
Mom Kunthear

T
HE Royal Cambodian 
Armed Forces (RCAF) 
has told military per-
sonnel to strictly fol-

low health measures even af-
ter vaccination after an officer 
tested positive for Covid-19 de-
spite having received two doses 
of the Sinopharm vaccine.   

RCAF commander-in-chief 
General Vong Pisen said the 
novel coronavirus continues 
to spread in Phnom Penh and 
the provinces and had recent-
ly been transmitted to some 
RCAF units as well, although 
the Ministry of National De-
fence has vaccinated almost 
all members of the armed 
forces across the country.

“To prevent, protect and stop 
the Covid-19 pandemic in our 
military ranks, we must con-
tinue to strictly implement the 
government’s three protections 
and three don’ts,” he said. 

In an audio message ad-
dressing military personnel, 
RCAF deputy commander-in-
chief Lieutenant General Hun 
Manet confirmed that a train-

ee from the National Defence 
University had contracted the 
virus despite having receiving 
a second shot of the vaccine.

“Please warn all trainees as 
well as all units in the field to 
increase their vigilance in the 
prevention of Covid-19 be-
cause we are going through a
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‘Allied action required for digital shift’
May Kunmakara

CAMBODIA continues to face 
a multitude of challenges as 
digital payments and solutions 
graduate from a niche business 
to a key segment in the King-
dom’s development strategy, 
according to National Bank of 
Cambodia (NBC) assistant gov-
ernor Chea Serey on March 17.

Serey stressed that collabor-
ative action among develop-

ment partners, industrial play-
ers and relevant stakeholders 
will be required to “move up 
into the digital world”.

She was speaking at a virtual 
meeting entitled Harnessing 
Technology for Post-Pandemic 
Recovery and Resilience on 
the sidelines of Metro Manila-
based Asian Development 
Bank’s Southeast Asia Devel-
opment Symposium 2021.

She said the central bank 

is preparing a strategy to 
streamline the digital on-
boarding of new customers 
through platforms that are 
compliant with Know-Your-
Customer (KYC) regulations.

KYC rules ensure that fi-
nancial service professionals 
authenticate and assess the 
identity, suitability and risks in-
volved with maintaining a busi-
ness relationship with a client.

Serey added: “Last year, NBC 

met with industry players and 
we agreed that we need to sim-
plify our KYC process, but we 
need to go a step further so that 
people don’t find it too cumber-
some to access our services.

“But at the same time, the 
bank has been working with 
other relevant authorities to 
speed up the [development 
and deployment of] digital
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Oz sees first 
population 
drop since 
World War I

Follow health rules even 
after Covid shots: RCAF

AUSTRALIA’S population 
has declined for the first 
time in more than a century 
as pandemic-induced bor-
der closures stemmed the 
flow of overseas migrants, 
according to figures released 
on March 17.

The Australian Bureau of 
Statistics said the population 
grew by less than one per 
cent in the year to September 
2020, and actually declined 
in the last recorded quarter.

“The last time we saw 
population decline was the 
year to December 1916, 
during World War I,” said 
the bureau’s demography 
director, Phil Browning.

For centuries, Australia’s 
economic growth has been 
built on mining and agricul-
ture and fuelled by several 
waves of mass migration from 
Europe, Asia and beyond.

But the country, the world’s 
largest island with only 25.7 
million people, effectively 
sealed itself off from the rest 
of the world at the start of 
the Covid-19 pandemic.

The measures – coupled 
with aggressive coronavirus 
testing, tracing and snap 
lockdowns – have limited 
Covid-19 infections and 
allowed the economy to open 
up with limited restrictions.

“Decreases to overseas 
migration have been 
observed over the last two 
quarters,” Browning said.

“For this most recent 
quarter, the decrease was 
not outweighed by natural 
increase causing a small 
decline in population.”

Net overseas migration 
stood at 85,100 in the year 
to September, far fewer than 
the number of tourists who 
typically arrive to Australia 
each week.

Australia’s economy 
shrunk 1.1 per cent in 2020, 
but looks set to grow strong-
ly in the first half of 2021.

On March 17, the Bureau of 
Statistics reported the unem-
ployment rate fell to 5.8 per cent 
in February, pointing to a 
better-than-expected recovery.

The number of people 
employed was now above 
13 million, higher than lev-
els seen at the outset of the 
pandemic in March 2020.

Prime Minister Scott Mor-
rison hailed the “comeback”, 
saying: “There are more 
jobs now than when the 
recession began.” AFPcoNtiNuEd – pagE 6

Nothing really mattress
a man takes a midday snooze in a hammock tied to a trailer carrying a handicraft wooden bed along National road 4 next to a pagoda in chaom 
chao commune of phnom penh’s por sen chey district on thursday. HENG CHIVOAN
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Niem Chheng

aSIaN Vision Institute (aVI) 
and the Embassy of Japan in 
cambodia organised a semi-
nar on march 18 to share per-
spectives on the challenges 

faced in the mekong sub-
region and look for possible 
ways forward in order to find 
solutions to them.

chhem Kieth rethy, a 
member of the board of di-
rectors for aVI, said that the 

mekong sub-region is one of 
the world’s fastest growing 
economies and is attracting 
the attention and engage-
ment of various countries – 
including Japan, India, South 
Korea, the US and china. 

The region is also facing 
many challenges such as 
great power rivalries and the 
ongoing covid-19 pandemic.

“The rivalry between the [US 
and china] makes it difficult 
for small states to navigate 
between them, and it makes 
it particularly difficult to en-
sure that they are [not being 
compromised or exploited] 
by major powers while also 
trying to secure their national 
interests,” he said. 

rethy added that the region 
is also facing other security 
problems such as water and 
energy shortages, natural di-
sasters, climate change and 
marine plastic pollution. 

Japan’s ambassador to cam-
bodia, masahiro mikami, said 
additional challenges for the 
region include the covid-19 
pandemic and economic re-
covery in its aftermath, the 
current problems in myan-
mar and preventing the geo-
political rivalry between the 
superpowers from develop-
ing into a full-scale conflict. 

“cambodia is geographi-
cally located in the centre of 
the mekong region and it has 
endured major tragedies and 
been the victim of merciless 

international politics in the 
past. 

“We must rely on cambo-
dia to use their experiences 
wisely by having a stable 
and balanced approach to 
international diplomacy. 
This is especially important 
now because cambodia will 
undertake the role of the 
aSEaN chairmanship next 
year,” mikami said.

Thailand’s ambassador to 
cambodia Panyarak Poolth-
up said that to build a peace-
ful, prosperous and sustain-
able mekong sub-region, all 
of the countries in the region 
have to pull their efforts and 
resources together to create a 
complementary synergy. 

“I will also reaffirm that 
Thailand is fully committed 
and ready to work with all 
member countries and part-
ners in [all of the mekong 
cooperation frameworks] to 
achieve such goals,” he said.

Sok Soken, secretary of 
state for the ministry of 
Foreign affairs and Inter-
national cooperation, said 
the world is going through a 
period of uncertainty which 
will require the countries in 
the region to stay committed 
to multilateralism because 
it is an essential tool for re-
gional peace, development 
and cooperation. 

Soken said he believes that 
Japan’s commitment to a free 
and open Indo-pacific would 
help to ensure peace, stability 
and prosperity while enhanc-
ing connectivity in the region. 

he added that Japan’s In-
do-Pacific policy also needs 
to promote harmony and 
synergy to compliment the 
work of aSEaN and the other 
cooperating frameworks in 
the region. 

“cambodia believes that all 
mekong frameworks should 
be focused on cooperation 

and should not be used as 
part of any nation’s contain-
ment policy or as a catalyst 
for the bifurcation of the 
world order,” Soken said.

Kamei haruko, the repre-
sentative in cambodia for 
JIca – the government of Ja-
pan’s international aid agen-
cy – said that they will con-
tinue to assist the region by 
building connectivity in the 
physical, institutional and 
personal senses of the term. 

She said JIca will also fo-
cus on building a covid-19 
resilient health system in 
cambodia, which would 
also lead to a more resilient 
mekong, aSEaN and Indo-
Pacific region.

“We’ve always placed a 
continuous focus on human 
resource development, be-
cause none of these develop-
ment goals will be achieved 
without quality human re-
sources,” she said.

20K tonnes of fish left unsold
Orm Bunthoeurn

P
rESIDENT of the 
cambodian aqua-
culturist association 
(caa) has requested 

that relevant ministries find 
a solution to the more than 
20,000 tonnes of aquaculture 
fish left unsold as imports 
flood the market.

caa president Sok raden 
said his 270-household-strong 
association have been devas-
tated by a lack of interest from 
traders in their products, with 
many members blaming the 
large volume of imports.

“Large-scale traders don’t 
come to buy fish and middle-
men don’t come the catch ei-
ther. Buyers want imported fish 
from neighbouring countries 
because they are cheaper,” Sok 
said.

he added that the caa in-
sisted that the government and 
relevant ministries take urgent 
measures to tackle the issue, 
noting that maintaining the 
stocks is financially-demand-
ing and that fish will spoil if not 
sold promptly.

Furthermore, it is the dry 
season and some areas could 
be short of water and fish 
could die. Fish farmers would 
suffer huge losses. Without 
on-time intervention, there 
could be a big impact and 
discourage fish farmers.

“I request the government 
and relevant ministries for as-
sistance. Imports don’t need 
to be suspended. I only ask 

the government to help buy 
fish from our farms first and 
the fish is to be distributed 
and sold domestically,” he 
continued. 

however, he elaborated 
that on march 16, he called 
an emergency meeting with 
ministry of Economy and Fi-
nance secretary of state Phan 
Phalla and agricultural and 
rural Development Bank of 
cambodia (arDB) director-
general Kao Thach to discuss 
matters.

“as far as I know, the minis-
try of Economy and Finance is 
looking for more input than be-
fore to  introduce a solution and 

by perhaps next week, a  meet-
ing will be held to solve this 
problem” raden commented.

a fish-farm owner in Sang-
kaeb village in Sambor com-
mune in Kampong cham 
province’s Batheay district 
told The Post in anonymity 
that on march 18, his farm 
still had 1,000 tonnes of fish 
he couldn’t sell.

“I don’t have any customers. 
So, it is hard for me. I don’t see 
a solution from relevant spe-
cialists and a lot of fish are 
still imported. This kills the 
domestic market,” he said.

he also said relevant minis-
tries need to check fish which 

were imported because the 
quality of imported fish was 
not good and was sold at a 
cheaper price than domesti-
cally raised fish.  he also re-
quested them to find a market 
for fish farmers in cambodia. 

When asked about the prob-
lem of no market, minister 
of agriculture, Forestry and 
Fisheries, Veng Sakhon re-
ferred the case to a ministry 
in charge of producing foods 
and the market, while  minis-
try of Economy and Finance 
spokesman meas Soksensan 
also referred the case to the 
General Department of cus-
toms and Excise first.

A fish farm in Kandal province in January. CAA

man placed in pre-trial 
detention for murder of 
toddler in Kampong Speu 
Kim Sarom

a maN who is alleged to have 
hacked a toddler to death with 
a machete on march 14 in 
ampil Pha-em village of ram-
laing chak commune in Kam-
pong Speu’s Samrong Tong 
district was detained at the pro-
vincial prison by order of the 
investigating judge on march 
16 following his visit to Kam-
pong Speu Provincial hospital 
to receive medical treatment 
for self-inflicted injuries.

Provincial deputy police 
chief Sam Sak told The Post 
that 40-year-old Eang rado 
had cut his own neck using the 
murder weapon, but is now in 
stable condition after being 
treated by doctors. 

The authorities took the sus-
pect to Kampong Speu Provin-
cial court on march 15 where 
he was charged by the prose-
cutor and investigating judge 
Top chhun Song, who also 
issued a temporary detention 
order that sent the suspect to 
the provincial prison on the 
same day.

“The suspect is charged with 
aggravated murder and aggra-
vated violence under article 
202 and article 218 of the 
criminal code,” he said.

The defendant could be sen-
tenced to 15 to 30 years in pris-
on if the court finds him guilty 
under article 202, with an addi-
tional two to five years punish-

ment possible if convicted 
under article 218, along with a 
four to ten million riel fine. 

The charges stem from an 
incident on march 14, with 
witnesses claiming that the 
suspect used a machete to 
hack a 1-year-old boy to death 
by striking him in the head 
and neck. The child died 
near-instantly at the scene 
from his injuries.

The victim’s mother is a 
30-year-old garment worker 
who lives in ampil Pha-em 
village of ramlaing chak 
commune. 

after killing the child, the 
man fled the scene and 
returned to his home where he 
attempted to cut his own throat 
with the same machete. he was 
rushed to Kampong Speu Pro-
vincial hospital for treatment 
by the arresting officers.

according to the suspect’s 
wife Pin Kim, her husband 
used to work as a hearse driv-
er, but he had been suffering 
from mental illness for many 
years. 

Both doctors and tradition-
al healers attempted to treat 
his condition, but he showed 
no improvement afterwards, 
Kim said. 

Kim also said that the tra-
ditional healer had claimed 
that her husband was pos-
sessed by ghosts due to his 
former employment as a 
hearse driver.

mekong nations discuss 
US-china rivalry concern

An Asian Vision Institute meeting via video link on Thursday.  Supplied
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Lay Samean 

ThE Phnom Penh municipal 
police are searching for the 
person responsible for a re-
corded audio message posted 
to Facebook saying that traffic 
policemen in Prek Leap com-
mune in the Phnom Penh cap-
ital’s chroy changvar district 
had fined a passenger 200,000 
riel for not wearing a mask. 

The ministry of Justice said 
no fines of any sort related to 
the covid-19 law and sub-de-
cree had been issued by any 
police at this point in time. 
The audio message has been 
shared widely on Facebook. 

“Seyha, your brother drove 
to Vanna’s  house in Prek Leap 
without a mask on in defi-
ance of the law and he was 
fined 200,000 riel by the po-
lice. I told your father to wear 
a mask. Watch out for 200,000 
riel fines if you don’t! But your 
father wouldn’t listen and 
didn’t wear a mask and now 
he’s been fined 200,000 riel,” 
the message said.

after the message was 
shared widely the Phnom 
Penh municipal police briefly 
told The Post on march 18 
that they are searching for the 
person responsible for it. 

Justice ministry spokes-
man chin malin told The Post 
that the audio message didn’t 
have a clear source and the 
police are still searching for 
the speaker and if what that 
person said isn’t true, they 
will face charges for it.

“he said that some police 
fined a citizen for not wearing 
a mask while driving in chroy 
changvar, but we don’t know 
who was fined or who said it. 
We don’t know which road it 
supposedly was on or which 
police officer supposedly fined 
them. If anyone has any actual 
information on this incident, 
please report it to us so we can 
look into it,” malin said.

he said that what he was 
seeing on the topic wasn’t from 
any credible sources and that 
currently there were countless 
online sources fabricating and 

exaggerating information to 
profit off of social chaos. 

malin further explained that 
the health ministry had al-
ready instructed the public via 
Facebook that the fines for not 
wearing a mask are not gen-
eral but only in those places 
where the ministry has man-
dated that masks be worn

he said that the health 
ministry would make an an-
nouncement soon about 
where exactly the police will 
be imposing fines on those 
who don’t wear masks. 

