
LUMUT, Malaysia: Malaysia yesterday deported
over 1,000 Myanmar detainees back to their
homeland just weeks after a coup, despite a court
order halting the repatriation and a storm of criti-
cism from rights groups. The migrants were fer-
ried on buses and trucks to a military base on
Malaysia’s west coast where three Myanmar navy
ships had docked. The United States and the
United Nations had criticized the plan, while
rights groups said there were asylum seekers
among the group.

Hours before the deportation, a Kuala Lumpur
court ordered it should be temporarily halted to
allow activists to present a legal challenge. They
argued it should not go ahead as Malaysia would
breach its international duties if it deported vul-
nerable people, and that the Myanmar military’s
seizure of power meant they were at even greater
risk. But the vessels later set sail carrying 1,086 of
the detainees, with authorities offering no expla-
nation as to why the court order had been ignored. 

Malaysian immigration chief Khairul Dzaimee
Daud offered assurances no members of the per-
secuted Rohingya minority-not recognized as citi-
zens in Myanmar-or asylum seekers had been
deported. “All of those who have been deported
agreed to return of their own free will, without
being forced,” he said. Those deported had been
held in immigration detention centers since 2020,
he said.  Authorities earlier said 1,200 detainees

were to be deported, and it was not clear why the
final number was lower.  

Refugees from conflict areas 
Officials insist those sent back had committed

offences such as overstaying their visas, and the
deportation was part of their regular program of
repatriating migrants from poorer parts of Asia.
About 37,000 foreigners were repatriated last
year. Malaysia is home to millions of migrants who
work in low-paying jobs like construction. It is rare
for rights groups to launch legal challenges against
deportations, but they were prompted to do so by
concerns the migrants faced greater risks since the
Myanmar military seized power and that some
were asylum seekers. Activists have been growing
increasingly alarmed since authorities blocked the
UN refugee agency from accessing immigration
detention centers in Malaysia in 2019. 

This means the UN cannot assess whether for-
eigners are economic migrants looking for work or
asylum seekers fleeing persecution and conflict,
who would usually be granted refugee status and
the right to remain in Malaysia. In the latest case,
the detainees were believed to include members of
the Christian Chin minority and people from con-
flict-riven Kachin and Shan states, according to
Lil ianne Fan, international director of the
Geutanyoe Foundation, which works with refugees.
Since seizing power at the start of February,

authorities in mostly Buddhist Myanmar have
gradually ratcheted up their use of force, with
three anti-coup protesters killed in demonstrations
so far. Malaysia initially expressed “serious con-

cern” at the coup, but just days later news
emerged it  had accepted an offer from the
Myanmar junta to send warships to repatriate the
detainees. —AFP
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LUMUT, Malaysia: An immigration truck carrying Myanmar migrants from Malaysia back to their homeland, is seen
heading towards the Naval base in Lumut, outside Kuala Lumpur yesterday. —AFP 

US, UN and right groups condemn plan to send detainees back

Malaysia deports 1,000 Myanmar 
nationals despite court order

News in brief

Nine women held in Philippines

MANILA: Nine women suspected of plotting
to blow up military targets in the restive
southern Philippines have been arrested, the
army said yesterday. Security forces detained
the women and seized bomb-making equip-
ment during raids on Friday of several homes
on Muslim-majority Jolo island, a stronghold
of the Islamic State-linked Abu Sayyaf group.
Most of the women were the daughters or
widows of slain Abu Sayyaf fighters and
included several “potential suicide bombers”,
Major General William Gonzales said in a
statement. —AFP 

Ukraine takes Russia to Europe court 

STRASBOURG, France: Ukraine has accused
Russia of targeted assassinations of “perceived
opponents” in a case lodged at the European
Court of Human Rights, the latest salvo by Kiev
in a barrage of legal complaints against
Moscow. The case, which was filed last week,
accuses Russia of carrying out “state-autho-
rized” assassinations “in Russia and on the terri-
tory of other states... outside a situation of
armed conflict”, the court said yesterday. —AFP 

