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BANGKOK: Hong Kong warned its resi-
dents yesterday to avoid travel  to
Bangkok while other governments in
Asia advised citizens to be extra vigi-
lant, after a bombing in the Thai capital
killed at least 20 people. Beijing, mean-
while,  condemned the attack and
called on Thailand to investigate the
bombing and “punish the assailants
severely ”.  Chinese,  Hong Kong,
Singaporean, Indonesian and Malaysian
citizens were among the 20 people
confirmed killed when the explosion
sent a fireball into the sky on Monday.
Scores more were wounded.

Hong Kong published a red alert for

Bangkok, the second highest of the
government ’s  three -t ier  system.
“Residents intending to vis it
(Bangkok)... should adjust their travel
plans and avoid non-essential travel,
including leisure travel,” a government
spokesman said in a statement. “Those
already there should pay attention to
announcements by local authorities,
attend to their personal safety and
avoid areas affected by the explosion.”
Two Hong Kong residents were among
those killed, according to Thai police.
Another two of the dead were from
mainland China. The Chinese govern-
ment “expressed its strong condemna-

tion” of the bombing in a foreign min-
istr y statement.  Beij ing also urged
Bangkok to “carry out a full investiga-
t ion into the issue,  punish the
assailants severely and take measures
to ensure the safety of Chinese person-
nel and institutions”.

The China National  Tourism
Administration ordered its Singapore
office, which is tasked with handling
tourism matters in Southeast Asia, “to
assist the injured in their medical treat-
ment” and called on tour guides to
remain alert and help Chinese tourists
aver t  danger.  Austral ian off icials
advised their citizens to exercise a high

degree of  caution in Thai land but
stopped short of changing the level of
advice issued to travelers. During a par-
liamentary address, Australian Prime
Minister Tony Abbott urged his fellow
cit izens to not be intimidated by
extremism. “Australians should contin-
ue to go to Thailand because the object
of  the sor ts  of  people who let  off
bombs in crowded cities is to scare us
from being ourselves and we should
never be intimidated by that,” said
Abbott.

In Manila,  the foreign ministr y
advised Filipinos in Bangkok “to remain
calm and to observe necessary precau-

tions to ensure their personal safety”.
Singapore also urged its citizens in
Bangkok “to take the necessary safety
precautions”. Although no one has yet
claimed responsibility for the attack,
Thailand’s junta leaders said the bomb
was aimed at damaging the country’s
tourist industry and tarnishing the gov-
ernment ’s  reputation.  The Tourism
Authority of Thailand announced that
officials had beefed up security at key
locations across the Thai capital and
noted that the Royal  Thai  Pol ice
requested “locals and tourists exercise
caution when out and about in
Bangkok”. — AFP 

Hong Kong warns residents to avoid Bangkok after bombing

COLOMBO: Former president
Mahinda Rajapaksa’s attempt to stage
a comeback in Sri Lanka’s general
election has ended in defeat as results
yesterday showed the alliance that
toppled him making decisive gains.
The ruling United National Party (UNP)
was likely to fall just short of an out-
right majority but Prime Minister Ranil
Wickremesinghe should still com-
mand enough support to form a sta-
ble government. “I invite all of you to
join hands,” Wickremesinghe, 66, said
in a statement. “Let us together build a
civilized society, build a consensual
government and create a new coun-
try.” The outcome is a triumph for
President Maithripala Sirisena, who
beat his former ally Rajapaksa in a
presidential vote in January and called
early parliamentary polls to secure a
stronger mandate for reforms.

Defeat for Rajapaksa will keep Sri
Lanka on a non-aligned foreign policy

course and loosen its ties with China,
which during his rule pumped billions
of dollars into turning the Indian
Ocean island into a maritime outpost.
Wickremesinghe’s UNP won 93 of the
196 seats up for grabs in multi-mem-
ber constituencies. The alliance led by
Rajapaksa’s Sri Lanka Freedom Party
(SLFP) took 83 seats after suffering
losses. Final representation in the 225-
seat chamber will be decided when 29
national seats are allocated by propor-
tional representation. UNP sources
said the party expected to win up to
107 seats overall - just shy of a 113-
seat majority. It won 45.7 percent of
the popular vote, ahead of 42.4 per-
cent for Rajapaksa.