“If they don’t wear masks in the 
places that the ministry man-
dates, the first measure is to 
warn them and instruct them. If 
they still don’t follow the warn-
ing and instruction, they will 
then be fined,” he explained.

he said that no individuals 
had been punished or fined 
yet for any of the offenses 
outlined in the recent covid 
sub-decree. 

malin said he regarded the 
audio message as a form of 
false news that was spread with 

an ill intent to cause chaos or 
undermine the government’s 
efforts to contain covid-19. 

The Kingdom’s acting head 
of state, Senate president Say 
chhum, promulgated the Law 
on measures to Prevent the 
Spread of covid-19 and Other 

Serious, Dangerous and con-
tagious Diseases on march 16.

articles 5 and 19 of the sub-
decree state that individu-
als who fail to wear masks 
in high-risk places as deter-
mined by the health ministry 
will be fined between 200,000 

and one million riel, after be-
ing given one warning.

The law also prescribed fines 
and other penalties for other 
covid-19 related offenses, in-
cluding prison sentences for 
serious crimes like escaping 
from quarantine.

Officials: Facebook audio on mask fines ‘fake news’

Gov’t extends cash handout 
programme amid pandemic
Lay Samean 

T
hrOUGh the minis-
try of Social affairs, 
Veterans and Youth 
rehabilitation, the 

government will continue the 
cash handout programme to 
poor and vulnerable people 
affected by covid-19 in the 
second phase of the fourth 
round and continue the pro-
gramme to the third phase 
until early april. The govern-
ment has spent more than 
$230 million helping more 
than 680,000 families. 

In a notice dated February 
24, the ministry said that from 
June 25, 2020 to February 24, 
2021, the government has 
spent $230.58 million help-
ing the needy affected by the 
pandemic. The government 
had launched the programme 
in the fourth round of the sec-
ond phase after the first and 
second rounds were launched 
two times and the third round 
was launched three times. 
The fourth round would be 
launched three times.

The notice further said that 
as of February 24, in the first 
phase of the fourth round, 
the ministry had provided 
cash to 2,731,161 people rep-
resenting 688,539 families. In 
the second phase, they have 
received cash for 30 days 
from February 25 to march 
24, 2021. In the third phase, 
they would receive cash from 
march 25 to april 24. 

ministry’s social welfare 
department director chhour 
Sopanha told The Post on 
march 18 that because the 
crisis has prolonged in cam-
bodia, the government decid-
ed to provide more cash from 
march 25 to april 24.

“as planned, the cash hand-
out programme would have 
ended by march 24. But we 
will continue the programme 

further from march 25 to april 
24, 2021,” he said.

But after april, the govern-
ment would re-evaluate the 
situation.

“We knew that a decision 
to continue or not is made by 
chairman of the National So-
cial Protection council [min-
ister of Economy and Finance 
aun Pornmoniroth]. he will 
make the decision according to 
the current situation and with 
the approval of Prime minister 
hun Sen,” he further said.

he added that the cash 
handout was divided into 
three categories. The first is 
for poor people in Phnom 
Penh, the second for main 
centres outside of Phnom 
Penh and the third for rural 
areas. Each family would be 
provided with cash accord-

ing to the number of family 
members and victims.

“We give cash according to 
the categories of families ... 
the more members, they have, 
the bigger the package we give. 
Later, we check the package. 
recipients fall into four catego-
ries: children under age five, el-
derly aged 60 and over, disabled 
people and aIDS-positive fam-
ilies. So, families may receive 
different amounts of cash, but 
it depends on how each case is 
evaluated,” he added.

however, he continued that 
on average, one would be 
provided worth 200,000 riel 
($50) to rural poor and $80 for 
the poor in Phnom Penh.

“On average in a rural area, 
one family receives 200,000 
riel a month, while city-
dwellers on average, they 

receive $80 to $100. It is not 
unplanned how we distrib-
ute the cash. The provision is 
based on the study of income. 
This study is joined by World 
Bank and the asian Develop-
ment Bank,” he continued.

The ministry also said that 
families who had already 
verified their names in the 
first phase of rounds one 
to four can get payments at 
Wing counters, they were not 
required to reverify. But for 
families who have valid ID-
Poor cards and have yet to 
verify their names in the sec-
ond phase from rounds one 
to four, and poor families who 
have just received IDPoor 
cards can verify their names 
at commune halls to receive 
the handout in the second 
phase of the fourth round.

IDPoor programme participant at the Ministry of Social Affairs. social affairs ministry

Continued from page 1

large-scale community outbreak 
and it is not yet over,” he said.

Dara Sakal, a trainee at the 
university, was given his first 
dose of the Sinopharm vaccine 
on February 19 and the second 
on march 9. he then tested pos-
itive for covid-19 on march 17.

meanwhile, minister of La-
bour and Vocational Training 
Ith Sam heng has established 
a sub-committee to arrange 
vaccinations for civil servants 
at the ministry, leaders of 
trade unions and vocational 
organisations, workers and 
employers, as well as those in 
the informal economy.

The decision to establish 
this sub-committee came af-
ter Prime minister hun Sen set 
up a national committee on 
march 17 aimed at organising 
and managing covid-19 vacci-
nations across the country.

Sam heng has appointed 
labour ministry spokesman 
heng Sour as head of the sub-
committee. 

“This sub-committee needs to 
prepare plans and identify pri-
ority areas in Phnom Penh and 
the provinces, including facto-
ries, enterprises and any places 
with a large number of workers 
for vaccination,” Sam heng said 
in a letter dated march 17. 

Fa Saly, president of the Na-
tional Trade Union confedera-
tion, told The Post on march 18 
he supported prioritising vac-
cination for workers in facto-
ries and the restaurant, hospi-
tality and tourism sectors first.

he said union leaders should 
be vaccinated only after the 
regular workers in the facto-
ries and other enterprises. 

“If our country receives 
more vaccines, I think fac-
tory workers should be in-
oculated prior to the average 
citizen because workers are 
eating, travelling and working 
in groups and thereby pos-
ing high risks. Workers in the 
tourism sector should also be 

prioritised,” he said.
The ministry of health on 

march 18 reported another 
36 covid-19 cases, all but one 
of which were linked to the 
February 20 community out-
break, bringing the total to 
1,025 in less than one month.

The ministry also announced 
the recovery of 58 covid-19 pa-
tients, of whom 54 were linked 
to the February 20 event.

as of march 18, cambodia 
had recorded a total of 1,541 
covid-19 cases, with 640 re-
ceiving ongoing treatment 
and one confirmed death. 

Prak Sokhonn, minister of 
Foreign affairs and Interna-
tional cooperation, said more 
vaccines are expected to touch 
down in the country within 
the next two to three weeks.

Sokhonn made the remarks 
during a meeting with Louise 
mushikiwabo, secretary-gen-
eral of the International Or-
ganisation of la Francophonie 
(OIF), on march 16 on the 
topic of distributing covid-19 
vaccines in an equitable and 
universal manner within the 
framework of the cOVaX ini-
tiative and with the EU.

In press release on march 
18, Sokhonn said: “No country 
can be considered safe until all 
countries are safe. Vaccines are 
the only solution for returning 
the world to normalcy.”

mushikiwabo also praised 
cambodia for introducing ef-
fective measures during the 
pandemic.

The Kingdom has so far re-
ceived 600,000 doses out of 
the one million doses of Sinop-
harm vaccines donated by chi-
na, with the remaining 400,000 
doses expected to arrive before 
Khmer New Year in april.

The first shipment of 324,000 
doses of the astraZeneca co-
vishield vaccine arrived in 
cambodia on march 2. It is the 
first batch out of a total of 1.1 
million doses to be delivered 
through cOVaX to cambodia 
by the end of may.

minister: covid jabs 
set for labour sector

Motorists   wearing 
masks commute 
in Chak Angre Leu 
commune, Phnom 
Penh’s Meanchey 
district on Thursday. 
Hean rangsey
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SVAY LEU district forestry ad-
ministration office in Siem 
Reap province has given a 
month’s notice to the owners 
of homemade tractors im-
pounded last week for trans-
porting illegal timber. Author-
ities warned that if no action 
was taken the administration 
would take the case to court.

Provincial department of ag-
riculture, forestry and fisher-
ies director Tea Kim Soth told 
The Post on March 17 that ad-
ministration officials last week 
seized six homemade tractors 
in Chan Hear village, Svay 
Leu district’s Boeung Mealea 
commune, transporting logs. 
Owners didn’t have permis-
sion from the administration.

According to the administra-
tion’s report, these logs have 
a diameter of 0.25m to 0.3m, 
and lengths from 4m to 6m. 
There are 36 first-, second- and 
third-grade trees about 9.04m 
in length. All the evidence has 
been kept at the administra-
tion’s office to file a case in ac-
cordance with the forest law.

“Once arrested, the tractors’ 
owner must pay a fine in or-
der to take possession of the 
tractors. However, the logs are 
not allowed to be returned. 
They are confiscated as state 
property,” Soth said.

According to Soth, if the 
owners fail to pay the fine, the 
administration will send the 
case to court. But so far, the 
owners have not yet paid the 
fines. According to the law, 

they have one month to pay.
“If they cannot immediately 

find the money to pay the fine, 
it is multiplied by three. They 
bought each tractor for about 
300,000 [$75] to 400,000 riel, 
but we could ask them to pay 
a fine of about three million 
riel for each,” Soth said.

Soth stated that nobody was 
detained and they would not 
imprison anybody as only a 
fine is required. If they paid 
the fine, they could take the 
tractors. Otherwise, the court 
would confiscate both tractors 
and logs as state property.

In a separate case, Battam-
bang provincial department 
of environment director Kort 
Boran said that rangers at the “ 
the Samlaut Multi-use Area” in 
Battambang province on Feb-
ruary 14 arrested two suspects 
and retrieved some evidence, 
including one green-coloured 
vehicle with military police 
plates, and four pieces of Sokrom 
wood. They were caught trans-
porting the wood from a re-
stricted area in Samlaut district.

Boran stated that the two 
suspects were a 58-year-old 
man living in Samlaut district 
and the other a 22-year-old 
from the province. They are 
military officers in the 4th divi-
sion in Battambang province.

However, Boran confirmed 
that park rangers did not send 
the suspects to the provincial 
court, only a fine and educa-
tion on February 16, as it was 
not a serious offense.

“We are punishing them ac-
cording to the law. But I do not 
know exactly how much mon-
ey – maybe about five million 
to 10 million riel, depending 
on the severity and impact on 
natural resources,” he said.

According to Boran, when 
there is a fine (transitional), 
it requires only the offender’s 
evidence such as wood to 
be confiscated. The car and 
offender are released. But 
for serious offenses such as 
transporting rosewood, the 
wood and vehicle would be 
confiscated and the individu-
al sent to court.

Mom Kunthear

C
AMBODIA is due 
to hold the second 
meeting of the Asia 
Cultural Council 

(ACC) and international Con-
ference of Asian Political Par-
ties (ICAPP) online on March 
19 with the theme “Promotion 
of Culture and Innovation for 
Shared Prosperity during and 
after Covid-19”.

In a press release, the ACC 
said that National Assembly 
second vice-president, ICAPP 
vice-president and ACC chair-
person Khuon Sodary; ICAPP 
founding chairman and ACC 
chairman Jose de Venecia; and 
ICAPP secretary general Cho 
Byung-jae were set to chair 
the opening of the meeting.

“This cultural milestone 
aims to bring together experts 
on culture, inspirational lead-
ers and policy makers in the 
region to share perspectives 
and come up with a practical 
solution to two main topics,” 
the press release said.

The two topics are one on 
investment in culture and 
creativity for inclusive growth, 
and the second is to promote 
inter-connection between 
culture and innovation. 

The ACC added that the 
Phnom Penh Declaration “Cul-
tural and “Innovative Coopera-
tion for Shared Prosperity dur-
ing and after Covid-19” would 
also be approved in the event. 

ACC, a subsidiary of ICAPP, 
held the first meeting on Janu-
ary 15, 2019 in Siem Reap prov-

ince. The event was attended 
by Prime Minister Hun Sen 
and also ACC’s founding and 
honorary chairman. Also pres-
ent were senior figures who 
are members of ICAPP and the 
National Assembly, and lead-
ers from 38 countries in the 
Asia Pacific region. The event 
was also attended by 800 peo-
ple from Europe, Africa, North 
America, Latin America, the 
Centralist Democrat Interna-
tional Organisation, the Asia-
Pacific forum and UNESCO.

ICAPP-Cambodia and ACC-
Cambodia working groups 
were first set up in July 2020, 
with the participation of lead-
ers and specialists from all 
sectors. The Cambodian Peo-
ple’s Party joined the ICAPP 
forum in 2000.

 Prime Minister Hun Sen after the first 
meeting of the Asian Cultural Council 
(ACC) held in Siem Reap town before 
the Covid-19 pandemic in 2019. SPM

An officer measures timber seized in Siem Reap province’s Svay Leu 
district on Wednesday. SieM ReaP adMiniStRation
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Six illegal logging tractors seized  

Culture, innovation to 
top ACC, ICAPP event
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P Vihear villagers
seek solution to 
‘encroachment’ 
Long Kimmarita

arOUND  230 families from three villages in 
romtom commune of Preah Vihear province’s 
rovieng district said they are worried about the 
continued encroachment on their farmland by 
three companies which have licences for gold 
mining and agricultural in the area. 

The villageres said they had been seeking 
intervention but had yet to receive a solution.

The three companies have been identified as 
Delcom cambodia; Tin San, a gold mining 
company; and Kim Gia Thuan Group co, Ltd, 
a company licensed to cultivate rubber.

Tuy chheng, a 64-year-old resident of rom-
deng village, told The Post on march 17 that his 
4ha of farmland, among many other villagers’, 
had been affected.

chheng said that recently, one of the three com-
panies has also continued its land encroachment 
activities, affecting the land of another 10 house-
holds despite their efforts to seek intervention.

“The gold mining company keeps surrounding 
villagers’ farmland. On march 15 and 16, they 
encroached 500m from their boundary,” he said.

Eth Thon, a resident of Otrolok village who 
has disputed with rubber firm Kim Gia Thuan 
Group, told The Post that residents in his village 
had also submitted a petition to the ministry 
of Interior for intervention in 2020.

as a result, he said district authorities in mid-
march asked villagers who had thumbprints on 
the petition to come one by one for question-
ing, though nothing has come of it.

“my 4ha of bananas and other cash crops were 
cleared, so we complained. Then they questioned 
us about the thumbprints, asking who our repre-
sentatives were or if anyone had forced us to do so.

