
YANGON: Schools in Myanmar opened yesterday for
the first time since the military seized power, but teach-
ers and students are set to defy the junta’s calls for full
classrooms in a show of resistance.

Four months of national turmoil have followed the
February ouster of civilian leader Aung San Suu Kyi,
with more than 800 people killed by security forces and
a nationwide strike crippling the economy.

Public school teachers-dressed in the green and
white uniforms mandated by the education ministry-
were prominent in the early mass protests, joining rail-
way workers, doctors and civil servants on the streets.

The junta has insisted schools open after a year’s
absence due to COVID-19, but many educators had
already decided they could not return to a job they love.

“I’m not afraid of their arrest and torture,” Shwe
Nadi, a teacher from the commercial capital Yangon
told AFP. Her name has been changed for her safety.

“I’m afraid of becoming a teacher who teaches the
students propaganda.” The 28-year-old was fired for
supporting the civil disobedience movement-one of
the thousands of teachers and academics the junta
has sacked.

“Of course, I feel bad losing my job because I loved
being a teacher. Although it is not well paid, we have our
pride for being teachers as others respect us,” she said.

Nu May-not her real name-in southern Mon state
will also stay away, she told AFP. The primary school
teacher lost months of her salary after joining the
nationwide boycott, but said “my soul is pure” because
she participated in the strike. “When I see how they
have killed a lot of people, I feel I don’t want to be their
teacher any more,” she added. Some of those killed in

the junta’s crackdown were of primary school age, and
charity group Save the Children said the dead include
15 children under the age of 16.

‘We don’t want traitors’ 
Junta-run media has in recent days carried pictures

of functionaries watching school registrations and

promising that parents will be “satisfied” with the
return of classes. Students at a school near the capital
Naypyidaw opened a setpiece ceremony to mark the
new term by performing a “National Enrolment Week”
song in front of the regime’s education minister,
according to the Global New Light of Myanmar state
newspaper.

But at one high school in central Sagaing region, a
slogan daubed in red paint across the front of the
building urges staff members to stay away. “We do not
want the military slavery teachers,” showed pictures
carried by local media. “We do not want the teachers
who are traitors.” University students were key drivers
of political activism under nearly five decades of earlier
military rulers, who violently suppressed any signs of
public dissent. Many students back then were killed,
jailed or expelled, and universities were shuttered for
several years.

‘Not one of my friends is going’ 
Some university classes are already back in session,

but boycotts have seen widespread absences on both
sides of the teaching lectern. “Not one of my friends is
going,” said an English major at a university in
Mawlamyine, a city that saw brutal crackdowns by
security forces against protesters.

Her class of 100 is now empty, despite students
being summoned by the few remaining professors on
campus. Protesters have discouraged parents and
teachers from sending children to schools that still have
teachers willing to work, saying it amounted to backing
the military regime. “Do not be sad when you cannot
enrol your child at school when some parents have no
children to enrol,” read a banner in Bago region, south
of the capital.

Teacher Shwe Nadi said she will remain committed
to the civil disobedience movement, despite fears of
being detained or worse. “I won’t run because I have
not committed any crimes,” she said. “If they want to
arrest me, I am prepared.” — AFP
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News in brief
China rejects allegations

BEIJING: China yesterday denied an Australian
academic’s claims that he had been tortured in
custody during his two-year detention on espi-
onage charges. The trial of Chinese-born
Australian Yang Jun began behind closed doors
Thursday, but the court decided to delay a ver-
dict and a sentence. The 56-year-old, who also
goes by his pen name Yang Hengjun, has told
supporters he was tortured while at a secret
detention site and fears forced confessions may
be used against him. “The first six months... was
a really bad period. They tortured me,” Yang
said in a message seen by AFP. But China denied
the claim, saying his trial was handled in accor-
dance with Chinese laws and that Yang’s legal
rights were protected.—AFP

Capital confusion

SEOUL: A climate change summit hosted by
South Korea has drawn ridicule for kicking off
with a promotional video suggesting it was tak-
ing place in the North Korean capital,
Pyongyang. The opening ceremony for the P4G,
or Partnering for Green Growth, summit at the
weekend featured speeches from world leaders
including German Chancellor Angela Merkel,
French President Emmanuel Macron and
Chinese Premier Li Keqiang. First, though, came
the lavishly produced video. At one point it cen-
tered on the Taedong river in North Korea’s
capital, pulling back to reveal the giant May Day
Stadium-the world’s largest with a 150,000-seat
official capacity-zooming out rapidly to take in
the rest of the city, the Korean peninsula, Asia
and the world. “Leaders from around the world
gather here today,” read a caption.—AFP

