
YANGON: Ousted Myanmar civilian leader Aung
San Suu Kyi was hit with two new criminal charges
when she appeared in court via video link yester-
day, a month after a military coup triggered relent-
less and massive protests. Suu Kyi has not been
seen since being detained on February 1, and her
appearance came as demonstrators took to the
streets again across the country in defiance of an
escalation of deadly force from the junta. At least 18
people died on Sunday as troops and police fired
live bullets at demonstrators in cities across
Myanmar, according to the United Nations, which
cited its own credible information.

Suu Kyi, 75, was already facing obscure criminal
charges for possessing unlicensed walkie-talkies, as
well as violating coronavirus restrictions by staging
a campaign event during last year’s election. She is
now also accused of a violation of communications
laws as well as intent to incite public unrest, her
lawyer Khin Maung Zaw said. “We cannot say for
sure how many more cases Daw Aung San Suu Kyi
will face in this period,” he told reporters in
Naypyidaw. “Anything can happen in this country at
this time.”

Myanmar’s ousted president Win Myint is also
facing the same intent to incite public unrest charge
in addition to coronavirus restriction breaches. Suu
Kyi has reportedly been kept under house arrest in
Naypyidaw, an isolated city that the military built
during a previous dictatorship. The military has jus-
tified its takeover, ending a decade-long democratic
experiment, by making unfounded allegations of
widespread fraud in last November’s national elec-
tions. Suu Kyi’s National League for Democracy

won the election in a landslide.
The generals have hit Suu Kyi with two charges

the international community widely regards as friv-
olous-relating to importing walkie talkies and stag-
ing a campaign rally during the pandemic.
Yesterday’s court proceedings were preliminary
matters in the case, including with Khin Maung Zaw
seeking to formally represent her.

Uprising 
Hundreds of thousands of people have taken to

streets regularly over the past month to oppose the
coup. While the military has steadily increased the
type of force used to try to contain the uprising,
beginning with tear gas and water cannons, this
weekend’s violence saw the biggest escalation. One
person was shot while crouching behind rubbish bins
and other makeshift shields, and had to be dragged
away by others, with the incident filmed by media.

AFP independently confirmed 10 deaths in
Sunday’s violence, although there were fears the toll
could be much higher. The Assistance Association
for Political Prisoners, a reliable monitoring group,
estimated that about 30 people had been killed by
security forces since the coup on February 1.
Yesterday, protests erupted again in multiple cities
across the country, with demonstrators in Yangon
using bamboo poles, sofas and tree branches to
erect barricades across streets.

In one clash broadcast live on Facebook and ver-
ified by AFP, unarmed protesters fled after a volley
of shots were fired. It was not immediately clear if
the security forces had fired live rounds or rubber
bullets. Hundreds of people were also arrested over

the weekend with many in Yangon taken to Insein
Prison, where Myanmar’s leading democracy cam-
paigners have served long jail terms under previous
dictatorships. More than 1,100 people have been
arrested, charged, or sentenced since the coup,
according to The Assistance Association for
Political Prisoners.

One reporter was also shot with rubber bullets
on the weekend while covering a protest in the cen-

tral city of Pyay, their employer said. Several jour-
nalists documenting Saturday’s assaults by security
forces were detained, including an Associated Press
photographer in Yangon. “We strongly condemn the
escalating violence against protests in Myanmar
and call on the military to immediately halt the use
of force against peaceful protesters,” Ravina
Shamdasani, spokeswoman for the UN human rights
office, said. —AFP
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YANGON: Protesters run during a demonstration against the military coup in Yangon yesterday. — AFP

Police shooting toll rises to 18 amid rising uproar, demos

Myanmar’s Suu Kyi hit with
two new criminal charges

News in brief

EU to defuse Georgia crisis

TBILISI, Georgia: The European Union yes-
terday called on Georgia to defuse a spiraling
political crisis that deepened with the arrest of
a top opposition leader last week. The pro-
Western South Caucasus nation has been in
the grip of a crisis since parliamentary elec-
tions in October which the opposition has
denounced as rigged. Last week’s arrest of
Nika Melia-the leader of Georgia’s main oppo-
sition party, the United National Movement
(UNM) — further exacerbated the tensions.
On a visit to the Georgian capital Tbilisi,
European Council President Charles Michel
said the bloc was concerned about the “wors-
ening crisis”. —AFP 

UK charities warn of famine 

LONDON: A coalition of UK aid agencies
warned yesterday that the COVID-19 pandem-
ic is worsening the “dire humanitarian” crisis in
fragile states and raising the risk of famine,
including in Yemen. Parts of Yemen and South
Sudan are already on the brink of famine, while
Afghanistan and the Democratic Republic of
Congo are at risk, driven by the pandemic’s
economic impact, the Disasters Emergency
Committee (DEC) said in a new report. —AFP  

