashmir)? Ask
her this question and see her eyes
light up immediately and her face
glow. Kamlavati, another septua-
genarian Kashmiri Pandit lady,
gets all excited at the very mention
of her homeland — Kashmir — and
comes out with an unexpected
answer: “Tell me to return right
now and I'll do so.” Emotions over-
whelm her and tears well up in her

eyes.
(Lidder river used to flow near my
house in Pahalgam).”

Kamlavati and Vasudev are
among the people of their genera-
tion who still nurse the thought of
going back to the Valley. But not
everybody. Bitterness, anguish
and pain have filled their hearts
and minds. Nobody’s helped them
to return to their homeland.
They've become refugees in their

wn country. Hoping against hope,
any of their generation have died
~ past decade, their dream of

" ome dying with them.
wertainy - and distrust
ole among ¥ “undreds
ds of, refuge®® Y are

»

“Lidder QOsum Wassan .

rotting in the various camps in and .
around Jammu city.

Despite the lapse of 11 years
since the exodus of Kashmiri
Pandits from the Valley, nothing
has changed for these over 3,50,000
people. Those who belonged to a
better strata of society, migrated to
Delhi, Mumbai or Bangalore. But
those who had no option were put
up in these camps.

* The sense of deprivation, hurt, '

and alienation is very evident
among the displaced Kashmiri
Pandits. To make them even talk
about their sufferings is a massive

Migrant camps
for KPs in
Jammu (top);
Kashmiri
migrant women
living in
unhygienic
conditions at
the Purkhoo
refugee camp in
Jammu (below);
Vasu Toth (left)
remembering
those bygone
days in his
native village;

‘(right) still
dreams of
returning to
her beautiful

Valley

task. “You come to our refugee
camps, click pictures, shoot videos
and sell them to lucrative channels
and newspapers. You are only
bothered about making money and
. not our cause,” shout many at us.

Repeated denials of requests for
redressal of their problems have
made them desperate. But nobody
cares for them. Rendered into a ter-
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Valley in 1990.

refugee camps.
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3,560,000 Kashmiri
Pandits were forced to leave the

ritoryless minority within their
own country has hurt their psyche,
says Agnishekher, convener of
Panun Kashmir, the frontline
organisation of displaced Kashmiri
Pandits which has been fighting for
their rights apart from demanding
a separate homeland within South
Kashmir for Kashmiri Pandits.
Following their exodus from

P I N B

B Over 1200 KPs, including a R
few Sikhs, were killed by terror-

ists, most of them after being

maimed and tortured in the most inhuman ways.

MW Over 800 KPs died of sunstroke, snakebites, etc, in

B Over 8000 KP refugees met unnatural deaths while liv-
ing in subhuman conditions in exile.

# More than 10,000 KPs are still living in subhuman con-
ditions in camps for want of better accommodation.

* QOver 1,20,000 jobs have been provided to Kashmiri

Kashmiir Valley in the early 1990s,
KPs scattered all over the country
have become extremely bitter.
Their homes have been burnt down
and no confidence-building meas-
ures have been initiated to facili-
tate their return to the Valley. The
past decade has been a long dark
saga of their nomadic existence; a
life of travails and deprivation and
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denial of fundamentaljrights.
Conditions in refugee camps are
subhuman. Lack of healthcare,
hygiene, education and other facili-
ties have now slowly started rub-
bing off on their persons. Initially
put up in tents for six long years in
places like Muthi, Nagrota,
Mishriwalla, Jhiri, Purkhoo and
Batal Ballisn in Udhampur, they
were then settled in ORTs within .
the camps. But with no proper
facilities. On an average, five per-
sons live in a small ORT, provided
to each family. The ORTs are a
cluster of small, dingy rooms with-

out a single window and with leak-
ing roofs. Many a time, people have
fallen in the drains as there’s no
electricity and the narrow lanes are
too difficult to tread. Problems are
manifold and each family in the
camps has harrowing story to tell.
In the Mishriwalla refugee camp,
there are 10 handpumps for 500
families — 2500 people. Last year,
water from these pumps had devel-
oped a revolting stench and was
also carrying worms. But nobody
cared. “We are living in concentra-
tion camps,” says Dr Agnishekher,

adding that even Afghan refugees
must certainly be living in better
conditions with other countries and
the United Nations helping out.

“We have around 500 children in
these camps but not a single play-
ground,” says Ashok Kumar, a
health department employee who
hails from Lolab Valley in the
border district of Kupwara, close to
the Line of Control in North
Kashmir.

