
BRUSSELS: The EU yesterday warned Myanmar’s
military rulers it was ready to impose sanctions
over this month’s coup, as foreign ministers also
prepared to target those behind Russia’s crack-
down on Kremlin critic Alexei Navalny. The minis-
ters from the 27-nation bloc met in Brussels for a
packed agenda that includes a wide-ranging
videoconference with new US Secretary of State
Antony Blinken.

Shortly after the start, they issued a statement
on Myanmar, saying “the EU stands ready to adopt
restrictive measures targeting those directly
responsible for the military coup and their eco-
nomic interests”. They called for “a de-escalation
of the current crisis” triggered by the February 1
military coup in Myanmar and demanded that the
overthrown civilian government be restored.

The ministers did agree to move ahead and add
19 Venezuelan officials to a blacklist for “undermin-
ing democracy” and human rights abuses after the
EU rejected legislative elections in December as
undemocratic.  There were also expectations they
would pull the trigger on sanctions against Russian
officials over the jailing of opposition leader
Navalny and repression of his supporters.

Any such move would come two weeks after EU
foreign policy chief Josep Borrell was caught in a
diplomatic ambush in Moscow that enraged mem-
ber states. Capitals are eyeing using the EU’s new
human rights sanctions regime for the first time to
hit individuals responsible for the Russian clamp-
down with asset freezes and visa bans, diplomats
said. “It’s clear that Russia is on a confrontational
course with the European Union,” Borrell said, call-
ing for a “united and determined” response. 

Targeted sanctions  
Diplomats said they expect a political agreement

to be reached on punishing Russian officials-with
the list of names to be worked out in the coming
days.  “There is a very large majority supporting the
adoption of new sanctions,” Romania’s Foreign
Minister Bogdan Aurescu said. Two of Navalny’s
closest associates called for the targeting of
President Vladimir Putin’s closest allies-including
oligarchs-after meetings with eight EU foreign min-
isters in Brussels. 

“If it’s just ten Kremlin officials who don’t travel
abroad and don’t have assets abroad, then, indeed, it
would not be painful,” Navalny’s key aide Leonid
Volkov said. European diplomats say only those
directly implicated in the clampdown can be target-
ed because the list needs to withstand any court
challenge. The mood towards Moscow has hardened
in the wake of Borrell’s disastrous trip to Russia,
during which Moscow announced the expulsion of
three European diplomats and rebuffed talk of
cooperation. The EU has already hit Russia with
waves of sanctions over the 2014 annexation of
Crimea and Moscow’s fuelling of the war in Ukraine.

The bloc in October slapped six officials on a
blacklist over the August poisoning of Navalny with
Novichok, a nerve agent. Putin’s most prominent
domestic critic was this month jailed for almost
three years after returning to Russia following
treatment in Germany. His sentencing sparked
nationwide protests that saw baton-wielding secu-
rity forces detain thousands of people.

Blinken calling  
The ongoing repression in Belarus is set to feature

as the EU weighs whether it needs to introduce a
fourth round of sanctions against President
Alexander Lukashenko’s regime. Ministers are also
set to discuss China’s crackdown on Hong Kong and
see if the EU needs to beef up its response as Beijing
tightens it grip. The focus will pivot to cooperation
when Blinken joins for his first full talks with the bloc,
with all sides looking to put the tensions of the

Trump era behind them. The discussion looks likely
to range from a joint approach to common adver-
saries like Russia and China to the pressing issue of
trying to bring the US back into the Iran deal. The
EU is currently looking to broker a meeting between
Washington, Tehran and other signatories-including
Moscow-to try to work out how to salvage the
accord after Trump quit it in 2018. — AFP

Tuesday, February 23, 2021

7
I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Established 1961 

BRUSSELS: Chief of Staff and Political director of Russian opposition leader Alexei Navalny, Leonid Volkov (center
left) and CEO of the Anti-Corruption foundation, Ivan Zhdanov (center right) give a press conference at the Lithuanian
Embassy in Brussels yesterday. —AFP 

19 Venezuelan officials blacklisted for ‘undermining democracy’

EU warns Myanmar, mulls sanctions 
on Russia over Navalny crackdown

Top Chinese official 
outlines plan to
ensure ‘patriots’ 
run Hong Kong
HONG KONG: A top Chinese official yester-
day outlined plans to ensure only “patriots”
run Hong Kong as Beijing seeks to neuter any
remaining democratic opposition and take a
more direct role in how the business hub is
run. The landmark speech by Xia Baolong,
head of the Hong Kong and Macau Affairs
Office, came just two weeks ahead of the
annual meeting of China’s rubber-stamp legis-
lature as speculation grows that further meas-
ures are being planned to sew up control of
the city. “The most vital and pressing task to
enforce rule by patriots is to improve the rele-
vant systems, particularly the relevant elec-
toral system,” Xia said, according to a speech
published by his office. “Being patriotic means
loving the People’s Republic of China.”