Death of Guinea ex-PM fuels riots

PORT MORESBY, Papua New Guinea:
Papua New Guinea security services called
for calm yesterday, as incidents of rioting and
looting followed the death of a beloved for-
mer prime minister. Police Minister William
Onglo warned officers would “step in to fully
restore order” after disturbances in Port
Moresby and the second city of Lae. Several
stores were reportedly ransacked during a
national day of mourning for the country’s
first prime minister and “father of the nation”
Sir Michael Somare, who died of pancreatic
cancer on Friday. —AFP  

Malaysian site editor questioned 

KUALA LUMPUR: The chief editor of an
independent Malaysian news outlet was ques-
tioned by police yesterday on suspicion of
sedition after he criticized the conviction of his
website for contempt. Malaysiakini, which
made a name for itself by reporting on the mis-
deeds of the country’s ruling elite, was found
guilty last month over readers’ comments criti-
cal of the judiciary and fined $120,000. The
conviction added to concerns about worsening
press freedoms in the Southeast Asian nation
since a scandal-plagued coalition came to
power last year without an election. — AFP  

Philippines vaccinations begin

MANILA: The Philippines launched its
COVID-19 vaccination drive yesterday, with
health workers, soldiers, police and govern-
ment officials first in line to get donated
Chinese jabs despite concerns over their effec-
tiveness. Key aides of President Rodrigo
Duterte, who were among hundreds to get
jabs, described getting inoculated as a moral
duty. The rollout started at six Manila hospitals
a day after the government, under fire over
delays in vaccine procurement, received
600,000 donated doses from Beijing. —AFP 

‘Grandma Wong’ 
leads brief reminder 
of HK protest past
HONG KONG: Alexandra Wong disappeared for
more than a year into mainland China’s opaque judi-
cial system because she joined Hong Kong’s democ-
racy rallies. But that did not deter her from joining
protesters outside Hong Kong’s West Kowloon court
yesterday as many of the democracy movement’s
key leaders appeared in the dock to face charges of
subversion. “Today is not just about supporting the
47 people who were arrested,” the 64-year-old told
AFP, referring to the dozens of activists charged
with conspiracy to commit subversion, one of
Beijing’s new national security crimes.

“We need to come out again, tell the world that
we will continue to fight for freedom, democracy
and justice.” Protests have been all but outlawed in
Hong Kong over the last year. Using both anti-coro-
navirus bans on public gatherings and a new securi-
ty law imposed by Beijing, authorities have success-
fully stamped out the huge and often violent democ-
racy rallies that convulsed the finance hub for
months in 2019. Yesterday’s gathering was a rare
exception. Hundreds queued to attend the hearing

for those charged with subversion, chanting slogans
and flashing popular protest gestures-once-familiar
scenes not witnessed in Hong Kong for months.

Handshakes and selfies 
Many asked to shake Wong’s hand and pose for

pictures because she is something of a local celebri-
ty. Dubbed “Grandma Wong”, she was one of the
most visible faces in the early stages of 2019’s
democracy protests. She attended virtually every
rally, usually waving a British flag. But she disap-
peared in August 2019 during a trip to the mainland
city of Shenzhen. Wong emerged 14 months later in
Hong Kong saying she had been detained for
months for “picking quarrels”-a catch-all term used
by the government to target dissenters. 

She remains committed to democracy and yester-
day’s court hearing offered an opportunity to signal
her continued defiance. As she queued for a spot
inside the court, she unfurled a large British flag and
held banners that read “Fight for freedom” and
“Stand with HK”. “I’m a person who loves freedom,
but I know more clearly what I should do to secure
our freedom, so I must come out,” she said.  “Even if
I die or I’m being imprisoned for a lifetime, I hope
people will not give up.”

Slogans, songs and books 
Behind her were hundreds of people also queuing

to get into court, the line snaking around one side of

the building at least four rows deep. Some held yellow
umbrellas, a symbol of the democracy movement.
Chanting broke out intermittently, including the
phrase “Liberate Hong Kong, revolution of our
times”-a slogan authorities have now deemed illegal.
Many flashed pro-democracy hand signals, including
the three-finger “Hunger Games” salute embraced by
protesters in Thailand and Myanmar. Others played
protest songs on portable speakers and left images of
jailed activists at a makeshift shrine. In another corner
of the crowd, people read political books. —AFP

JAKARTA: Indonesian resort island
Bali has launched a drive-thru vaccina-
tion campaign targeting thousands of
hospitality workers, as the popular
tourist destination eyes reopening to
foreign visitors. Billed as the first such
campaign in Southeast Asia, Bali’s
drive-thru vaccinations kicked-off at
the weekend. The program aims to
inoculate around 5,000 workers in
hospitality and ride-sharing services by
the end of this month. The campaign
was rolled out at Nusa Dua Bali
Convention Center in Bali’s capital
Denpasar, set up in partnership with
Southeast Asian ride-hailing giant
Grab. “This drive-thru program is good,
because for us drivers who work on the
street every day, we are very vulnera-
ble to being exposed to the virus,” a
ride-hailing driver Zul Widodo said. 

