
YANGON: Myanmar’s junta deployed extra troops
around the country and choked the internet yester-
day as it intensified a crackdown on anti-coup
protests, but defiant demonstrators again took to
the streets. The military has steadily escalated
efforts to quell an uprising against their seizure of
power two weeks ago, which saw civilian leader
Aung San Suu Kyi detained along with hundreds,
including members of her democratically elected
government. The generals imposed an hours-long
internet shutdown yesterday morning and ratcheted
up the military’s presence across the country
overnight, including armored vehicles in Yangon, the
nation’s commercial hub and biggest city.

But fresh protests again flared in the city, includ-
ing near the central bank where troops were
deployed. “Patrolling with armored vehicles means
they are threatening people,” said 46-year-old
Nyein Moe, among the more than one thousand
gathered in front of the bank. “People are marching
on the streets and they don’t care to be arrested or
shot. We can’t stop now. The fear in our mind is
going away.” Hundreds of engineering and technol-
ogy students also protested in a northern district of
Yangon, according to an AFP journalist.

Meanwhile, Myanmar’s deposed leader Aung San
Suu Kyi will appear in court via video conference
this week over charges brought against her by the
new military junta, her lawyer said yesterday. Army
chief General Min Aung Hlaing has justified the
February 1 coup by alleging widespread voter fraud
in November’s elections, which Suu Kyi’s National

League for Democracy (NLD) party swept. Two
days after the putsch, the 75-year-old Nobel laure-
ate was hit with the unusual charge of violating
Myanmar’s import and export law, after a search of
her house found walkie-talkies.

President Win Myint-who, like Suu Kyi, was
detained in a dawn raid on February 1 — was
charged with violating coronavirus restrictions
when he took part in a campaign event last
September that drew hundreds. Monitoring group
NetBlocks reported that a “state-ordered informa-
tion blackout” had taken Myanmar almost entirely
offline early yesterday. Internet connectivity was
later restored around the start of the working day,
with Netblocks saying the blackout lasted around
eight hours. But the monitor noted that most users
in Myanmar were still barred from social media.

Declaration of war 
Intensifying fears the military was going to

impose a far harsher crackdown, troops in the
northern city of Myitkyina fired tear gas then shot
at a crowd on Sunday night. A journalist at the
scene said it was unclear whether police had used
rubber bullets or live rounds. Local media outlets
said at least five journalists monitoring the protest
were detained and released yesterday. They also
published pictures of some people wounded in the
incident. A joint statement from the US, British and
European Union ambassadors urged security forces
not to harm civilians.

UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres echoed

that call. Through his spokesman, he also asked the
military to “urgently” allow Swiss diplomat Christine
Schraner Burgener to visit Myanmar “to assess the
situation first hand”. The US embassy advised
American citizens to shelter in place and not risk

defying an overnight curfew imposed by the regime.
UN special rapporteur Tom Andrews said the junta’s
efforts to rein in the burgeoning protest movement
was a sign of “desperation” and amounted to a dec-
laration of war against its people. —AFP
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YANGON: A protester holds up a poster featuring Aung San Suu Kyi during a demonstration against the military
coup at in front of the Central Bank of Myanmar in Yangon yesterday. —AFP 

Suu Kyi to face court this week: Lawyer

Protests escalate after Myanmar’s 
junta cuts Internet, deploys troops 

News in brief

Bali police hunt fugitive Russian 

DENPASAR, Indonesia: Indonesian police are
on the hunt in Bali for a Russian fugitive wanted
by Interpol after he escaped from custody while
waiting to be deported from the resort island,
authorities said yesterday. CCTV footage
released by the authorities showed Andrey
Kovalenko sneaking out of the immigration office
in Denpasar detention center on Thursday while
officials were busy finishing his transfer paper-
work, and running outside. Police said Kovalenko
was wanted by Interpol but declined to specify
what crime he committed overseas. “We are still
investigating this case and we have deployed all
our resources” to search for him, Bali police’s
head of general crimes, Djuhandani Rahardjo
Puro told a press conference yesterday. —AFP 

