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Peru’s Congress  
still undecided  
on early poll 

 
LIMA: Peruvian lawmakers on Tuesday once 
again failed to agree on a plan to bring forward 
elections in a bid to end weeks of deadly protests 
that have brought parts of the South American 
country to a standstill. Peru has been embroiled in 
a political crisis with near-daily demonstrations 
since December 7, when then-president Pedro 
Castillo was arrested after attempting to dissolve 
Congress and rule by decree. 

In seven weeks of demonstrations, 48 people-
including one police officer-have been killed in 
clashes between security forces and protesters, 
according to the human rights ombudsman’s 
office. Fresh clashes between protesters and gov-
ernment forces erupted Tuesday evening, prompt-
ing police to fire tear gas, as demonstrators 
demanded the dissolution of Congress, a new 
constitution, and the resignation of President Dina 
Boluarte, who as his vice president took over with 
Castillo gone. 

Last month, lawmakers moved elections, origi-
nally due in 2026, up to April 2024 — but as pro-
testers dug in their heels, Boluarte called for hold-
ing a vote this year instead. On Tuesday, lawmak-
ers again failed to reach an agreement on a 
potential 2023 vote, and adjourned until 
Wednesday, after first rejecting Boluarte’s pro-
posal on Friday and then on Monday. 

As lawmakers debated Tuesday, demonstrators 
gathered for new protests in central Lima, only a 
few blocks from Congress. The so-called Great 
March, called by union leaders and rural organiza-
tions, saw protesters chanting and waving banners 
reading “Dina resign now.” 

 
‘No political will’  

For union leader and protest coordinator 
Geronimo Lopez, the stalemate at the political 
level was indicative of a Congress “clinging to 
stay in office.” “There is no political will to listen 
to the platform of struggle of the people,” he said. 

Roadblocks erected by protesters have caused 
shortages of food, fuel and other basic commodi-
ties in several regions of the Andean nation. And 
early Tuesday, police gathered in large numbers to 
keep protesters out of the capital’s airport. The 
unrest is being fueled mainly by poor southern, 
Indigenous Peruvians who perceived Castillo, who 
is also from that region and has Indigenous roots, 
as an ally in their fight against poverty, racism and 
inequality. —AFP 

BANGKOK: Protesters during a demonstration outside the Embassy of Myanmar in Bangkok on February 1, 2023, to mark the second anniversary of the coup in Myanmar.  —AFP

YANGON: Myanmar’s junta was granted a six-
month extension to a state of emergency, state media 
reported Wednesday, likely delaying elections the 
military had pledged to hold by August. The country 
has been in turmoil since the army’s power grab in 
2021, and a subsequent crackdown on dissent has 
sparked fighting across swathes of the nation while 
tanking the economy. 

On the second anniversary of the putsch, state 
media reported that the National Defence and 
Security Council had agreed to junta chief Min Aung 
Hlaing’s request to prolong the state of emergency 
declared when the generals toppled Aung San Suu 
Kyi’s government. 

The “state of emergency will be extended for 
another six months starting from February 1”, Acting 
President Myint Swe was quoted as saying. 
“Sovereign power of the state has been transferred 
to commander in chief again.” The announcement 
came as streets emptied and shops closed across 
Myanmar in protest on the anniversary and Western 
powers launched a fresh broadside of sanctions 
against the generals. 

Streets in the commercial hub Yangon were 
largely deserted from late morning, AFP correspon-
dents said, after activists called for people across 
the country to close businesses and stay indoors. 
Roads leading to the famous Shwedagon pagoda-a 
Buddhist shrine that dominates Yangon’s skyline and 
is usually thronged by worshippers-were largely 
deserted. 

Most buses on roads elsewhere in the city were 

empty and there was a heavy security presence. It 
was similarly quiet in the second city of Mandalay, a 
resident told AFP. “There are a few people walking 
here and there in neighbourhoods but almost no 
activity on the main roads,” the resident said, 
requesting anonymity. Local media images also 
showed empty streets in the eastern city of 
Mawlamyine. 

Around 200 supporters of the military marched 
through Yangon’s historic downtown in the early 
afternoon, escorted part of the way by soldiers, cor-
respondents said. The US embassy in the city 
warned of “increased anti-regime activity and vio-
lence” in the days around the anniversary. Around 
400 protesters gathered outside Myanmar’s 
embassy in Bangkok, some chanting slogans against 
the military and holding portraits of Suu Kyi. 

 
‘Unrest and violence’  

The military justified its February 1, 2021, power 
grab with unsubstantiated claims of widespread 
fraud in elections that democracy figurehead Suu 
Kyi’s party won in a landslide. The state of emer-
gency was due to expire at the end of January and 
the military had been widely expected to announce 
on Wednesday that it would prepare for the polls. 

But on Tuesday the junta-stacked National 
Defence and Security Council met to discuss the 
state of the nation and concluded it “has not returned 
to normalcy yet”. Junta opponents, including anti-
coup “People’s Defence Forces” and a shadow gov-
ernment dominated by lawmakers from Suu Kyi’s 

party, had tried to seize “state power by means of 
unrest and violence”, the military’s information team 
said in a statement. 

 
‘We lost everything’  

The United States, Canada and Britain announced 
a new round of sanctions on the anniversary, target-
ing members of the junta and junta-backed entities. 
Myanmar’s former colonial ruler Britain targeted, 
among others, companies supplying aviation fuel to 
the military and enabling its “barbaric air raiding 
campaign in an attempt to maintain power”. 

