
YANGON: Myanmar’s anti-coup protesters
returned to the streets in force yesterday with the
biggest demonstrations since troops fanned out
around the country to quell opposition to the new
military junta. Much of the country has been in open
revolt since the military deposed Nobel laureate
Aung San Suu Kyi’s government at the start of the
month and charged her under an obscure import law.

Tens of thousands rallied in Yangon, with pro-
testers blockading roads with vehicles to stop
security forces from moving around the nation’s
biggest city. “We have to fight until the end,” Nilar,
a 21-year-old student who asked not to use her
real name, said.

“We need to show our unity and strength to end
military rule. People need to come out on the
streets.” Yesterday’s crowds came in defiance of
more violent efforts by the regime to bring resist-
ance to heel, following nationwide street protests
and a disobedience campaign encouraging civil ser-
vants to strike.

Demonstrations over the past two days had
been noticeably smaller since troops were
deployed around Yangon on the weekend. But
social media platforms were flooded with calls for a
show of force by protesters in the hours before the
junta imposed a third consecutive overnight inter-
net blackout.

By noon, there were anti-coup demonstrations
across Myanmar, from the remote highlands region
of Chin state to a small town in the Irrawaddy delta
that saw a parade of protesters hoisting Suu Kyi
posters. Right outside the capital Naypyidaw, tens
of thousands of people from different sectors-
including engineers, doctor, and teachers-marched
through the logging town of Pyinmana carrying

signs saying “Help Myanmar”.
UN special rapporteur Tom Andrews warned

that reports of soldiers being brought into Yangon
could lead to the situation there spiraling out of
control. “We could be on the precipice of the mili-
tary committing even greater crimes against the
people of Myanmar,” he said.

Meanwhile, the lawyer representing Myanmar
democracy hero Aung San Suu Kyi said yesterday
he is preparing for the worst in a trial he fears could
take six months. Attorney Khin Maung Zaw is
defending the ousted civilian leader, who was
detained during the February 1 coup on an obscure
charge under the country’s import and export law
for having walkie-talkies at her home.

Yesterday, the military regime hit Suu Kyi with a
second criminal charge, accusing her of holding an
election campaign event last year which the junta
claims breached coronavirus restrictions under nat-
ural disaster management laws. “We hope for the
best but are prepared for the worst,” Khin Maung
Zaw told AFP by phone, adding he is hoping for a
fair trial. The veteran human rights lawyer said he
applied yesterday for permission to speak to his
client and receive instructions ahead of the next
court hearing on March 1. “When will this be grant-
ed? I don’t know,” he said.

‘Not what China wants to see’ 
Military spokesman Zaw Min Tun said Tuesday

that both Suu Kyi and Win Myint were in a “safer
place” and “in good health”. “It’s not like they were
arrested-they are staying at their houses,” the gen-
eral told a press conference. More than 450 people
have been arrested since the coup, according to the
Assistance Association for Political Prisoners moni-

toring group.  Western powers and the United
Nations have repeatedly condemned the leaders of
Myanmar’s new military administration, which
insists it took power lawfully.

China had initially not criticized the coup, which
Chinese state media described as a “cabinet reshuf-
fle”. However, Beijing’s ambassador to Myanmar said
Tuesday that the current situation in the country

was “absolutely not what China wants to see”.  From
a classical orchestra playing a revolutionary song to
viral breakdancers performing Michael Jackson
anthems-young Myanmar anti-coup protesters are
using music as a weapon against the country’s gen-
erals. Since the military ousted civilian leader Aung
San Suu Kyi on February 1, big cities and isolated
villages alike have mounted a revolt.  —AFP 
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YANGON: Protesters block a major road during a demonstration against the military coup in Yangon yesterday. —AFP

Suu Kyi’s lawyer ‘hoping for best, preparing for worst’

Myanmar protesters stage biggest 
rallies since troop deployments

News in brief

Slovakia tightens border curbs

BRATISLAVA, Slovakia: Citing the danger
of new coronavirus strains spreading in
Europe, Slovakia tightened border controls
yesterday as it battles one of the highest coro-
navirus mortality rates in the world. The health
ministry said anyone crossing Slovakia’s bor-
ders will have to self-isolate for 14 days upon
arrival and some less frequented border cross-
ings will be closed altogether. “The new
regime on borders is intended to prevent the
spread of novel coronavirus mutations,” Health
Minister Marek Krajci said earlier. Slovakia on
Monday had already begun closing some
smaller border crossings with Poland to pas-
sengers and goods traffic. —AFP  

