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YANGON: Myanmar police yesterday said
they had arrested three people over the
murder of a local journalist known for his
investigations into illegal logging and
brothels. Eleven Media reporter Soe Moe
Tun’s battered body was found last
month on the side of a road in Monywa,
northwest of Mandalay. Myanmar ended
official censorship in 2012 after the mili-
tary junta ceded power, but journalists
still face intimidation for investigating
controversial topics. 

At least four reporters have been
killed with impunity in Myanmar since
1999, according to the New York-based
Committee for  the Protection of
Journalists. Local media sources said
Soe Moe Tun had reported on the min-
ing industry, illegal logging and the
growth of karaoke lounges fronting for
brothels before his death. Thein Swe
Myint, an officer from Monywa police
station, said authorities had arrested
three suspects after questioning some
40 people over the murder.

“First we arrested two people from a
local KTV (karaoke) operator and we have
arrested another one who used to be a
logging truck driver,” he told AFP. Saigang
region, where Soe Moe Tun worked, is a
hub for mining and logging of Myanmar’s
prized teak wood. Much of the timber is
smuggled out of the country to India in a
vast illegal trade thought to be worth bil-
lions of dollars. 

Advocacy groups say journalists cover-
ing the industry are increasingly facing
intimidation for their work. At least 10
reporters covering environmental issues
have been killed in South and Southeast
Asia since 2010, according to Reporters
Without Borders. Several months ago
local Myanmar reporter Tin Zaw Oo was
forced to move after his family was
threatened by il legal loggers, said
Myanmar Journalists’ Network. Soe Moe
Tun’s wife, Khin Cho Lett, said she hoped
his killers would be brought to justice.
“My husband was killed very cruelly,” she
said. “I am waiting for the truth.” — AFP 

MUMBAI: Six migrant workers who had
been locked inside a bakery by their
employer in western India suffocated to
death in a fire, triggering calls for
decades-old labor laws to be imple-
mented to crack down on worker
exploitation and abuse. A short circuit
caused a fire in a bakery in Pune in west-
ern Maharashtra state last Friday when
the workers were asleep on the mezza-
nine floor where they also baked cakes
and cookies.

They were unable to escape as the
bakery owner had locked the shutter
door from outside to prevent theft.
When firemen broke into the bakery,
they found the workers’ bodies on the

mezzanine floor. The workers died of suf-
focation and burns, officials said. “When
such cases occur, the law enforcement
agencies look at the more obvious crime
and ignore other sections” of the law,
said Chandan Kumar, a core group mem-
ber on bonded labor  with the National
Human Rights Commission.

The employer was arrested and
charged with culpable homicide not
amounting to murder, keeping the work-
ers locked up, constructing an illegal
mezzanine where the workers lived and
worked, and operating the bakery with-
out government approval. Activists say
the employer should also have been
charged with violating labor laws.

More than 90 percent of India’s work-
force - an estimated 400 million people -
are in informal employment. This
includes laborers on farms and construc-
tion sites, as well as in shops, hotels and
restaurants. Many work in conditions
that violate Indian laws enacted decades
ago to protect labor rights. One law that
is not enforced requires migrant workers’
data to be recorded in their home state
and their destination of employment,
said Umi Daniel, South Asia regional
head of the non-governmental organiza-
tion Aide et Action International.

“It is important to record this data as
it would not only enumerate migrant
workers from each state, but also identi-

fy where they are working and help in
better regulation of their work condi-
tions,” Daniel told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation. In the Pune bakery fire, nei-
ther the employer nor the government
had home addresses of the six workers
who had migrated from northern Uttar
Pradesh state.

Police inspector Varsharani Patil said
their relatives working in bakeries near-
by helped contact their families back
home. Officials said bonded labor laws
were not applicable in the case because
the workers chose to live in the bakery
to save money. Experts called for
improved understanding of bonded
labor. “Any person working on nominal

wages is forced labor , and that is bond-
ed labor ,” said Nirmal Gorana who
heads a national campaign to end
bonded labor .

Experts say an Indian law to protect
minimum wage and ensure compensa-
tion to families in the event of a worker’s
death on the job also is not implement-
ed. “We are not remotely close to imple-
menting this law. There is no mechanism
to cater to the informal sector,” said
Kumar, of the National Human Rights
Commission. India is home to an esti-
mated 16 million of the world’s 36 mil-
lion slaves, according to the Walk Free
Foundation, an Australia-based human
rights group. — Reuters 

Six die in India bakery fire, calls for labor law change

BERLIN: Germany’s interior minis-
ter yesterday outlined plans for a
security services overhaul, seeking
greater federal powers on domestic
intelligence and quicker expulsions
of illegal migrants following the
Berlin truck attack. Thomas de
Maiziere also called for giving fed-
eral police wider oversight across
the country’s 16 states, and for a
new national crisis management
centre to be set up.

“We don’t have federal jurisdic-
tion to deal with national catastro-
phes. The jurisdiction for the fight
against international terrorism is
fragmented,” he wrote in a guest
column for the daily Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung. “The federal
police’s scope of action is restricted
to railway stations, airports and
border controls,” he wrote, stressing
that “it is time” to reexamine
Germany’s security set-up.

