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News in brief

19 killed in firecracker blast 

NEW DELHI:  At least 19 people were killed and
dozens hurt in a blast at a firecracker factory in India,
authorities said yesterday. The blast on Friday after-
noon in Virudhunagar district was one of the worst
such incidents in years in the southern state of Tamil
Nadu. Local official R Kannan told AFP that the death
toll was likely to go up in the next few hours. “So far 34
people have been injured and are undergoing treat-
ment. Some of them are severely burnt,” he said. —AFP 

India fears another flash flood 

INDIA: A newly formed Himalayan lake raised fears
Friday of another flash flood above a disaster-hit valley
in northern India, prompting authorities to conduct
helicopter surveys and send a team on a 16-hour climb
to investigate. Thirty-eight people died and 166 are
still missing, state disaster officials said, after a barrage
of water and debris hurtled down the valley in the
northern state of Uttarakhand with terrifying speed
and force on Sunday, obliterating roads and bridges
and smashing through dams. —AFP  

3 killed in Mogadishu car bomb

MOGADISHU: Three people were killed and eight
wounded after a car bomb detonated near a security
checkpoint in the Somali capital Mogadishu yesterday,
a security official and witnesses said. “The police were
chasing the hostile vehicle after spotting it a few kilo-
meters away from where it exploded,” the official,
Abdirahman Mohamed, told AFP. “The police opened
fire on the vehicle and chased it and this allowed many
people to flee. This has really limited the number of
casualties the blast could have caused.” —AFP 

Peru health minister resigns 

LIMA: Peru’s health minister resigned Friday, state TV
reported, amid a growing scandal over claims that for-
mer President Martin Vizcarra was vaccinated against
COVID-19 before the jab was available to the public.
Pilar Mazzetti—who had served as the country’s minis-
ter of health since July last year—has presented her let-
ter of resignation to President Francisco Sagasti, state
television network TV Peru reported. The government
is yet to formally confirm she is stepping down.—AFP   

Bolivia congress gives amnesty 

LA PAZ, Bolivia:  Bolivia’s socialist-dominated con-
gress on Friday voted to give amnesty to those prose-
cuted for acts of violence during the chaos that fol-
lowed the November 2019 resignation of then-presi-
dent Evo Morales. Bolivia’s congress is dominated by
Morales’s Movement for Socialism (MAS) party after it
romped to victory in an October 2020 general election
that also saw Luis Arce from the party win the presi-
dency. The law means that those prosecuted for vio-
lence during the year-long reign of conservative presi-
dent Jeanine Anez will face no punishment.  —AFP

BANGKOK: Mines, banks, petroleum, agriculture,
tourism: Myanmar’s ruling junta has vested interests
in large swathes of the country’s economy, providing
it a colossal—and closely guarded—fortune that the
United States has targeted with sanctions. After last
week’s coup to oust civilian leader Aung San Suu
Kyi—and the subsequent protest crackdown—calls
have grown for international penalties. On Thursday,
the United States slapped sanctions on the country’s
top brass.

President Joe Biden said his administration was
cutting off military leaders’ access to $1 billion in
funds in the US, while the Treasury Department
blocked any US assets and transactions with 10 cur-
rent or former military officials held responsible for
the February 1 coup.   But experts believe the army
chiefs still have access to enormous wealth from the
sprawling conglomerates behind them. Through two
highly secretive military-controlled behemoths—
Myanmar Economic Holdings Limited (MEHL) and
the Myanmar Economic Corporation (MEC) — at
least 133 companies in the country are wholly or par-
tially overseen by generals, according to a report by
Justice For Myanmar (JFM).

The opaque groups have their tentacles in indus-
tries as diverse as beer, tobacco, transportation, tex-
tiles, tourism and banking.  Much of the lucrative—and
largely unregulated—jade and ruby trade is controlled
by military-owned businesses. Although Myanmar is
the world’s largest producer of jade, and the trade is
estimated to be worth billions of dollars a year, only a
very small part of the financial windfall ends up in
state coffers—with most high-quality stones believed
to be smuggled over the border into China.

Amassing fortunes 
Since 2011, the disaster-prone jade industry has

remained “controlled by a network of military elites,
drug lords and their cronies”, according to NGO
Global Witness. An MEHL subsidiary reportedly
holds the largest number of jade mining licenses. The
company, Myanmar Imperial Jade Co. Ltd., was
among the three gems entities slapped with US sanc-
tions Thursday.

MEHL has partnerships with companies in China,
Japan, South Korea and Singapore, among others. It
has enriched its shareholders in Myanmar, who—
according to the conglomerate’s government fil-
ings—are all current or retired military officials.
Between 1990 and 2011, some $18 billion was paid
out to them, according to an Amnesty International
report in September 2020. 

