
Tourists flee
Lanka, as travel
industry faces
uncertainty 
COLOMBO: Tourists are scrambling to flee Sri
Lanka and cancelling holidays after a string of
deadly suicide blasts that have sparked concerns
the lucrative tourism industry could be sent into
a tailspin. The attacks on hotels and churches
came as Sri Lanka was emerging as a leading
tourist hotspot, named the world’s top destina-
tion for 2019 by a major guide book. The Easter
Sunday massacre killed nearly 300 people,
including 37 foreigners.

German schoolteacher Martin Ewest arrived
in the island nation two days ago, hoping for a
peaceful holiday with his wife and 12-year-old
daughter. But all that changed when he heard
about the attacks. “We want to leave as soon as
possible... but our embassy can’t help because
they are on holiday, our airline says they can’t do
anything, and our hotel has not offered us any
assistance,” the 44-year-old told AFP. “It’s a dif-
ficult situation... we are like sitting ducks, waiting
until we can leave next week.”

Powerful explosions hit three hotels in the
capital Colombo - the Cinnamon Grand, the
Shangri-La and the Kingsbury Hotel, all of
which have closed until further notice. For
Pakistani executive Kashif Ali, it was a lucky
escape. The 33-year-old had been trying to
book his family into the Cinnamon Grand only to
be told that no rooms were available. “We had
all these plans to travel around the country but
now we are scared to go anywhere,” he told
AFP, adding that the blasts brought back dis-
turbing memories of Pakistan’s own history of
militant violence. “We came here to escape all

this - we wanted to relax, not spend all day in a
hotel. Now we are just waiting to leave - it’s
been a waste of a holiday,” his sister-in-law
Sobia Samreen told AFP.

At Colombo’s international airport, nervous
and exhausted travellers lined up to leave the
country as heavily armed soldiers manned the
entry and exit points. The sense of anxiety was
palpable at hotels lining the capital’s famed
beachfront, with five-star properties such as
the Taj Samudra Colombo and the Galle Face
Hotel putting extra security in place, including
armed guards who prevented anyone but
guests from entering. 

‘Don’t feel safe’ 
The US has revised its travel advisory for Sri

Lanka, warning of further possible terrorist
attacks, while other nations such as Australia
and Ireland have also advised citizens to exer-
cise caution while in the country. Sri Lankan
travel agent Morris Bernard told AFP his com-
pany had recorded “lots of cancellations -
about a quarter of our clients have cancelled or
postponed their plans, saying they are scared
(to visit)”.

Another travel agent Saman Palitha said that
“the only group we were expecting later this
month has cancelled - 13 people from India who
said that for the time being they don’t feel safe
travelling here with their family”. A source at the
Galle Face Hotel told AFP that while “tourism
obviously suffers in a situation like this, we hope
it won’t have a long-term impact”. — AFP 
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MANILA: Employees are seen at an open area in Manila after an earthquake rocked the Philippines yesterday. A powerful earthquake rocked the Philippines, sending thousands of people fleeing high-rises in Manila as build-
ings shook. — AFP 

MANILA: Five people were killed when at least two
buildings collapsed near Manila after a powerful earth-
quake set skyscrapers swaying and drove terrified
locals into the street. Three bodies have been pulled
out of a four-storey building in the town of Porac,
while a woman and her grandchild were crushed to
death in the town of Lubao, Lilia Pineda, governor of
Pampanga province told ABS-CBN television.

“We believe there are still people trapped in the
four-storey building,” Pineda said, adding 20 people
have so far been rescued and taken to hospital as night
fell. “It’s difficult because there is no power, so we’re
still trying to get hold of a generator to be able to res-

cue the people inside,” she added. A strong quake with
a magnitude of 6.3 struck the region at 5:11 pm (0911
GMT) according to the US Geological Survey. The
quake that rumbled across the northern Philippines
caused skyscrapers to sway, as they are designed to
do, in Manila.