School’s out for Myanmar 
students defying junta threats

Those killed in the junta’s crackdown were of primary school age

SILIGURI: A doctor (C) checks on a COVID-19 patient at an Intensive Care Unit (ICU) of the Nightingale Hospital,
on the outskirts of Siliguri yesterday. — AFP

SITTWE: A school official checks temperature of students in Sittwe, capital of western Rakhine State yesterday,
2021. Schools in Myanmar opened yesterday for the first time since the military seized power, but teachers and
students are set to defy the junta’s calls for full classrooms in a show of resistance.—AFP

Malaysia imposes 
lockdown as Asia 
battles virus surge
KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia imposed a
tough nationwide lockdown yesterday to bat-
tle a worsening coronavirus outbreak, as
countries across Southeast Asia struggled
with a resurgence in cases driven by infec-
tious variants. Much of the region escaped
the pandemic’s first wave last year relatively
unscathed by rapidly closing borders and
introducing curbs.

But countries from Thailand to Vietnam
are being hammered by fresh surges, with
efforts to quell outbreaks hampered by slow
vaccine rollouts and populations weary of
restrictions. Malaysia is among the worst hit.
Of almost 2,800 deaths from COVID-19
recorded in the country of 32 million since
the start of the pandemic, over 40 percent
were in May alone.

More than 570,000 infections have been
reported, with a string of new daily records
last week. As well as variants, the outbreak
has been fanned by gatherings in the Muslim-
majority country during the holy month of
Ramadan and the Eid al-Fitr holiday, often in
defiance of coronavirus rules.

Under what authorities have termed a
“total lockdown” in force from yesterday,
only essential businesses-such as supermar-
kets and medical clinics-can operate, people
can only go outside for necessities, and most
schools are closed. Travel between most
parts of the country had already been
banned for months.

While there had been growing calls for
tougher action, the two-week lockdown will
deal a fresh blow to many businesses that
have struggled to stay afloat over the past
year. “The impact of the coronavirus on small
businesses like mine is devastating,” said
Lilian Chua, whose hair salon outside the cap-
ital Kuala Lumpur will have to close.

“The government imposes a lockdown
but the virus is in the air-they need to speed
up vaccinations,” the 42-year-old told AFP.
Fewer than six percent of Malaysia’s popu-
lation have so far received at least one vac-
cine dose.

Slow vaccine rollouts 
Vietnam was praised for keeping infec-

tions low last year, but its cases have more
than doubled in the past month, prompting
officials to suspend foreign arrivals at some
airports and implement social distancing in
Ho Chi Minh City. State media also reported
that authorities are appealing to private
companies to procure jabs for their own
workers.

The health minister has reportedly had
meetings with South Korea’s Samsung and
LG, as well as various embassies and cham-
bers of commerce, to discuss vaccine supply.
Overcrowded prisons have been at the centre
of an escalating outbreak in Thailand, which is
recording more than 4,000 infections a day.

Affluent Singapore-which had barely seen
any local transmission for months-tightened
curbs in May following an uptick in cases, with
authorities citing concerns about variants. And
the Philippines imposed a fresh lockdown in
and around Manila in March as hospitals
struggled to cope, although the restrictions
have been eased as infections fall. Infection
rates have been relatively stable recently in
Indonesia, however, which was hit hard last
year at the start of the pandemic. — AFP

Indian doctors 
protest against ‘yoga
beats COVID’ guru
NEW DELHI: Thousands of doctors across India
wore black armbands yesterday calling for the arrest
of a hugely popular guru who has claimed yoga can
prevent COVID-19 and that conventional medicine has
killed thousands of coronavirus patients.

Baba Ramdev, the creator of a successful traditional
medicine empire, said last month the pandemic showed
modern pharmaceuticals to be “stupid and failed sci-
ence” and claimed hundreds of thousands “have died
because they had allopathy (conventional) medicines”.

Yesterday’s “Black Day” of protests, photos on
social media showed doctors with banners demanding
the arrest of “Quack Ramdev” while others wore PPE
suits with #ArrestRamdev written on the back. 

The doctors’ association at the All India Institute of

Medical Sciences (AIIMS), one of Delhi’s biggest gov-
ernment hospitals, called Ramdev’s comments “dis-
graceful”. Ramdev, a keen supporter of Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, retracted his comments after an
appeal by India’s health minister and the guru said he
had been merely reading out other people’s WhatsApp
messages.

But he then caused further outcry by saying that he
did not need a coronavirus vaccine because he was
protected by yoga and traditional medicine, or
Ayurveda. Ramdev’s company Patanjali Ayurved is
worth several hundred million dollars, selling every-
thing from toothpaste to jeans at its ubiquitous stores.