Zuma corruption case to heard in May

PIETERMARITZBURG, South Africa: South
Africa’s scandal-tainted former president Jacob
Zuma and French arms dealer Thales, accused
of graft in a case going back more than two
decades, will go on trial in May, the High Court
ruled yesterday. Zuma is facing 16 charges of
fraud, graft and racketeering relating to the
purchase of fighter jets, patrol boats and mili-
tary equipment. He allegedly took bribes of four
million rand ($270,000 or 224,000 euros) over
a $3.4-billion arms deal with French aerospace
and defense giant Thales in 1999, when he was
deputy president.  —AFP  

WFP may suspend work in N Korea

SEOUL: Strict coronavirus restrictions
imposed by North Korea could force the
World Food Program to suspend operations in
the country, where chronic malnutrition is rife,
a report on the UN organization’s website said
yesterday. The impoverished country-which is
under international sanctions over its nuclear
weapons and ballistic missile programs-has
long struggled to feed itself, suffering chronic
food shortages. The World Food Program
(WFP) has by far the largest international aid
operation in the country and provides special-
ized foods to around a million pregnant
women, nursing mothers and children every
month, according to its website. —AFP  

Australian MP quits party

SYDNEY: An Australian lawmaker who fre-
quently peddled pandemic misinformation quit
the conservative governing party yesterday,
weeks after being publicly dressed down by
Prime Minister Scott Morrison. Craig Kelly, a
member of Morrison’s Liberal Party, repeatedly
used social media and the floor of parliament to
question the safety of coronavirus vaccines,
oppose lockdowns, and promote unproven
COVID-19 treatments such as Malaria drug
hydroxychloroquine and headlice medication
ivermectin. “I felt that for the rest of this parlia-
mentary term, if I’m going to act and speak
according to my conscience and my beliefs, that I
can do so more effectively as an independent,” the
Sydney MP told public broadcaster ABC. — AFP 

Afghanistan begins 
vaccine campaign 
amid rise in violence
KABUL: Afghanistan yesterday launched a
COVID-19 vaccination campaign aimed at inoculat-
ing hundreds of thousands, as the war-weary nation
reels from near-daily attacks by insurgents.
Doctors, security personnel, and journalists were
among the first volunteers to receive doses of
AstraZeneca’s COVID-19 vaccine, donated earlier
this month by India. “Today, I congratulate the peo-
ple of Afghanistan for the launch of the first stage of
COVID-19 vaccine [drive] with 500,000 doses of
vaccines. This is a big opportunity for the people of
Afghanistan,” said Afghan President Ashraf Ghani
as the first jabs were administered. 

“We don’t expect any miracles, but let’s help this
campaign to be implemented justly,” the country’s
acting health minister Waheed Majroh added.
Afghanistan is believed to have been hit hard by the
COVID-19 pandemic in the last year, but limited test-
ing and a ramshackle healthcare sector have ham-
pered its ability to track the virus. Officially the coun-
try has recorded just 55,600 confirmed cases and
about 2,430 deaths. But a survey published by the

country’s health ministry last August estimated that
up to 10 million people-nearly a third of the popula-
tion-might have been infected with the coronavirus.

Kabul, along with urban areas across the coun-
try, have been rocked in the recent weeks by fre-
quent explosions on an almost daily basis amid
fraught peace talks between the government and
the Taleban. Decades of conflict have slowed past

vaccine drives in Afghanistan, including an anti-
polio campaign, with swathes of the country under
the control of insurgents making access difficult for
inoculation teams. The war-torn country kicked off
its vaccine drive as controversies dogged inocula-
tion plans across the globe, with accusations of
dose hoarding, supply shortages and logistical
headaches slowing the delivery of jabs. —AFP 

Myanmar generals 
come under 
renewed pressure 
YANGON: Myanmar’s military leaders came under
renewed pressure yesterday as the world’s wealthiest
nations condemned the junta for responding to anti-
coup demonstrators “with violence”, a rebuke coming
on the heels of tightened sanctions from Washington
and Brussels. Authorities have gradually ratcheted up
their use of force against a massive and largely
peaceful civil disobedience campaign demanding the
return of ousted leader Aung San Suu Kyi.

