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YANGON: Beijing yesterday hit out at long
jail sentences handed to more than 150
Chinese nationals for illegal logging in
Myanmar, in the latest tremor to shake rela-
tions between the neighbors. The mass sen-
tencing, which has sparked outraged editori-
als in Chinese state-run media, comes after
the loggers were arrested in January during
a crackdown on illegal forestry activities in
northern Kachin state, which borders China.
For years China has hovered up Myanmar’s
once abundant raw materials, spurring pop-
ular anger in the former junta-ruled country
which is set for a general election later this
year. 

Beijing has asked its smaller neighbor to
“deal with this case in a lawful, reasonable
and justified manner... and return those peo-
ple to China as soon as possible”, foreign
ministry spokesman Lu Kang said in a state-
ment on the ministry’s website. But the
Myanmar government said it would not
interfere in the judicial process. “When our
citizens break the law in other countries,
(they) face sentence by those country’s laws.
We cannot use diplomacy to intervene. I

think China will understand,” government
spokesman Ye Htut said.

“What is really needed is to stop illegal
logging in the future,” he added. A court offi-
cial in Kachin state, asking not to be named,
told AFP Wednesday that 153 Chinese log-

gers were jailed for life for illegal logging.
Life in Myanmar is equivalent to 20 years
according to legal experts. He said a further
two males under 18 were handed 10-year
sentences without giving details, while a
woman was jailed for 15 years on narcotics

charges.
An editorial in China’s Global Times

slammed the “severity” of the sentences,
expressing hope that intervention from
Beijing could “reverse” the outcome. “A few
cases of Chinese engaging in illegal business
in Myanmar have been scrutinized by public
opinion, exaggerated as China’s economic
‘invasion’ of the latter,” it said, urging the
Myanmar public “to look upon China-
Myanmar trade in a positive way”.

Strained ties 
It is the latest spat to sully ties between

the two countries. Beijing was Myanmar’s
closest ally during the later years of military
rule, providing a shield from international
opprobrium and a lifeline as a trading part-
ner for a junta that badly mismanaged the
economy. But observers say the scale of
interests China accrued during that period
from dams and mines, to a gas pipeline
aimed at developing its southern Yunnan
province-caused friction and prodded
Myanmar towards reforms in an effort to bal-
ance Beijing’s power. —AFP

BANGKOK: Thai Prime Minister Prayuth Chan-
ocha yesterday brushed aside concern that
Vietnam is eclipsing Thailand as a regional man-
ufacturing base, saying Vietnam is a friend not a
competitor. The comments came during a visit
to Bangkok by Vietnamese Prime Minister
Nguyen Tan Dung, and at a time when a num-
ber of foreign companies are shifting manufac-
turing operations from Thailand to Vietnam,
partly for logistical reasons. “Today, we use the
word friend and not competitor,” Prayuth told a
news conference with Dung, adding that
Thailand was Vietnam’s biggest trade partner in
the Association of South East Asian Nations
(ASEAN) region. Thai officials have expressed
concern that Vietnam is attracting more foreign
manufacturing investment, an additional worry
for a government seeking to spur private
investment to quicken slow growth.

A decade of intermittent political turbu-
lence in Thailand, including outbreaks of vio-
lence on the streets, has added to questions
about the country’s suitability as a regional
manufacturing base for some foreign investors.
Prayuth is a former army chief who staged a
coup in 2014 to end the most recent bout of
political tension.

Human rights violations
Dung told the news conference Thailand

and Vietnam agreed to increase two-way trade
to $20 billion by 2020. Two-way trade between
Thailand and Vietnam was $11.8 billion in 2014,
according to Thailand’s Commerce Ministry.
Since the 2014 coup Thailand has sought to
improve its ties with China, whose relations
with neighbor Vietnam have been strained by a
territorial disputes in the South China Sea.

China has overlapping claims with Vietnam, the
Philippines, Malaysia, Taiwan and Brunei in the
South China Sea through which $5 trillion in
sea-borne trade passes every year.  Thailand
and Vietnam said in a joint press released yes-
terday territorial disputes in the South China
Sea had affected trust and confidence and
“may undermine peace and stability as well as
safety and freedom of navigation”. Both coun-
tries emphasized the need for full and effective
implementation of a declaration on the con-
duct of parties in the South China Sea. Both
Vietnam and Thailand have been accused by
rights groups of serious human rights viola-
tions. Last month, Thai police forced the New-
York based Human Rights Watch to cancel an
event it wanted to hold at a Bangkok media
club to launch a report alleging Vietnam’s per-
secution of an ethnic minority.—Reuters

Thai PM says Vietnam a 

friend, not competitor
‘Concerns that Vietnam attracting more foreign manufacturing investment’ 

Maldives to

allow foreigners

to own land

COLOMBO: Lawmakers in the Maldives have voted to
allow foreign ownership of land for the first time, trigger-
ing concern over a possible landgrab by China in the
strategic Indian Ocean region. Dozens of foreign compa-
nies already run luxury resorts on islands that they lease
from the government of the honeymoon islands for a
maximum of 99 years. The new law, which has yet to be
ratified by the president, would allow foreigners who
invest more than $1 billion to own land in perpetuity, pro-
vided 70 percent of it is reclaimed from the Indian Ocean.

The bill passed easily on Wednesday after a brief
debate, with 70 members voting in favor and 14 against,
the assembly said in a statement. But opposition lawmak-
ers expressed fears that the move could clear the way for
the Chinese to set up bases in the Maldives, which strad-
dles vital international east-west shipping routes. Regional
superpower India is already wary of increased Chinese
involvement in the area, which it considers to be within its
sphere of influence. Opposition Maldivian Democratic
Party MP Eva Abdulla said she feared the nation could
become a frontline for a potential power struggle
between India and China.

“We can’t ignore the fact there is a cold war brewing
between India and China,” Abdulla said by telephone from
the capital island Male.  “What is in our interest is peace
and stability in the Indian Ocean. India is our neighbor and
we are not a country in the South China Sea,” she said
referring to China’s dispute with several countries over
claims to the area. The government has said the move
would not threaten the Maldives’ sovereignty and was
needed to attract large-scale foreign investment for proj-
ects. 

The Maldives is seeking aid and investment from
Beijing to build a 1.4 kilometer (0.87 mile) bridge linking
Male with the nearby airport island. Ahead of the vote,
President Abdulla Yameen’s half brother Maumoon Abdul
Gayoom-the country’s former strongman leader-had
urged further public debate on the controversial move. “I
have appealed to (the) president to seek public opinion
on proposed constitutional amendment re land owner-
ship before ratification,” he tweeted. The Maldives, made
up of 1,192 tiny coral islands scattered across the equator,
has been plagued by political unrest since the toppling of
the country’s first democratically elected president
Mohamed Nasheed in February 2012. Since his conviction
earlier this year on terrorism charges there have been reg-
ular protests on Male’s streets.—AFP

BANGKOK: Thai Prime Minister Prayuth Chano  cha walks with Vietnamese Prime Minister Nguyen Tan Dung as
they review the guard of honor yesterday.—AP

YANGON: A worker walks past a pile of logs at a holding area along the
Yangon river.—AP  
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