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News in brief
Indonesia bans Ramadan exodus 

JAKARTA: Muslim majority Indonesia on Friday banned
an annual exodus that sees millions travel across the vast
nation to mark the end of Ramadan over fears of a surge
in COVID-19 infections. Travellers pack into airports, train
stations and ports across the nearly 5,000-kilometer long
archipelago in a mass migration, known as Mudik, that is
similar to China’s Lunar New Year holiday or Christmas.
Many head to hometowns in time for celebrations at the
end of Islam’s holy fasting month, a festival known as Eid
Al-Fitr. Ramadan ends in mid May this year.  —AFP 

Maharashtra announces curfew

MUMBAI: India’s worst-hit state Maharashtra, includ-
ing its capital Mumbai, will be under a nightly curfew
from today following a sharp rise in coronavirus infec-
tions, officials said. India as a whole has a seen a
renewed surge in new infections in recent weeks, dash-
ing hopes at the start of the year that the country of 1.3
billion people had beaten the pandemic. Maharashtra in
western India, home to around 110 million people, has
seen the biggest rise, recording on Thursday more than
35,000 new infections in 24 hours, the highest yet.
Mumbai recorded over 5,500 cases on Friday, almost
doubling its highest daily count of last year. —AFP 

US university to pay over $1 bn        

LOS ANGELES: A top California university has agreed to
pay more than $1 billion to hundreds of women who
accused a former campus gynecologist of sexual abuse,
lawyers representing plaintiffs said Thursday. University of
Southern California reached agreements totaling $852 mil-
lion that were revealed at a Los Angeles court Thursday,
on top of $215 million resulting from an earlier federal class
action in 2018. According to lawyer Gloria Allred, it is the
“highest single sexual abuse and sexual harassment settle-
ment against a university in civil litigation history.” —AFP

Biden taps rapping Vietnam ambassador 

WASHINGTON: The US ambassador who made a splash
in Vietnam by making a rap video is getting a promotion-
as the top diplomat for Asia under President Joe Biden.
Daniel Kritenbrink, a career diplomat who speaks Chinese
and Japanese, was nominated by Biden to be the assistant
secretary of state for East Asia and the Pacific, a White
House statement said. Kritenbrink became an Internet
sensation last month during Tet, the Lunar New Year that
is Vietnam’s most important annual celebration, as he put
out his own rap video to send his greetings. —AFP 

UN panel struggles to find consensus 

UNITED NATIONS: A UN panel ended five weeks of
arduous negotiations on Friday with a watered-down
declaration on the status of women around the world.
European diplomats accused Russia of being obstruction-
ist and undermining the rights of women and girls in the
65th annual proceedings of the Commission on the Status
of Women. At the start of the negotiations, delegates
examined a draft statement of 50 pages comprising 80
bullet point paragraphs of conclusions on women’s issues.
In the end they approved a document with 24 pages and
64 paragraphs. Entire sections on sexual harassment, gen-
der equality and the rights of girls were eliminated alto-
gether, AFP observed, comparing the first draft to the final
document that was approved. —AFP 

NAYPYIDAW, Myanmar: Myanmar security forces
killed at least 24 protesters yesterday, witnesses
said, in violent crackdowns on demonstrations
across the country as the military regime staged a
major show of force for its annual Armed Forces Day
parade. The nation has been in turmoil since the
generals ousted and detained civilian leader Aung
San Suu Kyi in February, triggering a major uprising
demanding a return to democracy. The country’s
capital Naypyidaw saw a grand parade of troops
and military vehicles in the morning, with a speech
by junta leader Min Aung Hlaing warning that acts of
so-called “terrorism” were unacceptable.

By afternoon, as protesters continued to come out
across Myanmar, AFP verified at least 24 people
were killed-though local media put the death toll at
far higher. Violence erupted all over the central
Mandalay region as security forces opened fire at
protesters, killing at least nine in four different cities-
one of them a doctor in Wundwin and a 14-year-old
girl in Meiktila, according to rescue workers on the
ground. “Four men were brought to us dead,” an
emergency worker from Mandalay city, Myanmar’s
second largest, told AFP, as she frantically tried to
treat dozens of injured.  A protester in Myingyan,
who witnessed a man killed when he was shot in the
neck, said the death toll will likely grow as security
forces have continued shooting across his city. 

