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HUNDREDS of thousands of
Moslem refugees who fled to
Bangladesh from Burma
earlier this year 1o escape
persecution by the Burmese
army, have refused to leave
their squalid refugee camps
and return home.

In July the governments In
Rangoon and Dacca agreed
on a repatriation programme,
but widespread resistanca
from the refugees has ren«
dered it more or less ineffec-
tive, On the day the
repatriation officially began,
Al 31, only 58 refugees
from nine families crossed
the border to Burma, The
camps accommodate more
than 250,000. They have all
been declared restricted
areas, and strict press censor-
ship has been imposed on in-
formation concerning the
repatriation programme,

The 58 refugees who
crossed into Burma were
escorted to the checkpoint at
Tangbru by Mr Roman Xoh-
auty the chief field coordina-
tor in Bangladesh for_the
United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees.
Mr XKohaut said that they
had crossed of their free
will, but he declined to com-
ment on why the complement
of 200, who had Dbeen
expected to cross that day.
had failed to do so.

He described the Issue as’
= sensitive,” but admitted
that, in view of * the general
reluctance ” of the refugees
to go back, the repatriation
programme had been tempor-
arily postponed. There is 1o
be another meeting of offi.
cials from both governments,
Meanwhile, the refugees’ are
asking for details of the July
agreement to be made public.

Both  governments, * Mr
Kohaut said, ought to find
ways of convincing the refu-

- gees to return to Burma. The

refugee camps are maln-

tained by outside aid at the

:]ost of more than £50,000 a
ay.

The problem is, to some
extent, a relic of the colonial
era. Before the Second Worla
War, thousands of Moslems
from East Bengal, later East
Pakistan and now Bangla-
desh, moved into the Bur
mese border state of Arakan
in search of employment
Before Burmese indepen-
dence in 1848, the Moslems
in Burma sought unsuc
cessfully to have the .Arakan
merged with Pakistan. The
present flood of refugees into
Bangladesh began after the
Burmese _authorities began
fresh border checks in March
to stop the flow of migrants.

Apart from a guarantee of
peace and safety, the refu-
gecs are asking the two Gov-
ernments to ensure complete
rehabilitation in Burma and

: The refugees suffer from m
live in make-shift huts or in the open

R

alaria, dysente}y, and expose' and

border town of Teknaf in an
effort to solve the . problem.
Bangladesh's main. task 1s to
convince the Burmese . {o
relax some conditions made
on July 9. This defines four
categories of refugees. * -

relax these clauses, 'Bangla-
esh will.'be able to'-send
dck the refugees in: much
larger numbers and possibly
clear the internationally

months. In that case, Bangla-
‘desh  will use the " same
. method as did the Burmese
when their minority nationals
were pushed out three
-thenths ago.

in the camps who have other
reasons for .not wanting to
return. These are mostly
%oung people — those who
ave reportedly fled to avoid
being used as forced labour
to build a highway from
Arakan to Rangoon ¢
These people do not con-
cern themselves much with
assurances of safety if they
return home. They are
making certain ' demands

restoration of their property.
“They want to throw us to
the wolves,” Gamir Mia,
aged 48, said. He is a farmer
of the Buthidong arca now
living in Ledah camp with
his family. “ Who will ensure
that they will not kill us or
kidnap our women ? ™

Bangladesh’s attempt to
seck such assurances hax
apparently upset Rangoon, It
explained that, while every
effort was being made in the
Arakan province to rehabil-
tate the Burmese minorities
and that the representatives
of UNHCR in the area were

witnesses to those steps.
Burma’s assurancc to a third
country of the safcly of its
natlonals would be an infr-
ingement of its soverecignty.
Despite the differences, the
representatives from the gov-
ernments are -meeting this
week in the Bangladesh

which arc annoying the
Bangladesh Government,
They want Bangladesh to
account for “every penny”
it received to.deal with the
problem from the world’s
rich countries, especially the
Maoslem countries. They
allege that much of the
money Bangladesh received
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remained unspent and that:
this would be expropriated .
by thé government if all the
‘refugees went back straight -

away.. |’ Wi
But a senior Bangladeshi

official described this as” a.

“wild accusation” -and said :

that Bangladesh- had spent
much more than it received .

" from the affluent countries
in maintaining the refugees.
He said -that Dacca would
announce the details of how
the money was spent and its
sources but added that this
would “not be done on.de-
mands by the refugees.”
Anather’ group of young
people” is still contemplating
the -prospect of building a
movement  for the liberation
of . Arakan-. and - says.- that
Bangladesh: should give them
sanctuary to promote their
cause.
only refused 1o help them,
but has kept the group under
constant watch. Their move-

Bangladesh has not

ments in' the camps have .

been. restricted and they may
communicate with other refu-
gees.only in the presence of
security guards.

These stern measures have
doubtless created misgivings

in the camps. There were .

violent scenes in the two
camps where this .group ' has
been confined. Refugees even
attacked the Bangladeshi offi-

cials who tried to persuade °

them to return.




