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Pakistani refugees start
returning home

”.me

Crammed into rickety vans with
electric fans and sacks of flour
roped to the roof, the first of
Pakistan's 2 million refugees
have begun returning to their
homes after the army said it
expelled Taliban militants from
some northern strongholds.

Their return is unlikely to
end Pakistan's refugee crisis.
The military is preparing for a
major offensive in a neighbour-
ing region, ensuring that other
Pakistanis will be displaced.

The refugees have spent the
past two months in crowded
camps and squeezed into
houses with relatives and
friends south of the war zone,
and are eager to restart their
lives. The government must
now quickly restore electricity
and water and prevent the
militants from coming back.

If the government fails, it
could lose the goodwill it won
among the public by confronting
the Taliban during last spring's
offensive. The military operation
began after militants poured out
of bases in the Swat Valley into
the neighbouring district of
Buner and moved within 60
miles of the capital, Islamabad.

The army has now declared
Swat and Buner cleared of most
Taliban fighters. It plans to
follow up on its success in those
areas with an offensive against
Taliban militants in South
Waziristan, part of the lawless
tribal region along Pakistan's
borderwith Afghanistan.

But those offensives have
forced an estimated 2 million
civilians from their homes,

threatening a humanitarian
crisis in a country, which has
long fallen short of providing
basic servicestoits people.

The urgency of the situation
is particularly clear in
Sultanwas, a small town in
Buner that was reduced to
rubble during the fighting. F-16
fighter jets, military helicopters,
tanks and artillery flattened
houses, mosques and shops,
strewn with charred children's
books, torn sandals and busted
suitcases.

With the Taliban driven from
the area, about half the town's
estimated 5,000 residents have
returned mainly men to scout
out the situationto see ifit's sale
for their wives and children.
About 100 tents have been set
up in a wheat field to house
them.Some returnees were
grumbling Thursday about
what they perceive as govern-
ment foot-dragging.

“If we are ignored and
neglected, then no one will
stand against militant extrem-
ism in the future,” said
Muhamed Shereen, who left his
wife and nine children In a
refugee camp. "In this war we
lost and gave everything, saw
our village destroyed. So now
the people of Sultanwas look to
the government and the whole
country and world to come
forwardand helpus.”

Help is something they
desperately need.

There's no electricity in
Sultanwas, and the sole source
of water is a well with a hand
pump. Craters from artillery

shells and bombs have ravaged
fields where tomatoes and

cucumbers once grew. Shereen
said food is scarce and the
government is slow in deliver-
ingnew supplies.

While Sm- scale of destruc-
tion in Sultanwas is exceptional,
many of the residents' frustra-
tions are not. In nearby villages
that escaped the fighting largely
unscathed, residents salﬁcy
also experience power outages
and food shortages. Many ran
through their savings support-
ing their families while away;
they are now counting on gov-
emment handouts to get by.

Electricity has been restored
to some villages, and officials
say it should be back on in
Sultanwas in the next few days.

The government also has
vowed to provide for those who
return as well as those still stuck in
campsuntiltheend ofthe year.

"We will ensure that every
family that leaves (the camps)
gets cash support from the
government,” sald Lt Gen
Nadeem Ahmad, who heads an
army support group to look
after the displaced.

Although the army says
Buner and Swat are now largely
free of Taliban fighters, security
questions remain.

In the village of Pir Baba, the
dusty main market street was
empty and most storefronts
were shuttered.

At one of the few produce
shops open, Asad Khan was
selling bananas, mangoes,
tomatoes and red onions. Khan,
17, returned to Pir Baba this
week with his parents and six
siblings from a refugee camp
about two hours south.

"We don't see any danger at

the moment here," he said, but
noted that business was slow
deaPIlc the influxof returnees.

People are not coming to
the market area because they
arestillapprehensive,” hesaid.

Tufaiel Ahmad, 16, sald he
m paur]enln. four r:i;tcn and
rothers at a refugee cam
to reopen his father's mm':i
shop near the town's shrine to a
local Muslim mystic.

“This street was not like it is
now," he said, playing with the
scales used to weigh walnuts
and almonds. "You couldn't
pass because of the crowd of
people.We had great businessin
those days,

"The problem was because
of the Taliban. Now that they've
left, we hope normal life will
return.”

Military officials acknowl-
edge that pockets of resistance
remain in northeast Buner

and parts of Swat. Officials
insist that troops will finish
them offin the coming days.

Many residents believe
Taliban fighters simply hid
their weapons and melted
back into the civilian popula-
tion, waiting for the right
moment to resurface as they
have after previous Pakistani
crackdowns.

This time, the army
acknowledges it is going to
have to retain a presence in
Buner and Swat.

“The army will remain until
the situation feels comfort-
able and there is no threat,”
said Lt. Col. Waseem Shahid, a
spokesman for an army group
helping refugeesin the region.
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Tajikistan arrests
ex-minister after

shootout
A¥P, Dushanbe

Police in the Central Asian state of
Tajikistan yesterday arrested an
ex-minister in connection with
an attack on a checkpoint near
the Afghan border, an interior
ministry spokesman said.

