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PM: Don’t steal poor’s cash
Mom Kunthear

P
RIME Minister Hun Sen warns 
that he will take swift action 
and impose harsh penalties 
on any responsible parties if 

any unexplained financial irregularities 
are found in any village or commune 
relating to the provision of cash to the 
poor intended as part of the govern-
ment’s Covid-19 relief efforts. 

The warning followed reports that 
more than 14,000 irregular cases had 
been identified by officials, possibly 
indicating the presence of wide-
spread corruption and routine mis-
use of these funds.

In his Facebook post late on Decem-
ber 23, Hun Sen said: “This programme 

significantly contributes to the 
improvement and stabilisation of peo-
ple’s lives during this difficult time, 
which hasn’t even ended yet since 
Covid-19 remains an immediate threat. 

“It is vital that the poor families for 
whom this cash is intended are able to 
receive this allowance because without 
it they face severe hardship.”

The prime minister said the cash 
handout to the poor and vulnerable 
depends almost entirely on local 
authorities, especially village chiefs 
and commune councils. Therefore, 
all relevant authorities and responsi-
ble citizens must strive to do this 
work accurately, clearly, transpar-
ently and accountably, and adhere to 
the highest standards of justice.

He said authorities must be diligent 
in their oversight of this programme 
to prevent collusion between those 
administering the funds and any 
attempts to include their family, rela-
tives, friends or anyone who is not 
really poor.

In order to further improve the 
efficiency of these Covid-19 relief 
efforts, Hun Sen advised the Ministry 
of Interior to cooperate with the 
Ministry of Planning and other relevant 
ministries and institutions at all 
levels to monitor the implementa-
tion of these programmes and make 
sure they are operating as intended. 
He also gave orders to the effect that 
if any abnormalities occur again 
they are to notify him immediately. 

Planning ministry spokesman Srey 
Da told The Post on December 24 that 
the ministry had so far found irregu-
larities such as families with incomes 
too high to qualify for this aid pro-
gramme having obtained benefit cards. 

The ministry had already confis-
cated more than 14,400 benefit cards 
that had been issued to people who 
should not have received them.

“The planning ministry continues to 
address any issues that arise in the iden-
tification of poor households. We now 
have a team standing by to investigate 
any further reports of irregularities in the 
media or social media posts,” he said.

At the same time, he said the ministry

yuletide cheer
christian devotees dressed as Santa claus take part in a special service ahead of christmas in Lahore, Pakistan. AFP

Masks block 
99.9% of large 
Covid-linked 
droplets: study

Women in 
the thick of 
mine, UXO 
clearance

FACE masks reduce the risk of 
spreading large Covid-linked drop-
lets when speaking or coughing by 
up to 99.9 per cent, according to a 
lab experiment with mechanical 
mannequins and human subjects, 
researchers said on December 23.

A woman standing 2m from a 
coughing man without a mask will 
be exposed to 10,000 times more 
such droplets than if he were wear-
ing one, even if he is only 50cm 
away, they reported in the journal 
Royal Society Open Science.

“There is no more doubt whatso-
ever that face masks can dramati-
cally reduce the dispersion of 
potentially virus-laden droplets,” 
said senior author Ignazio Maria 
Viola, an expert in applied fluid 
dynamics at the University of Edin-
burgh’s School of Engineering.

Large respiratory droplets – 
which act like projectiles before 
being pulled toward the ground by 
gravity – are thought to be the 
main driver of SARS-CoV-2 trans-
mission, he noted.

Smaller ones, sometimes called

Khouth Sophak Chakrya

IN PAST decades, only men were 
involved in work to clear mines and 
unexploded ordnance (UXO). But 
now many women are doing the 
job and even leading such teams.

As of November 30 this year, 
there were 2,309 demining person-
nel, of whom 647 are women. So 
what inspired them to take on 
such dangerous jobs and work 
alongside the men?

Cambodia Self Help Demining 
(CSHD) executive director Sophin 
Sophary and women officials of Halo 
Trust Cambodia (HTC) told The Post 
that both sexes were equal in social 
work despite the dangers. Consider-
ing women to be weak and unable 
to handle mine clearance smacks of 
discrimination, they said.

Born into a poor farming family 
in Kok Thloak Krom commune’s 
Korkoh village in Siem Reap prov-
ince’s Chi Kraeng district, Sophary 
said she volunteered to serve the 
CSHD in 2009 after graduating 
with a Bachelor’s degree in 
Accounting despite her parents’ 
and siblings’ objections.

Trained in mine clearance and 
UXO techniques for eight years 
and having carried out fieldwork, 
she was later appointed an execu-
tive director of the organisation.

“My childhood dream was to see 
Cambodians, especially children 
kept safe. They should be able to 
run and play, free of the dangers of 
mines and UXOs,” she said.

On what inspired her to work in 
the sector, Sophary said in 1992,  
she and her friends spotted a part-
ly buried mine on a sidewalk at the 
Krabei Riel Primary School in her 
home village.

She was eight years old then and 
unaware of the dangers that mines 
posed. As she and a few friends 
prepared to dig the mine out to 
play with it, a military officer 
arrived at the scene and warned 
them not to touch it.
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Khouth Sophak Chakrya

THE Preah Sihanouk Provincial 
Court has placed eight men in 
pre-trial detention on charges 

of “intentional violence” in 
relation to a land dispute with 
tycoon Pheun Phalla, who 
holds the honorific “oknha” 
title, in Prey Nop district.

The land dispute involving 
oknha Phalla and 500 families 
living O’Oknha Heng com-
mune’s O’Oknha Heng and 
O’Ta Sek villages erupted into 
violence on December 20.

Provincial deputy police 
chief Kol Phally told The Post 
on December 24 that the sus-
pects had been identified as 
Saing Kou, 19;  Sok Phearum, 
31; Sie Rotha,36 ; Lao Teukyou, 
57; Chak Sokun, 56; Song 
Chen, 30; Phan Sapich, 37; and 
Kong Reaksa, 36. 

Prey Nop district police 
arrested the eight, who alleg-
edly worked for oknha Phalla, 
two hours after the violent 
incident between them and a 
group of O’Oknha Heng vil-
lagers. 

Phally said police completed 
their investigation on Decem-
ber 23 and determined that 
there was sufficient evidence 
to send their cases to court for 
further legal proceedings. 

He said the provincial court 
charged the eight men with 
“intentional violence” on the 
evening of December 24. 

Provincial court spokesman 
Lim Bun Heng said the eight 
had in fact been charged with 
the more serious crime of 
“intentional violence with 
aggravating circumstances” 
under articles 218 and 411 of 
the Criminal Code.

A report from the Prey Nop 

district police said the vio-
lence between the villagers 
and a group of men allegedly 
sent by oknha Phalla is relat-
ed to a dispute over the land 
that the villagers had lived on 
for many years. 

Villagers said oknha Phalla 
had been sending his men to 
the area to prevent them from 
building houses on the land 
which he claimed he owns 
despite the villagers having 
occupied it without challenge 
from other parties since 
1993.

The report said the tycoon’s 
workers used sticks, slingshots 
and even fired a gun several 
times at the villagers in an 
attempt to stop them from 
building houses. The villagers 
then tried to use stones and 
sticks in self-defence.   

District police chief Huor 
Yai said on December 24 that 
at least five people – including 
two of the tycoon’s men and 
three of the villagers – had 
been injured in the violence. 
A pick-up truck belonging to 
the tycoon’s company was 
also destroyed.  

“The violence was instigated 
by Pheun Phalla’s group so 
they were the people who our 
police decided to arrest and 
bring to justice,” he said. 

Oknha Pheun Phalla could 
not be reached for comment 
on December 24.

Continued from page 1

continues to search for families 
that had fallen into poverty during 
the Covid-19 pandemic, pledging 
that he will not allow those fam-
ilies to be left alone to starve. 

The ministry will help them 
immediately following an 
interview to determine their 
poverty level and they will 
then be qualified to receive 
government support.

According to the Ministry of 
Economy and Finance, survey 
results regarding the implemen-
tation of the cash handout pro-
gramme for poor and vulnerable 
families during the fight against 
Covid-19 showed that 99.1 per 
cent of respondents had 
expressed their satisfaction after 
receiving government subsidies. 

Many said this cash handout 
programme was implemented 
right when they were facing 
their most dire financial diffi-
culties. They also expressed 
broad satisfaction with the 
procedures for verification 
and cash withdrawal.

From its launch in June until 
the end of November, a total of 
704,135 families across the coun-

try have received a cash handout 
from this programme, an impres-
sive result given that few of the 
recipients have ever even owned 
a bank account previously. 

The number of households 
increased from 526,686 in June 
to 704,135 in November, cost-
ing the government around 
$175 million.

On December 24, the gov-
ernment also issued a press 
release offering guidance on 
additional measures to man-
age the impact of the Covid-19 
crisis on key sectors of the 
economy in order to get 
through the crisis and then the 
rehabilitation period after-
wards in order to finally return 
to full economic growth.

The government has decided 
to continue to provide a stipend 
of $40 per month to each worker 
from the garment, textile, footwear, 
travelling products and bags 
industries who has been sus-
pended for an additional three 
months, starting from January to 
March 2021. Factory and enter-
prise owners in this sector have 
to pay an additional $30 for each 
worker – a total of $70 in aid per 
month to each worker.

Long Kimmarita

AROUND 200 people, includ-
ing medical staff, officials and 
locals from Prey Veng prov-
ince’s Preah Sdech district, 
have submitted their petition 
to Minister of Interior Sar 
Kheng requesting legal action 
against Operational Health 
District of Preah Sdach director 
You Sy Le for allegedly embez-
zling National Social Security 
Fund (NSSF) and grabbing state 
land for private ownership.

The petition dated Decem-
ber 15 alleged that Sy Le had 
conspired with his partisans to 
encroach on the land and canal 
of the Angkor Reach Health 
Centre for private ownership.

The area, measuring 31m by 
93m, is located in Krasaing Torng 
village in Preah Sdach district’s 
Angkor Reach commune.

Sy Le allegedly built a house 
of seven rooms on the health 
centre land for leasing and also 
built a fence surrounding it.

“Please help resolve [the issue] 
and take legal action against 
You Sy Le and reclaim the land 
and canal as state property. We 
would like to request interior 
minister Samdech Krala Hom 
Sar Kheng to help inspect this 
official,” the petition said.

The letter also claimed Sy Le 
and his accomplices system-
atically formed partisans in 
the Preah Sdach District Refer-
ral Hospital and conspired to 
commit corruption.

However, in a letter dated 
November 26, Sy Le rebutted the 
petitioners’ claims of state land 
grabbing. He said he had been 
living on the land for 13 years, 
explaining that the authority had 
given him the land because he 
did not have a place to stay. 

“All this is not true, because 
the land is [under] my owner-
ship. It is neither state land nor 
has [any] relation to Prey Veng 
provincial health department,” 
he said.

Ty Haratheay, a medical staff-
er who also thumbprinted the 
petition, alleged that Sy Le and 
his partisans conspired to take 
the NSSF fund as their own.

The money is allocated for 
paying the medical treatment 
of civil servants, workers, and 
members of the Armed Forces 
who are NSSF members. 

“For instance, midwives 
would receive only 16,000 of 
the 40,000 riel that Samdech 
Kittipritbandit Bun Rany Hun 
Sen donated for a delivery,” he 
said, referring to Prime Minis-
ter Hun Sen’s wife. 

“[From] the revenue gained 
through inpatient consulta-
tion [financing], one per cent 
[of it] is paid to the govern-
ment, 39 per cent used for pur-
chasing hospital supplies and 
60 per cent is to be distributed 
among hospital workers. But 
Sy Le and his partisans did not 
[channel the full] 60 per cent 
to health workers,” he said.

When contacted, provincial 
health department director 
Seng Panharith said he could 
not hear well through the phone 
and did not answer further.

Interior ministry spokesman 
Khieu Sopheak confirmed to 
The Post on December 23 that 
Sar Kheng had received the 
complaint and assigned provin-
cial authorities to investigate. 

“Samdech Krala Hom [Sar 
Kheng] has assigned the pro-
vincial governor to investigate 
and report the results to him. 

Provincial coordinator for 
right group Adhoc Eang Kimly 
told The Post on December 23 
that his organisation will con-
tinue to monitor this case. He 
called on the authorities to con-
duct a thorough investigation. 

“If the people are not happy 
about this and [further] actions 
are not taken, it will make 
them lose confidence in the 
government. I also hope that 
this action is fair and justice 
for all people,” she said.
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Eight held for ‘violence’ in oknha land row

Over 700,000 households 
benefit from programme

Sar Kheng urged to look 
into NSSF graft claims

Oz to assist with vaccine purchase
Niem Chheng

T
HE Australian government has 
pledged to assist Cambodia 
with the speedy acquisition and 
equitable distribution of Covid-

19 vaccines once they have been certi-
fied by the COVAX Facility.

In a statement to The Post on December 
24, the Australian embassy said: “Austra-
lia welcomes Cambodia’s commitment 
to only procuring vaccines that are pre-
qualified by the World Health Organisa-
tion [WHO], a position Australia strongly 
supports, as it is important for ensuring 
vaccine safety and efficacy.”

Australian ambassador Pablo Kang met 
with Minister of Economy and Finance Aun 
Pornmoniroth on December 23 to discuss 
Australia’s development cooperation with 
Cambodia, including plans and procedures 
for safe access to Covid-19 vaccines.

Kang said the Australian government 
was already in discussions with the 
Cambodian Ministry of Health and key 
development partners to determine how 
to proceed with vaccine purchases. 

He noted Australia’s long-standing sup-
port for Cambodia’s health sector through 
funding of the Health Equity and Qual-
ity Improvement Project as well as a new 
A$500 million (US$380 million) grant for 
vaccine financing for Southeast Asia and 
the Pacific announced in October. 

“Our planned support for Covid-19 vaccines 
in Cambodia will include procurement, de-
livery and health advice,” Kang said.

Domestically, the Australian govern-
ment has entered into multiple advance 
purchase agreements. Rollout of a vac-
cination in Australia is subject to the 
outcomes of clinical trials and approval 
by Australia’s pharmaceuticals regulator, 
the Therapeutic Goods Administration.

In a press statement on December 
24, the Cambodian finance ministry 
thanked the Australian government for 
its development assistance and reiterat-
ing the government’s position with re-
spect to acquiring vaccines.

“The Royal Government of Cambodia 
has been working with development 

partners, multilaterally and bilaterally, 
and especially with the WHO, to formu-
late plans for purchasing Covid-19 vac-
cines following confirmation of their ef-
ficacy and implementing vaccinations.

