
YANGON: Ten of Myanmar’s major rebel groups threw
their support behind the country’s anti-coup movement
yesterday, fanning fears that a broader conflict could
erupt in a country plagued for decades by on-and-off
fighting between the military and the ethnic armies.
Myanmar has been in turmoil since the military ousted
civilian leader Aung San Suu Kyi from power on
February 1, triggering an uprising that the junta has
sought to quell with deadly crackdowns. According to a
local monitoring group, more than 550 people have
been killed in the anti-coup unrest, bloodshed that has
angered some of Myanmar’s 20 or so ethnic groups and
their militias, who control large areas of territory mostly
in border regions. Yesterday, 10 of these rebel groups
met virtually to discuss the situation, condemning the
junta’s use of live ammunition on protesters. “The lead-
ers of the military council must be held accountable,”
said General Yawd Serk, leader of rebel group the
Restoration Council of Shan State. Last week, the junta
declared a month-long ceasefire with ethnic armed
groups, though exceptions might be made if “security
and administrative machinery of the government... are
encroached on”. The announcement did not encompass
stopping lethal force against anti-coup demonstrations.

But Yawd Serk said the ceasefire means security
forces should halt “all violent actions”, including against
protesters.  The 10 rebel groups that met online are sig-
natories to a nationwide ceasefire agreement that was
brokered by Suu Kyi’s government, which attempted to
negotiate an end to the ethnic militias’ decades-long
armed struggle for greater autonomy. But distrust runs
deep for the ethnic minorities of Myanmar, and Yawd
Serk said the 10 signatories to the nationwide ceasefire
would “review” the deal during their meeting. 

“I would like to state that the (10 groups) firmly
stand with the people who are... demanding the end of
dictatorship,” he said.  Last week, a UN special envoy
on Myanmar warned the Security Council of the risk of
civil war and an imminent “bloodbath”.

‘No reason for conflict’ 
The rebel groups’ meeting also comes a week after

one of them, the Karen National Union (KNU), seized a

military base in eastern Karen state, killing 10 army offi-
cers. The junta retaliated with air strikes. The KNU has
been a vocal opponent of the military junta and said it is
sheltering hundreds of anti-coup activists. Yesterday, it
condemned the military’s use of “excessive force by
engaging in non-stop bombing and air strikes” from
March 27 - 30, which have “caused the deaths of many
people including children”. 

“The air strikes have also led to the further displace-
ment of more than 12,000 people,” it said. Junta
spokesman Zaw Min Tun said the military has only
been targeting KNU’s 5th Brigade-which led the
seizure of the military base. “We had an air strike on
that day only,” he told AFP. “We have signed a nation-
wide ceasefire agreement... If they follow the NCA,
there is no reason for conflict to happen,” Zaw Min Tun
said. Ethnic Karen local media and rights groups have
reported multiple bombings and air strikes across the

state over recent days.  With the junta cutting wifi serv-
ices, mobile data and imposing a nightly internet black-
out that has gone on for nearly 50 days, information
flow in the country has been effectively throttled. “This
madness must stop,” UN rights rapporteur Tom
Andrews in a tweet. “Sanctions & an arms embargo
must be imposed to cut their [the junta’s] access to rev-
enue and weapons.” At least two cities saw security
forces violently crack down before yesterday noon.  In
eastern Mon state, a man was shot in the stomach and
died on his way to the hospital. “He was trying to help
our young protesters,” a fellow protester told AFP.
Demonstrators in Yangon, Mandalay and the central
city Monywa continued yesterday to come out, wear-
ing helmets and using sandbags as barricades as they
faced off against authorities.  But “two were shot in the
head,” said a rescue worker in Monywa who had to
pick up the bodies. —AFP
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News in brief
Argentine president tests positive 

