
France holds 
first ‘Armenia 
genocide’ 
remembrance day
PARIS: France held its first “national day of
commemoration of the Armenian genocide”
yesterday, provoking an angry reaction from
Turkish leader Recep Tayyip Erdogan. Troops
from the Ottoman Empire - which preceded
modern-day Turkey - were responsible for
massacres and forced deportations of
Armenians from 1915, but Turkey has always
denied that the killings amounted to geno-
cide. France was the first major European
country to recognize the massacres as geno-
cide in 2001 and Macron announced the
national day of remembrance in February this
year, saying that his country “knows how to
look history in the face.” 

That drew a furious response from
Erdogan at the time - he called Macron a
“political novice” - and the Turkish leader
denounced the commemoration day again
yesterday in a televised speech. “If we look at
those trying to give lessons on human rights
or democracy to Turkey on the Armenian
question and the fight against terrorism, we
see that they all have a bloody past,” he said.
Relations between France and Turkey are
tense, particularly due to differences over the
future of Syria and the role of Kurdish fight-
ers there, but the two countries are allies in
NATO and economic partners.

Erdogan has accused France of being
responsible for the genocide in Rwanda in

1994, where the current government accuses
Paris of being complicit in the atrocities com-
mitted by the majority Hutu community on
minority Tutsis. France has always denied the
allegations and Macron announced the cre-
ation of a panel of historians and researchers
earlier this month which will be tasked with
investigating France’s role. The 41-year-old
French leader also announced an annual day
of commemoration for the Rwanda genocide
in which an estimated 800,000 people are
thought to have died.

Armenians commemorate the massacres of
their people on April 24 - the day in 1915
when thousands of Armenian intellectuals
suspected of harboring nationalist sentiment
and being hostile to Ottoman rule were
rounded up. French Prime Minister Edouard
Philippe is to lead the commemorations in

France yesterday by giving a speech and lay-
ing flowers at a Monument for the Armenian
Genocide erected on the northern bank of the
river Seine in April 2003. 

“We should find a way to tell them we are
not blaming Turkey for that (the massacres).
We are blaming the Turkish government in
1915,” French MP Jacques Marilossian, a
member of Macron’s Republic on the Move
party, told the France 24 channel. When
World War I broke out in 1914, Armenia -
which for most of its history has been occu-
pied by foreign powers - was divided
between the Ottoman and Russian Empires.
Armenians say up to 1.5 million of their
mostly Christian kin were killed between
1915 and 1917 by Turkish forces, and have
long sought international recognition that
this was genocide. — AFP 
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NEGOMBO: Relatives carry coffins of bomb blast victims for a burial ceremony at a cemetery in Negombo yesterday, three days after a series of suicide attacks targeting churches and luxury hotels in Sri Lanka. — AFP 

COLOMBO: Sri Lanka’s government yesterday
acknowledged “major” lapses over its failure to prevent
the horrific Easter attacks that killed more than 350
people, despite prior intelligence warnings.
Recriminations have flown since Islamist suicide
bombers blew themselves up in packed churches and
luxury hotels on Sunday, in attacks claimed by the
Islamic State group. Overnight, security forces using
newly granted powers under the country’s state of
emergency arrested 18 more suspects in connection
with the attack, as the toll rose to 359.

Police have so far arrested 58 people, all Sri Lankans,
and security remains heavy, with bomb squads carrying
out several controlled explosions of suspect packages
yesterday. But the government faces anger over revela-
tions that specific warnings about an attack went
ignored. Sri Lanka’s police chief issued a warning on
April 11 that suicide bombings against “prominent
churches” by the local Islamist group National
Thowheeth Jama’ath (NTJ) were possible, citing infor-
mation from a foreign intelligence agency. 

CNN reported that Indian intelligence services had
passed on “unusually specific” information in the weeks
before the attacks, some of it from an IS suspect in their
custody. But that information was not shared with the
prime minister or other top ministers, the government
says. “It was a major lapse in the sharing of information,”

deputy defense minister Ruwan Wijewardene conceded
at a press conference yesterday. “The government has
to take responsibility.”

Chilling footage 
President Maithripala Sirisena, who is also defense

and law and order minister, pledged Tuesday to make
“major changes in the leader-
ship of the security forces in
the next 24 hours”. “The
restructuring of the security
forces and the police will be
completed within a week,” he
said. He also called an “all par-
ty conference” with the coun-
try’s political parties for today,
and will meet with religious
leaders too. New details
emerged about some of the
bombers yesterday, with
Wijewardene saying one had studied in Britain and then
did post-graduate studies in Australia before returning
to Sri Lanka.

“Most of them are well-educated and come from mid-
dle, upper-middle class families, so they are financially
quite independent and their families are quite stable
financially, that is a worrying factor in this,” the minister

added. And chilling CCTV footage emerged showing one
of the attackers calmly patting a child on the head and
shoulder moments before he walked into the packed St
Sebastian’s church and detonated his bomb.

