
NAYPYIDAW, Myanmar: As Aung San Suu Kyi is vilified inter-
nationally for denying genocide against the Rohingya, her oppo-
nents in Sunday’s Myanmar election are ramping up the rhetoric
against the Muslim minority.

There was global revulsion at military-backed operations in
2017 that saw hundreds of thousands of people flee burning vil-
lages into the squalor of refugee camps in neighboring
Bangladesh. The horrifying violence-including widespread re-
ports of murder and rape-has left Suu Kyi’s international reputa-
tion in tatters and sees Myanmar facing genocide charges at the
UN’s top court.

But Than Htay, leader of the military-aligned Union Solidarity
and Development Party (USDP), insists Myanmar has nothing to
be sorry for. “I cannot accept useless people in our country,” Than
Htay told AFP of the stateless Rohingya.

The USDP is the main opposition group standing against Suu
Kyi’s ruling National League for Democracy (NLD) party in this
week’s polls, Myanmar’s second after emerging from outright mil-
itary rule in 2011.  USDP supporters even created a parody of an
NLD anthem, claiming Suu Kyi’s party had welcomed “Bengali
Muslims as if they were gods”. Stripped of citizenship and rights
over decades, the Rohingya are widely referred to in Myanmar by
the pejorative term “Bengali”, implying they are illegal immigrants.

‘Picnic’ or genocide? 
The uncompromising campaign rhetoric shows that anti-Mus-

lim rhetoric in mainly Buddhist Myanmar remains “fair game”,

Yangon-based analyst Khin Zaw Win told AFP. “There is no dan-
ger for political parties to speak out against either the Rohingya
or Muslims in general,” he said. Just four percent of Myanmar’s
55-million population are Muslim.  They have no mainstream po-
litical representation and are often discriminated against in
schools or when applying for ID cards or jobs.

The brutal ejection of the Rohingya in 2017 was seen very dif-
ferently inside the country, where the government maintains the
military was simply rooting out Rohingya insurgents and did not
force the community to flee. “They left happily,” Than Htay told
AFP in an interview late August at the USDP’s opulent headquar-
ters in the capital, Naypyidaw.

“If they’d been running from the military, they wouldn’t have
prepared their bags as if going on a picnic.”

Rebrand ‘failure’ 
Suu Kyi’s NLD party-born out of the pro-democracy move-

ment under the former junta-is widely expected to be returned to
office in Sunday’s polls. The nation only emerged from outright
military rule a decade ago and the armed forces still wield enor-
mous power, retaining control of a quarter of parliamentary seats
and three key ministries. Stacked with former army officers, the
USDP is now trying to downplay its links to the military in a coun-
try still deeply suspicious of the institution.

Than Htay, who attained the rank of Major General before re-
tiring, insisted: “I’m a civilian now,” although conceded army chief
Min Aung Hlaing was an old childhood friend.

“We were commanders at the same military command. Our
families are close. But that’s all. We have boundaries between us.”
The USDP ruled Myanmar after a hugely flawed election in 2010,
boycotted by the NLD and other parties. — AFP
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As Suu Kyi denies genocide, foes
ramp up anti-Rohingya rhetoric

Myanmar holds election Sunday as Suu Kyi faces image crisis

YANGON: Supporters of the Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP)
attend an election campaign event in Yangon on Wednesday, ahead of the
November 8 general election. — AFP

Afghan violence 
soars despite 
talks: Watchdog
KABUL: Violent attacks in Afghanistan surged by 50 percent
over recent months even as the Kabul government and the Tale-
ban launched unprecedented peace talks in September, a US
watchdog warned yesterday. Despite brief lulls during two tem-
porary ceasefires over the summer, fighting has raged across the
country as the Taleban launched devastating attacks on provin-
cial capitals and security installations, with fears the violence
may jeopardize negotiations.

Attacks against Afghan forces and civilians were 50 percent
higher in the three months to the end of September when com-
pared to the previous quarter, the US Special Inspector Gen-
eral for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR) said. “Overall
enemy-initiated attacks this quarter were also characterized as
‘above seasonal norms,” SIGAR’s quarterly report to the US
Congress added.

The watchdog reported 2,561 civilian casualties this quarter
including 876 deaths, up 43 percent from the April to June pe-
riod. The report’s publication comes as scattered calls to boycott
the ongoing peace talks have been raised following back-to-
back attacks on education centers in Kabul claimed by the Is-
lamic State group, but which some government officials insist
were carried out by the Taleban.

Little progress has been made in meetings between Afghan
government negotiators and the Taleban since the talks started
on September 12, with negotiations stalled over the basic frame-
work of talks and an agenda still undecided.  Both sides have rou-

tinely accused each other of upping hostilities and killing civilians.
Zalmay Khalilzad, the US envoy who negotiated a separate deal
with the Taliban in February, has repeatedly warned that “contin-
ued high levels of violence can threaten the peace process and
the agreement and the core understanding that there is no military
solution” to the Afghan conflict.  US influence over Afghanistan’s
battlegrounds is on the wane, however, with the Pentagon looking
to withdraw all its remaining troops by next May.

Confusion over the ongoing US election vote count has raised
further questions over whether Washington’s insistence that its
withdrawal from Afghanistan after 19 years of war will continue
on schedule or accelerate if Trump clinches another term in the
White House. — AFP

KABUL: School girls shop for pens and booklets at a book store in Kabul
yesterday. — AFP

Virus worries rise
as India’s capital 
suffers toxic air 
NEW DELHI: New Delhi, the capital city with the worst air qual-
ity worldwide, suffered its most toxic day in a year yesterday,
recording the concentration of poisonous PM2.5 particles at 14
times over the World Health Organization safe limit. A raging
coronavirus epidemic, with more than 400,000 confirmed cases
in the city of 20 million, has heightened alarm over the health haz-
ard posed by the choking smog, with doctors warning of a sharp
increase in respiratory illnesses.

“At this time in Delhi, coronavirus and pollution are causing a
major havoc,” Arvind Kejriwal, Delhi’s chief minister said in a
recorded video on Twitter. “We are seeing all round the sky is
covered with smoke, and because of this the situation from coro-
navirus is worsening.”

The deadly PM2.5 particles are less than 2.5 microns in diam-
eter, can penetrate the lung barrier and enter the blood system,
potentially causing cardiovascular and respiratory diseases in-
cluding lung cancer, according to WHO. “Woke up with a feeling
that poisonous garbage is stuck in my windpipe,” said Rahul Ojha,
a resident who tagged government authorities in a tweet, blaming
them for inaction. Delhi’s air pollution typically worsens in Octo-
ber and November due to farmers burning off stubble in sur-
rounding states, traffic fumes and windless days. Yesterday
Thursday, the federal air quality and weather monitoring agency
recorded 4,135 incidents of farm fires - the highest of the season.
Firecrackers ignited for a Hindu festival on Wednesday added to
the problem, some people said. — Reuters