Policing and domestic intelli-
gence services in Germany are cur-
rently decentralized and controlled
by the country ’s 16 states. The
plans for a sweeping reform come
after a series of embarrassing secu-
rity failures, with the December 19
attack training a spotlight on the
gaps. After Tunisian suspect Anis
Amri allegedly rammed a truck into
a crowded Christmas market, killing
12, it swiftly emerged that the asy-
lum seeker had slipped through the
net of security services.

Amri, 24, who was days later shot
dead by Italian police, had been

under surveillance since March, but
German police dropped their watch
in September thinking he was a
small-time drug dealer. The failed
asylum seeker should also have been
deported months ago but Tunisia
did not provide the necessary paper-
work until after the attack.

Deportation centers
De Maiziere also said federal

detention centers should be set up
to hold rejected asylum seekers
and illegal immigrants in the period
leading up to their expulsion. In
order to close security gaps, federal
police must be given wider powers,
the minister said. 

“The current remit of the federal
police is too limited,” he said. “We
need a set of common rules and
better coordination, for instance in
checking dangerous individuals.”
The federal government should also
take charge of domestic intelli-
gence services, he said, noting that
trouble-makers do not seek to dis-
rupt only one state but the country
as a whole.

But de Maiziere’s suggestions
quickly drew criticism, including
from Ralf Jaeger, the interior minis-
ter of Germany’s most populous
state North Rhine-Westphalia, who
opposes removing state control
over domestic intelligence services.

The Social Democratic Party’s par-
liamentary chief Thomas
Oppermann also accused de
Maiziere of heading down a radical
path with the security overhaul.
The Islamophobic and rightwing
Populist Party AfD meanwhile
claimed credit for the planned
measures, saying it had been seek-
ing such reforms for months.

Security failings 
De Maiziere is a close ally of

Chancellor Angela Merkel, who is
running for a fourth term in a gen-
eral election expected in
September. Her government came
under fire in the wake of the
December 19 attack for its liberal
border policy, which has allowed in
more than one million asylum seek-
ers since 2015, and for allowing
Amri to slip through the net despite
documented security concerns.

The December attack was only
one of several cases last year that
exposed security failings in
Germany. In October, police
botched an attempt to arrest a
Syrian bomb plot suspect.  The man
was finally caught after a nation-
wide manhunt, thanks to Syrian
asylum seekers who detained him
but was later found hanged in his
cell. And in November, Germany’s
domestic spy service unmasked a
Spanish-born agent in its own
ranks as a suspected Islamist. Media
reports said he was also a former
gay porn actor. — AFP 

PARIS: Two men hoping to clinch the left-
wing nomination for France’s presidential
race are pursuing a risky strategy: They
want to save the much-maligned European
Union. Manuel Valls and Vincent Peillon laid
out their platforms Tuesday, pleading for
unity and tolerance in the face of far-right
candidate Marine Le Pen’s anti-immigra-
tion, anti-EU campaign.

Valls and Peillon are among seven candi-
dates in the leftist primary Jan. 22 and 29,
seeking a nomination that looks like a poi-
soned chalice. Polls suggest the mainstream
left’s candidate in France’s April-May election
may not even make it past the first round of
voting amid mass disappointment with
Socialist Francois Hollande’s presidency.

Both men sought Tuesday to distance
themselves from the Socialists’ troubles -
and to revive support for the EU. That
may prove a hard sell  in the wake of
Britain’s vote to leave the EU and amid
frustration across the continent with a
union seen as elitist and bogged down
in bureaucracy. Valls, a Spanish-born for-
mer prime minister, called himself “pro-
foundly European” and said the solution
to disillusionment with the EU is to “re-
found” and defend it, notably with high-
er  taxes  on impor ts  f rom outs ide
Europe’s single market. He called for a

suspens ion in  EU enlargement  and
tougher  ex ternal  borders ,  say ing,
“European civilization ... should start and
end somewhere.”

After two years marred by deadly
extremist attacks, Valls also said he would
create 1,000 more police and gendarme
jobs every year. Peillon, a European
Parliament member and former education
minister, listed Europe as No 2 of six broad
campaign strategies. He called for a
Europe-wide minimum wage and tax poli-
cies, and an unspecified new “financial
instrument” to help Europe pay for migra-
tion policy.

“The year 2017 puts us before a clear
choice: dismantle Europe, or rebuild it,” his
campaign manifesto says. “And if Europe
comes undone, France will come undone
too.” Le Pen, who wants to reinstate French
borders and hold a referendum on leaving
the EU, praised Russia on BFM television
Tuesday for defending its national interests
and said France should do the same. 

