
YANGON: Plumes of smoke rose yesterday a part of
Myanmar’s biggest city that has turned into a battle
zone, with burning barricades and security forces firing
at unarmed anti-coup protesters to enforce martial law.
Traumatized residents have fled the industrial neigh-
borhood in Yangon that has become one of the flash-
point sites in a nationwide uprising against the mili-
tary’s coup nearly seven weeks ago.

The junta has increasingly deployed heavier force to
quell the demonstrations, with more than 200 protest-
ers reported to have been killed in the crackdown.
Sunday was the deadliest day since the coup, with a
local monitoring group documenting more than 70
people killed-the bulk of them in the industrial Hlaing
Tharyar township in Yangon that has become the battle
zone.  The junta on Sunday imposed martial law on
Hlaing Tharyar and later on other protest hotspot
townships-effectively placing nearly two million people
under complete control of military commanders.
Residents-many of them migrant workers-have since
fled back to their home states, piling their belongs and
families onto flat-bed trucks and the backs of motor-
bikes. Those who stayed reported scenes akin to war.

“There was constant gunshots the entire night and
we didn’t get to sleep,” one resident told AFP, adding
people were worried about even walking on the streets
for fear of getting targeted by security forces.
“Currently there are very few people out on the
streets.”  Hardline anti-coup protesters had camped on
a bridge leading into the township’s main roads on
Tuesday evening, wearing hard hats, gas masks and
carrying shields.  They has also erected barricades
made out of tires, wood, sandbags and bamboo poles.
Some of those barricades were burnt, leading to heavy
black smoke rising above the mostly deserted streets.

Some protesters threw petrol bombs at the security
forces, but otherwise appeared defenceless as they hid

behind makeshift shields. In a residential area of a
neighboring township, video footage verified by AFP
showed volleys of gunfire going non-stop for roughly
15 seconds. 

Information blackout 
Information on arrests and violence have been trick-

ling out of the conflict areas on social media-the flow
slowed due to the junta’s throttling of mobile data.
Much of Myanmar has not been able to use their
mobile internet since the early hours of Monday. The
country is also placed under a nightly internet shut-
down for eight hours. 

More than 200 people have died in anti-coup
unrest, according to the Assistance Association for

Political Prisoners, a local monitoring group. The
United Nations on Tuesday again condemned the
deaths in Myanmar, adding that it was worried of
reports of torture and deaths of those in custody. 

“The death toll has soared over the past week in
Myanmar, where security forces have been using
lethal force increasingly aggressively against peace-
ful protesters,” UN rights office spokeswoman Ravina
Shamdasani told reporters. “Deeply distressing
reports of torture in custody have also emerged.” The
office had determined that “at least five deaths in
custody have occurred in recent weeks,” she said,
adding that “at least two victims’ bodies have shown
signs of severe physical abuse indicating that they
were tortured.” — AFP
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News in brief
Dutch vote on last day of election

THE HAGUE: Dutch voters cast their ballots at
bike-through polling stations and museums yester-
day on the final day of a coronavirus-dominated
election that could return Prime Minister Mark
Rutte to power. Europe’s first COVID election of
2021 has taken place over three days, with the eld-
erly and at-risk voting at selected locations on
Monday and Tuesday before the polls opened for
everyone else yesterday. People have also been
allowed out past a 9 pm (2000 GMT) nationwide
curfew to ensure they can vote-the controversial
health restriction in January sparked the
Netherlands’ worst riots for decades. — AFP

Child deaths in S Asia alarming: UN

NEW DELHI: The coronavirus pandemic may
have indirectly contributed to around 228,000
additional child deaths in 2020, 11,000 maternal
fatalities and 3.5 million unwanted pregnancies in
South Asia, the UN said in a report yesterday. The
study commissioned by UNICEF blamed “drastic
cuts in the availability and use of essential public
health services” because of the pandemic across
India, Pakistan, Nepal, Bangladesh, Afghanistan and
Sri Lanka, home to 1.8 billion people. “The fall-off
of these critical services has had a devastating
impact on the health and nutrition of the poorest
families,” said UNICEF regional director George
Laryea-Adjei. — AFP

France’s Sarkozy on trial again 

PARIS: Former French president Nicolas Sarkozy
goes on trial  over claims of illicit financing for his
failed 2012 re-election bid, just two weeks after a
landmark conviction for corruption. On March 1, the
66-year-old became France’s first post-war presi-
dent to be sentenced to prison when he was given a
three-year term, two years of which were suspend-
ed, for corruption and influence peddling. That case
was one of several hanging over him since he left
office. —AFP

EU visit to Uighur academic stalls

BEIJING: A visit by European Union ambassadors
to the Xinjiang region of China has stalled over
their request for access to jailed Uighur academic
Ilham Tohti, a diplomatic source confirmed yester-
day. Since 2019, China says it has invited foreign
diplomats and UN human rights chief Michelle
Bachelet to visit Xinjiang, where rights groups
allege more than one million Uighurs and other
Muslim minorities are detained in internment
camps. But there has been little sign of progress. A
European diplomat told AFP it was because the
mission wants to visit Tohti, a Uighur economist
jailed for life on separatism charges in 2014. — AFP

