
YANGON: Security forces opened fire yesterday
on anti-coup protesters in Myanmar’s eastern
Karen state, as demonstrators took to the streets
in nationwide dawn rallies to demand a return to
democracy. The military junta has unleashed a
deadly wave of violence as it struggles to quell na-
tionwide protests against the February 1 ouster and
arrest of civilian leader Aung San Suu Kyi. But pro-
testers have continued calling for the military to
step down, defying nighttime curfews to stage can-
dlelight vigils for the dead, and taking to the streets
early in dawn marches to avoid security forces.

In the city of Hpa-An in Karen state, protesters
were preparing sandbags around 6 am yesterday
(2330 GMT Wednesday) when scores of soldiers
and police swooped in and tried to clear the streets
using stun grenades. “After that, they shot with rub-
ber bullets as well as real bullets, about 50 shots,”
a protester told AFP by phone. “A student got shot
in the thigh by a live round and is now receiving
medical treatment.” A local resident confirmed the
crackdown to AFP, saying it started before the
protest had got under way. Despite the police ac-
tion, protesters in Hpa-An continued staging im-
promptu gatherings throughout the day, driving
through the town and flashing the three-finger
salute — a sign of resistance against the junta.

Dawn protests 
Early-bird protesters were also out in parts of

Myanmar’s commercial hub Yangon, marching

with red balloons at dawn with signs saying “Get
out terrorist dictator”, according to local media.
In the country’s second largest city Mandalay,
scores of health workers paraded through the
streets at dawn carrying flags. Yesterday’s
protests followed a day of “silent strikes” on
Wednesday that left the streets of Yangon and
other major centers deserted.

Overnight, a village south of Mandalay used
candles to show support for a group of ousted MPs
— called the Committee for Representing Pyi-

daungsu Hluttaw (CRPH), the Burmese word for
“parliament” — working underground against the
junta. The junta has banned the group, announcing
that any involvement with them is akin to “high
treason”. State-run media also reported Thursday
that police had arrested 14 Yangon youths caught
fleeing the city for territories in Myanmar’s east,
which are controlled by ethnic armed militias.

So far, hundreds have fled to Karen state, where
the rebel Karen National Union has sheltered hun-
dreds of anti-coup activists escaping the junta.

More than 280 people have been killed, according
to the Assistance Association for Political Prisoners
— a local monitoring group tracking the death toll
and arrests. But the junta puts the death toll as
much lower at 164, and has branded the victims as
“violent terrorist people”.

Unrestricted access for UN 
International condemnation from the UN,

United States and former colonial power Britain has
done little to quell the violent crackdowns. There
are fears that Saturday — Myanmar’s Armed
Forces Day, usually marked with a parade in
Naypyidaw — could be a flashpoint.

On Wednesday the United Nations Human
Rights Council expressed grave concern over
human rights violations and reiterated that those
responsible should be held to account. The resolu-
tion called for Myanmar to allow UN monitoring
officials unrestricted access to assess the country
and for the junta to free all those arbitrarily de-
tained — including Suu Kyi and President Win
Myint. “We remain concerned at ongoing arbitrary
arrests, including of journalists and civil society
leaders,” deputy UN spokesman Farhan Haq said.

But the junta-appointed deputy foreign minister
Kyaw Myo Htut hit back in a pre-recorded video,
state media reported. He said Myanmar’s sover-
eignty had to be respected and UN meddling could
bring “serious impediments on the efforts for
bringing peace.” — AFP

North Korea fires
two suspected 
ballistic missiles
SEOUL: North Korea fired two suspected ballistic
missiles into the sea yesterday, in its first substan-
tive provocation to the new US administration of
Joe Biden. The nuclear-armed North has a long his-
tory of using weapons tests to ramp up tensions, in
a carefully calibrated process to try to forward its
objectives. Donald Trump’s first year in office was
marked by a series of escalating launches, accom-
panied by a war of words between him and North
Korean leader Kim Jong Un. Pyongyang had been
biding its time since the new administration took
office, not even officially acknowledging its exis-
tence until last week. 