BUENOS AIRES: Argentina’s President Alberto
Fernandez, who has been vaccinated against COVID-
19, announced late Friday that he had tested positive
for the coronavirus. “At the end of today, after pre-
senting a fever of 37.3 and a slight headache, I per-
formed an antigen test, which was positive,” he
tweeted, adding he was waiting for the results of a
PCR test to confirm the diagnosis. The president, who
turned 62 on Friday, was in isolation as a precaution
but said he was “physically well.” —AFP 

Four killed as building collapses

BANGKOK: A Bangkok residence building col-
lapsed yesterday, killing at least three rescue workers
and a resident and trapping a handful of people
under the debris, according to an emergency worker.
The three-story house, located in a luxury gated
community in western Bangkok, was engulfed in
flames around 6 am and the fire raged for about an
hour before it was put out.  At around 7 am, as fire-
fighters and rescue workers were moving through the
razed structure in the Thai capital, it abruptly col-
lapsed, killing at least four, including a resident.  “The
cause of the collapse remains unknown. — AFP 

Jihadist blows herself in Tunisia 

TUNIS: A suspected foreign jihadist blew herself
and her little girl up with an explosives belt as secu-
rity forces closed in in mountains of central Tunisia,
the interior ministry said Friday. It said the child she
was carrying died on the spot and another small girl
was wounded Thursday as the woman detonated the
belt in the remote Mount Selloum area of Kasserine
near the Algerian border, a known jihadist hideout. It
said the woman’s husband was also killed in the
operation. — AFP 

Four UN troops killed in Mali

BAMAKO: Four United Nations peacekeepers
were killed Friday when suspected jihadists staged a
major attack on their camp in Aguelhok, northern
Mali, the UN mission said. The peacekeepers
“bravely pushed back a complex attack carried out
by several heavily armed terrorists,” MINUSMA
said, adding the attackers had suffered heavy losses
and had abandoned “several of their dead”. In a
statement, UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres
said he “condemns in the strongest terms” the
assault, commending the bravery of those who
repelled the attack. — AFP 

Nigerian air force dismisses claim 

LAGOS: Nigeria’s air force yesterday dismissed a
claim by the Boko Haram jihadist group that it had
shot down a fighter jet that went missing a few days
earlier. The Alpha jet lost radar contact on
Wednesday while on a mission to support troops
battling jihadists in the northeastern Borno state. The
air force said it believed the jet with two crew may
have crashed. Boko Haram on Friday released a video
showing a militant standing on what the group
claimed was the wrecked fuselage of the plane with
the Nigeria Air Force number 475. —AFP 

Myanmar’s rebel groups voice support for
protesters as junta continues crackdowns

YANGON: A protester makes the three-finger salute as other make noise by hitting metal objects and
singing revolutionary songs during a demonstration against the military coup in Yangon’s Ahlone township
yesterday. — AFP 

Rebel group says more than 12,000 displaced by Myanmar junta air strikes

Fresh Myanmar 
conflict keeps Thai 
village on edge
THAILAND: A sleepy village in remote northern
Thailand became a hub of activity this week when it
received refugees fleeing Myanmar-a sight that brought
back vivid memories for its ethnic Karen residents.
Hkara, 70, said she had spent roughly 30 years criss-
crossing the Salween river, which marks the frontier, to
flee military attacks on ethnic rebel armies in Myanmar’s
eastern Karen state. She decided to settle in the Thai vil-
lage of Mae Sam Laep village two decades ago-a safer
bet than Myanmar, then still under full military rule,
which lasted nearly 50 years. “I also came from the other
side-I feel very bad for them, I am so sad,” she told AFP. 

Since the weekend, the Myanmar military has
launched near-daily airstrikes in Karen state, targeting
strongholds of the Karen National Union (KNU) — the
first such attacks in the area in 20 years. Around 7,000
people fled their villages-about half of them holed up in
the jungle and around 3,000 crossed the river into
Thailand. Thai authorities returned most of them-while
insisting they went voluntarily-but a handful stayed to
get medical treatment for shrapnel wounds in a tiny local
hospital.