A US FBI team is now in Sri Lanka, Wijewardene said,
and Britain, Australia and the United Arab Emirates have
all offered intelligence help. Experts say the bombings

bear many of the hallmarks of
IS attacks, and the government
has suggested local militants
could not have acted alone. But
it has not yet officially con-
firmed any IS role in the blasts
against three churches packed
with Easter worshippers and
three high-end hotels.

A desperate search was
under way for other suspects
linked to the blasts, including
the head of the local Islamist

group believed to have played a key role in the attacks.
The government has said the NTJ group was behind the
attack, perhaps with international help, and its leader
Zahran Hashim remains unaccounted for. He appears to
be among eight people seen in a video released by IS on
Tuesday, leading seven others in a pledge of allegiance to
IS chief Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi. It was not yet clear

whether Hashim was among the suicide attackers or had
escaped after the blasts.

Multiple attackers 
Government officials have said they cannot rule out

further attacks while suspects remain at large. In all, nine
people are believed to have blown themselves up in
Sunday, either during attacks or when police attempted
to arrest them. Sri Lankan police sources have told AFP
that two Muslim brothers, sons of a wealthy Colombo
spice trader, blew themselves up at the Shangri-La and
the Cinnamon Grand hotels. Their father is now one of the
58 in custody. 

The Kingsbury hotel in the capital was the last one hit.
A fourth planned attack on a hotel failed, authorities said.
The would-be attacker was followed back to a Colombo
lodge, where he blew himself up, killing two people.
Sources close to the investigation said two more people-a
man and a woman-blew themselves up at another location
as security forces launched a raid. Those blasts killed three
police. Work was continuing to identify foreign victims in
the blasts. A Danish billionaire lost three of his children in
the attacks, a spokesman for his company said. Eight
Britons, 10 Indians, four Americans and nationals from
Turkey, Australia, Japan and Portugal were also reported
killed. The United Nations said at least 45 children, Sri
Lankans and foreigners, were among the dead. — AFP 

Sri Lanka admits ‘major’ lapse 
Easter attacks death toll mounts to 350 

Chilling CCTV 
footage shows

one attacker

YEREVAN: People take part in a torchlight procession as they mark the anniversary of the
killing of 1.5 million Armenians by Ottoman forces. — AFP 

For Sri Lankan
grave digger, a
grim parade
COLOMBO: Piyasri Gunasena rarely
digs more than one grave a day at the
Madampitiya cemetery in Sri Lanka’s
capital. On Tuesday, two days after the
deadly Easter bomb attacks, he had dug
10 by mid-afternoon. “This has been the
busiest time - even during the war, it
wasn’t so busy - only the odd funeral for
a soldier,” he said, referring to the coun-
try’s bloody and decades-long Tamil
insurgency. On an average day at the
Colombo cemetery, Gunasena cuts the
grass, checks the condition of the
graves, and if needed, digs a fresh burial
site. But after Islamists carried out a
string of attacks on Sunday that killed
more than 320 people, the coffins have
not stopped coming. 

“Police have not released all the
remains yet but I think we will be busy
for a while,” he said as he dug his tenth
grave of the day. Gunasena has found it
harrowing, despite his decades of experi-
ence. Among the victims whose grave he
dug Tuesday was an 11-month baby boy,
and he said he had struggled to steady
his hands as he worked. “Every time I dig
a grave for a child I think of my own
granddaughter and I feel like crying,” the
48-year-old told AFP, as sweat soaked
his grimy t-shirt and tattered shorts.

‘Haunting wailing’ 
Attending the funerals breaks his

heart, he said. “When I see people weep,
I feel very upset - the sound of their
wailing is haunting, it doesn’t leave me.”
A Buddhist who frequents temples and
churches, Gunasena said he prays regu-
larly “to clear my mind”. “In the last two
days though I have been praying more
than usual - several times a day - beg-
ging God not to allow such a thing to
happen again.” The lush and usually
peaceful cemetery has seen a steady
stream of mourners arriving to bury
loved ones since the blasts ripped
through hotels and churches where
members of the country’s Christian
minority were marking Easter.

On Tuesday afternoon, hundreds of
people were gathered to say goodbye to
the young Gomez family. The entire fam-
ily - 33-year-old Berlington Joseph
Gomez, his wife and their three little
boys, aged nine, six and less than a year
old - were killed in the attack on
Colombo’s St Anthony’s Shrine. As a
group of priests led the prayer service,
family members wept and the crowd
sang Christian hymns, before gently low-
ering the coffins - including the tiny one
holding the remains of baby Avon - into
the ground. 

‘We are all connected’ 
Berlington Gomez’s father struggled

to hold back tears as he recounted plans
for his grandchild Avon’s first birthday,
which would have fallen on 5th May.
“We were planning to baptise him on
that day,” he said. Priests sprinkled holy
water on the coffins and then half a
dozen men, including Gunasena, worked
furiously under the blazing sun to pile
soil into the graves. — AFP 