“This is to ensure control of the safety, 
quality and efficiency of the use of Covid-
19 vaccines and to ensure that they will 
be delivered to Cambodians in the timely 
manner. HE Aun Pornmonirath stressed 
that the Cambodian government will 
buy WHO-approved vaccines only,” the 
press statement said.

Prime Minister Hun Sen said on Decem-
ber 15 that the Kingdom had prepared 
around $200 million to purchase Covid-
19 vaccines certified under the COVAX 
initiative for up to 13 million citizens. In 
response, people from across the country 
have expressed their support by donating 
money for the vaccine purchase.

Neither health ministry spokeswoman 
Or Vandine nor secretary of state York 
Sambath could be reached for comment 
as to how much the public have contrib-
uted so far. But local media outlet Fresh 
News reported that as of December 23 
more than $54 million had been donated.

Kin Phea, director of the Royal Acad-
emy of Cambodia’s International Rela-

tions Institute, took issue with some 
media outlets that linked Prime Minister 
Hun Sen’s commitment to purchase only 
COVAX-approved vaccines to China. 

Malaysia’s New Straits Times newspa-
per on December 17published an article 
titled “Cambodia refuses to be ‘guinea 
pig’ for China’s Covid vaccine”. Likewise, 
the South China Morning Post on De-
cember 20 ran the headline “Cambodia’s 
caution over China’s Covid-19 vaccine a 
signal to US: analysts”.

Phea said: “Some foreign and local me-
dia seem to confine themselves within 
the scope of Cambodia-China relations. 
If Prime Minster Hun Sen said Cambodia 
would buy China’s vaccine, they would 
say that Cambodia is influenced by Chi-
na. And when he did not even say a word 
about China regarding the vaccine, they 
interpreted it to mean another thing.

“The prime minister made it clear that 
Cambodia did not reject China’s or any 
country’s vaccine. Rather, we will purchase 
a vaccine that is approved by the WHO be-
cause that will ensure the safety of Cam-
bodians. Prime Minister Hun Sen’s posi-
tion has not changed with regard to any 
particular country, his priority remains 
ensuring the safety of the public.”

Australian ambassador Pablo Kang (left) and finance minister Aun Pornmoniroth. AUSTRALIAN EMBASSY
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Khouth Sophak Chakrya

KAmPOT and Pursat pro-
vincial police have cooper-
ated to apprehend a fugitive 
wanted in connection with 
the November 18 shooting 
of two security guards work-
ing for the So Nguon Group, 
one of whom died from the 
injuries.

Kampot provincial police 
chief mao chanmathurith 
told The Post that a man 
identified as Heng Yong, a 57-
year-old resident of chhouk 
district’s boeung Nimol com-
mune, was captured on the 
morning of december 23 by 
members of the Pursat pro-
vincial police force after he 
had eluded police in Kampot 
for over a month. 

“currently, the suspect has 
been brought in from Pursat 
to the Kampot police station 
for questioning.  The Kampot 
police will build a case file to 
be referred to the court for 
further legal procedures,” he 
said.

chanmathurith explained 
that the suspect is believed 
to have provided an AK-47 
rifle to Suy Thea, an alleged 
assailant and ringleader of 
the shooting.  Thea has gone 
into hiding.

Pursat police acted on an ar-
rest warrant dated November 
23 from Kampot court Inves-
tigating Judge Kaom Kongkea 
and have charged the suspect 
with premeditated murder, 

according to Pursat provin-
cial police chief Sar Theng. 

Theng said that on the night 
of december 22, after receiv-
ing news that the suspect was 
hiding in Pursat, police began 
a search operation to locate 
him. On the next morning at 
8:30am, officers arrested the 
suspect in Samrong com-
mune’s Veal village of Phnom 
Kravanh district.

Following the arrest, the 
suspect was handed over to 
the crime bureau of the Kam-
pot police for further action.

On the morning of Novem-
ber 18, two men on duty as 
security guards were gunned 
down in Trapaing Phlaing 
commune’s Prey Peay village 
of Kampot’s chhouk district.  
The shooting left one man 
dead and another critically 
injured.

Nuon Pheaktra, 27, died at 
the scene from a wound to 
his chest, while 31-year-old 
Phorn da sustained injuries 
to his throat and was taken to 
the Preah Ang duong Hospi-
tal in Phnom Penh for treat-
ment. He is now recovering at 
home with his family in Pur-
sat’s Sampov meas district. 

Police have so far arrested 
three suspects implicated in 
the shootings. The first two, 
Nhan Seng, 23, and Sim The, 
21, were taken into custody on 
November 22.  They are being 
held in pre-trial detention in 
Kampot prison on charges of 
premeditated murder.

Guard-shooting suspect 
apprehended in KampotQuarantine controls tightened

Mom Kunthear
 

m
Am bun Heng, 
minister of health 
and chairman of 
the Inter-minis-

terial committee to combat 
covid-19, requested all mu-
nicipal and provincial gover-
nors across the country to fo-
cus efforts to improve control 
measures at quarantine facili-
ties after a returning migrant 
worker fled from custody.

Health ministry spokeswom-
an Or Vandine explained that 
on december 24, a cambodian 
man returning from Thailand 
via the Poipet international 
border checkpoint escaped 
while he was being transported 
to a quarantine facility.

“Upon arriving at an en-
trance gate, he jumped off a 
truck, and currently police are 
searching for him,” she said.

banteay meanchey Provin-
cial Administration spokes-
man Sek Sokhom told The 
Post on december 24 that the 
provincial authorities had 
photographed and identified 
the migrant worker who had 
fled the quarantine facility.

“Our migrant worker is in 
his 20s. His home is in ban-
teay meanchey province, and 
he fled the quarantine facility 
in Poipet town. We are search-
ing for him and will take him 
for quarantine at the mon-
gkol borei cambodia-Japan 
Friendship Hospital,” he said.

Sokhom added that since 
the recent outbreak of covid-

19 in Thailand, 1,000 cam-
bodian migrant workers had 
returned through banteay 
meanchey province from de-
cember 20 to 24. They had 
their health checked and were 
placed in quarantine.

In a press release on decem-
ber 23, bun Heng expressed 
concerns about maintaining 
control of people placed in 
quarantine, particularly as the 
number of people in quaran-
tine could exceed authorities’ 
capacities to handle them.  

He urged governors to “pay 
closer attention to control-
ling people in quarantine 
for 14 days and controlling 
inbound passengers to cam-
bodia via all international 

checkpoints and corridors 
along the cambodia-Thai-
land border most seriously.”

“Individuals must not be al-
lowed to escape quarantine fa-
cilities. Authorities must assign 
police to guard them,” he said.

bun Heng said that for re-
turning migrants entering 
the country secretly – with-
out passing through border 
checkpoints on army trucks 
– municipal and provincial 
authorities should instruct 
district, commune and village 
authorities to prepare them 
for quarantine in their homes 
or other local sites.

In such cases, migrants 
would not have undergone 
standard medical and quar-

antine procedures, so local 
authorities must diligently 
monitor and strictly control 
their movements as well as 
administer health exams and 
follow-up checks, he said. 

covid-19 test samples for all 
returning individuals must be 
taken for testing at the Insti-
tut Pasteur du cambodge, the 
National Institute of Public 
Health or the Siem reap pro-
vincial hospital.

bun Heng warned that indi-
viduals who violate quarantine 
measures will be subjected to 
penalties in accordance with 
the law. Failure to adhere to per-
tinent quarantine rules could 
result in imposition of fines of 
200,000 up to one million riel 
and criminal prosecution.

On december 24, the minis-
try reported the recoveries of 
two more covid-19 patients.

A 30 year-old cambodian 
woman from chbar Ampov 
district’s Niroth commune 
and a 54-year-old cambodi-
an-American man from daun 
Penh district’s Phsar Thmey 
commune were discharged 
from treatment after testing 
negative two times.

The woman is the wife of an 
official at the ministry of Inte-
rior and was infected in con-
nection with the November 
28 community transmission 
event while the man had re-
cently travelled from china.

Nationwide, only 12 covid-
19 patients remain hospi-
talised with all others having 
recovered.

Migrant workers at a quarantine centre in Oddar Meanchey province’s 
Samrong town on Monday. Oddar Meanchey PrOvinical hall



National
4 THE PHNOM PENH POST  december  25, 2020  www.PHNOMPENHPOST.cOM

Women on a mission to rid cambodia of mines, UXO
Continued from page 1

Sophary said in 1997, a fam-
ily of seven in her village were 
travelling in a home-made 
truck which ran over an anti-
tank mine, causing an explo-
sion which left them with mi-
nor and serious injuries.

The same year, a youth 
picked up a UXO from a rice 
field and started playfully 
pounding on it. As he did so, 
it exploded, instantly killing 
him and two others.

“I was very scared at the 
time and determined that 
when I grew up, I would con-
tribute to preventing such 
cases in my village. This is 
what caused me to go against 
my parents and siblings and 
do this work,” she said.

However, not all cambo-
dian women who serve in the 
sector had Sophary’s child-
hood determination.

run Soktoeur, 30, who was 
named as an outstanding staff 
of HTc told The Post that due 
to difficulties in her family’s 
finances, she dropped out of 
school at Grade 4 to initially 
work at cassava and corn 
plantations in Pailin province.

In 2004, a year before work-
ing in the demining sector, 
her friend, Saly, sustained se-
rious injuries after stepping 
on a mine while digging for 
bamboo shoots. She died on 
the way to hospital.

After that incident, Soktoeur 

and her parents returned to 
her home province in Leach 
commune’s Kroch Thma 
village in Pursat province’s 
Phnom Kravanh district.

“my family’s situation at the 
time was extremely hard since 
we had no farmland to grow 
crops. In 2015, HTc recruited 
me to work in its mines and 
UXO research division with a 
decent salary and many other 
benefits.

“I am very happy to work 
for HTc as it does humani-
tarian work that has gained 
the recognition and support 

of the international commu-
nity. Also, the job pays much 
better than being a worker 
on cassava and corn planta-
tions,” she said.

HTc’s head of mobile mine 
research and UXO clearance, 
mao chanthol, 32, has a simi-
lar reason as Soktoeur’s.  

She said several mine explo-
sions in Thma Puok province’s 
Thma Puok district between 
1979 and 1997 caused her to 
panic and consider mine de-
tection and destruction work 
as extremely dangerous.

but in 2012, chanthol began 

working for HTc to provide for 
her family since she had little 
education and had always 
been a poorly paid farm help.

In 2018, national and inter-
national specialists provided 
much-needed training, and 
she was reassigned to carry 
out research work and de-
stroy mines in the fields.

Today, she is no longer 
afraid of the work and said 
she enjoys detecting and de-
stroying mines and UXOs.

“The detection and the de-
struction of mines and UXOs 
make me feel as though I am 

contributing something impor-
tant to my countrymen. And each 
time we safely remove a mine or 
UXO, we are saving lives.

“It’s not only the men who 
can do this work but women 
too. And that is important to 
know,” she said.

Now, with over 10 years of 
experience, chanthol was 
appointed HTc’s head of mo-
bile mine research and UXO 
clearance.

On december 8, she led the 
working group to destroy two 
russian m-122mm bombs 
which were detected in Kok-
mon commune’s Tamoan 
Senchey village in  Oddar 
meanchey province’s banteay 
Ampil district.

However, chanthol said wom-
en encountered work challeng-
es and problems such as during 
their monthly periods and the 
initial stages of pregnancy.

That apart, men and wom-
en face issues when mines 
are deep in the forest, and 
when travelling on bad roads. 
In the dry season, the land is 
hard and it becomes difficult 
to clear mines and UXOs. In 
rainy seasons, the land is soft 
and poses obstacles to the 
clearance work. 

In the 1980s and 1990s, a 
lot of farmlands were aban-
doned due to the abundance 
of mines and UXOs which 
endangered lives and caused 
much suffering to thousands 
of cambodians. 

The cambodian mine Ac-
tion and Victim Assistance 
Authority (cmAA) data shows 
that from 1979 to November 
this year, a total of 64,915 
cambodians had died from 
mines and UXOs. Of the num-
ber, 58,669 were men, women 
(6,183) and children (63).

coordinated mine and UXO 
clearance work has begun in 
1992.

The cmAA has so far complet-
ed clearing mines on 2,102sq 
km. It has destroyed 1,093,651 
antipersonnel mines, 25,457 
anti-tank mines, and 2,875,870 
explosive remnants of war.

There remains another 
2,156sq km land with mines 
and UXOs that have yet to be 
cleared. Of the number, 836sq 
km  contain mines while 
742sq km have cluster bombs 
and 578sq km have explosive 
remnants of war. 

There are eight mine clear-
ance units including the 
cmAc, the National centre for 
Peacekeeping Forces, mines 
and explosive remnants of 
War, The engineering division 
of the ministry of National de-
fence, HTc, the mines Advisory 
Group, cSHd, the Norwegian 
People’s Aid, and Apopo.

These organisations are 
actively fulfilling their mis-
sions to remove the remain-
ing mine-contaminated land 
and plantations for the sake 
of people’s wellbeing and de-
velopment in cambodia. 

WcS’ project 
manager Sitha 
honoured as 
‘mekong Hero’
Mom Kunthear

S
Om Sitha, the Koh Kong 
and mekong conserva-
tion Project manager at 
Wildlife conservation 

Society (WcS cambodia), has 
been selected as one of the six 
mekong conservation Heroes 
for 2020-2021 by the mekong 
conservation Heroes programme 
(mcH) – a part of the Wonders 
of the mekong project funded by 
the US Agency for International 
development (USAId).

The mcH was developed to 
shine a spotlight on outstand-
ing individuals doing inspiring 
conservation work in the Low-
er mekong basin by working to 
research, protect, or raise pub-
lic awareness about the 
mekong river’s unique ecosys-
tem, biodiversity, habitats, and 
cultural heritage.

Sitha (pictured, Supplied) is one 
of five outstanding individuals 
nominated for the mekong river 
conservation Award for 2020-21.

He told The Post on decem-
ber 23 that the conservation 
work and experience he has 
accrued over the past 13 years 
is what makes him effective in 
carrying out conservation 
work along the mekong river 

and in assisting the people in 
the communities there. 

One campaign in particular 
that he takes special pride in 
involved the efforts to protect 
cantor’s Giant Softshell Turtle, an 
endangered species inhabiting 
the mekong river and the largest 
freshwater turtle in the world. 

He and his team rediscovered 
the presence of the cantor’s 
Giant Softshell Turtle in the 
mekong after a number of years 
had passed without one being 
spotted in the river, leading 
some to fear that it was extinct. 