Camp conditions are the same
everywhere, be it Nagrota,
Mishriwalla or Purkhoo. Growing
up in filth, squalor and deprivation,
the plight of the little children is
pathetic. Youths are discriminated
against in education and employ-
ment and have lapsed into depres-
sion and despair. Surender,
Leelawati’s son, living in
Mishriwalla camp, had gone to
Delhi after his graduaﬁon for fur-
ther studies but could not go ahead
since he had no money. His mother
Leelawati has aged prematurely.
Most women in the camps are
under tremendous stress and are
the worst sufferers. The communal
carnage, the forced exodus, the
changed milieu, alien and hostile
environment, along with a torn
social fabric, poor shelter, lack of
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Muslims but not a single devel-
opment scheme has been
launched for Kashmiri Pandit
youths.

es, business establishments,
shops, small-scale industries, educational institutions
belonging to KPs have been razed to the ground.
A total of 110 shops out of 143 shops have been ille- .
gally occupied in Srinagar city alone. ~
A total of 145 Hindu shrines- and temples, including

Uma Nagri

(Brari Angan),

i
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W Over 27,000 residential hous- |
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Kathleshwan Mandir,

Raghunath Mandir, Bhairav Mandir have been burnt down

by terrorists in Kashmir.

v
ivacy and security has resulted

in serious health hazards — men-
tal and physical.

The old and the infirm have met
a premature death. A large number
have suffered mental breakdown.
Behavioural syndromes, psycholog-
ical disorders, depression, panic
attacks and phobias have seized all
age groups.. KL Choudhary, chair-
man, political affairs, Panun
Kashmir, who himself is a noted
physician, says that the most
alarming phenomenon has been a
very high occurrence of ovarian
failures and premature

1

menopause, leading to reduced fer-
tility span. Negative growth has
been further aggravated by a high
death rate, unnatural deaths, pre-
mature aging, low birth rates,
abortions, late marriages, sexual
deprivation because of stress and
lack of privacy, and reduced con-
ception resulting from reduced
desire.
“The lack of basic necessities in
,the camps has caused a havoc in
the whole mental make-up of KPs
and it has indeed threatened their
basic existence as a community,”

says Dr Choudhary, adding that
the population of Kashmiri Pandits
is declining fast and the communi-
ty is facing extinction. A startling
revelation.

Dr Agnishekher feels that since
they are a small community, their
shouts and cries don’t really matter
to either the Union or the state gov-
ernment. Kashmiri Pandits who
are entering their 12th year in exile
and living as refugees in their own
country are a blot on the face of the
largest democracy in the world.
Had they comprised a considerable
votebank, the government would
have done a lot more for them, says
Dr Choudhary. That apart, he feels
the media too has failed to project
their cause and sided with pseudo-
secularists, “These refugee camps
are the blisters on the face of
Indian secularism”, says Dr
Agnishekher.

What pains them most is that
despite repeated requests of grant-
ing them vrefugee status or
Internally Displaced People status,
their pleas have fallen on deaf ears.
The United Nations had passed the
IDP Act in 1994. [ronically, India
too is one of its signatories. The
IDP status entitles the displaced
community to international
humanitarian aid: But they have
been denied even that. '

The KP leaders see a deep-rooted
conspiracy in their exodus from
Kashmit¥, Their repeated demands
for annéuncing a probe has not
been met so far. The distress sale of
migrant property has continued
unabated despite the Act against it.
Their status continues to be unde-
fined. Their demand for declaring
them a religious minority in
Kashmir has also drawn a blank.

Regarding their return to the
Valley, while most yearn to go back
to their home and hearth, they feel
the situation is not conducive. Real
initiative needs to be taken for
their return and rehabilitation.
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Chakmas:
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llowing the 1995 Supreme Court order
Festraining the Arunathal Pradesh govern-
ment from allowing the\use of coercive steps
to foreibly evict Chakma and Hajong refugees, ex-
cept in accordance with law, the anti-Chakma
agitation by the All Arunachal Pradesh Students’
Union has remained subdued. But for how much
longer? Judging by Aapsu’s vehemence, it seems a
showdown is inevitable, sooner or later, judicial
intervention notwithstanding,

On humanitarian grounds in 1964, about 28,000
Chakmas and Hajong refugees were settled in the
North East Frontier Agency, as Arunachal
Pradesh was then known. The figure varies. Some
reports put it at 60,000. The Aapsu claims the
present Chakma population is 130,000.