“Our villagers did it voluntarily. But we were 
afraid and concerned when the district admin-
istration called us for questioning,” he added.

The Post could not contact the companies’ 
representatives for comment.

rovieng district governor hor Bunhuor could 

not be reached for comment.
Provincial governor Prak Sovann told The Post 

on march 17 he would assign officials to inves-
tigate further.

“I have not received new information yet, so I 
will contact the district authority. There has been 
an impact, so it’s hard for me to tell,” he said.

Lor chan, provincial coordinator for rights group 
adhoc, said: “authorities should find a solution 
for those who are really affected and should also 
follow the government’s principles through the 
previous regulation 001, which uses the so-called 
“tiger skin formula” to allocate land for people.”

The tiger skin formula is where the govern-
ment allocates land to an entity but the land 
has villages on it. The villages own some of the 
land and certain areas to farm. The entity can 
use the land in areas not owned by villagers. 

“also, when the company or any conflict 
occurs, authorities should temporarily suspend 
[clearing] activities and wait for a solution 
before the company can continue its operations. 
Otherwise, as the company keep clearing land, 
people would lose their benefits,” he said.

The land disputes date back to 2015 and con-
tinues without a solution, with the companies 
accused of clearing people’s farmland.

Land affected by gold mining operations in Romtom 
commune in Preah Vihear province ‘s Rovieng district. 
Supplied

m’kiri officials probe community landgrab  
Long Kimmarita

P
Ech chreada district 
authorities confirmed 
that they would inves-
tigate alleged commu-

nity forest land grabbing in 
Puradet village in mondulkiri 
province’s Sre ampoum com-
mune after residents have 
asked authorities to intervene, 
accusing a tycoon who holds 
the honourific title oknha  and 
other prominent traders of 
being behind the land seizure. 

On march 17, a bulldozer 
and unidentified traders con-
tinued to encroach upon the 
community forest land, al-
though the communities have 
been protected, leading to a 
complaint to the court.

Seng Nop, a community 
member, said 1,323ha of their 
community land – recogn-
ised by the ministries of Inte-
rior and agriculture, Forestry 
and Fisheries – has been en-
croached upon by powerful 
people. more than 150 fami-
lies are community members.

“This land is used by in-
digenous communities for 
farming. It is almost lost and 
we absolutely worry about 
it because there is no hope 
that we will get it back,” she 
said. 

She added that the en-
croachment has been hap-
pening for many years and 
although the community has 
filed a lawsuit to the court, 
nothing has happened.

“They encroached upon it 
to build a resort for private 
ownership. The land is full of 
big trees. I wonder why they 
said they have a land title. I 
don’t understand this. as the 
farmland is from our ances-
tors, they cannot get a land 
title,” she confirmed.

another member, who 

asked not to be named, told 
The Post that he worries about 
the community forest land 
that people are trying to pro-
tect will be lost, because the 
situation of encroachment 
still continues. he asked the 
authorities, especially the 
government to protect the 
land for the next generation 

of his indigenous people.
“We do not know the land 

clearer. We just heard that he 
is a nephew of a chum Teav 
in Phnom Penh. When there 
is encroachment, there are al-
ways different people, but in 
fact it is the same group of the 
individuals,” he said.

“according to the map we 

have, this land is a collective 
of the forest protection com-
munity that we have tried to 
protect more and more. Now, 
it can no longer be protected,” 
he confirmed.

Pech chreada district gov-
ernor meul Soeun confirmed 
that he did not know the land 
had been encroached upon. 

But he confirmed that he 
would send a team to investi-
gate, however, he declined to 
comment on the community 
land.

“I do not have all the details, 
but maybe they have a land 
title.  I will ask officials to in-
spect it, first,” he confirmed.

Song Kheang, director of 
provincial department of agri-
culture, forestry and fisheries 
declined to comment, saying 
that he had no information.

Soeung Sen Karuna, spokes-
man for rights group adhoc 
said that land grabbing cases 
by rich and powerful people 
in mondulkiri province has a 
series of issues, even though 
some actions from the gov-
ernment have been taken as 
well. But he stressed that cas-
es continue to occur.

“Therefore, we urge the 
head of government to con-
tinue to send experts to con-
duct investigations on these 
cases again. If someone 
violates the law, legal action 
must be taken. It is also shows 
the impartial enforcement of 
the law,” he asked.

In 2017, community forest 
representatives filed a law-
suit to the provincial court to 
take action against wealthy 
individuals and traders who 
encroached on community 
land, but no action was taken, 
which led the community to 
continue to file a complaint 
to an appeal of court, accord-
ing to community.

Backhoe loader clearing forest land in Mondulkiri province’s Pech Chreada district. Supplied
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Business
Trading informaTion on Cambodia SeCuriTieS exChange

Auction Trading Method (ATM)

no SToCk CloSing PriCe oPening PriCe high low

1 ABC 16,680 16,620 16,700 16,620

2 GTI 4,200 3,900 4,200 3,550

3 PAS 13,120 13,000 13,260 12,900

4 PEPC 2,990 2,990 2,990 2,990

5 PPAP 12,460 12,660 12,660 12,460

6 PPSP 1,750 1,730 1,770 1,730

7 PWSA 6,360 6,320 6,400 6,300

Date: March 18, 2021

K Speu could get cement plant
Hin Pisei

c
ONch KT cement 
(Phnom Penh) co 
Ltd plans to build a 
$263 million cement 

factory in Kampong Speu 
province with a two-million-
tonne-a-year capacity, ac-
cording to provincial governor 
Vei Samnang on march 18.

conch KT cement is a joint 
venture between china’s 
conch International holding 
(hK) Ltd and local firm Bat-
tambang KT cement co Ltd.

The joint venture currently 
manages another cement fac-
tory in Battambang province’s 
ratanak mondol district that 
started up on may 31, 2018. 
The plant has pumped out 
nearly two million tonnes 
of cement each year, adding 
credence to the scale of the 
proposed project.

Samnang told The Post that 
with conch KT cement’s de-
tailed feasibility study on the 
project nearly complete, the 
company is preparing the 
necessary documents to ap-
ply for the relevant permits 
and formal government ap-
proval to build Kampong 
Speu’s first cement factory.

The project is tentatively 
planned to be located in 
horng Samnan commune in 
the southeastern corner of 
Oral, which is the province’s 
northwesternmost district, 
he said, adding that the area 
is ripe with potential for ce-

ment production.
“I expect the plant to fire 

up soon. It’ll turn Kampong 
Speu into a new cement pro-
duction site for cambodia,” 
Samnang said.

The project will give a boost to 
economic growth in the south-
western province and curtail 
cement imports, he said, esti-
mating that the factory would 
provide 400-500 jobs for locals.

The plant will be a consid-
erable asset to keep pace with 
the ever-growing demand for 
cement in cambodia, which 
is anticipated to pick up mo-
mentum once the covid-19 
pandemic ends, he said.

Political stability and a fa-
vourable geographical location 
have steadily driven up invest-
ment to Kampong Speu even 
as the health crisis wreaks hav-

oc across the world, he added.
cambodia constructors as-

sociation general manager chiv 
Sivpheng said the construction 
sector – still struggling to regain 
its footing after a year of covid-
19 – welcomes the project.

The factory would not only 
bring down the prices of do-
mestic products, but also, inter 
alia, create new jobs, raise the 
tax revenue collection of the 
economy, provide an advan-
tage for cambodian products 
and reduce imports, he said.

“as builders, needless to say, 
we want there to be more ce-
ment available, especially if its 
produced locally, which can 
be more affordable than im-
ports and have the quality that 
builders want,” Sivpheng said.

cambodia cement manu-
facturing association of cam-

bodia secretary-general Puth 
chandarith told The Post last 
month that the Kingdom’s five 
cement factories produced 
7.9 million tonnes of finished 
product last year, marking a 
seven per cent gain from 2019 
even with myriad construc-
tion projects put on hold by 
covid-19 throughout the year.

he claimed that 10 million 
tonnes could be churned out 
each year if all five plants were 
to run at full capacity.

he stressed that growth in 
domestic cement production 
plays an increasingly impor-
tant role in replacing imports, 
which are predominantly from 
Thailand, Vietnam and china.

cambodia’s cement factories 
are expected to produce even 
more this year, making a larger 
contribution to national eco-
nomic development, he said.

cambodia’s five cement facto-
ries are operated by chip mong 
Insee cement corp, Kampot 
cement co Ltd, cambodia ce-
ment chakrey Ting Factory co 
Ltd, Battambang conch ce-
ment co Ltd and Thai Boom 
roong cement co Ltd.

The factories have a total 
capital investment of $800 
million, employ some 2,700 
people and are able to pro-
duce eight million tonnes per 
year, minister of mines and 
Energy Suy Sem said at the 
November 14, 2019 inaugura-
tion ceremony of Thai Boom 
roong cement’s plant – the 
Kingdom’s fifth.

china’s Baidu to raise $3B in hK listing
chINESE internet giant Baidu 
said it will raise around 
hK$23.94 billion (US$3.08 bil-
lion) in its upcoming second-
ary listing in hong Kong at 
hK$252 per share.

The news sent its shares up 
3.88 per cent on march 17 on 
the Nasdaq, closing at $277.13.

Positioning itself as a leading 
artificial intelligence (aI) com-
pany with a strong internet 
foundation, the company will 
use the net proceeds for con-
tinued investment in technol-
ogy, enhancing commerciali-
sation of its innovations 
centred around aI, growing 
the Baidu mobile Ecosystem, 
enhancing and diversifying 
monetisation and general cor-

porate purposes, Baidu said in 
an announcement published 
on march 17 on the website of 
the hong Kong bourse.

according to the announce-
ment, shares will begin trading 
on march 23, under the stock 
code “9888”.

according to the Post hear-
ing Information pack pub-
lished on the hong Kong Stock 
Exchange website last week, 
Baidu chairman and cEO 
robin Li Yanhong holds 
approximately 57 per cent of 
voting rights in the company.

Baidu said it has been invest-
ing in aI since 2010 to improve 
search and ad monetisation, 
and has used its core aI tech-
nology engine Baidu Brain to 

develop new aI businesses.
The document said Baidu 

held the largest portfolio of aI 
patents and aI patent applica-
tions in china as of October 30, 
2020. and its Baidu Open aI 
Platform, with a developer 
community of over 2.65 million 
members, is the largest open aI 
platform in china, based on 
the number of developers as of 
December 31, last year.

analysts said chinese enter-
prises are seeking a more local 
presence against the backdrop 
of mounting uncertainties in the 
US market, and Baidu is the lat-
est to join a wave of US-listed 
chinese companies seeking sec-
ondary listing deals this year.

chinese internet titans Baidu, 

alibaba and Tencent are known 
by the acronym BaT. however, 
in recent years, Baidu has 
seemed to lag behind its two 
other peer rivals in terms of mar-
ket valuation and growth 
momentum, said Zhongjing 
Digital Economy research cent-
er executive director chen Duan. 
he added he believes this sec-
ondary listing will help Baidu 
back into the spotlight and be 
the centre of the capital market.

Looking ahead, an influx of 
secondary listings by chinese 
mainland-based tech groups 
will inject new impetus and pro-
vide more liquidity into hong 
Kong’s capital market, said Wang 
chikun, an independent econo-
mist. CHINA DAILY/ASIA NEWS NETWORK

As the construction sector regains its footing after a year of Covid-19, 
demand for cement is expected to see a noticeable rise. HEAN RANGSEY

‘Leave no one behind 
in access to finance’
Continued from page 1

KYc platforms.”
and onboarding suppli-

ers to e-commerce platforms 
remains a burdensome and 
time-consuming process, 
mainly due to low digital liter-
acy levels and the often over-
whelming user-interfaces of 
new platforms, she said.

“The ministry of commerce 
has put out regulations to 
quickly catch up [to the rest 
of the world’s digital transfor-
mation], issuing the E-com-
merce Law with hopes that 
it would provide more clari-
fication on the role and the 
responsibility of each player 
and ultimately promote trust 
within this ecosystem.

“What we’ve observed is 
that even though people 
onboard onto e-commerce 
platforms, payments are still 
made in-person, and that 
could hamper the entirety of 
the digital space,” Serey said.

moreover, she added, the 
Kingdom has made strides to-
wards stable, affordable energy 
and information and commu-
nications technology (IcT) in-
frastructure, with the percent-
age of people with access to 
electricity passing 90 per cent.

“While about 58 per cent of 
the population has access to 
the internet, one thing I need to 
note is that internet service in 
cambodia is probably among 
the cheapest in the world and 
yet its use is still not as pre-
dominant as we’d hoped.

“and interestingly, our re-
search on digital payments 
found that loads of people don’t 
have access to smartphones.

“It’s really ironic in a sense 
– we promote everything in 
the digital world, but we for-

get the basic means to access 
it, and that’s precisely what 
smartphones are.

“We hope there’ll be more af-
fordable smartphones out there 
in the market eventually so that 
people can access [the digital 
world] and use it,” Serey said. 

acLEDa Bank Plc president 
and group managing director In 
channy recently told The Post 
that his institution pioneered 
the transition to digital with the 
debut of acLEDa Unity in July 
2010 and still leads the fray with 
the continued development of 
the acLEDa Unity Toanchet 
app launched in 2017.

“I think ‘digital’ means to 
increasingly support inclusive 
finance and leave no one be-
hind in terms of having access 
to finance,” channy said.

PraSac microfinance Insti-
tution Plc vice-president Say 
Sony called on his customers to 
use digital services during the 
ongoing covid-19 health crisis.

“We are setting out to encour-
age our clients to use mobile or 
internet banking to minimise 
risks involved in cash transac-
tions during this hard time,” he 
said, adding that PraSac has 
logged more than one million 
internet and mobile banking 
transactions worth more than 
$38 million as of march 10.

as of December 31 last year, 
there were 47 commercial banks 
operating in the Kingdom com-
prising 17 local banks, 17 sub-
sidiaries and 13 foreign branch 
banks, according to NBc.

Statistics show that there 
were 15 specialised banks, 
seven microfinance deposit-
taking institutions (mDIs), 76 
microfinance non-deposit-
taking institutions, 245 rural 
credit institutions and 15 fi-
nancial leasing companies.

USD / KHR USD / CAD USD / CNY USD / JPY USD / MYR USD / SGD USD / THB AUD / USD EUR / USD GBP / USD

4,070 1.2411 6.5028 109.09 4.1115 1.3422 30.82 0.7805 1.1938 1.3963

NBC assistant governor Chea Serey (bottom, centre) attends ADB’s 
Southeast Asia Development Symposium 2021. SUPPLIED



Thou Vireak

SINGAPORE-listed Union Gas Hold-
ings Ltd has signed a non-binding 
letter of intent (LoI) with Worldbridge 
Industrial Developments Co Ltd 
(WBID) to form a joint venture com-
pany (JVCo) to supply and distribute 
liquefied petroleum gas (LPG) in the 
Kingdom.