Failed comeback
Nationalist strongman Rajapaksa

set his sights on becoming premier of
an SLFP-led government but Sirisena,
who succeeded him as party leader in

January, has ruled that out and
purged Rajapaksa loyalists from senior
posts. A group of Sirisena followers is
expected to cross the floor to join a
broad-based national unity govern-
ment led by Wickremesinghe, who
was likely to be confirmed in his post
yesterday. “The UNP will not have an
overall majority - it will have to look
for coalition partners from those who
support Sirisena,” said Paikiasothy
Saravanamuttu, head of the Centre for
Policy Alternatives.

With outside support, the centre-
right alliance could hope to muster
the two-thirds majority required to
pass proposed constitutional reforms
that would make government more
accountable and simplify Sri Lanka’s
complex election laws. The power
struggle between the past and pres-
ent presidents overshadowed the
election in a country with a history of
political feuding that has often spilled

over into violence and even the assas-
sination of its leaders. A backlash
against Rajapaksa’s attempt to win an
unprecedented third term led support
to coalesce around his former health
minister Sirisena, a humble figure with
none of the muscular bravado of his
predecessor.

The 69-year-old Rajapaksa, expect-
ed to lead a rump parliamentary
opposition, told Reuters earlier he
would “support good policies and
oppose bad things”. Yet he could now
be confronted with a judicial reckon-
ing, along with two brothers who held
high office, for alleged corruption and
abuse of power during his decade in
power. They have denied any wrong-
doing. “Mahinda has to compromise -
resign from politics and parliament,
and settle down as a former president
- or face the legal consequences,” said
a Sirisena aide, who spoke to Reuters
on condition of anonymity. — Reuters

Rajapaksa’s comeback bid fails; 
Lankan voters back reforms

Ruling UNP racks up gains; just short of majority

COLOMBO: Supporters of Sri Lanka’s ruling United National Party celebrate their party’s election performance in Colombo yesterday. — AP 
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NAYPYITAW: Myanmar’s Nobel laureate Aung
San Suu Kyi said yesterday her opposition
would ally with powerful ousted ruling party
leader Shwe Mann, as the country’s political
forces re-align in the biggest shake-up since the
end of military rule. President Thein Sein purged
rival Shwe Mann and his allies from the Ruling
Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP)
in dramatic fashion last week, just months
before a landmark election. “It is now clear who
is the enemy and who is the ally,” Suu Kyi told
reporters at the country’s parliament, when
asked if Shwe Mann’s sacking had cost her an
ally. “The National League for Democracy will
work with the ally.” She did not detail how they
would work together. As chairman of the USDP,
Shwe Mann sought to build ties with Suu Kyi,
which sparked suspicion among some mem-
bers of the ruling party and contributed to his
sacking. The USDP is made up of many former
military officers. Shwe Mann had antagonized
the military by backing Suu Kyi’s campaign to
reform the constitution to limit the sway of the
generals over Myanmar’s politics. She is banned
from the presidency under a constitution draft-
ed by the military before it handed over power
in 2011. The armed forces hold a veto over any
charter changes.

Yesterday, Shwe Mann denied he had divid-
ed the country in a speech to the joint cham-
bers of parliament. “I am not destroying party
unity and stability,” he said. Security forces sur-
rounded the USDP compound late today, lock-
ing down the building while the president’s
allies met party leaders to remove Shwe Mann’s
faction from the leadership committee. “As for
the happenings of the middle of the night, this
is not what you expect from a working democ-
racy,” Suu Kyi said. In response, Information
Minister Ye Htut told reporters at a news confer-
ence that police had a duty to respond to a
request for protection made during the evening
by the USDP. Suu Kyi’s said the upheaval in the
USDP was likely to benefit her National League
for Democracy (NLD) party, which would win
more votes in the election. Her party was
already expected to win the most seats in the
November ballot, seen as a crucial test of the
country’s democratic reforms. Concerns over
the durability of those reforms were heightened
last week by a media crackdown in the wake of
Shwe Mann’s sacking. The scrapping of censor-

ship in 2012 was one of boldest reforms of
Thein Sein’s government. Ye Htut said yesterday
that a radio station, Cherry FM, with links to
Shwe Mann had been taken off the air until
after the election after failing to convince the
government it would be impartial.