Earlier this year it launched a herbal remedy called
Coronil that Ramdev, who also has a TV channel, had
said would cure coronavirus. The launch event was
attended by the health minister.

The company — India’s 13th most trusted brand
according to rankings published last year — has pre-
viously claimed it had cancer remedies, while Ramdev
has also said he can “cure” homosexuality and AIDS. 

Coronavirus has left at least 330,000 people dead
in India, including more than 1,200 doctors, according
to the Indian Medical Association. — AFP

Italians aghast as 
notorious mafia 
killer released
ROME: Italians were outraged yesterday at the
release from prison of a ruthless mafia boss who
assassinated Italy’s most famous prosecutor and dis-
solved a boy’s body in acid, among other crimes.
Giovanni Brusca, 64, was released Monday from
Rome’s Rebibbia prison after serving a 25-year sen-
tence, during which he became a state’s witness. 

He will now serve four years of probation. “Brusca
freed-the cruelest boss,” wrote La Repubblica daily.
Brusca was a key figure within the Cosa Nostra, the
Sicilian mafia group. He detonated the bomb that killed
Giovanni Falcone, Italy’s legendary prosecuting magis-
trate who dedicated his career to overthrowing the
mafia, in 1992.

Falcone’s wife and three bodyguards were also
killed in the attack after their car drove over a section
of highway outside Palermo packed with 400 kilos
(882 pounds) of explosives, detonated by Brusca near-
by.  The wife of one of the bodyguards killed, Tina
Montinaro, told Repubblica she was “indignant” at
Brusca’s release. “The state is against us-after 29 years
we still don’t know the truth about the massacre and
Giovanni Brusca, the man who destroyed my family, is
free,” Montinaro said.  

Falcone’s sister, Maria, told the paper she was dis-
tressed by the news but “it’s the law, a law moreover
wanted by my brother and that should be respected.”

Dissolved in acid 
Brusca-who went by the nickname ‘the Pig’ and

who was arrested in 1996 — was one of the most loyal
operators of the head of Cosa Nostra, Salvatore
“Toto” Riina, and as a collaborator admitted to carry-
ing out hundreds of murders, Italian news media
reported. One of the most grisly was the killing of 12-
year-old Giuseppe Di Matteo, the son of a mafia turn-
coat, who was kidnapped in 1993 in retaliation for his
father collaborating with authorities. 

After being held in a house for over two years in
squalid conditions, the boy was strangled and his body
thrown into acid in what police have called “one of the
most heinous crimes in the history of the Cosa
Nostra”. 

Protest about Brusca’s release also came from both
sides of Italy’s political divide. The leader of the cen-
tre-left Democratic Party, Enrico Letta, called it a
“punch in the stomach that leaves one speechless,”
while far-right leader Matteo Salvini called Brusca a
“wild beast” who “cannot get out of prison.”

Meanwhile, Claudio Fava, the president of Sicily’s
anti-mafia commission, doubted the value of Brusca’s
information provided to authorities about the 1992
attack on Falcone. 

“Certainly Brusca could have said much more than
he did, he could have contributed much more to get to
the truth of that period,” said Fava.  “Certainly now he
won’t do it anymore.” —  AFP

Philippine journalist’s
libel case dismissed
MANILA: Veteran Philippine journalist Maria Ressa
has had a cyber libel charge against her dismissed,
lawyers involved in the case said  yesterday, in a rare
legal win for the key critic of the country’s President
Rodrigo Duterte.

Ressa, the chief executive of news website Rappler,
was earlier convicted in another cyber libel case last
year, but remains free on bail pending an appeal in a
case that could see her handed six years in jail.

“I’m glad to hear good news. I look forward to see-
ing the rest of the cases against me and Rappler
dropped in the future,” Ressa, a former CNN corre-
spondent and 2018 Time magazine Person of the Year,
said in a statement. The earlier libel case stemmed
from a complaint made by Manila businessman
Wilfredo Keng in 2017 over a Rappler story five years
earlier about his alleged ties to a judge on the nation’s
top court. A formal complaint by Keng over a 2019
Ressa tweet sharing a screenshot of a 2002 story pub-
lished by another Manila newspaper about him led to
the second cyber libel charge. Lawyers for both camps
told AFP Tuesday a Manila court dismissed the second
cyber libel charge after Keng said he was no longer
interested in pursuing the case and in taking the wit-
ness stand.

“The private complainant has decided not to prose-
cute the civil aspect of the instant case, and is categor-
ically waiving, and renouncing any claim for damages
that may have arisen from the Twitter post,” Keng said
in a letter to the court last week. “There was no com-
promise (with Ressa’s camp)”, Keng lawyer Ryan Jan
Cruz told AFP, confirming his client had dropped his
complaint after winning the first case.—AFP


