
BANGKOK: Trekking through dense jungle and
mountainous terrain at night to avoid arrest, one
couple from Myanmar endured a gruelling journey
to Thailand-grasping for an economic lifeline as
jobs dry up in their coup-hit home. Myo Chit and
his wife are among thousands of migrants who have
made the crossing in recent months, spurred by the
twin crises of a pandemic-hit economy and turmoil
triggered by the junta’s ousting of Aung San Suu
Kyi’s civilian government.

Their two-day journey from Myanmar’s coastal
Tanintharyi Region took them through corn farms,
rubber plantations and dense jungle before they
reached the porous border, where they crossed into
Thailand’s Kanchanaburi province with the help of a
smuggler.

There they risked arrest and immediate process-
ing for deportation by Thai police. The couple then
travelled to Samut Sakhon province near Bangkok,
where Myanmar migrants have historically found
work. But for undocumented migrants in Thailand,
life under the radar is grim.

Many spend their nights in overcrowded hous-
ing, or in the homes of friends and relatives, and
their days evading authorities. “But we could not
stay (in our town)... we had to think about the future
of our children,” 45-year-old Myo Chit told AFP,
using a pseudonym for fear of being tracked down
by the Thai authorities.

He eventually secured the job he was desperate
for at a clothing dye factory, earning $10 a day.
With a six-year-old child and an infant left in his in-
laws’ care in Myanmar, Myo Chit said leaving was
difficult but had to be done. “We could not stay
there because of high prices-we had to leave our
village,” he said. “We came here just to earn mon-
ey.”

‘It is hard’ 
Myanmar workers have long sought jobs in

neighbouring Thailand. Pre-pandemic, an estimated
two million were living and working in the kingdom.
With borders closed since March 2020, migrants
have no choice but to make the journey illegally.

There is no official data on the size of the influx,
but experts say one indicator is the number of
migrants who have been caught by authorities. In
the months after Myanmar’s February 1 coup, the
number of arrests tripled, according to Thai govern-
ment figures.

It peaked in November with more than 6,000
migrants intercepted-more than a 10-fold increase
from the 560 people arrested in January. According
to Geraldine Ansart, the International Organization
for Migration’s Thailand mission chief, for each per-
son arrested, “it is realistic to assume that... at least
one other Myanmar national could cross the border
without being apprehended”.

Thai-based migrant rights activist Roisai
Wongsuban said the spike in arrivals is due to
Myanmar’s post-coup economic crisis, which has
seen inflation soar and work opportunities evapo-
rate. With food prices doubling and fuel costs spik-
ing as the value of the kyat, Myanmar’s currency,
plummeted against the US dollar, many people
became destitute, she said.

“It is hard for ordinary people.” Seasonal work-
ers, who for years had travelled in and out of
Thailand, were left in the lurch after COVID-
spurred border closures. “The border has been
closed for so long that there is no legal pathways
for workers who want to come back to Thailand,”
Roisai added.

Thai army spokesman General Santipong
Thammapiya said it was mainly Thailand’s reopen-
ing to tourists in November that was drawing
Myanmar workers back-many of whom staff the
kingdom’s vital industries, including the service and
restaurant sector. “Workers... wanted to come
back,” he told AFP. “They also trust the Thai health-

care system, which can provide treatment for
COVID.”

Zero tolerance 
Demand for Myanmar workers is high in

Thailand, where-given their status-they have no
choice but to accept lower wages. According to the
labour ministry, there is a shortage of up to
200,000 workers in Thailand. But according to
Santipong, there is no tolerance in Bangkok for ille-
gal migration, and those arrested making the

attempt are sent “for legal processing followed by...
repatriation”, he said.

Despite the obstacles, two people smugglers
operating near Kanchanaburi province’s Three
Pagodas Pass border crossing told AFP business has
been good. Prices to make the crossing range from
13,000 to 25,000 Thai baht ($380 to $750), and
desperation drives thousands to pay. “Some are
arrested, but there are even more people who are
not,” one smuggler told AFP on condition of
anonymity. —AFP

GM electric truck 
latest entrant in rich 
US pickup market 
NEW YORK: General Motors launched its all-
electric Chevrolet Silverado on Wednesday, for-
mally entering a contest for the lucrative US
pickup market against fellow Detroit giant Ford
as well as Tesla and other electric vehicle
upstarts. Mary Barra, chief executive of the
Detroit automaker, unveiled the vehicle in a vir-
tual appearance at the Consumer Electronics
Show, giving a wide-ranging keynote speech that
also highlighted GM’s autonomous technology.

