
NAYPYIDAW, Myanmar: Myanmar’s junta will “anni-
hilate” coup opponents, army chief Min Aung Hlaing
said Sunday as the military staged a show of force on
the anniversary of its bloodiest crackdown so far on
democracy protests. The Southeast Asian country has
been in chaos since a putsch in February 2021, with
more than 1,700 people killed in crackdowns on dissent,
according to a local monitoring group.

Across Myanmar “People’s Defence Force” fighters-
often armed with homemade or rudimentary weapons-
clash regularly with junta troops, with some analysts
suggesting the military has struggled to respond effec-
tively to their hit-and-run tactics. Fighting has also
flared with more established ethnic rebel groups along
the Thai and Chinese borders.

Presiding over the annual parade that showcased
tanks, truck-mounted missiles, artillery and troops on
horseback, Min Aung Hlaing told about 8,000 assem-
bled security personnel that the army would not let up.
The military will “no longer negotiate... and annihilate
until the end” groups fighting to overturn its rule, he
said ahead of the Armed Forces Day procession in
army-built capital Naypyidaw.

Jets flew overhead trailing the yellow, red and green
of the national flag, while state media showed women
lining the streets leading to the parade ground to give
flowers and place garlands on the marching soldiers. In
commercial hub Yangon around a dozen anti-junta
flashmob protesters set off flares and shouted slogans,
according to footage posted on social media. Others on
social media called for residents to switch off their lights
at home in a national “power strike” on Sunday evening.

Bloodiest Day 
Armed Forces Day commemorates the start of local

resistance to the Japanese occupation during World
War II, and usually features a military parade attended
by foreign officers and diplomats. Last year, as new jun-
ta chief Min Aung Hlaing inspected the parade, troops
brutalised those protesting the coup that had ousted
Aung San Suu Kyi’s government.

The violence was the bloodiest day in the military’s
crackdown on democracy rallies and left around 160
protesters dead, according to a local monitoring group,
sparking widespread international condemnation. The
junta has become increasingly isolated, with Cambodian
strongman Hun Sen the only foreign leader to visit since
the putsch. On Sunday Min Aung Hlaing accused
unnamed “foreign aggressors” of working against the
military and called for the armed forces to remain united
against “internal and external mischiefs”. Russia’s vice
defence minister-a major arms supplier and ally-had
been due to attend this year’s parade but was unable to
because of his “country’s affairs”, junta spokesman Zaw
Min Tun added.

In February a UN expert on Myanmar said Russia-
along with other major ally China-was continuing to
supply the military with weapons, including fighter jets

and armoured vehicles.
The EU and the United States-among others includ-

ing Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and the UK-called
for the army to “cease its violence and restore
Myanmar’s path to democracy”. The joint statement also
urged nations to “immediately” end the sale or transfer

of arms and military equipment to the country.
It follows the United States and Britain’s  announce-

ment of new sanctions against Myanmar’s army Friday.
The measures came days after the US said it had con-
cluded that the country’s military committed genocide
against the mostly Muslim Rohingya minority. — AFP
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NAYPYIDAW, Myanmar: Handout photo taken and released on March 27, 2022 by the Myanmar Military
Information Team shows Chief Senior General Min Aung Hlaing attending a ceremony to mark the country’s 77th
Armed Forces Day in Naypyidaw. — AFP

BUDVA, Montenegro: Tourists sit at outdoor tables of a restaurant in Budva on Montenegro’s coast on March 16,
2022. Following Vladimir Putin’s invasion of Ukraine last month, the newly minted member of NATO and an aspi-
rant candidate for European Union membership has found itself in an unexpected bind as sanctions threaten to
upend its economic status quo. — AFP

After COVID, India 
tries to get on top 
of tuberculosis
MUMBAI: When COVID-19 ripped through India in
2020-21, several million people are thought to have
died. Desperate efforts to stem the pandemic hurt the
battle against another huge killer: Tuberculosis. India
is the home to a quarter of the world’s TB infections
and an estimated half a million people died of the cur-
able lung disease in 2020 in the South Asian nation-a
third of the global toll. Because of the pandemic, global
deaths from the “silent killer” rose in 2020 for the first
time in more than a decade, reversing years of
progress, the World Health Organization says. In India,
the number of new cases detected in 2020 actually fell
by a quarter to around 1.8 million due to COVID
restrictions and as the pandemic diverted resources.

Nearly two-thirds of people with TB symptoms did
not seek treatment, according to a 2019-21 nationwide
government survey released on World TB Day on
Thursday. Ashna Ashesh, 29, diagnosed with mul-
tidrug-resistant tuberculosis four years ago, saw how
patients, many isolated and jobless because of lock-
downs, struggled for support. “They were incredibly
afraid... They were reaching out for any kind of infor-
mation that could be offered about how to access tests
and medication,” the public health professional with
the Survivors Against TB collective told AFP.

