
CHITTAGONG: Workers look on as Malaysian ship Nautical Aliya, with relief
aid for Rohingya Muslims, is unloaded as she sits moored at the port of
Chittagong.  —AFP

KUALA LUMPUR: The slight girl in a turquoise
headscarf held back tears as she recalled what
happened when she fled to Malaysia from
Myanmar’s violence-hit Rakhine state. Just 12-
years-old at the time, she was forced to wed a
man she did not know, and who was more than
a decade older than her. The teenager, who is
not being named by Reuters because she is still
only 13, is like hundreds of Rohingya girls
escaping persecution, violence and apartheid-
like conditions in Rakhine, only to be sold into
marriage to Rohingya men in neighboring
Malaysia, migrant groups and community
members said.

Separated from her family while escaping to
Malaysia, she said she was caught by traffickers
and held for weeks in a filthy and brutal jungle
camp near the Thai-Malaysian border with
dozens of others. Her captors told her a
Rohingya man was willing to give her freedom
if she agreed to marry him. “The (trafficking)
agent said I had been sold to a man and I asked,
how could do they do that?... My heart was
heavy and I was scared,” the girl said in an inter-
view in Kuala Lumpur. Reuters could not inde-
pendently verify certain aspects of her story but
her mother confirmed she was held in the camp
for weeks before being released.

The girl’s plight is just one illustration of the
hardships faced by many Rohingya Muslims, a
minority group in Myanmar who are regarded
by the nation’s government as illegal migrants
from Bangladesh, entitled only to limited
rights. Since 2012, violence and communal
clashes have seen hundreds of Rohingya killed
while tens of thousands have fled, seeking
refuge in neighboring countries such as
Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia and Bangladesh.
In the most recent crackdown, security forces
and police committed mass killings and gang
rapes and burned villages in northern Rakhine,
a UN investigation published earlier this
month found.

Malaysia criticized
It has been common for Rohingya women

escaping Myanmar to wed Rohingya men in the
country they fled to, usually through marriages
arranged between families, rights groups said.
Some of these arranged marriages would be for
underage girls. But a growing number are
becoming victims of human traffickers who sell
women and girls to Rohingya men as brides.
Matthew Smith, executive director of the
Southeast Asia-based migrant and refugee pro-
tection group Fortify Rights, said the group had
seen a “significant” rise in the number of child
brides following increased violence in Rakhine.

There are no official statistics on how many
girls have been sold into marriage. In 2015, the
United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees said in a report it had identified 120
Rohingya child brides in Malaysia but it was
unclear how many were trafficking victims.
Malaysian Prime Minister Najib Razak has spo-
ken out strongly in the past few months against
Buddhist Myanmar over its handling of the vio-
lence in Rakhine and the Rohingyas’ plight.

But rights groups say Malaysia, which has
not signed the U.N. refugee convention, has

been complicit in the abuse of Rohingya asy-
lum-seekers because they are treated as illegal
migrants with no official access to jobs, health-
care or education. They live in poverty working
illegally in restaurants or construction sites. The
Malaysian government launched a project this
month that enables 300 Rohingya people to be
employed, a move welcomed by rights groups.
The Malaysian government did not return
requests seeking comment for this story.

Child marriages allowed
Child marriages are also tolerated in Muslim-

majority Malaysia. Under Islamic law, Muslim
girls under 16 can marry with permission from
the Shariah court, though in the case of the
Rohingya marriages in Malaysia there is no
court involvement - Rohingya imams conduct
them and while a marriage certificate is printed
there is no indication it is a legal document
under Malaysian law. The girl who was married
was taken to Kuantan, on Malaysia’s east coast,
where she said she quickly learned that her new
husband was controlling and abusive. He con-
fiscated her mobile phone and did not allow his
family to see her.  She was left alone for days in
the house.

Eight months into the marriage, she recon-
nected with her parents and four younger sib-
lings, and was rescued by her father, who had
travelled to Kuantan to find her. The girl’s hus-
band did not respond to calls seeking comment
for this story. She now lives with her family in a
one-room shack in a small village on the out-
skirts of Kuala Lumpur. While she feels safer
now, she said she was afraid that she may have
to return to her husband, who has refused to
grant her a divorce.