But Seoul’s joint chiefs of staff said the North
fired two short-range missiles into the Sea of Japan,
known as the East Sea in Korea, from South Ham-
gyong province. They travelled 450 kilometers and
reached a maximum altitude of 60 kilometers, the
JCS added, and after an emergency meeting South
Korea’s National Security Council expressed “deep
concern” at the launch.

North Korea is banned from developing any
ballistic missiles under UN Security Council reso-
lutions, and is under multiple international sanc-
tions over its weapons programs. Japanese Prime

Minister Yoshihide Suga was unequivocal, telling
reporters: “North Korea launched two ballistic mis-
siles.” It had been a year since the last such inci-
dent, he added, saying: “This threatens the peace
and security of our country and the region. It is
also a violation of the UN resolution.”

Tokyo said they came down outside the waters
of Japan’s exclusive economic zone.

‘Familiar pattern’
Pyongyang has made rapid progress in its ca-

pabilities under Kim, testing missiles capable of
reaching the entire continental United States as
tensions mounted in 2017. Trump and Kim then em-
barked on an extraordinary diplomatic bromance,
holding two headline-grabbing summits in Singa-
pore and Vietnam. The United States pulled back
on some joint military exercises with South Korea
while the North froze intercontinental ballistic mis-
sile tests. But the February 2019 Hanoi summit
broke up over sanctions relief and what North
Korea would be willing to give up in return. Com-
munications then dried up, despite a third en-
counter in the Demilitarized Zone that divides the
Korean peninsula, and no substantive progress was
made towards denuclearization.

“North Korea appears to be returning to a fa-
miliar pattern of using provocations to raise ten-
sions and garner attention,” said Jean Lee of the
Wilson Center in Washington. Pyongyang carried
out a series of weapons tests last year that it called
“long-range artillery” but others described as
short-range ballistic missiles. 

Trump had been “willing to turn a blind eye to
North Korea’s ballistic missile launches as long as
they were not tests of long-range missiles”, Lee
said.  “But I suspect the Biden administration will
confront any confirmed ballistic missile launches
that violate UN Security Council resolutions.” Yes-
terday’s launch comes after Pyongyang fired two
short-range, non-ballistic missiles in a westerly di-
rection towards China at the weekend. US officials
played that down as not a violation of UN resolu-
tions, with Biden telling reporters: “According to the
Defense Department, it’s business as usual.”—AFP
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Security forces open fire on 
protesters in Myanmar’s east

Demonstrators take to the streets in rallies to demand a return to democracy 

This photo taken and received from an anonymous source via Facebook yesterday shows medical
personnel taking part in a dawn protest in Mandalay during a demonstration against the military
coup. — AFP

SEOUL: Television screens show file footage of
North Korea’s missile test as a news program
broadcasts reports about North Korea’s sus-
pected ballistic missile test, at an electronics
mall in Seoul yesterday. — AFP

Australia begins 
‘long haul’ to recovery
LONDONDERRY, Australia:Thousands of flood-
stricken residents along Australia’s east coast began
a massive cleanup effort yesterday, as waters re-
ceded revealing damaged homes, piles of debris and
mud-caked roads. The region has been devastated
by widespread flooding brought on by a torrential
downpour, inundating towns, destroying farmland
and leaving two people dead. On Thursday, David
Williams stepped back inside his home in flood-hit
Londonderry, to find waters lapping just below his
knees and “gut-wrenching” destruction.  “That was
pretty heartbreaking,” he told AFP. “But we’re for-
tunate that we’re able to save a lot of stuff.”

Williams said he was now on the “long haul” to
recovery from the devastating floods, clearing out
over eight trailer loads of once-prized possessions
— now a sodden, twisted mess dumped on the side
of the road.  In coastal areas north of Sydney, hun-
dreds of troops and volunteer firefighters bolstered
efforts in stretched communities by digging mud
from roads and clearing debris from properties. Ben
Shepherd, an inspector from the Rural Fire Service,
said the teams wanted “to try and return communi-
ties to some sense of normality as soon as possible”.
“This is going to be a prolonged event that is po-
tentially going to take weeks — if not months — in
some areas,” he told AFP. —AFP


