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MARAWI: After fleeing for their lives nearly a year ago,
some residents of the battle-scarred Philippine city of
Marawi were allowed back yesterday for the first time-
to dig through the rubble that was once their homes.
Swathes of the southern city were destroyed in five
months of house-to-house fighting between troops and
jihadists loyal to the Islamic State group that killed
nearly 1,200.

The stunned and tear-
ful residents, who once
lived in what became the
main battle zone, had not
been allowed home until
now due to fears of
unexploded bombs still
buried in the ruins.
Authorities finally relent-
ed as rebuilding plans are
moving forward, which
will likely result in many
of the worst-hit areas
being razed.

Yesterday some 7,000 residents returned, digging
charred furniture and broken toys from the rubble left
by the battles that broke out in May 2017. “I cried in
anger, pain,” Samsida Mangcol, 44, said of the moment
she saw what was left of her bridal boutique, which now
has “I love ISIS” spray-painted across one its walls. 

“I used to rent out clothes but now I have become a
beggar, asking my relatives for things to eat and wear,”
the mother-of-three said as she caressed a ruined
wedding gown. Marawi on Mindanao island, the prin-
cipal Islamic city in the mainly Catholic Philippines,
was besieged by hundreds of local and foreign gun-
men waving black IS flags who attacked it in what
authorities said was an attempt to establish a
Southeast Asian base.

‘We crawled in fear’ 
Over the course of the next month other groups of

residents will be allowed to return for up to three days
each, to view their old homes and salvage what they can
before rebuilding starts. Yesterday’s group walked for-
lornly through streets littered with rubble, twisted metal
and the skeletons of bullet-riddled cars. “Our house was

still new when we left it.
We had prepared every-
thing for Ramadan (the
Islamic fasting month),”
said Maimona Ambola, a
44-year-old mother of
seven. “A bomb has
destroyed it all. Our bed
has turned into ashes.”

The battle, which end-
ed in October, was the
biggest security crisis
under firebrand President
Rodrigo Duterte. The
destruction was similar to

that inflicted on Aleppo or Mosul, military and local
officials say.  Many of the city’s 200,000 residents fled
their homes in a rush for safety, including more than
10,000 people from the so-called “ground zero”. They
have since been living in evacuation centers or with
relatives in other towns. 

Months after the fighting ended, residents still visit-
ed at their own risk. The conflict zone has 53 unexplod-
ed bombs from military airstrikes weighing as much as
226 kilogrammes (500 pounds) as well as explosives
left behind by the militants, according to Colonel
Romeo Brawner, deputy commander of the military
task force in Marawi. 

“We lack the equipment to excavate the bombs. One
bomb we recovered, for example, took us five days
because we had to dig 10 meters deep and 10 meters

wide,” Brawner told AFP, adding the military aimed to
finish the effort by June. The threat posed by those
bombs as well as memories of their flight, were upper-
most in the minds of yesterday’s visitors. “We crawled in

fear... We brought nothing but the clothes on our backs.
We left because we thought the soldiers were about to
respond and there would be a gunfight,” said Mangcol,
the bridal shop owner, of her escape.—AFP
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10 dead as building
struck by car 
collapses in India
NEW DELHI: Ten people have died after a car crashed
into a dilapidated building in central India and brought
down the near century-old structure, burying them
beneath rubble, police said yesterday. The freak acci-
dent in Indore on Saturday evening is the latest building
disaster in a country infamous for poor construction
and safety standards.

The driver lost control of his vehicle and struck a pil-
lar holding up the near 100-year-old structure, said
police deputy inspector general Harinarayanchari
Mishra. “The impact was such that the entire building
collapsed,” he told AFP. “Rescue workers pulled out 12
people from the rubble, 10 of them were already dead.
The other two are being treated in hospital.”

Images from the scene showed battered and blood-
ied corpses being pulled from twisted piles of brick and
concrete. The rubble was being cleared with cranes and
industrial equipment. 

Building disasters are common in Indian cities where
millions are forced to live in cramped, run-down prop-
erties due to spiralling real estate prices and a lack of
proper housing. 

Activists say owners often cut corners on construc-
tion to save costs with little regard to safety. Some 30
people perished in September last year when a 117-

year-old apartment building collapsed in India’s finan-
cial hub of Mumbai. And in 2013, 60 people were killed

when a residential block came crashing down in one of
the country’s worst housing disasters. —AFP 

MARAWI CITY: A resident tries to collect salvageable belongings from her destroyed house during a
visit to the main battle area. —FP 

BANGKOK: A boat carrying dozens of Rohingya
refugees trying to reach Malaysia briefly stopped on
a Thai island, an official said yesterday, as fears grow
about overcrowded camps for the stateless minority
fleeing violence in Myanmar. Nearly 700,000
Rohingya Muslims have sought shelter in southern
Bangladesh since Myanmar launched a brutal crack-
down on insurgents in August that the US and UN
have called ethnic cleansing. But the refugees have
arrived to find cramped settlements and often
squalid conditions in Cox’s Bazar, where hundreds of
thousands who fled previous waves of persecution
are already living.

An agreement to repatriate Rohingya from
Bangladesh to Myanmar’s Rakhine state has yet to
see a single refugee returned. Rohingya migrants
attempting the boat routes south have been a rare
sighting since Thai authorities clamped down on
regional trafficking networks in 2015, leaving thou-
sands of migrants abandoned in open waters or jun-
gle camps.