On 8 December 1964, the Union government
told Parliament that it had approved a scheme to
send 7,000 migrants from East Pakistan (now
Bangladesh) to NEFA, and that 2,984 Chakmas
had already been settled there. The Chakmas
belonged to the Chittagong Hill Tracts and those
settled in Arunachal Pradesh were part of about
100,000 persons rendered homeless by the Kapitai
hydro-electric project. They left for a variety of
reasons, including lack of compensation. Some
Chakmas were also settled in Mizoram, then the
Lushai Hills.

The Centre probably selected Arunachal Prad-
esh for its low population density, 4.1 per sq km
against the national average of 134 sq km. The
then Assam governor Vishnu Sahay and chief
minister Bimala Prasad Chaliha were satisfied
that the refugees would find the terrain and
climate of Tirap, Lohit and Subansiri congenial as
they were similar to that of the CHT. What defies
logic is how a policy decision of such great
significance was taken on mere assumptions.

The governor overlooked the fact that NEFA,
which he was administrating as an agent of the
President, was a specially protected region. If
there was no opposition from the local com-
munities, it was because they were too simple at
the time to understand the future implications.

The Aapsu is using this to buttress its demand
for the refugees’ ouster. It intensified the agitation
after Gauhati High Court declared the Chakmas
and Hajongs foreigners in 1992 and the Supreme
Court upheld this the following year. Yet, under
the Indira Gandhi-Mujibur Rahman accord of
1972, those who came to India before 25 March
1971 were granted citizenship. On this count,
many could sympathise with the Chakmas and
Hajongs. The Centre’s decision to confer citi-
zenship on them even stimulated anti-refugee
activists, including encouraging them to launch an
economic blockade some years ago of the districts
inhabited by the refugees.

The Supreme Court has also directed the state
government to accept citizenship registration ap-
plications from the refugees, but curiously these
forms have not been made available to them.

For the Chakmas and Hajongs, there is little
possibility of Bangladesh ever taking them back.
They cannot leave voluntarily as they have
nowhere to go. Displacing them again after 38
years will amount to a betrdyal of trust. The

the nowhwere people

By JB Lama

Centre is duty bound to find a possible way out
since the refugees cannot continue to live with a
Sword of Damocles hanging over them. A United
Nations official said in Chennai some years ago
that “mere. survival” in refugee camps could not
be a solution as it degraded human beings and was
an insult to human dignity. Forcible eviction will
be against the apex court’s verdict. As will be the

denial of citizenship. The Aapsu and the Centre
are both in a predicament. Perhaps a solution lies
in all parties, including the Chakma leadership
and the state government, sitting together in a
spirit of mutual trust and accommodation to
hammer out a workable and realistic settiement.
Thalt( appears to be the only approach which could
work.

(The author was on the staff of The Statesman for
42 years and specialises in Novth East issues.)
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Muhammad Najeeb

ISLAMABAD: Afghan refugees
seem reluctant to leave Pakistan.
The UN. High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR) has opened
an office in a border town to help
Afghan refugees return home. But
until Saturday morning, only 315
Afghans turned up to return, a
UNHCR official said. Pakistan and
Iran host an estimated 3.5 million
Afghans who have fled their home-
land ever since Soviet troops invad-
ed their country two decades ago.
“The UNHCR expects about a
" million Afghan refugees to return
to their country this year, but the
initial response shows that the tar-
get would be difficult to meet,”
said an expert. He attributed the
dismal response to the continuing
insecurity in Afghanistan. “Unless
there is durable peace in
Afghanistan, these refugees will
prefer to stay back (in Pakistan).”
Under the U.N. plan, Afghans get
incentives like food and money if
they return to Afghanistan. The
refugees who reported at the bor-
der received documents that they
exchanged for cash in the eastern

gb\g&rg_fggees do not
s

leave Pakistan

Afghan city of Jalalabad. The
papers will allow them to receive a
month-long supply of food and
plastic sheets, and kitchen and
hygiene kits on their arrival in their
homeland.

The centre is the first of seven
that UNHCR plans to set up in
Pakistan. Similar facilities are
being drawn up in Iran. The UN.
agency is only helping refugees
who want to return voluntarily.

Officials said most returnees
were non-Pushtoon and crossed
the border in 17 trucks. “They
belonged to Uzbek, Tajik and other
nationalities,” he said.

Reports said Pushtoons are
reluctant to go back to their homes
because they fear possible hostili-
ties by the forces of the Northern
Alliance- dominated interim gov-
ernment in Kabul.

Aid workers were expecting a
large turnout of Afghans but found
the response disappointing on the
first two days. The repatriation
started Friday.

But Ivet Nomon, UNHCR'’s
associate programme officer based
in Islamabad, did not agree that the
figures were discouraging. gans)
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| KABUL, APRIL 16. A quarter-million Afghan refu-

gees have returned home in the past seven
weeks, the United Nations announced on Tues-
day. Millions more remain in camps in Pakistan
and Iran, too afraid to return home.