His team’s discovery of a living 
population of cantor’s turtles 
inspired hope in other 
conservationists and 
he has worked hard 
on behalf of the 
turtles ever since 
by engaging 
with the com-
munity who 
now help him 
protect more 
than 50 of the 
turtle’s nests 
each year.

“I am happy 
that the Won-
ders of the 
m e k o n g 
project have 

chosen me as an outstanding 
person. They see the work that 

I strive to carry out and how 
dedicated I have been to 

the conservation of 
fishery resources, 

which is important 
to me because 
those resources 
also help the 
community. 

“This recog-
nition of all the 
progress we 
have made 
over the years 
motivates me 
to stay com-
mitted and 
keep moving 

forward with 

these efforts,” he said.
He said that as a next step he 

would continue the work he 
had underway already, but he 
hopes to get funding from 
donor partners to widely expand 
the reach of his efforts. 

In particular, he wants to focus 
on strengthening the commu-
nity’s ability to protect endan-
gered species by patrolling the 
territory around their homes 
and villages to stop wildlife 
trafficking operations or report 
their presence to authorities.

“I definitely want to focus on 
community education and 
work related to wildlife traf-
ficking,” he said.

The other five chosen as out-
standing conservationists by 

the Wonders of the mekong 
project are as follows: 

- buth chanmeta, Awareness 
and Outreach Senior Officer at 
WWF–cambodia.

-  Hor Samath, deputy chief of 
the Sdey Kroam rohal Suong 
community Fishery committee, 
ek Phnom, battambang province. 

- Hoy Sreynov, Fisheries 
Officer at the department of 
Aquaculture development, 
and Fisheries Administration 
of the ministry of Agriculture 
Forestry and Fisheries.  

- Lor Kimsan, research Project 
Officer at WWF-cambodia. 

- Luy rasmey, executive 
director of the culture and 
environment Preservation 
Association.

Women and mine detection rats are an indispensable addition to the Kingdom’s demining efforts. CMAC

Sitha’s team’s discovery of a living population of Cantor’s turtles has inspired hope. WCS CAMBODIA
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Voun Dara

cONSTrUcTION is under-
way at the Preah Sihanouk 
Provincial referral Hospital 
on a medical laboratory to 
be equipped with modern 
diagnostic equipment pro-
vided by the Global Fund 
and chinese government.

Provincial Hall spokes-
man Kheang Phearum told 
The Post on december 23 
that the government-fund-
ed facility is about 70 per 
cent complete. 

“Once the laboratory 
building is completed, it will 
facilitate the diagnosis of 
common diseases, especial-
ly infectious diseases such 
as covid-19,” he said.

On december 19, minis-
ter of Health mam bunheng 
and provincial governor 
Kuoch chamroeun inspect-
ed progress at the construc-
tion site and agreed to ex-
pedite its completion.

In a Facebook post, the 
ministry said the lab is one of 
three medical facility expan-
sion projects recommended 
by Prime minister Hun Sen, 
along with the battambang 
and Siem reap provincial 
referral hospitals.

The Preah Sihanouk pro-
vincial laboratory is being 
built on 458sqm of land, un-

der supervision of the pro-
vincial board of governors, 
and is scheduled to be com-
pleted early next year.

Speaking during the inspec-
tion, bun Heng beseeched 
supervisors to ensure that the 
quality of the construction 
work will meet the precise 
technical standards required 
for the high-tech instruments 
to be used there.

Hospital director Seng Nong 
told The Post on december 23 
that the new lab, when com-
pleted, will speed up testing 
for residents as well as tour-
ists and foreign investors vis-
iting the province.

“Once the laboratory is 
operational, travellers from 
abroad will be able to have 
their diagnostic testing 
conducted on-site here. 
This will make it easier, 
faster and more cost-effec-
tive,” he said.

currently, according to 
Nong, Preah Sihanouk pro-
vincial health authorities 
typically collect 100 to 150 
samples per day from tour-
ists and foreign travellers 
which are then taken to the 
Institut Pasteur du cam-
bodge for testing.

P Sihanouk Hospital 
lab upgraded with 
modern equipment

HAGL denies r’kiri land clearing
Orm Bunthoeurn

F
IVe civil society organ-
isations urged the gov-
ernment to take action 
against Hoang Anh Gia 

Lai (HAGL), a Vietnamese agri-
business firm, for alleged land 
clearing activities on areas al-
located to indigenous commu-
nities in ratanakkiri province’s 
Andong meas district.

However, provincial author-
ities denied the accusation, 
saying the local community 
welcomed the money that had 
poured into the area due to 
the presence of HAGL.

The cambodian Indigenous 
Youth Association, equitable 
cambodia, Highlanders Asso-
ciation, Inclusive development 
International and Indigenous 
rights Action movement issued 
a joint press release on decem-
ber 23. They asked the govern-
ment to protect the muoy vil-
lage and Inn village indigenous 
cultures by stopping HAGL 
from further land clearing.

The group claimed that HAGL 
is clearing land allocated to the 
muoy Village community to fill 
two nearby watercourses – An-
sang creek and rok creek -- in 
the Patu mountain area. 

In a related controversy, the 
Inn village community is con-
cerned about fencing erected 
by HAGL around wetlands or 
creeks where villagers gather 
natural wild greens. 

The civil society organisa-
tions said that HAGL’s activity 
violates an instruction from the 

ratanakkiri Provincial Admin-
istration, which ordered the re-
turn of the Patu mountain area 
to the muoy village community.

equitable cambodia execu-
tive director eang Vuthy said the 
issue between HAGL and the lo-
cal community is not a new con-
flict, but now the land clearing 
had spread to additional areas.

The area in question had been 
a part of discussions by a joint 
committee made up of repre-
sentatives from the provincial 
administration, HAGL and in-
digenous communities, he said.

Vuthy added that a consen-
sus was reached and forward-
ed to the ministry of Agricul-
ture, Forestry and Fisheries for 
an official decision.

“In this case, the indigenous 
people demanded [HAGL] re-

turn the land they use as worship 
[locations]. The local communi-
ties raised this issue because the 
company has recently dug into 
a mountain and then filled in 
a canal that they use as a water 
catchment,” he said.

According to the joint press 
release, the areas concerned 
are part of the 742.6ha of land, 
containing 64 separate areas 
of high cultural importance, 
which had been designated for 
return to 12 local indigenous 
communities, as instructed 
by the ratanakkiri provincial 
governor Thong Savon.

Sev Suen, Kachak indig-
enous community repre-
sentative from Kak village in 
Andong meas district’s Talav 
commune, said that in this 
area some people are growing 

rice and some are also grow-
ing cashews and cassava. 

He said clearing streams or 
canals is not a problem in the 
dry season but the activity can 
flood their field during the rainy 
season, even though HAGL had 
promised to open the waterway 
during this period. 

“We don’t want the compa-
ny to clear the land or do any-
thing,” he said.

Provincial administra-
tion director and spokesman 
moeng Sinath fired back at 
the accusations.

“The canal is just a small 
stream, not a big waterway that 
they rely upon as a water catch-
ment. Some civil society organ-
isations are causing trouble by 
inflating the issues,” he said.

According to Sinath, the 
relevant parties have met to 
discuss the land dispute be-
tween HAGL, the indigenous 
community and the provincial 
administration.

“After we [conducted our] 
research, we found that there 
was no one residing in the 
location [that was part of the 
complaint against HAGL re-
garding land clearing]. 

HAGL representative in 
ratanakkiri province, Thach 
Habin, denied that the canal 
had been filled. 

“We have not grabbed any 
land from the indigenous peo-
ples, but they have actually 
encroached on the company’s 
land. However, we believe the 
issue has now been resolved,” 
he said.

Vietnamese agribusiness firm Hoang Anh Gia Lai has been implicated in 
land clearing activities on areas allocated to indigenous communities in 
Andong Meas district, Ratanakkiri province. SUPPLIED
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Thou Vireak

T
HE government on December 
24 announced a seventh round 
of stimulus measures for the 
aviation and tourism sectors 

aimed at boosting their business activi-
ties and easing their financial burden in 
the face of severe challenges stemming 
from the spread of Covid-19.

The measures will extend the 10 per cent 
minimum tax exemption for all airlines 
registered in Cambodia for a period of three 
months from January to March next year, 
the government said in a press release.

At the same time, the government has 
extended the payment of civil aviation 
fees for three months and allowed the 
airlines to arrange for the payment of 
debts outstanding in instalments after 
the extension period.

The government will also extend its 
$40 payments to suspended employees 
in tourism-related businesses, including 
hotels, guesthouses, restaurants and trav-
el agencies based in Phnom Penh, Kam-
pot, Preah Sihanouk, Kep and Siem Reap 
provinces or Bavet and Poipet towns.

It called on employers to offer them 
additional perks on a voluntary basis.

The government will also extend its 
offer of bearing patent tax and stamp 
duty charges for travel agencies and 
tour operators.

Pacific Asia Travel Association Cambo-
dia chapter chairman Thourn Sinan said 
the government’s renewed tax exemptions 
for the tourism industry are a small but 
welcome gesture that will ease some of the 
burden off the operators’ shoulders.

He said: “The extension of the govern-
ment’s favourable measures for the sec-
tor is a welcome breath of fresh air. [But] 
we’ve yet to witness a positive sign of re-
covery for the tourism industry.”

Cambodia Chamber of Commerce 
vice-president Lim Heng noted that this 

latest round of stimulus measures would 
better serve to alleviate the burden on 
the public sector and allow businesses 
to stay afloat during this time.

“These measures have trimmed taxes 
and lent a helping hand for the private sec-
tor. So far, no companies have gone bank-
rupt,” he claimed. “I understand that if 
these measures continue, the private sector 
will be motivated to do their business.”

Hong Vanak, an economic researcher 
at the Royal Academy of Cambodia’s 
Institute of International Relations, ob-
served that the government’s implemen-
tation of the past six rounds has brought 
significant, targeted and effective ben-
efits to the tourism industry.

He said: “They seem happy and appre-
ciate that the measures have been very 
effective, while the industry hadn’t been 
able to run at full capacity during the 
Covid-19 outbreak.”

According to data from the Ministry of 
Tourism released early this month, in-
ternational tourist arrivals to Cambodia 
dwindled down to 1,267,890 in the first 10 
months of this year, sinking an unprec-
edented 76.1 per cent from the 5,296,088 
recorded in same period last year.

A total of 734,309 tourists entered the 
Kingdom through its three international 
airports in January-October, taking an 
80.2 per cent year-on-year nosedive, while 
533,581 arrived by land or waterways, 
plunging 66.3 per cent year-on-year.

Chinese tourists once again topped 
the list at 314,291 visitors, representing 
an 84.5 per cent year-on-year dip.

Thai, Vietnamese and US tourists 
numbered 194,774; 181,328; and 55,170, 
all of which dropped by 41.5, 74.8 and 
71.6 per cent year-on-year. Tourists from 
the UK, France and Japan all registered 
lower figures over last year.
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FRESH from getting approval to 
set up a full-fledged commercial 
bank in Cambodia, Malaysia’s G 
Capital Bhd is already mapping 
out plans to carve a significant 
presence in the country as it 
moves to list the banking entity 
in the next five years.

Towards this end, the com-
pany would be tapping the 
expertise of season banker 
Phan Ying Tong to lay down 
the groundwork and strate-
gies to penetrate the Cam-
bodian banking sector. Phan 
would also be in the manage-
ment team of the new bank.

G Capital would have a 
minimum of 20 per cent in 
the banking venture.

On December 8, the com-
pany entered into a head of 
agreement with Phan and ES 
Packaging Co Ltd (Cambo-
dia) to jointly establish a new 
bank named Oriental Bank 
Plc in the Kingdom.

When contacted via e-mail, 
Phan told The Star that the 
bank, which is targeting to 
commence operations by 
the third quarter of next year, 
would be engaging in a 60:40 
digital and conventional bank-
ing approach respectively.

He said: “This is the strategy to 
capture the market share of the 
tech savvy consumers as well 
as those who prefer the brick-
and-mortar banking experi-
ence. Additionally, studies have 
found that a stronger focus into 
digital solutions will enhance a 
bank’s profitability, perceived 
value, convenience, functional 
quality and service quality.

“Digital banking innovations 
are important in improving 
customer experience, satis-
faction and loyalty as well as 
banks’ financial performance. 
For banks to remain relevant 
in the competition, we need to 
quickly respond and manage 
the ever-changing environ-
ment, especially with the fast 
evolvement of financial tech-
nology.”

Phan added that as a newly 
set up bank, he does not have 
the legacy burden of the old 
technology, which is nor-
mally slow and clumsy, but 
instead the bank would have 
the advantage of designing its 
business strategy, products 
and services capitalising on 
the latest technology such as 
blockchain and fintech.

Customers nowadays, he 
said, are very knowledgeable 
and their demands for fi-
nancial services are also very 
sophisticated and fast chang-
ing. “We believe it is now the 
perfect timing of our incor-
poration with such a business 
strategy to meet the demands 
of more knowledgeable and 
sophisticated customers.”

Phan would be on the man-
agement team to spearhead 
Oriental Bank’s growth and 
earning moving forward in 
Cambodia.

He said the bank’s manage-
ment team also has vast ex-
perience in the financial ser-
vices and banking sector.

Meanwhile, G Capital execu-
tive director Dr Ali Hamsa said 
with a minimum 20 per cent 
stake in Oriental Bank Plc, the 
company is looking to unlock 
the value of its investment via 
the listing of the bank.

Nevertheless, he said G 
Capital shall remain as a sub-
stantial investor in the bank 
as it planned to maintain its 
presence in the ever-growing 
banking industry there.

Commenting on the listing, 
Phan said: “We are eyeing to 
list on the Cambodia Securi-
ties Exchange or any other 
stock exchange.

“We will look for a perfect 
timing to list the entity, af-
ter taking into consideration 
various factors including the 
progress of the business.

“For now, our timeline to list is 
about five years after the com-
mencement of the business.”

While not dismissing plans 
for expansion into the banking 
sector in the region if opportu-
nity arises and if there is syner-
gy, Ali Hamsa said the move to 
venture into Cambodia was due 
to the Kingdom’s fast growing 
economy – referred to by some 
as the land of opportunity.

He said it has a legal frame-
work that provides favourable 
provisions for foreign investors 
who are seeking investment 
opportunities in the country.

Among those provisions 
are the fact that there are no 
restrictions on foreign own-
ership in a business, low tax 
rates and investment incen-
tives, he said.

Meanwhile, G Capital, with 
its mainstay in renewable 
energy (RE), would continue 
to look at new initiatives to 
build its RE business.

