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NEW DELHI: Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi yesterday defended his
crackdown on the cash economy that has
left businesses, farmers and families suf-
fering, saying it was necessary to keep
inflation in check and ensure basic ameni-
ties for all. Modi’s decision last month to
scrap 500 rupee and 1,000 rupee ban-
knotes as part of a crackdown on tax
dodgers and counterfeiters has caused a
currency crunch in a country where most
people are paid in cash and buy what they
need with cash.

With a small stock of smaller notes
available and new bills of 500 and 2,000
rupee in short supply, Indians are being
forced to stand in queues outside banks
and cash machines to change their old
notes. Addressing his party’s election
campaign rally in the state of Uttar
Pradesh, Modi said: “Please support me in
curing the disease that has been afflicting
this country for the last 70 years. “I have
put you all in a queue. But this is the last
queue to end all the queues.”

While Modi has been praised for his
intentions, he is facing flak from political

opponents as well as prominent econo-
mists such as Amartya Sen and Paul
Krugman for sucking 86 percent of the
currency out of circulation virtually
overnight. Nobel laureate Krugman on
Friday said Modi’s decision was “highly
disruptive” and would result in “signifi-
cant” temporary cost for the economy
without producing major gains in the
long-run.

Officials expect some illicit cash never to
be returned and to expire worthless, while
other money that is deposited will remain
in the banking system. The government’s
goal is to encourage the use of cashless
forms of payment, a challenge for most
Indians who live and work in the informal
economy. The fallout from the decision is
widely expected to impact economic
growth this quarter and for several quar-
ters to follow.  Opinions, however, vary on
the scale of the damage. Modi called for
patience until Dec 30, by when he has
promised the cash situation would stabi-
lize, and urged people to shift to electronic
transactions. “I will not let your sacrifice and
hardship go waste,” he said. — Reuters 

WASHINGTON: I t ’s a scene straight out of
Myanmar’s dark past: a military offensive waged
beyond world view that forces ethnic minority
villagers from the smoldering ruins of their
homes. The US government, a key sponsor of
Myanmar’s democratic transition, says a security
crackdown that has displaced tens of thousands
Rohingya Muslims and left an unknown number
dead risks radicalizing a downtrodden people
and stoking religious tensions in Southeast Asia.

The military moved in after armed attacks by
unknown assailants on police posts along the
border with Bangladesh in October. The attacks
in Rakhine State were a possible sign that a small
number of Rohingya were starting to fight back
against persecution by majority Buddhists who
view them as illegal immigrants although many
have lived in Myanmar for generations.

The top USdiplomat for East Asia, Daniel
Russel, is critical of the military’s heavy-handed
approach and says the escalation of violence
risks inciting jihadist extremism in the country
also known as Burma. He is also calling on
neighboring countries, such as Muslim-majority
Malaysia and Indonesia, to resist the urge to
stage protests that could further stir religious
passions. Assistant Secretary of State Russel told
The Associated Press that, “if  mishandled,
Rakhine State could be infected and infested by
jihadism which already plagues neighboring
Bangladesh and other countries.”

Attack plans 
The plight of the Rohingya, once character-

ized by the UN as the world’s most friendless
people, has attracted the attention of Muslim
extremists since a spike in intercommunal vio-
lence in Rakhine in 2012 that left hundreds dead
and forced more than 100,000 into squalid
camps. The Somali-born student who launched
a car-and-knife attack at Ohio State University
this week reportedly protested on his Facebook
page about the killing of minority Muslims in
Myanmar.  And last weekend, Indonesian
authorities arrested two militants who were
allegedly planning to attack the Myanmar
Embassy in Jakarta.

It has also raised hackles in the political main-
stream. Malaysia’s Prime Minister Najib Razak,
facing domestic pressure over an investment
fund scandal, is reportedly planning to attend a
protest in his religiously moderate country this
weekend condemning the military operation in
Myanmar. Daniel Sullivan at the advocacy group
Refugees International said increasing numbers
of Rohingya are fleeing across the land border to
Bangladesh, and the spike in violence could set
off another exodus by sea.