Yusuf Hassan, a spokesman for the U.N. High

" Commissioner for Refugees, said 241,000 people

had returned from camps in Pakistan, 5,000 from
Iran and 4,000 ffom Tajikistan. “The repatriation
programme appears to be in full swing,” he said.

Bringing home some four million refugees
from neighbouring countries has been a top pri-
ority both for U.N. officials and for Afghanistan’s
interim Government, which took office in De-
cember and will rule until June when a grand
council appoints a new, transitional govern-
ment.

Included in those who began returning to Af-
ghanistan on Tuesday were around 100 people

. who had been living in Islamabad, including

many teachers, several engineers and an econo-
mist, according to the United Nations.
Many quit their jobs in Pakistan so that they

. could return to Kabul and help their country re-

build.
But after 23 years of war in Afghanistan, many

~ More Afghan refugees return home

| 1
refugees remaQn afraid to retho e. The U.N.
High Commissioner for Refugees, Ruud Lubbers,
is in Afghanistan talking with officials about ways
to minimise the fears of those wanting to come
home. “Security is indispensable to repatriation,

.but more importantly, successful reintegration

would lead to stability,” Mr. Lubbers told the
interim Prime Minister, Hamid Karzai, during a
meeting Monday.

However, returning refugees are having trou-
ble finding places to live, especially in the capital,
Kabul, where there is a severe housing crisis. In
the countryside, many refugees are arriving to
find their houses burned or bombed.

Mr. Hassan said 40 per cent of those returning
are moving into urban centres. Kabul alone has
seen 80,000 refugees return, and there is little
place for them to live.

“The majority of people who left this country
left as rural people, but in Pakistan they became
urbanized,” Mr. Hassan said. “There is a major
demographic shift going on.”

Meanwhile, Mr. Karzai left Kabul today on his
way to Rome to escort the former king, Mo-
hammed Zahir Shah, back to Afghanistan after
29 years in exile, officials said. — AFP
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- Bangla settlérs
+'held 1in Orissa

.

W\\t\N STATESMAN NEWS SERVICE

BHUBANESWAR, April 20. — Police on Thursday arrested
27 Bangladeshi settlers, who had illegally infiltrated to
various parts of Nawarangpur district in the state.

According to reports, the district administration served
notice to about 54 Bangladeshi for submission of valid docu-
ments related to their stay in India a few weeks back.

The arrested persons, identified as illegal settlers, had
failed to provide necessary documents. They settled in
Raighar, Umerkote and Chandahandi. They will be handed
over to the external affairs ministry for further action.

In another development, the Koraput revenue depart-
ment also launched a verification drive to identify the ille-
gal settlers.The issue of infiltrators had come into focus in
June last, when Raighar and other areas of undivided Kor-
aput district had witnessed clashes between tribals and the
settlers. The tribals alleged that the Bangladeshi settlers
had encroached upon their land and were exploiting them.

With law-and-order situation getting out of hand, the
state reinforced police deployment in troubled areas. The
government admitted that land disputes were the cause of
conflict and said it intended to identify illegal settlers. /
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/" Australia a§ked

A
By Amit Baruah V\Q The

SINGAPORE, MARCH. 12. Amnesty
International has called on the
Australian Government to end
its policy of mandatory deten-
tion for asylum-seekers. The
Amnesty Secretary-General,
Irene Khan, said in Melbourne
that Australia’s policy was
wrong and should stop.

“Australia has been very ac-
tive and vocal in supporting the
refugee cause around the worl-
d....Australia has been vocal in
promoting human rights insti-
tutions....and there for we ex-
pect Australia to practice what
it preaches,” Ms. Khan was
quoted as saying.

\

Amnesty functionary
said that det&ntion centres,
where asylum-seekers were
held, should come under the
same scrutiny as prisons.

“It would be an improve-
ment if the Government's deci-
sions to detain were reviewed
— at the moment the Govern-
ment is judge and jury,” she
said.

Referring to a recent injury
suffered by an inmate at the
Woomera detention centre af-
ter he threw himself at razor
wire on Friday night, Ms. Khan
said: “It just shows the situation
is going from bad to worse and
something has to be done be-
fore more people take this kind

go end detention of

of desperate action.”

She used strong words for
the Australian Immigration
Minister, Philip Ruddock, who
has led the propaganda charge
against defenceless refugee-
seekers. The Minister's Amnes-
ty membership was at odds
with the Government’s manda-
tory detention policy, Ms. Khan
said.