Lukashenko rival in court 

MINSK, Belarus: A leading Belarusian oppo-
sition figure went on trial yesterday in the for-
mer Soviet nation that was gripped by months
of anti-government protests last year. Viktor
Babaryko had planned to run against
Alexander Lukashenko but was arrested in
June ahead of elections and charged with
bribery and money laundering. Lukashenko
has ruled Belarus with an iron fist for two
decades and claimed a landslide victory in the
August polls, sparking huge protests that
swept the country for months. Babaryko was
accused by KGB security services of receiving
bribes and “laundering funds obtained by
criminal means” when he was head of
Belgazprombank, the Belarusian branch of a
bank belonging to Russian energy giant
Gazprom. —AFP  

First vaccine doses enter Gaza 

JERUSALEM: An initial batch of 1,000
coronavirus vaccine doses donated by Russia
entered Gaza yesterday, Israel’s defense min-
istry told AFP, after it had blocked a shipment
earlier this week. The Sputnik V doses were
“being transferred from the Palestinian
Authority (in the West Bank) to the Gaza Strip
in accordance with the PA’s request and the
approval of the (Israeli) political echelon”, said
the Israeli military department responsible for
civil affairs in the occupied Palestinian territo-
ries (COGAT).  It added that “the vaccine
shipment is now making its way to the Erez
crossing” that connects Israel to the blockad-
ed Gaza Strip, an enclave which is controlled
by the Islamist group Hamas.—AFP  

Turkey detains Russia IS suspect 

ISTANBUL: Turkish border guards have
detained five Russians, including a woman sus-
pected of being a member of the Islamic State
group, and a Libyan who were attempting to
cross from Syria, officials said yesterday. It was
not immediately clear whether all six were sus-
pected of being members of the jihadist group.
“Our border guards stationed in Hatay’s
Narlica district (in southern Turkey) caught six
people including one Libyan and five Russian
nationals who were attempting to illegally
cross into Turkey from Syria,” the ministry
tweeted in English. “One of the Russian nation-
als was a woman identified as a wanted Daesh
member,” it said, using an Arabic acronym for
the extremist group. —AFP 

Indian minister loses
high-profile #MeToo 
defamation case
NEW DELHI: A former minister lost a defamation
suit yesterday against a woman who had accused
him of sexual harassment, a high-profile case in
India’s #MeToo movement, her lawyer said. In 2018,
Priya Ramani became the first of a string of women
to go public with allegations against MJ Akbar, a
former high-profile newspaper editor who went on
to become a junior minister in Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s government. She was inspired by
the #MeToo movement against sexual assault that
sprang up in the United States and spread world-
wide following accusations against Hollywood

movie mogul Harvey Weinstein in 2017.
Ramani wrote an article about the inappropriate

behavior of an un-named editor the same year and
one year later alleged it was Akbar. She said she
was 23 when Akbar called her to a Mumbai hotel
for a job interview more than 20 years ago. “You
know how to pinch, pat, rub, grab and assault,” she
wrote. Akbar called the allegations “baseless”. Soon
after, he stepped down as junior foreign minister
and sued Ramani for defamation, saying it had
caused “irreparable damage to (my) reputation and
goodwill”. Ramani’s lawyer Rebecca John told AFP
after yesterday’s judgment that it was an “incredibly
gratifying moment”.

“The fact that a woman was being dragged to a
criminal court in defamation proceedings to silence
her and other women from coming out and speak-
ing the truth was in itself a very important reason
for me to take up the matter,” John added. “I spoke

because women before me spoke up,”Ramani said
at a literature festival in 2019. “I spoke so people
after me can speak up.” —AFP

Kim Jong Un’s wife 
makes first public
appearance in a year
SEOUL: North Korean leader Kim Jong Un’s wife
made her first public appearance in over a year,
state media reported yesterday, after speculation
her absence could be coronavirus-related, or
because of a potential pregnancy. Ri Sol Ju, believed
to be in her early 30s, joined her husband at a con-
cert commemorating the birthday of his father and
predecessor Kim Jong Il. 

The anniversary celebrating the second member
of the Kim dynasty to lead the now nuclear-armed
North Korea is known as the Day of the Shining
Star, and is one of the country’s most important
public holidays. North Korea’s official Rodong
Sinmun newspaper published photos of the couple
smiling broadly and applauding the performers at
the Mansudae Art Theatre in Pyongyang. As the
General Secretary came to the auditorium of the
theatre together with his wife Ri Sol Ju amid the
welcome music, all the participants burst into thun-
derous cheers of ‘Hurrah!’” the official KCNA news
agency reported.