Ali Hamsa said both RE and 
banking business would be the 
two-pronged growth engines 
for the company going for-
ward.

The company recently an-
nounced that its 90 per cent 
subsidiary, Gunung Hydro-
power Sdn Bhd (GHSB), has 
obtained approval for its re-
vised feed-in-tariff rate from 
the Sustainable Energy De-
velopment Authority (SEDA) 
for a 10MW small hydropower 
project in Salu, Sungai Perak.

GHSB, which participated 
in the e-bidding process that 
was announced by SEDA in 
February, received the ap-
proval to increase tariff rates 
to 0.28 ringgit ($0.069) per 
kilowatt-hour from the 0.25 
received in March 2018.

The project would have a 
yearly energy yield of 68,000 
megawatt-hours at a fixed 
price of 0.28 ringgit per kilo-
watt-hour for a period of 21 
years. THE STAR (MALAYSIA)/ASIA NEWS 
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G Capital mapping out 
plans for Cambodia unit

Things looking up: Gov’t extends 
Covid-19 aid for aviation, tourism

International tourist arrivals to Cambodia dwindled down to 1,267,890 in the first 10 months of 
this year. pOST STAFF

Two firms get priority rights to mines
Hin Pisei

THE Ministry of Mines and 
Energy has given the nod to 
two companies to continue 
their exploration licence 
approval processes for some 
207sq km of gold-polymetallic 
mining areas in Tbong Khmum 
and Ratanakkiri provinces.

The areas are 107.10sq km in 
the Memot area in Tbong 
Khmum’s eastern Memot dis-
trict and 100sq km in the Phnom 
Pang area in Ratanakkiri’s 
southeastern O’Yadao district.

In a December 21 letter signed 
by minister Suy Sem and 
addressed to the two firms, the 
ministry said Renaissance Min-
erals (Cambodia) Ltd had been 
selected for the bloc in Memot, 
while Original Wisdom Consult-
ing Services (Cambodia) Invest-
ment Co Ltd had been chosen 
for the Phnom Pang bloc.

The letter obliged the two 
companies to process their 
permits at the commune halls 

where their respective conces-
sions are located.

Once confirmed by the offic-
es, the firms must report to the 
ministry within 15 days. Fail-
ure to do so will result in relin-
quishing the priority rights 
given by the ministry, accord-
ing to the letter.

The ministry denied Xin-
ruichang Mining Co Ltd’s and 
Asian Comfort Investment Co 
Ltd’s bids for mining licences 
for the Memot bloc, citing 
“ineligibility for recruitment”.

Yos Mony Rath, director-gen-
eral of the ministry’s General 
Department of Mineral 
Resources, told The Post on 
December 24 that the ministry’s 
commission officials made 
their selection after an evalua-
tion that took “the confirmation 
of skills, experience and 
research techniques” into 
account.

He stressed the areas’ poten-
tial for exploitable metallic min-
eral resources, chiefly gold.

“Four companies were short-
listed, but after reviewing the 
procedures, the ministry 
decided to select the two firms 
as winners, which are allowed 
to continue their processes to 
obtain exploration licences in 
the area,” Mony Rath said.

But this does not immedi-
ately authorise the companies 
to start mining activities on 
the sites, he said, pointing out 
that an environmental impact 
assessment (EIA) and other 
procedures are required for 
the issue of a licence.

He also noted that applica-
tions for mining investment 
licences in Cambodia had not 
declined despite the outbreak 
of Covid-19, which will con-
tribute to Cambodia’s eco-
nomic growth.

According to him, there are 
currently about 50 companies 
licensed to mine in Cambodia.

Renaissance, a subsidiary of 
Australia-listed Emerald 
Resources NL, says it has 

largely weathered the fallout 
from Covid-19 and is on track 
to begin extracting gold in the 
first half of next year.

The company is in the proc-
ess of developing a gold mine 
in the Okvau area in Mon-
dulkiri province’s southwest-
ern Keo Seima district.

It is also building a gold 
processing plant in Okvau, 
which it expects will be able to 
extract gold in the first half of 
next year. Original Wisdom is 
a joint venture between Chi-
nese and Cambodian inves-
tors, according to Mony Rath.

Last year, Cambodia received 
about $21 million in non-tax 
revenue from the mining sec-
tor, compared to about $20 
million in 2018, the ministry 
reported.

Mony Rath defines “non-tax 
revenue” as recurring income 
obtained by the ministry through 
sources other than taxes such as 
licensing fees, land leases, royal-
ties and penalties.
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Top six agro-industrial crops 
net Kingdom $2.32b in 2020
Thou Vireak

c
AmbOdIA ex-
ported 8.55 mil-
lion tonnes of its 
six most profit-

able agro-industrial crops, 
through formal and infor-
mal channels, worth more 
than $2.32 billion this year 
as of december 15, accord-
ing to minister of Agricul-
ture, Forestry and Fisheries 
Veng Sakhon.

In a december 24 post on 
his official Facebook page, the 
minister listed the crops as 
cassava, cashew nuts, man-
goes, yellow bananas, pep-
percorn and Pailin longan.

during the period, cam-
bodia exported 7,075,494 
tonnes of cassava products 
(worth $1,026,232,000), 
218,884.29 tonnes of ca-
shew nuts ($288,111,700), 
945,274.44 tonnes of fresh 
mangoes ($473,207,700) and 
313,410.94 tonnes of fresh yel-
low bananas ($451,125,700).

The Kingdom also shipped 
out 174.52 tonnes of Pailin 
longan (worth $57,763,100) 
and 5,005.65 tonnes of pep-
percorn ($25,490,200).

Kampot Pepper Promo-
tion Association president 
Nguon Lay said Kampot 
pepper, with its geographi-
cal indication (GI) recog-
nition, and the Kingdom’s 

other agro-industrial prod-
ucts have potential on the 
international market.

The ministry of com-
merce granted domestic GI 
status to the commodity in 
2010 under the World Trade 
Organisation’s (WTO’s) 
agreement on Trade-relat-
ed Aspects of Intellectual 
Property rights.

On February 18, 2016, 
the european commission 
(ec) registered “mrech Kampot” 
/”Poivre de Kampot” (Kampot 
pepper) as a Protected Geo-
graphical Indication (PGI), 
making it the first cambo-
dian product to receive the 
status from the eU.

Any product sold in the 

eU countries purport-
ing to be Kampot pepper 
must “carry the PGI quality 
logo from now on” which 
certifies that it originates 
from the Kingdom’s main 
pepper-producing region – 
Kampot and Kep provinces, 
according to the ec.

Lay said at least four com-
panies have signed purchase 
agreements with small-scale 
Kampot pepper farmers 
for next year, with czech-
owned eU Land and Pepper 
Investment co Ltd recently 
penning a contract for 10 
tonnes of peppercorn.

He said: “Pepper exports 
are expected to remain at 
around 70 tonnes by 2021 as 

the pepper market appears 
to have recovered slightly 
after being hit by covid-19 
nearly a year ago.”

minister Sakhon told The 
Post in October that the gov-
ernment is aiming for a three 
per cent annual growth rate 
of agricultural value added – 
the net output of the agricul-
tural sector after adding up all 
outputs and subtracting the 
value of intermediate inputs.

He said the government 
also aspires to increase agri-
cultural labour productivity 
– the annual output per agri-
cultural worker – from $1,839 
last year to $4,625 by 2030.

“The agricultural sector is 
an important engine of eco-
nomic growth and could en-
joy a one per cent surge this 
year,” he said. “Agriculture re-
mains crucial considering the 
downswing experienced by 
industry and services. Today, 
only agriculture could feasi-
bly revive the economy.”

cambodia exported $14.1 
billion worth of goods in 
the first nine months of this 
year, up 20.07 per cent from 
the same period last year, 
according to the ministry of 
economy and Finance.

The Kingdom imported 
$13.6 billion worth of goods 
in the first nine months of 
this year, dipping 8.70 per 
cent year-on-year.

minister calls on Oz to 
speed up moU on trade
May Kunmakara

mINISTer of commerce Pan Sora-
sak on december 22 requested the 
Australian chamber of commerce 
in cambodia (Auscham) to expe-
dite the signing of a memorandum 
of understanding (moU) with the 
cambodia chamber of commerce 
(ccc) on trade and investment.

The deal aims to give a further 
push to trade and investment 
between the two countries after hav-
ing signed the regional comprehen-
sive economic Partnership Agree-
ment (rceP) in mid-November.

Sorasak made the remark during 
a courtesy visit by Australian 
ambassador to cambodia Pablo 
Kang to the ministry.

He said the Australian side should 
make more investments in the 
Kingdom, especially in e-com-
merce businesses and capitalise on 
the recently-enacted e-commerce 
and consumer protection laws.

He also suggested that Kang bring 
experienced technicians from Aus-
tralia to provide additional training.

“With the recently promulgated 
e-commerce Law, the ministry has 
also launched a cambodian 
e-commerce programme, the so-
called Go4ecam, to promote 
e-commerce business.

“At the same time, the Australian 
side will provide technical consum-
er-protection officials to be stationed 
in cambodia, share their experiences 
and improve work efficiency in order 
to increase the volume of cambodian 
products exported to Australia.

“And Australian e-commerce 
companies are also encouraged to 

invest in cambodia,” Sorasak said.
Kang remarked that the Australian 

government, through the cambo-
dia-Australia Agricultural Value 
chain Programme (cAVAc), has 
trained some 2,000 of the Kingdom’s 
farmers in e-commerce, enabling 
them to sell their products online.

He lauded the Kingdom’s success 
in increasing jasmine milled-rice 
exports to Australia by 60 per cent 
this year over 2019 despite the diffi-
cult situation of the covid-19 crisis.

ccc vice-president Lim Heng told 
The Post on december 24 that the 
chamber had signed similar moUs 
with other countries such as South 
Korea, Japan and the US on the 
exchange of trade and investment 
information, with a focus on foster-
ing private-public relations and seek-
ing investment opportunities and 
cementing business partnerships.

“I fully support and welcome the 
signing of the memorandum of 
understanding with Australia to 
further enhance the relations and 
trust between the private sectors 
to another level, where we can 
work together for change.

“Our two countries also signed 
the rceP agreement, which gives 
both sides more opportunities to 
further increase trade and invest-
ment,” Heng said.

bilateral trade between cambo-
dia and Australia reached A$285 
million (US$216 million) last year, 
up 32.6 per cent from 2018, data 
from the embassy show.

Of the amount, cambodia export-
ed A$224 million, an increase of 34.9 
per cent, and imported A$61 mil-
lion, a 24.8 per cent increase.

Cambodia exported 313,410.94 tonnes of fresh yellow bananas 
worth $451 million this year as of December 15. hENG ChIVOAN
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profiting or profiteering? a niggling question 

behind cambodia’s banking growth  
As the sector expands, allegations of financial institutions engaged in unconventional  
activities continue to show up like a bad debt
Sangeetha Amarthalingam
 

‘a 
lot of it involves 
their own proj-
ect financing,” an 
industry player 

spoke in hushed tones over 
how the burgeoning banking 
sector sustains itself.

“Some banks are set up by 
large-scale foreign investors 
with billion dollar projects in 
cambodia to channel their 
funds,” he said. “the banks 
also own equity in the proj-
ects, at times.”

one of the ways is to pro-
vide collateralised overdraft 
facilities that run into mil-
lions to investors.

“that way, the investor 
need not drawdown its capi-
tal investment, allowing it to 
instead earn interest from 
fixed deposits,” he said.

the growth of banks in 
cambodia has been brow-
raising if not ironical, seeing 
that some 70 per cent of the 
population is unbanked.

there are 52 commercial 
banks and counting, 81 micro-
finance institutions including 
microfinance deposit-taking 
institutions (mdis) while spe-
cialised banks make up 14, as 
of august 31, 2020.

Separately, there are scores 
of pawn shops and unlicensed 
money lenders dotted around 
the countryside offering small 
but instant microfinance credit.

out of the 52 commercial 
banks, only 22 are locally-
incorporated and of that just 
a handful are established by 
cambodians as the others are 
foreign-owned.

cambodia’s economic 
boom in the last 10 years and 
favourable business condi-
tions where foreign parties 
are permitted to wholly own 
companies and remit their 
profit home, makes it a mag-
net for investors.

in the past, massive invest-
ments went to garment, foot-
wear and travel goods manufac-
turing as the US and eU granted 
preferential tariff schemes in 
1997 and 2001, respectively.

later on, real estate, con-
struction and public infra-
structure investments rolled 
in on the heels of china’s belt 
and road initiative.

these investments, approxi-
mately $85.9 billion between 
1995 and 2019, also heralded the 
entry of financial institutions.

“the fact that it is a highly 
dollarised open economy 
also attracts foreign direct in-
vestment (Fdi) in the billions 
compared to regional peers,” 
said the banker, who request-
ed anonymity due to the sen-
sitivity of the subject. “the 
market is flush with cash, 
hence the rise in banks.”

essentially, a number of the 

banks were set up solely to 
serve their own self interest, 
either to finance their proj-
ects and group operations, 
and as a conduit for financial 
transactions.

Some foreign-owned banks 
also cater to investors from 
base countries.

to give an idea, real estate 
and construction Fdis were 
among the largest in the re-
cent years, as the country dug 
into development as a means 
to build the nation.

Some 50 per cent of the total 
Fdi originated from china and 
its greater region, with half of 
that invested in those two sec-
tors, the World bank said in may.

For instance, chinese prop-
erty developer prince Group, 
one of the major players in 
the real estate industry, has 
poured in $2 billion since its 
debut in cambodia in 2015.

over time, the conglomer-
ate expanded to include avia-
tion - where it owns an airline 
- hospitality and banking.

“For prince, their own proj-
ects can sustain their banking 
business,” the banker said.

Questions to prince did not 
elicit a reply.

the banker claimed that 
homegrown banks such as 
canadia bank plc, chip mong 
commercial bank plc and Vat-
tanac bank plc, with roots in 
real estate and construction, 
most likely enjoyed a signifi-
cant revenue stream from this 
business segment although 
their core business remains in 
consumer banking facilities.

but this here brings to ques-
tion the issue of profitability 
and solvency for the entire 
sector as the growth of banks 
starts to crowd the market.

it also questions the type of 
business the banks conduct 
to survive, especially if they all 
claim to do the same business.

on average, the National 
bank of cambodia (Nbc) 
noted that profitability, rep-
resented by a return on asset 
and return on equity, im-
proved by 1.9 per cent and 
9.8 per cent year-on-year, re-
spectively, in 2019.

the central bank’s Annual 
Supervision Report last year 
also showed that solvency 
ratio stood at 24 per cent 
while liquidity coverage ratio 
was 155.7 per cent, reflecting 
overall stability.

