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YANGON: Seven ethnic Rakhine Buddhists died after
Myanmar police opened fire on a crowd trying to seize a
government office, officials said yesterday, in fresh violence
in a febrile state already scarred by ethnic and religious
hatred. The incident unfurled as around 5,000 Buddhists
gathered late Tuesday for a nationalist ceremony in Mrauk
U, a town that has so far remained unscathed by the mili-
tary’s crackdown on the
region’s minority Rohingya
Muslim community. It was
not immediately clear why
the rally descended into
violence. But ethnic
Rakhine, many of whom are
poor and marginalized, have
a long-standing enmity with
the Myanmar state which is
dominated by ethnic Bamar.

The clashes came on the
same day that a repatriation
agreement was signed
between Myanmar and
Bangladesh to start the return of some 655,000 Muslim
Rohingya refugees from squalid camps over the border.
Rakhine say the Rohingya are illegal “Bengali” immigrants
to a Buddhist land. A police spokesman blamed the crowd
for “starting the violence” by throwing stones and barging
into a district administrative office and hoisting the Rakhine
State flag. “Security forces asked them to disperse and
fired warning shots with rubber bullets... but they didn’t
stop, so police had to use real bullets,” spokesman Colonel
Myo Soe said.

“Seven people were killed and 13 injured,” he said adding
more than 20 police were wounded by the crowd, who were
calling for the “sovereignty of Rakhine state”. Photographs
showed bodies laid out on the floor of a makeshift mortuary
in Mrauk U on Wednesday, the clothes of the victims stained
with blood.  The shootings further raise the temperature in
an already combustible area of Myanmar. “It’s not forgivable
that they used guns,” Mrauk U lawmaker Oo Hla Saw of the
Arakan National Party said, confirming the death toll and
labeling the police action “a crime”. 

The deaths of seven ethnic Rakhine Buddhists in
Myanmar’s north has cast fresh light on the complex swirl
of religious and ethnic tensions in one of the country’s
poorest and most troubled regions. Rakhine state usually
makes the news because of the Rohingya, a stateless
Muslim minority who have fled to Bangladesh in an army
crackdown against insurgents that has been classified as

ethnic cleansing. But
most of the population in
the state is ethnic
Rakhine, a group whose
grievances are a key part
of the conflict but often
go unheard. 

Who are the
Rakhine? 

Like nearly 90 per-
cent of Myanmar’s popu-
lation, the Rakhine peo-
ple are Buddhist, but a
shared faith masks deep-

er divides. Unlike the Rohingya Muslims who live in the
same state, the Rakhine are recognized by the government
as an ethnic group but are often marginalized under a sys-
tem that favors the dominant Bamar (Burmese). Like other
ethnic groups, they harbor longstanding grievances
against the central government that date back to British
colonial rule, but the 18th century subjugation of their own
kingdom by the Burmese has also not been forgotten. A
deadly riot on Tuesday in Mrauk U occurred on the
anniversary of the fall of the kingdom. “Mrauk U is the for-
mer capital of the kingdom of Arakan so it is an area where
autonomist, regionalist claims are strong,” said Alexandra
De Mersan, an expert from the French School of Oriental
Studies. There are around two million Rakhine-twice as
many as the Rohingya before their recent exodus.

Why are they clashing?
Communal violence between Rakhine Buddhists and

Rohingya Muslim communities has deep roots and pivots on
a dispute over who belongs in the state. But Rakhine antipa-

thy towards the government and the Burmese military is also
strong. Civilian leader Aung San Suu Kyi is not as popular in
the state as she is in the rest of the country. While the world’s
attention has focused on attacks by Rohingya insurgents,
security forces have been fighting Rakhine rebels in a nearly
decade-long war that has gone largely unnoticed outside
Myanmar. An AFP tally from Myanmar media reports indi-
cates that the Arakan Army, the main rebel group, killed
scores of members of the security forces from late 2015 to
late 2016. “It would not be unreasonable to speculate that
AA cadres or supporters might have been involved in whip-
ping up a protest that turned violent fairly quickly,” security
analyst Anthony Davis said of Tuesday’s clash.

The impact on Rohingya
The riot occurred just days before Myanmar and

Bangladesh are slated to begin repatriating some of the
hundreds of thousands of Rohingya Muslim refugees who
fled last year.  

