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YANGON: Myanmar yesterday announced Nov 8
as the date for a historic general election set to be
the first contested by Aung San Suu Kyi’s opposi-
tion in a quarter of a century. The announcement
from the country’s election commission fires the
starting gun for the much-anticipated poll in the
former junta-run nation, which has launched a
series of reforms since the end of outright military
rule in 2011. The vote, seen as a crucial test of the
country’s democratic progress, will determine the
elected contingent in the fledgling parliament
with a president selected by the legislature later.
But Suu Kyi is barred by the constitution from tak-
ing the top job.

The Nobel laureate’s National League for
Democracy (NLD) party did not immediately con-
firm it would participate in the polls, although it is
widely expected to make huge gains at the ballot
box. “We cannot say whether we will take part
right now. We need to hold a meeting to make a
decision,” spokesman Nyan Win told AFP. The NLD
has gone house-to-house in recent days urging

people to check official voter lists and raising con-
cerns that those displayed across the country are
riddled with inaccuracies.  Election officials yester-
day conceded that the lists contain errors, blam-
ing technical faults and staff shortages but insist-
ing that there is still time to iron out many of the
flaws. The Union Election Commission said on its
website that the parliamentary election would
take place on Nov 8, a Sunday, with candidates
given between July 20 and Aug 8 to register. 

For Myanmar’s roughly 30 million voters the
election presents a rare chance to cast their votes
in a nationwide poll contested by the country’s
main opposition. The NLD won national polls in
1990 by a landslide, while Suu Kyi was under
house arrest. But it was prevented from taking
power by the military, who plunged the country
into isolation for decades. The democracy icon
spent some 15 years under house arrest and was
also locked up during the last general election in
2010, which was boycotted by the NLD and
marred by accusations of cheating.  —AFP

Myanmar to hold general 

election on November 8

HEIHE, China: The warmth of the friendship
between Chinese President Xi Jinping and
Russia’s Vladimir Putin - who met yesterday
for the eighth time in two years - does little to
counter the bitter economic winds blowing
through their shared border. In the Chinese
city of Heihe, neon-lit high-rises line the
banks of the  Amur river facing Siberia’s

Blagoveshchensk powered by electricity from
hydroelectric plants over the border.

Cyrillic signs greet shoppers from the
north, but traders say recession in Russia is
hitting business. China has emerged as
Russia’s largest trading partner as Moscow
turns east, seeking markets in Asia in the face
of Western sanctions over Ukraine and low

energy prices that have battered its economy.
Beijing sealed a landmark $400 billion gas
supply deal with Moscow last year, and in
May Russia became China’s biggest source of
crude oil for the first time in a decade. Work
started last week on the Chinese section of a
4,000-km gas pipeline from Siberia to
Shanghai via Heihe.

Russian Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev
said the project only became possible “due to
an extremely high level of truly strategic
cooperation between Russia and China”. In
the 1960s, the Chinese and Russian militaries
exchanged fire across the Amur - known as
the Heilongjiang in China - as tensions
between the two peaked. Now Russians are
able to travel to Heihe visa-free in search of
bargains, and shoppers cross it by boat, or on
foot when it freezes over in winter.

The 30,000-sq-m Free Trade City mall, on
an island in the river, sells everything from
computers to belts. “If you do not speak
Russian, no one will buy your furs,” Wang
Jianxin enunciated in perfect Slavic tones, in
front of racks of Chinese-made mink coats. A
taxi driver surnamed Cui added: “For making
money, trade with Russia is the main thing.”
But at the weekend just a trickle of Russian
visitors could be seen passing through
Heihe’s border post, while the mall saw just a
handful of Russian shoppers.

Russia’s economy shrunk by 2.2 percent
year-on-year in the first quarter of this year,
and the ruble’s value has almost halved
against the yuan in 12 months. “Everyday I

dream that the exchange rate will improve,”
said Wang. “Today 1,000 rubles will buy you
nothing. That’s why people leave.” 