“Today is like a revolution day for us.” In the
northeastern Shan state, security forces opened fire
on university students-killing at least three-while in
the tourist city of Bagan, a march through ancient
pagodas turned into mayhem when one protesting
tour guide was shot dead.  Across Yangon, plumes
of smoke rose above the former capital which has
emerged as a hotspot for unrest in recent weeks. An
overnight gathering in front of a police station in the
city’s south-where demonstrators called for the
release of their friends-became violent around mid-
night, and the shooting only stopped around 4:00
am, said a resident.  At least five died, one of them a

20-year-old boy in her neighborhood whose funeral
she will attend.

“The conditions on the ground is very scary,” she
told AFP.  A baby playing on the street in a northern
Yangon township was hit in the eye with a rubber
bullet when police opened fire at nearby protesters.
She was rushed to the hospital by her parents.
Further north near the notorious Insein prison, a
pre-dawn rally-which had protesters wearing bicy-
cle helmets and shielded by sandbag barricades-
devolved into chaos when soldiers started shooting. 

At least one was killed-a 21-year-old police
officer, Chit Lin Thu, who had joined the anti-coup
movement. “He was shot in the head and died at
home,” his father Joseph told AFP.  “I am extreme-
ly sad for him, but at the same time, I am proud of
my son”.

‘Enemy of democracy’ 
During a speech at the Armed Forces Day

parade, junta leader General Min Aung Hlaing once
again defended the coup and pledged to yield pow-
er after new elections. But he also issued another
threat to the anti-coup movement that has gripped
the country since he took charge, warning that acts
of “terrorism which can be harmful to state tranquil-
ity and security” were unacceptable. “The democ-
racy we desire would be an undisciplined one if
they pay no respect to and violate the law,” he said.

Armed Forces Day commemorates the start of
local resistance to the Japanese occupation during
World War II, and usually accompanies a military
parade attended by foreign officers and diplomats.
The junta announced that eight international dele-
gations attended yesterday’s event, including China
and Russia-with state media broadcasting Russian
deputy defense minister Alexander Fomin in the
audience. According to Russian news agency
Interfax, the defense ministry announced that
Russian-made military equipment-tanks, fighter
jets, and helicopters-were included in the parade.  

A group of ousted parliamentarians working
underground against the junta-The Committee
Representing Pyidaungsu Hluttaw (CRPH), the
Burmese word for “parliament”-condemned the
show of might after a bloody seven weeks.  “We
should not allow these military generals to celebrate
after they killed our brothers and sisters,” said its
UN special envoy, who goes by the moniker Dr
Sasa, during a Facebook live stream of a “Global
Virtual Protest”.  “They are the enemy of democra-
cy... We will never surrender until democracy is
achieved, until federal democracy is built, and until
freedom comes to our people.”

Growing death toll 
Yesterday’s bloodshed adds to the current toll of

nearly 330 killed in demonstrations against the
coup, according to the Assistance Association for
Political Prisoners monitoring group.  The day
before, a message was broadcast on state television,
warning young people not to participate in what it
called a “violent movement”. “Learn the lesson from
those who have brutally died... do not die for noth-
ing,” it said. 

The protest movement has also included wide-
spread strikes by civil  servants, which have
brought many basic government functions to a
halt. Coming on top of a COVID pandemic that hit
Myanmar hard, the events since the coup have
also struck the economy. The World Bank has
warned the country faces a huge 10 percent slump
in GDP in 2021. —AFP

Junta leader warns acts of so-called ‘terrorism’ are unacceptable

Myanmar junta puts on show 
of force as 24 protesters killed

NAYPYIDAW, Myanmar: This screengrab provided via AFPTV and taken from a broadcast by
Myawaddy TV in Myanmar yesterday shows an annual parade put on by the military to mark Armed
Forces Day in the capital Naypyidaw. —AFP

Former US CDC head 
thinks coronavirus 
came from Chinese lab
WASHINGTON: The former director of the US
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
believes the coronavirus escaped from a laborato-
ry in China, he said in an interview that aired
Friday. Robert Redfield, who served in the top
public health role under former president Donald
Trump, told CNN: “If I was to guess, this virus
started transmitting somewhere in September,
October, in Wuhan, China.” 