Hong Kong has never been a democracy-
something that has fuelled protests and
resentment towards Beijing. But until recently,
the city had a veneer of choice that allowed a
small and vocal opposition to flourish at cer-
tain local elections. After huge and often vio-
lent democracy protests swept the city in
2019 — and opposition politicians won a
landslide in district council elections-Beijing
responded with a major crackdown. At last
year’s meeting, China’s National People’s
Congress imposed a sweeping national secu-
rity law that outlawed much dissent in Hong
Kong and radically transformed its relation-
ship with the authoritarian mainland.

Hong Kongers are therefore looking
closely at what the next meeting might bring.
Xia’s comments suggest Beijing is seeking to
ensure no opposition candidates are able to
stand in the city’s limited elections and echo-
ing weeks of calls in China’s state media for
such a purge. Authorities, he said, must “close
loopholes” that allow “anti-China trouble-
makers” into politics. “Improving the relevant
electoral system must be led by the central
government,” he added.

‘Red lines’ 
Xia also laid out the criteria for what

makes a “real patriot”, including love for the
People’s Republic of China, its constitution
and the Communist Party. He added that the
judiciary must also be patriots-a potentially
ominous warning for those who fear Beijing
is planning to overhaul Hong Kong’s inde-
pendent courts, one of the pillars of its suc-
cess as a business hub. Ahead of its 1997
handover by Britain, China agreed to let
Hong Kong keep certain liberties and auton-
omy for 50 years in a model dubbed “One
Country, Two Systems”.

Western governments and critics accuse
Beijing of shredding that commitment in
recent years. Beijing counters that it is restor-
ing stability. What form electoral reform might
take remains to be seen. Beijing could further
ramp up control of the city’s half-elected leg-
islature to maintain an even more solid major-
ity for its supporters in a chamber already
devoid of any opposition after the courts dis-
qualified some opposition figures because of
their political views. It could also go after dis-
trict council elections-the only time Hong
Kongers get to vote for every seat. —AFP

LUMUT, Malaysia: Malaysia faced
calls yesterday to halt the deportation
of 1,200 Myanmar nationals on navy
ships to their homeland weeks after a
coup, with the United States the latest
to voice concerns. The migrants, who
include members of vulnerable
minorities, are set to be repatriated
Tuesday aboard three vessels sent
from Myanmar, where the military
seized power at the start of February.
The ships arrived at the weekend and
docked at a naval base at Lumut, on
Malaysia’s west coast.

The US embassy in Kuala Lumpur
told AFP it had expressed concerns
and urged authorities to allow the UN
refugee agency access to the
detained Myanmar nationals, which
would allow them to assess if any
were asylum seekers. The refugee
agency has said at least six among

those to be deported are registered
with the body and in need of interna-
tional protection, but it has not had
access to the vast majority of them.
Amy Smith, executive director of
Fortify Rights, said that the planned
deportation “puts lives at risk and
gives undeserving legitimacy to the
abusive military coup in Myanmar”.

“This is a time to extend protection
to people fleeing Myanmar and grant
the UN access, not put them into the
hands of a military junta with a long
track record of serious human rights
violations.” Among those to be
deported are members of the
Christian Chin minority and people
from conflict-riven Kachin and Shan
states, according to Lilianne Fan,
international director of the
Geutanyoe Foundation which works
with refugees.

Officials say those being repatriat-
ed have committed offences including
overstaying their visas and no mem-
bers of the Rohingya Muslim minority,
who are not recognized as citizens in
Myanmar, will be repatriated.

Malaysia is home to millions of
migrants from poorer parts of Asia
who work in low-pay jobs such as
construction. As well as Myanmar,
they come from countries including
Bangladesh and Indonesia. — AFP  

Huge anti-coup 
rallies in Myanmar 
after junta threat
YANGON: Hundreds of thousands of anti-coup
protesters rallied across Myanmar again yesterday
after a clear threat from the junta that it was pre-
pared to use lethal force to crush what it branded as
“anarchy”. The warning came after three demon-
strators were shot dead over the weekend, and the
funeral on Sunday for a young woman who died
from bullet wounds at an earlier rally. International
alarm continued to build, with the United Nations
chief yesterday condemning the military’s “brutal
force”, and the European Union announcing it was
ready to impose sanctions on the junta.