The Rohingya boat arrived off Thailand’s western
coast in Krabi province early Sunday due to bad
weather. Images showed the passengers being inter-
viewed on shore and then getting back into the boat
before departing. Krabi governor Kitibodee Pravitra
confirmed that the people travelling on the boat
were Rohingya but did not know where they had
come from.

“The initial report said they were docking near
Koh Lanta this morning to avoid the storm,” he said,
referring to an island popular with tourists. “They
want to go to Malaysia.” The Rohingya on board
would continue toward their destination, he said. He
said there were about 56 women, men and children
on board.

Many of the Rohingya ensnared in the 2015 boat
crisis wound up in Muslim-majority Malaysia and
Indonesia as Thailand stuck to a policy of not
accepting the vessels. Bangladeshi economic
migrants have also taken the boat routes. There are
nearly 70,000 Rohingya refugees and asylum seek-
ers living in Malaysia, according to the most recent
statistics from the UN refugee agency. —FP 
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INDORE: This photograph taken on March 31, 2018 shows Indian police, rescue teams and residents
taking part in rescue operations after a building collapsed. —AFP 

16 killed as fighting 
rages across Kashmir
SRINAGAR: Sixteen people have been killed in Indian
Kashmir in some of the fiercest fighting this year in the
restive Himalayan region, police said yesterday, as authori-
ties braced for more violence. A total of three Indian sol-
diers and 11 suspected militants died in several clashes
south of Srinagar, the main city of the region divided
between India and Pakistan but claimed in full by both.

Two civilians were also killed and dozens injured when
police opened fire on thousands of demonstrators who
poured onto the streets, throwing stones and chanting slo-
gans against Indian rule. There were also demonstrations
in Srinagar, where authorities ordered all schools shut on
Monday as rebel groups called for protests. Seven of the
militants were killed along with two soldiers in a protract-
ed shootout in the village of Dragad, where helicopters
were seen swooping low over the battle zone. 

Another man, described by Indian authorities as a mili-
tant, was gunned down in a brief exchange of fire in
Dialgam. Security forces were still taking fire from gunmen

in the village of Kachdora, where one soldier and three
insurgents had been killed, local police chief Shesh Paul
Vaid said. “It is a massive operation. The fight is still on,”
inspector-general of police Swayam Prakash Pani said.

Many civilians in Kashmir-India’s only Muslim-majority
state-support rebels who have been fighting for decades
for independence or for a merger with Pakistan. Tens of
thousands, mostly civilians, have died. Pakistan-which has
fought three wars with India over control of Kashmir con-
demned the violence as a “mindless killing spree” and said
those slaughtered were innocents.

“Such cowardly actions of the occupying forces only
serve to fortify the resolve of the Kashmiri people,” its
foreign office said in a statement yesterday. Last year was
the deadliest of this decade in the region, with more than
200 alleged militants killed in a counter-insurgency offen-
sive dubbed “Operation All Out”. That upsurge in violence
has escalated in 2018, with 49 militants already killed this
year. The weekend clashes were the worst since a three-
day skirmish in the forests of northern Kashmir last month
left ten dead-five unidentified militants and five govern-
ment forces. Kashmir has been divided between nuclear-
armed India and Pakistan since the end of British colonial
rule in 1947. —AFP 

SRINAGAR: Indian Kashmiris clash with Indian policemen during unrest following gun fights between
suspected militants and Indian forces in South Kashmir. —AFP 

B’desh lawyer 
disappears after
Islamist trials
DHAKA: A prominent Bangladeshi lawyer who fought the
state’s case in a high-profile murder trial against Islamist
extremists has disappeared, police said yesterday, with
grave fears for his safety. Ratish Chandra Bhowmik, a
respected prosecutor and champion of minority rights, has
not been seen since he left his home in Rangpur early
Friday morning.

His disappearance comes a fortnight after seven mili-
tants from the Jamayetul Mujahideen Bangladesh were
sentenced to death for murdering the caretaker of a Sufi
shrine in November 2015. Bhowmik led the case that saw
nearly a dozen hardliners from the homegrown extremist
group convicted for killing the caretaker because they
considered him a heretic. Lawyers in the northern
Bangladeshi city have staged protests calling for informa-
tion about their colleague.

“We are concerned and worried,” said Abdul Malek, a
lawyer who represented the state with Bhowmik in the trial
against the militants. Bhowmik, a Hindu and leading cultur-
al activist, also lead the state’s prosecution against five
JMB extremists sentenced to death for the murder of 66-
year-old Japanese farmer Hoshi Kunio in 2015.

Rangpur regional police Chief Khandaker Golam
Faruque said that Bhowmik had refused the offer of an
armed escort during the high-profile trials. “There was no
threat against him. His family filed a complaint about his
disappearance on Friday night,” Faruque said. JMB
regrouped after the execution of its founder and top lead-
ership in 2007 and has been blamed for a wave of attacks
on religious minorities, atheist bloggers and foreigners in
recent years. 

In July 2016, suspected JMB militants stormed a Dhaka
cafe and massacred 22 hostages, including 18 foreigners, in
an assault claimed by the Islamic State group. Bangladesh
has been waging a campaign against JMB and other
homegrown militant outfits in the wake of the attacks.
Security forces have shot dead more than 70 alleged mili-
tants in a crackdown since the cafe assault. Hundreds of
suspected Islamists have also been arrested, and scores
have been sentenced to death. —AFP

This handout photo released and taken by the
Royal Thai Army shows a member of the Royal
Thai Navy rescue team assisting Rohingya
refugees to board their wooden boat. —AFP