Observers are worried the recent violence may
morph into fresh tensions between Rakhine and
Rohingya-and complicate the return process.  The repa-
triation deal covers more than 750,000 Rohingya who
have fled over the border to Bangladesh. “Things can
get mixed up,” Oo Hla Saw, a lawmaker with the Arakan
National Party. “Hatred and incitement could increase as
well,” he said.—Agencies  
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News in brief

Former CIA agent arrested 
WASHINGTON: US authorities said Tuesday they had
arrested a former CIA agent, Hong Kong resident Jerry
Chun Shing Lee, after discovering he had an unauthorized
notebook that had the identities of undercover US spies.
Lee, a naturalized US citizen also known as Zhen Cheng Li,
was arrested late Monday after he arrived at JFK
International Airport in New York. The Department of
Justice said Lee, 53, grew up in the United States and served
in the US Army before joining the Central Intelligence
Agency as a case officer in 1994. He served in unnamed over-
seas locations and left the agency in 2007, later apparently
taking a job in Hong Kong. In a complaint filed in a New York
federal court, the Justice Department said that in 2012, FBI
agents with court-ordered warrants secretly searched Lee’s
luggage while he was travelling in the United States and
found he was carrying top secret materials he was not
authorized to have. 

Aliens, apocalypse, lightning? 
MICHIGAN: A bright meteor briefly swept across the sky
over parts of the US Midwest and Canada on Tuesday,
weather and geology agencies said, and then caused a
powerful explosion that rattled homes and onlookers. The
meteor was seen across the region in places such as Ohio,
Michigan and Ontario at about 8 pm local time and regis-
tered a 2.0 magnitude tremor about 4 miles east of Saint
Clair Shores in Eastern Michigan, the United States
Geological Survey said on its website. The National
Weather Service (NWS) confirmed it was not a meteoro-
logical event but more likely a meteor. “The NWS can con-
firm the flash and boom was NOT thunder or lightning, but
instead a likely meteor,” the NWS in Detroit said on
Twitter. The meteor sighting lit up social media with people
posting videos and reaction. “I can’t believe there was a
Meteor! It shook our house and made a large bang! We
thought someone hit our house,” 

Venezuela rebel pilot killed 
CARACAS: Venezuela’s government announced Tuesday
that rogue pilot Oscar Perez was among seven “terrorists”
killed during a bloody police assault to arrest him the day
before. Police swooped on Perez and his armed group holed
up outside Caracas on Monday, setting off a fierce gunbattle
in which two police officers were also killed. It was initially
unclear whether the 36-year-old-Venezuela’s most wanted
man-had been killed or captured. His family had pleaded for
news of his condition from the government, until Tuesday’s
announcement drew a line under the latest bloody chapter of
efforts to unseat President Nicolas Maduro. Perez had been
wanted since he used a stolen helicopter to bomb
Venezuela’s Supreme Court at the height of anti-government
protests last June. Maduro had accused him of attempting a
“coup” and being in the pay of the CIA. 

Second US winter storm 
NEW YORK: A second winter storm in as many weeks is
causing hundreds of flight cancellations across the United
States, airlines reported on Tuesday, potentially dealing a
further blow to carriers’ first quarter outlooks. As the
storm sweeps across southeast Texas and up the East
Coast dumping snow, sleet and freezing rain, airlines have
already canceled flights into Wednesday in anticipation of
difficult conditions. American Airlines, the world’s largest
airline by passenger traffic, had canceled some 270 flights
between Tuesday and yesterday as a result of the storm, it
said. Rival Delta Air Lines, the No 2 US carrier by passen-
ger traffic, said it had canceled about 275 Tuesday flights
and expected additional cancellations in New York and
Boston as the storm tracked north. The third-largest US
carrier, United Airlines, said it had canceled more than
700 flights on Tuesday. 
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Chinese carrier group 
sails through Taiwan 
Strait amid tension
TAIPEI: A Chinese carrier group has sailed through the
narrow Taiwan Strait that separates the self-ruled island
from its giant neighbor but no unusual activity was detect-
ed, Taiwan said yesterday, amid heightened tension with
Beijing. Beijing has taken an increasingly hostile stance
towards Taiwan since the election two years ago of
President Tsai Ing-wen of the pro-independence
Democratic Progressive Party. China suspects Tsai wants
to push for formal independence, though she has said she
wants to maintain the status quo and is committed to
ensuring peace.

In recent months, China has stepped up military drills
around Taiwan, alarming Taipei. China says the exercises
are routine, but that it will not tolerate any attempt by the
island to declare independence. Taiwan’s Defense Ministry
said a group of Chinese ships led by the Liaoning aircraft
carrier entered the southwestern part of the Taiwan Strait
in the early hours of Tuesday, though it stayed on the
Chinese side of the waterway.

