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COLOMBO: Prime Minister Ranil
Wickremesinghe urged Sri Lanka’s parties yes-
terday to work together as he began forming
a new government backed by minority Tamils
after a surge in support for his reform-driven
agenda in parliamentary elections.
Wickremesinghe’s United National Party
(UNP) more than doubled its seats in parlia-
ment in Monday’s polls, easily beating the
party of Mahinda Rajapakse and dashing the
former president’s hopes of returning to pow-
er. 

Speaking to reporters yesterday,
Wickremesinghe called for unity in a country
still riven by the scars of a decades-long civil
war that pitted Tamil separatists against the
army. “I want everyone to come together
now, think of the country, think of the people,”
he said on the lawns of his official residence in

Colombo. “We can achieve unity in this coun-
try... I don’t think anyone can opt out. 

No one can go back to divisive politics. We
will not allow that.” He will be sworn in as
prime minister this week after his UNP won
106 seats in the 225-member house, up from
about 40 in the previous election. The num-
ber falls short of a majority, but a pledge of
“issue-based” support from the Tamil National
Alliance (TNA), which holds the balance of
power with 16 seats, will allow the party to
carry out promised political and economic
reforms. “We will sit in the opposition but
extend support to the government,” TNA law-
maker Dharmalingam Sithadthan said yester-
day. “It will be issue-based support, but we
think we can work with the prime minister.”
He also has the backing of one more MP from
the Sri Lanka Muslim Congress party.

Fractured opposition
President Maithripala Sirisena, who won

a surprise victory over Rajapakse in a
January 8 presidential election, had appoint-
ed Wickremesinghe as the head of a minori-
ty government after that poll. Sirisena wants
to reverse many of the constitutional
changes brought in by Rajapakse which
gave huge powers to the president. But his
reform efforts had been frustrated in parlia-
ment by loyalist Rajapakse lawmakers.
Wickremesinghe wants to establish inde-
pendent commissions to run the police, the
public service and the judiciary and transfer
much of his executive powers to parliament.
Rajapakse, whose United People’s Freedom
Alliance (UPFA) came second in Monday’s
poll with 95 seats, will sit on the opposition
benches after conceding Tuesday that his

“dream of becoming prime minister has fad-
ed away”.

In a statement yesterday, Rajapakse con-
gratulated the premier, saying “I accept with
humility the result of the parliamentary elec-
tion”.  “I will continue to engage in politics in
keeping with the people’s mandate,” he
added. The defeat of Rajapakse’s UPFA has
deepened rifts between those loyal to him
and supporters of Sirisena, the nominal head
of the party. A UPFA source said he feared sev-
eral MPs were already in negotiations to
defect from the fractured opposition to the
government in exchange for portfolios.
Wickremesinghe’s UNP has said it will investi-
gate allegations that some 40,000 Tamils were
killed by government forces under
Rajapakse’s command in 2009 during the final
stages of the war against Tamil separatists. 

Rajapakse has long insisted not a single
civilian was killed by security forces and
resisted international calls for an independ-
ent investigation. The 69-year-old remains
hugely popular among large sections of the
majority Sinhalese community for presiding
over the crushing defeat of Tamil guerrillas
after their 37-year war for a separate home-
land. But he is a polarizing figure on an
island still struggling to come to terms with
the past. He was shunned by Western gov-
ernments over the brutal end to the island’s
ethnic conflict, and remains deeply unpopu-
lar among its Tamil and Muslim minorities.
European Union observers gave the election
a clean chit yesterday, saying it “took place in
a well-organized manner”. Local monitors
have described the poll as the most peaceful
in Sri Lanka’s history. —AFP

Lankan PM warns against return to divisive politics

NEW DELHI: Bangladeshi Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina (center) embraces Sharmistha Mukherjee,
daughter of Indian President Pranab Mukherjee
(right) as she offers a floral tribute ahead of the
funeral of Mukherjee’s wife Suvra Mukherjee in
New Delhi yesterday. —AFP

BANGKOK: Thai police said yesterday they
had still not established the nationality or
whereabouts of the man they suspect
bombed a popular Bangkok shrine, killing
at least 20 people, suggesting the trail had
gone cold after he was captured on CCTV
at the scene. Authorities said they were
keeping watch for the suspect at the
country’s borders, but police chief Somyot
Pumpanmuang told a news conference it
was not clear how many people were
involved in the attack or if they were still
in Thailand. “I don’t suspect one person, I
suspect many people,” he said. “I am confi-
dent there are Thais involved, but I am not
saying it is just Thais or that there are for-
eigners.”