The GM announcement came a day after
Ford said it would nearly double production
capacity for the electric version of its top-sell-
ing F-150 pickup truck in the wake of soaring
customer demand. Meanwhile, Chrysler, another
iconic American auto brand and the other mem-
ber of Detroit’s “Big Three,” said Wednesday it
plans to transition to an all-electric fleet by
2028, while its sister Ram brand pursues its own
EV pickup trucks.

Electric vehicles still comprise only about
three percent of new vehicle sales, but more sig-
nificant offerings from Detroit’s Big Three are
finally beginning to hit the market. “The industry
has been promising an EV movement for a long
time, but it finally seems like it’s coming to
fruition,” said Jessica Caldwell, executive director
of Insights at Edmunds.com.

“Automakers are no longer introducing quirky
EVs with limited mass market appeal; they are
rolling out thoughtfully designed vehicles with
longer ranges as well as more trucks and SUVs.”

Cash cow 
With lofty profit margins, pickups have been a

proven cash cow for Detroit’s Big Three, with
enduring appeal to consumers drawn to an ele-
vated driving platform and an image seen as
rugged or independent. Pickup trucks also gar-
ner reliable demand from businesses such as
construction and energy companies.

In 2021 the three top-selling cars in the United
States were again pickups, with Ford’s F-150 fol-
lowed by the Ram Pickup and the Silverado.
Startup Rivian has initiated commercial deliveries
of its pickup truck. Tesla has also eyed the US
pickup market, with Elon Musk unveiling a vehicle
dubbed the “Cybertruck” with a space-age look.

The American EV market is still “up for
grabs,” Caldwell said. “In the US, we only expect
market share for EVs to reach four percent in
2022, so no company is out of the running,
including those who are late to the game,”
Caldwell said.

GM, which has announced a series of major
EV investment drives over the last 18 months,
began taking reservations for the 2024 Silverado
at 1800 GMT. The first Silverados are expected
to reach fleet customers in the spring of 2023,
with vehicles for other consumers starting in the
fall of that year.

That puts the Silverado on a somewhat later
timeframe than Ford’s F-150 Lightning, which is
due to begin customer deliveries this spring. But
GM’s offering will come ahead of the EV pickup
under Ram’s target of 2024. A Ram spokesman
said there are no details now on “reveal or reser-
vation” timing. —AFP

Demand for Myanmar workers is high in Thailand

‘No legal pathways’: Myanmar 
poverty pushes thousands to Thailand

KANCHANABURI, Thailand: File handout photo from the Royal Thai Army released on November 1, 2021,
Myanmar migrants sit on the ground after being apprehended by Thai military personnel in Kanchanaburi
province, bordering Myanmar. —AFP

Omicron 
crashes 
cruise party
LONDON: A series of coronavirus
outbreaks have cropped up on cruise
ships in North and South America,
Europe and Asia in recent days
despite strict health measures, giving
new headaches to the pandemic-hit
sector.

Safety bubbles that include tests
and vaccine requirements were set up
to reassure travellers when cruise
travel resumed last year following a
long hiatus that was imposed as the
world scrambled to contain the virus.

But cases have been piling up for
days now in waters off Brazil, Italy,
Spain, the Caribbean, the United
States and India. Cruise line compa-
nies say they have taken science-
based measures to protect passen-
gers and note that the rates of infec-
tion on ships is lower than those on
land-but authorities have not taken
any chances.

Last week, the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC) urged
Americans to avoid cruise travel even
if they are vaccinated after more than
5,000 cases were detected in US
waters in the last two weeks of 2021.
The United States is the sector’s
biggest market, accounting for nearly
half of the 30.5 million passengers

worldwide before the pandemic in
2019, according to data from Roland
Berger consultancy.

The Cruise Lines International
Association said the CDC decision
was “particularly perplexing” as the
number of cases represent a “very
slim minority” of the total population
on board ships. “The majority of those
cases are asymptomatic or mild in
nature, posing little to no burden on
medical resources onboard or
onshore,” it added.