Polls suggest Le Pen may face conserva-
tive candidate Francois Fillon in the presi-
dential runoff. Fillon, a former prime minis-
ter, wants a more modest and “realistic” EU
and calls in his campaign platform for “a
sovereign France in a Europe respectful of
nations.” — AP 

Germany plans huge security 
overhaul after Berlin attack

Seeking quicker expulsions of illegal migrants

BERLIN: In this file photo taken on December 19, 2016 shows German
Interior Minister Thomas de Maiziere during a press conference with
his new French counterpart on December 19, 2016. — AFP 

PARIS: Former French Prime Minister and left-wing candidate Manuel Valls delivers
his speech during a campaign press conference. — AP 

French left-wing candidates
take risky stance: Pro-Europe

MAPUTO: This file photo taken on November 8, 2012 shows fighters of the former Mozambican rebel movement “Renamo” receiving military
training in Gorongosa’s mountains, Mozambique. — AFP 

MAPUTO: Rebels in Mozambique announced
yesterday a two-month extension to a truce
with the government, raising hopes for peace
after a spike in violence last year that claimed
scores of lives. The country’s president said the
truce by Afonso Dhlakama, leader of Renamo,
which is both an armed insurgent group and
an elected opposition party, showed that the
two sides were beginning to rebuild confi-
dence in each other.

Worsening clashes between the Frelimo gov-
ernment and Renamo had revived the spectre of
Mozambique’s civil war that ended more than 20
years ago. But Dhlakama told reporters: “There
have been some minor incidents, but the seven-
day truce went well, so I announce the extension
of the truce for 60 days, until March 4.” “The truce
is intended to build an atmosphere conducive to
advancing talks in Maputo in peace and tran-
quility for both sides.” Dhlakama, who lives in
hiding in the Gorongosa mountains in central
Mozambique, said Renamo forces would not
attack government troops or positions. Last year
saw a sharp escalation in violence, and more
than 15,000 people have been forced to flee to
government-run camps, relatives’ homes or
across the border to Malawi and Zimbabwe.

The truce announcement came after tenta-
tive moves towards a peace process were sus-
pended indefinitely last year due to setbacks
including the killing of a Renamo negotiator.
President Filipe Nyusi said on Monday the truce
was “productive”, according to the private STV
television channel. Trust “is being created,” he
said, adding that government forces did not
launch offensive attacks on Renamo.

Rebels weakened? 
One diplomatic source told AFP that

Dhlakama was weakened and had been forced
into a truce to try to revive the chance of peace
talks, which could be held under international
mediation coordinated by the European Union.
“Dhlakama was cornered and it seems that this
is the solution he found to save international
mediation,” the source said.

The rebel leader announced the truce after a
series of telephone calls with the president. The
fighting has often focused on Mozambique’s
main roads, with Renamo attacking government
convoys and civilian vehicles, and soldiers
accused of ruthlessly targeting suspected rebels
in nearby villagers. Many displaced people say
that government soldiers often treat local vil-

lagers in the central region as rebel sympathizers.
The death toll is unknown but scores of peo-

ple are reported to have been killed in 2016,
with both the Frelimo and Renamo parties also
suffering assassinations of local politicians by so-
called “death squads”. Despite the truce, one
Renamo official was gunned down outside his
house in Nampula city last week.

Mozambique is still  recovering from its
bloody 1976-1992 civil war when one million
people died during years of sporadic fighting
between Frelimo and Renamo. Tensions have
resurfaced since 2013, with Renamo fighters
again taking up arms against Frelimo, accusing
the ruling party of enriching itself at the expense
of the southern African country.

Authorities say 3,100 people now live in gov-
ernment camps after fleeing the conflict, and
several thousand more have escaped the con-
flict zone to stay with relatives elsewhere.
Another 8,600 people have been forced into
neighboring Malawi and Zimbabwe, according
to the UN refugee agency. Renamo refused to
accept the results of 2014 elections when it was
beaten once more by the ruling Frelimo party-in
power since the former Portuguese colony’s
independence 40 years ago. — AFP 

Mozambique rebel leader 
announces 2-month truce 

GENEVA: Swiss police said yesterday they
had located but not yet detained a “danger-
ous” gunman who fled after injuring two
officers carrying out a house search. Police
stressed the incident had no link to terror-
ism. A 33-year-old man opened fire as
police were conducting a house search in
the town of Rehtobel, regional police in the
canton of Appenzell Ausserrhoden said in a
statement.

The police officers had suffered unspeci-
fied injuries and were taken to hospital for
treatment, the statement said. A local
woman told the Blick daily she saw “two
people lying on the ground”.

She said numerous police vehicles were
at the scene and said police had closed off
the main highway. An initial police state-

ment warned that he was likely armed and
considered “dangerous”. In a follow-up
statement, police said they had located the
shooter, but a spokesman told a local radio
station they had yet to arrest the man.

Usually tranquil Switzerland is relatively
unaccustomed to gun-related crimes. This
is despite having one of the highest rates of
gun ownership in the world, since citizens
are allowed to keep their army-issue
weapons at home outside periods of
mandatory military service. 

The law allows any citizen aged over 18
to possess arms under certain conditions
and there are an estimated two million
weapons in private hands among
Switzerland’s population of about eight
million. — AFP 

Myanmar police arrest three 
over local reporter murder

Gunman in Switzerland 
flees after injuring police