The JVCo’s business activities and 
operations are expected to start by 
the end of this year, Union Gas said 
in a March 10 statement.

Under preliminary plans, Union 
Gas said it will hold a 55 per cent 
stake in the JVCo and “will second 
experienced management staff from 
its Singapore office to support the 
local Cambodia staff first remotely 
and then on-site when the Covid-19 
situation has eased substantially and 
the gradual lifting of travel and work-
place restrictions enable a more con-
ducive environment”.

WBID will own the remaining 45 per 
cent of the JVCo and provide it with 
access to its local business network in 
the Kingdom, Union Gas said.

“WBID was established in 2019 to 
develop and drive new and innovative 
solutions in the manufacturing sector, 
with the aim of providing the vital link 
between markets, manufacturers, 
suppliers and services in Cambodia.

“It is part of the WorldBridge Inter-

national Group [WIG], which is a 
diverse solutions provider and con-
glomerate founded in 1992 that 
actively pursues investments in 
national industries in the Kingdom.

“WIG has investments in logistics, 
construction, real estate, finance, 
food and beverage, e-commerce, 
banking and security and is a local 
pioneer in many of these industries. 

“It is this vast business portfolio 

that the JVCo strives to tap on and 
grow its market presence. Union Gas 
and WBID have been in discussions 
to explore a potential strategic part-
nership but progress was held back 
because of the global Covid-19 pan-
demic in 2020,” it added.

Union Gas executive director and 
CEO Teo Hark Piang noted that the 
JVCo was the culmination of a long-
term goal set by the company to 

expand overseas.
“We are very pleased to have found 

an esteemed partner in WBID to plan 
our first move overseas in a fast-
growing emerging market.

“However, we are mindful that we 
will need time to familiarise ourselves 
with the local regulatory and market 
environment and therefore we have 
approached this venture with cau-
tion including starting with a modest 
initial investment and choosing the 
LPG business in which we have core 
competencies,” he said.

Teo noted that the proposed JVCo 
marks Union Gas’ debut in the 
increasingly urbanising Southeast 
Asian trans-national region of the 
Mekong River basin, which he lik-
ened to Singapore 40 years ago, when 
the business was first formed.

“That is where we can contribute 
our experience to the market. This 
partnership creates an opportunity 
for [Union Gas] to supply and distrib-
ute LPG to buyers of WIG’s fast-grow-
ing property development portfolio 
of residential, commercial and indus-
trial projects across all the major cit-
ies in the Kingdom,” he said.

On the Singapore Exchange (SGX), 
Union Gas’ share price fell S$0.005 
($0.0037) or 0.69 per cent to close at 
S$0.72 on March 18 for a market 
capitalisation of S$163.69 million, 
with 318,200 shares traded.
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Ministry, Microsoft ink MoU on 
digital innovation, development
Thou Vireak

T
HE Ministry of Posts 
and Telecommunica-
tions will join forces 
with US tech giant 

Microsoft Corp to develop in-
novation and entrepreneur-
ship in the information and 
communication technology 
(ICT) sector and spur greater 
digital transformation prog-
ress in the Kingdom.

A memorandum of under-
standing (MoU) was signed 
to this end on March 16 via 
video link by minister Chea 
Vandeth and Cairine Haslam, 
chief financial officer for Mi-
crosoft Singapore and South 
East Asia New Markets, the 
ministry said in a statement.

The ministry said the two 
parties will also work togeth-
er in the ICT fields of research 
and development, human re-
source management, digital 
technology adoption, govern-
ment development planning 
and digital policy.

Minister Chea Vandeth said 
his ministry believes that the in-
tegration of ICT knowledge into 
general secondary and higher 
education curriculums is an es-
sential component in promot-
ing the adoption of digital tech-
nology in the Kingdom.

He said the ministry will 
work with the Ministry of Edu-
cation, Youth and Sport to de-
sign a digital master plan that 
would build digital literacy 
skills into such curriculums.

“The ministry encourages 
students to consider choosing 
to study subjects involving dig-

ital technology, or even if they 
are studying other skills, to 
have basic knowledge of digital 
and ICT practices and be ready 
to participate in the digital so-
cio-economic transformation 
and the arrival of the fourth-
generation industrial revolu-
tion,” Vandeth said.

Super App Technology Plc 
founder Path Chamnan told 
The Post that the MoU will 
bring about positive changes 
in the Kingdom’s technology 
sector and reflects its gov-
ernment-backed transition 
towards Industry 4.0.

“The government is striving 
to promote the sector, espe-
cially the posts ministry. Mi-
crosoft’s support will provide 
a shot in the arm for develop-
ment of our country’s human 

resources,” he said.
The government is also racing to 

draft a 2021-2035 policy frame-
work for Cambodia’s evolving 
digital socioeconomic environ-
ment that optimally facilitates 
economic growth, the Ministry 
of Economy and Finance said 
in a recent press release.

The framework focuses on 
five major priorities – devel-
oping digital infrastructure, 
fostering digital trust and 
confidence, creating digital 
citizens, building the digital 
government and promoting 
digital businesses, it said.

The release said the frame-
work is designed to respond 
to the global trends of In-
dustry 4.0 and the digital 
transformation that is taking 
place across regional econo-

mies and beyond, now more 
so than ever with Covid-19 
underscoring their growing 
potential to propel develop-
ment and economic growth.

It added that the framework 
sets forth a vision for building 
a vibrant digital economy and 
society by laying the founda-
tions for digital adoption and 
transformation across society, 
businesses, people and the 
state to generate fresh eco-
nomic growth momentum and 
promote social welfare under 
the “new normal” perspective.

On the Nasdaq stock ex-
change, Microsoft’s share 
price dipped $0.67 or 0.28 
per cent to close March 18 at 
$237.04 for a market capitali-
sation of $1.79 trillion, with 
29.56 million shares traded.

Telecoms minister Chea Vandeth (left) and Microsoft’s Cairine Haslam (on screen) on Tuesday. SUPPLIED

Union Gas has penned a non-binding letter of intent with WBID to establish a joint venture 
to supply and distribute liquefied petroleum gas (LPG) in the Kingdom. UNION GAS

Solar power to cost less 
than coal by 2025: forum
THE cost of supplying solar 
energy on a large scale is expect-
ed to be lower than coal-fired 
power by 2025, creating favour-
able conditions for China’s still 
arduous transition to carbon 
neutrality, industry insiders said 
in Beijing on March 17.

The favourable situation for 
China’s climate progress will 
occur thanks to continuous 
decreases in costs for solar 
power generation and battery 
energy storage systems that 
could help ensure stable out-
put, they said at a forum on 
photovoltaic energy storage.

The forum was held only two 
days after the ninth meeting of 
the Central Committee for 
Financial and Economic Affairs, 
which was presided over by 
President Xi Jinping.

China will build a clean, low-
carbon, safe and efficient ener-
gy system, control the use of 
fossil fuels and take action to 
shift to alternative energy 
sources, according to a news 
release issued by the commit-
tee after the meeting.

While addressing the Climate 
Ambition Summit via video link 
on December 12, Xi announced 
that China will lift its total installed 
capacity of wind and solar power 
to more than 1,200GW by 2030.

The first major challenge con-
fronting new energy develop-
ment is to keep bringing down 
costs. While the cost of solar 
energy has been the lowest com-
pared with other types of new 
energy, its intermittent character 
hinders large-scale application, 
said Chen Guoguang, president 
of the smart photovoltaic busi-
ness unit of telecommunications 
company Huawei.

“The inevitable solution to 
address the problem is to com-

bine photovoltaic power gen-
eration with battery energy 
storage,” he said on the side-
lines of March 17’s forum.

Huawei started its energy stor-
age-related business in 2010.

After a rapid decrease in the 
cost of battery storage in the 
coming three to five years and 
with the support of storage facil-
ities, Chen said he expects to see 
the cost of supplying 1kWh of 
electricity in the country’s pho-
tovoltaic power generation sys-
tem to the grid decrease to 
roughly 0.3 yuan (4.6 US cents), 
which is even lower than the cur-
rent price of coal-fired power.

By then, the solar energy sys-
tem will be transformed into 
one with stable and controlla-
ble output. Capable of replac-
ing the traditional, high-ener-
gy-consuming electricity 
supply system, it will play a big 
role in helping the country to 
realise its target of carbon neu-
trality before 2060, he added.

Liu Wei, secretary-general of 
the China Energy Storage Alli-
ance, said many regions across 
the country have been promot-
ing the development of new 
energy storage facilities.

The alliance’s database shows 
that the installed capacity of 
new energy projects being con-
structed with storage facilities 
across the country has reached 
4GW, she said.

Seventeen provincial-level 
regions have included new 
energy storage in their 14th 
Five-Year Plans (2021-2025) and 
long-term objectives through 
the year 2035, she said.

Liu also said 29 provincial-level 
regions have introduced prefer-
ential policies to encourage the 
construction of new energy stor-
age facilities. CHINA DAILY/ANN

Global shipping 
container crisis 
‘resolved by H2’

The worldwide container 
shortage pinching global 
trade will be relieved in the 

second half of this year as trade 
picks up, according to CIMB Thai 
Bank’s research office.

The shortage crisis blew up 
in mid-2020 when containers 
shipped to North America and 
europe were stranded there by 
Covid-19 restrictions that meant 
almost nothing moved in the op-
posite direction.

For every 10 containers shipped 
to North America, only four were 
returning to Asia, causing a huge 
imbalance.

The resulting shortage saw 
freight charges soar from about 
$1,500 to $6,000-$9,000 per 
container last month, according to 
shippers.

Thailand is currently facing its 
own shortage of containers, which 
have been redirected to meet de-
mand in China and Vietnam, said 
CIMB researchers.

The research office said the con-
tainer shortage and high freight 
charges would hit exporters 
throughout the first half of 2021.

They added that the container cri-
sis would resolve in the second half 
of 2021, however, as Covid-19 vac-
cination in the US and europe lifted 
levels of exports from the West. THE 

NATION (THAILAND)/ASIA NEWS NETWORK

Worldbridge, Singapore’s Union Gas set to 
form joint venture, supply LPG in Kingdom
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phnom penh contemplates retail space 

glut as pandemic persists
The capital city is facing a surge in vacant retail space, a figure that has been expanding over 
time but with the onslaught of food delivery apps and e-commerce, and the ongoing risk of 
Covid-19, how will it all pan out?
Sangeetha Amarthalingam
 

a 
while ago, businesses 
started to disappear from 
wB arena, a sprawling $10 
million riverside develop-

ment in the capital’s chak angre 
dust swirling commune as the ef-
fects of the covid-19 pandemic dug 
into people’s pockets.

Built by logistics tycoon Sear 
rithy’s development arm world-
bridge Group (hence the wB acro-
nym), the project had Singapore’s 
famous clarke Quay in mind when 
draft plans were drawn up, with the 
hope of evoking that quayside feel.

the commune, although 3km away 
from the commercial business dis-
trict linked by Norodom Boulevard, 
a thoroughfare flanked by phnom 
penh’s classy old real estate, is an ant-
onym to that upmarket ambience.

travelling on that road, the 6,000 
square metre-leasable space hub 
including a 400-seat theatre, front-
ing the scenic tonle Bassac, breaks 
the monotony of National road 2’s 
ubiquitous mish-mash of a shop-
house landscape. the arena was 
built to provide an all-inclusive en-
tertainment and shopping experi-
ence for people in the area without 
having to go into the city centre.

however, a few short months of its 
launch in late 2019, businesses came 
under pressure as footfall waned on 
the back of an intermittent spike in 
coronavirus cases.

these days, it languishes with sev-
eral units, once tenanted by foreign 
retail chains such as Japanese-owned 
convenient shop aeon maxValu ex-
press and thai-bred inthanin restau-
rant, emptied out while other busi-
nesses get by with  fewer customers.

managing director Simon Griffiths 
of the mall company, which over-
sees a $20 million retail asset port-
folio in cambodia, including wB 
arena said occupancy used to be 68 
per cent prior to covid-19.

New tenants were ready to set up 
shop and a list of marketing activities 
and events was planned when the 
pandemic forced a pause on it, drag-
ging occupancy down to 50 per cent.

he said aeon maxValu express’ de-
parture was possibly linked to downsiz-
ing efforts. “their sales target was high 
even with rental discounts [however] i 
understand it is not the only store they 
closed, moved or downsized,” Griffiths 
told The Post via email.

as for inthanin, an eatery wholly-
owned by Bangchak retail co ltd, 
he believed that the chain’s popu-
larity was low in cambodia, seeing 
that only few stores remained after 
its initial large expansion plan.

recently though, its thai-listed 
parent Bangchak corp plc, with 
39.04 per cent equity owned by 
thailand’s Finance ministry and two 
sovereign bodies, noted that 100 ad-
ditional stores would be established 
in cambodia and laos, a plan that 
was delayed due to the pandemic.

But the slowdown has been palpa-
ble despite discounts. on the whole 
food and beverage retail front, Grif-

fiths said discounts of 20 to 70 per 
cent had been continuously offered 
depending on the situation and the 
retailer’s finances as well as the loca-
tion of the store.

he said given that each store is dif-
ferent, a “blanket” discount policy 
was not implemented, citing that 
Starbucks on the street front at Noro 
mall would require less discount 
than a store inside the building, say 
one located on the second floor.

as the effects of the pandemic eased 
up in the first two months of this year, 
discounts were reduced “step-by-
step” but things changed again when 
the third community transmission 
broke out in the capital.

“For example, aeon [mall] is vir-
tually empty at present and [it] is 
in the central city,” said Griffiths, 
whose firm also provides retail de-
sign consultancy on approximately 
$40 million worth of retail-focussed 
developments in the pipeline.

in fact, the firm was ready to sign 
on acleda Bank plc and Volcano 
hot, a local soup and barbecue res-
taurant, at wB arena, which would 
have pushed up occupancy to 58 per 
cent but the tenants decided to hold 
off until the situation improved.

Dark kitchens and digital apps
the slowing consumption at phys-

ical shops is largely a phenomenon 

of covid-19 and perhaps to a small 
extent, a consequence of rising e-
commerce and food delivery apps.

Despite the comparatively small 
population, these foreign and 
homegrown apps have flooded the 
market, and even more so during 
the pandemic.

it is generally symptomatic of high 
liquidity in the market and healthy 
disposable income on the back of an 
expanding middle-income segment.

this is evidenced by a burgeon-
ing broad money, which was about 
$29.2 billion in 2019, representing 
108 per cent of gross domestic prod-
uct (GDp) that year.

in the meantime, GDp per capita 
has risen to $1,643 in 2019 from $738 
in 2009, according to the world Bank.

For some businesses, particularly 
food and beverage operators, serv-
ing customers via digital platforms 
helped them sustain in the down-
turn, as in the case of park café Food 
and Beverage co ltd, a locally-bred 
food chain.