“No setting can be immune from
this virus-however, it is also the case
that (the cruise industry) provides one
of the highest levels of demonstrated
mitigation against the virus,” the
association said, adding that its inci-
dence rates are “significantly lower”
than those on land. In Brazil, cruises
were suspended until January 21 while
the association of liners and authori-
ties work out “differences” over
health protocols following infections
on ships on New Year’s Eve.

Cruise trips had only resumed
operating in November in Brazil.
Brazilian health authorities are investi-
gating reports of COVID protocol
violations after local media reported
that passengers aboard one ship
broke quarantine to join a New Year’s
Eve party. In Europe, a cruise ship
docked in the Italian port of Genoa
this week to let 45 infected passen-
gers disembark, while others who
tested positive on board were isolated
in cabins with balconies to be let off
at later ports of call.

A trip on another ship from Spain to
the Canary Islands was cut short, forc-
ing some 3,000 passengers people to
disembark in Lisbon following an out-
break. In India, more than 2,000 peo-
ple travelling from Mumbai to Goa
were prevented from disembarking
after 66 cases were detected on board.

And in Hong Kong, Royal
Caribbean’s Spectrum of the Seas, a
vessel carrying 3,700 people, was
ordered back to port on Wednesday
for testing after nine people were
found to be close contacts in an
Omicron variant outbreak.

‘Severely penalised’ 
“There’s a virus and what we have

all learned over this entire pandemic is
that nothing can be virus-proof 100
percent-nothing,” said a spokesper-
son at a global cruise line who
requested anonymity. Cruise ships
have “the most stringent” health pro-
tocols in the travel and hospitality
industry, the spokesperson said, not-
ing that everyone on board is fully
vaccinated and tested multiple times
before and during trips.

“This does not happen anywhere
else,” the source said. But the industry,
like the rest of the world, is now strug-
gling to fend off Omicron, which is the
most transmissible variant of Covid-19
to date, though it has low rates of
deaths and hospitalisations. —AFP

MIAMI, Florida: Forrest Rogers, Anita Harvey and Jim Harvey (L-R) disem-
bark from the Norwegian Pearl after it docked at Port Miami. —AFP

Internal campaign held 
at Ooredoo Tower in 
association with MOH
KUWAIT: In continuation of its internal vaccination cam-
paign launched in June last year 2021, Ooredoo Telecom,
the first to introduce innovative digital services in Kuwait,
held a second campaign yesterday at the company’s main
headquarters (Ooredoo Tower) in Kuwait City for its
employees to receive a COVID-19 booster shot 3 months
after their second dose, and in association with the
Ministry of Health (MOH).

The internal vaccination campaign was driven by
Ooredoo’s keenness to maintain a healthy work envi-

ronment that increases productivity and preserves
public health, and ensure the safety of its employees
who are the company’s most valuable asset. Further,
Ooredoo aims to maintain the community’s welfare,
through mobilizing all the needed resources and capa-
bilities to assist the governmental bodies in the country
in the battle against COVID-19.

Ooredoo was keen to organize the vaccination
process for its employees from different departments
within the company wishing to receive the COVID-19
vaccine booster shot, or the first vaccine shots for
those who missed their appointments. Hence, the vacci-
nation process was carried out within the highest stan-
dards of accuracy, in order to ensure the safety and
comfort of all those who participated in the process,
including workers in the Ministry of Health and
employees. 

In addition, The Ministry of Health’s staff was pres-

ent to manage the COVID-19 vaccine shots in an effort
to reinforce the immunity of the largest number of
Ooredoo’s employees. Ooredoo further expressed its
appreciation and gratitude to the Ministry of Health
officials, all front-line workers, and medical staff, for
their quick response to Ooredoo’s aspiration to hold
the internal vaccination campaign, as well as their lead-
ership in taking serious steps in saving the public’s
health and building a healthier and safer world.

Ooredoo Kuwait has always been a key contributor
in supporting the public sector and governmental bod-
ies in the initiatives that positively impacts the local
community and enhance the nation’s wellbeing.

It is worth noting that in its efforts to promote vac-
cination against COVID-19, Ooredoo Kuwait support-
ed the governmental bodies in the country by providing
them with the latest digital solutions and services,
along with hundreds of smart devices.
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