
Myanmar sentences 
Australian economist, 
Suu Kyi to 3 years
YANGON: Myanmar’s junta sentenced an Australian
economist to three years in prison Thursday while also
handing down another conviction to ousted leader
Aung San Suu Kyi, a source told AFP on Thursday.

Both have been detained since a coup in February
last year, when the military ousted Suu Kyi’s govern-
ment, for which Sean Turnell was an adviser. “Mr Sean
Turnell, Daw Aung San Suu Kyi and another three
were sentenced to three years imprisonment each
under the Official Secrets Act,” the source told AFP,
adding that Suu Kyi would appeal her verdict.

Turnell was also convicted for three years under the
country’s immigration act, the source said, adding that
he will serve the second conviction concurrently, and
that his sentence would be eligible for a time already
served deduction. His sentence provoked a swift reac-
tion from Canberra, with the foreign ministry rejecting
his conviction and urging his “immediate release”. Suu
Kyi has already been convicted of corruption and a
clutch of other charges by a closed court.

A junta spokesman did not respond to a request for
comment. Turnell was in the middle of a phone inter-
view with the BBC when he was detained after the
2021 coup. “I’ve just been detained at the moment, and
perhaps charged with something, I don’t know what
that would be, could be anything at all of course,”
Turnell told the broadcaster at the time.

In August, he pleaded not guilty to breaching the
colonial-era secrets act during his trial in a junta
court-inaccessible to journalists-in the capital
Naypyidaw. He was facing a maximum penalty of 14
years in prison. The exact details of Turnell’s alleged
offence have not been made public, though state tele-
vision has said he had access to “secret state financial
information” and had tried to flee the country.

‘Immediate release’ 
In a statement following Turnell’s conviction,

Australian Foreign Minister Penny Wong rejected the
charges and urged his “immediate release”. She said
the economist was tried in a “closed court” and
Australian officials had made “every effort to attend
the verdict but were denied access”. “We will continue
to take every opportunity to advocate strongly for
Professor Turnell until he has returned to his family in
Australia,” she added. Turnell’s wife Ha Vu said her
family was devastated over the news.

“It’s heartbreaking for me, our daughter, Sean’s 85-
year-old father and the rest of our family,” she said in a
statement. “My husband has already been in a
Myanmar prison for almost two-thirds of his sentence.
Please consider the contributions that he has made to
Myanmar, and deport him now,” she added.

Human rights organisations also condemned the
sentences. The convictions demonstrated the junta had
“no qualms about their international pariah status”,
said Elaine Pearson, Asia director at Human Rights
Watch. “Concerted action” from the international com-
munity was needed “to turn the human rights situation
around in the country”, she said. —AFP
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SEOUL: US Vice President Kamala Harris toured
South Korea’s heavily fortified border with the nuclear-
armed North on Thursday, part of a trip aimed at
strengthening the security alliance with Seoul.
Pyongyang conducted two banned ballistic missile
launches in the days before Harris’s arrival, continuing a
record-breaking streak of weapons tests this year.

At an observation post atop a steep hill overlooking
North Korea, Harris peered through bulky binoculars as
US and South Korean soldiers pointed out features,
including defences, in the area. “It’s so close,” she said.

Harris also visited the Panmunjom Truce Village-
where then-US president Donald Trump met the
North’s Kim Jong Un in 2019 — and talked to US sol-
diers at Camp Bonifas in the Joint Security Area.

On the North Korean side of the border at
Panmunjom, guards in hazmat suits could be seen
watching as Harris was shown the demarcation line
between the two countries-which remain technically at
war. Speaking at the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ), Harris
said that US and South Korean soldiers were “serving
shoulder to shoulder... to maintain the security and the
stability of this region of the world”.

She said the US commitment to South Korea’s

defence was “ironclad”, adding that the allies were
“aligned” in their response to the growing threat posed
by the North’s weapons programs. The allies both want
“a complete denuclearisation of the Korean peninsula”,
but in the interim they are “ready to address any contin-
gency”, she said.

South Korean and US officials have warned for
months that Kim Jong Un is preparing to conduct
another nuclear test. Harris decried North Korea’s “bru-
tal dictatorship, rampant human rights violations and an
unlawful weapons program that threatens peace and
stability”.

Yoon talks 
Washington has about 28,500 troops stationed in

South Korea to help protect it from the North, and the
allies are conducting a large-scale joint naval exercise
this week in a show of force. Harris’ trip to the DMZ is
likely to infuriate Pyongyang, which branded United
States House Speaker Nancy Pelosi the “worst destroyer
of international peace” when she visited the border in
August.