On Tuesday, a day after the bombing at
the Erawan shrine in the heart of Bangkok,
grainy closed-circuit television (CCTV )
footage was released showing a young
man dumping a backpack at the scene
and walking away. The government says
the attack was aimed at wrecking the
economy, which depends heavily on
tourism. No one has claimed responsibility
for the blast, which according to the latest
official toll killed 20 people - more than
half of them foreigners from several Asian
countries - and wounded more than 120.
Deputy police Chief Jaktip Chaijinda said
earlier that investigators believed the man
on the video resembled a foreigner more
than a Thai .  A sketch of the suspect
released yesterday showed a fair-skinned
man with thick, medium-length black hair,
a wispy beard and black glasses.

At least two foreigners have been inter-
viewed in connection with the blast,
police said. Jangling nerves in the city on
Tuesday, a small explosive was thrown
from a bridge towards a river pier, sending
a plume of water into the air, but no one
was hurt. A government spokesman ini-
tially said there were “patterns” linking the
two bombs which both used TNT, but
police chief Somyot said no direct connec-
tion between them had been established.
Police Major General  Pornchai
Suteerakune, commander of the Institute
of Forensic Medicine, said the bodies of
almost all those killed at the shrine had

wounds inflicted by ball bearings that
were packed into the bomb. The shrine, a
blood-spattered scene of charred motor-
bikes and debris after the blast,  was
reopened yesterday.

No clear tell-tale signs
The CCTV footage of the youth with a

yellow T-shirt shows him entering the
shrine compound with a backpack on, sit-
ting down against a railing and slipping
out of the bag’s straps. He then stands up
and walks out apparently holding a
mobile phone, leaving the bag by the

fence as tourists mill about. “From looking
at the CCTV footage we think that the yel-
low shirt man was maybe operating with
one or two other people at the scene,”
police spokesman Prawut Thavomsiri said,
without elaborating.

Prawut earlier tweeted that police
were offering a 1 million baht ($28,100)
reward for information leading to the
arrest of the suspect. Police have not

ruled out any group for the attack, includ-
ing elements opposed to the military gov-
ernment,  though they say it  did not
match the tactics of Muslim insurgents in
the south or so-called ‘red shirt’ support-
ers of the previous administration. “The
attack did not bear the hallmarks of either
southern Muslim separatists or red-shirt
militants,” said Angel Rabasa, an expert on
Islamist  mil itanc y at  the RAND
Corporation.

He said the attack could be the work of
Islamic State, which has been expanding
its reach in Southeast Asia, or an Al-Qaeda

related or independent jihadist group.
However,  such groups usual ly  claim
responsibility for their attacks. Police said
they were also considering the possibility
that ethnic Uighurs were behind the
bombing. Thailand forcibly returned 109
Uighurs to China last month. Hundreds,
possibly thousands, of members of the
Turk ic-speak ing and largely Musl im
minority have fled unrest in China’s west-

ern Xinjiang region, where hundreds of
people have been killed, prompting a
crackdown by Chinese authorities. Many
Uighurs have travelled through Southeast
Asia to Turkey.

However, Prime Minister Prayuth Chan-
ocha sought to cool speculation of a
revenge attack by Uighurs. “I have always
said that what the government did was
within the boundaries of the law and by
international  agreement,” he told
reporters. “If we did not send them they
would have been a burden to Thailand. I
don’t want this issue raised.” The blast
comes at a sensitive time for Thailand,

which has been riven for a decade by a
sometimes-violent struggle for power
between political factions in Bangkok. A
parliament hand-picked by a junta that
seized power in a 2014 coup is due to
vote on a draft constitution next month.
Critics say the draft is undemocratic and
intended to help the army secure power
and curb the influence of elected politi-
cians.—Reuters

Trail goes cold in hunt for 

shrine bomber in Bangkok 
Analysis of CCTV footage suggests accomplices at scene

BANGKOK: Women pray at the reopened Erawan shrine in Bangkok yesterday.  Thai monks led prayers for the
reopening of Bangkok shrine where a blast killed 20 people, as police hunted a man (inset) shown on security
footage calmly planting what is believed to be the bomb. —AFP

JAYAPURA: The first bodies of 54 people
killed when a plane went down in eastern
Indonesia were yesterday carried from the
remote crash site after bad weather ham-
pered efforts to airlift them. The remains of 17
people who died when the Trigana Air plane
crashed during a short flight in bad weather
Sunday were taken by hundreds of locals and
rescuers through jungle and over mountains
in Papua province. The bodies arrived at the
settlement of Oksibil, the intended destina-
tion of the ATR 42-300 plane, after a gruelling,
hours-long journey.

