
I n t e r n a t i o n a l Sunday, January 13, 2019

9

Myanmar Reuters journalists lose 
appeal against 7-year jail sentence

Judge says the original verdict was a ‘reasonable decision’
YANGON: Two Reuters journalists jailed for seven years
while investigating atrocities committed against the
Rohingya in Myanmar had their appeal dismissed Friday,
dismaying colleagues and tearful family members who had
held slim hopes they would walk free. Reporters Wa Lone,
32, and Kyaw Soe Oo, 28, were arrested in Yangon in
December 2017 and later jailed for violating the state
secrets act, a charge Reuters said was trumped up to muz-
zle their reporting.

Prosecutors say the two had classified information
regarding security operations in Rakhine state, from where
hundreds of thousands of Rohingya Muslims fled during an
army-led crackdown the United Nations has described as
“ethnic cleansing”. Aung Naing, a judge at the Yangon
Regional High Court, said the original verdict was a “rea-
sonable decision” delivered in line with the law. “The court
decides to dismiss the appeal,” he said.

The reporters’ wives cried after the decision, which
condemns the pair to continue their incarceration at
Yangon’s notorious Insein prison, where they have been
held for the last 13 months. “I feel really sad that what we
hoped for did not happen,” a stone-faced Chit Su Win,
who is married to Kyaw Soe Oo, told reporters outside the
court. Wa Lone’s wife Pan Ei Mon — who has given birth
to a baby girl since her husband was put behind bars —
was similarly despondent. “I don’t want to talk about the
decision today as it is not good news,” she said.   

Presidential pardon? 
The two men — who were not present for the decision

— have insisted they were victims of a police set-up,
pointing to testimony from a serving officer who said a
superior ordered others to entrap them. At the time of the
arrest they were probing the extrajudicial killing of 10
Rohingya at Inn Din village in northern Rakhine state.

“They remain behind bars for one reason: those in pow-
er sought to silence the truth,” Reuters editor-in-chief

Stephen J Adler said in a statement Friday. The original tri-
al was widely regarded as a sham and seen as punishment
for their investigation and a warning shot to other media.
Outside the country, the two men have been hailed as
media freedom heroes and jointly named Time magazine’s
Person of the Year 2018, alongside other high-profile jour-
nalists. But they have gained little sympathy within
Myanmar.

The violent military campaign in 2017 forced more than
720,000 Rohingya across the border to Bangladesh, with
refugees bringing accounts of murder, rape and arson. UN
investigators have called for top generals to be investigat-
ed for genocide and singled out de facto civilian leader
Aung San Suu Kyi for criticism for failing to condemn the
operations. The image of the formerly renowned champion
of human rights has been further damaged by the Reuters
conviction.

In her most comprehensive comments on their case in
September, Suu Kyi denied the pair had been jailed
“because they were journalists” and endorsed the court
decision that “they had broken the Official Secrets Act”.
Options are dwindling for the two young men. The legal
team can lodge an appeal with Myanmar’s Supreme Court
but some see a presidential pardon as another way out,
even though the president Win Myint is a Suu Kyi loyalist. 

International condemnation 
The United States said it was “deeply disappointed”

by the verdict and pledged to press the journalists’ case.
“A free and independent press should be protected in
any democracy. Today’s ruling casts doubt not only on
freedom of expression in Burma, but also raises questions
about Burma’s commitment to the rule of law,” State
Department spokesman Robert Palladino said, using
Myanmar’s former name.

Reacting outside the court, European Union ambassa-
dor to Myanmar Kristian Schmidt said he looked to the

president to “correct the injustice”. Speaking on the BBC,
UK Foreign Secretary Jeremy Hunt urged Suu Kyi “to look
at whether that due process” was followed in the case,
calling on the fallen rights icon to take “a personal interest

in the future of these two brave journalists.” Myanmar’s
army gets 25 percent of parliamentary seats unelected
under a constitution it wrote and runs all defense affairs
without input from the civilian government. — AFP 

Thai security
forces kill 
two linked to 
school shooting
BANGKOK: Two insurgents believed to be tied
to a motorcycle drive-by shooting at a school in
Thailand’s south were shot dead yesterday,
police said, as UNICEF warned of trauma for
children near the scene of the lunchtime vio-
lence. Since 2004 clashes between Malay-
Muslim rebels and the Buddhist-majority Thai
state that annexed the area over 100 years ago
have killed nearly 7,000 people, mostly civilians
of both faiths.

