
Sri Lankans stunned 
after deadly blasts
COLOMBO: As Shantha Prasad carried children
wounded in Sri Lanka’s deadly attacks into a Colombo
hospital, memories of the country’s deadly civil war
flooded back. “I carried about eight wounded children
yesterday,” he said yesterday, a day after a string of
blasts hit hotels and churches, killing nearly 300 people.

“There were two girls aged six and eight, the same
age as my daughters,” said Prasad, who helps carry
stretchers into the hospital’s triage area and wards. “Their
clothes were torn and drenched in blood. It is unbearable
to see this kind of violence again.” For many Sri Lankans,
Sunday’s attacks against churches and high-end hotels
brought back painful memories of a conflict that lasted
three decades and killed as many as 100,000 people.

During those years, bomb attacks were a regular
occurrence, and left many Sri Lankans on edge in the
streets and on public transport. In the capital, street
sweeper Malathi Wickrama said yesterday she was now
nervous doing her job. “Now we are afraid to even
touch black plastic bags with garbage,” she said. “The
string of blasts yesterday brings back memories of the
time when we were afraid to go in buses or trains
because of parcel bombs.”

‘We are resilient’ 
With the lifting of a nationwide curfew yesterday

morning, people began to emerge into Colombo’s streets,
where security was heavy. Schools and the stock
exchange are closed, but some shops opened their doors
and public transport was functioning. Imtiaz Ali, a tuk-tuk
driver, was looking for customers in the capital, but said
his family was in mourning over the death of his nephew

in the blast that hit the Cinnamon Grand hotel. 
“The boy was just 23. He was a salesman at (the)

Cinnamon Grand hotel and he was to be married next
week,” Ali said. “We had made all the plans to hold the
wedding at home, but today it’s a funeral house.” When
Ali stopped at a petrol station to get a back-up container
of fuel, the attendant said police had banned the sale of
petrol and diesel in cans and bottles for fear they could
be used to improvise bombs.

Elsewhere in the city, some residents were making
their way into work, determined to maintain a semblance
of normality despite the tragedy. “We are resilient peo-

ple,” said Nuwan Samarweera, a 50-year-old office
worker. “We have seen so much violence during the civil
war. For the outside world it may be big, but for us life
goes on,” he added. 

“We have to gather ourselves and move on.” Ranjan
Christopher Fernand, 55, said his friend’s 11-year-old son
had been killed in Negombo. “This is the first time
Christians have been attacked like this in Sri Lanka,” he
said, driving his taxi around the capital. “Tonight we will
go to the church to pray for the victims. Of course I feel
afraid... but we have to go to church, we have to pray for
the injured to get well soon.” — AFP 

COLOMBO: The Easter Sunday attacks on three
churches in Sri Lanka mark a devastating escalation of
violence against a Christian minority that has been tar-
geted in the past, but never to such brutal and deadly
effect. Ethnic and religious violence has plagued Sri
Lanka for decades, with a 37-year conflict with Tamil
rebels that claimed 100,000 lives and an upswing in
recent years in clashes between the Buddhist majority
and Muslims.

While there have been attacks on Christians, their
community had been left relatively unscathed, with
anti-Muslim riots -
whipped up in part by
hardline, right-wing
Buddhists grabbing the
headlines. But that changed
with Sunday’s bombings on
St Anthony’s Shrine in
Colombo, St Sebastian’s in
Negombo to the north of
the capital and the church
in the eastern city of
Batticaloa. All three were
left in ruins, bodies
slumped over pews or lined up in aisles, torn bibles
strewn over the floor. Along with attacks on four
hotels, more than 290 people were killed.

Religious showdown
The US State Department’s most recent report on

religious freedom said the National Christian
Evangelical Alliance of Sri Lanka had documented “97
incidents” of attacks on churches, intimidation and vio-
lence in 2017. Only around six percent of Sri Lanka’s
20-million-strong population is Catholic. Analysts say
the harassment is longstanding and goes on.  

“There is a long history of attacks on churches,” said

Alan Keenan, a Sri Lanka expert with the International
Crisis Group, a monitoring body.  “There was one on a
Methodist church last week, though nothing as massive
as this case. It just does not get international attention.”
Sunday’s attacks were the worst acts of violence since
the Tamil civil war that ended in 2009 and, during it’s
long history, saw numerous bombings and assassina-
tions across the country. 