“The impact has been immense... COVID has set
back the fight against TB quite significantly. A recov-
ery plan for TB is critical, both in India and globally.”
India now faces an uphill battle to meet Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s goal of ending the spread of TB by
2025, five years earlier than the UN’s target. Experts
and survivors are calling for intensive grassroots cam-
paigns to find “missing” cases, more vaccine funding
and support to combat malnutrition, a major trigger for
TB. Kuldeep Singh Sachdeva from the International
Union Against Tuberculosis and Lung Disease said
states need to increase services such as house-to-
house visits and mass screenings.

“That’s the only way now where you can eliminate
TB,” Sachdeva, who previously led the government’s
National Tuberculosis Elimination Program, told AFP.

Silver lining 
Officially COVID has killed almost 520,000 Indians,

but experts believe the true toll to be far higher. The
pandemic-which saw COVID replace TB as the world’s

deadliest infectious disease-did however have one sil-
ver lining: increased mask-wearing.

Sachdeva estimates this might have cut TB trans-
mission by 20 percent. Additional diagnostic machines
procured for COVID could be redeployed for TB, he
added. Mumbai-a megapolis of 20 million people and
a TB hotspot-has rolled out a programme with young
survivors such as Seema Kunchikorve, who was diag-
nosed with TB five years ago at 20, to keep current
patients on track with medications. “The treatment has
a lot of (side) effects which patients can’t take,”
Kunchikorve told AFP during a TB awareness play
staged at a school in India’s biggest slum Dharavi.
Vijay Chavan, who treats patients with drug-resistant
TB at a Doctors Without Borders (MSF) clinic in
Mumbai, said the COVID battle had shown the way to
fight the older pandemic.

At the clinic, which treats children as young as five,
patients spend hours undergoing check-ups beside
brightly coloured wallpapers featuring famous comic
characters, before collecting a large tray of pills for
their treatments. “If there is a political will for TB, just
like COVID, it definitely will give us good results,” he
told AFP. — AFP

Montenegro faces 
Ukraine war fallout
BUDVA, Montenegro:  Long a magnet for super yachts,
tourists and real estate speculators from Russia,
Montenegro faces an uncertain future. Its once reliable
flow of cash is in doubt now the Adriatic nation has vowed
to follow the EU in its crackdown on Moscow.

Following Russian President Vladimir Putin’s invasion
of Ukraine last month, the new member of NATO and a
candidate to join the European Union has found itself in
an unexpected bind as sanctions threaten to upend its
economic status quo. Any hit could prove dire in the
country of just 620,000. Roughly a quarter of the econo-
my is linked to a tourist sector that has been bolstered by
Russians for well over a decade. “We like Russians ... and
depend on them,” says Danica Kazanegra Gregovic,
executive director of the Gulliver Montenegro travel
agency in the coastal resort of Budva.

Along the main promenade in Budva, Russian is often
more commonly heard than Montenegrin and a range of
businesses and schools cater to the expatriate community
of several thousand. For Gregovic and many others, the
invasion of Ukraine, swiftly followed by a raft of Western
sanctions on Russian financial institutions and flight bans
across Europe, has stoked fears of negative fallout for
Montenegro. The timing could not have been worse.

For pandemic-battered, tourism-dependent destina-
tions like Montenegro, the forthcoming high season was
eagerly anticipated as a chance to cash in on travel-
starved tourists. “We already survived a couple of years
with not a great tourist season. This will hit us more than
we like to admit,” says Gregovic.

Uncertain future 
To add to its mounting woes, the wellspring of cash

that buoyed the property market along Montenegro’s
coast appears to be running dry already, as Russians are
increasingly blocked from moving money abroad.

For years, visa-free entry and lax investment laws lay
the foundations for a pipeline of Russian money to the
Balkan nation, sparking a real estate boom that trans-
formed swaths of its pristine coastline into a mass of
apartment blocks and condos.

“The majority of the money which was invested in the
coast was coming from Russia,” explains Dejan Milovac,
deputy executive director of anti-corruption group Mans.
“Montenegro was a very favourable venue for the rich
Russians to buy property or to actually hide their assets
from the law.” Russians have also been major beneficiaries
of Montenegro’s economic citizenship scheme, which

awards passports to individuals who have invested up to
450,000 euros ($496,000). Just over 65 percent of gold-
en passports in the past 14 months have gone to Russian
nationals.