SK coastguard ex-chief acquitted

SEOUL: A former South Korean coastguard
chief was cleared of negligence yesterday over
bungled rescue operations for one of the coun-
try’s deadliest maritime disasters, when more
than 300 people were killed, most of them
schoolchildren. The Sewol ferry capsized off the
south coast in April 2014, and many of the stu-
dents-who were on a school trip-obeyed orders
to stay in their cabins as the vessel slowly sank.
The disaster triggered public fury when it
emerged that then-president Park Geun-hye was
uncontactable for several hours as the incident
unfolded. The Seoul Central District Court found
Kim Suk-kyoon, who led the coastguard at the
time, not guilty in connection with the botched
rescue efforts.—AFP    

Indonesian landslide kills four 

JAKARTA: At least four people have died and
14 are missing after a landslide caused by tor-
rential rains swept away several homes in
Indonesia, officials said yesterday, with hundreds
forced to flee their flooded homes. Twenty-one
people were initially reported missing, but three
individuals were rescued after the disaster that
struck Sunday evening in a rural part of East
Java. Indonesia’s Search and Rescue Agency said
it had found four bodies, but were still looking
for 14 people reported missing. —AFP  

Baby death in monkey attack probed

CHENNAI: Police in southern India said they
were probing the death of an eight-day-old
baby after monkeys allegedly threw the child
from the roof of her home. The police told AFP
on Sunday that twin infant girls were sleeping at
their house in Tamil Nadu state when they were
attacked by monkeys on Saturday. Their mother,
Bhuvaneshwari, heard the children crying, saw
them being taken from the bedroom and then
started screaming, a police official said. She
rushed to the outside terrace and saw the mon-
keys with the children on the roof. —AFP 

Czech PM’s party loses ranking 

PRAGUE: Billionaire Czech Prime Minister
Andrej Babis’s populist party lost top spot in
opinion polls for the first time since 2017, a sur-
vey showed Sunday, as his government was
accused of a bungled response to the coron-
avirus pandemic. The centrist populist ANO
(YES) movement scored 26.5 percent voter
support in a poll published by public broadcast-
er Czech Television eight months ahead of a
general election scheduled for October. —AFP  

Catalan separatists 
boost majority in 
Spain regional poll
BARCELONA: Catalan separatist parties boosted
their parliamentary majority in a regional election
that was overshadowed by the pandemic and
marked by low turnout, more than three years after
a failed bid to break away from Spain. With Spain
still grappling with a third wave of coronavirus
infections, the vote in the wealthy northeastern
region was held under tight restrictions to reduce
the risk of contagion.

With 99 percent of the votes counted, Prime
Minister Pedro Sanchez’s Socialists won the most
votes but the three separatist parties together were
set to get 74 seats in the 135-seat assembly. That is
up from 70 seats won in the last election in
December 2017, just months after Catalonia’s failed
secession bid which led to the jailing of several sep-
aratist leaders.

To reduce the risk of virus transmission in the
region, polling stations were set up in spacious ven-
ues like food markets, the area around FC
Barcelona’s football stadium and the bullring in
Tarragona. Voters had to wear face masks, use dis-
infectant gel provided at polling stations and stand
apart while lining up in rainy weather to cast their
ballots. During the last hour of voting, which was
reserved for people infected with COVID-19,
polling station workers wore gloves, facial screens
and white protective gowns.

The Socialists had 33 seats, up from 17 in the last
vote when they finished fourth. Sanchez had hoped
the election-Catalonia’s fifth in a decade-would end
separatist rule in the region which accounts for a
fifth of Spain’s economy.

He fielded his health minister Salvador Illa as his
candidate in the hope that his high profile in the
fight against the pandemic would help win votes.
While separatist parties have been deeply divided
over strategy since the failed secession bid, they
were not punished by voters and for the first time

won over 50 percent of the vote, against 47.5 per-
cent four years ago. The more moderate ERC got
33 seats, the hardline JxC got 32 and the radical
CUP nine seats.

‘Amnesia’ jibe 
The result leaves the ERC’s main candidate, 38-

year-old jurist Pere Aragones, best placed to
become Catalonia’s next leader. “We have stopped
an operation by the (Spanish) state to expel sepa-
ratists from institutions,” he said after the results
were announced. 

Illa had argued it was “time to turn the page”
after over a decade of Catalan nationalists govern-
ments focusing on separatism but Aragones dis-
missed his approach during the campaign as
“amnesia”. He has said his party would not turn the
page while independence leaders remained in jail
over the failed secession bid. Catalonia is currently
governed by a coalition led by JxC, which is prone
to confrontation with Madrid, and the ERC, which is
open to dialogue and has helped Sanchez’s minority
government pass laws at the national level.  — AFP

Himalaya flood
disaster hits Delhi
water supply
NEW DELHI, India: Fallout from a devas-
tating flash flood in a remote north Indian val-
ley hit the capital New Delhi more than 500
kilometers downstream yesterday, when
water supplies were cut to tens of thousands
of residents. Authorities blamed the high
quantities of mud and debris from the
February 7 deluge, which left more than 50
dead and 150 missing, for the shortages.