Having said that, Stephen 
Higgins, co-partner of mekong 
Strategic partners co ltd who 
authored a review on the sec-
tor titled Time for Consolida-
tion, said around 20 per cent of 
banks reported losses in 2019.

“but [some] 80 per cent 
earned a return on capital 
that is subeconomic,” he told 
The Post.

commercial bank operating 
licence granted by the Nbc 
enables banks to give out 
loans and earn interest 
to raise revenue, 
mobilise savings 
and use it to 
fund projects, 
and provide 
fund trans-
fer service.

“but how do they make 
money? it is difficult to say 
because there are too many 
banks [fighting] for market 
share,” said in channy, chair-
man of the association of 
banks in cambodia.

citing the example of his 
bank, acleda bank plc, 
where he is the presi-
dent and ceo, 
channy said its 
customer loans 
and deposits 
make up about 
half its bank 
portfolio.

“our loan vol-
ume in terms of 
dollars is 16 
per cent of 
the over-
all market 
share while 
savings rep-
resented 17 per 
cent. this is the 
major business 
of our bank,” he 
added. “cambo-
dia is a small coun-
try [where] five to 
six banks are okay but 
now we have 10 times 
more.”

as it 

stands, cambodia’s popula-
tion is about 16 million with 
an adult population of around 
10 million.

in 2017, the World bank said 
only 22 per cent of those aged 
15 and above had a bank ac-

count which leaves the rest of 
country unbanked.

However, they are highly 
leveraged, owing to staggering 
loans from microfinance insti-
tutions, which have resulted 
in an outstanding debt of $10 
billion.

echoing channy, david Van 
said despite being a “such a 

tiny market”, cambodia 
constantly saw new 

commercial banks.
“[it] is a real mind 

boggling fact un-
less these many 
banks have a mag-
ic formula for their 

intended clientele,” 
said the senior as-
sociate (private 
public partner-
ship) of platform 
impact, an invest-

ment platform 
which owns seven 

portfolios valued at 
$200 million.

However, he felt that 
local commercial banks 
are conservative and lack 

in-house expertise to 
handle risk manage-

ment for trade  

Most of Cambodia’s FDIs in recent years has been the area of construction and real estate. heng chivoAn

Difficult to say how banks make their 
money when the market is small, In 
Channy said. heAn RAngsey
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financing of commodities trad-
ing for exporters.

“in addition, major loans 
still remain dispensed against 
traditional collateral. they do 
not possess the same modus 
operandi and mentality of in-
vestment banks which have 
yet to operate in cambodia,” 
Van added.

Some weeks ago, the Nbc 
granted an approval-in-prin-
cipal for a new commercial 
bank, oriental bank plc, which 
has links with Kuala lumpur-
listed renewable energy devel-
oper G capital berhad.

according to majority stake-
holder phan Ying tong, who 
was quoted by The Star pub-
lication in malaysia, oriental 
bank would engage in digital 
and conventional banking.

phan, a banker with over 40 
years experience, said the strat-
egy was to capture the market 
share of the tech savvy consum-
ers as well as those who preferred 
brick-and-mortar banking.

He pointed out that studies 
found that a stronger focus into 
digital solutions would enhance 

a bank’s profitability, perceived 
value, convenience, functional 
quality and service quality.

but surely all this comes at 
a price, and one that presses 
on the bottomline, seeing that 
digital transformation is the di-
rection most banks are adopt-
ing for long-term survival.

and often, the larger banks 
tend to scoop up the bigger 
share due to their existing 
prominence in the field and 
spending capacity.

in his review, Higgins wrote 
that out of the total com-
mercial banks, the `big five’ 
accounted for 57 per cent 
of market revenue last year, 
which has been stable over 
the past five years.

He said acleda bank stayed 
on as market leader with 19 
per cent revenue share, al-
though it was a decline from 
28 per cent in 2015.

in that same period, canadi-
an-owned advanced bank of 
asia ltd (aba bank)’s revenue 
share climbed to nearly 14 per 
cent from four per cent.

“below the big five banks, 

the next 20 account for 35 per 
cent share of revenue [and] 
below that, the bottom 35 
banks account for just eight 
per cent,” he said.

this disposition has always 
been riddling as it blows open 
the predicament of how the 
other banks are sustaining. it 
is also here where speculations 
of money laundering mire the 
industry’s image.

according to the anonymous 
banker, much of the money al-
legedly flows through various 
channels including shell com-
panies before settling in bank-
ing accounts in the Kingdom 
where they are used to fund 
projects, among other things.

“on paper these transactions 
are above board while being 
closely monitored by the Nbc 
but you know there are ways to 
do things,” he trailed off.

He cited the 1malaysia de-
velopment berhad financial 
scandal, which spanned the 
globe, as an example of how 
despite ample checks and bal-
ance in the financial sector, 
illicit transfers from offshore 

accounts still managed to 
hoodwink strict banking rules. 

“it is all down to a sleight 
of hand in accounting,” the 
banker alleged.

it does not help that cambo-
dia remains grey listed by the 
Financial action task Force 
for lacking legal frameworks 
to tackle money laundering.

this is compounded by the 

rise in casinos, up to 150, which 
the UN office on drugs and 
crime alleged in 2019 that it 
was linked to locations, such as 
those in phnom penh and cam-
bodia’s borders, for “bulk cash 
smuggling and the laundering 
of organised crime revenues”. 

Swiss-based independent 
basel aml index also revised 
cambodia’s ranking upwards 
to 11 out of 141 countries on 
august 7, 2020 from 16 in 2019, 
with a 7.1 risk score out of 10.

However, the Nbc has in-
stituted safeguards including 
the creation of the cambodia 
Financial intelligence Unit 
while the government recent-
ly strengthened the 2007 law 
on anti-money laundering 
and combatting the Financ-
ing of terrorism.

it also launched a five-year 
national strategy to combat 
the scourge.

additionally, by the first half 
of this year, some 140 money 
laundering cases were probed 
and 22 were sent to court while 
the assets of the individuals 
were frozen. Five cases have 
gone on to trial, the ministry of 
information said in october.

these improvements have 
been reviewed by the FatF in 
June and asia pacific Group 
on money laundering in oc-
tober, which authorities hope 
would put a positive spin on 
cambodia’s grey listing status.

but in the midst, the bank-
ing sector continues to ex-
pand, kicking up specula-
tions of these alleged links to 
the underground world.

For Higgins, the growth draws 
a blank, saying that there are 
too many small banks that do 
not have scale to properly com-
pete. “i don’t understand why 
anyone would start a new bank 
here. buying one of the larger, 
higher quality operations would 
make a lot more sense.”

How about the existing ones, 
some which remain in the 
shadows, almost unheard of?

“most of the small banks 
would be better off taking 

their shareholders’ funds and 
putting it on deposit at one 
of the bigger banks or mdis. 
they would get a much better 
return,” Higgins opined.

although, what is clear is the 
call for consolidation which 
can inadvertently strengthen 
the sector, weed out illicit ac-
tivities and enable stringent 
monitoring.

even the Nbc made implicit 
moves to integrate the sector 
when it doubled the paid-up 
capital requirement for com-
mercial banks to $75 million 
and specialised banks to $15 
million in 2016.

the increase for mdis was 
most glaring at $30 million 
versus $2.5 million previously.

interestingly, most of the 
banks complied with the order 
while some even surpassed the 
requirement, backed by their 
foreign parents. No merger 
has happened, unfortunately.

Higgins said Nbc should 
consider raising the mini-
mum capital requirement to 
$150 million by 2025.

a typical bank with $75 million 
capital could only build a maxi-
mum loan book size of about 
$400 million or below 1.5 per 
cent market share of the overall 
financial sector loans in 2019.

it could fall to less than one 
per cent share by 2023, which 
would call into question the 
viability and relevance of 
banks of this size.

“the higher capital would 
strengthen the overall health 
of the banking sector, and en-
courage much needed consol-
idation to reduce the number 
of banks under 60,” he said.

but consolidation, dictated by 
the market, will definitely hap-
pen, the banker prophesised.

“it is in the natural course 
of things. the simulation here 
was present in other countries 
in the region, such as Singa-
pore and malaysia which had 
tens of banks in the 1990s but 
they eventually consolidated.

“it won’t always be like this,” 
said the banker.

mFis-loans and deposits

Source: NBC Annual Supervision Report 2019

Source: NBC 2019 Supervision Report and MSP analysis (2019) Source: NBC 2019 Supervision Report and MSP analysis (2019)

Source: NBC 2019 Supervision Report and MSP analysis (2019)

Source: NBC 2019 Supervision Report and MSP analysis (2019)
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aerosol droplets, can remain 
suspended in the air for longer 
periods.

“We continuously exhale a 
whole range of droplets, from 
micro-scale to millimetre-
scale,” Maria Viola said.

“Some of the droplets will drop 
faster than others” depending 
on temperature, humidity and 
especially air speed, he said.

The study focused on particles 
larger than 170 microns in diam-
eter – roughly two to four times 
the width of a human hair.

Aerosol particles, which tend 
to follow currents in the air, are 
generally described as smaller 
than 20 or 30 microns.

Intermediate size droplets 
can behave either way, the 
study found.  

Maria Viola said: “If you wear 
a mask, you are mitigating the 
virus transmission by an order 
of magnitude – 10 times less.

“In our study, for the larger 
droplets we measure, we’re talk-
ing about 99.9 per cent less.”

According to the Institute for 
Health Metrics and Evaluation 
(IHME) in Seattle, Washington, 
55,000 lives could be saved in 
the US over the next four 
months if a policy of universal 
mask use were adopted.

The Institute’s modellers – who 

accurately predicted in mid-July 
that Covid-19 deaths in the US 
would top 224,000 by November 
1 – project 561,000 deaths on cur-
rent trends by April 1, next year.

Universal mask-wearing 
would reduce the global death 
toll by 400,000 over the same 
period, from 2.9 million to 2.5 
million, they calculate. To date, 
the virus has claimed about 1.7 
million lives.

Earlier this month, the World 
Health Organisation (WHO) 
updated its Covid-19 guidance 
on masks to recommend they 
be worn indoors in the pres-
ence of other people if ventila-
tion is inadequate.

The guidelines apply especial-
ly in areas of known or suspected 
community transmission.

Masks serve primarily to 
reduce the emissions of virus-
laden droplets by people when 
they cough, sneeze, sing, talk 
or simply breathe, but they can 
also help prevent the inhala-
tion of droplets by the person 
wearing them.

According to the US Centres 
for Disease Control and Pre-
vention: “Cloth masks not only 
effectively block most large 
droplets – 20-30 microns and 
larger – but they can also block 
the exhalation of fine droplets 
and particles, also often 
referred to as aerosols.” AFP
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ISrAEl welcomes a German push to ex-
pand the Iran nuclear deal into a broad-
er security agreement once Joe biden 
moves into the White House next month, 
according to its ambassador to berlin.

Jeremy Issacharoff, the nation’s envoy 
in Germany since 2017, said a recent call 
by German foreign minister Heiko Maas 
to reassess the 2015 nuclear accord with 
a new US administration was a “step in 
the right direction”.

The 2015 nuclear deal – known formally 
as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, 
or JCPOA – gave Iran relief from sanctions in 
return for curbs on its nuclear programme.

Maas told Der Spiegel magazine this 
month that the existing agreement, under 
massive pressure after repeated Iranian 
violations and Donald Trump’s unilateral 
withdrawal in 2018, needed an overhaul.

The “nuclear agreement plus” envisaged 
by Maas would bar the development of nu-
clear weapons as well as place restrictions 
on Tehran’s ballistic rocket programme and 
interference in countries around the region.

biden has signalled that Washington 
could rejoin the deal as a starting point 
for follow-on negotiations if Iran re-
turned to compliance.

but Iran’s foreign minister Mohammad 
Javad Zarif has rejected talk of reopen-
ing the accord struck five years ago after 
marathon talks involving the US, britain, 
China, France, Germany and russia.

Issacharoff said the so-called “five-
plus-one” partners needed to take Iran’s 
“destabilising involvement” in countries 
including Syria, lebanon, Yemen and 

Iraq into account in any further negotia-
tions with Tehran.

He said: “I think people need to realise 
that you can’t just turn the clock back to 2015.

“There’s been a production of missiles 
and testing of missiles and these issues 
need to be addressed as well as the whole-
sale violations that Iran has carried out 
against the whole JCPOA agreement.”

Issacharoff said he welcomed more ac-
tive involvement of Germany in Middle 
East diplomacy and the now robust “stra-
tegic partnership” that had developed in 

the 70 years since the Holocaust.
Anticipating a vast improvement in 

“tone” between Germany and the US with 
biden at the helm, he said Israel would like 
to see more of “a triangular type of strate-
gic partnership” with the two countries on 
Middle East security issues “which I think 
would be very good for all sides”.

He said it was Germany’s firm commit-
ment to atone for Nazi atrocities that had 
allowed relations with Israel to flourish 
since the countries officially established 
diplomatic relations in 1965. AFP

Turkey ups 
sway across 
North Africa

Israel welcomes German efforts to 
expand Iran deal, ambassador says

T
UrkEY is boosting 
its influence across 
North Africa, ana-
lysts say, intervening 

militarily in war-torn libya 
and using “soft power”, trade 
and investment in Tunisia, Al-
geria and Morocco.

While Turkish-made drones 
have won battles in libya, its 
soap operas and other cultur-
al products have won hearts 
and minds in Maghreb coun-
tries, several of which were 
once part of the Ottoman 
Empire.

Muslim conservative Presi-
dent recep Tayyip Erdogan 
has in recent years asserted 
Ankara’s role as a regional 
player, sparring with Greece 
and the EU as well as with 
russia and Gulf nations.

His willingness to confront 
European former colonial 
powers, especially France, 
and present himself as a de-
fender of the Muslim world 
has earned him the respect 
of many in North Africa and 
elsewhere, say observers.

Turkey’s growing influence 
in the Maghreb is the result of 
Erdogan’s “neo-Ottoman and 
pan-Islamic” foreign policy 
strategy, said historian Pierre 
Vermeren of Sorbonne Uni-
versity.

“It really started in 2011 at 
the time of the Arab Spring” 
when popular revolts toppled 
the region’s autocrats and 
Turkey backed Islamic move-
ments such as the Muslim 
brotherhood, he said.

“In 2020 there was a sud-
den acceleration of Turkish 
influence, which is now direct 
with its intervention in libya, 
putting Turkish soldiers and 
mercenaries on the borders of 
Algeria and Tunisia,” Verme-
ren said.

He said Ankara-backed net-
works are promoting Turkey 
“through social media and 
the press”.