Three anti-coup protesters have been killed in
demonstrations so far, while a man patrolling his
Yangon neighborhood against night arrests was
also shot dead on the weekend. “Use of live ammu-
nition against unarmed people is unacceptable,” the
foreign ministers of the G7 group of rich democra-
cies-comprising Canada, France, Germany, Italy,
Japan, Britain, the United States together with the
EU-said in a statement yesterday. “Anyone
responding to peaceful protests with violence must
be held to account,” they said, calling for Myanmar
security forces to “exercise utmost restraint and
respect human rights and international law”.

The sharp condemnation comes after the
overnight blacklisting of another two members of
the regime by the United States-air force chief
Maung Maung Kyaw and fellow junta member Moe
Myint Tun-after announcing targeted sanctions
against other top generals earlier this month. “We

will not hesitate to take further action against those
who perpetrate violence and suppress the will of
the people,” Secretary of State Antony Blinken said.

Hours before, the European Union had also
approved sanctions targeting Myanmar’s military
and their economic interests, with EU foreign policy
chief Josep Borrell saying that financial support to
the government reform programs is “withheld”.
Protesters continued staging rallies across
Myanmar, though commercial hub Yangon saw
much smaller numbers massing at key junctions yes-
terday. In the northern Kachin city of Myitkyina-

which has seen bursts of violence from authorities-
protesters rode their motorbikes across town wav-
ing the Myanmar flag and flashing a three-finger
salute, a symbol of resistance. 

Mandalay saw a more sombre crowd at the
funeral of Thet Naing Win, a 37-year-old man shot
and killed Saturday when security forces opened
fire into a crowd of anti-coup protesters.  “I beg for
all to help see that my husband’s case is ruled with
justice,” said his widow Thidar Hnin, adding that she
wants to see “the dictator dethroned”. “This country
is owned by the citizens,” she told AFP. —AFP

YANGON: Police advance towards protesters demonstrating against the military coup in Yangon. —AFP 

KABUL: This handout photograph shows an Afghan security personnel receiving a dose of COVID-19 coron-
avirus vaccine during a ceremony at the Presidential Palace in Kabul, as Afghanistan launched a COVID-19 vac-
cination campaign. —AFP 

Paris raps Pakistan 
over Alvi remarks 
on French Muslims
PARIS: The French foreign ministry has sum-
moned Pakistan’s envoy to protest claims by
President Arif Alvi that a French bill cracking
down on radical Islam stigmatizes Muslims.
Addressing a conference on religion on Saturday,
Alvi said: “When you see that laws are being
changed in favor of a majority to isolate a minori-
ty, that is a dangerous precedent.” Specifically
referring to the legislation drafted after the
beheading of a French teacher by an Islamist radi-
cal over cartoons of the Prophet Mohammed, Alvi
said: “When you insult the Prophet, you insult all
Muslims. “I urge the political leadership of France

not to entrench these attitudes into laws... You
have to bring people together-not to stamp a reli-
gion in a certain manner and create disharmony
among the people or create bias.” Pakistan was
one of several Muslim countries that saw angry
anti-French protests in October over President
Emmanuel Macron’s defense of the right to show
blasphemous cartoons.

The country with the second-largest number of
Muslims in the world after Indonesia does not have
an ambassador in France. The French foreign min-
istry said late Monday it had called in Pakistan’s
charge d’affaires to mark “our surprise and our
disapproval (over Alvi’s remarks), given that the
bill contains no discriminatory element.”

‘Constructive attitude’ 
“It is guided by the basic principles of freedom

of religion and conscience, makes no distinction
between the different religions and applies there-
fore equally to all  faiths,” the ministry said.

“Pakistan must understand this and adopt a con-
structive attitude for our bilateral relations,” it
added. The bill adopted by the lower house of the
French parliament last week is dubbed the “anti-
separatism” bill in reference to Macron’s claim that
Islamists are closing themselves off from French
society by refusing to embrace secularism, gender
equality and other French values.

The legislation significantly expands the state’s
powers to close religious organizations and places
of worship if they are found to air “theories or
ideas” that “provoke hate or violence towards a
person or people.”  It also creates a new crime of
“separatism”-described as threatening a public
servant in order to gain “a total or partial exemp-
tion or different application of the rules”-that is
punishable by up to five years in prison.  Pakistan’s
government has been particularly virulent in its
condemnation of Macron’s clampdown on radical
Islam, which follow a wave of attacks that have
killed over 250 people. —AFP