Rucki Fernando, a human rights activist, said there
have been regular cases of “local villagers or Buddhist
monks intimidating a pastor or interrupting a prayer

service.” “Sri Lankan gov-
ernments have overlooked
violence against religious
minorities - both Christians
and Muslims-that has been
on the rise in recent years.
“But we have never seen
anything of this scale or
magnitude before.” Sri
Lanka’s police chief Pujuth
Jayasundara issued a
nationwide alert 10 days
before the attacks saying

suicide bombers planned to hit “prominent churches”.
Although no group has claimed responsibility for the

bombings, a radical Muslim group named in the police
alert, National Thowheeth Jama’ath, came to promi-
nence last year when its followers were accused of van-
dalizing Buddhist statues. The group’s secretary, Abdul
Razik, was arrested in November on charges of inciting
religious disharmony. He was also detained in 2016 for
comments about other religions. Galagodaatte
Gnanasara, head of a radical Buddhist group, the BSS,
warned then of “a blood bath” unless Razik was arrest-
ed. Gnanasara has himself since served a jail term for
intimidating the wife of a missing journalist.

Sri Lanka saw weeks of riots last year when
Buddhist-majority Sinhalese mobs attacked Muslim tar-
gets in the central district of Kandy. Three people were
killed and hundreds of homes destroyed. Sunday’s
assault on Christian targets will only widen the sense of
fear and uncertainty fuelled by the communal tensions.

“There is a lot of fear, not just in the Christian commu-
nity but among everyone,” said the activist Fernando.
Cardinal Malcolm Ranjith, archbishop of Colombo, said
those behind the attacks should be punished “merci-
lessly”. “Only animals can behave like that,” he told
reporters. — Agencies  
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COLOMBO: People pray outside the St Anthony’s Shrine in Colombo a day after the building was hit as part of a
series of bomb blasts targeting churches and luxury hotels in Sri Lanka. — AFP 

Mexico breaks violence record 

MEXICO CITY: Violence in Mexico hit new heights
in the first quarter of 2019, with 8,493 murders record-
ed from January to March, according to official figures.
According to the Executive Secretariat of the Public
Security National System, that number represents a 9.6
percent rise on the same period in 2018. Last year was
considered the most violent in Mexico’s history, with
over 33,500 murders — the highest number since
records began in 1997. The new record contradicts
claims by leftist President Andres Manuel Lopez
Obrador that murders have not increased during his
presidency, which began in December. At a Navy event
Sunday, Lopez Obrador defended the creation of a
National Guard, his key strategy to fight the wave of
violence that has engulfed Mexico since the govern-
ment declared war on the country’s powerful drug car-
tels in 2006. — AFP 

Cash worth $113 m seized 

KHARTOUM: Sudan’s army ruler General Abdel
Fattah Al-Burhan said that more than 113 million dollars
worth of cash in three currencies has been seized from
ousted leader Omar Al-Bashir’s residence. He said a
team of police, army and security agents found seven
million euros ($7.8 million), $350,000 and five billion
Sudanese pounds ($105 million) during a search at
Bashir’s home. Sudan’s new acting prosecutor general
Al-Waleed Sayyed Ahmed meanwhile asked authorities
to register all private properties belonging to officials of
the previous regime, the official SUNA news agency
reported. He also asked them to stop processing
requests for the transfer of ownership of properties that
belonged to former regime officials and members of
their families. — AFP 

Mudslide kills 17 in Colombia 

BOGOTA: At least 17 people were killed and 13 others
were missing after a mudslide that buried eight houses
early Sunday in southwestern Colombia, authorities said.
The national risk management agency gave the updated
toll after rescue efforts in Rosas, in the department of
Cauca, were halted at nightfall. Reducing by two an ear-
lier toll of 19 killed that was given by firefighters, it
added that five people had also been injured.
Meanwhile, the estimated number of missing was con-
firmed by an agency official speaking on condition of
anonymity. A search had been underway for people who
might be trapped under rubble. The injured were treated
at hospitals near the scene of the disaster, the agency
said. It attributed the mudslide to the heavy rains that
have battered the country for several weeks. Mudslides
are common during Colombia’s rainy season. — AFP 

