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NZ apologizes 
for raids on 
Pacific people
WELLINGTON: New Zealand Prime Minister
Jacinda Ardern yesterday formally apologized
for police crackdowns in the 1970s that “unfair-
ly targeted” the country’s Pacific community.
The infamous “dawn raids” were carried out by
officers and immigration officials, often accom-
panied by dogs, to arrest and deport individuals
who had overstayed their work visas.

Pacific people comprised a third of overstay-
ers but represented 86 percent of prosecutions,
while Britons and Americans in New Zealand-
who also comprised a third of overstayers-saw
just five percent of prosecutions in the same
period. “Today, I stand on behalf of the New
Zealand government to offer a formal and unre-
served apology to Pacific communities for the
discriminatory implementation of the immigra-
tion laws of the 1970s,” Ardern told a gathering
of Pacific dignitaries in Auckland.

“The government expresses its sorrow,
remorse and regret that the dawn raids and
random police checks occurred and that these
actions were ever considered appropriate.”
While the crackdown took place nearly 50
years ago, Ardern said they remained vividly
etched in the memories of those affected and
“lives on in the disruption of trust and faith in
authorities.”

Minister for Pacific Peoples William Sio, who
emigrated with his family from Samoa to New
Zealand in 1969, described the raids as “racism
of the worst kind.”

Wellington encouraged migration from
Pacific islands such as Samoa, Tonga and Fiji
after World War II to fill worker shortages as
the economy expanded. But those who migrat-
ed faced a backlash during the 1970s downturn,
with claims they were taking jobs from New
Zealanders.

When Ardern first announced she would
issue an apology, Sio fought back tears as he
recalled the terrifying experience of being tar-
geted. “The memories are etched in of my
father being helpless... someone knocking at
your door in the early hours of the morning
with a flashlight in your face, disrespecting the
owner of our home,” he said. “An Alsatian dog
frothing at the mouth, wanting to come in with-
out any respect for the people who live there. It
was quite traumatizing.” Ardern said New
Zealand was committed to eliminating racism
and she hoped the apology “has brought some
much-needed closure and healing for our
Pacific communities.” —AFP

KABUL: Families abandoned their homes in droves,
air strikes rained down on neighborhoods and bod-
ies filled the streets as the Taleban took their fight
to Afghanistan’s cities over the weekend, starting a
new bloody chapter in the country’s long war.
Residents in the southern city of Lashkar Gah said
the Taleban were fighting pitched battles from
“street to street” with Afghan security forces and
had surrounded the police headquarters and gover-
nor’s office.

“The aircraft are bombing the city every minute.
Every inch of the city has been bombed,” Badshah
Khan, a resident of Lashkar Gah, the capital of
Helmand province, told AFP by phone. “You can see
dead bodies on the streets. There are bodies of
people in the main square,” he added.

The government remained in control of Lashkar
Gah as of late yesterday thanks to the constant bar-
rage of air strikes, but the future of the provincial
capital seemed to hang from a thread as wave after
wave of insurgents entered the city. Violence has
soared across Afghanistan since early May when
the Taliban launched a sweeping offensive across
large swaths of the country as the US military
began its final withdrawal following nearly 20 years
of operations.

The Taleban gobbled rural districts at a rapid
rate, often without a fight. But the country’s military
has been digging in to defend a string of provincial
capitals scattered across Afghanistan-including
Lashkar Gah, Kandahar and Herat. Following a brief
lull in fighting during the Eid Al-Adha holidays late
last month, the Taliban appear to have turned their
attention to capturing cities, launching withering
onslaughts on several provincial capitals.

‘Situation getting worse’ 
In  Lashkar Gah, resident Hazrat Omar Shirzad

was livid after the Taleban forced him out of his
house to take shelter from the air strikes. “The
Islamic Emirate set the earth ablaze and the
republic put the sky on fire. Nobody cares about
the nation,” said Shirzad. Fighting was also
reported in Herat near the border with Iran to the
west for a third straight day, where militants
swarmed the outskirts of the capital. “With every
passing day the security situation is getting
worse,” said Agha Reza, a businessman in Herat.
“There is a 90 percent chance Herat city will col-
lapse to the Taleban,” he warned, saying that it
lacked a steady supply of electricity and key
roads were blocked due to clashes.

A school teacher in Herat on condition of
anonymity told AFP that only some schools were
open in the city as children preferred to stay
indoors. “Last night we heard a lot of planes over
the city... Today, I went to school and only boys
had dared to come,” she said. Fighters with veter-
an warlord Ismail Khan whose militia helped US-
led foreign forces topple the Taliban regime in
2001 have rall ied to save the city, marching
shoulder to shoulder with Afghan security forces
in the streets headed to the front.