‘Perfect Man’ 
Xi was guest of honour at a massive

Moscow military parade in May to celebrate
the Soviet Union’s victory over Nazi Germany,
and the same month the Chinese and
Russian navies held live-fire drills in the
Mediterranean Sea. The latest meeting
between the two leaders comes as the
Russian president hosts multiple summits in
Ufa. Putin is a popular figure in China for his
macho image and willingness to confront
Washington, with a cottage industry dedicat-
ed to producing hagiographies of the
Russian leader. The Pushkin bookshop in
Heihe displayed a tome titled “Putin: the per-
fect man in women’s eyes” in a brass picture
frame.

“Since Putin came to power, China and
Russia have been getting closer. But the
Ukraine crisis has pushed forward the rela-
tionship at a more rapid rate,” said Yang
Cheng, deputy director of the Centre for
Russian Studies at East China Normal
University. The authoritarian leaders are said
to share similar views on human rights and
distrust of the United States. “China-Russia
relations are the best they’ve been for a long
time,” said Ji Zhiye, vice president of China’s
Institute of Contemporary International
Relations. “Russia and China have a lot in
common when it comes to views on global

politics,” he added, naming joint suspicion of
Washington as a key uniting factor. 

But Russia was only China’s ninth biggest
trade partner last year, and analysts said
Russia’s weak comparative economic per-
formance - Beijing is targeting seven percent
GDP growth this year - makes Moscow wary.
“There is a concern in the large part of the
Russian elite about being a junior partner,”
said Alexander Gabuev of Moscow’s
Carnegie Center.

Chocolate Wafers 
According to official Chinese figures,

trade between the two rose 6.8 percent last
year from 2014 to reach a record $95 billion,
and they are targeting $100 billion this year.
Some traders in Heihe have switched to sell-
ing Russian commodities to Chinese buyers
who now find them more affordable. Near
the mall, vendor Fang Chao offered hazelnut
and chocolate wafers with his Russian part-
ner Alec. “Russian products, like chocolate for
example, taste good and are high quality. So
Chinese people like them,” he said.
Nonetheless Moscow-based Gabuev said:
“It’s pretty clear right now that the trade goal
won’t be reached because of falling energy
prices.”

One of Heihe’s most popular Russian
restaurants, the Amur, was empty on Friday
evening. When a waitress at another estab-
lishment that serves borscht and other
Russian favourites was asked about business,
she raised both hands and mimed a torrent
of tears pouring down her face. —AFP

Russia economic winds blow cold in China town

YANGON: Myanmar ethnic people pose for a group photograph at the
Shwedagon pagoda yesterday. —AFP 

WASHINGTON: US President Barack
Obama welcomed the leader of Vietnam’s
Communist Party on Tuesday to the
White House for historic but “candid” talks
marking two decades of rapprochement
between the former enemies. Nguyen
Phu Trong is the first general secretary of
the Vietnamese Communist Party to visit
the United States and the White House,
and was given the rare honor of an Oval
Office meeting - usually reserved for
heads of state and government.

Washington and Hanoi - which ended

their bitter war 40 years ago, and are
marking the 20th anniversary of the for-
mal normalization of relations - are seek-
ing stronger ties in the face of an increas-
ingly assertive China. The two men, smil-
ing and rather relaxed as they sat next to
each other in the Oval Office after their
highly symbolic talks, insisted on the
progress made in the last two decades.
“Obviously there has been a difficult his-

tory,” Obama said. “What we’ve seen is the
emergence of a constructive relationship
that is based on mutual respect.”

The US president said trade ties, ten-
sions in the South China Sea over
Beijing’s territorial claims and the thorny
issue of human rights had been raised.
“We discussed candidly some of our dif-
ferences around issues of human rights,”
Obama said, expressing confidence that
any “tensions can be resolved in an effec-
tive fashion. Trong described the talks as
“cordial, constructive, positive and frank,”

and also qualified their talks on trade and
rights as “candid”. Without explicitly refer-
ring to China, he raised concerns about
recent activities in the South China Sea
“that are not in accordance with interna-
tional law”.

Beijing has taken a more assertive
stance on territorial claims in the South
China Sea - including deploying military
equipment to the disputed Spratly

Islands, claimed in part by Vietnam. The
South China Sea is home to strategically
vital shipping lanes and is believed to be
rich in oil and gas. Obama -who leaves
office in 18 months - said he looked for-
ward to visiting Vietnam “sometime in the
future”, without offering a specific
timetable.