Jihadists kill 11 Mali soldiers

BAMAKO: Suspected jihadists killed at least 11 sol-
diers in an attack Sunday in central Mali, the defense
ministry said yesterday. The military outpost at Guire
was attacked at around five in the morning, the ministry
said, adding that there were also a number of injuries
and damage. Earlier reports had put the number of sol-
diers killed at 10 or 12. “The terrorists came out of the
forest. They were on motorcycles and pick-up trucks.
They burnt vehicles and took away others,” a security
source, who asked not to be named said. The Mali
armed forces said on Twitter reinforcements were being
sent to the Nara sector, about 370 kilometers north of
the capital Bamako. A local resident contacted by AFP
said there had been heavy gunfire and the military
“were taken by surprise” in the attack. — AFP 

COLOMBO: Sri Lankan security personnel inspect the debris of a car after it explodes when police tried to defuse
a bomb near St Anthony’s Shrine as priests look on in Colombo, a day after the series of bomb blasts targeting
churches and luxury hotels in Sri Lanka. — AFP 

The wounded fight 
on in India political 
‘killing fields’ 
INDIA: P Jayarajan slowly raised his left hand and
pointed to a gap where a thumb had been hacked off
before flagging a deep scar on his other arm - proud
war wounds from a past Indian political campaign.
“They tried to kill me in front of my wife and family but
I survived,” said the soft-spoken communist, a symbol
of Kerala’s status as a hotbed of political violence in
India, where violence between rival parties is common.
“I lost the thumb and my arm was cut too. It was fixed
but there is no feeling,” the 67-year-old electoral can-
didate said during a break from campaigning in India’s
marathon election. The southern state of 35 million
people votes in the latest round today.

But Jayarajan is not just a victim of what Caravan
magazine has called “the killing fields of Kerala”, where
dozens have died in political battles in the past two
decades. Attacked two decades back, Jayarajan has
since been accused by rival parties of instigating simi-
lar attacks. He denies the charges. But Jayarajan’s can-
didacy in the Vadakara constituency, in the north of the
state, has put a national spotlight on another bloody
campaign in Kerala. In February, just before the six
week long election was announced, two activists for the
opposition Congress party were killed. 

Violent ‘blot’ 
Workers from Congress and the rival Left

Democratic Front alliance - led by the Communist Party
of India (Marxist) which rules the state - have fought
fierce clashes. The left wing parties have also fought
activists from Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), the

Hindu nationalist ideological parent of Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s Bharatiya Janata party, according to
political writer Ullekh NP.

Fighting has intensified since the RSS and BJP
started trying to make inroads in Kerala, said Ullekh,
who wrote “Kannur: Inside India’s Bloodiest Revenge
Politics” about a district near Vadakara. Ullekh said
the bloodshed was “a big blot” for Kerala. The vio-
lence was first started by the Congress party, accord-
ing to Ullekh, which has dominated India’s politics
since independence in 1947. “Congress did to other
protest movements and rivals what the colonial British
did to them before independence. The Communists
became militant in response,” he added. “This has now
become an issue of political one-upmanship between
rival ideologies.” — AFP 

Anger as Malaysian 
cleared of 
murdering an
Indonesian maid
KUALA LUMPUR: A Malaysian woman has
reportedly been cleared of murdering her
Indonesian maid, who was allegedly tortured and
forced to sleep outside with a dog, with activists
yesterday criticizing the “shocking” decision.
Adelina Sau died in February last year after being
found outside her employer’s home on the north-
ern Malaysian island of Penang, with her head and
face swollen and covered in wounds.

Many Indonesian maids work in more affluent
Malaysia and tales of abuse are common, but the
horrific nature of Sau’s case generated headlines
and sparked diplomatic tensions between the
neighbors. Her employer, S Ambika, was charged
with murder - an offence that carries a mandatory
death sentence in Malaysia - shortly after the 21-
year-old was rescued and died in hospital. But the
High Court in Penang dropped the murder charge
against her last week, local media reported, with-
out saying why.

Prominent Malaysian human rights lawyer Eric
Paulsen called the decision “shocking and unac-
ceptable”. “This was one of the most public and
harrowing abuse cases ever recorded and yet the
attorney-general’s chambers somehow saw fit to
drop the charge,” Paulsen, a member of the
ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on
Human Rights said. — AFP 

VADAKARA: P Jayarajan, a Communist Party of India
(Marxist) electoral candidate and who was a target of
political violence in 1999, gestures during an interview
with AFP at Vadakara in the southern Indian state of
Kerala. —AFP 