None of the audience members or performers
wore facemasks in the pictures. Ri was last seen in
January 2020 at an event for the Lunar New Year
holiday. Her extended absence prompted questions
over her health, whether she might be in seclusion
to avoid any risk of coronavirus infection, or preg-
nant-the couple are believed to have three children.

The impoverished country has been under self-
imposed isolation since closing its borders in
January last year, to try to protect itself from the
pandemic that has swept the world since first
emerging in neighboring China. Kim has repeatedly
insisted that the country has had no coronavirus
cases, although outside experts doubt those asser-
tions. Yesterday’s report and photos came a day
after South Korea’s National Intelligence Service
told lawmakers that Ri was “playing well with her
kids”, and was refraining from public activities due
to the coronavirus pandemic.

Before her lengthy absence, Ri joined her hus-
band on numerous “field guidance trips” and for

meetings with foreign leaders, including the South’s
president Moon Jae-in and China’s Xi Jinping.
“Because of COVID, no foreign leaders made visits
to the North last year, nor was Kim able to make
such trips that would require his wife’s attendance,”
Yang Moo-jin, a professor at the University of
North Korean Studies in Seoul, said. 

“It looks like Ri just focused on raising her kids,
ensuring they are safe and well.” A former star
singer, Ri, believed to be in her early 30s, emerged
into the public eye in 2012.  She is regarded as one
of the most high-profile women in the isolated,
deeply patriarchal nation, alongside her husband’s
sister and close adviser Kim Yo Jong. —AFP

PYONGYANG, North Korea: This picture shows North Korean leader Kim Jong Un (center) and his wife Ri Sol Ju (left) watching a
performance for celebrating the birth anniversary of Chairman Kim Jong Il at the Mansudae Art Theatre in Pyongyang. — AFP 

JAIPUR, India: In this file photo Indian journalist MJ
Akbar participates in a debate entitled “Kashmir
Kashmir” during the third day of DSC Jaipur
Literature Festival. —AFP 

Australian PM under
fire for handling
of rape scandal
SYDNEY: Australia Prime Minister Scott Morrison
was under mounting pressure yesterday after a for-
mer government staffer who said she was raped in
parliament accused the government of revealing
sensitive details of the case. Critics have demanded
an overhaul of what has been called a toxic and sex-
ist culture in Canberra politics, after Brittany Higgins
this week alleged she was sexually assaulted by a
male colleague two years ago.

The 26-year-old has said she was treated like a
“political problem” when she reported the incident
in now-Defense Minister Linda Reynolds’ office and
the case was badly mismanaged. Higgins said yester-
day the government had now publicized key ele-
ments of the alleged attack that had not been shared
with her previously. “The continued victim-blaming

rhetoric by the prime minister is personally very dis-
tressing to me and countless other survivors,” she
said in a statement to local media. “The government
has questions to answer for their own conduct.”

The prime minister initially defended his govern-
ment’s approach to the case before apologizing, but
yesterday faced further questions about what he
knew and when. Morrison has claimed he knew
nothing of the allegation until five days ago. “I’m not
happy about the fact that it was not brought to my
attention, and I can assure you people know that,”
Morrison told reporters in Canberra.  But it has
emerged that staffer who handled Higgins’ initial
complaint now works in Morrison’s office.

And Higgins has told local media that a “fixer” for
Morrison called her to “check in” late last year when
other women accused two male ministers of sexism
and bullying. Former prime minister Malcolm
Turnbull-also a member of the conservative Liberal
Party-declared it “inconceivable” that the case was
not discussed at high levels. “I find it incredible. That’s
to say very, very, very hard to believe, that the Prime
Minister’s office would not have been aware of that
incident as soon as it occurred,” he told public broad-

caster ABC. “I mean, if they weren’t, it was a complete
failure of the system.” The opposition Labor party is
ratcheting up the pressure on the government, sug-
gesting Reynolds should resign for her failings.

“If I was the prime minister and these events had
occurred and a minister in my cabinet had kept any
information from me or my office, then they wouldn’t
be still maintaining that position,” leader Anthony
Albanese told Sky News. On Tuesday Morrison
announced two female government officials would
lead reviews into the sexual assault complaints
process and workplace culture in the parliament. But
critics believe that work needs to be carried out at
arm’s length from the government.

Women lawmakers from minor parties on
Wednesday wrote to Morrison demanding an
“urgent external review” of current policies and the
establishment of an independent body to oversee
future workplace complaints, which are currently
handled by the Finance Department. “We think it’s
really important that there be for an independent
pathway for people who have experienced (this) —
and we know there’s been many similar situations to
Brittany,” MP Rebekha Sharkie said. — AFP 