‘Nothing But Promise’ 
The White House talks - followed by a

lunch hosted by Vice President Joe Biden,
who said the future held “nothing but

promise” for US-Vietnam ties - have cer-
tainly sparked criticism. A few hundred
protesters rallied outside the White
House, calling for expanded human
rights in Vietnam - an issue that has
sparked concern among some American
lawmakers about deepening ties.
Demonstrators carried signs with slogans
like “Freedom of speech in Vietnam now”
and called on Hanoi to release all political

prisoners.
In an open letter to the president,

nine Democratic and Republican mem-
bers of Congress have complained that
the invitation and warm welcome for
Trong send the wrong message. “This
authoritarian one-party system is the root
cause of the deplorable human rights sit-
uation in Vietnam,” the letter said, calling
for Obama to demand the release of
Vietnamese political prisoners.

Beyond the rights question, another
major issue on the table is trade. Obama
is seeking to reach a 12-nation Pacific
trade pact, known as the Trans-Pacific
Partnership, that would include Vietnam.
Republican Congressman Chris Smith,
one of those who signed the letter, and
others in Congress would like to see
Vietnam excluded from the TPP until it
makes progress on political rights.
“President Obama... still believes that
trade will change Vietnam’s behavior,”
Smith told AFP ahead of the visit. “After
Vietnam was given admission to the
World Trade Organization in 2007, it
ratcheted up repression; expecting a dif-
ferent result now is just plain unrealistic.”

‘Astounding’ Progress 
John Sifton, an Asia specialist for

Human Rights Watch, told AFP that not
enough had changed in Vietnam to war-
rant an Oval Office sit-down. He called on
Obama “to raise the volume on the
human rights concerns - especially so if
the two countries are planning to
announce a new level in their diplomatic
ties.” Part of taking it to the next level
could be the lifting of a US ban on
weapons sales, which Vietnam is keen to
achieve. 

In October, Washington announced
the partial lifting of the ban, and author-
ized sales of maritime defense equip-
ment to Vietnam. But current US laws bar
the sale of lethal weapons to Hanoi. The
State Department official said that
Washington wanted to see more
progress on human rights before going
any further. Yesterday, Trong was to meet
with Senator John McCain, a onetime
prisoner of war in Vietnam who hailed
the “astounding” progress made in bilat-
eral ties and called for further easing of
the lethal weapons ban. —AFP

Obama, Vietnam Communist
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Leaders in ‘candid’ Oval Office meeting

WASHINGTON: US President Barack Obama and Vietnamese General Secretary Nguyen Phu Trong
shake hands during a meeting in the Oval Office of the White House on Tuesday. —AFP

YANGON: Myanmar’s parliament is “play-
ing with fire” by passing a bill regulating
the right of women from the country’s
Buddhist majority to marry men from
outside their religion, an international
human rights group said yesterday. Phil
Robertson of New York-based Human
Rights Watch linked the bill to a cam-
paign by extremist Buddhist groups that
have incited anti-Muslim hatred.
Religious tensions have led to deadly
violence since 2012, especially against
Rohingya Muslims in western Myanmar,
who have felt compelled to flee abroad,
leading to a regional refugee crisis. The
Buddhist Women’s Special Marriage Bill
passed Tuesday is one of four known as
the Protection of Race and Religion Laws,
which have been criticized as discrimina-
tory by rights groups. It mandates that
Buddhist women register their intent to
marry outside their faith, and allows
them to be stopped if there are objec-
tions. President Thein Sein has 14 days
from when the bill was passed to sign it
or return it with suggested changes.

“It’s shocking that Burma’s parliament
has passed yet another incredibly dan-
gerous law, this time legislating clearly
discriminatory provisions targeting the
rights of religious minority men and
Buddhist women to marry who they wish
without interference,” said Robertson,
deputy director of Human Rights Watch’s
Asia division. Burma is the old name for
Myanmar, sometimes used by critics of
its military-backed government. He sug-
gested that the leaders of the Buddhist
nationalist groups that pushed for the
laws “be investigated and prosecuted for

hate speech rather than feted in the halls
of parliament.”