“I think he should be asking
himself whether it is right to
punish people who have al-
ready faced oppression in their
own country....all they're seek-
ing is safety for very good refu-
gee reasons...reasons which
the Australian Government rec-
ognises because most of these

by o TSR B

refugges

people are recognised as refu-
gees,”’ she said.

The Immigration Minister,
however, said that 1,700 people
were being held across Austra-
lia — of which 700 had no
claims and were to be deported
and another 700 had had their
claims rejected.

This just left about 300 peo-
ple, who were still to be given
security clearance.

Speaking at the National
Press Club earlier in the week,
Ms. Khan said that in a world
reeling from the effects of the
September 11, 2001, attacks,
the need to uphold human
rights and humanitarian princi-
ples had never been greater. /
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Israel raids refugee

Jerusalem, March 4 +

ISRAELI TROOPS raided two
Palestinian refugee camps on
Monday, hours after Israel’s Cab-
inet decided to step up military
pressure on the Palestinians in
reprisal for weekend attacks
that claimed 22 Israeli lives. Fif-
teen Palestinians were killed in
the same period, including five
in Monday’s fighting.

In the Gaza Strip, Israeli
troops entered the Rafah refugee
camp on the border with Egypt
and demolished three buildings,
witnesses said. Troops ex-
changed fire with local gunmen,
killing two armed Palestinians
and a civilian and wounding sev-
en people, doctors said.

The Israeli military said
troops searched for tunnels used
to smuggle arms under the bor-
der from Egypt. In the West
Bank, more than a dozen Israeli
tanks and troops entered the
Jenin refugee camp early on
Monday, the second raid in four
days. Palestinians and Israeli
soldiers exchanged fire, and

camp re 1<élts set off explo-
sives negt to Israeli tanks. A
Palestinipn militiaman who was
shootingljat an Israeli tank from
an alley was killed by machine
gun fire from the tank, Palestin-
ian doctors said.

The camp is a stronghold of
Palestinian militants, including
from the Islamic militant Hamas
and Islamic Jihad groups and
from Palestinian leader Yasser
Arafat’s Fatah movement. Also
on Monday, Israeli troops sho
and killed a Palestinian man
who ran toward an Israeli army
checkpoint near Nablus, the
army said.

6 die in West Bank car blast

A car carrying a Hamas activist
exploded in the West Bank city of
Ramallah on Monday, killing at
least six people including his
wife and two sons, sources said.
The activist, Hussein Abu
Kwaik, survived the blast, whose
cause was not immediately
known, Reuters reports.
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"\ 1,000 refugees land in Sicily

ROME, MARCH 19. ltalian navy

"gunboats escorted a stricken

ship carrying nearly 1,000 illegal

- immigrants, mainly Kurds, into

port in Sicily after desperate
asylum seekers threatened to

1throw their children into the
| sea.

The arrival of the Monica, a

. 75-metre cargo ship, in Catania

on Monday, prompted the Gov-
ernment to call a state of emer-
gency in Sicily to cope with a
rising tide of illegal immigra-
ton.

The dilapidated ship was
towed into port flanked by navy
and coastguard vessels after the
eight-strong crew destroyed its
engines and tried to hide
among the immigrants. Five
suspected crew members were

 later detained.

The authorities set up an
emergency plan to house the 28
immigrants, including 361 chil-

' dren and close to 400 women, in

a local sports stadium.

The immigrants, believed to
be mostly Syrian Kurds hoping
to join relatives in Germany,
were to be transferred to a re-
ception centre in Apulia on the
southern Italian mainland. The

| immigrants said they each paid

$ 2,000 to $ 4000 for the passage.
Some of them will be able to ob-

A baby is carried by an italian policeman off the
merchant ship Monica in Catania, southeast
Sicily, on Monday. — Reuters

tain political refugee status.
Sources in Beirut said the
vessel left Lebanon last week
and the incident is just the latest
in a series of large-scale at-
tempts by illegal immigrants
from the east to enter Europe
through Italy. And Italian judi-
cial authorities said the ship
stopped briefly in Cyprus before
heading on to Italian waters.
The ship was intercepted over-
night off the southern coast of

Sicily by Italian coastguards fol-
lowing a tip-off from their
French counterparts.
According to Italian news re-
ports, many of the immigrants
said they were from Iraq as they
were getting off the ship. The
Interior Minister, Claudio Sca-
jola, on a visit to the United
States, responded by calling for
a state of emergency in Sicily _a
move that would give author-
ities more power to fight illegal

immigration.Among the refu-
gees was a woman who gave
birth overnight with the help of
an Italian doctor who came on
board by helicopter. Both the
mother and her daughter were
in good condition, said Maria
Teresa Meli, a doctor at the Ca-
tania hospital where the two
were taken by helicopter before
the ship reached land. The im-
migrants were to be transferred
to a detention centre in Puglia, a
southern region that sees thou-
sands of arrivals every year, the
Interior Ministry said.