Sharifah Shakirah, a refugee herself and
founder of the Rohingya Women Development
Network, said Rohingyas have no legal status in
Malaysia, and their marriages are not recog-
nized. This can make it harder for law enforce-
ment to intervene in domestic abuse cases,
even when they involve children. “To ask help
from lawyers and police is not easy because
they (Rohingyas) don’t have legal status. Even
when cases of child brides are reported, the
police don’t take action,” said Sharifah, who
provides help and counseling to Rohingya
women.

‘Life of dignity’
According to UN statistics, some 56,000

Rohingya are living in Malaysia, although
migrant groups say the number is much higher
as many are undocumented. The community is
mainly spread across impoverished suburbs
around the capital Kuala Lumpur.

For young men in this small, marginalized
community, finding a partner and having a fam-
ily is a way of elevating their social status and
having a normal life, according to Rohingya
men interviewed by Reuters. The lack of eligible
women in Rohingya communities in Malaysia
has created a demand for brides, while some
families see marriage as a way to reduce their
financial burdens, said Belal Hossain Shamia, 32,
a Rohingya father of three in Kuala Lumpur
whose sister was a child bride. —Reuters
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MAWLAMYINE: Khin Khin Tun’s back is a
patchwork of burns, searing memories she
says from when her former employer poured
two flasks of boiling water over her flesh-one
for each orange she was accused of stealing.
The 14-year-old and her sister spent years
working as domestic helpers in the city of
Mawlamyine, southern Myanmar, part of a
vast invisible workforce of child servants hid-
den in the country’s wealthy houses.

“Aye Aye Soe took a flask and poured it on
the left side of my body. She told me to tell
the truth. When I replied I didn’t have (the
orange) she beat me,” she said this week.
“When I shouted I was burning, she beat me
around the head. There was a lot of blood.”
Khin Khin Tun was rescued after three years
working for Aye Aye Soe, a 40-year-old wid-
ow, and her mother Tin Pyone in their home
and as a waitress for their catering service.

The girl was sent by her father to be a
domestic helper to fund his medical bills. Her
younger sister Thazin Aung, now 12, was later
also taken in by the women. At first Khin Khin
Tun was paid 30,000 kyat ($22) a month for
working more than 17 hours a day, but that
stopped after her father passed away in 2015.
Soon the beatings started. Hla Shwe, who
also worked at the catering company, said
she witnessed the boiling water attack in
December. The teenager was forced to strip

before Aye Aye Soe “poured hot water” over
her body, she said. I could only watch this
scene. What could I do? I cannot say any-
thing,” she added tearfully.

The sisters are among tens of thousands of
youngsters who support their families
through domestic work for the growing urban
elite in Myanmar’s booming cities. Alone,
invisible and without any legal protection,
experts say they are highly vulnerable to
exploitation and abuse. The issue came to
light last year when two teenage domestic
helpers were freed from a tailor shop in
Yangon, where they said they spent five years
being beaten, stabbed and deprived of sleep
and food. The case shocked the country and
the president ordered an investigation into
how it was handled, but no concrete steps
have been taken despite de facto leader Aung
San Suu Kyi’s pledge to protect human rights.

‘Monitoring is impossible’
“Monitoring is almost impossible,” accord-

ing to Piyamal Pichaiwongse, deputy liaison
officer for the International Labor
Organization based in Yangon. “The best form
of protection is still education and reducing
household poverty.” Khin Khin Tun and her
sister were rescued in late December when
the founder of a local NGO, Thi Thi Nwe, dis-
covered her in hospital. Sitting in the NGO’s

office, the teenager described how her
employers would accuse the girls of stealing
food, then tie them up and brand them with
burning wood if they denied it.

Sometimes they would be forced to hit
each other until they bled, then rub chilli
powder, MSG and vineger into the wounds. “If
we did not want to beat each other, they
would beat us. So we had to do it,” she said
softly, tears in her eyes. “They wanted us to
hate each other.” Aye Aye Soe appeared in
court on Monday accused of causing griev-
ous bodily harm and voluntary hurt-but not
child abuse charges that would ensure she
was denied bail. The widow and her mother
refused to speak to AFP journalists outside
the Mawlamyine court. Instead they tried to
get reporters barred from observing the trial.  