Junta chief General Min Aung Hlaing, reportedly
one of the main shareholders, would have received
some $250,000 in dividends from MEHL in 2011
alone, the report said. Ruling for nearly half a century,
“the military top brass had time to enrich them-
selves”, said Francoise Nicolas, Asia director of the
French Institute of International Relations. The brief
stint of quasi-civilian rule from 2011-21 did little to
change that.  But the military may have feared for its
future prospects after Suu Kyi’s party won by a land-
slide in November, Nicolas told AFP. “This risked
endangering part of their wealth and was very prob-
ably part of their decision to launch a putsch,” she
added. In the wake of the coup, the military has
regained control of state companies.

It now oversees the Myanmar Oil and Gas
Enterprise—which has partnerships with France’s
Total and the US’s Chevron—and is a hugely impor-
tant asset reportedly netting nearly a billion dollars a
year from natural gas sales. So far, Japanese brewer
Kirin and Singapore-based oil company Puma are the
only foreign corporations to have announced they are
reconsidering their operations in the country.   Kirin
said it would be looking for a new partner, instead of
MEHL. Total, which operates largely in the gigantic
offshore Yadana gas field and paid $257 million to the
Myanmar government in 2019, said it would evaluate
the impact of the coup. Australia’s Woodside, which
holds a stake with Total in another offshore project,
said it was “monitoring the situation”.

Further sanctions? 
Prior to the coup, US sanctions were imposed

over the army’s abuses against the Rohingya Muslim
minority in 2017. Those retaliatory measures target-
ed military units and individuals, including Min Aung

Hlaing. Debbie Stothard from the International
Federation for Human Rights pushed for more penal-
ties to throttle the generals’ access to funds. Stothard
also urged international companies to break all part-
nerships with the ruling leaders, and said
Singapore—the largest foreign investor in
Myanmar—was key. 

“Some top Burmese military officials have had a
lot of personal investments and bank accounts in
Singapore since the mid-2000s. The trend has accel-
erated in recent years,” she said, adding that the city-
state “has leverage to act against” the army chiefs.
Justice For Myanmar’s Yadanar Maung urged swift
retaliatory measures. “Without definitive action now,

the military will inflict more violence against the peo-
ple, and democracy will not have a chance,” she said.
But others cautioned against plunging one of
Southeast Asia’s poorest countries back into an eco-
nomic chokehold, especially as the junta is well-
versed in sanctions.

Having run the country for decades under crip-
pling embargoes, the military “will be prepared to do
so again”, said Myanmar-based political analyst
Richard Horsey. “Policymakers must resist the urge to
impose progressively harsher measures without
clear-headed cost-benefit analysis,” he added. “Don’t
inflict harm on Myanmar people for the sins of their
rulers.” —AFP

Opaque groups have tentacles in a diverse range of industries

Jade and rubies: How Myanmar’s 
military amassed its fortune

MOGOK, Myanmar: In this file photo sellers trade rubies and other gemstones at the gems market in
Mogok town, north of Mandalay. —AFP

Teen’s rape and 
murder sparks 
protest in Nepal
KATHMANDU: Hundreds of Nepalis staged a
mock funeral procession in the capital Kathmandu
Friday after the rape and murder of a teenage girl
drew attention to a rise in sexual assault cases.
Bhagirathi Bhatta, 17, went missing on Thursday
last week while she was going home from school.
Her body was found a day later in a gorge near her
village in Baitadi district in western Nepal. An ini-
tial investigation by police found that she had been
raped and then strangled.

At the protest in Kathmandu, demonstrators
dressed in white mourning clothes carried a
young woman on a bamboo stretcher to symbol-
ize the victims who lose their lives to such violent
crimes. Others followed, calling for an end to vio-
lence against women and justice for victims as the
marched. Several people wrapped black cloth

around their eyes to symbolically protest the
government turning a blind eye to the spate of
cases. “We are here to challenge and pressure the
government... The murderer has to be brought out
to the streets, has to be punished,” protester
Rekha Thapa told AFP. “Next to none have
received justice,” another protester, Anoushka
Pandey, told AFP.

“If tomorrow something happens to me or
somebody I love and care about, who is going to
be accountable? Who is going to give us justice?
For all of these answers I am here.” In 2018, thou-
sands poured onto the streets after the brutal rape
and murder of 13-year-old schoolgirl Nirmala
Pant, with one person dying and dozens injured
during the protests.