The Ministry, which is in
charge of domestic security,
said a French military vessel
had followed the ship on Sat-
urday but did not board it. The
Italian Government ordered its
navy to board the vessel just
outside Italy’s waters to prevent
it from slipping in unseen, the
Ministry said in a statement.
Several people suspected of be-
ing members of the crew were
detained. Each year, thousands
of illegal immigrants slip into
Italy by boat. Many of them
travel on to other European
countries, such as Germany.
Meanwhile, coast guards de-
tained 19 illegal Afghan immi-
grants off the Aegean Sea islanc
of Simi in Greece.— PTI, AP
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FROM MONOBINA GUPTA

Bangalore, March 17: The RSS
has taken up cudgels on behalf
of those who have fled
Bangladesh since Khaleda Zia’s
party came to power, demanding
that the Centre set up a “separate
homeland for the Hindu refugees
to live in honour and dignity” in
that country.

The Sangh also found in the
issue an opportunity to lash out
at its ideological foe, the CPM,
and the party-led West Bengal
government.

“The West Bengal govern-
ment’s refusal to grant permis-
sion to non-governmental organ-
isations such as the Bastuhara
Sahayata Samiti to open relief
camps has added insult to
injury,” a resolution passed

by the RSS said. \ ‘\7

“The unfortunate WNi
who have been forced to\leave
their homes are entitled to be
recognised as refugees,” the res-
olution added.

Sangh spokesperson M.G.
Vaidya had yesterday dwelt at
length on the plight of the
Bangladeshi refugees, which has
emerged as one of the Kkey
themes at the RSS annual
meeting.

The organisation has also
found fault with the media, not
just on how it covered the
Godhra train attack but also the
persecution of Hindus in
Bangladesh.

“The media has not projected
the horrors suffered by these
refugees,” said the RSS’ national
joint secretary Madan Das.

“It is much worse than what
happened in Gujarat. Not a line
has been written. And that is
why we are angry,” the RSS
leader added.

The organisation’s resolu-
tion demanded that the Hindus
who have come to “Bharat be
treated as refugees and get all the
facilities accorded to them in the
UN charter”.

The Sangh recommended
economic sanctions against the
Khaleda Zia government to
“bring it to heel”.

“Tough measures like stop-
ping the export of rice, potato,
onion and meat from our
country and temporarily stop-
ping the flow of water from the
Farakka Barrage should be
taken to make the Bangladeshi
government see some reason,”

the resolutlon said.

RSS seeks Bangla refugees sta \7

by the organisation was that the
Hindus, basically tolerant, are
being pushed to the margins in
various states and it is time to
“fight back”.

“Look how the Hindu popula-
tion is being driven out from
places like Bangladesh and
Assam,” exhorted the RSS
leader.

Vaidya had said yesterday
that Hindus are peaceful and
wherever they are a majority
there is no trouble.

“Why is the Kashmir valley
seething and not Jammu apd
Ladakh?” asked the RSS
spokesperson.

“We are tolerant but intoler-

ant of intolerance,’ )e RSS
leader added.
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SERE

P OUTH ASIA has been one of

most protracted theatres of

refugee movements. Since the

exodus of over 8 million
Hindus and Sikhs from Pakistan to In-
dia and about 6-7 million Muslims
from India to Pakistan, about 35-40
million people have moved across na-
tional boundaries in India, Pakistan,
Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Nepal and
Bhutan.

The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan
in 1979 was followed by a massive
supply of U.S. arms (roughly $630 mil-
lion annually) to the Afghan Mujahi-
deen. What followed was
indiscriminate shelling of civilians,
laying of over 10 million landmines
and years of violent civil war. All these
uprooted almost 6 million Afghans

- {1/31d of the country’s population) in

the 1980s. Most of the refugees were
absorbed in Pakistan (besides Iran
and India) because of easy physical
accessibility, cultural and linguistic
affinity and political support of the
host Government. International hu-
manitarian and aid agencies led by
the UNHCR intervened in the man-
agement of refugees. This was despite
the fact that like other South Asian
countries, Pakistan had not signed in-
ternational refugee instruments viz.,
the 1951 U.N. Convention Relating to
the Status of Refugees and the 1967
Protocol Relating to the Status of Ref-
ugees, and also had not enacted a do-
mestic law or norms for managing
refugees.