Massive street demonstrations have taken place
since Myanmar’s military staged a coup on February
1 and detained civilian leader Aung San Suu Kyi, end-
ing a decade-long experiment with democracy. A
civil disobedience campaign has also since choked
many government operations, as well as businesses
and banks, and the junta late Sunday gave its most
ominous signal yet that its patience was wearing thin.
“Protesters are now inciting the people, especially
emotional teenagers and youths, to a confrontation
path where they will suffer the loss of life,” said a
statement on state-run broadcaster MRTV.

The statement, read out in Burmese with text of
the English version on the screen, cautioned pro-
testers against inciting “riot and anarchy”. But pro-

testers yesterday were undeterred by the warning,
with hundreds of thousands rallying in Yangon,
Myanmar’s biggest city and commercial hub. “We
came out today to join in the protest, to fight until
we win,” said Kyaw Kyaw, a 23-year-old university
student. “We are worried about the crackdown, but
we will move forward. We are so angry.” Residents
had woken up yesterday to a heavier security pres-
ence, including police and military trucks on the
roads and an embassy district barricaded. Tens of
thousands of professionals and public servants also
rallied in Naypyidaw, the capital and a military

stronghold. There were large protests in other cities,
including Myitkyina and Dawei.

Myanmar’s generals had already responded to the
uprising by gradually ratcheting up the use of force,
and the number of political prisoners. Troops and
police have used rubber bullets, tear gas, water can-
non and some live rounds. On the weekend, two
people were killed when security forces fired at pro-
testers in the city of Mandalay, and a third man was
shot dead in Yangon. A young woman also died on
Friday after being shot in the head at a protest and
spending almost a fortnight on life support.  — AFP

YANGON: Protesters mass around vehicles as they block roads during a demonstration against the military coup in Yangon
yesterday. — AFP 

LUMUT, Malaysia: Myanmar vessels UMS Than Lwin (right) and UMS Sin Phyu Shin,
which will be used to deport Myanmar migrants from Malaysia back to their home-
land, are seen docked at a jetty in Lumut, outside Kuala Lumpur yesterday. —AFP 

Manila OKs China 
jab but health 
workers may miss 
MANILA: The Philippines’ drug regulator gave
emergency approval yesterday to the Chinese-
made Sinovac coronavirus vaccine, with the first
doses set to arrive this week-but health workers will
not get the jab due to its comparatively low efficacy.
CoronaVac is the third vaccine approved for emer-
gency use in the country, but so far none have been
delivered and President Rodrigo Duterte’s govern-
ment is under fire over the delayed rollout. Beijing
has agreed to donate 600,000 doses, which will

arrive in the next three to five days, officials said-
despite misgivings over its safety and effectiveness. 

“It is decided... that the benefit of using the vac-
cine outweighs the known and potential risks,” said
Eric Domingo, head of the Food and Drug
Administration. The CoronaVac can be given to
“clinically healthy” adults aged 18 to 59, but was not
recommended for frontline health workers or the
elderly, he said. Presidential spokesman Harry
Roque said workers considered essential to the
economy and soldiers were likely to receive the first
jabs. Although trials in Turkey found CoronaVac to
be 91.25 percent effective, other, more robust trials
in Brazil only demonstrated an efficacy rate of
around 50 percent.

Roque defended the push to use the Sinovac
vaccine, saying “it’s better than not having protec-
tion at all.” Many world leaders have been among

the first in their countries to receive jabs to boost
public confidence. But Duterte preferred to wait for
a different Chinese vaccine made by state-owned
Sinopharm, Roque said, citing the president’s old
age. The Sinopharm vaccine was secretly given to
members of Duterte’s security team last year even
though it had not been approved for use.

The government is in talks with seven vaccine
makers, including Sinovac, in the hope of securing
enough doses to inoculate 70 million people-about
60 percent of the population-this year. But the lack
of transparency and delays in delivery of the first
doses have fuelled criticism of the government over
its handling of the health crisis. More than 560,000
cases of coronavirus have been recorded in the
country, including over 12,000 deaths. Social dis-
tancing rules and travel restrictions have crippled
the economy. —AFP 

Malaysia urged to halt
Myanmar deportations