The girls’ aunt Hla Kyi decided to bring the
case, braving Myanmar’s slow and often cor-
rupt legal system, after being contacted by
Thi Thi Nwe.  At first the employers accused
Khin Khin Tun of spilling the water on herself,
saying she had “mental problems,” Hla Kyi
said. “When I saw the child, I felt sorry. I’m
angry too. That’s why I opened the case,” she
said. Today Khin Khin Tun says she still feels
dizzy sometimes, but is hopeful she can now
forge a new life with her sister. “I want my sis-
ter to go back to school,” she said. “Can I go
back to school at this age?” —AFP

‘There was a lot of blood’: Myanmar sisters scarred by abuse

JAKARTA: The race to become gov-
ernor of Indonesia’s capital was
heading for a second round
between the incumbent Christian
and a Muslim former education min-
ister after neither appeared to win a
majority in yesterday election. The
Jakarta poll has been overshadowed
by religious tensions, with Islamist-
led protests against Governor Basuki
Tjahaja Purnama, an ethnic Chinese
Christian, and calls for voters to
choose a Muslim leader for the city.

Analysts say divisions could
linger and even deepen as the vote,
which is also being widely seen as a
proxy battle for the next presidential
election, in 2019, appeared to be
heading for a second round, accord-
ing to unofficial sample vote counts.
Purnama is backed by President
Joko Widodo’s ruling party. His main
rival, former education minister
Anies Baswedan, is backed by a
retired general, Prabowo Subianto,
who is promising a comeback to the
national stage after losing to
Widodo in the 2014 presidential
vote. “There would be tension that
will be stored until 2019, because of
course all this is not really against
Purnama, it ’s against Widodo.
Prabowo is coming in now,” said
Wimar Witoelar, a Jakarta-based
political analyst.

Purnama had secured 43.08 per-
cent of the votes, just ahead of
Baswedan on 40.14 percent, based
on a quick sample count of about 95
percent of the vote by private
polling firm SMRC.

The other candidate, Agus
Yudhoyono, the son of former
President Susilo Bambang
Yudhoyono, was in third place with
16.78 percent. Other pollsters
showed similar results. A candidate
needs to get more than 50 percent
of the votes in the first round to win
outright. The earliest a second
round will be held in April. The
General Elections Commission is

expected to announce official
results in around two weeks.

‘Struggle not over’
Indonesia has the world’s largest

Muslim population but is officially sec-
ular and home to minority Christian,
Hindu, Buddhist and other communi-
ties. Overshadowing the campaign
has been Purnama’s trial for allegedly
insulting the Koran in connection with
remarks he made about how people
vote. He denies the charge. The trial,
which began in December, seemed to
dent his support initially but more
recently he has rebounded in opinion
polls, helped by middle class approval
of his efforts to improve the bureau-
cracy and tackle traffic jams and flood-
ing. Baswedan, who was dropped

from Widodo’s cabinet after a reshuffle
in mid-2016, has largely stayed out of
the headlines as the other two candi-
dates - Purnama and Yudhoyono -
fought a bitter campaign.

But Baswedan’s strategy of tar-
geting the Islamic vote, at a time
when conservative Muslim groups
were urging voters to shun a non-
Muslim leader, gave him a late
boost, analysts say. “The votes may
have shifted from Yudhoyono to
Baswedan,” said Irine Gayatri, a polit-
ical analyst at the Indonesian
Institute of Sciences. Ethnicity and
religion would likely again be major
issues in a second round, Gayatri
said. The president said he hoped
for an easing of tension. “We hope
that everybody can return as a fami-

ly after these elections,” Widodo said
after casting his vote.

Purnama, dressed in his signature
checkered shirt, met cheering sup-
porters at his campaign headquar-
ters. “The struggle is not over,” he told
them. “Everyone wants just one
round but we’re grateful to have
come at least this far.” Baswedan said
his campaign for a second round
would focus on policies. “We will
focus on programs, about jobs, about
quality education, needs that are
important and urgent for families and
people in Jakarta,” he told reporters.
The votes in Jakarta and scores of
other regions in the world’s third-
largest democracy were peaceful and
mostly running without hitches,
police said. —Reuters
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JAKARTA: Incumbent governor Basuki Tjahaja Purnama (center) gestures as he meets his sup-
porters and the media after voting in local elections in Jakarta yesterday. —AFP

POKHARA: Batuli Bhujel weaves deftly through
the colourful wooden boats and paddles into the
shore of Phewa Lake in west Nepal, stepping
lightly out of her boat and steadying it as she
helps her young passengers off. For years, Bhujel
has paddled tourists out at dawn to be rewarded
with majestic views of the snow-capped
Himalayas reflected in the glassy waters. But the
60-year-old wonders whether she will be able to
do this work much longer. “Quite often my whole
body hurts, so I just rest for a day or two. If I had
other sources of income, I would not have done
this job,” she said, tugging the boat onto firm
ground. Bhujel is one of only about 30 women
among 250 men who row boats commercially on
Phewa Lake, the leading attraction in Pokhara, a
resort town 150 km northwest of the Nepali capi-
tal Kathmandu.