Harris arrived in Seoul after a trip to Japan, where she
attended the state funeral of assassinated former prime
minister Shinzo Abe. Earlier Thursday, Harris met
President Yoon Suk-yeol for talks dominated by security
issues-although Seoul also raised its concerns over a
new law signed by US President Joe Biden that removes
subsidies for electric cars built outside America, impact-
ing Korean automakers such as Hyundai and Kia.

Harris, America’s first woman vice president, also met
what the White House called “groundbreaking women
leaders” of South Korea to discuss gender equality
issues, a topic she said she raised with Yoon during their
talks. Yoon, who has pledged to abolish Seoul’s Ministry
of Gender Equality, has faced domestic criticism for a
lack of women in his cabinet. 

Nuclear test? 
On Wednesday, the South’s spy agency said North

Korea’s next nuclear test could happen as soon as next
month, likely after China’s upcoming party congress but
before the US midterms. The isolated regime has tested
nuclear weapons six times since 2006, most recently in
2017. Earlier this month it changed its laws, declaring
itself an “irreversible” nuclear power.

“North Korea’s growing nuclear missile threat raises
concerns in Seoul about the reliability of Washington’s
defence commitments,” said Leif-Eric Easley, a profes-
sor at Ewha University in Seoul. But sending the USS
Ronald Reagan supercarrier and Harris to South Korea

demonstrates both America’s military capabilities and
political will, he added. During President Yoon’s tenure,
Seoul and Washington have boosted joint military exer-
cises, which they insist are purely defensive. North
Korea sees them as rehearsals for an invasion.

During her trip, Harris also raised the issue of Seoul
working more closely with Japan on security issues.
Seoul announced Thursday that it would hold trilateral
anti-submarine drills with Japan and the US, the first
such exercises since 2017.

South Korean officials said this weekend they had
detected signs Pyongyang could be preparing to fire a
submarine-launched ballistic missile. — AFP
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PANMUNJOM: US Vice President Kamala Harris is given a tour near the demarcation line at the demilitarized zone (DMZ)
separating North and South Korea, in Panmunjom on September 29, 2022. — AFP

KOLKATA: File photo shows, Indian Army Lieutenant General Anil Chauhan salutes during a ceremony to mark “Vijay
Diwas,” which commemorate the victory over Pakistan during the 1971 war that led to the independence of
Bangladesh. — AFP
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India appoints 
‘China expert’ 
as defence chief
NEW DELHI: India has appointed as its new defence
chief a general who led forces on its disputed frontier
with China, as New Delhi seeks to counter Beijing’s
growing military assertiveness. Lieutenant General Anil
Chauhan’s appointment comes in the midst of a root-
and-branch reform of India’s armed forces, and nearly
a year after the previous defence chief died in a heli-
copter crash. India has been wary of its northern
neighbour’s growing troop presence along their
immense frontier, and border disputes-including dead-
ly Himalayan clashes in 2020 — have been a perennial
source of tension.

Chauhan, described as a “China expert” by local
media, had been serving as counsel to India’s national
security adviser after his retirement from active serv-
ice last year. He will take up the role of chief of
defence staff “until further orders”, a defence ministry
statement said late Wednesday. Chauhan commanded
ground forces on India’s eastern front-including much
of the disputed border with China-before stepping
down. Both countries fought a full-scale war in the
region in 1962 for control of India’s northeastern state
of Arunachal Pradesh, which China claims in its entire-
ty and considers part of Tibet.

New Delhi and Beijing have regularly accused each
other of trying to seize territory at key flashpoints
along their 3,500-kilometre (2,200-mile) divide,

known as the Line of Actual Control. Their troops
fought a high-altitude skirmish in 2020 along the bor-
der dividing Tibet from India’s state of Ladakh, killing
20 Indian and at least four Chinese soldiers, and pre-
cipitating a sharp deterioration in relations.

But both countries this month began pulling back
soldiers from around the site of that incident after
more than a dozen rounds of top-level military talks-
and after a two-year stand-off. New Delhi is also con-
cerned over Beijing’s increasing presence in the Indian
Ocean, seeing the region as firmly within its sphere of
influence.

India and the United States are both members of
the so-called Quad, a security alliance focused on the
Indo-Pacific and aimed at providing a more substan-
tive counterweight to China.

Delayed succession 
Chauhan’s career also included a commanding role

in disputed Kashmir-home to a long-running insur-
gency against Indian rule-and cross-border strikes in
2019 against militant groups in neighbouring
Myanmar. His appointment ends months of uncertainty
over who would succeed General Bipin Rawat, who
was killed in a helicopter crash in December 2021.