General manager heng Sengly said 
sales had dropped about 60 per cent 
since the latest wave of community 
transmission but online orders only 
dipped marginally.

“if things get severe as they did 
in italy or china, we would have to 
close the shops as a last resort and 
accept orders for delivery and take-

out,” he was quoted as saying in The 
Post last week.

From the outset of the pandemic, 
dark kitchens have mushroomed in 
some of the quieter neighbourhoods 
in the city to cater to late night food 
orders.

these kitchens with no signboards 
or exterior lighting are commonly 
present in converted porches with 
food delivery riders camped outside 
awaiting made-to-order meals as 
the aroma permeates the streets.

perhaps, a shifting trend to safer 
dining for the consumer and lower 
operating costs for the seller, Grif-
fiths, who agreed that it is an inter-
esting concept, was steadfast in his 
belief that it would not dent the F&B 
retail sector.

“… with no store, how does one 
establish a brand, customer loyalty 
and following?” he asked.

there are “hundreds and hundreds” 
of stores now on delivery food apps 
such as Nham 24, Food panda and 
muuve, and it is difficult to be noticed, 
and to gain credibility and reputation, 
he said, adding that stores are valu-
able brand advertisements.

“... opening a dark kitchen with-
out a store, brand or [physical] cus-
tomers, [still meant that] marketing 
costs could easily reach the costs of 
a physical store if you are going to 
become well-known and generate a 

sizeable customer base,” he said.
Griffiths acknowledged that times 

are difficult and people are driven to 
online food orders but that would 
not always be the case.

the apps should be used to sup-
plement store sales with stores turn-
ing into distribution points.

“it would be more sensible to look 
at reducing store size with less seat-
ing and focussing on a strong digital 
presence and strategy rather than 
going dark.

“i would not recommend setting up 
a dark kitchen as a way to reduce costs 
as i don’t believe long-term brand loy-
alty will be achieved or [that] enough 
awareness is generated to justify even 
the cheaper costs of a dark kitchen 
versus a store,” he said.

it is a notion shared by cBm corp 
co ltd co-founder Kouch Sokly, 
whose firm has brought in several 
international F&B chains including 
Korean bakery brand tous les Jours.

recently, the company has been 
pushing for more onsite delivery 
services as customer numbers dwin-
dled, weighing upon its revenue.

however, getting on digital food 
apps, while it helped to keep the 
brand and business alive, proved to 
be a costly affair because of steep 
commissions.

“it can be as low as 10 per cent and 
as high as 25 per cent. we only [see] 

Brick by brick, a construction worker cements together a wall of a building in Tonle Bassac commune in Daun Penh district heng Chivoan
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a small [profit] margin because of 
the high commission fees,” he told 
The Post via a social messaging app.

Nevertheless, the company con-
tinues to invest into the business to 
sustain an income “from any cor-
ner”. “most importantly, we need to 
survive this period,” he said.

tapas Kuila, a former general part-
ner of venture capital firm ooctane-
which invested in food delivery star-
up muuve, concurred that online 
food orders have swelled as “more 
and more people tend to do so in-
stead of dining out”.

in phnom penh alone, the gross 
merchandise value for the food de-
livery market stands around $16 
million to $18 million annually.

But, a majority of the growth has 
been thanks to covid-19, which 
makes it unsustainable, he said, 
noting that this could be further val-
idated by observing the trends.

“if you look at the volumes in de-
liveries – food, groceries and couriers 
– they spiked really high in the initial 
coronavirus scare back in march and 
april but it went down to previous 
levels soon after,” he explained.

what about e-commerce? Does it 
pose a challenge to the retail mar-
ket? Griffiths again dismissed the 
idea that it would threaten physical 
stores as the entrepreneurial spirit 
and people’s desire to enjoy retail 
shopping would see retailers re-
bound quickly.

he said well-operated e-com-
merce platforms supplement physi-
cal store sales and are valuable as-
sets in the present time to maintain 
store cashflow.

asked if the current online shop-
ping trend would persist as things 
got better, tapas opined that when 
it comes to e-commerce, there is 
a different angle of logistics in the 
picture, and today, customer expe-
rience is “broken and bad” when it 
comes to that.

“So i think if a company is able 
to provide that kind of end-to-end 
good customer service and sticki-
ness from a supply chain perspec-
tive, e-commerce volumes could 
stay the same or subside by a lesser 
proportion than food deliveries 
when the economy opens up and 
hopefully continue on its growth 
trajectory,” he said.

however, as more retail space, cat-
egorised as shopping mall, commu-
nity mall, retail podium and retail 
arcade, comes into the market, the 
pressure of filling them will likely 
intensify.

No further rental compression
Figures shared by the mall’s retail 

insight showed that phnom penh’s 
vacant retail space rose 85 per cent 
year-on-year to 16,247 square me-
tres (sqm) as at end-December, 
2020, whereas total retail space sup-
ply stood at 370,781 sqm last year.

out of the vacant space, F&B ac-

counted for 58 per cent, followed by 
fashion (21 per cent) and health and 
beauty (nine per cent).

in addition, community malls saw 
the highest unoccupied retail space 
at 9,565 sqm, ahead of shopping 
malls (3,091 sqm) and retail podi-
ums (2,351 sqm).

the periodical total net lettable 
area (Nla) figures often vary a little 
among real estate service providers, 
ranging between 50,000 sqm and 
100,000 sqm, when compared.

But the anxiety of oversupply in a 
soft market is staple, judging from 
the approximate total value of va-
cant retail space which comes in at 
$85 million to $105 million as of De-
cember 31, 2020.

headline rental estimate for va-
cant retail space, a rent that is paid 
following a rent-free or reduced 
rent period, stands at $780,000 per 
month, notwithstanding the impact 
of additional incentives offered by 
landlords.

industry players contend that the 
figure has improved a little com-
pared to 2015 to 2017 but lament 
that it is still marginally higher than 
2018 and 2019.

“there has not been a significant 
amount of variance over that pe-
riod,” one source said.

what this shows is that rental rates 
on average across phnom penh has 
suppressed 20 to 30 per cent from 
pre-covid-19 levels.

at some retail properties, rents 
have remained stable with zero to 
10 per cent drop while at others, as 
much as 50 per cent lower rates were 
experienced, Griffiths shared.

that said, he does not foresee 
rental rates coming down further, 
anticipating it to stay subdued for 

most parts of 2021 with some poten-
tial gains similar to 2019 in the final 
quarter of this year.

overall, some 500,000 sqm Nla 
of retail supply will stream into the 
market between now and 2023, UK-
headquartered real estate consultant 
and agent Knight Frank’s statistics 
showed. By then, total Nla would 
have ballooned to 909,008 sqm.

Similarly, cBre cambodia, an af-
filiate of US-based commercial real 
estate services and investment firm 
cBre Group inc, which recorded 
just over 400,000 sqm of retail sup-
ply in phnom penh last year, sees a 
strong uptick in vacant spaces, par-
ticularly in retail podium and shop-
ping malls in 2021.

Pre-pandemic development plans
while the numbers are heady in 

the present economic landscape, it 
should be noted that these develop-
ments were planned at a time when 
GDp growth averaged seven per 
cent year-on-year.

Following a record contraction of 
3.1 per cent in 2020, the government 
projects growth to be around 3.5 per 
cent, slightly modest from National 
Bank of cambodia (NBc)’s four per 
cent forecast this year.

the pandemic aside, the rise in re-
tail space would be seen as a sign of 
economic growth, especially where 
real estate and construction largely 
underpinned cambodia’s gross do-
mestic product in recent years.

Foreign direct investment in this 
sector in 2019 represented 18.6 per 
cent of the total $3.7 billion, up 13.7 
per cent from 2018, with a majority 
of that from mainland china and 
greater china including taiwan and 
hong Kong.

in the meantime, local developers 
stepped up to be on par with foreign 
players to meet a robust housing, 
retail and office demand, signalling 
cambodia’s position at the cusp of a 
massive economic growth.

having said that, it also raised 
NBc’s anxiety of a property bubble  
due to the rapid and staggering ex-
pansion of the sector as real estate 
financing and mortgages, offered by 
developers, grew unchecked.

in the midst, incessant construc-
tions retail arcades in the last five 
to six years continued with some 
running into financial trouble even 
before the pandemic.

they include the market redevel-
opment of century plaza by chinese 
investors on russian Federation 
Boulevard and the long-overdue 
phnom penh mega mall on Street 
271, which has allegedly restruc-
tured its loan. together, these proj-
ects command a gross development 
value of $120 million.

A weary outlook
this circles back to the challenge 

that has commonly plagued the 
sector over the past years, which 
as ross wheble, country head for 
Knight Frank (cambodia) pte ltd, 
said is the disequilibrium between 
supply and demand.

Drawing a parallel, he said due to 
the surge of incoming mall comple-
tions during the second half of 2020, 
average occupancy rate had com-
pressed further to 79 per cent, a six 
percentage point year-on-year drop 
since 2019.

contending that footfall traffic 
has fallen intermittently due to viral 
outbreaks over the past year, wheble 
noted that there were no mass fore-

closures of major retailers evident in 
the second half of 2020.

however, foreclosures among 
stand-alone traditional shophouses 
converted for use as retail started 
to rise, owing to a drop in incoming 
tourists which formed the bulk of 
their clientele.

Still, overall consumer appetite 
would undoubtedly keep the retail 
real estate sector buoyed, because 
of increasing disposable income, 
said James hodge, managing direc-
tor of cBre cambodia.

he also reminded that retail space 
per capita in phnom penh was 
among the lowest among major cit-
ies, if not the lowest, in Southeast 
asia at less than 0.2 sqm.

in comparison, Yangon in myan-
mar recorded nearly 0.7 sqm of 
completed retail space per capita 
whereas Vientienne in laos pushed 
slightly above 0.3 sqm.

coupled with its young popula-
tion and growing spending money, 
strong interest has piqued among 
popular brands, with asia pacific la-
bels leading the way.

it represented new entrants at 
61.3 per cent in the fourth quarter 
of 2020, towering over those from 
europe, the middle east and africa 
(25.8 per cent) and the americas 
(12.9 per cent), hodge said.

Nearly two-thirds of that figure 
constituted F&B businesses, such 
as milk tea, Korean and Japanese 
restaurants, fast food and dessert 
shops, while the rest were fashion 
and accessory outlets - which grew 
100 per cent from 2019.

“as such, we expect that the sector 
would continue to diversify its of-
ferings in order to widen the pool of 
potential customers, and drive foot-
fall and retail spending,” he added.

at the same time, a fraction of de-
velopers have started to resolve the 
problem of vacant units themselves 
either by repurposing them or in 
the case of well-capitalised owners 
– bringing in and operating brands 
themselves.

“[it] ensures good occupancy 
rates in the malls. as more malls are 
established across the capital, the 
market becomes attractive to major 
retail powerhouses such as Uniqlo 
and h&m. we should see new en-
trants into the market,” said wheble 
of Knight Frank.

as for older properties such as the 
Bayon market building near russian 
Federation Boulevard and pencil 
mart on Samdech pan Street, which 
is one of the oldest malls in the city, 
they have been repurposed as low-
rent office buildings.

Similarly, $15 million Young’s 
commercial centre and resort co 
ltd in chroy changvar is now New 
city walk after it was sold, having 
not achieved its original vision as a 
one-stop mall within the happiness 
city mixed-development project. it 
was redesigned into retail and office 
units, and relaunched.

meanwhile, some projects are 
progressing slowly or are delayed, 
though it is “hard to tell”, the mall’s 
Griffiths confessed. 

“we know of six small to medium-
size retail projects, each with less 
than $8 million GDV that have been 
put on hold. however, they are at 
the early design and development 
stage, so it is easy to hold at that 
stage,” he said.

But what is to come of all this, is 
unclear. real estate agents show rel-
ative optimism, acknowledging that 
“everyone is struggling” but at the 
core of it, the amount of vacancy re-
mains a huge reckoning for the real 
estate sector.

the short-term outlook is likely 
to be weary as supply piles on, dou-
bling present figures, assuming all 
projects complete as scheduled, 
Knight Frank wrote, but could it last 
longer? only time will tell.

Phnom Penh Vacancy by Type

Source: Retail Insights, 4th quarter of 2020, The Mall Company

Source: Retail insights, fourth quarter of 2020, The Mall Company 

Source: Fearless Forecast 2021, CBRE Cambodia
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world
Biden warns US may miss 
deadline to exit afghanistan
U

S PreSident Joe Biden 
has said that it would be 
“tough” to meet the dead-
line to withdraw US troops 

from afghanistan by may 1, as agreed 
with the taliban in a deal secured un-
der his predecessor donald trump.

the taliban insurgents have largely 
stuck to a promise not to attack US or 
other foreign troops since the agree-
ment was struck in February last year, 
but they say the date to end the US’ 
longest war is inflexible.

“could happen, but it is tough,” 
Biden said when asked about the may 
1 deadline in a tV interview broad-
cast on march 17. “i’m in the process 
of making that decision now.”

the taliban quickly reacted to 
Biden’s comments, with a spokesman 
saying there would be “consequenc-
es” if the US did not stick to the agreed 
timetable – further raising pressure 
on the fragile peace process.

Biden also took a direct swipe at 
trump’s afghanistan policy, saying it 
“was not a very solidly negotiated deal” 
that the then-president oversaw.

“the failure to have an orderly tran-
sition from the trump presidency to 
my presidency . . . has cost me time 
and consequences. that’s one of the 
issues we’re talking about now, in 
terms of afghanistan,” he added.

the US is supposed to pull out all 
its troops by may 1 in an agreement 
that saw the taliban agree to peace 
talks with the afghan administration 
of President ashraf Ghani.

Taliban power-sharing?
the insurgents also vowed not to al-

low territory to be used by “terrorists” 
– the original goal of the US invasion 
following the September 11, 2001 at-
tacks.

But the supposed peace talks held in 
Qatar since September have made little 
progress.

Washington wants to jump-start the 
process and get the taliban and afghan 
government to agree to some form of 
power-sharing.

major urban centres in afghanistan 
are in the grip of a worsening terror 
campaign in the form of deadly attacks 
targeting politicians, civil servants, aca-
demics, rights activists and journalists.

the taliban deny all responsibility but 
the government says they are to blame – 
either directly, or by using proxies.

as the may deadline looms closer, 
russia on march 18 was to host a 
conference featuring high-level del-
egations from the taliban and afghan 
government – as well from the US, 
Pakistan and china.

at the talks, the insurgents will be 
led by the taliban’s co-founder and 
deputy leader mullah abdul Ghani 
Baradar, while the afghan govern-
ment side is headed by former chief 
executive abdullah abdullah.