Working on the lake gives women like Bhujel
some independence in a country where women
are often destined to a life of servitude to their
in-laws as well as denied the same access as men
to education, health and jobs. Parents, particular-
ly in rural areas, often see no benefit in educating
their daughters since they leave home to live
with their husbands and in-laws after marriage.
Although school attendance numbers in Nepal
are improving, only 66 percent of girls attend
secondary school compared with 74 percent of
boys, the UN children’s agency UNICEF says.

‘Badmouthed’
Like many others on the lake, Laxmi Nepali

has never stepped inside a classroom. Married at
the age of 15, she is among almost 40 percent of
girls in Nepal who are wed before their 18th

birthday even though the legal age for marriage
in the country is 20. After giving birth to her son
at the age of 18, Nepali’s husband abandoned
her. Shortly after, her parents took in their grand-
son but disowned their daughter. “Deep inside
I’m heartbroken, but I don’t feel anything,” said
Nepali, whose second marriage also ended, leav-
ing her to bring up a 10-year-old daughter alone.

The Phewa Boat Association, in charge of boat
hire on Phewa Lake and nearby Begnas Lake,
allows anyone over 16 to row their boats with no
training, and offers equal pay to women and
men. Even though the association treats male
and female workers as equals, women some-
times face discrimination from their colleagues
and passengers. Passengers - Nepali men, in par-
ticular - sometimes refuse to get in a woman’s
boat. “The first thing they do is look at my face,
and some get annoyed and go to another boat,
saying they don’t want to go with an old woman
like me,” said Bhujel. “It feels bad when people
say nasty things but what can you do?”

Nepali, who said she used to be “bad-
mouthed” and verbally abused over her job,
recalled a group of boys who at first refused to
allow a woman to row them across the lake. They
eventually hired her, persuaded by others who
advised, “by appearance she looks like a woman,
but she is like a man”. In 2015, she competed
against male rowers in a boat race on Begnas
Lake and came second, winning 3,000 rupees
($28) in prize money, about six times her daily
earnings. “I was given a lot of respect, even here,”
said Nepali, who eschews the traditional saris or
tunics and trousers that other women wear for
Western clothes.

Earnings
Unlike the other women on Phewa Lake who

only row small boats seating up to six people,
Nepali operates the larger twin-hulled boats, earn-
ing fractionally more than the others. The average
fee paid by tourists for an hour on a boat is 500
rupees ($5) with the skipper getting just 100
rupees. Boatwomen hope to earn around 500
rupees a day, plus tips, but sometimes they leave
empty-handed.

When business is quiet, Bhujel, Nepali and the
others may only get a turn every two or three days.
Foreign tourists tend to be the meanest tippers,
Bhujel said. “If they speak Nepali, we tell them we
can’t even get a cup of tea with 10 or 20 rupees but
foreigners don’t understand us. We don’t under-
stand them, so whatever little they give, we just
accept it,” she said. To boost their earnings, espe-
cially after the devastating earthquake in 2015 led
to a drop in tourist numbers, many of the boat-
women seek casual work elsewhere including on
construction sites, breaking and carrying stones.

“I feel I have become like a man and even my
heart has become like that of a man,” said Nepali,
stabbing the lake with her oar. She sees educa-
tion as the way out of poverty for her daughter,
but it is a constant battle to make ends meet.
State schools are free for all children but parents
still need to find money for uniforms and sta-
tionery. Sometimes they are forced to pay annual
admission and exam fees. “I don’t have any
dreams for myself but I have dreams for my
daughter, to provide her with an education so
that she does well,” Nepali said. “My wish is that
people look at her and say, no matter how I am, I
have raised my daughter well.” —Reuters

Nepali women row against tide of 

discrimination on tourist lake

MAWLAMYINE: Photo shows 14-year old Khin Khin Tun with deep scars
on her back at Mawlamyine, some 300 kms southeast of Yangon. —AFP

I N T E R N AT I O N A L

THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 16, 2017