Repatriation which began after the
withdrawal of Soviet forces in 1989
and the fall of the Najibullah Govern-
ment in 1992 was abruptly halted with
the capture of Kabul and two-thirds of
Afghanistan by the Taliban in Septem-
ber 1996. The September 11 World
Trade Center terrorist attack and the
subsequent retaliatory attacks on Af-
ghanistan have again brought the ref-
ugee question to the forefront. Amidst
a fresh exodus from Afghanistan, it is
essential to ponder over the events of
the last two decades. The story of how
the power games triggered by extra-
regional forces viz., the U.S. and the

‘The Afghan re

By Mahendra P. Lama

former Soviet Union, made Afghanis-
tan a bastion of terrorism is both fas-
cinating and devastating.

Refugee management has been a
tightrope walk for Pakistan as it has
had to constantly strike a balance
among economic, national security
and humanitarian interests. More se-
riously, despite the existence of full-
fledged camps set up by Pakistan Gov-
ernment, a significant number of
refugees has been living outside them.

motives of major aid donors were so
militarily oriented that strategic con-
siderations far outweighed the hu-
manitarian aspects. This was the most
critical turning point in the manage-
ment of Afghan refugees and eventu-
ally led to the rise of the Taliban.
The constant presence of refugees
also posed new threats to Pakistan.
Many a time, they were considered a
social and economic burden and
sometimes a political threat or securi-

Handling the refugee situation demands a very
comprehensive policy and neutral stands. The
politico-military goals should be marginalised.

Long before the latest crisis, the way
the camps were managed in the North
West Frontier Province (NWFP) and
Baluchistan brought about conflicts
within and outside the refugee com-
munity. Saba Gul Khattak, a Pakistani
scholar on Refugee Studies, found
that every registered household in a
refugee camp needed a political affil-
iation with a tanzim (political party)
for food, shelter and security (gun,
shoes and training to fight in Afghan-
istan). Pakistan supported seven ma-
jor political parties (led by four
fundamentalist leaders — Hekmatyar,
Khalis, Rabbani and Sayaf — and
three moderate leaders — Nabi, Gaila-
ni and Mujadaddi) of the Mujahideen.

Therefore, the extension of relief
and other support measures was liter-
ally aimed at raising a fighting force
and not exactly based on humanitar-
ian principles. This made it possible
to have a covert chain of control
whereby camp operations were di-
rectly juxtaposed with the political
and military moves in Afghanistan by
the host Pakistan. In the span of a dec-
ade, this practice of attaching protec-
tion and aid with the politico-strategic
operations injected distrust among
the refugees mainly emanating from
political, ethnic, religious and linguis-
tic differences. The aid agencies did
try to redress the situation. But the

ty risk. They were invariably perceived
as a challenge to cultural identity. A
study done in the Afghan refugee
camps revealed that besides pasture
land and employment, collection of
firewood was the main source of con-
flict with the local population. At the
height of their exodus, the Afghans
came with 3 million heads of livestock
and literally exhausted the grazing
land in NWFP and Baluchistan. The
demographic pressure resulting from
the refugee inflow, many a time lead-
ing to ethno-demographic imbal-
ances, and the subsequent pressure
on the local resources both natural
and infrastructural often created a
tense atmosphere.

The two most vital fallouts have
been the large-scale proliferation of
the narcotics trade and the open ac-
cess to sophisticated weapons leading
to “destructured conflicts” or “low in-
tensity wars” in and around the re-
gion. A fragile economy like that of
Pakistan has seen a sharp rise in drug
addicts from a few thousands in 1977
to over 4 million and a sharp jump in
the number of people involved in the
drugs trade. A significant portion of
the weapons the U.S. supplied to the
Mujahideen to fight the Soviets made
its way to the arms mafia and the Tali-
banAs a result, Pakistan became in-
fested with open arms bazaars and got

fugees

an entirely new profile of criminal and
terrorist activities. The Taliban natu-
rally capitalised on this “Kalashnikov
culture”. Its impact on violence in Ka-
rachi in Pakistan, Punjab, Jammu and
Kashmir and the northeastern States
of India is distinctly ugly.

A new set of mercenaries-turned-
terrorists came into being in the re-
gion. Their trans-national character
and flexibility have been the secret of
their survival and sustenance. Anoth-
er offshoot of this military confusion
has been the Taliban, a Sunni force
which seems to have been crushed at
the moment. The genetic linkage be-
tween madrassas (religious schools
openly promoted by the various Pa-
kistan Governments) and Talibanisa-
tion is well established. But it is only
after September 11 that Pakistan
openly declared Talibanisation to be a
threat to its security.