The air campaign has left Hkara glued to her phone
following the news. “I knew (the attacks) would happen
because of my experience,” she told AFP, adding that she
had pleaded two weeks ago with family remaining in
Karen to move away from the targeted areas.

Air strikes 
The KNU is one of Myanmar’s largest ethnic armed

groups and has been fighting the military on and off for
decades. It has been critical of the February 1 military
coup that ousted civilian leader Aung San Suu Kyi, and
of the generals’ bloody crackdown on protests, which
has left more than 500 civilians dead. The KNU has
sheltered hundreds of anti-junta protesters in the territo-
ry it controls, and over the weekend seized a military
base-triggering the air strikes in response.

Karen rights groups have accused Thailand of forc-
ing the refugees to go back to Myanmar-something
the Thai authorities strongly deny. Declining to be
drawn on whether the refugees had returned on their
own accord, Mae Sam Laep resident Tamu Nochi-also
ethnic Karen-said simply that he sympathized with
them. “If the Myanmar military is truly the good guy,
then these refugees wouldn’t have to leave their homes
in the first place,” he told AFP. The 75-year-old also
fled Karen state 30 years ago, and today runs a small
grocery store in Mae Sam Laep’s only stretch of road
with shops. —AFP

A decade on, women
recount horrors of
Ivory Coast massacres
ABIDJAN: Odette Klahon took the witness stand, her
burgundy red wrap a sign of mourning, then recounted
the violence a decade ago that left her without her
husband, her grandson and her left hand. “In the
Carrefour neighborhood, they didn’t waste any time,
breaking down doors, looking for able-bodied men,”
the woman in her 60s said Thursday with the help of a
translator, describing where she lived in the city of
Duekoue in western Ivory Coast. “It was during those
troubles that my husband was arrested and executed
in front of me.”

She went on to describe how her “executioner”
overcame her resistance to taking her four-year-old
grandson, knocking the boy unconscious with a piece
of wood and shooting Klahon’s hand. “My grandson
died on the spot and I was able to flee to find safety
with the town’s Catholic mission, my hand in blood and
crossing bodies,” she said, adding that her hand was
later amputated. Klahon’s testimony came in the trial of
former militia chief Amade Oueremi, in the dock over
massacres carried out in Duekoue in 2011 in the wake
of the country’s disputed presidential election.

Duekoue was the scene of the region’s worst mas-
sacres during a post-election crisis in 2010-2011.
Known as “The Lord”, the 57-year-old’s trial began on
March 24 in an Abidjan court on accusations of mass
murder. He faces a maximum penalty of life in prison.
Oueremi was head of a militia that fought against rival
groups and forces loyal to ex-president Laurent

Gbagbo and says they were acting in self-defense. The
accusations particularly involve violence on March 28,
2011 in Duekoue’s Carrefour neighborhood, where 817
people were killed in one day, according to the Red
Cross. The United Nations has put the toll at 300.

Gbagbo was eventually forced out of office after
refusing to accept his defeat by the current president,
Alassane Ouattara. The months-long conflict claimed
some 3,000 lives and split the country along north-
south lines. The former president was tried at the
International Criminal Court but acquitted-a decision
upheld on March 31, paving the way for Gbagbo to
return to his home country. Meanwhile, Oueremi
awaits his fate in Abidjan. Another witness in his trial,
Myriam Koulade, spoke of the horror she faced. “We
heard gunfire everywhere,” she said. “We were among
40 people in our house to take shelter from the shoot-
ing.” The next morning, on March 29, 2011, “they
began to enter the houses looking for men and making
threats: ‘We’re going to kill your husbands and leave
with you. You will be our wives.’” —AFP

ABIDJAN: Amade Oueremi (right), a former warlord
accused of mass killings in western Ivory Coast in
2011, arrives under police escort at the high court for
his trial in Abidjan. — AFP 

MAE SAM LAEP, Thailand: Hkara, an ethnic Karen resi-
dent in Mae Sam Laep town, walks alongside the
Salween river in Mae Hong Son province. — AFP 

This year marks the 30th anniversary of
Kazakhstan’s independence. During this period,
the country has undergone transformations in all

spheres of life. One of the most significant achievements
of the country is the policy in the field of interethnic
relations, laid down by First President of Kazakhstan
Nursultan Nazarbayev. 