Tens of thousands of Rohingya have fled by
rickety boats in recent years to countries like

Thailand, Malaysia and Indonesia, but those
routes have been blocked since a crisis in 2015
when thousands were stranded at sea. The US
and other nations have called for an independ-
ent investigation into the latest violence in
Rakhine. Estimates of the death toll range
between dozens and several hundred. Human
Rights Watch said Nov 21 that satellite imagery
showed at least 1,250 buildings have been
destroyed.

With journalists barred from the affected
area, it’s been near-impossible to substantiate
reports of rapes and killings by Myanmar sol-
diers - the kind of conduct that has long blight-
ed the military’s reputation in ethnic conflicts.
Adama Dieng, UN special adviser on the preven-
tion of genocide, said this week that if reports of
excessive use of force in Rakhine were true, “the
lives of thousands of people are at risk.”

Annan comes to aid
Former UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan was

appointed by Myanmar’s civilian leader Aung
San Suu Kyi in August to find ways to help
resolve the communal tensions. On a fact-find-
ing visit Friday, he said that security operations

must not impede humanitarian access. That’s
been a repeated demand from the international
community, including the United States, but it’s
made little impact.

The UN World Food Program said Friday that
since Oct 9 it has been able to deliver food or
cash to only 20,000 of the 152,000 people who
usually receive assistance, and to about 7,000
newly-displaced people. The Obama administra-
tion has diminished leverage. It was instrumen-
tal in ending the former pariah state’s diplomatic
isolation as it shifted from five decades of mili-
tary rule but the last US  sanctions were lifted in
October.

The military’s crackdown in Rakhine has also
exposed the limits of Suu Kyi’s power. The Nobel
laureate’s party won elections a year ago, but the
military still controls key levers of government
power, including access to sensitive border
regions. Human rights activists who once lion-
ized Suu Kyi now criticize her for failing to
defend the stateless Rohingya, but Russel
defended her. “We all should have confidence in
her judgment and not fall prey to the idea that
she does not get it and she does not care. She
does get it, and she does care,” he said. — AP 

COLOMBO: Police fired teargas and water
cannon to disperse thousands of opposition-
backed protestors outside parliament yester-
day as law makers debated the annual budg-
et. Demonstrators led by loyalists of former
president Mahinda Rajapakse held up traffic
and blocked the main access to the parlia-
ment complex for several hours in the capital.

Opposition lawmaker Ranjith Soysa said
protesters were demanding local elections
which were due last year, but postponed to
devise a new electoral system. “Police
unleashed a vicious teargas attack and 10
opposition MPs, including myself, were hit,”
Soysa said in parliament while pointing to his
drenched clothing. — AFP

US: Myanmar crackdown

may radicalize Rohingya
Religious tensions high in Southeast Asia

JAKARTA: In this Nov 25, 2016, file photo, a Muslim woman wears a mask of Myanmar’s
Foreign Minister Aung San Suu Kyi during a rally against the persecution of Rohingya Muslims,
outside the Embassy of Myanmar. — AP

BANGKOK: A Pakistani man suspected of
starting a devastating factory fire in Karachi
four years ago that killed 255 people has
been arrested in Bangkok, Thai police said
yesterday. Abdul Rehman, 46, was detained
at a hotel in the red light district Nana area of
the capital on Friday evening, said Thailand’s
Interpol chief. 

“Thai Interpol tracked this suspect follow-
ing an arrest warrant sought by the Pakistani
authorities,” Major General Apichart
Suriboonya told AFP. “He will be repatriated
as soon as Pakistan is ready,” he added.
Apichart said Rehman was suspected of
being part of a criminal gang that was
extorting the owners of a Karachi garment
factory. 

The gang burned down the factory when
the owners refused to pay seven million baht

($200,000), he said.  The fire at the Ali
Enterprises factory in September 2012 was
one of Pakistan’s worst industrial disasters. A
judicial probe into the blaze was damning,
pointing to a lack of emergency exits, poor
safety training for workers, the packing in of
machinery and the failure of government
inspectors to spot any of these faults. Initially
the fire was believed to be an accident.  A
murder case was registered against the fac-
tory owners, but it never came to trial.

Earlier this year police said they now
believed an extortion gang was behind the
blaze, naming Abdul Rehman as the suspect
who allegedly lit the fire.  Much of the facto-
ry’s garment output went to the German
company KIK, who have paid out nearly two
million dollars in compensation to the vic-
tims’ families. — AFP 
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