Robertson said in an email that by ini-
tiating and passing such laws, “the gov-
ernment and ruling party lawmakers are
playing with fire.” He said that if sectarian
violence flares again like it did in 2012,
“then these legislators will have blood on
their hands.” Also among the laws is the
Population Control Health Care Bill,
which became law in May and calls for a
36-month interval for women between
child births, ostensibly to keep poor fam-
ilies from becoming overstretched finan-
cially. It is vague about penalties, raising
fears that they could include coerced
contraception, forced sterilization or
abortion.

The two bills still pending are the
Religious Conversion Bill, which forces
people seeking to convert to another
religion to get the approval of an official
local “Registration Board,” and the
Monogamy Bill, whose articles include
criminalizing extramarital relations. The
Rohingya Muslims already face many
official restrictions because most have
not been granted Myanmar citizenship,
the US State Department has noted.

“Muslims, including the Rohingya in
Rakhine State, faced severe discrimina-
tion on the basis of their ethnicity, and
increasingly, their religion,” said the
department’s annual report on human
rights, issued last month. “Most Rohingya
faced severe restrictions on their ability
to travel, avail themselves of health-care
services, engage in economic activity,
obtain an education, and register births,
deaths, and marriages.” —AFP

Rights group condemns 
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HEIHE, China: This picture taken on July 4, 2015 shows a Chinese vendor
soliciting a Russian on a business street in this border city in northeast-
ern China’s Heilongjiang province. —AFP
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KOH SAMUI, Thailand: Defence lawyers
for two Myanmar migrants charged with
killing two British tourists in Thailand criti-
cised police handling of the case as the
trial opened yesterday, accusing them of
failing to secure the crime scene or call in
medical experts quickly enough. Zaw Lin
and Win Zaw Tun have both pleaded not
guilty to the murder last September of 24-
year-old David Miller and the rape and
murder of Hannah Witheridge, 23, on Koh
Tao island, where their bodies were left on
a beach just a few hundred yards from the
main tourist drag.

Their deaths sent shockwaves across
the Gulf of Thailand idyll, which is popular
with backpackers and divers, and tar-
nished Thailand’s reputation as a tourist
haven. A Thai policeman said he found
Miller “face down” in the shallow surf and
dragged his bruised and battered body
away from the sea, fearing it would float
away, while Witheridge was discovered
further up the beach. The two suspects,
who have been in custody on neighbour-
ing Koh Samui since October, arrived at
court in a prison van with their feet shack-
led. They face several charges - including
murder, rape and robbery - and if found
guilty could face the death penalty.

But the prosecution has been marred
by allegations of a bungled investigation,
with the defence claiming the migrants,

who are low-paid workers in the tourism
trade, were scapegoated by an under-
pressure police force. Both men retracted
their initial confessions, saying they were
coerced into making them. The defence
questioned yesterday why it took many
hours for police to seal off the crime scene
with rope and why a doctor was not

called until much later in the day.
The defence is also waiting for the

court to decide on whether they can
independently test controversial forensic
evidence against their clients, which they
say is essential for a fair trial. The judge
said a decision on this would be made
Thursday, according to Andy Hall, an

activist for Migrant Worker Rights
Network which is helping to fund the
defence.

A ‘Bright Future’ Ended 
Family members of both victims were

present in court and issued statements
before the hearing. “Just hours before he
died David was talking to us with his usual
enthusiasm, describing the beauty of Koh
Tao and the friendliness of the Thai peo-
ple,” Miller’s family said in their statement,
adding that they hoped to “gain a better
understanding” of how the young Brit
died. “Hannah was a beautiful person,
inside and out, she brought a room alive
just being there,” the Witheridge family
wrote in their statement. “Her bright
future was brutally ended leaving those
who loved her broken with no answers.”
Both families have appealed for privacy
from the press for the duration of the trial,
which is expected to take place over 18
days between yesterday and September
with a verdict due in October. The killings
came as Thailand’s vital tourism industry
was beginning to recover from months of
violent street protests that culminated in
a May 2014 military coup. The case also
shone a light on Thailand’s many under-
paid and often exploited Myanmar
migrants who work in the lucrative tourist
sector. —AFP

Thai police competence questioned 

SURAT THANI, Thailand: Myanmar migrant workers Zaw Lin
(center) and Win Zaw Htun (rear) arrive at a provincial court
yesterday. —AP