Ankara-based political 
analyst Ali bakeer agreed 
that “Turkey is seeking to 
strengthen its relations with 
the countries of the Maghreb 

region as a part of its opening 
up on Africa strategy.

“Turkish-Algerian relations 
are emerging fast. Meanwhile 
mutual interests between Tur-
key and libya are evolving day 
by day. When it comes to Tu-
nisia and Morocco, Turkey is 
trying to focus on the mutual 
economic benefits,” he said.

Turkey’s impact has been 
most dramatic in oil-rich 
libya, which was thrown into 
chaos after a 2011 NATO-

backed uprising toppled and 
led to the killing of long-time 
dictator Muammar Gaddafi.

Ankara’s help with mili-
tary advisers, materiel and 
mercenaries – echoing its 
interventions and defence 
support from Syria to Azer-
baijan – proved decisive this 
year when it rescued the UN-
recognised Government of 
National Accord (GNA).

Turkey helped the Tripoli-
based GNA push back an 

offensive by forces loyal to 
eastern-based strongman 
khalifa Haftar, who is backed 
by Egypt, the UAE and russia.

This also helped Turkey on 
a separate issue, a contest 
with Greece and Cyprus for 
offshore gas deposits, after 
Ankara signed a deal with 
the GNA laying claim to vast 
maritime territories.

Emadeddin badi, an analyst 
at the Global Initiative Net-
work, said that “Turkey is try-

ing . . . to leverage its military 
investment for influence”.

Its military footprint is 
now significant in libya, a 
country seeking a perma-
nent peace following a UN-
brokered ceasefire.

Jalel Harchaoui of the Cling-
endael Institute in The Hague 
said: “Turkey has the largest 
military base on the Tunisian 
border, a naval base, [and] 
camps populated by Syrian 
mercenaries.” AFP

Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (centre) and Tunisian President Kais Saied (right) reviewing an honour guard during a welcoming 
ceremony at the airport in Tunis. AFP

Israel’s ambassador to Germany Jeremy Issacharoff speaks to AFP journalists during an 
interview in Berlin. Israel is open to the idea put forward by Germany of a broader Iranian 
agreement, including in particular Iranian ballistic programmes, after Joe Biden took office, 
assures the Israeli ambassador in Berlin. AFP

‘Universal mask use 
could save 55k lives’
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ASEAN

A FrenchmAn has been ar-
rested on the Indonesian resort 
island of bali for alleged posses-
sion of illegal drugs and guns, 
police said on december 23.

The 30-year-old French 
national, identified by his 
initials r J h b, was arrested 
on december 21 after police 
received a tip-off that he was 
involved in drug trafficking. 

Police said he resisted ar-
rest, and later found nearly 5g 
of crystal methamphetamine 
and three guns – a rifle with 
a stabiliser, a makarov pistol 
and a revolver – at his home.

They also found more than 
two dozen bullets.

bali police chief Putu Jayan 
danu Putra told journalists 
on december 23: “[These 

guns] are very prone to mis-
use, especially because the 
suspect is a drug user. If he 
loses control, the guns could 
be dangerous.”

Police said the suspect has 
lived in bali for years, speaks 
fluent Indonesian and works 
in the property business.

he has now been charged 
with possession of illegal 
drugs and guns, and could 
face up to 20 years in prison 
and an eight billion rupiah 
($564,000) fine if found guilty. 

Indonesia has some of the 
toughest drug laws in the 
world, including the death 
penalty for traffickers. 

reached by AFP, the French 
embassy in Jakarta declined 
to comment. AFP

ThAIlAnd’s ministry of 
commerce has instructed its 
provincial offices country-
wide to check whether shops 
are breaking the law by selling 
overpriced face masks, said 
permanent secretary boon-
yarit Kalayanamit.

The move follows a spike 
in demand for face masks 
following a new outbreak of 
covid-19.

commerce officials on de-
cember 23 visited a total of 
573 pharmacies, shops and 
convenience stores but found 
no violations. masks there 
were being sold for 2.50 baht 
($0.083) apiece, or 50-125 

baht per pack of 50 depend-
ing on brand and quality.

Officials also found no evi-
dence of hoarding. however, 
some shops were running 
short of face mask supplies 
due to the rising demand.

boonyarit said there was no 
need to panic-buy or hoard 
masks, adding that supplies 
in samut sakhon province 
where the latest outbreak 
emerged were still sufficient 
despite a spike in demand.

Thailand has 30 surgical 
face-mask factories capable of 
producing a total of five mil-
lion masks per day. THE NATION 

(THAILAND)/ASIA NEWS NETWORK

Frenchman arrested in 
bali for possession of 
illegal drugs, three guns

Thai officials check for 
overpricing, hoarding of 
masks as demand hikes

singapore confirms first case 
of new covid strain from UK

Vn Pm: cut overlaps in legal documents

s
IngAPOre has detect-
ed one case of a new 
coronavirus strain re-
ported in the UK to be 

potentially more contagious, 
the ministry of health said on 
december 23.

The patient is a 17-year-old 
singaporean girl who had 
studied in the UK.

The ministry said that with 
the b117 strain circulating in the 
UK, the national Public health 
laboratory is performing viral 
genomic sequencing for con-
firmed covid-19 cases who ar-
rived from europe recently.

A total of 31 imported cases 
from europe, who arrived in 
singapore between novem-
ber 17 and december 17, were 
confirmed to have covid-19 

infection this month.
Among them, 12 were not 

infected with the b117 strain, 
and one patient, identified as 
case 58,504, has been found 
to be carrying the strain.

Five samples cannot be se-
quenced due to their low viral 
load, said the ministry, which 
added it is pending confirma-
tion of the results for another 
11 cases who are preliminarily 
positive for the b117 strain.

The last two cases have not 
been tested yet.

The ministry said there is 
currently no evidence that 
the b117 strain is circulating 
in the community.

It said: “All the cases had been 
placed on 14-day stay-home 
notices at dedicated facilities 

or isolated upon arrival in sin-
gapore, and their close contacts 
had been quarantined earlier.”

The 17 year-old singapor-
ean girl who was infected 
with the b117 strain had been 
studying in the UK since Au-
gust this year.

she returned to singapore 
on december 6 and served a 
stay-home notice at a dedi-
cated facility upon arrival.

she developed a fever the 
next day, and was confirmed to 
have covid-19 infection on de-
cember 8, said the ministry.

her case was included in 
the ministry’s case count on 
the same day.

All her close contacts had 
been quarantined and tested 
negative at the end of their 

quarantine period, the minis-
try added.

It said: “As she had been 
isolated upon arrival in sin-
gapore, we were able to ring-
fence this case so that there 
was no further transmission 
arising from her.”

As a precautionary measure 
to reduce the risk of b117 strain’s 
spread to singapore, the multi-
ministry task force combating 
covid-19 announced on de-
cember 22 that from 11:59pm 
on december 23, all long-term 
pass holders and short-term 
visitors with recent travel his-
tory to the UK within the last 
14 days will not be allowed to 
enter or transit through singa-
pore. THE STRAITS TIMES (SINGAPORE)/

ASIA NEWS NETWORK

VIeTnAmese Prime minister 
nguyen Xuan Phuc has urged 
the ministry of Justice to re-
move overlaps and contradic-
tions in legal documents while 
addressing the ministry’s con-
ference on december 23 to 
implement tasks for the 2021-
2025 period.

he noted that legal constitu-
tion was an important basis 
for national construction and 
development. The national le-
gal system has been complet-
ed in all sectors over the past 
five years.

“effective law building and 
enforcement are the utmost 
conditions to promote the 
country’s development. The 
part of the ministry of Justice 
is getting more significant, re-
quiring the sector to continue 
taking the leading role,” Phuc 
said.

emphasising the role of legal 
affair officers, the prime min-
ister said more than 45,000 
staff of the ministry must set 
an example in law enforce-
ment and law-building con-
sultation to push back against 
violations.

he praised the sector for 
completing assigned political 
tasks, contributing to achieve-
ments of the whole country in 
socio-economy, defence-se-

curity and external affairs.
however, the sector must 

review its shortcomings in-
cluding slow issuance of legal 
documents instructing law 
enforcement and violations in 
civil judgment enforcement.

he urged the sector to avoid 
group benefits and corruption 
in law building while improv-
ing public service quality in 
judicial administration, fo-
cusing on areas such as civil 

status, nationality, judicial 
record, state compensation, 
child adoption and creating a 
trustful and convenient legal 
network for people and busi-
nesses.

The ministry was asked to 
complete legal constitutions 
and effectively implement 
regulations in civil and admin-
istrative judgement execution.

Phuc requested the ministry 
to streamline its personnel and 

apply information technology 
in administrative reform and 
step up inspections in state 
management, especially in ar-
eas directly related to people 
and businesses.

According to the ministry’s 
report delivered at the confer-
ence, this year it has consulted 
competent agencies to finalise 
17 laws and reviewed more 
than 32,000 legal documents. 
VIET NAM NEWS/ASIA NEWS NETWORK

All long-term pass holders and short-term visitors with recent travel history to the UK within the last 14 days will not be allowed to enter or 
transit through Singapore. THE STRAITS TIMES

Thailand has 30 surgical face-mask factories capable of producing a 
total of five million masks per day. UNSPLASH

A French national (in orange) identified by his initials R J H B after he 
was arrested for allegedly possessing illegal drugs and guns, during a 
press conference in Denpasar on the Indonesian resort island of Bali. 
The 30-year-old French national was arrested on December 23 after 
police received a tip-off that he was involved in drug trafficking. BALI 
POLICE/AFP

Vietnamese Prime Minister Nguyen Xuan Phuc poses for a group photo with delegates at the conference. 
VIETNAM NEWS AGENCY/VIET NAM NEWS
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Opinion

T
He year 2020 has been dev-
astating on many fronts, but 
one of the starkest impacts 
of the covid-19 pandemic 

has been on the livelihoods of cam-
bodian cyclo drivers, who have strug-
gled to sustain their livelihoods over 
the past year. 

dating back to French Indochina, 
the three-wheeled bicycle taxi has 
been a mode of transportation in the 
Kingdom for the past 80 years. Once 
a utilitarian mode of transport, it was 
a means of getting around Phnom 
Penh, whereby the driver pedals 
behind the passenger who is com-
fortably seated in front in a slow-
slung seat between two wheels. In 
the 70s, the cyclo was memorialised 
in the rock and roll pop culture by 
free-spirited rock singer Yuos Olarang 
in his song Jiscyclo (riding cyclo). 

Over the last two decades, however, 
the iconic cyclo has been on the verge 
of extinction, faced with the emer-
gence of faster modes of transport like 
motorbikes and tuk-tuks, and the 
decline in ridership. These faster mov-
ing options coupled with the conven-
ience of ride-sharing apps have large-
ly shuttered the cyclo industry. 

In 1999, there were more than 1,500 
cyclos in Phnom Penh, according to 
the cyclo conservation and careers 
Association (cccA). The number has 
drastically dropped, with approxi-
mately 300 cyclos remaining active. 
Left to the status quo, the number of 
cyclo drivers and cyclos are expected 
to further decline due to the effects of 
the pandemic.

Within the Kingdom, two organisa-
tions are at the forefront of supporting 
the struggling cyclo industry. Founded 
in 2009, the cccA seeks to support 
cyclo drivers by providing access to 
basic healthcare, education and hous-
ing at no cost. Today, the association 
supports 280 cyclo drivers between 
the ages of 32 and 82 in Phnom Penh. 

Similarly, Prime minister Hun Sen 
launched the cycle Foundation in 
2018, providing cyclo drivers who 
register with the Foundation access 
to free medical treatment at public 
hospitals and a subsidy of $52.50 to 
cover rental fees and meals each 
month. Serving as the charity’s hon-
ourable chairman, the prime minis-
ter has committed to donating 120 
million riel (about $30,000) annually.

cambodia’s cyclo industry has 
arrived at an inflection point. despite 
efforts to improve the livelihoods of its 
drivers through both organisations, 
the pandemic has exacerbated the 
challenges facing the cyclo industry. 
With the sharp decline in tourism, 
cyclo drivers earn roughly 10,000 to 
20,000 riel per day. For perspective in 

pre-covid times, tourism contributed 
to 70 per cent of cambodian cyclo 
drivers’ incomes. Today, cyclo drivers 
are among the poorest of the urban 
poor in the capital. With dwindling 
tourist numbers, their socio-econom-
ic status is likely to fall further. 

A Millennial Approach
Hao Tang, a 20-year-old millennial 

from Phnom Penh, has kick-started a 
social media fundraising campaign 
which has thus far has raised close to 19 
million riel from more than 350 individ-
uals in support of the cccA. Through 
technology, he has been able to raise 
awareness while raising funds towards 
supporting the cyclo drivers’ livelihoods.

With the majority of cambodians 
using ride-hailing apps such as Pass-
App and Grab, he has recommended 
that these apps also include the 
option of hailing a cyclo instead. 
“Grabcyclo” has been coined to 
encourage Singapore-based technol-
ogy company Grab to incorporate the 
transport service. Such an innovative 
modern solution could help connect 
cyclo drivers and riders on demand.

Through social media platforms 
such as Facebook, Instagram and Tik-
Tok, these young millennials and influ-
encers have taken a renewed interest 
in the preservation of the cyclo and the 
improvement in the drivers’ livelihood. 
most of the donors supporting the 
social media fundraising campaign are 
younger millennials, using their tech-
savvy skills and passions to bring about 
change in their community. In addi-
tion to their charitable donations, 

these millennials have self-organised 
cyclo tours taking the seat once filled 
by a tourist. For cambodia, the digital 
innovations and ideas brought by 
these millennials could change the 
landscape in saving the cyclo industry.

 
Policy Intervention 

even as the economy begins to 
recover and tourists return to the 
Kingdom, the government will need 
to address the underlying issues fac-
ing the cyclo industry and its drivers. 
despite valiant efforts by both the 
cccA and the cyclo Foundation, the 
pandemic has further highlighted the 
vulnerabilities faced by the industry, 
and the need for a robust response by 
the public, private and non-govern-
ment sectors in concerted efforts to 
save the cyclo from extinction. 

The cyclo isn’t only part of cambo-
dia’s transport industry but is also part 
of the country’s cultural heritage. As 
part of the Kingdom’s modern history, 
the cyclo should actively be safe-
guarded by the ministries of culture 
and Fine Arts and Tourism. The two 
ministries should develop a strategy 
to better preserve the cyclo for future 
generations, and ensure it is also part 
of the tourist experience visiting 
Phnom Penh. In key tourist zones, 
near the royal Palace, National muse-
um and Wat Phnom, cyclo drivers 
could be given priority and access to 
tourists through the creation of an all-
access tourist pass with the cyclo 
being the main mode of transport to 
each of the destinations, and a “cyclo 
station” that would provide drivers 

with exclusive waiting or pick-up 
locations. It would elevate the cyclo as 
a vital part of the experience of visit-
ing Phnom Penh. 