New leader seeks to save Israel’s Labor 

JERUSALEM: Israel’s Merav Michaeli, the femi-
nist now leading Labor, says she is hoping to bring
the party back from the brink of extinction in elec-
tions next week. Once Israel’s dominant party,
Labor had slumped so far that polls following
December’s snap election call showed it winning no
seats at all in the next parliament. But Michaeli’s
sweeping win in a January 24 primary sparked
hopes of a recovery. Labor’s third female leader in
its 50-year history now has the party comfortably
projected to pass the threshold required to join
parliament. Recent polls have given it up to six
seats in the 120-member Knesset, double what it
won in elections a year ago. —AFP

Myanmar’s biggest town a battle 
zone as junta enforces martial law

YANGON: The mother (center) of Khant Nyar Hein reacts at his funeral in Yangon on Tuesday after the first year
medical student was shot dead during a crackdown by security forces on protesters taking part in a demonstra-
tion against the military coup. — AFP

Traumatized residents flee Yangon’s industrial neighborhood

US expands list of 
Chinese officials 
stifling HK freedoms
HONG KONG: The United States yesterday identified
24 more senior Chinese officials it classifies as being
instrumental in quashing Hong Kong’s freedoms as it
warned foreign banks were now banned from doing
any business with them. The decision came just hours
before talks were set to begin between senior US and
Chinese officials in Alaska, the first such meeting since
President Joe Biden took office.

US relations with China have plunged in recent
years over a swathe of issues, including Beijing’s crack-
down on dissent in Hong Kong after the city was
rocked by huge and often violent democracy protests
nearly two years ago. Under the Hong Kong Autonomy
Act-a law enacted last year with bipartisan support-
the State Department has to identify any Chinese and
Hong Kong officials involved in eroding the financial
hub’s freedoms.

The report added two dozen new names bringing
the total number listed to 34. “Foreign financial institu-
tions that knowingly conduct significant transactions
with the individuals listed in today’s report are now
subject to sanctions,” Secretary of State Antony
Blinken said in a statement.—AFP

TOKYO: Japan’s failure to recognize same-sex mar-
riage is unconstitutional, a court ruled yesterday, in a
landmark first verdict on the issue that campaigners
welcomed as a major victory. Lawyers for plaintiffs in
the case said the ruling should pile pressure on law-
makers to accept same-sex unions, but the path to any
such recognition is still likely to be lengthy.

The verdict was the first to emerge from lawsuits
filed by more than a dozen couples last year in district
courts across Japan, in a coordinated action challeng-
ing the only G7 government not to recognize gay
unions. The court in northern Sapporo ruled that the
government’s current failure to offer same-sex couples
ways to “enjoy even a part of the legal effects that
arise from marriage... violates article 14” of the consti-
tution, which mandates equality under the law.

Opposition lawmaker Kanako Otsuji, one of the few
openly gay Japanese politicians, said in a tweet she
was “truly, truly happy” about the verdict. “With this
ruling, I urge the Diet, as the legislative branch of the
government, to deliberate a proposed amendment to
the civil code to make same-sex marriage possible,”

she wrote. The plaintiffs had requested damages of
one million yen ($9,000) per person, arguing they
were being denied the same legal rights as heterosex-
ual couples. The court rejected the request, saying
lawmakers may have struggled to legislate on the issue
as the matter has only become a topic of parliamen-
tary debate in recent years. But the wording of the
verdict-which ruled that sexual orientation is like gen-
der or race and is not chosen at will-sparked celebra-
tions outside the courthouse. Lawyers for the plaintiffs,
surrounded by rainbow flags, held up a sign declaring
the ruling “a huge step towards equality in marriage”.
“I was a bit disappointed when I heard the phrase ‘turn
down’ in the verdict, but later I couldn’t stop my tears
when the presiding judge said it lacks reasonable
foundation and is discriminatory,” said Ryosuke
Kunimi, one of the plaintiffs.

‘Partnership’ certificates 
While Japan has some protections for sexual

minorities, many same-sex couples struggle to rent
apartments together and are even banned from hospi-
tal visits. A November poll by the Yomiuri newspaper
found 61 percent of people in Japan are broadly in
favor of same-sex marriage, with 37 percent against.

The country’s 1947 post-war constitution says that
“marriage shall be only with the mutual consent of
both sexes”. The government says this means same-
sex marriage is “not foreseen” in the constitution or
civil law. But lawyers for the plaintiffs and other legal
experts argue the language of the constitution is only
meant to ensure equality between prospective spouses
and prevent forced marriages.