Speaker of the house
Shwe Mann still holds the position of speak-

er of the house and opened parliament for the
last session before the vote yesterday. He was
under pressure to table a bill that establishes
the rules for constituents to recall members of
parliament and could lead to his own impeach-
ment. He faces a petition from his own con-
stituents. The bill was not tabled, but a multi-
party committee would submit the draft to par-
liament no later than Thursday, USDP MP Win
Oo said. Suu Kyi said the bill was “ridiculous”, as
MPs could be recalled by just 1 percent of con-
stituents. Shwe Mann yesterday also denied
that he had misused party funds, which he said
he was accused of in a letter last week. He did
not give further details.

Shwe Mann’s allies vowed to defend him in
parliament. “Most of the USDP lawmakers in the
lower house are going to support Shwe Mann,”
said Aung Lynn Hlaing, a USDP member, as he
entered parliament. “Shwe Mann always repre-
sents us when we are ignored by the president. I
think it’s not right the way they did what they
did in our party.” Tension between the rival
camps rose after the USDP last week omitted
from its list the majority of a group of around
150 officers who retired from military service to
run as USDP candidates. The USDP also side-
lined two of the president’s closest allies by
leaving them off the candidate list. They were
Soe Thein, a powerful minister of the president’s
office, and Aung Min, who was picked by Thein
Sein to lead the government’s efforts to forge a
peace agreement with the country’s armed eth-
nic groups. Shwe Mann’s fall from grace bears
echoes of the political purges under the junta,
leading some to doubt he has a future in public
life. “We can be sure they will uproot him by
hook or by crook,” said Thein Nyunt, a member
of the parliament from the New National
Democracy Party (NNDP). “So my best advice for
him is ‘resign from the speaker’s position if you
want to prevent further perils for you and your
family.” — Reuters
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KARACHI: Gunmen yesterday shot and
wounded a Pakistani opposition lawmaker and
killed the driver of his car, police said, as the
government sought to woo his party’s deputies
back to parliament after they resigned over the
arrests of several leaders. Police said four
attackers on two motorcycles fired on Abdul
Rashid Godil, a member of the powerful
Muttahida Qaumi Movement (MQM) in
Pakistan’s southern port city of Karachi, as they
sped past his car. “They made sure of his identi-
ty and shot him multiple times,” said Nasir
Lodhi, a deputy police superintendent. “The
lawmaker has sustained bullet wounds in his
jaw and neck.”

Rashid’s driver died in the attack, said
another senior police official, Munir Shaikh.
Police said it was not immediately clear who
was behind the attack, which was being inves-
tigated. The MQM dominates politics in
Pakistan’s largest city, where it has gained a
reputation over decades for sometimes violent
rivalry with other parties and criminal gangs. It
has recently been targeted by police and mili-
tary seeking to tighten control over the city.
The MQM has decried the crackdown, which
has included several raids on party offices, as
politically motivated.

The attack came as talks began at MQM’s
Karachi headquarters over last week’s parlia-
mentary walkout to protest against what the
MPs called a denial of due process for party
activists who had been arrested. The govern-
ment of Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif is seeking
to convince MQM’s 24 lawmakers to rejoin par-
liament for the sake of stability in Karachi,
although their resignation does not cripple the
legislature’s functioning. The attack cut short the
reconciliation talks, with the MQM saying in a
statement that its leaders would hold an emer-
gency meeting to decide their course of action.