Pakistan, which holds the most 
outside influence over the taliban, 
is represented by veteran diplomat 

mohammed Sadiq, while the US 
sent long-time afghan envoy Zalmay 
Khalilzad.

the Un, which is not participating 
in the moscow talks, meanwhile an-
nounced that secretary-general an-
tonio Guterres had nomination a new 
personal envoy, Jean arnault, to work 
for peace in afghanistan.

analysts suggest a face-saving com-
promise on the US withdrawal could 
be hashed out, with Washington saying 
it has met its obligations while leaving 
some US experts attached to afghan 
forces in advisory roles. AFP

turkey ‘must take back migrants’ to uphold eU deal
GreeK minister for immigra-
tion and asylum notis mitara-
chi has called on turkey to take 
back 1,450 migrants to demon-
strate “willingness to cooper-
ate” with the eU on a 2016 deal 
stemming would-be refugee 
flows.

“We have proposed to turkey 

to restart [the] returns of those 
not entitled to protection,” 
mitarachi told aFP in an inter-
view, in which he also insisted 
his country does not illegally 
push back migrants.

“i think it’s a very good oppor-
tunity for turkey to demon-
strate their willingness to coop-

erate with the eU and uphold 
the joint statement,” the min-
ister said.

the accord – criticised by 
rights groups and since seen as 
inadequate by ankara – fore-
saw the payment of €6 billion 
($7.2 billion) to turkey to keep 
asylum seekers from crossing 
to Bulgaria and Greece.

according to the european 
commission, €4.1 billion have 
already been delivered to tur-
key, and the remaining two bil-
lion have been contracted to 
projects to support refugees.

But ankara disputes the eU 
figures, claiming that only €3.6 
billion have been spent on Syr-
ians, and stressing that turkey 
has 3.7 million of them on its 
soil.

Since the accord, the number 
of migrants and refugees arriv-
ing in Greece has fallen sharply.

in 2015, at the height of the 
crisis, 856,000 crossed the 
aegean Sea. this figure dropped 
to 173,000 the following year, 
and to only 30,000 in 2017. 

Last year, likely because of 
the coronavirus pandemic, just 
10,000 crossed.

eU member states will dis-
cuss ties with turkey at their 
next summit on march 25 and 
26.

‘Prevented’ entry of boats
asked about persistent alle-

gations of migrant pushbacks 
in Greek waters, mitarachi said 
Greece is protecting its borders 
“in accordance to european 
regulations and international 
law”.

he said: “We haven’t returned 
boats. We have prevented boats 
from entering european and 
Greek territory, but this is 
something allowed by the regu-
lations.”

Pushbacks prevent asylum-
seekers from making refugee 
claims and if practised indis-
criminately can constitute a 
violation of core eU human 
rights laws and the 1951 Gene-
va convention.

the chief of eU border agen-

cy Frontex, Fabrice Leggeri, has 
been under pressure for weeks 
over the allegations, but a 
recent investigation proved 
inconclusive.

it said no migrants were 
turned back in eight of the inci-
dents examined, but added 
that it was not possible to clar-
ify the details of five other 
instances of alleged rights vio-
lations.

Five-nation meeting
Greece on march 19 will host 

a two-day meeting with cyprus, 
italy, malta and Spain to ham-
mer out common proposals on 
the eU’s new migration pact.

and mitarachi later in march 
will accompany eU home 
affairs commissioner Ylva 
Johansson to the island of Les-
bos, which is housing over 
8,500 asylum seekers.

most of them live in a tem-
porary tent camp hastily erect-
ed after the notorious facility 
of moria burned down last 
year. AFP

Women who lost their husband or relatives in the ongoing war in Afghanistan with the Taliban stitch military uniforms at a factory in 
Kabul. AFP

Greek Minister for Immigration and Asylum Notis Mitarachi speaks 
during an interview in his office of the Greek Ministry of Migration and 
Asylum in Athens on Tuesday. AFP

algeria urged 
to look into 
violence on 
journalists
PreSS freedom watchdog 
reporters Without Borders 
(rSF) on march 17 urged alge-
rian authorities to investigate 
violence against journalists at 
an anti-government demon-
stration last week.

rSF “calls on the algerian 
authorities to investigate the 
violence against 10 journalists 
. . . so that those responsible can 
be identified and prosecuted”, 
the group said in a statement.

On march 12, protesters 
assaulted a group of journal-
ists at a protest of the hirak 
pro-democracy movement in 
the capital algiers.

rSF said: “the violence began 
at around 3:30pm, when dem-
onstrators attacked France 24 
correspondent abdelkader 
Kamli, accusing him of biased 
reporting.”

citing another journalist at 
the scene, it said several report-
ers tried to protect Kamli but 
were in turn attacked.

rSF’s Souhaieb Khayati said: 
“this type of abuse must on no 
account remain unpunished.

“it is as incomprehensible as 
it is unacceptable that demon-
strators used violence against 
journalists who, despite the 
risk of arrest, have constantly 
covered a protest movement 
for more than a year.”

it is not the first time demon-
strators have shown animosity 
towards journalists or accused 
them of siding with the regime.

Some reporters working for 
French outlets have also been 
accused of representing a coun-
try seen as a supporter of Presi-
dent abdelmadjid tebboune.

a day after the violence, alge-
rian authorities threatened to 
withdraw France 24’s media 
accreditation for good, alleging 
“blatant bias” in its coverage of 
the protest movement.

“We are trying to do our work 
as honestly as possible,” France 
24 director marc Saikali said on 
march 13. “We’re just doing our 
job within the rules which have 
been set out.

“We don’t take sides, and we 
certainly don’t have any kind 
of agenda aimed at destroying 
anything.”

the hirak movement broke 
out in February 2019 in out-
rage at then-president 
abdelaziz Bouteflika’s bid for 
a fifth term in office.

the ailing leader was forced 
to step down weeks later, but the 
movement continued with dem-
onstrations, demanding a sweep-
ing overhaul of a ruling system in 
place since algeria’s indepen-
dence from France in 1962. 

Since its second anniversary 
on February 22, the hirak has 
restarted weekly Friday protests, 
suspended for almost a year due 
to the coronavirus pandemic. 

rSF ranked algeria 146 out 
of 180 countries and territories 
in its 2020 World Press Free-
dom index, a drop of 27 places 
from 2015. AFP



Plumes of smoke rose on 
march 17 above a part of 
myanmar’s biggest city which 
has turned into a battle zone 
under martial law, with burn-
ing barricades and security 
forces firing at unarmed anti-
coup protesters.

Traumatised residents have 
fled Hlaing Tharyar, an indus-
trial neighbourhood in Yangon 
that has become a flashpoint 
in a nationwide uprising 
against the military’s coup 
nearly seven weeks ago.

The junta has increasingly 
deployed heavy force to quell 
the demonstrations, with more 
than 200 protesters reported 
to have been killed across the 
country.

march 14 was the deadliest 
day so far, with a local monitor-
ing group documenting more 
than 70 people killed – the bulk 
of them in Hlaing Tharyar.

The junta on march 14 
imposed martial law on the 
township and later on other 
protest hotspots – effectively 
placing nearly two million peo-
ple under the complete control 
of military commanders.

Residents – many of them 
migrant workers – have since 
fled back to their home states, 
piling their belongings and 
families onto flat-bed trucks 
and the backs of motorbikes.

Those who stayed reported 
warlike scenes.

“There were constant gun-
shots the entire night and we 
didn’t get to sleep,” one resident 
said, adding that people were 
worried about even walking on 
the streets for fear of getting 
targeted by security forces.

Another resident, a medical 
student, said there was a heavy 
military and police presence 
around the main parts of the 
township.

He said: “They were check-
ing cars, motorbikes and the 
mobile phones of people going 
around the streets.

“If they detected anything 
related to politics and the civ-
il disobedience movement, 
they arrested people,” he said, 
adding that authorities also 
threatened residents to make 
them remove barricades 
around the area.

Hardline anti-coup protesters 

had camped on a bridge lead-
ing into the township’s main 
roads on march 16 evening, 
wearing hard hats and gas 
masks, and carrying shields.

They had erected barricades 
made out of tyres, wood, sand-
bags and bamboo poles.

some of those barricades 
were burned, leading to heavy 
black smoke rising above the 
mostly deserted streets.

some protesters threw pet-
rol bombs at the security forc-
es, but otherwise appeared 
defenceless as they hid behind 
makeshift shields.

In a residential area of a 
neighbouring township, video 
footage verified by AFP showed 
non-stop volleys of gunfire 
lasting roughly 15 seconds.

In recent days, Hlaing Thar-
yar has become “an urban war 
zone”, said International Fed-
eration for Human Rights dep-
uty secretary Debbie stothard.

she said: “We heard a lot of 
people have been arrested in 
the last few days but it is really 
difficult to get information on 
what is happening on the 
ground.” AFP
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Protesters carry a wounded man shot with live rounds by security forces during a crackdown on demonstrations 
against the military coup in Yangon on Wednesday. STR/AFP

ex-mayor of 
VN’s capital 
mayor faces 
new charge
THe Investigation Police Agen-
cy under Vietnam’s ministry of 
Public security on march 18 
took legal action against Nguy-
en Duc chung, former chair-
man of the Hanoi People’s 
committee, citing his involve-
ment in the purchase of the 
water cleaning agent Redoxy 
3c to purify lakes in the city 
that “ran counter to regula-
tions” and “caused losses to the 
state”.

During a probe into accusa-
tions of “violating regulations 
on the management and use of 
state assets, causing losses and 
wastefulness” at the Hanoi 
People’s committee and relat-
ed units – initiated in April last 
year, police found that chung 
and Arktic Trading service co 
ltd director Nguyen Truong 
Giang had abused their posi-
tions and power to order Hanoi 
Water Drainage co ltd to buy 
Redoxy 3c for lake purification 
from German firm Watch Water 
GmbH via Arktic in a manner 
that “ran counter to regula-
tions”, hence “causing losses to 
the state”.

Given this, the police agency 
on march 18 added the charge 
of “abusing position and power 
while performing duties” at the 
Hanoi People’s committee and 
related units to the case it is 
investigating.

It also officially launched an 
investigation into chung and 
Giang for this charge.

The police’s moves followed 
the approval of the supreme 
People’s Procuracy.

In December, the Hanoi 
People’s court found chung 
guilty of “appropriating confi-
dential state documents” and 
decided to sentence him to 
five years in prison. VIET NAM 

NEWS/ASIA NEWS NETWORK 

Philippines to shut border to 
foreigners as virus cases surge
T

He Philippines will close its 
border to foreigners and re-
strict the number of Filipinos 
entering the country as au-

thorities battle to contain a spike in 
coronavirus infections.

The temporary measures come after 
the number of daily cases hit a seven-
month high of 5,404 on march 15 and 
experts predict the figure could double 
by the end of this month.

most of the active infections are in 
metro manila where targeted lock-
downs, nighttime curfews and a stay-
at-home order for all children are be-
ing used to curb the spread.

The ban on overseas arrivals was 
announced late on march 16 by the 
government’s covid-19 task force and 
takes effect march 20.

Overseas Filipino workers will be 
exempt, but the number of passenger 
arrivals will be limited to 1,500 a day, 
it said.

Authorities have blamed the infec-
tion surge on poor compliance with 
health protocols, such as wearing a 
mask and face shield in public, and 
more contagious variants of the virus.

A year after ordering the first lock-
down that crippled the country’s econo-
my, threw millions out of work and trig-
gered record hunger, President Rodrigo 
Duterte urged Filipinos to “not despair”. 

“It’s a small thing in our lives. We 
went through [things that] are more se-
vere, more difficult and brought more 
tears,” Duterte said on march 15.

His remarks sparked anger among 
social media users and opposition 
lawmakers who accused him of belit-
tling the suffering of health workers 
and people who have lost loved ones 
to the disease. 

Duterte’s government has been flayed 
over its handling of the pandemic, 
which has infected more than 630,000 
people. Nearly 13,000 have died.

The hospital bed occupancy rate 
is at 59 per cent in metro manila and 
surrounding provinces, presidential 
spokesman Harry Roque – who has 

tested positive for covid-19 – said on 
march 16. 

But at the Philippine General Hospi-
tal, one of the country’s main facilities 
treating covid-19 patients, 80 per cent 
of beds for patients diagnosed with the 
disease were occupied and its inten-
sive care wards full, a spokesman told 
local media.

The government hopes to inoculate 
70 million people by the end of this 
year.

more than a million doses of vac-
cines developed by china’s sinovac 
Biotech ltd and British-swedish drug 
maker AstraZeneca Plc have been de-
livered in the past two weeks. 

The government hopes to have “a 

stable supply of vaccines starting April 
or may”, said retired general carlito 
Galvez, who is overseeing the effort.

About 216,000 health workers have 
received their first jab so far, he said.

Authorities aim to inoculate 1.7 mil-
lion medical staff by mid-April before 
distributing vaccines to the elderly and 
poor. AFP

A policeman checks a resident for not wearing a face shield in a neighbourhood under strict quarantine measures in Pasay City, suburban 
Manila, on Tuesday as the number of new daily cases of Covid-19 coronavirus has surged to the highest level in seven months. AFP

myanmar township a battle zone as martial law enforced
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Opinion

m
arch 20 marks 
the International 
Day of Forests, 
and never before 

has there been greater reason 
to focus our attention on 
these precious natural 
resources that cover a third of 
the Earth’s land area.

We owe so much to forests. 
Over the last year, forests 

have been helping to keep 
people safe and healthy dur-
ing the covid-19 pandemic. 

many of us have relied on 
essential forest products 
made from paper and card-
board, including personal 
protective equipment and 
packaging for home deliver-
ies. For others, forests have 
offered a space to exercise 
outdoors, boosting our 
health and spirits.

But for vulnerable people 
around the world, forests 
have been acting as vital 
safety nets, providing food 
sourcesand income when 
supply chains are disrupted.

This is in addition to the 
extraordinary benefits for-
ests always provide: acting 
as carbon sinks, purifying 
our water, supplying food, 
fuel and medicinal plants to 
well over a billion people, 
and supporting the liveli-
hoods of hundreds of mil-
lions more.

Nevertheless, covid-19 has 
served as a wake-up call to 
the fact that the health of ani-
mals, people and the environ-
ment are interconnected.

We must recognise that 
deforestation and the unsus-
tainable use of the world’s 
forests significantly increase 
the risk of diseases caused by 
pathogens jumping from ani-
mals to humans.

approximately 70 per cent 
of emerging infectious dis-
eases, and almost all recent 
epidemics, have originated in 
animals, especially wildlife.

When forests are cut down 
to expand cropland or pas-
tures for grazing, and when 
urban demand for wildmeat 
as a luxury item drives overex-
ploitation, contact between 
humans, livestock, and wild-
life increases. and so does the 

risk of the next big pandemic.
The message is clear: 

healthy forests mean healthy 
people.

Yet our forests remain 
under threat. In the last 30 
years, we have lost 420 mil-
lion hectares of forest 
through deforestation and 
conversion to other land use, 
primarily driven by agricul-
tural expansion.