Former Emergency
Situations Minister Mirzo Zioyey
was detained during a security
operation, the spokesman said,
just days after armed gunmen
opened fire on a police post in
the volatile RashtValley region.

"Mirzo Ziyoev was arrested
together with five of his armed
followers,” a ministry spokes-
man told AFP on condition of
anonymity.

At least three of the attackers
were killed and five wounded
during the alleged shooting,
which took place onWednesday
near the regional center of
Tavildara, he said.

The arrest of Ziyoev -- an
Islamist commander during the
country’s brutal civil war who
was given a seat in the govern-
ment as part of a peace deal --
comes amid rising tensions in
the isolated mountain region.

Government forces sweptinto
the Rasht Valley region in May,
setting up roadblocks and barring
access to journalists as part of
what it says are routine annual
anti-narcotics operations.

But on a recent visit to the
region locals told an AFP
reporter that government forces
were cordoning off entire moun-
tain villages as part of ongoing
battles with armed militant
groups.

Tajikistan -- anim ed
state which shares a porous
border with volatile Afghanistan
-- has enjoyed a fragile peace
between opposition and govern-
ment forces since the end of the
civilwarin 1997.

FROM PAGE 16
She also said that no one
harassed her to get the patho-
logical tests done at their
private clinics.

Like Shila, most of the
patients seeking treatment
from Keraniganj, Islampur,
Sadarghat and other nearby
areas of old Dhaka expressed
satisfaction over the changes
inthehospital's services.

Amongst many allegations
once against the hospital, was
the fact that certain doctors
would encourage patients to
seek treatment elsewhere, or
get their pathological tests
done at nearby private cen-
tres.

The attendance of doctors
at the hospital was so poor
that most patients had to rush
to the many private clinics set
up nearby to find a doctor to
attend to them.

Another complaint against
the hospital was its unclean
environment.

But things changed about a
year and a half ago when a new
director joined Mitford. Under
his guidance, the manage-
ment was woken up to a regu-
lar round of duties performed
meticulously by the same
members of staff.

The number of patients at
the 600-bed Mitford has been
increasing significantly.
Insiders say the bed occu-
pancy rate has reached to
almost 130 percent now.

Despite existing laws that
dictate that no private clinic
be allowed to set up within a
200 yard radius of a public
hospital, a large number of
private clinics and diagnostic
centres had once thrived
around the hospital.

A ring of corrupt medical

The Baily Star
Mitford Hospital

professionals was alleged to
involved In luring away the
patients from the hospital to
those.

But with the about turn in
Mitford's services, some
private clinics in the area have
already been forced to shut
down, alocal resident said.

Al present, around 750 to
800 patients avail indoor
treatment from the hospital
while around 1500 patients
scek treatment from the out
patient department of Mitford
each day.

The immediate past direc-
tor of the hospital Brig Gen
Shahidul Haque Mallik, who
has overseen most of the
changes in the hospitals ser-
vices, said, "We have tried to
improve the management of
the hospital and create an
environment of service."

He said that an acceptable
level of medical service is
possible even with the govern-
ment’s limited allocation if the
management is strict and runs
acorruption free office.

At present some 220 types
of drugs are supplied free of
cost to the patients whereas a
year back only 30 to 40 drugs
were given for free.

Good management and
quality treatment has also lead
(o more revenue income.

The hospital's income
increased to Tk 7.67 lakh in
March this year from Tk 5.18
lakh in February 2007, The
income crossed Tk 17 lakh in
July.

The hospital is also trying
to increase the range of its
services. It has already opened
Morgue services while a CT
Scan machine is also available
for tests here now. An

Intensive Care Unit (ICU) will
also be set up soon for critical
patients, hospital officials
sald.

Some 183 doctors and 316
nurses along with 150 intern
doctors are engaged at the
hospital at present.

“We are trying our best to
continue a good service to the
people,” sald the present
Director Khademul Ehsan
Iqbal.

A good service has given
rise to higher expectations
from patients. Patients who
are referred 1o Dhaka Medical
College for services not avail-
able at Mitford hope that these
services will soon be available
at Midford.

Cargo ship

FROM PAGE 1
ent the port channel at

about 9:00am. Khanak was
engaged in dredging at the
site.

The vessel suddenly tumed
direction and hit Khanak as its
steering system failed, said a
crew of the dredger.

Radio system of the vessel
was also out of order, he said
seeking anonymity. “Usually,
vessels seek direction from
Khanak while passing through
the portchannel.”

Contacted, Manager (oper-
ation) Mejbah Uddin of
Marine Service, owner of the
vessel, admitted that the
vessel lost control of it as its
steering chain got torn. The
vessel capsized as a big crack
developed in its lower portion
due to the collision, he said.

CPA Secretary Syed Farhad
Uddin Ahmad said vessel
movement in the port channel
remained normal.
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