“We all think this is an intensely sad
moment, that when there was momentum for
political reconciliation, a member of parliament
and people’s representative was shot in a cow-
ardly attack,” MQM parliamentary leader Farooq
Sattar told reporters. The attack was an attempt
to derail the talks, said Fazl-ur-Rehman, the
leader of another minority party and the gov-
ernment’s representative in the negotiations.
“This was an attempt to sabotage this process,
and now I am again thankful that despite such
a big tragedy, the MQM have not changed their
stance to continue talks.” The talks would con-
tinue in Islamabad but the date has not yet
been decided, he added. — Reuters

Pakistan’s opposition 
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KARACHI: Pakistani paramedics move critically injured MQM legislator Rashid Godil
through a hospital after an attack by gunmen in Karachi. — AFP 

DHAKA: Bangladesh’s elite security
forces yesterday arrested three suspect-
ed Islamist militants, including a British
citizen who police said was the “main
planner” of the murder of two promi-
nent atheist bloggers. Rapid Action
Battalion (RAB) spokesmen said they
arrested Touhidur Rahman, 58, and two
other “active members” of Islamic group
Ansarullah Bangla Team (ABT), which
was banned in May over a series of
killings of bloggers. “We’ve arrested
them in the capital today. We can con-

firm that Rahman is a Bangladesh-origin
British citizen. He is the main planner of
the attacks on Avijit Roy and Ananta
Bijoy Das,” Major Maksudul Alam of the
RAB said. “He told us that he is a British
citizen,” said Mufti Mahmood, the head
of the RAB’s legal and media division.
Four secular bloggers have been hacked
to death in Muslim-majority Bangladesh
since the start of the year, including Roy
and Das, prompting international con-
demnation and sparking protests mainly
by secular activists in the capital. Roy, a

US citizen who was born in Bangladesh,
was murdered in February by a gang
wielding machetes in Dhaka. Das, 33,
was killed in similar fashion as he head-
ed to work at a bank in the northeastern
city of Sylhet on May 13. The govern-
ment has vowed to hunt down the
killers after facing accusations that too
little was being done to stop such
attacks.

Rahman ‘shadowed bloggers’
After studying IT, Rahman worked

for about 22 years in Britain before
moving to Bangladesh where he
became a top aide to ABT’s firebrand
spiritual leader, according to
Mahmood. “He came to Bangladesh in
2012 and did not go back,” Mahmood
said. Police described Rahman as the
main planner of the attacks as well as
the “main financier” of ABT, whose
members are mostly students from pri-
vate universities. Rahman shadowed
bloggers Roy and Das in the days
before their deaths, after ABT’s spiritual
leader ordered the group carry out the
killings, according to Mahmood. “He
used to monitor the targets and their
movements. He confessed to us that he
also helped Ansarullah Bangla Team
financially in different ways,” he said.
ABT’s spiritual leader is currently in jail
in connection with the killing of anoth-
er blogger in 2013. 

The other two suspects arrested are
Sadek Ali whom police accuse of tak-
ing part in both murders and Aminul
Mollick, accused of helping ABT mem-
bers flee the country by making them
fake passports. Bangladesh police last
week also arrested two suspected
members of the group for the murder
of Niloy Chakrabarti, who became the
fourth blogger to be killed when he
was hacked to death at his home on
August 7. Chakrabarti, who used the
pen-name Niloy Neel, had posted on
Facebook months before his death that
he had been followed by two young
men, but police refused to register the
complaint and instead told him to
leave the country. — AFP 
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DHAKA: Bangladesh Rapid Action Battalion personnel (in black) present before media, suspected mem-
bers of a banned Islamic militant outfit Ansarullah Bangla Team, Touhidur Rahman (second left) Sadek Ali
(center) and Aminul Mollick (second right) in Dhaka yesterday. An anti-crime agency in Bangladesh said
yesterday they have arrested three men, including Touhidur Rahman a British citizen, for their involvement
in the murders of two secular bloggers. — AP 