The ethno-confessional policy of the country is of
particular importance in the context of polyethnicity
and the confessional heterogeneity of Kazakh society.
According to the Kazakh Committee on Statistics, at
the beginning of January 2020, Kazakhs accounted for
68.5 percent and other ethnic groups for 31.5 percent
of the population. In this context, the preservation of
interethnic harmony and the formation of civil identity
are basic conditions essential for the country.

The key ideas of ethnopolitics were formulated at
the dawn of independence of Kazakhstan in May 1993
by Nazarbayev. They are based on the preservation of
interethnic harmony, ethnic diversity, equality of citizens
regardless of ethnic affiliation as well as instruction in
proper patriotism. It was emphasized that patriotic
education implies the formation of a clear self-determi-
nation and self-identification for each citizen. 

In the article “Plan of the Nation - The Path to the
Kazakh Dream” published in 2016, Nazarbayev reiter-
ated that our path is a path of unity and consistent for-
mation of a nation based on a civic identity. Nazarbayev
said: “Our aim is to strengthen the common identity and
unity of our country via development of Kazakhstan’s
society on the principles of united citizenship and the
national values incorporated in the Mangilik El (Eternal
Nation) on the basis of consolidating our achievements

since obtaining independence.” 
Thus, the most important element of Kazakhstan’s

policy in the field of interethnic relations is unity
through diversity. Moreover, Nazarbayev emphasized
that “100 Kazakh ethnic groups have at least 100 spe-
cial and unique features, which give a unique advantage
to our united nation.” A unique institution, the Assembly
of the People of Kazakhstan (APK), is also called upon
to support and promote interethnic harmony. Today, the
importance of the APK’s activities is also increasing due
to the growing importance of the regulation of intereth-
nic and interfaith relations in the modern world. 

“Tension and xenophobia are growing everywhere.
Noticing the seeds of extremism and suppressing them
inside Kazakhstan is our task,” said Nazarbayev. The
Bolashak (Future), the international educational pro-
gram, which was launched by Nazarbayev at the dawn
of independence in 1993, is also one of the other signifi-
cant achievements. Over the past period, about 15,000
young Kazakhs have received education in the world’s
leading universities. The first graduation at Nazarbayev

University took place five years ago. Over the years, the
university has already trained about 5,000 graduates.
Undoubtedly, these programs can be viewed as real and
effective social elevators that enabled the country’s
young citizens to realize their potential.

At the same time, education today is a top priority in
all developed countries of the world. Ensuring the quali-
ty and accessibility of education has always been
among the strategic objectives of Kazakhstan. Thus, in
2018, Nazarbayev instructed the government to
increase spending on education, science, and healthcare
until it reached 10 percent of GDP. In the context of the
country’s achievements, one can note the steps towards
the development of new, advanced technologies, includ-
ing the development of digital government reforms,
which follow the general world trend as well.

In the field of foreign policy, Kazakhstan has also
achieved outstanding success. It should be noted that
the country from its very beginning has followed a con-
structive policy, based on the multi-vector principle,
which became the key to fostering a successful dialogue
with neighbors at such forums as the Conference on
Interaction and Confidence-Building Measures in Asia
(CICA), the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO),
the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS),
Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe
(OSCE), and other forums. 

At the same time, one of the key achievements in the
field of foreign policy is the integration of Kazakhstan
into international processes, the country’s entry into
major international associations, as well as the fact that
Kazakhstan is now the recognized locomotive of
regional integration in Eurasia.

30th independence anniversary: Overview
of Kazakhstan’s key achievements