Although cyclo drivers have access to 
basic healthcare and financial subsi-
dies, they continue to earn less than 
other professions and industries. If the 
cyclo industry is to survive the next 
decade, the profession will have to be 
competitive and compelling for a 
younger generation to enter its ranks. 
Greater cooperation and collaboration 
between the public, private and non-
governmental sector can likely turn the 
industry around for the better. 

Once enjoyed by my grandparents, 
parents, and myself, my children and 
grandchildren may never get to expe-
rience the three-wheeled bicycle taxi 
that has been a defining experience 
throughout each generation. This 
unifying experience is something 
special that cannot be replaced by an 
automobile, motorbike or tuk-tuk. 
The cyclo takes riders through the 
quick-shifting landscape of cambo-
dia’s rich history and heritage. They 
act as memory keepers of the flux we 
find ourselves in, and their presence 
is a conduit that connects the past to 
the present

We must ask ourselves: are we ready 
to let the cyclo disappear? Or, shall we 
collectively fight for its preservation? 
If our answer to the latter question is 
yes, we must act immediately. 

The cyclo is not only part of Cambodia’s transport industry but is also part of the country’s cultural heritage. As part of the Kingdom’s 
modern history, the cyclo should actively be safeguarded by the ministries of Culture and Fine Arts and Tourism. supplied

The writer is a Research Fellow with the Center 
for Inclusive Digital Economy (CIDE) at the Asian 
Vision Institute and a Schwarzman Scholar at 
Tsinghua University

Saving the cyclo from extinction
Opinion
Darren Touch
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eatery 430: Affordable fare with a saucy flair
Roth Sochieata
 

L
OcATed at the borey Peng 
Huoth residential area along 
National road 1, eatery 430 
is a place where the com-

mon man congregates for a taste of 
local fare and to unwind with a little 
chatter.

At lunchtime, regular patrons who 
are mainly office workers queue 
for their take away from the typi-
cal shophouse eatery while others 
hurry to finish their food. Amidst 
all this, the chef and waiters are in 
full swing, taking orders and serving 
customers.

Some 20 tables are placed inside 
and around the corner eatery’s side-
walk while customers queue to view 
and select the different meats and 
seafood on display.

A large banner advertises the rea-
sonable prices of the food served at 
the restaurant – most of which only 
cost about 5,000 riel ($1.25) a por-
tion.

Opened in August with little deco-
rations, the eatery offers a homely 
feeling with a relaxing atmosphere. 
Its open air design allows diners to 
see people passing by. The evening 
breeze is welcoming as well.

Nou chantha, 29, the eatery’s 
owner, tells The Post: “Though I just 
opened about five months ago, my 
business has really grown. Lunch-
time is our busiest hour and we have 
as many as 200 customers then. In a 
day, we usually serve about 300 cus-
tomers on average.

“most of them are staff and work-
ers in borey Peng Huoth. We are lo-
cated across from an international 
school and students and their par-
ents have also become our custom-
ers while waiting for their children 
to finish classes. 

“We offer different dishes at all 
three meals.”

breakfast, which starts at 6am 
and ends at 1pm usually consists of 
popular dishes such as steamed rice 
with grilled pork, porridge, or kuy 
teav – rice noodles in a soup base 
made of pork stock and topped with 
pork and meatballs.

The prices for these items range 
from 6,000-7,000 riel per dish.

The lunch menu offers more than 
20 dishes, all of which are typical 
Khmer fares such as sour soup, stir-
fried vegetables, meats, grilled fish, 
and spicy salads.

These dishes cost just 3,000 riel a 

portion. Steamed rice which is op-
tional, will cost another 1,000 riel.

chantha assures anyone with a 
big appetite that they can have their 
stomachs filled for just 4,000 riel.

From 1pm to 10pm crowds flock 
to eatery 430 to dig into what are 
mostly all-time favourite side dishes 
and snacks.

chantha says: “Our side dishes 
which cost about 5,000 riel a portion 
come in a range of items such as 
snails, crab, an assortment of other 
seafood, fried chicken wings, meat-
balls, pork offal, grilled duck, quail 
eggs, balut and much more.”

The most popular dishes are 
boiled meatball with tofu sauce and 
grilled balut. In its typical form, bal-
ut is a fertilised developing egg em-
bryo that is boiled and eaten from 
the eggshell. 

but eatery 430 prepares it differ-
ently. 

“Grilled balut is one of our signa-

ture dishes. Preparing it involves 
boiling the balut first before it is 
grilled to perfection.

“during the grilling process, we 
baste it with some garlic pickle 
sauce, oil, peanuts and tamarind 
sauce to bring out its unique taste. 
best of all, it only costs 2,000 riel.

The dish is so popular that chan-
tha sells as many as 500 grilled balut 
daily. 

While the large variety of items 
on offer is one thing, it’s the eatery’s 
sauces that bring out the wide vari-
ety of dishes full flavour.

“besides our affordable prices and 
range of food items, people flock 
to eat here because of the different 
sauces that we have. 

“Our food can be matched with 
their’ preferred sauces which is an-
other advantage,” chantha says.

The eatery stocks six different 
sauces: green chilli, Koh Kong spicy 
red, shrimp paste chilli, tofu, meat-

ball and garlic pickle.
customers can pick their pre-

ferred sauce to go with any  dish on 
the menu.

chantha says he plans to add more 
dishes to the menu and recom-
mends that customers try the grilled 
beef with fermented fish sauce as it’s 
another unique offering.

As for drinks to wash down all 
that delicious food, the eatery offers 
everything from fruit juices to soft 
drinks, beer and even wine.

chantha says many people have  
noticed that his eatery is unique 
not only for its great tastes and af-
fordable prices but also the range of 
sauces to mix and match with the 
different food items on offer.

“We also accept bookings for spe-
cial events, but delivery is confined 
to within borey Peng Huoth and its 
vicinity for the moment.

“I rarely deliver outside borey Peng 
Huoth. This is because, as it is, I am 

selling food at very low prices, so it 
doesn’t make sense if my staff have to 
travel long distances to deliver too.

“So I only accept deliveries for 
long-standing customers who have 
since become my good friends,” 
chantha says.

chantha says he opted not to ren-
ovate the eatery since construction 
is going on eatery 430.

“So, even if I wished to redesign or 
redecorate to make my eatery more 
comfortable, it is not the right time to 
do so as it might end up not blending 
with the surroundings,” he says.

However, chantha says he wants 
to improve the lighting and a few 
other things to make his eatery more 
attractive to those who wish to book 
the venue for parties. “I hope to do 
this once the surrounding construc-
tion is completed,” he says.

eatery 430 is at 430, Street claster, bo-
rey Peng Huoth boeng Snor, National 
road 1, Phnom Penh, cambodia.

Eatery 430 is a corner food joint located in the Borey Peng Huoth residential area which offers affordable local delicacies. Yousos ApdoulrAshim

An eatery staff prepares grilled balut, which is only 2,000 riels ($0.50) a pop. Yousos ApdoulrAshim
Customers can choose from six different sauces to go with snails, crab, seafood, fried chicken wings, meat-
balls, pork offal, grilled duck, quail eggs, or baluts at Eatery 430. Yousos ApdoulrAshim
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Gabon virus hunters search for ‘next covid’
T

He scene looks like 
something out of a 
science fiction mov-
ie, or maybe some 

dystopian TV series.
Six men in yellow biohazard 

suits clamber in suffocating 
heat towards a cave in the 
heart of the Gabonese jungle.

Their quest – to unlock new 
knowledge on how pathogens 
like coronavirus leap the spe-
cies barrier to humans.

In the cave is their goal – a 
colony of bats.

“Our job is to look for patho-
gens which could endanger 
humans and understand how 
transmission happens be-
tween species,” explained Gael 
maganga, a professor at the 
University of Franceville.

bats can be hosts to viruses 
that do not harm them but 
can be dangerous to humans, 
often crossing via other ani-
mals.

covid-19 is just the latest 
microbe believed to have 
taken the zoonotic path from 
animals to humans.

It notably follows three other 
respiratory viruses, merS in 
2012, SArS in 2003 and H5N1 
flu in 1997; the haemorrhagic 
virus ebola in 1976; and AIdS, 
which is believed to have 
crossed over from chimps 
about a century ago, possibly 
through hunters who handled 

infected meat.

Bat cave
Getting to the cave is hard 

work. The team have to almost 
wade through thick soil, pieces 
of bark and russet-coloured 
leaves that exhale the musky 
perfume of the forest.

The environment here – hot 
and humid and filled with 
natural hazards – is tough for 
humans, but perfect for vi-
ruses.

bit by bit, the scent of damp 
earth yields to the smell of 
bat droppings, which eventu-
ally becomes suffocating in 
the sticky air. bees and silvery 
butterflies dance around the 
heads of the virus hunters, 
their faces dripping in sweat 
beneath their goggles.

Above them, the tree tops 
seem to lose themselves in 
the sky, and gnarly creepers 
hang down, as if suspended 
from the heavens.

The mouth of the cave sud-
denly rears up ahead, and 
a stream of bats flies out. A 
thick white bedding of bat 
droppings spreads across the 
ground and the rocks.

maganga calls on the team 
to stretch a net across the 
cave’s dark maw and the bats, 
suddenly sensing the alien 
presence of humans, start to 
hunker down inside.

but one of the scientists 
moves forward, shining his 
torch inside. bats fly out and 
get caught in the net.

Now the real scientific stuff 

can begin. The team take out 
sterile swabs and take sam-
ples from the bats’ mouths 
and rectums.

These are then carefully 
stored for transport back to 
the lab, where they will be 
analysed for any emerging 
pathogen.

Species contact
To any who would blame 

the bats for the catastrophe 
of coronavirus, the scientists 
are bluntly dismissive.

Human encroachment on 
their habitat, they say, has 
brought the two mammal 
species into closer, riskier 
proximity.

“Human behaviour is often 
the cause of an emerging virus,” 
said maganga. 

“Today, with population 
pressure, intensified farming 
or hunting, contact between 
humans and animals is more 
and more frequent.”

maganga is also co-director 
of the emerging Viral diseases 
Unit at Franceville’s Interdis-
ciplinary centre for medical 
research (cIrmF).

It hosts one of Africa’s two 
P4 laboratories – ultra-high-
risk labs that operate at top 
levels of security.

A report issued in October 
by the UN’s biodiversity panel 
IPbeS said there were up to 
850,000 viruses that exist in an-
imals and may infect humans.

Seventy per cent of emerging 
diseases circulate in animals 
before jumping to humans, 
and each year around five new 
diseases break out among hu-
mans, it said.

Pauline Grentzinger, a vet 
at the Lekedi Nature Park, 
a biodiversity haven near 
Franceville, warned against 
the conventional thinking 
“that it’s humans on one side 
and animals on the other.”

“In health terms, what hap-
pens with one [species] has a 
repercussion on the other. To 
protect natural fauna is to pro-
tect humans,” she said.

Hunters not deterred
In Gabon, every outbreak 

of ebola has occurred in the 
Zadie caves area, which lies 
close to the border with the 

republic of congo.
cIrmF researchers have 

found samples of ebola virus 
among bats, confirming that 
the flying mammals were the 
host.

maganga has also uncov-
ered a number of coronavi-
rus strains circulating among 
bats, including some that are 
close to the covid-19 strain 
that infects humans.

despite the obvious risk, 
hunters still come into the 
area to hunt for animals – 
antelopes, gazelles, monkeys 
and bats.

In April, Gabon imposed a 
ban on the sale of bats and 
pangolins, another species 
deemed to be a potential vec-
tor of coronavirus.

but villagers living near 
the caves say they have yet 
to see a case of covid – and 
for many, poverty seems to 
trump any danger.

“In one night, I can earn a 
month’s money,” said Aristide 
roux, a 43-year-old hunter, 
showing the body of a gazelle 
on a tree stump by the side of 
the road. AFP

bolivia boosts tourism with extra holidays for civil servants
bOLIVIA has come up with a novel 
way to reactivate its tourism sector 
decimated by the coronavirus pan-
demic – it’s giving extra holidays to 
its public sector employees.

more than 500,000 people work in 
the public sector in the South Ameri-
can country of just 11 million people.

depending on the number of years 
of service, public employees receive 
between two and four weeks of 
annual leave.

but under the programme 
launched at the end of last month, 
they will be able to boost their time 
off by 20-30 per cent as long as they 
go on holiday within the country.

The coronavirus has cost bolivia’s 
tourism sector one billion dollars 
according to one estimate.

Productive development minister 
Nestor Huanca said: “We obviously 

need to reactivate it, but for this we 
need the state’s help and this is the 
way we’re starting.”

The programme will run until the 
end of next year.

bolivia has numerous popular 
tourist destinations such as the 
Uyuni Salt Flats, Lake Titicaca, the 
pre-Incan ruins of the Tiwanaku cer-
emonial site and nature reserves 
such as Toro Toro.

La Paz, the unofficial administra-
tive capital of the country, is also 
popular due to its Witches market 
and the ominous death road that 
attracts adrenaline junkies.

Last year, the country received 
1.47 million foreign tourists that 
spent an average $936, according to 
the national statistics institute.

but bolivia shut its borders in march 
as the coronavirus started to spread. 

The virus has infected almost 
150,000 people and killed more than 
9,000.

The tourism sector, which 
accounts for four-to-five per cent of 
bolivia’s gross domestic product 
(GdP), has shed an estimated 
100,000 direct employees and anoth-
er 500,000 indirectly.

While the sector depends on for-
eigners, the statistics institute said 
that almost half of the population 
embarked on at least one holiday in 
2018.

Not everyone is convinced this 
measure will work, though.