The conflict rarely makes global headlines
but is a reality for residents of border provinces
where security forces maintain a large footprint,
aided by poorly paid defense “volunteers”
drawn from local communities. The four men
killed in Thursday’s shooting were all Muslims
and were guarding a school in Pattani province
when the attackers struck just before lunchtime
with students mere meters away.

Pattani provincial police commander Piyawat
Chalermsri told AFP yesterday that two people
with alleged ties to the school violence were
killed in a shootout yesterday morning. Though
he did not give information about their identities
or affiliation, he said he was “confident that they

are the same group who carried out the attack
Thursday” by driving by on motorbikes.
Authorities have also detained one suspect and
are questioning five others, while a military
source said an eight-year-old had been grazed
by a bullet but not seriously injured.

UNICEF Thailand representative Thomas
Davin said Friday that one child at the Bukoh
school attack was reportedly injured by debris
and some who may have witnessed the attack
could face long term psychological trauma.
“This attack has undoubtedly put the school
children, the teachers and school personnel in
harm’s way. It has put children at grave risk of
injury or death,” he said. “Such violence could
also affect parents’ willingness to send their
children to school — potentially to the detri-
ment of many children’s learning and future
development.”

The 15-year insurgency has seen scores of
teachers killed, slain for their perceived collabo-
ration with the Thai state, which led to the use
of armed guards at schools. 

The death toll in the conflict dropped to a
record low last year as Thailand’s junta tight-
ened its security operations. But recent weeks
have seen an uptick in violence, as rebels show
they remain able to carry out more pinpointed
operations. 

In a rare statement dated January 4 the main
rebel group — the Barisan Revolusi Nasional
(BRN) — swore to “keep fighting” while warn-
ing people not to help or support the state. But
Thai authorities as well as the Malaysian facili-
tator of the talks have recently expressed confi-
dence they will make progress soon. — AFP

New alliance 
raises pressure 
on the BJP
LUCKNOW: Two regional parties that
were former bitter rivals announced an
unlikely alliance yesterday to fight Indian
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s ruling
Hindu nationalist party in a looming gener-
al election. The Samajwadi Party (SP) and
the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) — key
players in the northern state of Uttar
Pradesh — said they would set aside their
differences to jointly fight Modi in the
bedrock state.

The two central-left parties have wide-
spread support among lower castes and
poor voters across the state — India’s
most populous, with 220 million people.
Uttar Pradesh is a bellwether of national
politics, accounting for 80 of the 552 mem-
bers of parliament in New Delhi. An elec-
tion is expected to be held in April and
May and one recent poll indicated Modi’s
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) may fall short
of a majority.  

Akhilesh Yadav, the Samajwadi Party
head, said the alliance would counter the
“divisive politics” of the BJP, which won a
landslide victory in 2014. “The BJP is
dividing the country, it is stoking fear and
hatred among communities,” Yadav told a
news conference sat alongside Mayawati,
a popular low-caste leader who heads the

BSP. The parties, which will contest 38
seats each out of the state’s 80, left the
main opposition Congress party out of
the alliance.

The two have been fierce rivals in
recent years. They teamed up in 1993 and
formed the Uttar Pradesh state government
but relations soured after Mayawati said
she was assaulted by Samajwadi Party
activists in 1995. Modi’s BJP suffered a rare
reverse when it lost three key state elec-
tions to Congress last month, amid discon-
tent over unemployment and economic

inequality. A BJP spokesman played down
the importance of the alliance. 

“We are confident. Even if all the parties
come together, we will still win,” Sudhanshu
Trivedi told reporters in Delhi where the
BJP is holding a key convention. Modi ral-
lied 10,000 party workers at the conven-
tion, dismissing critics who say his policies
harm the poor. “During our time there has
not been a single corruption allegation
against us,” he said “We believe in treating
everyone equally and taking the country on
the path of development.” — AFP 

YANGON: This file photo taken on September 03, 2018 shows Myanmar journalist Wa Lone (C) is escorted by
police after being sentenced by a court to jail. — AFP 

LUCKNOW: Samajwadi Party president Akhilesh Yadav (R) and Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP)
leader Mayawati take part in a press conference to announce their political alliance. — AFP 