As of midday yesterday the carrier group had left
Taiwan’s Air Defense Identification Zone heading in a
northerly direction, the ministry said, adding it had moni-
tored the group’s movements throughout. “While the group
was passing through the Taiwan Strait there were no abnor-
mal activities, and people can rest easy,” it added. China’s
Defense Ministry did not immediately respond to a request
for comment, but the Soviet-era Liaoning, China’s first air-
craft carrier, has passed through the Taiwan Strait before on
its way to and from exercises in the South China Sea.

While heavily travelled by commercial shipping and
flights, the Taiwan Strait is also a sensitive military zone.
This month, Taiwan complained about China launching a

new air route for civilian flights that runs close to two
groups of Taiwan-controlled islands off the Chinese coast
in the strait, saying it threatened regional security and avi-
ation safety. China does not need Taiwan’s permission to
open new air routes, a government spokesman said yester-
day, denying there was a safety risk.

Taiwan said on Friday the new flight path was so close
to the middle line of the Taiwan Strait that it would affect

Taiwan air force exercises and other flight operations.
“The planes can come very close to each other,” an official
added, referring to other connecting routes that China has
opened and where Taiwan civilian flights already operate.
“It becomes a very dangerous situation if we do not con-
sult with each other.” China, which considers Taiwan a
wayward province, snapped official communication with
its government after Tsai took office.—Reuters

HONG KONG: Photo shows China’s sole aircraft carrier, the Liaoning, arriving in Hong Kong
waters. —AFP 

What does
US freezing 
Palestinian 
aid mean?
RAMALLAH: The US government has
frozen tens of millions of dollars in contribu-
tions to the UN agency for Palestinian
refugees, UNRWA. What is UNRWA and
what will the impact be?

What is UNRWA? 
The United Nations Relief and Work

Agency (UNRWA) was established follow-
ing the war surrounding the creation of
Israel in 1948, in which more than 700,000
Palestinians either fled or were forced from
their homes. It provides aid for these people
and their descendants. Around five million
Palestinians across the Middle East, includ-
ing in Gaza, the West Bank, Jordan, Lebanon
and Syria, are eligible. Much of this is in the
form of education-UNRWA employs more
than 20,000 teachers-but also health and
financial support. 

What has Trump suspended?
The United States is the largest single

donor to UNRWA, providing more than
$350 million last year. The next largest, the
European Union, donated less than half that

figure. On Tuesday, it announced it would
freeze $65 million, while allowing $60 mil-
lion through to keep the agency running in
the short term.  This was the first set of pay-
ments for the year and it is not clear if later
payments would be similarly affected. State
Department officials insisted the decision
was not taken to pressure Palestinian lead-
ers, but because the US wants other coun-
tries to help pay for and reform UNRWA.

Israeli politicians say UNRWA’s exis-
tence perpetuates the conflict and think
refugees in neighboring countries should
be incorporated into those societies.
Palestinians say UNRWA is a crucial lifeline
for impoverished people across the region
and is necessary until a final resolution to
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is found.
They also point out the United States pro-
vides more than $3 billion a year in military
aid to Israel.

Why now? 
Relations between the US administration

and the Palestinian leadership have all but
broken down in recent weeks following
Trump’s controversial December 6 recogni-
tion of Jerusalem as Israel’s capital. The
Palestinians, who see the eastern part of the
city as the capital of their future state,
reacted furiously to the decision, freezing
ties with Trump’s administration and saying
the US can no longer be the mediator in
peace talks with Israel.

Palestinian president Mahmud Abbas is
expected to shun Vice President Mike
Pence when he visits the region next week.
On January 2, Trump on Twitter accused the

Palestinians of rejecting negotiations with
Israel. “We pay the Palestinians HUNDRED
OF MILLIONS OF DOLLARS a year and
get no appreciation or respect,” Trump
wrote. Abbas shot back on Sunday using a
common Arabic expression of frustration,
saying to Trump “may God destroy your
house. When have we rejected (negotia-
tions)?” While the State Department said
the freeze was only intended at reforming
UNRWA, Trump also faces domestic politi-
cal pressure to please his right-wing base.

What will it mean?
UNRWA already faced desperate and

chronic financial shortages before Trump’s
announcement.  In 2015, the agency nearly
closed all its schools due to financial shortfalls,
and the organization carried over a deficit of
tens of millions of dollars last year. The fear is
that the cut will lead to schools and even hospi-
tals closing for Palestinians, though UNRWA’s
head Pierre Krahenbuhl said the $60 million
would enable them to keep them open in the
short term at least.—AFP

MRAUK U: People grieve the death of one of the seven ethnic Rakhine Buddhists that died after
Myanmar police opened fire on a crowd trying to seize a government office yesterday. —AFP 

RAFAH: A Palestinian woman and a child leave after collecting food aid
provided by the UN agency for Palestinian refugees at the Rafah
refugee camp yesterday. —AFP 