But following the invasion and accompanying sanc-
tions, two separate real estate companies in Budva told
AFP the purchase of properties in the city had ground to
a standstill. “Everything is stopped. Construction is
stopped, or people operate with great difficulties,” says
Jovan, a 44-year-old bar owner in Budva.

“It’s a few months before tourism season and this
brings problems that will harm our business here.”
Montenegrin officials have been quick to soothe fears that
arose after the government promised to pass sanctions
targeting Russia in line with those of the 27-nation EU.

The sanctions have stalled amid political infighting but
officials have nonetheless pledged to implement measure
to offset the economic damage tied to the war, which
include a spike in the price of fuel and basic food
items.”Unfortunately, the war happened and we will have
to divert our attention to other markets,” Foreign Minister
Djordje Radulovic tells AFP, saying the moment requires
fresh thinking. “Maybe it’s high time for us to try to diver-
sify our economy. Maybe it’s high time to just not be
dependent on one branch of industry, namely tourism,”
Radulovic adds.

Russian relations 
The war and its fallout follow centuries of largely har-

monious ties between Montenegro and Russia, undergird-
ed by their Slavic and Orthodox heritage. After
Montenegro became independent from Serbia in 2006,
the country cemented stable relations with Moscow and
quickly became a favourite destination for Russians look-
ing to relocate abroad, invest and travel. But the relation-
ship has not been without upsets. In 2016, Montenegrin
officials accused Moscow of masterminding a purported
coup plot aimed at halting the former Yugoslav republic’s
plans to join NATO. The Kremlin has repeatedly denied
having a hand in any putsch conspiracy.

In the years since the alleged coup attempt,
Montenegro has joined the US-led military alliance and
the government has continued its negotiations for acces-
sion to the EU. These brief periods of turmoil have done
little to prevent Russians from flocking to Montenegro.
But for Russians based in Montenegro, Putin’s war on
Ukraine has come with its own pitfalls.

Many are now cut off from Russia, unable to access
cash in banks back home and their credit cards have
been blocked. “Maybe it is our fault that we did not
explain how dangerous [Putin] is,” says Marat Gelman, a
Russian art collector based in Budva and a vocal critic of
Putin. “All people connected in some way with Russia
[will] lose a lot.”— AFP

Philippine coastguard 
accuses China ship 
of risking collision
MANILA, Philippines: The Philippine Coast Guard
has accused its Chinese counterpart of steering one of
its ships within metres of a Filipino patrol vessel in the
disputed South China Sea, breaking international rules
and risking a collision. The incident happened on
March 2 near the contested Scarborough Shoal-one of
the region’s richest fishing grounds and a flashpoint
between the two countries-but was only made public
Sunday. It was the fourth time in the past year that a
Chinese coastguard vessel had conducted “close dis-
tance manoeuvring” near the shoal, the Philippine
Coast Guard (PCG) said in a statement.

China seized Scarborough from the Philippines in
2012 following a tense standoff. The Southeast Asian
country continues to patrol the waters around the
shoal, which is inside its Exclusive Economic Zone.

“The behaviour of the involved (China Coast
Guard) vessels increased the risk of collision with four
of our capital ships,” PCG chief Admiral Artemio Abu
said. In the March 2 incident, the PCG said the Chinese

vessel came within about 19 metres of its patrol boat,
which was in “clear violation” of the 1972 International
Regulations for Preventing Collisions at Sea.

The PCG has referred the matter to the foreign
ministry, which recently summoned China’s ambassa-
dor over a separate incident involving a Chinese navy
ship “lingering” in the Philippines’ archipelagic waters.
Abu said his agency was under government orders to
maintain patrols near Scarborough Shoal, where
Filipino fishermen continue to fish. There was no
immediate comment from the Chinese embassy or the
Philippine foreign ministry. Tensions between Manila
and Beijing over the South China Sea, which China
claims almost its entirety, have intensified in the final
year of President Rodrigo Duterte’s term in office.

Beijing has ignored a 2016 international tribunal
decision that declared its historical claim over most of
the South China Sea to be without basis.  Duterte set
aside the ruling in exchange for promises of trade and
investment, which critics said have not materialised.

But in November he hardened his stance, express-
ing outrage after Chinese coastguard ships fired water
cannon at Filipino boats. This latest incident comes on
the eve of the biggest-ever war games between the
Philippines and the United States.

Recent manoeuvres between the longtime allies
have focused on potential conflict in the South China
Sea, where Brunei, Malaysia, Taiwan and Vietnam also
have competing claims. — AFP

MUMBAI: A school girl holds a placard as she watches
health workers perform a street play to raise awareness
on the tuberculosis disease, at a school in Dharavi slum
in Mumbai. — AFP