The refugees are reluctant to return
home because the future there is
bleak. Even though the Taliban rule
no more, the pastures and farms have
been devastated. And landmines re-
main a constant danger. Afghanistan
is essentially an agrarian economy,
but the prolonged fighting had de-
stroyed much of its irrigation capa-
bility, prevented a generation of
children born in refugee camps from
learning agricultural skills, and killed
or injured hundreds of thousands of
farmers.

The last time around, the U.S. left
Afghanistan and also withdrew sup-
port to the refugees when they re-
quired it most. This time, the
challenge itself is gomplex and the
goal not clearly defined. Handling the
refugee situation demands a very
comprehensive policy and neutral
stands. The politico-military goals
should be marginalised. Unlike the
last two decades when refugees were
pawns in power games, this time at
least Afghanistan deserves prolonged
reconstruction.

(The writer is Professor of South
Asian Ecunomics, South Asia Centre,
JNU.)
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* Australians march in siipport
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| SYDNEY, FEB. 2. Critis of the Aus-
| tralian Governmenyg's immigra-
!tion policies today rallied in
cities across Australla to press
for the release of the mostly
West Asian asylum-seekers held
in detention.

Over 1,000 marchers staked
out Government offices in Syd-
ney and in Melbourne, more
than 2,000 protesters took to the
streets to call for the end of
mandatory detention of those
who arrive without a visa. Aus-
tralia’s camps hold around
2,000 asylum-seekers, a quarter
of them Afghans, who wait
months, even years, for a deci-
sion on their asylum claims.

The Melbourne rally organis-
er, Jody Betzien, said public
opinion had switched on an is-
sue that helped deliver the
Prime Minister, John Howard, a
landslide victory at last Novem-
ber’s general election. “Increas-
ingly, people are seeing that
these are normal human beings
who have escaped persecution
and got here by whatever
means and deserved to be wel-
comed here,” Mr. Betzien said.
“As this campaign grows,
there’s good potential that the
. Government will be forced to

change it’s policies on refu-
gees,” he said.

For months, the detention
camps have been plagued by
riots, hunger strikes, incidents
of self harm and attempted

o of refugees

break-outs. Mr. Howard is ada-
mant that herding asylum-seek-
ers into camps will remain
Government policy so long as
neighbouring countries like
Malaysia and Indonesia turn a
blind eye to people-smuggling.

Rather than switch tack, Mr.
Howard last week offered Af-
ghans who got to Australia by
paying people-smugglers a re-
fund if they agree to give up
their asylum claims and go
home.

Mr. Howard, who is visiting
the United States, announced

e
y

the offer of repatriation pay-
ments after a meeting in New
York with Afghanistan’s interim
leader, Hamid Karzai.

Mr. Howard told Mr. Karzai
that many of the 4,000 Afghans
currently in detention or on
temporary stay permits would
qualify for the plane tickets and
repatriation allowance. There
are around 1,000 in the camps
and 3,000 on three-year visas
that may or may not be extend-
ed and do not allow for family
members to join them in Aus-
tralia. — DPA

Demonstrators taking out a protest against the Australian

Govemment’s immigration policies inciuding the dﬁ:;?p«ﬂ

asylum seekers in Sydney on Thursday. — Reu
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Re/gees hurt themselves . \7/

SYDNEY: Four Afghan boatpeople deliberately harmed themselve at
an Australian detention camp in the latest twist in a nine-day-old
protest against a freeze on the processing of their asylum claims,
‘immigration officials said on Thursday.Detainees at the Woomera
outback camp have gone on hunger strikes and sewn their lips
shut during the protest, shocking many Australians and putting
pressure on the government to review its hard line against illegal
immigrants.A spokesman for the
Immigration Department told the
Australian Associated Press that
three adults and a child at the
Woomera detention centre in the
red heart of the country needed
medical treatment overnight but
gave no further details. Three
teenagers are already in a nearby
hospital suffering from
dehydration and seven other
detainees were rushed there on
Tuesday after swallowing
¢ shampoo and painkillers. The
B85 Woomera unrest has sparked a

sympathy hunger stnke in a Melbourne camp housing European
and Asian visa violators as well as asylum seekers. Refugee
activists have also called snap demonstrations outside
immigration offices around the country. Around 64 of some 200 |
Afghan hunger strikers at Woomera have participated in the
mouth-sewing protests by threading a symbolic cotton strand
through their lips. (Two girls shout to the press as they leave a ; |
School in Woomera township on a bus that will return them j6 the
Woomera detention centre on Tuesday.) — Reuters
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