In a statement, they said they hoped the ruling
would prompt parliament to take up the issue. “We
think it is necessary to urge parliament to take swift
legal measures by clarifying the current illegal situa-
tion, which they have neglected and have not rectified
despite their legal duty,” they said. Courts in Tokyo,
Osaka and Fukuoka are still considering cases filed by
other same-sex couples on the issue. —AFP

Anti-China outrage 
pulls Beijing into 
Myanmar coup crisis
BANGKOK: Chinese factories torched as mainland
workers hunker down under martial law-Beijing is
being pulled into the ulcerous crisis in Myanmar, an
unravelling country it had carefully stitched into its big
plans for Asia. During a January 2020 visit to
Myanmar, Chinese President Xi Jinping elevated the
Southeast Asian neighbor to “country of shared des-
tiny” status, Beijing’s highest diplomatic stripe.

The aim was to nudge Myanmar decisively towards
China-and away from the United States-and drive
through projects worth billions of dollars under the
Belt and Road Initiative, including an oil and gas
pipeline and a port to the Indian Ocean.

Fast-forward one year, and the strategically located
country has tipped into bloody chaos after a coup
took out Aung San Suu Kyi’s government. The massive
pro-democracy movement which has since unfurled
accuses China of waving through the generals’ power
grab and trading Myanmar’s freedom for its own
strategic gain. As Myanmar security forces kill pro-
testers-nearly 150 so far-Beijing faces a dilemma: back
the men with guns or side with an increasingly anti-
China public. “China doesn’t really care who is in gov-
ernment, but it wants a government that will protect
Chinese projects and interests,” said Richard Horsey, a
Myanmar political analyst.

But “this is a military that Beijing doesn’t think can
bring stability... and the more China tries to build a
relationship with that regime, the more the public will
be put offside.” That is laden with danger for Chinese
interests. At least 32 China-owned textile factories
were burned down in several Yangon townships on
Sunday, according to Chinese state media, causing
around $37 million in damage. A foreign ministry
spokesman in Beijing demanded the immediate protec-
tion of “Chinese institutions and personnel”.—AFP

Court censures Japan for not 
recognizing same-sex marriage

SAPPORO, Japan: Supporters hold the “unconstitutional
decision” flag in front of the Sapporo District Court in
Sapporo, Hokkaido prefecture yesterday. — AFP

COVID-hit PNG calls 
for 1m emergency 
AstraZeneca doses
PORT MORESBY: Papua New Guinea’s health min-
ister yesterday said the country’s record wave of coro-
navirus infections will “spike” further in coming weeks,
calling on drug-maker AstraZeneca to urgently deliver
one million vaccine doses to staunch the looming cri-
sis. Jelta Wong warned his under-resourced nation was
already “running at full throttle” to prevent a wave of
coronavirus cases from running out of control, saying
new lockdowns and overseas help were urgently need-
ed. “In the next couple of weeks, there is going to be a
spike in the cases,” he said, amid rising fears of an
impending health disaster in the impoverished South
Pacific nation of nine million.

Papua New Guinea rapidly shut its international
borders at the beginning of the pandemic, limiting
infections to just a few hundred and dodging the worst
ravages of the global crisis. But more than 1,000 new
cases have been uncovered this month alone, and with
testing rates still low, there are fears the real total is
much higher. “The community transmission is out
there, and I’m pretty sure that we haven’t detected a
lot of it,” Wong admitted. “But we’re running at full
capacity just to ensure that we do get to all places.”

With hospitals reporting a surge in patients and
emergency staff falling sick, Australia yesterday said it
was rushing 8,000 doses to its northern neighbor to
inoculate frontline workers.

In Canberra, Prime Minister Scott Morrison also

called for AstraZeneca to divert one million Australian-
bought doses to Papua New Guinea as soon as possi-
ble. Wong said those doses were needed “just to con-
trol the spread” before the situation gets out of hand.
“I’d rather have it here than wait for it to come when
we’re really down,” he said. Papua New Guinea’s
rough terrain of high mountain valleys, dense jungles
and a lack of infrastructure make gauging the scale of
the emergency difficult.

But Australia’s chief medical officer Paul Kelly said
there were reports hospitals in the capital Port
Moresby were detecting the virus in about half of new
patient admissions. “Half of women who are coming in
due to pregnancy are positive. We’re seeing a large
number of healthcare workers on the front lines in

Papua New Guinea now coming down with COVID-
19,” he added. “These are all signs that there is a major
epidemic in the community.”

Officials in Queensland told AFP that about half the
state’s hospitalized COVID-19 patients had come from
Papua New Guinea, while a recent batch of 500 tests
sent from Port Moresby showed a 50 percent infection
rate. Wong said vast nationwide memorial services this
month for Papua New Guinea’s first prime minister and
“father of the nation” Michael Somare would likely
contribute to the surge in cases. At one event in Port
Moresby, throngs of people lined Independence
Boulevard throwing flowers onto the passing motor-
cade carrying the body of the “Grand Chief” as it
approached parliament.— AFP

PORT MORESBY, PNG:  This picture taken on March 14, 2021 shows a crowd of people - none wearing face
masks, nor social distancing - gathered outside Jacksons International Airport in Port Moresby to bid farewell to
the casket of Papua New Guinea’s first prime minister Michael Somare, who died late February. — AFP


