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SHOLTO BYRNES

If the decision to award the 
Nobel Peace Prize to Barack 
Obama in 2009 was some-

what embarrassing – given that 
he’d only been US president for 
a few months and had done little 
to earn what is considered one 
of the ultimate accolades – its 
bestowal on Aung San Suu Kyi in 
1991 now looks disastrous.

Many thought that Myanmar’s 
de facto leader – technically she 
is just “state counsellor”, but the 
president defers to her – could 
not sink any lower after a litany 
of horrors saw her status as a 
“secular saint” thoroughly de-
molished. Last week, however, 
she managed it.

After meeting prime minis-
ter Viktor Orban in Budapest, 
a statement was issued by the 
Hungarian government: “The 
two leaders highlighted that 
one of the greatest challenges 
at present for both countries and 
their respective regions – south-
east Asia and Europe – is migra-
tion. They noted that both re-
gions have seen the emergence 
of the issue of coexistence with 
continuously growing Muslim 
populations.”

Mr Orban may be duly and 
legally elected but it says some-
thing about Ms Suu Kyi’s cur-
rent standing that a woman who 
was once a human rights icon 
now seeks an alliance with a 
far-right populist accused of 
subverting his country’s demo-
cratic institutions, whipping up 
hatred against non-whites and 
non-Christians and cracking 
down on free speech.

Mr Orban has his own (bad) 
reasons for trading in the lan-
guage of migrant and Mus-
lim-bashing. Certainly, it is true 
that Europe is deeply divided 
over how to deal with the hun-
dreds of thousands of people 

fleeing war and poverty who 
want to start new lives on the 
continent.

For Ms Suu Kyi to echo him, 
however, is truly despicable. 
The migration “challenge” 
that is facing Myanmar, after 
all, is that more than 900,000 
mostly Muslim Rohingya were 
forced out of the country of their 
birth, in a state-run campaign 
of harassment and persecution 
that went on for years, before 
escalating from October 2016 
onwards into what a top UN offi-
cial has denounced as genocide, 

crimes against humanity and 
war crimes. 

The Myanmar military that 
Ms Suu Kyi has always had a soft 
spot for, not least because her 
father, general Aung San, used 
to head it, has tried to solve the 
“issue of coexistence” with their 
Muslim compatriots by killing, 
raping and completely margin-
alising a community that makes 
up a mere 4 per cent of the 54 
million strong population. Far 
from “continuously growing”, 
the percentage of Muslims in 
the country has gone down. And 

Myanmar coexisted perfectly 
well with its Muslim-majority 
fellow members of the Associ-
ation of Southeast Asia Nations 
(Asean), Malaysia and Indone-
sia, until its ill-treatment of its 
own Muslims became impossi-
ble to ignore.

It is this issue above all that 
has ruined Ms Suu Kyi’s once 
lustrous reputation, leading 
even old friends like South Af-
rica’s Desmond Tutu – a fellow 
Nobel Prize winner – to con-
demn a woman he considered “a 
dearly beloved younger sister” 

who was a “symbol of righteous-
ness”.

At one point apologists urged 
understanding. Ms Suu Kyi 
could not speak out, they said, 
since she had to deal with the 
political realities of an over-
whelmingly Buddhist country 
in which anti-Muslim sentiment 
was strong. Further, they point-
ed out, she could not overrule 
the military, which is protected 
and granted considerable pow-
ers by the 2008 constitution the 
generals themselves drafted.

No one attempts that defence 

QUALITY MEANS DOING IT 
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LOOKING. 
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Aung San Suu 
Kyi’s unholy 

alliance with 
Viktor Orban, 

a new low
Would the Nobel Peace Prize 

ever be awarded to the woman 
she has revealed herself to be? 

Of course not 

RASHMEE ROSHAN

How will Narendra Modi’s 
India deal with the 
world now? Different-

ly from his first term as prime 
minister, as far as confidence and 
competence are concerned. Mr 
Modi is newly empowered, hav-
ing won an emphatic re-election 
last month. Bestriding India and 
his governing Bharatiya Janata 
Party, Mr Modi faced no political 
pushback in the swift and radical 
appointment of a veteran apoliti-
cal diplomat, S Jaishankar, as his 
foreign minister.

All the signs point to a new 
seriousness about foreign policy. 
It will be informed by Mr Modi’s 
worldview, but subtly shaped 
and implemented by Mr Jais-
hankar, who retired as India’s 
top career diplomat in January 
2018 and was formerly ambas-
sador to both the US and China.