This destruction risks the 
health of the global popula-
tion, releases climate-warm-
ing gases, threatens plants 
and animals with extinction 
and endangers the liveli-
hoods of people who depend 
on forests.

So what can we do to keep 
forests, and ourselves, 
healthy?

First, we need to halt prac-
tices that drive large-scale 
conversion of forests to agri-
culture, recognising that it is 
possible to feed the growing 
global population without 
cutting down forests.

Second, we must crack 
down on the illegal wildlife 
trade, while respecting that 
wild animals remain an 
essential source of food and 
income for millions of indig-
enous peoples and local 
communities. 

Third, we need to invest in 
restoring the world’s 
degraded forests and land-
scapes to re-establish 
healthy ecosystems – the 
focus of this year’s Interna-
tional Day of Forests.

currently, around two bil-
lion hectares – an area twice 
the size of china – are degrad-
ed due to overuse, drought 
and unsustainable forest and 
land management practices.

The good news is that we 
can restore degraded land on 
a large scale. 

The Great Green Wall for 
the Sahara and the Sahel Ini-
tiative, led by the african 
Union, is one example. By 
2030, it aims to restore 100 
million hectares across afri-

ca’s drylands with local tree 
species and vegetation, 
greening landscapes while 
sequestering 250 million 
tonnes of carbon and creat-
ing 10 million green jobs. 

and globally, ambitioustar-
gets have already been set: 
the Bonn challenge calls for 
the restoration of 350 million 
hectares by 2030, while the 
Sustainable Development 
Goals go further still, aiming 
for land degradation neutral-
ity by 2030. 

So far, more than 60 coun-
tries and entities have com-
mitted to restoring over 210 
million hectares of degraded 
land – an area almost two-
thirds the size of India. 

however, we need to step 
up the pace to meet targets 
and turn pledges to action. 

The UN Decade on Ecosys-
tem restoration begins this 
year and is an opportunity to 
upscale forest restoration 
across hundreds of millions 
of hectares, healing degraded 

land. It also provides an 
opportunity for many to ben-
efit from the green jobs and 
income-generating possibili-
ties that restoration presents, 
helping with economic 
recovery from the covid-19 
pandemic.

We should also remember 
that every tree counts. Small-
scale planting and restora-
tion projects can positively-
impact human health. Urban 
greening creates cleaner air, 
provides shade and benefits 
the mental and physical well-
being of people in cities. 
Each of us has the opportu-
nity to make a difference on a 
micro level, from backyards 
to community gardens.

Let today’s International 
Day of Forests herald a fresh 
start to restore our forests 
and create a healthier world 
for us all.

Maria Helena Semed is the deputy 
director-general of the UN Food and 
Agriculture Organisation (FAO)

Restoring our forests provides a  
path to recovery and wellbeing

Many of us have relied on essential forest products made from paper and cardboard, including personal protective equipment and packaging for 
home deliveries. afp
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Roth Sochieata

I
F you visit The Ann Cof-
fee and stand under the 
soft neon lighting and 
look inside their fancy 

glass cabinet you’ll find an 
array of appealingly colour-
ful snacks and treats like mini 
macaroons, salted egg cake, 
cookies and tiramisu that will 
trigger your cravings to in-
dulge your sweet tooth. 

Despite that impressive pano-
ply of sugar-based confections, 
the real stars of The Ann Coffee 
are the drinks topped with cute 
polar bears or sleeping piglets.

Whether it’s a snack or drink, 
the shop serves its patrons in 
style as each item is beauti-
fully presented in a cafe with 
attractive interior decoration 
and an overall positive vibe.

The cute concepts behind this 
small coffee shop come from its 
expat owner, Vivi Do, who trav-
elled to South Korea to learn the 
creative recipes they now use.

The soft colours and “kawaii” 
(cute) designs provide an ambi-
ence that adds to the sweetness 
of the drinks and snacks. 

opened in october 2020, 
The Ann Coffee – not far from 
Independence of Monument 
– has proved enormously 
popular so a second branch 
was recently opened in Boe-
ung Keng Kang I (BKK I) com-
mune to expand the reach of 
their services for their growing 
number of patrons, many of 
them young people.

The cafe manager Lok Anli-
ka, 23, tells The Post “We have 
so many customers coming 
in now, both locals and ex-
pats. Especially in the morn-
ing, foreigners love to come 
for a cup of coffee and a snack 
before going to work. 

“It helps that we are located 
near a popular expatriate 
area but they wouldn’t come 
in if they didn’t like the cafe,” 
Anlika says.

Anlika says they probably 
serve around 200 to 300 cus-
tomers per day, including 
takeaway orders. 

The baristas at The Ann Cof-
fee are constantly busy with 
the preparation and packag-
ing of desserts and drinks for 
delivery during peak hours. 

Part of their popularity is 
due to the cafe’s 30 types of 
distinctive snacks and home-
made beverages. 

They use coffee beans im-
ported straight from South 
Korea.  The owner grinds the 
coffee herself and has an ex-
tensive knowledge of every va-

riety of coffee on the market.
“The owner does all the staff 

training directly and watches 
us do everything at first in order 
to make sure we are learning to 
do everything in the exact way 
that she does,” Anlika says.

The snacks most loved by 
the patrons are cheese teok-
bokki, crispy kimbap, tira-
misu, The Ann rainbow sand-
wich and their special bread. 

The special bread is incredi-
bly delicious, with a combina-
tion of fresh veggies like sliced 
cucumbers, carrots, onions, 
chillies and mint along with 
a pate and minced meats. It 
looks and tastes great. 

The Ann rainbow sandwich 
is as flavourful as the special 
bread. When customers tear 
it apart it oozes out colourful 
and fruity jams of several vari-
eties. Be sure to check both the 
special bread and the rainbow 
sandwich out if you visit. 

The top selling coffee drink 
is the special egg coffee, a 
drink which their youthful 
manager doesn’t hesitate to 
boast about.

“For this recipe, we mix 
chicken eggs and coffee. It 
sounds really strange but it 
adds an extra dimension of 
flavour to it. It’s worth a try.”

Another top-selling drink is 
the orange lemongrass peach 
tea, which tastes amazing 
and shouldn’t be overlooked 
by customers looking for a 
change of pace from coffee.

The lemongrass in the tea 
gives it a wonderful fragrance 
and the taste is absolutely 
satisfying. 

Every drink served at The 

Ann Coffee has a cute little 
bear on top of it that is themed 
with various colours. 

Ice Lattes are another well-
loved drink at the cafe. The 
coffee, milk, glass of ice and 
sugar syrup are all served sep-
arately so that the customer 
can mix their own drink and 
customise it for themselves. 
And the frozen coffee piglet 

that comes perched on the 
top of it is adorable. 

Prices for snacks and drinks 
there are very reasonable and 
range from around $1 to $3.50.

Anlika says she loves man-
aging the cafe and feels like 
they’ve really put together a 
winning formula with the de-
cor, drinks and snacks. 

“I definitely love how it is 

now. The only thing we want to 
work on is expanding and be-
cause the location here is not 
that wide we want to open up 
in a bigger space,” she says.  

Three months after open-
ing its first branch, The Ann 

Coffee is already growing with 
impressive speed. When the 
original location started getting 
overflow crowds they expanded 
and opened another gorgeous 
cafe in BKK I with a grand open-
ing for it back in January. 

“As a response to the de-
mands of our loyal custom-
ers, we opened up a cafe with 
an upper and lower level. We 
hope to better accommodate 
the patrons that used to have 
to line up against the walls in 
our more humble original lo-
cation,” Anlika says. 

Anlika says the amount of 
positive feedback they receive 
daily is almost overwhelming. 
Most of the customers are en-
amoured of the richly flavoured 
food and drinks being served 
along with the friendly and wel-
coming employees who have a 
knack for winning customer’s 
hearts on their first visit. 

Anlika hopes that anyone 
who hasn’t stopped by yet will 
come and give their drinks a try 
because she’s sure they’ll keep 
coming back again if they do. 

“Most of the drinks we have 
here, you just can’t find else-
where. From the beautiful 
presentation, lovely setting 
and tasty coffee, our cafe has 

everything you’d ever 
want,” she enthuses. 

If you’d like to try out 
their selection without 

taking any unneces-
sary Covid-19 risks, 
right now The Ann 

Coffee has a promo-
tion where anyone who 

spends more than $5 can 
get free delivery to any loca-

tion within 5km of the cafe.
Customers can place or-

ders through the NHAM24 
or Foodpanda apps, or by 

calling 092 807 888. 
The Ann Coffee 1 is open ev-

ery day from 6am to 9pm and 
is located near Independence 
Monument on Preah Sihanouk 
Blvd in Daun Penh district. 

The Ann Coffee 2 keeps the 
same hours and is located on 
the corner of St 63 and St 334, 
near the Thai Huot super-
market in Boeung Keng Kang 
district’s BKK I.
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Sip a drink with 
frozen teddy 
bear topping 
at the ‘kawaii’ 
The Ann Coffee 

Mini macaroons, salted egg cake, cookies and tiramisu for customers to indulge their sweet tooth. YOUSOS APDOULRASHIM

Staff wearing facemasks serve customers with proper social distancing. YOUSOS APDOULRASHIM

The Post staff reporter Roth Sochieata pours milk and coffee to a perfect mixture. YOUSOS APDOULRASHIM
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Luxury oasis draws Saudi arabia’s 
rich elite locked up by pandemic
W

e L L - h e e L e D 
Saudis frolic in 
an artificial oasis 
built on salmon-

coloured dunes, splashing the 
cash after a year-long pan-
demic lock-in that dovetails 
with efforts to discourage citi-
zens from splurging overseas.

coronavirus hobbled Saudi 
arabia’s plans to boost tour-
ism and entertainment, new 
sectors central to a strategy 
to diversify the oil-reliant 
economy.

But cushioning the blow is 
a lucrative market of Saudis 
forced to spend their money 
at home.

The riyadh Oasis – a high-
end desert retreat with palm-
fringed pools, pop-up restau-
rants and luxury tents – seeks 
to lure Saudi high-rollers 
barred since the start of the 
pandemic from their usual 
overseas escapades, amid 
some of the world’s most strin-
gent coronavirus measures.

The sprawling retreat, billed 
as a “five-star winter sanctu-
ary”, marks the latest govern-
ment attempt to reverse a 
decades-old trend of Saudis 
spending billions of dollars 
abroad annually.

“Water, palms, sand,” said 
a Saudi guide, ushering in 
guests arriving at the retreat 
on the outskirts of riyadh, in a 
fleet of luxury cars, from Bent-
leys to maseratis. “The oasis 
has everything.”

Unveiled in mid-January for 
a three-month season, the oa-
sis – whose pricey tickets have 
spurred resentment among 
the less affluent – is the first in 
a series of entertainment of-
ferings since the pandemic.

“The oasis caters to Saudi 
hNWs [high net worth indi-
viduals], targeting those who 
could not visit the US or eu-
rope for their annual jaunts,” 
a riyadh-based banker said.

Travel ban
For decades, citizens of 

Saudi arabia and other Gulf 
petro-states were seen as top-
spending clientele in europe, 
largely because of a dearth 
of entertainment options at 
home.

Saudi arabia’s annual out-
bound tourism market is ex-
pected to soar to more than 
$43 billion by 2025, according 
to the Dublin-based group re-
search and markets.

Some $18.7 billion was spent 
on tourism overseas in 2019, 
according to a central bank 
report.

The government, battling a 
pandemic-triggered econom-
ic contraction, seeks a slice of 
that revenue.

Saudi arabia recently an-
nounced it was extending 
a ban on overseas travel for 
its citizens from march 31 to 
may 17.

The government attributed 
the decision to a delay in the 
arrival of coronavirus vaccines 
in the kingdom, which has re-
ported over 383,000 infections 
and more than 6,500 deaths.

But the move intensified 
public speculation the ban 
was aimed at shoring up the 
economy by boosting domes-
tic spending.

Official data in recent 
months has shown a spike in 
domestic tourism and hotel 
reservations.

But the bonanza may be 
short-lived.

a customer survey this 
month, by the tourism com-
pany almosafer, said over 
80 per cent of Saudis plan 
to travel abroad within six 
months of the lifting of travel 
restrictions.

Still, the top crude exporter, 
which has identified leisure 
and tourism as the main en-
gines of economic reform, is 
pushing a long-term strategy.

alongside music festivals 
and sporting events, hundreds 
of movie theatres are planned 
after a decades-old ban on 
cinemas was lifted in 2018.

‘Targets the top cream’
The kingdom is also building 

a Walt Disney-style entertain-
ment city known as Qiddiya, 
and a luxury resort destina-
tion along the red Sea – both 
worth hundreds of billions of 
dollars.

“These developments 
should encourage more local 
spending,” said a 2019 report 

by the global consulting firm 
mcKinsey.

“currently, more than 50 
per cent of Saudi spending on 
leisure and entertainment is 
outside the kingdom, with cat-
egories such as luxury nearing 
70 per cent.”

But the steep cost of enter-
tainment offerings has stirred 
public resentment, especially 
after a tripling of value-added 
tax last year dented house-
hold savings.

The daily rent of the tented 
“glamps” at the oasis cost 
upwards of 13,000 riyals 
($3,500).

“The glamps cost nearly a 
month’s salary for me,” one 
Saudi media worker said, de-
clining to be named.

“The joke in my office is; 
this caters to a class of people 
who won’t use toilet paper un-
less it’s made from real silk. It 
targets the top cream, the top 
one per cent.”

adel alrajab, chief executive 

of Seven experience, one of 
the companies that helped set 
up the riyadh Oasis, acknowl-
edged it was “not targeting ev-
eryone”.

“You don’t expect the mass-
es to go to five- or six-star ho-
tels,” he said.

In 2019, Turki al-Sheikh, the 
head of the kingdom’s Gen-
eral entertainment authority 
courted criticism after he sug-
gested Saudis struggling fi-
nancially could take on credit 
card debt to pay for entertain-
ment activities.

“This ‘only for the rich’ ap-
proach could backfire,” a 
Gulf-based Western official 
said.

“[The kingdom] will have to 
find a balance between pric-
ing and ensuring wider Saudi 
participation.” AFP

Libyan drift drivers burn rubber for ‘unity and peace’
BUrNING rubber in eastern Libya’s Beng-
hazi, drivers from across the country took 
part in a drifting championship this month, 
a rare unifying event as the country seeks 
to end years of conflict.

“We have excellent drivers,” said mar-
wan al-manfi, a spectator from Tobruk. “It’s 
time the world knew about it.”

In souped-up BmWs, competitors lined 
up on the asphalt for their turn to tear up 
the track near the Benghazi seafront, tyres 
screeching as they swerved around barrels 
and markers.

The enthusiastic crowd of mostly young 
men watched on and took photos as the 
cars, some with lights flashing or splashed 
with advertising, sent up clouds of smoke 
as they skidded and spun.