The state was accused of not taking adequate
action in rape cases, and a video emerged of police
officers destroying evidence.   Some 2,100 rape
cases were reported in Nepal last year, according
to the police, up from less than 1,000 in 2015.
Activists say the higher number of cases reflect
more reports of violence by women. But they say
that many more assaults also go unreported in the
deeply patriarchal country. —AFP

KATHMANDU, Madhyamanchal: Demonstrators stage a
mock funeral symbolizing victims of sexual assault
during a protest rally against rape and the increasing
cases of violence on women, in Kathmandu.—AFP

Rohingya on 
edge with return 
of generals
YANGON: Myanmar’s stateless, conflict-scarred
Rohingya community are on edge with the return
of military rule, fearing further violence in a restive
part of the country where others have shown sup-
port for the new regime. Much of the long-perse-
cuted Muslim minority have spent years in
cramped displacement camps, with no freedom of
movement or access to healthcare, living in what
rights groups call “apartheid” conditions. They are
still reeling from a 2017 military crackdown that
razed entire villages and sent around 750,000
Rohingya fleeing across the border into
Bangladesh carrying accounts of rape and extraju-
dicial killings.

“Under a democratic government, we had a little
hope we could go back to our old home,” said a 27-
year-old, who asked not to be named, from a camp
near the city of Sittwe. “But now it is certain we will
not be able to return.” Myanmar and its generals are
on trial in a UN court for charges of genocide from

the 2017 violence in northern Rakhine state, where
the majority of the country’s Rohingya population
lived before their exodus.

Army chief Min Aung Hlaing, who now heads the
country’s new junta, repeatedly claimed the crack-
down was necessary to root out insurgents in
northern Rakhine state. “There is a real risk that
(this regime) can lead to new violence in Rakhine,”
said Tun Khin, president of the Burma Rohingya
Organization UK lobby group.  Shortly after seizing
power, the junta promised to abide by plans to
repatriate the refugees from Bangladesh—a scheme
that has been in limbo for years.

But “no one believes a word they say,” Tun Khin
said. Aung San Suu Kyi, the civilian leader ousted
and detained by the generals last week, had trav-
elled to The Hague to defend them from genocide
charges while in office.   But across the border in
Bangladesh, Rohingya refugees have sent messages
of support to anti-coup protesters calling for her
return. Some have posted photos of themselves on
social media while flashing the three-finger salute
that has come to signify opposition to army rule.

‘This time will be different’ 
Rakhine state, home to both the Rohingya and a

largely Buddhist ethnic Rakhine majority, has been a
tinderbox of conflict for decades.   In recent years

the military has battled the Arakan Army, which is
fighting for more autonomy for the state’s ethnic
Rakhine population. But days after its coup, the jun-
ta ended a 19-month internet shutdown and reaf-
firmed a commitment to a ceasefire with the militant
group. The regime also announced a member of a
local Rakhine nationalist party would be joining its
cabinet. —AFP

MAUNGDAW, Myanmar: This file photo shows Rohingya
refugees gathered behind a barbed-wire fence at a
temporary settlement setup in a “no man’s land” bor-
der zone between Myanmar and Bangladesh.—AFP

Arrests thwarted
as UN demands 
Suu Kyi’s release
YANGON:  Opposition to Myanmar’s new military
regime intensified yesterday as spontaneous neighbor-
hood watch groups mobilized to thwart arrests of anti-
coup activists and the UN demanded the release of
ousted leader Aung San Suu Kyi. The army takeover
that brought a decade-old democracy to an end last
week has unleashed a storm of anger and defiance,
with huge daily protests bringing urban centers
around the country to a standstill. Since taking Suu Kyi
and her top allies into custody, troops have stepped up

arrests of civil servants, doctors and others joining
strikes to call on the generals to relinquish power. 

Crowds defied overnight curfews to mass on the
streets as night fell, hours after finishing a seventh
straight day of rallies, following rumors that police
were launching a fresh wave of arrests. One group
swarmed a hospital in the city of Pathein on rumors
that a popular local doctor would be taken, chanting a
Buddhist prayer urging protection from harm. “If I
have problems, I will ask for your help,” Than Min Htut
told the group who had come to aid him, flashing the
three-finger salute that has come to symbolize resist-
ance to the coup. 

Than Min Htut told AFP yesterday he was still free
and would continue participating in a civil disobedi-
ence campaign opposing military rule.   People in
Yangon skirted a junta ban on Facebook to organize
neighborhood watch groups that warned of rumored

arrests. We didn’t know who will be taken, but when
we heard the sound, we went out to join our neigh-
bors,” said Tin Zar, a storekeeper in Yangon’s north.
“Even if they shoot, we are not afraid,” she told AFP. 

More than 320 people have been arrested since last
week’s coup, according to the Assistance Association
for Political Prisoners monitoring group.   An emer-
gency session of the UN Human Rights Council in
Geneva called for the new regime to release all “arbi-
trarily detained” persons and hand power back to Suu
Kyi’s administration. The UN deputy rights chief Nada
al-Nashif warned Myanmar in the Friday meeting that
“the world is watching” events unfold in the country. 

News of more arrests did not stop tens of thou-
sands from returning to the streets of Yangon yester-
day, where columns of traffic ground to a halt and
blared their horns for five minutes to mark the birthday
of Aung San.  —AFP