To get a sense of what might 
be in store, consider Mr Jais-
hankar’s policy prescription just 
five weeks before his surprise 
elevation to one of the four great 
offices of the Indian state. It’s 
all about positioning today’s In-
dia on the world stage, he said, 
which means “cultivating Amer-
ica, steadying Russia, managing 

China, enthusing Japan and at-
tending to Europe”. In the same 
breath, he added that “prioriti-
sation of the neighbourhood is 
also important”.

Clues to what that foreign pol-
icy might look like were there in 
Mr Modi’s second swearing-in 
ceremony. In 2014, South Asian 
Association for Regional Co-op-
eration (Saarc) leaders were in-
vited. This time, it was the Bay of 
Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sec-
toral Technical and Economic 
Co-operation (Bimstec) coun-
tries, as well as the president 
of Kyrgyzstan and the prime 
minister of Mauritius. All the 
invitations had a clear purpose.

India and China are competing 
in Mauritius, often referred to 
as Asia’s gateway to Africa, and 
New Delhi is playing the dias-
pora card – about 70 per cent of 
the island nation’s population 
is descended from indentured 
Indian labourers taken there by 
the British.

Kyrgyzstan is chair of the 
Shanghai Co-operation Organ-
isation (SCO), and Mr Modi will 
attend its two-day summit in 
Bishkek from June 13. The SCO is 
a China-led eight-member eco-
nomic and security bloc, which 
includes both India and Paki-

stan. Mr Modi will be working 
the summit hard. He will meet 
China’s President Xi Jingping 
and discuss issues related to 
counter-terrorism, connectivity 
and transportation with Central 
Asian leaders, as a US exit from 
Afghanistan becomes more likely 
by the day. Finally, Bishkek will 
be used to send a strong mes-
sage to Pakistan. Indian officials 
have indicated there will be lit-

tle chance of a one-on-one with 
Prime Minister Imran Khan.

Isolating Pakistan is part of 
the reason for the change in Mr 
Modi’s guest list in his two inau-
gurations. The shift from Saarc 
to Bimstec was about more than 
acronyms. Bimstec compris-
es India, Bangladesh, Bhutan, 
Myanmar, Nepal, Sri Lanka and 
Thailand. So, it is Saarc minus 
Pakistan and Afghanistan, plus 

Thailand and Myanmar. Bims-
tec’s new prominence is signifi-
cant, 22 years after it came into 
being as a means of integrating 
the littoral economies of the Bay 
of Bengal. Mr Modi’s India is 
signalling a quite different as-
piration to those of years past. 
Instead of engaging Pakistan, it 
seeks to marginalise it altogeth-
er, and build new bridges to east 
and south-east Asia.

It’s an audacious plan that 
may not work. While some In-
dian defence experts support 
the current policy of ignoring 
Pakistan, there is already resist-
ance within Saarc to India’s ef-
forts to privilege an alternative 
mechanism. The prime minister 
of Nepal, current chair of Saarc, 
has urged its “revival”, a point of 
view seconded by the Sri Lankan 
president, who insists that “both 

Can this be a new era of pragmatic foreign policy?  

The prime 
minister’s 

India is today 
signalling 

a quite 
different 

aspiration to 
those of years 

past 
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Donald Trump is the 
best president ever. 

I love him so much that 
I have a photo of him 
and his wonderful wife 
as my header picture. It 
is so exciting to be living 
during these great times. 
If Trump doesn’t win in 
2020, I will go into a deep 
depression. I know he’ll 
win, though.

@JeffreyGuterman

I have been briefed on the 
helicopter crash in New 

York City. Phenomenal job 
by our GREAT First Re-
sponders who are currently 
on the scene. THANK YOU 
for all you do 24/7/365! 
The Trump Administration 
stands ready should you 
need anything at all.

@realDonaldTrump

Asked about Biden 
theory that GOP will 

change after Trump leaves 
office, Durbin deadpans: 
“A thousand flowers 
will bloom, children will 
smile, and America will 
be happy again.”

@igorbobic

For many years mod-
ern slavery seldom 

captured the world’s 
attention or outrage. 
Throughout my time in 
government I have fought 
to change that and to put 
the issue firmly on the 
domestic and interna-
tional agenda. Today I 
gladly continue that fight.

@theresa_may

 Disclaimer: (Views expressed 
by columnists are personal and 
need not necessarily reflect our 

editorial stances)

who was a “symbol of righteous-
ness”.