Four bodies had already been flown on to
Papua’s capital Jayapura while the other 13
were still in the local hospital, transport min-
istry spokesman J A Barata said. The recovery
effort was halted at nightfall and will resume
today.  Authorities had initially hoped to use
helicopters to airlift the bodies from the site,
but bad weather made it too dangerous to fly
in the area yesterday. “The current conditions
make it impossible for us to use helicopters, so
we have to do it via land,” said local military
spokesman Pudji Teguh Rahardjo. The tragedy

was just the latest air accident in Indonesia,
which has a poor aviation safety record and
has suffered major disasters in recent months,
including the crash of an AirAsia plane in
December with the loss of 162 lives.

It took rescuers two days to reach the site,

about 15 kilometers from Oksibil, after initial
efforts were hindered by the rough terrain and
bad weather. They found the twin-turboprop
aircraft in pieces scattered across a fire-black-
ened clearing, and the bodies of the 49 pas-
sengers and five crew who had been aboard.

They also recovered the plane’s black box
flight data recorders, and some of the 6.5 bil-
lion rupiah ($470,000) in government social
assistance funds that was being transported
for distribution to poor families. Some of the
money was badly burnt. A team of three inves-
tigators from France’s BEA agency, which
probes air accidents, and four technical advi-
sors from ATR, a European plane maker based
in France, is heading to Indonesia to look into
the accident.

The plane had set off from Jayapura on
what was supposed to be a 45-minute flight to
Oksibil, but lost contact 10 minutes before
landing as it sought to descend in heavy cloud
and rain. The airline has said the accident was
likely caused by bad weather. Small aircraft are
commonly used for transport in rugged
Papua, one of the most remote corners of the
sprawling Indonesian archipelago, and bad
weather has caused several accidents in recent
years. Trigana Air, a small domestic Indonesian
airline, has experienced a string of serious inci-
dents and is banned from flying in European
Union airspace. —AFP

First bodies recovered from  Indonesian plane crash site

JAYAPURA: Indonesian defense and rescue personnel pay their respects in front of
victims’ coffins unloaded from the hold of a Trigana Air ATR 42 aircraft (background),
the same aircraft type which crashed August 16 near remote Oksibil killing 54, upon
arrival at Sentani airport in Jayapura located in Papua province yesterday. —AFP
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Top lawyers arrested 

for funding militants

DHAKA: Bangladesh has arrested three Supreme Court lawyers
for allegedly passing thousands of dollars to a new Islamic mili-
tant group in the port city of Chittagong, police said yesterday.
The three lawyers including a British-trained female barrister
were picked up in the capital Dhaka on Tuesday night by
Bangladesh’s Rapid Action Battalion (RAB), which is tasked with
tackling militancy in the Muslim-majority nation. “They were
arrested for providing funding of 10.8 million taka ($135,000) to
a new militant group called Shaheed Hamza Brigade in
Chittagong,” RAB spokesman Mufti Mahmud Khan said. The lit-
tle-known group first emerged in April this year when the RAB
arrested four alleged militants and seized arms and weapons
including modern assault rifles at a hideout in Chittagong. The
RAB this week also detained three suspected Islamist militants
over the murder of two prominent atheist bloggers, including a
British citizen who police said was the “main planner”. Four sec-
ular bloggers have been hacked to death in Bangladesh since
the start of the year, sparking an international outcry and
protests in the capital. 

Poll: Japan should stop 
apologizing for its war

TOKYO: Japan should stop apologizing for its war
record, according to a majority of voters surveyed in a
poll published yesterday. But they were more divided
about a World War II anniversary speech by Prime
Minister Shinzo Abe that drew criticism from China
and South Korea. On the eve of the 70th anniversary of
the war’s end, Japan’s nationalist premier expressed
deep remorse over the war and said previous apolo-
gies would stand. However, future generations should
not be “pre-destined” to say sorry for Tokyo’s wartime
record, he added on Friday. The poll published by
Yomiuri newspaper found 63 percent of those sur-
veyed agreed that Japan should refrain from saying
sorry in future, while 27 percent said it should contin-
ue. More than two-thirds supported Abe’s vow to
uphold previous national apologies, however. 

News
i n  b r i e f

Myanmar floods cause 
acute water shortage  

NYAUNGDON: Authorities are racing to clean contaminated
water sources in flood-hit parts of Myanmar, while distributing
bottled water, chlorine powder and purification tablets as they
struggle with diarrhea outbreaks. Torrential rains since late June
triggered floods and landslides across central and western
Myanmar, killing more than 100 people and affecting 1.3 mil-
lion, according to the UN Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs. In four hard-hit states and regions -
Rakhine, Sagaing, Magway and Ayeyarwady - tens of thousands
of people lack access to clean water for bathing, washing and
drinking, officials and aid organizations told Myanmar Now.
Ponds and wells have been contaminated by floodwaters,
including seawater in coastal Rakhine state, as well as faeces
from farm animals that have sought safety on embankments
around ponds, officials said. “We need to pump floodwater out
of these ponds. Only then can we use them to store rainwater in
the remaining monsoon period,” said Tin Maung Swe, secretary
of the Rakhine government. 