Popularised in Japan in the 1970s, the 
motor sport, which involves deliberately 

oversteering the car to slip, skid and spin, 
and is popular among Libyan youth.

Libya, sitting atop africa’s largest proven 
crude reserves, has been mired in chaos 
since the 2011 ouster and killing of dictator 
moamer Kadhafi in a NaTO-backed upris-
ing that began in Benghazi.

For years it has been divided between 
rival forces, with a Tripoli-based UN-rec-
ognised Government of National accord 
in the west and a parallel administration 
headquartered in the east, backed by mil-
itary strongman Khalifa haftar.

But it has been taking steps towards nor-
malcy since a ceasefire between warring 
parties came into effect in October.

Libya’s new interim Prime minister 
abdul hamid Dbeibah was sworn in this 
week, pledging to re-unite the country and 
steer it towards December elections.

at the drifting championship, organised 
under the theme “unity and peace for 
Libya”, judges rated the competitors on 
their style, technique and vehicle speed.

mohamad al-marghani, a driver from 
Tripoli who won last year’s inaugural 
competition, called this year’s edition “a 
success”.

an association of around 200 BmW 
enthusiasts organised the tournament, 
which was sponsored by a russian oil and 
gas company.

Drivers from the host city swept the top 
three places.

ahmad Bishun, a spectator from Beng-
hazi, said he was happy to see young par-
ticipants from across Libya.

Salah houedi from a youth club in the 
city, said the event was an “example of 
unity”. AFP

Visitors arrive to a reception facility at the ‘Riyadh Oasis’, a luxury retreat in the Thumamah desert on the outskirts of the Saudi capital on  
February 1. AFP

A woman checks her phone in an outdoor seating area at the ‘Riyadh Oasis’, a luxury retreat in the Thumamah 
desert on the outskirts of the Saudi capital on February 1. AFP

Libyans watch a driver put his drifting skills to the test during a competition 
in the coastal city of Benghazi on March 12. AFP
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Thinking caps

ACROSS
  1 Seafood serving
  5 Narc’s discovery
 10 Trans-Siberian railroad stop
 14 Pre-migraine sensation
 15 Major blood line
 16 Liver production
 17 Get involved
 20 Base shade?
 21 Possibly will decline to
 22 Tiny diving bird
 25 Set of two
 26 PC’s brain
 29 It may creep out of the locker 

room
 31 Wakes
 35 Period too long to measure
 36 Birth-based
 38 Certain soda
 39 Some embassy personnel
 43 Kubla Khan’s continent
 44 The “N” of UNCF
 45 Get in the game
 46 You can’t keep it forever
 49 Wicked look
 50 Cunning trio?

 51 Talked-about times
 53 Collecting Soc. Sec.
 55 End-to-end measures
 58 Camels’ pit stops
 62 Champion roper’s hopeful 

destination
 65 Quite a while
 66 Middle East chieftain (Var.)
 67 Move like a moth
 68 Adding column
 69 Swamp reed
 70 Hairy mystery
DOWN
  1 Wine container
  2 Yankee legend
  3 Domingo offering
  4 Stands behind
  5 Put into words
  6 “Not a moment ___ soon!”
  7 Jack-in-the-pulpit’s family
  8 Las Vegas feature
  9 Plane’s home
 10 Block
 11 Way of conducting oneself
 12 Thin cut
 13 This guy’s a doll
 18 Geisha garb

 19 River through Pittsburgh
 23 Dutch hard cheese
 24 Wagnerian character
 26 Moth-repelling wood
 27 Pageant- judging criterion
 28 Take off, as a brooch
 30 Badger relative
 32 Italian white wine
 33 Like North Pole workers
 34 They’re occasionally cracked
 37 Feline hybrid
 40 This does not impress the boss
 41 Canada’s largest Indian tribe
 42 Not entirely
 47 Jason’s vessel
 48 Wood-shaping machines
 52 Guilty feeling
 54 First name of a cartoon duck
 55 Private theater section
 56 Garden of good and Eve?
 57 Child’s winter vehicle
 59 Shopper’s magnet
 60 Throw off, as light
 61 Pharaoh after Rameses I
 62 Pied Paper follower
 63 Pants part
 64 Some freighter cargo

“RAISING CANE” 

Thursday’s solution

Thursday’s solution

Lifestyle

‘Super mario’ theme 
park opens in Japan
h

ere we go! after 
months of pan-
demic delays, Nin-
tendo’s first ever 

theme park, featuring a “mario 
Kart” ride in a real-life Bowser’s 
castle, opened in Japan on 
Thursday to delighted fans.

The attraction, whose bright, 
block-like surroundings are 
straight out of the classic “Su-
per mario” games, is part of 
the existing Universal Studios 
Japan amusement park in the 
western city of Osaka.

“We perfectly recreated the 
world of the game... You’ll find 
life-sized piranha plants and 
Bowser, and you’ll see what it 
is like to be mario,” said ayu-
mu Yamamoto, USJ’s market-
ing communication manager.

“It took almost a year longer 
than we had expected to open 
this place, and we are really 
glad,” he told reporters at a 
preview on Wednesday.

The new zone called “Super 
Nintendo World” had origi-
nally been expected to draw 
big crowds last year ahead 
of the Tokyo 2020 Olympics, 
which was also postponed by 
the coronavirus.

But its launch was pushed 
back to February, and then 
delayed again as Japan’s gov-
ernment declared a state of 
emergency in early 2021 to 
curb spiking cases.

music from the popular ma-
rio games plays throughout 

the park and a smartphone-
linked wristband allows visi-
tors to collect virtual coins by 
punching blocks, just like the 
Italian plumber.

augmented reality goggles 
attached to a plastic red visor 
are used in the “mario Kart” 
ride, one of the park’s main 
draws that promises to bring 
the racing game to life.

The ride follows a track 
around the foreboding castle 
of mario’s enemy Bowser, an 
evil turtle, but each seat has 
a steering wheel and players 
can collect and shoot items at 
opponents.

The zone also boasts a ride 
based on the cute green di-
nosaur Yoshi, a Peach’s castle, 
mario-themed restaurants 
and lifesize characters from 
the mushroom Kingdom.

Fans said they were thrilled 
about the much-anticipated 
opening of the park, which cost 
more than 60 billion yen ($550 
million), according to USJ.

“I’ve been playing mario 
since I was a boy. I didn’t ex-
pect that I could enter the 
world of mario, so I’m very 
excited,” said hiroki Kono, a 
19-year-old university stu-
dent in Osaka.

‘Waited for this day’
Office worker rei higashim-

oto, 25, was also delighted 
about the launch. “I have an 
annual pass, so I knew this 

mario world was being cre-
ated, and I have waited from 
one year ago for this day to 
come,” she said.

Similar areas are planned at 
Universal Studios parks in Or-
lando and hollywood.

The first “Super mario Bros” 
game came out in 1985 for 
Nintendo’s NeS console.

The platform game, in 
which mario runs and jumps 
past obstacles to collect coins 
and save Princess Peach from 
the evil Koopa turtles, was 
based on the “mario Bros” ar-
cade game released earlier.

Since then, mario has ap-
peared in myriad formats in-
cluding games featuring rac-
ing, football and golf.

Shigeru miyamoto, the cre-
ator of “Super mario Bros”, 
took a tour of the park in a 
promotional video released 
in December.

“at last, it’s complete! It 
makes a big impression, see-
ing the park in real life,” said 
miyamoto, describing himself 
as mario’s “Dad” as he popped 
out of a giant green pipe.

“There are smaller activities 
like the coin block, as well as 
bigger ones... If you manage 
to get three keys from various 
activities, you can take on the 
final activity – a battle with 
Bowser Jr,” he said.

“I’m very excited for all of 
you to experience the park on 
your own,” he added. AFP

Fans of Universal Studios Japan wear themed augmented reality goggles for the ‘Mario Kart’ ride during a 
media preview of the Super Nintendo World at Universal Studios Japan in Osaka. AFP

Fans (centre, obscured) pose for photographs with Super Mario Bros. characters Mario (right) and Luigi (left) 
during a media preview of the Super Nintendo World at Universal Studios in Osaka. AFP
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‘Super hungry’ chelsea set sights on final
T

homaS Tuchel said 
“super hungry” chel-
sea have their sights 
set on reaching the 

champions League final af-
ter hakim Ziyech ended his 
goal drought to inspire a 2-0 
win against atletico madrid 
in the last-16 second leg on 
Wednesday.

morocco forward Ziyech 
grabbed his first goal since oc-
tober to put the hosts ahead 
in the first half at Stamford 
Bridge.

Emerson came off the bench 
to score the late goal that sealed 
a comfortable 3-0 aggregate 
victory over the lacklustre La 
Liga leaders.

adding to atletico’s misery, 
Stefan Savic was sent off in 
the closing stages for elbow-
ing antonio rudiger in the 
stomach.

While chelsea were the supe-
rior side for long periods, atlet-
ico could justifiably claim they 
should have had penalty for 
cesar azpilicueta’s challenge 
on Yannick carrasco when the 
score was still 0-0.

Tuchel admitted it could 
have been a penalty, saying: 
“azpi got a bit frightened be-
cause his ball was short, I was 
a bit frightened as well.”

But atletico boss Diego Sime-
one added: “We are not looking 
for excuses. We were beaten by 
a better team. We tried to press 
them up the field, but couldn’t 
attack the way we like.”

That was the only major 
scare for chelsea as they ex-
tended their unbeaten run to 
13 matches since Tuchel re-
placed the sacked Frank Lam-
pard in January.

Tuchel boasts the longest 
ever unbeaten start by a chel-
sea boss after moving past Luiz 
Felipe Scolari.

revitalised by Tuchel, 
chelsea have conceded just 
two goals in his brief reign 
and are on a run of six con-
secutive clean sheets in all 
competitions.

“a very good performance, 
unbelievable effort. I could feel 
we totally wanted it,” Tuchel 
said.

“We enjoyed the battle. The 
guys were totally on and sharp. 
We were super hungry to go 
through.”

Leading chelsea into the 
last eight for the first time 
since 2014 is another feather 
in Tuchel’s cap as the German 
eyes a return to the champi-
ons League final following his 
defeat with Paris Saint-Ger-

main against Bayern munich 
last season.

“They play with a special 
bond. Fixtures and results like 
this give you a certain edge 
to achieve special things. I’m 
pretty sure no-one wants to 
play against us,” Tuchel said.

“Quarter-final means there’s 
only four games [until the fi-
nal]. It’s a big step and feels 
excellent.”

chelsea, champions League 
winners for the only time in 
2012, had been eliminated 
in the first knockout stage in 
their last four appearances.

But they never looked in 
danger of losing the 1-0 lead 
given to them by olivier Gir-
oud’s overhead kick in the first 
leg in Bucharest.

Azpilicueta escape
crucially, azpilicueta es-

caped without punishment 
when the defender’s under-hit 
back-pass allowed carrasco to 
nip ahead of him in the penalty 
area.

azpilicueta responded with 
a panicked tug that sent car-
rasco tumbling but atletico’s 
penalty appeal was controver-
sially rejected by referee Dan-
iele orsato, with Var bizarrely 
opting not to intervene.

Simeone’s anger only in-
creased as chelsea made the 
most of their good fortune 
to take the lead in the 34th 
minute.

Timo Werner now has just 
two goals in his last 27 appear-
ances for chelsea.

But Tuchel backed Werner to 

come good this week and the 
Germany forward repaid his 
manager’s faith with a strong 
performance capped by the 
key contribution to Ziyech’s 
opener.

Breaking at pace after Wer-
ner blocked Kieran Trippier’s 
cross, Kai havertz fed his 

team-mate on the left flank.
Werner accelerated away 

from the out-of-position atlet-
ico defence before clipping a 
perfectly-weighted pass into 
Ziyech’s path.

Unmarked 10 yards from 
goal, Ziyech finished chelsea’s 
thrust with a strike. AFP

Chelsea’s Spanish defender Marcos Alonso (left) vies with Atletico Madrid’s Uruguayan defender Jose Gimenez 
during the UEFA Champions League round of 16 second leg football match on Wednesday. AFP

Prince real estate, a member 
of Prince Holding Group, on 
Thursday donated foodstuffs 
to 804 underprivileged 

families in Phnom Penh’s 
chamkarmon district affected by the 
February 20 covid-19 outbreak. 

The assistance came just days after 
Prince Group chairman neak Oknha 
chen Zhi announced a $3 million 
donation to support the cambodian 
government in fighting the rising 
number of covid-19 cases across the 
Kingdom.

The latest financial assistance came 
in addition to the $3 million donated 
by chen last December to assist  

the government in purchasing  
covid-19 vaccines for inoculating at 
least 80 per cent of the population, 
nearly 13 million people. 

This further affirms the group’s 
commitment to carrying out social 
responsibility programmes in 
cambodia. 

On Thursday morning, Prince real 
estate delivered 16,080kg of rice, 804 
boxes of noodles, 804 cartons of fish 
sauce and 804 cartons of soy sauce to 
the affected families. 

in addition, 500 cartons of 
purified water and 200 cartons of 
soft drinks were given to 234 police 
officers who had been working 

tirelessly across 33 locations in 
chamkarmon district, near the Prince 
Group headquarters, hit badly by the 
covid-19 outbreak.

“As a group striving to improve 
the lives of local communities in 
cambodia, it is our civic duty to 
support the district governor, Theng 
So Thol, and the chamkarmon 
district authorities. 

“The community outbreak 
has affected many people in the 
district, and we believe that prompt 
and decisive action will be key to 
ensuring the robust recovery of the 
communities in the area,” Prince 
real estate ceO Steven Wang said. 

The efforts in chamkarmon form 
part of the group’s environmental, 
social and governance (eSG) strategy 
for all its member companies.

The recent initiative is just one 
of Prince Group’s many projects for 
social good organised effectively 
over the past two years to help local 
communities. 

Last month, the Prince real estate 
charitable Foundation Organisation  
– the firm’s philanthropic arm – 
distributed essentials to 500 families 
living in Ong village in Preah 
Sihanouk province’s Prey nob district, 
near the company’s ream city project.

The $16 billion project is being 

developed on 843 hectares of 
reclaimed land near Sihanoukville 
international Airport. 

While the ream city project is  
set to transform the area, Prince 
Group remains mindful of the 
situation of local communities, 
organising regular consultations  
with local leaders to understand  
their needs. 

Prince Group will continue to 
support cambodians, delivering 
essential materials to people in need, 
carrying out key community-related 
initiatives and working with socially 
responsible partners across the 
Kingdom. 

Prince Real Estate delivers food to 804 
families in Chamkarmon district hit by Covid

A Prince Real Estate representative (right) hands over foodstuffs for Chamkarmon police and families affected by Covid-19 to the district’s governor, Theng So Thol (left). SUPPLIEDNeak Oknha Chen Zhi. SUPPLIED
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