In August, Bali closed the door to

foreign tourists over coronavirus con-
cerns, battering its key tourism sector.
“The COVID-19 vaccine is paramount
for Indonesia’s tourism industry
recovery,” Tourism Minister Sandiaga
Uno said in a weekend statement.
“The availability of vaccines continues
to be a source of hope for people to
return to normalcy and boost confi-
dence that they can travel safely.” 

The island has recorded some 923
deaths and just over 34,000 virus cas-
es. The drive-thru vaccination has
been rolled out alongside Indonesia’s
nationwide vaccination bid, which
kicked off in January with the Chinese
CoronaVac jabs. Indonesia, the world’s
fourth most populous nation, plans to
inoculate more than 180 million of its
nearly 270 million people. But it was
not clear if the drive-thru program
would be rolled out in other cities

across the archipelago. Indonesia’s
economy-Southeast Asia’s largest-has
lurched into recession during a pan-
demic that has infected more than 1.3

million people and killed over 36,000
nationwide, according to official data,
though low testing rates mean the fig-
ures could be much higher. —AFP

BALI, Indonesia: Medical workers prepare to administer the COVID-19 coronavirus
vaccine during a drive-through vaccination service in Nusa Dua, Indonesia’s resort
island of Bali yesterday. — AFP 

HONG KONG: Alexandra Wong, an activist known as
‘Grandma Wong’ sits outside West Kowloon court in
Hong Kong yesterday. —AFP 

Bali opens drive-thru vaccination
for hospitality workers

Crowds gather outside
court after Hong Kong
dissidents charged
HONG KONG: Hundreds of democracy supporters
gathered outside a Hong Kong courthouse yesterday
chanting slogans and flashing protest symbols as
some of the city’s best-known dissidents appeared in
the dock charged with subversion. Beijing is battling
to stamp out dissent in semi-autonomous Hong Kong
after swathes of the population hit the streets in 2019
in huge and sometimes violent democracy demon-
strations. It has blanketed the once free-wheeling
finance hub in a national security law, while anti-
coronavirus measures ban public gatherings of more
than four people.

Police on Sunday charged 47 leading dissidents
with conspiracy to commit subversion in the largest
use yet of the security legislation. Yesterday’s hearing
sparked a resurgence of defiance from members of
the public in a city where protest has been all but

outlawed. Hundreds queued up outside the law
courts in one of the biggest gatherings in months as
police maintained a heavy presence. Some chanted
slogans including “Release all political prisoners” and
“Liberate Hong Kong, revolution of our times”-the
latter a slogan authorities say is now illegal under the
security law.

Others flashed the three-finger “Hunger Games”
salute that has been embraced by fellow democracy
campaigners in Thailand and Myanmar. Tensions rose
and fell throughout the afternoon as police raised
banners warning that an illegal gathering was taking
place and that protesters were breaking the national
security law with their chanting. Officers could be
seen stopping and searching several young men out-
side the court but the crowds did not disperse.

‘Jailed, exiled and charged’ 
Local district councilor Kwan Chun-sang was one

of dozens who camped overnight to bag a spot at the
front of the queue for the court’s public gallery.
“Soon after the charges were laid yesterday I decid-
ed to come and spend the night here,” Kwan told
AFP. “I would like to show my support for the pro-
democracy activists.” A small group of nationalist

protesters held banners welcoming the subversion
charges. “Punish the traitors severely, enact the
national security law and throw them all behind
bars,” one sign read. The defendants represent a
broad cross-section of Hong Kong’s opposition, from
veteran former pro-democracy lawmakers to aca-
demics, lawyers, social workers and a host of youth
activists. So many have been charged that officials
had to open up three other courtrooms to accommo-
date the overspill.

After a brief appearance by the charged, pro-
ceedings were adjourned to later in the afternoon.
The alleged offence of those arrested for subversion
was to organize an unofficial primary last summer to
choose candidates for the city’s partially elected leg-
islature, in hopes that the pro-democracy bloc might
take a majority for the first time and block govern-
ment legislation. Chinese and Hong Kong officials
viewed the primary as an attempt to “overthrow” the
city’s government and therefore a threat to national
security. They were arrested in a series of dawn raids
in January and charged on Sunday with “conspiracy
to commit subversion”-one of the new broadly
defined national security crimes. They face up to life
in prison if convicted.  — AFP