NEW DELHI: Prime Minister Narendra Modi,
once a pariah of the West and a sharp critic of
Asian neighbors, has confounded expectations
with a relentless diplomatic charm offensive
designed to raise India’s standing. In his first 15
months in office, the right-wing premier has
travelled to some two dozen countries, burnish-
ing ties with allies and rivals alike in a campaign
to ensure India punches its weight on the world
stage and offsets China’s rise.

Critics say “Modiplomacy” has yielded little
and accuse him of taking his eye off domestic
affairs as he struggles to enact key reforms. But
even opponents admit Modi has injected some
vigor into India’s pursuit of the world stage. As
well as meeting leaders of heavyweights such
as the United States, Germany, Russia, Brazil
and China, Modi has reached out to neighbors,
becoming the first Indian leader to visit Sri
Lanka in three decades.

He is also rolling out the red carpet for
smaller countries, hosting 14 heads of state

from Pacific islands on August 21 and a sum-
mit with African leaders in October. Shashi
Tharoor, a minister in the previous Congress
government, says Modi has shamelessly
reversed his stance on a host of foreign policy
issues but acknowledges he brings “personal
energy” to the table. “He is doing well, says the
right thing in whichever country he goes to
and leaves a positive impression,” Tharoor, a
former UN deputy secretary general said.
Given Modi’s track record, few had anticipated
diplomacy would be one of his top priorities.

He first drew the attention of foreign gov-
ernments during a frenzy of communal vio-
lence in Gujarat soon after becoming chief
minister in 2002. He was consequently black-
listed for a decade by the US and European
Union. During last year’s election campaign,
Modi burnished his credentials as a hardline
nationalist by berating China’s “expansionist
mindset”. But soon after taking power he invit-
ed Xi Jinping for the first visit by a Chinese

leader to India in eight years before his own
visit to Beijing in May. He has also accepted an
invitation from his counterpart Nawaz Sharif
to attend a summit in India’s arch rival
Pakistan, another target of his ire on the cam-
paign trail. 

Sphere of influence
C Raja Mohan, author of a new book on

Modi’s foreign policy, says the premier’s over-
riding goal is to “expand India’s sphere of
influence”, not least by joining China as a per-
manent UN Security Council  member. A
recent UN survey predicted India’s popula-
tion would surpass China’s by 2022 and its
economy is growing faster than almost all
other major countries. Modi spent 13 years
running Gujarat, a coastal state with a reputa-
tion as outward-looking and entrepreneurial. 

“With Modi, I think that there is a Gujarati
pragmatism that dictates how to think about
the world,” Mohan said. “He is conscious of

India’s changed position in the international
system, that India can be a confident player
which is aware of its growing weight in the
international system.” On his way back from
China, Modi paid the first visit by an Indian
leader to Mongolia, and dropped into five of
the resource-rich Central Asian republics which
have long-standing relationships with Beijing.

Analysts say similar thinking explains Modi’s
invitation to the African and Pacific leaders,
many of whom have received soft loans from
China. “If you look at his visit to Central Asia
and the engagements with the Pacific Island
nations and the Africa summit, then you can
say that China, resources and a general effort
to increase India’s strategic footprint are all
common threads,” analyst Ashok Malik said.
China has long cultivated ties with African
countries as it seeks resources that India may
also need as its development quickens. “India
has historically had good relations with Africa
but lost out (to China) in the last 15-20 years,”

said Malik of Delhi’s Observer Research
Foundation.

‘Greater confidence’
Modi’s greater involvement in South Asia is

widely seen as a pushback against China’s
overtures towards India’s neighbors, such as Sri
Lanka. India won kudos in Nepal after April’s
earthquake for its aid response, which dwarfed
China’s. Demonstrating his growing self-assur-
ance on the world stage, Modi is now more
comfortable delivering speeches and talking to
his counterparts in English, after initially speak-
ing only in Hindi. S Jaishankar, India’s foreign
secretary, says recent initiatives “speak of
greater confidence”. “Are we content to react to
events or should we be shaping them more, on
occasion even driving them?” he asked in a
speech. “Perhaps it is time to reassess our abili-
ty to drive and lead on global issues, and be
active and nimble rather than neutral or risk-
averse.” —AFP

Modi on charm offensive as India seeks more clout