And in Kandahar, days of fighting have dis-
placed thousands of people who crowded into
the city centre to escape the crossfire on the
edge of the provincial capital.

Kandahar resident Khalid Hewadmal said the
Taleban were forcing residents out of their
homes as they moved closer into the city. “On
Friday they had warned residents to leave their

homes,” said Hewadmal. Kandahar was the birth-
place of the Taliban movement and the fall of the
city would deliver a massive blow to the govern-
ment, effectively splitting the country into two
before winter, when retaking of territory is par-

ticularly difficult.
The government has repeatedly dismissed the

militants’ steady gains over the summer as lacking
strategic value but has largely failed to reverse
their momentum on the battlefield. —AFP

Residents in Lashkar Gah fighting pitched battles with Taleban

‘Bodies on the streets’: Fighting 
brings destruction to Afghan cities

HERAT: An Afghan National Army commando stands guard on top of a vehicle along the road in Enjil district of
Herat province yesterday as skirmishes between Afghan National Army and Taleban continues. —AFP

Myanmar junta 
chief says new 
elections in 2 years
YANGON: Myanmar’s junta chief said yesterday
that elections would be held and a state of emer-
gency lifted by August 2023, extending the mili-
tary’s initial timeline given when it deposed Aung
San Suu Kyi six months ago. The country has been
in turmoil since the army ousted the civilian leader
in February, launching a crackdown on dissent that
has killed more than 900 people according to a
local monitoring group. A resurgent coronavirus
wave has also amplified havoc, with many hospitals
empty of pro-democracy medical staff, and the
World Bank has forecast the economy will contract
by up to 18 percent.

In a televised address junta leader Min Aung
Hlaing said the military would “accomplish the pro-
visions of the state of emergency by August 2023”.
“I pledge to hold multi-party elections,” he added.
The general’s announcement would place Myanmar
in the military’s grip for nearly two and a half
years-instead of the initial one-year timeline the
army announced days after the coup.

The State Administration Council-as the junta
calls itself-announced in a separate statement that
Min Aung Hlaing had been appointed prime minis-
ter of the “caretaker government”.

The army has justified its power grab by alleging
massive fraud during 2020 elections won by Suu
Kyi’s National League for Democracy (NLD) in a
landslide. Last week it cancelled the results of the
polls, announcing it had uncovered more than 11

million instances of voter fraud.
Detained since February 1, Suu Kyi faces

charges including flouting coronavirus restrictions
and illegally importing walkie talkies-which could
see her jailed for more than a decade. International
pressure, including sanctions targeting the military
and army-linked businesses, has done little to
knock the junta off course. The 10-country
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)
has tried to negotiate with the regime-though crit-
ics say the bloc lacks diplomatic clout and unity.

ASEAN leaders in April called for an “immediate
cessation of violence” and a visit to Myanmar by a
regional special envoy, an agreement that Min
Aung Hlaing later walked back.

Yesterday, the general announced the selection
of an ASEAN envoy-Thailand’s former deputy for-
eign minister Virasakdi Futrakul-and declared the
junta “ready to work on ASEAN cooperation”.
Myanmar’s military has long had a close relation-
ship with its Thai counterpart-which has a track
record of being putsch-happy, staging more than a
dozen coups in Thailand since 1932.

‘Remarkable courage’ -
Across Myanmar Sunday small  groups of

demonstrators marched-from the southern
coastal city of Dawei to jade-producing town
Hpakant-to demand a return to democracy.
Protesters in the northern town of Kale held ban-
ners reading “strength for the revolution” while
demonstrators set off flares at a march in the
commercial capital Yangon.

But, six months since the generals ended a
decade-long experiment with democracy, large-
scale protests are no longer the norm due to vio-
lent crackdowns and mass arrests. A deadly
COVID-19 surge, which has left staff and volun-

teers working in crematoriums and cemeteries
overwhelmed with bodies, is also limiting turnouts.

Pro-democracy medical workers-among the first
to kick off a nationwide civil disobedience campaign
joined by tens of thousands of government workers-
now work underground to provide telemedicine
consultations to the ill. But the need is still great,
with pleas for help resounding across social media,
and residents waiting in long lines for oxygen tanks
and medicine for virus-afflicted relatives.

“In the six months since the coup, the people of
Myanmar have demonstrated remarkable courage
and conviction in the face of widespread violence...
and now a devastating public health crisis,” said the
US embassy in Myanmar on its official Facebook
page yesterday. “The United States remains firmly
committed to supporting the people of Myanmar in
their aspirations for a democratic, inclusive future
of their own choosing.” —AFP

YANGON: In this file photo, a protester uses a fire
extinguisher as others holding homemade shields run
during a demonstration against the military coup in
Yangon. —AFP

Thai monks don 
protective gear as 
COVID cases surge
BANGKOK: As COVID cases surge in Thailand,
some Buddhist monks are donning PPE over their
distinctive robes, delivering oxygen cylinders, tak-
ing nasal samples to help with testing, and even
helping carry the dead to the crematoriums.
Thailand is struggling to contain its latest outbreak
fuelled by the highly contagious Delta variant, leav-
ing healthcare services stretched and further dam-
aging a battered economy. “There are a lot of Thais
who are still ignored by the public health system,”
Mahapromphong, 33, the deputy abbot of Suthi
Wararam Temple in the Thai capital, said.