It also caused serious damage to the capital’s sec-
ondary Clark Airport, which is located on the site of
the former US military installation that lies about an
hour’s drive north of the capital. Damage was still
being assessed, but residents posted photos on
social of media showing cracked walls and light fix-
tures swinging in the moments after the quake. Office

workers piled out onto the streets as emergency
alarms blared, AFP reporters saw. Feliza Villanueva,
21, a business process outsourcing employee told
AFP she and four colleagues were at work when the
quake struck.

“This was the second strongest quake I’ve felt in my
entire life,” she told AFP as she joined hundreds of
others in the courtyard of an office building, waiting
for the all clear. “We were worried but we did not pan-
ic,” she said. “We planned how to evacuate the build-
ing. There were too many people going down the
stairs, so we waited for our turn. People looked in
shock, but no one was shouting or anything like that,”

she said. The quake was centered on the town of
Castillejos, about 100 kilometers northwest of Manila,
local geologists said.

Scientists from the US Geological Survey logged its
magnitude at 6.3, and said its epicenter was 40 kilome-
ters below the Earth’s surface. Dani Justo, a martial arts
instructor, told AFP she was at her Manila home when
the quake struck. “The clothes hanging on our line
were really swaying. My shih tzu (dog) dropped flat on
the ground,” she added. The Philippines is part of the
Pacific “Ring of Fire”, an arc of intense seismic activity
that stretches from quake-prone Japan through
Southeast Asia and across the Pacific basin. — AFP 

Philippine earthquake leaves 5 dead
Three bodies pulled out of a four-storey building 

COLOMBO: German school teacher Martin Ewest poses for photographs along with his wife and his
daughter yesterday, a day after the series of bomb blasts targeting churches and luxury hotels in
Sri Lanka. — AFP 

IS claims attack on 
Saudi security base
RIYADH: Four men were killed Sunday in an attack on a Saudi securi-
ty services base north of the capital Riyadh, official media said, as the
Islamic State group claimed responsibility for the assault. Quoting a
spokesman for the state security services, the Saudi Press Agency said
three policemen were also wounded in the morning attack in the Zulfi
province north of Riyadh. It said a “group of terrorists” tried to “storm
the building” but security authorities repelled them, killing four.

An investigation was launched to identify the assailants as well as
the type of “explosive material” they had in their possession, SPA said.
The London-based Asharq al-Awsat newspaper earlier reported that
the attack targeted state security forces in the town of Zulfi, 260 kilo-
meters north of the capital. It said the attackers had rammed a vehicle
into a security barrier around the base in an attempt to gain entry. Two
gunmen then stepped out of the vehicle and opened fire, sparking a
gun battle with police, who killed them, the paper reported. 

A third was gunned down as he attempted to flee while a fourth
died as he tried to set off an explosive belt, the paper said. The Saudi-
owned satellite channel Al-Arabiya also reported four people died
during an attack, but gave no details. IS, in a statement carried by its
propaganda arm Amaq, said “the attack on the security services base
in the town of Zulfi northwest of Riyadh was carried out by Islamic
State group fighters”. It gave no further details.

The kingdom has seen numerous attacks in recent years by
jihadists, including Al-Qaeda and IS, against security forces. It has
also seen clashes between Shiite militants and security forces in the
eastern provinces. IS’ elusive supremo Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi had in
recent years called for attacks on Saudi Arabia, which is part of a US-
led coalition that has been battling the jihadists in Syria and Iraq since
2014. The Sunni extremist group has claimed previous attacks in
Saudi Arabia, targeting mostly security forces and members of the
Shiite community who they view as heretics. 

On April 7, two men armed with explosives were killed and two
others arrested as they attacked a security checkpoint in a predomi-
nantly Shiite region in eastern Saudi Arabia, which has seen years of
demonstrations against the Sunni royal family. Sunday’s attack took
place in a majority Sunni region. An estimated 10-15 percent of the
ultra-conservative kingdom’s 32 million population are Shiite,
although no official figures exist. — AFP 


