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AYODHYA, India: Some 2,000 baton-wielding
Indian police were on duty in the flashpoint city
of Ayodhya yesterday to prevent any clashes
around the anniversary of the destruction of a
mosque. Hindu zealots reduced the Babri
mosque to rubble in 1992, kicking off riots across
India that left thousands dead, most of them
Muslims, and the future of the site has become a
major touchstone issue in Indian politics.

Standing behind yel-
low steel barricades, po-
lice yesterday were seen
checking vehicles and
stopping some passers-
by for questioning as they
sought to prevent any
flare-up in violence.
Watchtower guards and
security cameras were
trained on the ruins of the
Babri mosque and its sur-
roundings. The disputed site is protected by a high
steel fence. Many Hindus believe Ayodhya marks
the birthplace of the deity Ram, and that the
mosque that stood there for 460 years was only
built after the destruction of an earlier temple.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s Hindu nation-
alist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) came to power
in 2014 pledging to construct a temple on the site,
but the issue remains tied up in the courts. Modi,

running for a second term in 2019, has faced some
disquiet from his core supporters who feel that he
has not done enough for the cause, despite his
parliamentary majority. Uttar Pradesh’s state pre-
mier Yogi Adityanath, a firebrand monk who has
long campaigned for the temple, has also unveiled
plans to build the world’s largest statue in Ayod-
hya-a 221-metre bronze Ram.

On an average day, a few thousand Hindu
devotees visit the
makeshift temple that
was established after
1992. But yesterday
fewer devotees could be
seen. Muslim groups
meanwhile held small
commemorations of
those who lost their lives
in 1992. “All we want is
peace and harmony.
Muslims and Hindus of

Ayodhya have always lived in harmony but it is
the politicians who stoke hatred for their elec-
toral gains,” said Mohammed Shahzad who runs
a meat shop in the city.

“The mosque in my neighborhood was at-
tacked during the riots in 1992. Our home was
set on fire, we somehow managed to save our
lives. We don’t want a repeat of the violence at
any cost.” Kalyani Ubhe, a tourist, said: “A tem-

ple must be built here. It is a matter of Hindu faith
and devotion. We have a right to pray at the
birthplace of Lord Ram.” A statue will be a
“bonus”, said Shyam Madho, a 70-year old Ay-

odhya resident.  “The statue will serve the pur-
pose of tourism. It’s the temple which is the main
thing. First a temple must be built then the
statue.”—AFP
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SILIGURI: Indian supporters of Socialist Unity Centre of India (SUCI) shout slogans as they burn an effigy of In-
dian Prime Minister Narendra Modi during a protest to mark the 26th anniversary of the demolition of the 16th
century Babri Masjid located in Ayodhya, in Siliguri. —AFP

Bangladesh seeks 
action over Rohingya
‘brainwashed’ remark 
DHAKA: Bangladesh summoned the
Myanmar ambassador on Wednesday to
condemn “irresponsible remarks” made
by Myanmar’s religion minister about Ro-
hingya Muslims, and called for action
against him, senior officials at the
Bangladesh foreign ministry said. Ro-
hingya Muslims living as refugees in
Bangladesh after escaping Myanmar are
being “brainwashed” into “marching” on
the Buddhist-majority nation, Myanmar’s
religion minister Thura Aung Ko said in a
video released by the news website
NewsWatch.

“We strongly protest their minister’s
provocative remarks.  It also hurt Muslim
sentiments,” a senior official in the
Bangladesh foreign ministry told Reuters
on Thursday. Condemning the comments
about “marching on Myanmar”, he said:
“We have zero tolerance towards mili-
tancy. We have never encouraged radical-
ism.” “If you give them citizenship and
their property back, they will run for

Myanmar. Instead of doing that, you are
making provocative statements? This is
unfortunate,” the official said.

More than 730,000 Rohingya fled
Myanmar’s Rakhine state in the wake of a
brutal army crackdown last August, UN
agencies say, and are now living in
crowded Bangladeshi refugee camps. UN
investigators have accused Myanmar sol-
diers of carrying out mass killings, rapes
and burning hundreds of villages with
“genocidal intent”. 

Myanmar denies most of the allega-
tions. When Bangladesh summoned
Myanmar ambassador U Lwin Oo, he
“tried to dilute the comments by saying
they were the religion minister’s personal
opinion,” said an official at the
Bangladesh foreign ministry who was
present at the meeting. “But we asked for
action against the minister.” 

The religion minister’s comments come
as both countries have been engaged in
negotiations for more than a year to repa-
triate the Rohingya to Myanmar, often
blaming each other for delays in the
process. The latest plan was scuppered
last month after no refugees agreed to re-
turn, saying they wouldn’t go back unless
Myanmar met a series of demands, chiefly
granting them citizenship rights.—Reuters

Sri Lanka’s 
political crisis
spurs tourists 
to cancel in
peak season
COLOMBO: Sri Lanka’s travel industry is starting to
suffer the fallout of a political crisis in the middle of
its peak tourist season, as uncertainty prompts can-
cellations by both business and leisure visitors.
Tourism makes up about 5 percent of the Indian
Ocean island’s $87-billion economy, but the presi-
dent’s sacking of the prime minister late in October
triggered a crisis that credit rating agencies say has
already hit economic prospects.

“We have cancellations in the region of about 20
percent,” said Chandra Mohotti, a manager at the lux-
ury Galle Face Hotel in the capital, Colombo, which
has about 200 rooms. “Normally our hotel would be
full. We are offering discounts because of the fear that
allocations will not be utilized.” Peak season for holi-
daymakers from Europe, a major source of tourists,
along with India and China, typically runs from De-
cember to March. But numerous flight bookings have
been cancelled, especially from Europe, a source at
national carrier SriLankan Airlines told Reuters. “The
crisis started just when tourists take a decision where
to go,” said the source, who declined to be named.
“(It) has discouraged many of them.” Mahinda Ra-
japaksa, who replaced Ranil Wickremesinghe as

prime minister, lacks a parliamentary majority and has
been prevented by a court from holding office, de-
laying the 2019 budget and leading to violent scenes
in parliament. It may be a while before the cancella-
tions show up in arrivals figures, however. Tourist
numbers were up 16.8 percent in November on the
year, official data showed yesterday, with visitors
from Europe up 37 percent, although numbers from
China, Japan, the Middle East, and Southeast Asia all
fell. Last year, more than 2.1 million people visited Sri
Lanka, tourism authorities say. Business travel has
also been hit by the crisis, with firms moving meetings
to elsewhere in Southeast Asia.

“There have been some cancellations and some
have shifted to Singapore and Indonesia,” said
Sanath Ukwatte, president of the Hotels Association
of Sri Lanka, adding that conference and exhibition
bookings were the worst hit. Harith Perera, president
of the Sri Lanka Association of Inbound Tour Oper-
ators, said he had also seen cancellations in the cor-
porate sector. —Reuters

COLOMBO: This file photo shows tourists leaving the Independ-
ence Square after a visit in Colombo, Sri Lanka. —Reuters

Our home
was 

set on fire