Australia also announced its first sanctions, aimed 
at 16 members of the junta “responsible for egre-
gious human rights abuses” and two sprawling, mili-
tary-controlled conglomerates. More than 2,900 
people have been killed in the military’s crackdown 
on dissent since it seized power and more than 
18,000 have been arrested, according to a local 
monitoring group. 

The junta recently wrapped up a series of closed-
court trials of Suu Kyi, jailing its longtime enemy for 
a total of 33 years in a process rights groups have 
slammed as a sham. “The main wish for 2023 is we 
want freedom and to go back home,” Thet Naung, an 
activist in northern Sagaing region, where the mili-
tary and anti-coup fighters have regularly clashed, 
told AFP. 

“We have gone through many difficulties. We 
wanted to be happy and live freely but we lost 
everything. We have spent most of our time in jun-
gles and stayed away from cities.” —AFP

Around 400 protesters gather outside Myanmar’s embassy in Bangkok
Myanmar junta extends state of emergency

LIMA: Policemen grab a woman during a demonstra-
tion against the government of Peruvian President Dina 
Boluarte in Lima. —AFP

Russia invasion 
pushes Ukraine  
closer to EU 

 
BRUSSELS: Russia’s invasion has seen Ukraine hurtle 
towards joining the EU, but the path to full membership 
remains long and complex despite bullishness in Kyiv. 
Before Moscow’s forces launched their all-out assault 
last February, few in Brussels or Kyiv saw Ukraine’s 
accession as a pressing issue. 

But just four months later, Kyiv had been granted 
“candidate status” to become a member as the horrors 
of the conflict pushed EU leaders to start the ball rolling. 
Now, as top EU officials head to Kyiv for a summit this 
week that Prime Minister Denys Shmygal described as 
“extremely important” for his country’s bid to join, 
Ukraine is urging the bloc to maintain the momentum. 

“No games or narrow political interests should stand 
in the way,” Ukraine’s Foreign Minister Dmytro Kuleba 
said. French President Emmanuel Macron warned last 
May it could take “decades” before Ukraine meets the 
criteria and achieves full membership. 

That estimate resonated with Turkey and countries in 
the Balkans which have seen their applications going 
nowhere fast for years. But officials in Kyiv insist the 
dynamics of the war and sacrifices their country is mak-
ing mean the usual playbook has been torn up. 

“We can discuss any date today, but it will be very 
close once Ukraine wins the war,” Ukrainian presidential 
advisor Mykhailo Podolyak told AFP. “It will be symbolic. 
This will be very important for Europe above all.” 

 
‘Manage expectations’  

Sebastien Maillard, director of the Paris-based 
Jacques Delors Institute, said that while Kyiv was pushing 
to join in five years, a timeframe of 10 to 15 years seems 

“more probable”. A senior EU official cautioned that 
there was a need to “manage expectations” among 
Ukrainian counterparts pushing to start the next stage-
formal accession negotiations-this year. 

Brussels set out seven initial steps for Kyiv to fulfil 
when it was granted candidate status, focused on 
strengthening the judiciary, fighting corruption and curb-
ing the clout of powerful oligarchs. “I’m not sure when it 
will happen, because it’s a merit-based process,” said the 
EU official, speaking to AFP on condition of anonymity. 

“We cannot have Ukraine as it was before the war. We 
need reforms. We have billions going into the country and 
that’s a key message we need to send.” Even as it is 
engulfed in an existential fight with Russian forces, 
Ukraine has managed to make progress on some of the 
demands. 

But a string of high-profile corruption scandals that 
erupted in January highlighted the challenges it faces-
even if there was a quick reaction in dismissing implicat-
ed officials. The EU’s executive arm is set to issue its first 
full report on Ukraine’s progress in the autumn. 

Among EU member states, there are widely divergent 
views on how fast the process can go. Ukraine’s strongest 
cheerleaders in the east of the bloc-spearheaded by 
Poland and the Baltic states-insist Kyiv is making big 
strides and progress could come quicker than expected. 

“I’ve seen in the last 11 months so much happening 
that was impossible before and looked like it could never 
be achieved,” said an EU diplomat. “But they did happen 
and that makes me optimistic.” But others insist that while 
making Ukraine a candidate sent the right symbolic mes-
sage of support, working through the nitty-gritty of the 
major reforms needed would be long and arduous. 

“We don’t want to discourage them but at the same 
time there needs to be a sense of realism,” another EU 
diplomat said. 

 
‘Progressive integration’  

Regardless of the complexities of the membership 
process, almost a year of war has already pushed 

Ukraine far closer to the EU in major practical ways. 
Brussels and member states have committed tens of bil-
lions of euros to the country since February, helping to 
keep its government running and arm its troops. 

Millions of Ukrainians displaced by the fighting have 
set up home in the EU and access to the bloc’s treasured 
market has been eased as import tariffs were suspended. 
Officials hope to make progress on concrete steps to 
bind Ukraine closer, mentioning further possibilities for 
“progressive integration” in an early draft of the summit 
declaration. 

These range from bolstering access to the EU’s inter-
nal market to establishing tariff-free mobile phone roam-
ing. “Something material will have to be given to Ukraine 
this year by the EU,” said Andre Haertel from the 
German Institute for International and Security Affairs. 

“Currently talk in Brussels includes smaller things 
such as roaming and bigger things such as heading 
towards full inclusion into the single market.” He said 
it was difficult to see accession talks starting this year, 
“but it will be hard for the EU to push that further 
than 2024”.  —AFP

BORODYANKA: Austrian Federal President Alexander Van der 
Bellen (L) walks in a street in Borodyanka, Ukraine on 
February, 1, 2023, during a visit in Ukraine. —AFP