The Rishiganga valley in Uttarakhand state
is 530 kilometers upstream to the northeast
of Delhi but its water is a key supplier for the
capital. Authorities would not say how long
taps would be shut down. The flood swept
through the valley devastating a power com-
plex and destroying roads and bridges.
Rescuers are just starting to pull out bodies
from a tunnel engulfed by mud and debris
where more than 30 workers were believed to
be trapped. The flood is believed to have been
triggered by a chunk of glacier sliding down a
mountainside or a glacial lake breaching its
banks. Water from the valley flows into the
Ganges and from there to Delhi. 

Raghav Chadha, vice-chairperson of
Delhi’s water board, urged residents to use
water “judiciously” as two of the city’s main
water treatment plants were unable to oper-
ate at full capacity due to the dirty raw water.
He said teams were “deployed round the
clock” cleaning filters and “flushing high
ammonia raw water”. Delhi, which has a pop-
ulation of over 20 million, faces water short-
ages every summer. Sixty percent of the
water supplied in Delhi comes from the
Yamuna River and about 34 percent from the
Ganges. Both have faced severe pollution
problems in recent years. —AFP 

Auckland enters 
lockdown as UK
variant found
AUCKLAND, New Zealand: New Zealand’s
biggest city began a snap three-day lockdown yes-
terday, forcing two million people to stay at home,
as authorities scrambled to contain the nation’s first
outbreak of the highly contagious UK variant. Prime
Minister Jacinda Ardern ordered the 72-hour lock-
down for Auckland after three family members were
found to be infected in the North Island city.
Schools and non-essential businesses have been
forced to close and residents barred from leaving
the city except for a few essential reasons.

The health ministry said genomic sequencing has
since showed two of the cases were caused by the
strain that was first detected in Britain. Tests from
the third person were still pending. “This result rein-
forces the decision to take swift and robust action
around the latest cases to detect and stamp out the
possibility of any further transmission,” the ministry
said. Authorities said testing of the family’s close
contacts had so far found no further cases, raising
hopes the lockdown will end quickly.

But health officials are still unsure how the strain
entered the largely coronavirus-free country. New
Zealand’s director-general of health, Ashley
Bloomfield, said the initial focus was on the mother’s
workplace-at a company providing laundry services
to international flights-”because of its obvious con-
nections to the border”. He cautioned it was “too
soon to rule in or out” any source of transmission

and the woman had not been at work for eight days
before testing positive.

‘Not again’
As tracing and testing ramped up, the streets of

central Auckland were largely empty yesterday,
with torrential rain helping to discourage people
from venturing outdoors. Coronavirus testing cen-
ters were busy, though, and there were long lines of
vehicles stopped at police roadblocks as people
tried to leave the city despite the lockdown.
Auckland has been ring-fenced from the rest of
New Zealand, with travel in and out of the metropo-
lis highly restricted for the next three days.

Neighboring Australia also suspended a quaran-

tine-free travel “bubble” with New Zealand for the
duration of the lockdown. It was the first clampdown
in nearly six months in the Pacific island nation, which
has been widely praised for its handling of the pan-
demic with just 25 deaths in a population of five mil-
lion. The remainder of the country was placed on a
lower alert level, with people required to wear masks
on public transport and gatherings limited to a maxi-
mum of 100 people. “I know we all feel the same way
when this happens-not again,” Ardern said as she
announced the measures on Sunday. “But remember,
we have been here before, that means we know how
to get out of this-together.” Ardern’s office mean-
while announced that the first batch of coronavirus
vaccines arrived in New Zealand yesterday.—AFP

AUCKLAND: The restaurant and bar area of Wynyard Quarter, normally busy with America’s Cup crowds, is deserted as the
city enters a level 3 lockdown in Auckland yesterday. —AFP 

BARCELONA, Catalonia: In this handout photo released by
the Socialist Party of Catalonia (PSC), the party’s candidate
Salvador Illa (right) and PSC leader Miquel Iceta celebrate
their results in the regional elections in Catalonia. —AFP 


