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SYDNEY: Australia’s two biggest cities Sydney and
Melbourne cancelled concerts commemorating the
death of former Chinese communist leader Mao Zedong,
with one citing safety concerns, after Chinese Australians
complained the content was insensitive. The incident
signifies the continued divisiveness of Mao among
Chinese, both at home and abroad, four decades after
his death.

In China there is a quiet resurgence in popularity
towards Mao, with his image adorning banknotes and
his embalmed body attracting hundreds, if not thou-
sands, of visitors a day to Beijing. But there is also contin-
ued criticism among Chinese of his reign, under which
tens of millions died. For weeks, Chinese in Sydney and
Melbourne complained that the “Glory and Dream” con-
certs, scheduled for September in both cities’ town halls,
lionize a leader they see as responsible for millions of
deaths. Yesterday, a spokesperson for the City of Sydney
said in an email that after consulting police, the council
had “concerns regarding the potential for civil distur-
bance, patron-to-patron conflict and staff-to-patron con-
flict” and cancelled the event. The spokesperson said the
concert organizers, who booked the venue and arranged
the concerts without council involvement, had also
determined that the event was “at high risk of disruption
and elevated risk to personal safety”. A spokeswoman for
City of Melbourne said the concert was also cancelled in
that city, but declined to give a reason saying it was the
decision of the organizers. — Reuters
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NAYPYIDAW: Delegates from one of
Myanmar’s most heavily armed ethnic
groups stormed out of peace talks yes-
terday in an early blow to a landmark
gathering aimed at ushering in a new
era of peace. The five-day conference in
the capital Naypyidaw has been hailed
as the best chance in a generation for
Myanmar to end wars that have raged
for up to 70-years, claiming thousands
of lives and keeping the country mired
in poverty.

Among the militias attending is the
powerful 20,000-strong United Wa State
Army. They stopped fighting the gov-
ernment years back in exchange for
control of a remote portion of territory
bordering China which is now a notori-
ous drug manufacturing hub. They had
originally refused to make this week’s
talks, arguing they signed their own
ceasefire with the previous military gov-
ernment back in 1989. But they eventu-
ally agreed to attend following discus-
sions last month with de facto leader
Aung San Suu Kyi and after pressure was
applied by China, which retains signifi-

cant influence over the group.
Yet on day two of the talks four

USWA delegates walked out, officials
said, reportedly after being told they
could not address the gathering.
Government peace negotiator Khin Zaw
Oo told reporters the Wa had been giv-
en observer badges, instead of ones
allowing them to speak, angering their
delegation. But he played down their
departure, saying it was a “misunder-
standing” that could be solved. “This is a
misunderstanding,” he said. “Our com-
mittee will go and meet them if they are
here (in Naypyidaw). We will negotiate.”

Discrimination
A spokesman for the militia told the

Democratic Voice of Burma they had left
after being told they were only accredit-
ed as observers, calling it discrimination.
But Lian Hmung Sahkong, from the Chin
National Front, another ethnic group at
the talks, denied the Wa faced discrimi-
nation. “We give equal rights to them
and gave them a front row seat. I would
like to confirm again that we did what

they demanded,” he said. Several com-
plex ethic conflicts are rumbling across
Myanmar’s borderlands, hampering
efforts to build the country’s economy
after the end of junta rule. Many militias
have grown rich from trafficking drugs,
illegal gems and timber while deep seat-
ed distrust remains among ethnic
minorities of the country’s notorious
military which ruled for decades with an
iron fist. Suu Kyi wants to convene a
meeting to thrash out the precepts of
greater federal autonomy for ethnic
groups in exchange for peace. While
they have not fought against the mili-
tary for years, the Wa are accused of pro-
ducing and trafficking huge amounts of
methamphetamine and heroin from
their secretive holdout and buying
weapons with the proceeds. During a
visit by Suu Kyi to Beijing earlier this
month, Chinese President Xi Jinping
promised to support Myanmar’s peace
process, comments that were widely
perceived to be a boost for her new
administration’s attempts to bring the
Wa into the peace process. —AFP 

XIENG KHOUANG: This year’s summer holi-
days had only just begun when Viet became a
fresh casualty of a secret bombing campaign
the United States conducted in Laos decades
ago. The 13-year-old was helping his family
clear fields in June when his shovel disturbed
one of the millions of cluster bomblets that
still litter his homeland after being dropped
some 50 years ago in a sideshow to the
Vietnam War.

The legacy of the conflict and its enduring
consequences will feature prominently during
a visit next week by Barack Obama, the first
ever by a US president to Laos. During the trip
he is expected to announce the ramping up
of a US program to clear unexploded devices,
echoing similar moves Washington took in
Vietnam as relations between the two former
foes blossomed. But any injection of money
will come too late for Viet.

Despite lying dormant for decades, the
baseball sized bomblet exploded when it was

disturbed beneath the soil, spraying shards of
hot metal through his body and hands.
Getting Viet the help he needed was a gruel-
ing ordeal. “We live very far from the city,” his
brother recalled to AFP as Viet, dressed in a
knock-off French football strip, recovered
from his wounds in a hospital in northern
Xieng Khouang province. “It was raining and
we had borrowed a car but it got stuck on the
dirt road,” he explained.  “So we had to walk
for over two hours with my brother bleeding
away until a motorcycle drove by and we
finally got to the hospital.” Viet lost several
fingers as a result. 

Death from above
Laos became the world’s most-bombed

country per capita from 1964 to 1973 as the
United States launched a secret CIA-led war to
cut supplies flowing to communist fighters
during the Vietnam War. More than two mil-
lion tons of bombs were dropped. About 30

percent did not explode, including an esti-
mated 80 million cluster munition
“bomblets”. Some 50,000 people were killed
or injured by bombs between the start of the
war and 2008, according to Laos government
data. However, bomb clearances and educa-
tion campaigns have since reduced the casu-
alty rate to around 40 people a year. One of
Asia’s least developed nations, Laos is tightly
ruled by its communist leaders, who success-
fully faced down the relentless bombing cam-
paign. 

Relations between the two countries were
strained for decades but have dramatically
improved in recent years, especially as Obama
has hailed a “pivot” to the region as a pillar of
US foreign policy. His Laos trip, which is pre-
ceded by a G20 summit in China, is Obama’s
11th visit to Asia since he took office. But the
scars of Washington’s war in Laos are still visi-
ble. During the Vietnam War, Laos’ mountain-
ous, jungle-covered eastern provinces were

criss-crossed with North Vietnamese supply
lines making them a target for American
bombers.  Some clearance work has been
done. But in Xieng Khouang province,
amputees are still a common sight.

Injured need more
Yhong Vueyha, 63, remembers the bombs

falling. He survived. But the war caught up
with him years later while taking out the
garbage. “I was burning some trash in my
yard when a submunition buried nearby det-
onated, ripping off my arm,” he said. “I’ve
become a burden to my family since because I
am no longer much use in the fields,” he
lamented. Yhong should regain some autono-
my soon. A few weeks ago Cooperative
Orthotic and Prosthetic Enterprise (COPE), a
Laos charity working with the Ministry of
Health that specializes in limbs for amputees,
visited his village and took measurements for
a prosthetic limb.  —AFP
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XIENG KHOUANG, Laos: This picture shows workers from COPE (Cooperative Orthotic and
Prosthetic Enterprise), holding a prosthetic leg at a mobile clinic in Xieng Khoang. —AFP
photos

VIENTIANE: This picture shows bomblets from a cluster bomb hanging at the Visitor
Centre of COPE, a Laos charity working with the Ministry of Health specializing in limbs
for amputees, in Vientiane.