At one point apologists urged 
understanding. Ms Suu Kyi 
could not speak out, they said, 
since she had to deal with the 
political realities of an over-
whelmingly Buddhist country 
in which anti-Muslim sentiment 
was strong. Further, they point-
ed out, she could not overrule 
the military, which is protected 
and granted considerable pow-
ers by the 2008 constitution the 
generals themselves drafted.

No one attempts that defence 

any more and Ms Suu Kyi has 
nailed her colours to the mast 
by embracing Mr Orban’s Islam-
ophobic rhetoric.

For those who wonder how 
a woman who was once reg-
ularly compared to Mahatma 
Gandhi and Nelson Mandela 
could change so shockingly – 
defending the jailing of jour-
nalists, behaving autocratically, 
refusing to stop slaughter and 
ethnic cleansing, and now pan-
dering to the basest of prejudic-
es – perhaps the answer is that 
she was never the person the 

world thought she was in the 
first place.

It is not just that she was an 
accidental politician. Married to 
an English academic, she spent 
much of her life abroad; the only 
reason she was in Myanmar 
and ended up leading protests 
against the military dictator-
ship in 1988 was to take care of 
her elderly mother. While she 
immediately became the face of 
the opposition that finally came 
to power in 2015, in the coun-
try’s first democratic elections 
for decades, she suffered years 
of house arrest and separation 
from her family. As her reputa-
tion grew, her political skills did 
not – a flaw that has long been 
widely acknowledged.

Far more damaging is the 
growing suspicion that Ms Suu 
Kyi’s post-1988 career has not, 
in fact, been all about democ-
racy and freedom for the peo-
ple of Myanmar. Instead, say 
some, it has been driven by a 
deep sense of entitlement that, 
as the daughter of the country’s 
greatest independence hero, it 
is her destiny to lead Myanmar.

(Sholto Byrnes is a leading columnist 
with many newspapers.)

1999
Kosovo War: Operation Joint Guardian be-
gins when a NATO-led United Nations peace-
keeping force (KFor) enters the province of 
Kosovo in Federal Republic of Yugoslavia.

2009
A disputed presidential election 
in Iran leads to wide-ranging 
local and international protests.

2016
Forty-nine civilians are killed and 58 oth-
ers injured in an attack on a gay nightclub 
in Orlando, Florida; the gunman, Omar 
Mateen, is killed in a gunfight with police.

2017
American student Otto Warmbier 
returns home in a coma after 
spending 17 months in a North 
Korean prison and dies a week later.
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Wide Angle

Do you have old electronic equipment at home? That 
which is unused or no longer usable? And, is it oc-
cupying unnecessary space?

From old mobile phones to televisions, from laptops to 
DVD players, from headphones to gaming consoles, from 
CDs and video cassettes to wires and plugs, many electronic 
items must be lying in our houses.

Throwing them into municipal garbage bins is not a rec-
ommended option. And, sadly, there are not many e-waste 
collection facilities available to us to dispose them of, safely.

So, despite our reluctance, ultimately, much of our elec-
tronic stuff might end up in a garbage heap, or in a junkyard. 
From there, it may go into an incinerator.

Electronic waste that goes into landfills and incinera-
tors will not only cause environmental pollution but also 
extreme health hazards. 

Harmful diseases have been found to result from the 
burning of e-waste.

A great deal of scientific evidence is available today that 
proves - without a doubt - that unsafe e-waste disposal is a 
major health hazard.

And that is why we should hold the producers of elec-
tronic equipment responsible - at least partially responsible 
- for this nightmare they are creating in the form of newer 
and newer electronic gadgets.

Every enhancement in the new models of 
mobile phones is making old mobile phones 
obsolete. Every increase in speed and mem-
ory of computers is making old laptops and 
desktops obsolete. 

Every development in HD, UHD, and 3D 
television technology is making the old TVs 
obsolete. Every development in wireless 
technology is making all the wired technol-
ogy obsolete.  

Today, instead of making long-term dura-
ble electronics – on the pretext of advancing 
technology, and with greed for more profits 
– electronics product manufacturers are 
inundating our markets with new gadgets 
which are no longer compatible with old 
hardware. They force us to upgrade and to 
buy new gadgets, by deliberately reducing 
the product life cycles.

The TIME magazine says, “…dozens of 
televisions from the 1970s and 1980s have 
stopped working only recently. Yet instead, 
technology companies are speeding the pace 
of obsolescence. Most smartphone batteries 
can’t be easily replaced when they stop hold-
ing a charge, new laptops don’t accept old 

cables, and software companies push upgrades that won’t 
run on old devices. ” (The World Has an E-Waste Problem, 
TIME, 23 May 2019).