Rawat, 63, was the first chief of defence staff and
was considered a close supporter of Hindu nationalist
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, who created the post
especially for him. While in office, Rawat ruffled
Beijing’s feathers by repeatedly questioning its actions
at their disputed borders and warning Nepal about
China’s growing footprint.

India has been trying to modernise and streamline
its 1.4 million-strong armed forces, and is also working
to reduce its reliance on foreign arms, unveiling its first
locally made aircraft carrier earlier this month. — AFP

Taleban fire into 
air to disperse 
women’s rally 
KABUL: Taleban forces on Thursday used gunfire
to disperse a women’s rally in the Afghan capital
supporting protests in Iran over the death of a
woman in morality police custody. Both Afghanistan
and Iran are run by hardline Islamist governments
that enforce strict dress codes on women. Chanting
the same “Women, life, freedom” mantra used in
Iran, about 25 women protested in front of Kabul’s
Iranian embassy before Taleban forces fired into the
air, an AFP correspondent reported. In neighbouring
Iran, dozens of people have been killed since
demonstrations erupted over 22-year-old Mahsa
Amini’s death after she was arrested for allegedly
breaching rules on hijabs and modest clothing.

On Thursday in Kabul, women in headscarves
carried banners that read: “Iran has risen, now it’s
our turn!” and “From Kabul to Iran, say no to dicta-
torship!” “We need to end these horrific govern-
ments,” said a protester who did not reveal her
name for security reasons.

“People here are also tired of the Taleban’s
crimes. We are sure that one day our people will rise
in the same way as the Iranian people,” she said.
Taleban forces swiftly snatched the banners and
tore them in front of the protesters.

They also ordered some journalists to delete
videos of the rally. An organiser, speaking anony-
mously, told AFP the rally was staged “to show our
support and solidarity with the people of Iran and
the women victims of the Taleban in Afghanistan”.

‘Severe restrictions’ 
Protests staged by women in Afghanistan have

become increasingly rare after the detention of core
activists at the start of the year. Like in Iran, women
risk arrest, violence and stigma for taking part in
demonstrations calling for their rights.

Since returning to power last year, the Taleban
have issued a slew of restrictions controlling
women’s lives based on their interpretation of
Islamic sharia law. Many of the rules-including dress
code, segregation from men and travelling with a
male guardian-are monitored by the Taleban’s vice
and virtue police who roam the streets dressed in
white. Women must fully cover themselves in public,
preferably with the all-encompassing burqa,
according to the rules, which are enforced with
varying rigour across the country. The Taleban have
also blocked girls from returning to secondary
schools and barred women from many government
jobs, although some senior Taleban are divided on
the issue of education.—AFP

India broadens 
abortion rights for 
unmarried women
NEW DELHI: India’s top court widened abortion
rights on Thursday by ruling that all women could end
their pregnancy up to 24 weeks from conception,
abolishing restrictions placed on unmarried mothers.
Abortions have been legal in India since 1971, the year
reforms permitted terminations in various instances
including contraceptive failure among married couples.

The marriage requirement was removed in an over-
haul of the Medical Termination of Pregnancy Act last
year, which also saw the legal abortion limit raised

from 20 to 24 weeks of pregnancy. But the amended
law did not explicitly guarantee abortion rights to
unmarried women after 20 weeks to account for the
new limit-a guarantee the Supreme Court has now
enshrined. “The MTP Act recognises the reproductive
autonomy of every pregnant woman to choose medical
intervention to terminate her pregnancy,” its judge-
ment said. Any exclusion of single women’s rights to
“safe and legal abortion” would be “unconstitutional”,
it added.

The decision came in response to a petition from a
25-year-old woman who was seeking a ruling on her
right to terminate her pregnancy after her relationship
with a domestic partner ended. Indian law has permit-
ted abortion in the case of sexual assault since 1971,
and Thursday’s ruling included a determination that
spousal rape would also be legal grounds for termina-
tion. “Any other interpretation would have the effect of
compelling a woman to give birth to and raise a child

with a partner who inflicts mental and physical harm
upon her,” the judgement said. Marital rape is not a
crime in India, despite efforts by activists to have it
recognised as such in order to improve the country’s
abysmal record on sexual violence.

Thursday’s decision was hailed by feminist cam-
paigners, with activist Brinda Adige describing it as
“one of the most progressive judgements” issued by
the court. “It absolutely respects the rights and choice
of women,” she said. Despite India’s broad recognition
of abortion rights, the law bans sex-selective abor-
tions-a practice that has nonetheless persisted. Parents
in India have historically favoured sons over daughters,
who are often considered burdensome and costly due
to the tradition of wedding dowries.

Poverty remains a major barrier to safe and legal
abortions in India, forcing women to seek help from
illicit back-street operators or resort to dangerous
self-medication.—AFP
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