Stressing he was offering “only an opinion,” he
added: “I am of the point of view that I still think
the most likely etiology of this pathogen in Wuhan
was from a laboratory, escaped. “Other people
don’t believe that. That’s fine-science will eventual-
ly figure it out. It’s not unusual for respiratory
pathogens that are being worked on in a laboratory
to infect a laboratory worker.”

The central Chinese city is home to the Wuhan
Institute of Virology, which has experimented

extensively with bat coronaviruses. “That’s not
implying any intentionality, it’s my opinion. But I am
a virologist, I have spent my life in virology,”
Redfield added. “I do not believe this somehow
came from a bat to a human and, at that moment in
time, the virus that came to the human became one
of the most infectious viruses that we know in
humanity for human-to-human transmission.
“Normally when a pathogen goes from a zoonotic
to human, it takes a while for it to figure out how to
become more and more efficient in human-to-
human transmission. I just don’t think this makes
biological sense.”

CNN host Sanjay Gupta asked Redfield if he
thought the virus was engineered inside the lab to
become more efficient at transmission. The former
CDC director replied: “Let’s just say I have coron-
avirus that I’m working on. “Most of us in the lab,
we’re trying to grow virus. We try to help make it
grow better and better... so we can do experiments
and figure out about it.”

Redfield’s views are at odds with the dominant
theory among experts that the SARS-CoV-2 virus,
which is genetically related to coronaviruses in
bats, crossed into humans naturally, probably via an
intermediate animal. A large proportion of the ini-

tial cases reported in December 2019 and January
2020 were directly linked to the Huanan Seafood
Wholesale Market in Wuhan City, which sold
seafood as well as wild and farmed animal species.
It is suspected that the market could have been the
source of the outbreak, or played a significant role
in amplifying it.—AFP

WASHINGTON: In this file photo Director of the Centers
for Disease Control Robert Redfield speaks during a
White House Coronavirus Task Force press briefing in
the James S. Brady Briefing Room of the White House
in Washington, DC. —AFP

Thailand faces meth 
trafficking surge 
after Myanmar coup
NONG KHAI, Thailand: A village watchman trains
his binoculars on a suspicious fishing boat-the first
line of defense as Thailand braces for a fresh
methamphetamine influx after a coup in neighboring
Myanmar. The kingdom’s narcotics bureau has
already seized more than 80 million “yaba” pills just
in the past six months, a record haul partly blamed
on a supply glut caused by the coronavirus pan-

demic. But now the United Nations warns of an
even bigger deluge as Myanmar’s legal economy
tanks, following weeks of nationwide unrest and
strike action following the military takeover. 

“If past actions are an indicator of what’s coming,
then we’re likely to see another increase in synthetic
drug production,” said Jeremy Douglas of the UN
Office on Drugs and Crime. He told AFP that organ-
ized crime groups and allied militias across the bor-
der were likely working to strengthen their posi-
tions while Myanmar was in turmoil. “The best way
to make big money fast is the drug trade, and the
pieces are in place to scale up,” Douglas said.
Synthetic drug production is already the number
one revenue source for several insurgent groups
and militias in lawless pockets of Myanmar close to

the borders of Thailand and Laos. 
The frontier traversing the three countries makes

up the “Golden Triangle” that has for decades been
the hub of Southeast Asia’s lucrative drug trade. The
recent supply glut has kept the street value of a
meth pill in Bangkok at rock bottom prices — 50
baht ($1.66) apiece. Methamphetamine’s more
potent crystallized form normally gets sent on to
wealthier overseas markets such as Australia and
Japan, although pandemic transport bottlenecks
have disrupted that trade.