“I don’t know if there will be the 
acceptance or internal tourist influx 
from these public sector employees 
as is hoped,” said Helga cisneros, 
president of the chamber of Hos-
telry in La Paz. AFP

Scientists scour caves populated by bats, animals suspected of being at the origin of many epidemics     
transmitted to humans – the SARS in 2003, MERS in 2012, Ebola and now the Covid-19 coronavirus. AFP

Thierry Tsoumbou carries a monkey into a cage after it was caught at a private residence in Franceville on November 25. AFP

The tourism sector, which accounts for four-to-five per cent of Bolivia’s GDP, has shed an 
estimated 100,000 direct employees and another 500,000 indirectly. AFP
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Thinking caps

ACROSS
  1 Kind of lettuce
  5 Respectful form of address
 10 Single dance move?
 13 Exotic berry 
 14 Ancient city NW of Carthage
 15 Egg on
 16 Uses the ocean for a garbage can
 19 Monopolize
 20 Used a scope
 21 Repetitive learning styles
 22 Tendency to sin
 24 Obscure
 25 “Planet of the ___”
 26 Gummy
 28 “The Sound of Music” backdrop
 30 Great destruction
 31 Supporting vote
 34 Fall deeply in love
 38 Photo ___ (media events)
 39 Bed sheet material
 40 Says “When?”
 41 Symbol of strength
 42 “Check this out!”
 44 Certain Balkan
 46 Sara Teasdale, e.g.

 49 Accused’s need
 50 In pieces
 52 Frat letter
 53 Something that can’t be undone
 56 Affirm
 57 Old Western choker
 58 Work the land
 59 “Absolutely!”
 60 Pet tag datum
 61 Sort
DOWN
  1 Scrub in the tub
  2 Athena’s blood
  3 Certain charts
  4 Brief life story
  5 The Doors’ “When the ___ Over”
  6 Mote
  7 Deliberate loss, to a boxer
  8 Breezed through, as a test
  9 Fold, spindle or mutilate
 10 Cousin of a raccoon
 11 Sheik’s women
 12 Tosses in
 15 “Oh boy!”
 17 Decline
 18 Like some births

 23 Nave neighbor
 24 Crude, unpleasant person
 26 Chairman’s need
 27 Bakery appliance
 28 “It’s ___!” (thumbs-up reply)
 29 Chop off, as branches
 30 Improve, as a skill
 31 24 hours ago
 32 Animal that bugles
 33 Beast of burden
 35 Star in Aquila
 36 Nutritional regimen
 37 “___ of Eden”
 41 ___ as a judge
 42 Baggage handler
 43 Brother of Cain and Abel
 44 Piece of Latin percussion
 45 Marriage and others
 46 Break down, in a way
 47 Astute
 48 Amiens is its capital
 49 Not home
 50 Acknowledge
 51 Hacienda drudge
 54 Lennon’s wife
 55 Little lizard

“OUT FROM UNDER” 

Thursday’s solution

Thursday’s solution

Lifestyle

elephant Santas spread 
pandemic awareness 
among Thai children

c
hristmas and Thai-
land’s love of elephants 
combined on decem-
ber 23 when four of 

the giant creatures dressed as 
Santa turned up at a school just 
outside bangkok, complete with 
huge coronavirus masks.

excited children from Jirasat 
Wittaya School in Ayutthaya, 
an hour’s drive from the capi-
tal, sang christmas carols and 
lined up to have their photos 
taken with the animals, which 
is in an annual tradition.

The elephants, Sri mong-
kon, 14, Sri raya, 6, Peter, 15, 
and King Kaew, 18, used their 
trunks to carry baskets of face 
masks to the youngsters and 
motorists outside the school.

english and science teacher 
brett baxter said the event 
brought a special kind of 
christmas spirit coupled with 
a culture of Thailand.

“It’s fantastic for the children. 
It mixes two cultures together. 
It’s not just about Santa claus... 
the culture of Thailand is based 
around elephants,” he said.

Ayutthaya, a historic city dat-
ing from the period of Siam, is 

considered the birthplace of 
the Thailand’s catholic com-
munity.

european catholic mis-
sionaries built a church on 
the banks of the chao Phraya 
river three centuries ago.

Ittipan Paolamai, the man-
ager of Ayutthaya’s elephant 
palace, where the animals are 
cared for, said the school visit 
had been held for the last 17 
years.

“This year due to the pan-
demic as well as the recent 
outbreak, we used this op-
portunity to raise public 
awareness about the spread 
of covid-19,” he said

Thailand is a country locat-
ed in Souheast Asia of 70 mil-
lion people. It has registered 
more than 5,700 coronavirus 
infections and in the past 
week there has been a spike of 
more than 1,000 cases linked 
to an outbreak at a Thai sea-
food market.

but not everyone feels the 
christmas school visit by the el-
ephants is a healthy tradition.

Jan Schmidt-burbach, a wild-
life veterinarian and adviser for 

World Animal Protection, said 
bringing elephants to a school 
“for these kinds of public stunts 
is quite questionable and not 
acceptable”.

“children will perceive el-
ephants as entertainers and 
clowns rather than the wild 
animals they biologically are,” 
he said.

The experience can be 
stressful for the animals, he 
added, and there was always 
the potential for accidents.

“The elephant handler has 
to make sure he can control 
the elephant . . . elephants can 
get out of control and hurt and 
sometimes even kill people.”

but manager Ittipan said 
that the creatures were well 
trained and looked after.

“I don’t see this as exploita-
tion or torture. We have had 
elephants in our province for 
tourism and social aware-
ness for a really long time. So 
it’s really not a big deal doing 
activities with them like this 
morning,” Ittipan said.

“elephants have always 
been integral to the Thai way 
of life.” AFP

Students takes a face mask from a basket held by an elephant from the Ayutthaya Elephant Palace, dressed 
in a Santa Claus costume and wearing a face mask, outside the Jirasat Wittaya School. AFP

Elephants dressed in Santa Claus costumes and wearing face masks pose for photos ahead of event to hand 
out face masks to students in the central Thai province of Ayutthaya on December 23. AFP
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manchester rivals set for duel, 
League cup final place at stake
m

a n c h e s t e r 
United will face 
bitter rivals man-
chester city in 

the League cup semi-finals 
after a dramatic 2-0 win at 
everton, while tottenham 
joined them in the last four 
with victory against stoke on 
december 23.

United dominated for long 
periods of their quarter-final 
at Goodison Park, but it they  
had to wait until the 88th 
minute when edinson cavani 
broke the deadlock.

the former Paris saint-
Germain striker’s fourth goal 
for United since joining on a 
free transfer in October came 
at the same venue where he 
opened his account for the 
club last month.

anthony martial bagged 
United’s second goal in stop-
page time.

“the spirit in the camp is 
good and this will give us a 
boost going into the christmas 
period,” said United manager 
Ole Gunnar solskjaer.

after a rocky period that 
raised questions about solsk-
jaer’s future following their exit 
from the champions League, 
United have recovered their 
equilibrium.

they are third in the Premier 
League and have won their 
last three matches in all com-
petitions. United last lifted 
silverware when they won the 
europa League in 2017.

solskjaer, who won nine ma-
jor trophies as a player with 
United, took charge at Old 
trafford in 2018 and saw his 
side lose in three semi-finals 
last term.

he now has a chance to go 
one better this season after 
United were drawn to face 
holders city in the last four.

United were beaten by city at 

the same stage of the competi-
tion last season and solskjaer 
said: “We are in the semi-finals, 
so we are one step away.

“It is the worst game to lose, 
a semi-final. We are going to 
do everything we can to get to 
that game in a good state.”

tottenham and second-
tier brentford will meet in 
the other semi-final, with the 
matches to be played over one 
leg in the week commencing 
January 4.

harry maguire and bruno 
Fernandes were the only 
United players to retain their 
places after the 6-2 rout of 
Leeds at the weekend, with 
Paul Pogba returning to the 
starting line-up.

With just two minutes left be-
fore a penalty shoot-out, mar-
tial slipped a pass to cavani, 
who drove a superb strike past 
everton goalkeeper robin Ol-
sen from the edge of the area.

martial then slotted home 
with virtually the last kick.

cavani’s goal came after he 
had flicked a hand in Yerry mi-
na’s face earlier in the match, 
but there was no Var available 
to potentially punish him.

everton manager carlo an-
celotti said: “the rules were 
that Var was not in this game, if 
the referee decided that cavani 
didn’t do anything wrong we 
have to accept it. Full stop.”

Alli blasted
Jose mourinho accused tot-

tenham midfielder dele alli 
of creating “problems” for his 
own team during their 3-1 win 
against stoke.

Wales forward Gareth bale 
made the most of a rare start 
to put mourinho’s team ahead 
at the bet365 stadium.

but alli was at fault when 
his flamboyant flick was inter-
cepted in the build-up to Jordan 

thompson’s equaliser for stoke.
wwben davies put totten-

ham back in front with his 
first goal since 2017 before 
england captain harry Kane 
sealed spurs’ place in the 
semi-finals.

but it was alli’s public dress-
ing-down that took the spot-
light, with the england interna-
tional’s wretched season hitting 
a new low in his first start since 
november 26.

“Yes, for me a player that plays 
in that position is a player that 
has to link and create and not 
to create problems for his own 
team,” said mourinho, who has 
exiled alli for long periods this 
season amid talk of a move to 
Paris saint-Germain. 

“In that situation, an ob-
jective counter-attack would 
probably end with a goal, and 
it ended with a counter-attack 
behind our defenders. so yes, I 
am upset.” AFP

real madrid ease past Granada, level 
on points with atletico at La Liga top
reaL madrid moved level on 
points with atletico madrid at 
the top of La Liga on december 
23 as casemiro’s header and 

Karim benzema’s eighth league 
goal of the season secured a 2-0 
win against Granada.

Granada posed problems to 

Zinedine Zidane’s team on 
several occasions but their 
lack of finishing cost them 
dear.

after a goalless first half, real 
began to press their advantage 
and the introduction of marco 
asensio for the injured rodrygo 
upped the tempo for the home 
side.

real came close when toni 
Kroos’ shot rebounded off the 
post and goalkeeper rui silva 
before benzema fired over.

Less than a minute later real 
were ahead as casemiro power-
fully headed in asensio’s cross 
on 57 minutes.

three minutes into injury 
time, benzema dribbled across 
the area before firing home a 
low shot to wrap up the points.

“that makes it six wins in a 

row, but we had to work for 
them,” Zidane said. 

“When things are compli-
cated, I’ll take the criticism but 
when it’s like tonight, you have 
to enjoy it.”

the Frenchman explained 
that although eden hazard, 
who has been sidelined since 
the end of november with a 
thigh injury, was among the 
substitutes, he had not wanted 
to risk the belgian.

“Little by little he’ll work his 
way back into the team,” 
Zidane said.

real, who visit elche on 
december 30 for their final 
match of 2020, will be anxious-
ly awaiting the results of tests 
on rodrygo, who was stretch-
ered off the pitch after clutch-
ing his hamstring. AFP

Lyon end 2020 at top of 
Ligue 1 as Lille, PsG stay 
within a point after wins
LYOn cruised past nantes 3-0 
on december 23 to take top 
spot in Ligue 1 heading into the 
winter break from Lille, despite 
burak Yilmaz’s late strike earn-
ing the previous leaders victory 
at montpellier.

rudi Garcia’s Lyon lead Lille 
on goal difference, by just one 
goal, with reigning champions 
Paris saint-Germain one point 
further adrift after thrashing 
strasbourg 4-0 at the Parc des 
Princes.

It is the first time Lyon have 
been top at christmas since the 
2008/09 season, when their run 
of seven straight titles was ulti-
mately ended by bordeaux.

“this rewards a fairly excep-
tional 2020 even with the league 
cut short in the spring,” said 
Garcia, whose side missed out 
on european qualification after 
last season’s Ligue 1 campaign 
was ended early due to the 
coronavirus pandemic.

“We also played a League 
cup final, a French cup semi-
final and a champions League 
semi-final. now we need to 
come back healthy after the 
holidays.

“With this pandemic, the 
players had better be careful.”

Lyon usurped Lille at the 
summit after a ruthless first-
half display against manager-
less nantes.

Karl toko ekambi put the 
hosts on their way in the fourth 
minute at Groupama stadium 
and in-form Zimbabwe striker 
tino Kadewere netted his sev-
enth goal of the season seven 
minutes before the interval.

there was still time for former 
ac milan midfielder Lucas 
Paqueta to put the result 
beyond any doubt on the stroke 
of half-time with the goal that 
put Lyon above Lille.

In the capital, PsG coach 
thomas tuchel made five 
changes from the side which 
drew 0-0 with Lille at the week-
end, with Kylian mbappe fit to 
start after recovering from a 
muscle injury.

PsG dominated the early 
stages, with mbappe having a 
penalty appeal waved away, 
before teenage defender timo-
thee Pembele pounced in the 
18th minute to score his first 
Ligue 1 goal after angel di 

maria’s shot was saved.
the home side failed to turn 

their possession into a two-
goal lead before half-time, 
though, as rafinha had an 
effort well saved by strasbourg 
goalkeeper eiji Kawashima.

mbappe wasted a golden 
chance to double the advan-
tage just after the hour mark, 
but blazed over the crossbar.

the World cup winner did 
get his 14th goal of the cam-
paign in the 80th minute, 
though, scoring from di maria’s 
assist to finally secure the three 
points.

Paris added two more late on, 
with Idrissa Gueye scoring in 
the 89th minute and moise 
Kean, on as a substitute for 
mbappe, netting in injury 
time.

“We never lost our concen-
tration and discipline and we 
had a very solid performance,” 
said tuchel.

Yilmaz keeps Lille in top two
Lille had looked set to drop 

to third before Yilmaz rescued 
two points.

timothy Weah, the son of 
former ballon d’Or winner 
George Weah, gave Lille a first-
half lead with his third goal in 
five games, but montpellier 
levelled through Gaetan 
Laborde in the 57th minute.

Jonathan Ikone’s penalty put 
the visitors back in front, but 
montpellier hit back again as 
andy delort struck 20 minutes 
from time.

Lille refused to be beaten, 
though, and turkish interna-
tional Yilmaz came off the 
bench to grab an 86th-minute 
winner.

the 35-year-old striker has 
now scored seven league goals 
since signing from besiktas in 
the close season and is proving 
crucial to Lille’s challenge.

Fifth-placed marseille fell 
eight points off the pace, albe-
it with two games in hand, as 
their winless streak extended 
to three matches with a 2-1 
defeat at angers.

earlier, rennes moved into 
fourth place by extending their 
winning streak to four matches, 
as clement Grenier scored the 
only goal in a 1-0 success over 
metz. AFP

Lyon forward Maxwel Cornet (centre) vies with Nantes forward Marcud 
Coco for a header during their French Ligue 1 match at the Groupama 
stadium in Decines-Charpieu near Lyon on Wednesday. AFP

Granada midfielder Yangel Herrera (left) vies with Real Madrid 
midfielder Casemiro in their La Liga match on Wednesday. AFP

Manchester United defender Eric Bailly (right) tackles Everton striker Dominic Calvert-Lewin (centre) in 
their English League Cup quarter final match at Goodison Park in Liverpool on Wednesday. POOL/AFP
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