The main reason is this. The existing global Extended 
Producer Responsibility (EPR) laws, which require manu-
facturers to establish and fund systems to recycle or collect 
obsolete products, are not being effectively implemented.

Recently, I found a news-item from India which said: 
“Premium smartphones and electronic merchandise worth 
5000 crore rupees (720 million US dollars) of 10 tech compa-
nies including Apple, Samsung, Vivo, HP, and Motorola are 
stranded with customs after the Central Pollution Control 
Board (CPCB) suspended their import permits for not com-
plying with e-waste rules.” (Apple, Samsung in a jam with 
imports held up at customs, Economic Times, 12 Apr 2019).

According to the news item, the Indian government sus-
pended the import permits of the 10 companies for violating 
Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) clauses. 

The companies had not re-collected e-waste they had 
promised they would.

By 2025, Singapore will have extended producer re-
sponsibility (EPR) laws in place for both packaging and 
electronic waste (e-waste) which will make it difficult for 
manufacturers to dump new products on us, without taking 
back some old ones.

The USA, the UK, and most European countries have 
already had legislation to make producers re-buy, recollect 
and re-use their products, for two decades now. But imple-
mentation is still a challenge.

As responsible consumers, we must push our govern-
ments to insist that producers comply with Extended Pro-
ducer Responsibility laws, and show us how much e-waste 
the producers are taking back. Only then can we curtail the 
growing e-waste problem. 

JOEL INDRUPATI

As responsible 
consumers, we 
must push our 

governments 
to insist that 

producers 
comply with 

Extended 
Producer 

Responsibility 
laws, and show 

us how much 
e-waste the 

producers are 
taking back. 

The growing e-waste 
problem: Who is responsible? 

Mr Orban may be duly and 
legally elected but it says 
something about Ms Suu 

Kyi’s current standing that 
a woman who was once 

a human rights icon now 
seeks an alliance with a 

far-right populist accused 
of subverting his country’s 

democratic institutions. 

It’s an audacious plan that 
may not work. While some In-
dian defence experts support 
the current policy of ignoring 
Pakistan, there is already resist-
ance within Saarc to India’s ef-
forts to privilege an alternative 
mechanism. The prime minister 
of Nepal, current chair of Saarc, 
has urged its “revival”, a point of 
view seconded by the Sri Lankan 
president, who insists that “both 

Bimstec and Saarc are significant 
organisations”.

This may have ramifications 
for a related strand of the Modi 
2.0 foreign policy agenda – the 
“neighbourhood first” policy. It 
took the Indian prime minister 
to the Maldives and Sri Lanka 
at the weekend, his first over-
seas trip since re-election. The 
reason for their preferment was 
obvious. India is trying hard to 
counter China’s influence in 
both countries, which are key to 
Beijing’s new Silk Road project. 
What is unexpected is the real-
politik with which Mr Modi’s 
India is approaching the task. 
On Saturday, Mr Modi, a Hindu 

nationalist, declared that India 
would contribute to conser-
vation of the Maldives’ oldest 
mosque, an ornate, 17th-century 
building made of coral.

This, just like Mr Modi’s choice 
of foreign minister, seems to sug-
gest new pragmatism in pursuit 
of India’s goals. These are grand 
and overarching, a re-imagining 
of India’s place regionally and 
in the wider world, in order to 
move from a nation that follows 
global rules to a force that helps 
to establish them.

All of the above, not least the 
outreach to Central Asia, adds 
up to an ambitious plan to en-
hance India’s diplomatic and 
economic profile. It’s certainly 
hard-headed. Before he became 
foreign minister, Mr Jaishankar 
offered a pithy response when US 
General David Petraeus told an 
international conference in Del-
hi that India “has to decide, has 
to take a side in the new world 
order shaped by rising China 
[and] resurgent Russia”. Yes, 
indeed, Mr Jaishankar replied, 
India must take a side – its own.

Truly, as the saying goes, there 
is no diplomacy like candour.

(Rashmee Roshan Lall is a senior 
journalist and an expert on India’s 

foreign policy.)

Can this be a new era of pragmatic foreign policy?  
To get a sense of what 

might be in store, consider 
Mr Jaishankar’s policy 
prescription just five 

weeks before his surprise 
elevation to one of the four 
great offices of the Indian 

state. 