Heavier patrols along the Myanmar border
have not deterred traffickers, with Thai authorities
estimating that around three-quarters of illegal
drugs entering their territory are now routed
through Laos. —AFP

The Shanghai 
Cooperation 
Organization

The Shanghai Cooperation
Organization (SCO) is a perma-
nent intergovernmental interna-

tional organization, the creation of
which was announced on 15 June 2001
in Shanghai (China) by the Republic of
Kazakhstan, the People’s Republic of
China, the Kyrgyz Republic, the
Russian Federation, the Republic of
Tajikistan, and the Republic of
Uzbekistan. It was preceded by the
Shanghai Five mechanism.

The Shanghai Cooperation
Organization Charter was signed dur-
ing the St Petersburg SCO Heads of
State meeting in June 2002, and
entered into force on 19 September
2003. This is the fundamental statutory
document which outlines the organiza-
tion’s goals and principles, as well as its
structure and core activities.

The historical meeting of the Heads
of State Council of the Shanghai

Cooperation Organization was held on
8-9 June 2017 in Astana. On the meet-
ing the status of a full member of the
Organization was granted to the
Republic of India and the Islamic
Republic of Pakistan.

The SCO’s main goals are as fol-
lows: Strengthening mutual trust and
neighborliness among the member
states; promoting their effective
cooperation in politics, trade, the
economy, research, technology and
culture, as well as in education, ener-
gy, transport, tourism, environmental
protection, and other areas; making
joint efforts to maintain and ensure
peace, security and stability in the
region; and moving towards the
establishment of a democratic, fair
and rational new international political
and economic order.

Proceeding from the Shanghai
Spirit, the SCO pursues its internal pol-
icy based on the principles of mutual
trust, mutual benefit, equality, mutual
consultations, respect for cultural
diversity, and a desire for common
development, while its external policy
is conducted in accordance with the
principles of non-alignment, non-tar-
geting any third country, and openness.

The Heads of State Council (HSC) is
the supreme decision-making body in
the SCO. It meets once a year and
adopts decisions and guidelines on all
important matters of the organization.
The SCO Heads of Government
Council (HGC) meets once a year to
discuss the organization’s multilateral
cooperation strategy and priority
areas, to resolve current important
economic and other cooperation issues,
and also to approve the organization’s
annual budget. The SCO’s official lan-
guages are Russian and Chinese.

In addition to HSC and HGC meet-
ings, there is also a mechanism of
meetings at the level of heads of par-
liament; secretaries of Security
Councils; ministers of foreign affairs,
defense, emergency relief, economy,
transport, culture, education, and
healthcare; heads of law enforcement
agencies and supreme and arbitration
courts; and prosecutors general. The
Council of National Coordinators of
SCO Member States (CNC) acts as
the SCO coordination mechanism.

The organization has two perma-
nent bodies - the SCO Secretariat
based in Beijing and the Executive
Committee of the Regional Anti-

Terrorist Structure (RATS) based in
Tashkent. The SCO Secretary-General
and the Director of the Executive
Committee of the SCO RATS are
appointed by the Council of Heads of
State for a term of three years. Rashid
Alimov (Tajikistan) and Yevgeny
Sysoyev (Russia) have held these
positions, respectively, since 1 January
2016.

Thus, currently:
l the SCO comprises eight member

states, namely the Republic of India,
the Republic of Kazakhstan, the
People’s Republic of China, the Kyrgyz
Republic, the Islamic Republic of
Pakistan, the Russian Federation, the
Republic of Tajikistan, and the Republic
of Uzbekistan;

l the SCO counts four observer
states, namely the Islamic Republic of
Afghanistan, the Republic of Belarus, the
Islamic Republic of Iran and Mongolia;

l the SCO has six dialogue partners,
namely the Republic of Azerbaijan, the
Republic of Armenia, the Kingdom of
Cambodia, the Federal Democratic
Republic of Nepal, the Republic of
Turkey, and the Democratic Socialist
Republic of Sri Lanka. 

—By Tajikistan Embassy