“We take care of everyone we come across.”
Since July 21 he has been working in Bangkok’s
poorer neighborhoods, distributing oxygen tanks,
food and medical supplies to the needy as well as
taking samples for testing. Monks are highly
respected in the Buddhist kingdom, and they were
inundated with donations once word got out, he

adds. He learned how to do nasal swabs from the
doctors and nurses working in his temple, which
doubles as an isolation center for those infected
with the virus. One man winced as Mahapromphong
removed the swab and deposited the sample in a
plastic pot. “It’s better to be safe than sorry,” the
man said, his eyes watering. “Monks are able to live
because we rely on people’s donation,”
Mahapromphong told AFP.

“So it’s time for us to give back to the people. At
the very least, we could encourage them to keep
fighting.” Supornchaithammo, a monk at Chin
Wararam Worawiharn Temple, helps with the grim-
mer task of taking the bodies to the crematorium.
“I’m willing to take the risk here,” he said. “If I con-
tract the virus then I’m ready to accept it without
any regret.”

‘Everybody needs a helping hand’ 
Thailand has reported over 597,000 coronavirus

cases and more than 4,800 deaths. The bulk of the
new infections were detected since April, when the
latest wave was sparked by a cluster at an upscale
Bangkok nightlife district frequented by the politi-
cally connected.

Premier Prayut Chan-O-Cha’s administration
has been roundly criticized for its handling of the

pandemic, from accusations of vaccine mismanage-
ment to the lack of government compensation for
affected sectors. Monk Supornchaithammo says he
never expected this to be his routine, but is happy
to help. “I didn’t have it in my head that I would be
doing something like this when I was ordained,” he
told AFP. —AFP

BANGKOK: Buddhist monks disinfect themselves after
performing cremation duties for COVID-19 coron-
avirus victims, at Wat Chin Wararam Worawihan in
Bangkok. —AFP

Cambodia begins 
vaccinations 
for teenagers
HANOI: Cambodia began a roll out of COVID-19
vaccinations for teenagers in its capital Phnom Penh
and three provinces yesterday, with Premier Hun
Sen’s grandchildren among the first to get the jab.

Several countries in Southeast Asia are current-
ly experiencing a deadly COVID-19 resurgence
largely driven by the highly contagious Delta vari-

ant, which has set back the region’s successes last
year in curbing pandemic tolls. While Cambodia
appeared to have escaped the brunt of the virus
last year, an outbreak first detected in February
has steadily driven up the caseload to nearly
78,000.

Yesterday, the kingdom began vaccinating chil-
dren between the ages of 12 to 17, starting the
campaign in its capital Phnom Penh, as well as in
the three hardest-hit provinces of Kandal, Koh
Kong and Preah Sihanouk. “The vaccination for
children today is a key step to herd immunity in
communities,” said the Cambodian leader.

“Children are like bamboo shoots. If the health
of children is damaged now, we won’t have good

bamboos.” Earlier in the day, he watched as doc-
tors administered the Chinese-made Sinovac to his
grandchildren. They will be among the two million
teenagers expected to be vaccinated, Hun Sen
said, adding that the kingdom is mulling inoculat-
ing children aged ten and eleven.

Several countries in Europe-like Denmark,
France and Lithuania-have begun vaccinating chil-
dren in a bid to faster reach herd immunity.
Cambodia’s mass inoculation campaign has so far
seen more than seven million people out of the ten
mil l ion eligible recieve the UK-produced
AstraZeneca, the US-donated Johnson & Johnson,
or the Chinese-made Sinovac and Sinopharm jabs.

Hun Sen said yesterday authorities will also

soon begin administering booster shots to adults
who are fully vaccinated, and will take a page out
of neighboring Thailand’s book by mixing vaccines.
In line with this policy, the premier-who has
already received two doses of the AstraZeneca
jab-said he wants to receive a booster shot of
Sinovac. Cambodia has some of the region’s weak-
est healthcare infrastructure and is ill-equipped to
deal with a major outbreak of COVID.

On Thursday it imposed fresh restrictions on
eight provinces bordering Thailand-which has
seen skyrocketing cases and deaths due to the
Delta variant. Cambodian migrant workers in
Thailand have also been barred from returning
home. —AFP


